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Foreword
 
 
Whether it was Spartans repelling Persian invaders, samurais charging Gatling-gun fortified Imperial positions, or the venerable Swiss Guard holding their ground against mercenaries hoping to loot St. Peter’s Basilica, the world is ripe with stories of a few standing against many. Most end in utter annihilation, but it is not the loss that is remembered; rather, the undaunted courage of those brave enough to stand tall in the face of certain death. 
Arguably, the most famous last stand for our countrymen was that of the Alamo. Jim Bowie, William Travis, and approximately two hundred other brave Texians stood their ground, refusing to retreat or agree to an unconditional surrender of the Alamo Mission. On March 6, 1836, President General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna ordered his fifteen hundred troops to conduct an all-out offensive. The Texians managed to repel the first two attacks. When the third wave came, however, they were forced to retreat to the interior buildings, engaging in the equivalent of urban warfare.
The details of the battle understandably vary by storyteller, each account designed to reinforce their respective agenda. According to most historians, when the dust finally settled, a handful of Texians had escaped, a few others had been captured (only to be executed hours later), and the rest had been killed, many bayonetted as they lay bleeding in the dirt. 
The story of the Alamo is one of both victory and loss, barbarism and mercy. Mexicans would point out that the Texians were in fact invaders, outsiders who chose to occupy their sovereign lands. While most know that Santa Anna ordered his soldiers to kill without quarter for the enemy, many don’t know that he allowed a small number of noncombatants to return to Texas, giving each woman a warm blanket and two silver pesos. Santa Anna even offered to adopt one woman’s young daughter so as to have her educated in Mexico City, an offer that was flatly rejected. 
Such small acts of kindness, however, could never quell the outrage that Texans felt at the murder of their beloved heroes. The brave sacrifice of Bowie, Travis, and others who gave their lives to defend the small outpost led to an incredible resurgence in the Texian Army, as well as pride in the Republic of Texas. Six weeks later, the Texian Army soundly defeated Santa Anna’s troops at the Battle of San Jacinto, an engagement that lasted only eighteen minutes but left 630 Mexican soldiers dead and 730 captured. Only nine Texians were reportedly killed. As the emboldened Texians overran the Mexican Army, many could be heard shouting those immortal words, “Remember the Alamo!” 





Chapter 1  
 
 
Deputy Marshal Mason Raines studied the jumble of mattresses, lawn mowers, barbeque grills, and soiled recliners blocking Highway 219. It looked as if a colony of beavers had abandoned the use of poplar and cottonwood in favor of more eclectic building materials.
Leila Mizrahi sat next to him, leaning out the F150’s passenger-side window to get a better view. As she did, Mason’s Irish wolfhound, Bowie, moved to the front of the truck bed and craned his gigantic head around to slather the side of her face. 
“Bowie!” She pulled her head back inside and reached for a small rag that she kept on the floorboard for just such occasions. “I swear, Mason, your dog is absolutely merciless.”
He grinned. “Bowie takes after his owner.”
“You I can handle, but this,” she held up the rag so that he could see the glop of sticky clear and white goo, “this is unnatural.”
He chuckled and patted her on the leg. 
“Just be glad he likes you.”
Before she could protest further, a lime green Ford Mustang pulled up alongside the truck. Cadet Corporal Rodriguez slid out enough to sit on the sill of the passenger-side window. Lieutenant Bell peered out from behind the steering wheel, and Private Cobb leaned forward from the back seat expectantly.
“What the hell is that?” Rodriguez said, straining to get a better look at the debris. 
“Roadblock,” said Mason.
“I can see that. But who dumped all that crap in the middle of the road?”
“Good question.” 
“And why?”
“An even better question.”
Mason swung his door open and stepped out. A few hundred yards off to their right was a small trailer park. The neighborhood was set down in a bog, and even those homes that weren’t rusted completely through were covered with tree sap, mold, and velvety green moss.
He walked around and lowered the tailgate for Bowie. 
“What do you say, boy? Feel like stretching your legs?”
Bowie danced around for a moment before carefully jumping down.
With the dog at his side, Mason returned to stand between the truck and the Mustang. He looked over at Rodriguez.
“Keep a watch on things while we go check it out.”
Rodriguez swung his legs out through the window and immediately brought his 6.5 mm Grendel rifle up to his shoulder. The weapon was one of the spoils the cadets had taken from the Radford Army Ammunition Plant. It was accurate, hard hitting, and as reliable as any standard AR-15.
“Marshal, I swear you treat your dog better than you treat your woman.”
Mason grinned but said nothing as he walked toward the roadblock. Whether it was true or not, discussions of that nature should never be held when one’s “woman” was within earshot. As he approached the debris, Mason let his hand gently rest on the grip of his Wilson Combat Supergrade. It wasn’t that he expected someone to jump out and take a swipe at him. Rather, the smooth steel simply served as a reminder to keep his guard up.
Whoever had barricaded the road had done a decent job of it, shattering bottles underneath the rubble so that even if the larger items were dragged out of the way, a driver would still risk a flat tire. Short of going off-road into a thick crop of trees and shrubs, the only way around was to follow a narrow gravel road down into the trailer park. It was obviously an attempt to funnel unsuspecting travelers into some sort of an ambush. The only question was whether or not the trap remained set. The roadblock looked as if it had been in place for quite some time, and in all likelihood, whoever had built it was either long gone or killed by a well-armed traveler.
Bowie worked his way from one side to the other, sniffing anything that looked interesting. When he was confident there wasn’t anything edible in the pile, he returned to stand beside his master.
 Mason looked off toward the trailer park. It was impossible to see much of anything through the trees and thick brush. For all he knew, someone was staring at him through a rifle scope at that very moment. Rather than tuck and roll, he turned and walked slowly back to his truck. 
Leila had slid across the seat and was now leaning out through the open driver’s side door. Rodriguez stood next to her, shifting his feet around like he had accidentally stepped in a pile of fire ants.
“Well?” he said.
“Well what?”
“What did you find?”
“A pile of junk.”
Rodriguez rolled his eyes. “I got that much from back here.”
Leila said, “I’m assuming it’s a trap.” She turned toward the trailer park. “To route us in there?”
Mason nodded. 
“So, what do we do?” Rodriguez said, eyeing the park.
“The only thing we can. We go in and see what’s what.”

Lieutenant Bell steered the Mustang down the narrow driveway, its tires crunching across the loose gravel. Her eyes darted between rusty mobile homes, overturned garbage cans, and abandoned cars. There were a hundred places to hide, and even with all three cadets on the lookout, there was no way to scan them all. At best, they might get a split second’s warning. 
Rodriguez sat in the passenger seat, the muzzle of his rifle pointing out the open window. Cobb leaned forward from the backseat, his Grendel protruding from the corner of Bell’s window. While far from perfect, their setup did at least provide some measure of firepower from both sides of the vehicle. All three cadets understood that shooting it out from inside a car was a losing proposition. Not only were they confined to a thin metal box, the gunfire would be absolutely earsplitting inside the car. Even so, it was resoundingly agreed that deaf was better than dead.
Leila followed a short distance behind, driving Mason’s F150 with the windows down and her Beretta 9 mm clutched firmly in her left hand. Following so closely made the group more vulnerable than she would have liked, but it was deemed best to keep the vehicles together in case they should have to set up a defensive position alongside one another.
When they were a few hundred feet into the park, Bell steered around a sharp turn to the left. The gravel on either side had been littered with shards of broken glass, leaving little room to maneuver. It was an obvious pinch point, and she was confident that if the trap remained set, it was about to be sprung.
A gunshot rang out, and then another.
Lieutenant Bell punched the gas, squealing around the curve to finally break out onto a short straightaway. She barreled ahead, the Mustang quickly reaching fifty miles an hour. Another turn lay ahead, this time to the right. She swung the wheel hard, skidding around the corner. The exit to the park lay directly ahead.
“Go! Go! Go!” Rodriguez shouted, pounding his palm on the dashboard.
She floored the pedal, and the Mustang bounced over a faded yellow speed bump, sending all three cadets colliding with the car’s headliner. As they came down, the car bucked over the lip of the asphalt and sped out onto the open highway. Bell let their momentum take them a few hundred yards before finally skidding to a stop.
Cobb patted her on the shoulder from the backseat. 
“Good job, Lieutenant!”
“Yeah,” she said, lookup into the rearview mirror, “but where’s Leila?”

Leila’s reaction to the gunshots was much the same as Bell’s. She floored the gas pedal with the hope of getting the hell out of the line of fire. As she skidded around the first curve, the truck’s rear end fishtailed, and she was forced to hit the brakes to avoid going into a full 360-degree turn. Her head whipped from side to side as the truck came to a jarring stop. 
Before she could straighten up and get back underway, she spotted a skinny man in shorts and a sweat-soaked tank top racing across the road, dragging a long metal cable behind him. He looped it around a telephone pole, pulling it taut so that it hovered two feet above the ground, and then quickly ducked out of sight.
Leila popped the truck in reverse. Too late. An identical cable was already being secured twenty feet behind her. She jerked the door open and stumbled out, swinging the Beretta up. Still tending to stitches in her right palm, she was forced to hold the weapon in her non-dominant hand, and it wavered from side to side.
 
 Three men raced toward her with pistols raised. Two of them were the ones who had pulled the cables, and the third looked like Abraham Lincoln’s delinquent brother, complete with a greasy chinstrap beard.
Leila adjusted her aim, moving from one man to the next. It took only a moment for her to accept what they already knew. This was not a fight she was going to win.
She slowly lowered her gun, flipped it around, and held it out butt first to Lincoln.
“Three on one. I guess you win.”
He smiled, showing off swollen gums and tobacco-stained teeth. 
“You’re right about that.” Lincoln took her pistol and stuffed it into the back of his waistband. Then he shoved her over to one of the other men. “Keep her from doing anything stupid.” 
“I plan to do more than that with this little honey,” he said, wrapping both arms her around her waist.
Lincoln approached the truck and leaned into the cab. A quick search of the glove box and behind the seats yielded nothing of interest. He stepped around to inspect the bed. Boxes of food, water, and supplies were scattered everywhere, but his eyes quickly settled on the Browning M2HB machine gun. 
He ran his palm over the barrel, caressing it like he might a woman’s thigh. When Lincoln looked back at Leila, his eyes held a new kind of interest. 
“My daddy used to say, ‘If you ever find a woman who likes to play with guns half as much as you do, marry her.’” He patted the Browning. “I hope you brought your wedding dress, ‘cause this is gonna be your lucky day.”

Mason knelt behind the corner of an old mobile home, staring down the sights of his M4. Bowie sat next to him, a sneeze away from bolting into the fray. 
“Easy, boy,” he whispered. “Let’s see what we’re up against first.”
They watched as Lincoln searched the truck, his eyes finally fixating on the Browning. He turned and said something to Leila, but they were too far away for Mason to hear the words. No doubt, he had offered a suggestive quip about pretty young women and their affinity for big guns.
Leila shook her head, and Lincoln stepped closer, letting his eyes slowly drift up and down her curvaceous body. The man who was holding her ran a hand down her backside, slapping it playfully. 
Mason forced air out through his nostrils but made no move to come to her aid. This was not the time to be impulsive. Assess before attacking. Many a battle had been lost by forgetting that simple rule. He had to be certain that others weren’t in hiding. When he was confident that he understood the enemy’s forces, he would move. But not a moment before. He had little doubt that any hidden foes would make themselves known soon enough. Men weren’t about to let themselves be excluded from enjoying the spoils of war, especially when the pickings included the affections of a beautiful woman.
Less than a minute later, a fourth man emerged wearing a white undershirt and tattered camouflage shorts. Thanks to a swollen beer belly and thick tufts of chest hair poking up through the neck of his shirt, he was a dead ringer for Larry the Cable Guy. A scoped bolt-action deer rifle hung across one shoulder. It didn’t take long for an argument to break out between him and Lincoln. Even at a distance, the cause of the disagreement was easy enough to see. They were bickering over Leila. Probably not about who got to keep her, but rather who would partake of the prize first. 
Following the philosophy that he who is most aggressive usually gets what he wants, Larry pushed his way past Lincoln and grabbed Leila by the arm. She cried out as he jerked her forward. The man who had been holding her raised both hands, the universal sign for “Hey, man, take what you want.” 
Mason gritted his teeth. If he waited much longer, Leila would undoubtedly find herself lying on a stained mattress with all sorts of unpleasant things being done to her. He took a final moment to consider his options. With the M4, he could likely drop two of the men before the rest ducked behind cover. Unfortunately, that would leave Leila right in the middle of a firefight—not a good place for anyone. On the other hand, fighting at close range would require taking out four men with a handgun. Again, a dicey situation at best. 
Bowie pressed closer, as if to remind him that he was not alone.
“Even with you at my side,” he muttered, “lots could still go wrong.”
Bowie licked his lips.
Mason squinted. “Fine, but you get the big guy.”
He slung the M4 around to hang across his back, reasoning that it was much less likely that four rednecks would start shooting at a lone man approaching with a holstered pistol than one with a rifle at the ready. Taking a deep breath, he stepped around from behind the mobile home. No one immediately took notice, so he began walking toward the group at a brisk pace, as if he had something important to tell them. It didn’t take long for one of the men to spot him, and the entire gang quickly turned in his direction. Larry shoved Leila back toward Lincoln and slid the hunting rifle off his shoulder. 
Mason offered a friendly wave and continued his steady advance.
The men looked to one another, amused as much as anything. What kind of fool approached four armed men with a smile and a wave?
When Mason got to within about ten yards, he stopped. Bowie stood by his side, his tail tucked and hair on end.
Larry looked Mason up and down, moving a wad of chewing tobacco from one side of his mouth to the other.
“We help you with somethin’?”
Mason pushed aside his jacket so that his badge and gun were both visible. 
“U.S. Marshal.”
Lincoln immediately pulled Leila around in front of him, jamming his revolver into her ribs. She grimaced, flinching away from it.
For his part, Larry seemed unshaken.
“That badge supposed to scare us?”
“I don’t know. Does it?”
He spat to one side. “Nope.”
“Scared or not, I’m going to need for you to release the woman and put your weapons on the ground.”
All four men shared in a nervous chuckle.
Larry stepped a little closer, and Bowie let out a growl. 
“Marshal, I think you got it wrong.”
“How’s that?”
“Look around you,” he said, puffing out his hairy chest. “Ain’t nobody here bein’ arrested.”
“I never said anything about arresting you. The truth is, you men are what we in the Service call unreformable.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that nothing I say or do is going to wash the filth from your miserable souls.”
Larry tightened his grip on the rifle.
“I don’t believe I like your tone.”
Mason let his hand rest on the grip of the Supergrade.
“Then you’re really not going to like what comes next.”
A nervous smile tickled Larry’s lips, and he glanced over at Lincoln.
“You ever seen anythin’ like this? This lawman’s batshit crazy.”
“Come on now, Marshal,” coaxed Lincoln, “there’s enough to go ‘round. Whaddya say? We’ll lube her up a bit, an’ you can have what’s left.” He leaned in and licked Leila’s cheek, sliding his tongue all the way from her chin to the corner of her eye. She cringed but didn’t try to pull away. Lincoln smacked his lips. “Honest to God, this one tastes just like butterscotch.”
“I’m going to start counting,” Mason said in an even tone. “If I get to three and you haven’t dropped your guns, I’m going to kill you. If you raise your weapons, I’m going to kill you. And if you touch the woman again—”
“Let me guess,” sneered Larry. “You’re gonna kill us?”
Mason squared himself. “One.”
Lincoln shifted his feet as he looked over at Larry and then to the other two men. All of them seemed off balance, uncertain about what the hell was happening. It simply didn’t make sense. One man didn’t draw on four. 
Of the entire group, Mason considered Larry to be the least dangerous. While he was the only one holding a rifle, he had to get clear of a 140-pound wolfhound—not something a man of his size was likely to do. Lincoln, on the other hand, was the wildcard. With his revolver stuck into Leila’s ribs, he could kill her before anyone could stop it. But if he shot her, not only would he lose his prize, he would also lose his cover. While Mason couldn’t be certain, he thought there was a good chance that Lincoln would do nothing, choosing instead to watch things unfold behind the safety of a hostage. It was a gamble to be sure, but gunfights were never anything more than a series of gambles.
“Two.”
“Marshal, you gotta be a damn fool—”
“Three.” Mason’s pistol cleared his holster before the word was even out of his mouth. 
Bowie too seemed to understand that negotiations were over, and he lunged toward Larry.
Mason swung left, squeezed off a round, swung back to the right and squeezed off a second, barely catching sight of the two nameless men as they stumbled back and fell, blood oozing from dime-sized holes in their sternums. He swung back and fired a third round, catching Larry in the throat a split second before Bowie tackled him to the ground. Gurgled screams filled the air as the man attempted to fend off the dog while choking on his own blood. 
Mason sidestepped and let his pistol settle on Lincoln. The man had ducked behind Leila, one arm going across her throat while the other reached around to press the revolver against her chest.











“Jeezus, Marshal!” he wheezed.
Mason stood motionless, sizing up the situation. There was no clean shot. 
Leila stared into his eyes, searching for something, perhaps a quick nod indicating that she should try to create an opening. He offered none. If she moved, Lincoln would likely panic and shoot her.
For a few seconds, neither man moved as they listened to Larry’s choked cries begin to fade.
“Drop your gun,” commanded Lincoln. “Do it now!”
Mason met the man’s stare. “No.”
“I’ll shoot her. I will.” 
“I believe you.”
That seemed to confuse him. “You gonna let me shoot her?”
“I can’t see that I have much choice. You’ll shoot her, and then I’ll shoot you.”
“She’s still gonna be dead.”
Mason nodded. “More than likely, yes.”
“You gonna watch her die? Just like that?”
“No. I’m going to watch you die. Just… like… that.” He said the last three words slowly, drawing them out to make his point.
Lincoln moved his fingers around, trying to dry the sweat forming on his hands.
“This is bullshit. You know that, right?” 
“No argument there.”
Bowie had finished with Larry and was turning toward Lincoln, a deep grumbling growing in his chest.
“Easy, boy,” said Mason.
Lincoln looked toward a mobile home to his left.
“She and I are goin’ in there, and you best not try an’ stop us.” 
He pulled Leila sideways and took a small step. When he did, Mason shifted the Supergrade and shot him in the foot. The man screamed and immediately ducked back behind her, hopping up and down. 
“You bastard! You shot my damn foot off!”
“And I will continue to shoot you until you let the woman go.”
“I’ll kill her!” he said, jamming the pistol against her ribcage.
Leila bit her lip to keep from crying out.
“We’ve been through that already.” Mason kept his voice even and calm, hoping that it would keep the man from doing something rash.
They stood facing one another for a long minute, neither of them sure what to do next.
Lincoln finally bent forward and wiped his brow on the back of her shirt. 
“Okay, so how we gonna get past this?”
“Simple. Toss the pistol away and drop to your knees.”
“I do that, and you’ll shoot me sure as shit.”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because you’re mean. That’s why.”
Mason chuckled. “My father’s mean. I’m determined. Believe me, there’s a difference.”
“I got your word you ain’t gonna shoot me?”
“As long as you behave.”
Lincoln glanced down at the three fallen men, perhaps picturing himself lying beside them, bleeding out. After a moment, he reluctantly held the revolver out to one side with the gun dangling from his fingers by the trigger guard.
“There. Happy?”
“Toss it away.”
He lobbed the pistol into a plot of tall grass.
“Now, let the girl go.”
Lincoln slowly released his grip. 
Leila jerked away and rushed toward Mason. As she did, he saw Lincoln’s hand slip behind his back. Mason leaned left, searching for a clean shot, but Leila was directly in his line of fire. Desperate to create a gap, he dove sideways with the Supergrade extended in both hands like a wide receiver trying to catch a football. As soon as the muzzle cleared Leila, he rapid-fired the remainder of the magazine, four shots issued so quickly that they sounded like a submachine gun. Only one of the four hit Lincoln, but it caught him in the ocular window, perfectly centered between his eyes. The man’s arms grew stiff, and then everything relaxed, his legs crumpling beneath him. 
Leila instinctively froze, closing her eyes as bullets whizzed within inches of her face. When she heard Lincoln fall, she turned and found Mason dusting off the knees of his trousers.
“You okay?” she asked.
“Fine. You?”
She used the back of her hand to wipe the last bit of saliva from her cheek. 
“I’m tired of being licked, but otherwise, yes, I’m good.”
Bowie wandered over to inspect Lincoln, taking a long moment to sniff a wet stain spreading across the man’s crotch. 
“I’m curious about something,” said Leila. 
“What’s that?”
“When he demanded that you give up your gun, did you consider it? Even for a second?”
Mason inserted a fresh magazine, let the slide go forward, and holstered the pistol.
“The way I see it, there are times when things aren’t going to end well no matter what you do. Might as well hang onto your gun.”
“I get that,” she said softly. “But how did you know he wouldn’t shoot me?”
“I didn’t.”
She cut her eyes at him. “That’s not very reassuring.”
 “Perhaps not, but I figured you’d rather take a bullet in the gut than spend a single minute in there with him.” Mason nodded toward the trailer. “Was I mistaken?”
“No,” she said, bending down to pick up her Beretta, “you most certainly were not.”





Chapter 2  
 
 
Samantha awoke to the sound of dried wood crackling in the fireplace. The room was already warm, and there was the unmistakable odor of coffee brewing. She sat up and pushed off the blanket. The living room of the Abner Cloud House was empty except for their bedrolls and backpacks.
“Tanner?”
There was no answer.
She leaned over and picked up the Savage .22 rifle.
“Tanner?” she said again, louder this time.
Still nothing. More than likely he had gone outside to pee. The man had a bladder the size of a walnut. 
She stood up and moved closer to the fire. A small pot hung from a swinging crane arm. She used a rag draped on a hook beside the fireplace to peek under the lid. Inside was a wet mash that looked like soupy worm dirt. No doubt Tanner was brewing another batch of his “cowboy coffee.” She set the lid back in place. If coffee was brewing, he was somewhere nearby.
Her stomach growled. 
She glanced at the backpack lying beside Tanner’s bedroll. There were pouches of various freeze-dried foods inside, including chili mac and beef stroganoff, neither of which sounded particularly appetizing for breakfast. What she really wanted was pancakes, with butter and warm maple syrup. 
Her stomach let out another rumble.
“Fine,” she said, “we’ll eat. But let’s find Tanner first.”
She went to the front window, pushed aside the curtains, and peered out. Tanner was kneeling beside the canal that ran behind the historic house. There was something big and white dangling from one of his hands. It looked like a pillowcase, but she couldn’t be sure. 
She grinned. “Probably stealing Dr. Jarvis’s silver and burying it out in the yard.” Tanner was not above taking anything that he thought might prove useful.
Before going outside to investigate, Samantha decided to clean up a bit. She retrieved her toothbrush and carefully scrubbed her teeth, spitting the paste and excess water into the fire. Next, she took a rag, poured a little bottled water over it and washed her face, neck, and underarms. Finally, she attempted to tame her tangle of hair using an ornate brush that she had picked up when they were staying at the Naval Observatory. When that failed miserably, she opted instead to pull it back into a tight pony tail. With basic hygiene taken care of, she put everything back away and headed outside to check on Tanner.
The early morning air felt cool as she stepped from the cozy home. It was still officially summer, but falling leaves and brisk evenings foretold of weather that was soon to change. Birds sang and squirrels darted in the trees overhead as she walked across the gravel lot and down toward the canal. The waterway was perhaps ten or fifteen feet across and shallow enough to walk through if one didn’t mind getting their shoes wet. On the other side, paved trails led down to Fletcher’s Cove, the marina where she had first learned to row.
As Samantha came up behind him, Tanner glanced back, instinctively reaching for the shotgun by his feet. When he saw her, he smiled.
“Got us some breakfast.”
She stepped closer and peered over his shoulder. A large gray and white bird lay at the edge of the water. Tanner had already started plucking some of its feathers, tossing them into the murky green water.
“What is it?’ she said, eying the bird.
“What do you mean what is it? It’s a goose.”
“You killed a goose?”
“I did.”
“What for?”
“To eat, of course.”
Samantha squatted down next to him and examined the dead animal.
“Did you shoot it?”
“Didn’t have to. It brought the fight to me.”
“So, what… you strangled it?” She looked down at the goose and made a pained expression.
“No, I didn’t strangle it,” he said, looking slightly offended. “What do you think I am, a barbarian?”
“Oh, sorry.”
“I broke its neck, of course.”
She rolled her eyes. “You’re incorruptible.”
“I think you mean incorrigible.”
“That too.” She ran her hands over the soft feathers covering the animal’s neck. It was still warm. “Are you sure it’s safe to eat?”
“Of course it is.”
“Because?”
“Because animals eat other animals. It’s nature’s way.”
The need to eat animals was a discussion they’d had many times before. And despite her reservations, it usually ended with her picking warm juicy morsels from the bone of some unfortunate little creature. It was, as he said, nature’s way.
She looked at the hundreds of feathers still covering the bird. 
“Even so, it looks like an awful lot of work.”
“Hard work makes food taste better. You know that by now. Or you should, anyway.” He slid the bird closer to her. “Now quit your yapping, and give me a hand.”
She grabbed one of the large feathers and gave it a quick tug the way she had seen him do. It pulled free. Not knowing what else to do with it, she tossed it into the water. The fluffy trail of feathers drifted along the canal like ghostly white canoes down the River Iss.
When they had finished plucking the larger feathers, they began pulling out handfuls of the finer down. Samantha had an easier time of it because her hands were small enough to get a good grip on the soft feathers. When they had plucked all but the very finest tufts, Tanner grabbed the bird by its feet and lifted it into the air.
“We’ll singe off the small stuff when we get back to the house. You got your knife?”
“Of course,” she said, reaching around to pull a small fixed-blade knife from the sheath that ran horizontally along the back of her belt.
“Good. Use it to take the wings off.”
She fanned a wing out, felt around for the shoulder joint and used her knife to cut it in two. When the wing came free, she gently set it on the ground and repeated the process on the other side. Thankfully, there were only the slightest dabs of blood at the joints.
Tanner raised the bird a little higher. 
“Now the head.”
Samantha reached down and cupped the head with her left hand. She placed the edge of the blade about midway up the neck.
“Here?”
“A little closer to the body. With all this meat, we’re not likely to eat the neck.”
She cringed. “You can eat a neck?”
“You can as long as you’re willing to get your teeth down in it.”
She stuck her tongue out. “Gross.” Without further protest, she began to saw the blade through thick cords of muscle and bone. It was harder than she had expected, but she finally pushed through the other side. Placing the head on the ground, she said, “I feel like a butcher.”
“Is that bad?”
She nodded toward the bird. “For him it is.”
Tanner grinned. “Just wait. The good part’s coming up.” 
“What you call good is never good,” she muttered.
He squatted back down next to the water and laid the bird between them. 
“Come closer, darlin’. It’s time to take out the…” He hunted for the right word.
“Guts. You might as well say it. They’re guts.”
He chuckled. “Right you are.”
“Am I going to get bloody?”
“All the way up to your elbows.”
She pressed her lips together and nodded.
“Fine,” she said, pushing up her sleeves. “All I can say is that it had better taste like chicken.”

As they finished picking the last bit of golden brown meat from the bones, Samantha retrieved the wet rag and took a second pass at cleaning herself up.
“Well?” said Tanner. “Good, right?”
“A little fatty if you ask me,” she said, wiping a layer of grease from around her mouth.
Tanner carried the bony carcass over to the front door and slung it outside.
“Something for the raccoons.”
“Dr. Jarvis isn’t going to like coming home to find animal bones in his front yard.”
“I don’t care what that man likes,” he said, letting out a small burp.
She went to the window and looked out.
“Where do you think he is?”
Tanner moved up beside her. “Can’t say.”
“He probably needed supplies.”
“I don’t see why,” he said, scratching at the stubble on his chin. “There’s a well for water, a river full of fish, and even a small garden out back.”
“How are we ever going to find him?”
“That, darlin’, is a very good question.”
“Without him, we’ll never make it past the infected.” Samantha was still ruminating on Tanner’s idea to inject some of Dr. Jarvis’s blood with the hopes that the infected would take them as one of their own. While it wasn’t very appealing, it was the only plan they had at the moment.
“Let’s start by taking a look around to see if we can find any clues as to where he might have gone.”
“All right.” Samantha caught her reflection in the window pane and paused to study it. She used her fingers to gently trace her lips. “Do you think a boy will ever want to kiss me?”
Tanner’s head whipped around. “What?”
“You know… on the mouth.”
“Oh, Lord,” he said, “here we go again.”
“What? It’s a simple question.”
“No, it’s not. It’s a crazy question.”
“Why? You don’t think I’m pretty?”
“Of course, you’re pretty.”
“Then why wouldn’t a boy want to kiss me?” She puckered her lips. “Is something wrong with my lips?”
“The only thing wrong with your lips is that they can’t stop flapping.” 
“I bet I’d be a great kisser,” she said, eyeing him for a reaction.
He shook his head. “I swear you’re going to put me in the grave.”
“I’ve got to grow up someday.”
“That may be, but I don’t need to hear about it.” He started for the stairs. “I’m going upstairs. You coming, or are you planning to stay and study your lips some more?”
She grinned, obviously taking great pleasure in seeing him squirm. 
“Right behind you.”
They had given the house a quick onceover the night before, but since it was dark, their only real goal had been to determine whether the good doctor was home. He wasn’t, which left them to camp out on the living room floor. With the fresh morning light, however, the house beckoned to be explored. 
From their previous walkthrough, they knew that the Abner Cloud house consisted of three floors, each measuring approximately thirty feet on a side, as well as an attic with the same dimensions. The first floor, which could easily be described as a basement given that the back wall butted up against a hill, consisted of a small foyer, a living room, and a parlor cordoned off with a folding partition. Everything about it was very utilitarian, the designer obviously valuing function over form. 
They took the stairs all the way to the top floor, figuring they would start with the attic and work their way down. It turned out that the attic was unfinished, consisting of nothing more than bare sheets of plywood stacked with roofing shingles, paint buckets, and a few hand tools. They descended to the third floor, discovering that it had been divided in half to accommodate two bedrooms with an open doorway in between. The walls were covered in a thick white plaster, recently painted and free of even the simplest of decorations, save for a chair rail spanning the periphery. A stone fireplace was centered along one wall and acted as the floor’s only heat source. Likewise, there was no plumbing, requiring occupants to traipse outdoors to do their business. There were also no beds, chairs, or tables, not even so much as a candle.
“I don’t think anyone lived up here.”
Tanner grunted and continued down the stairs. The second floor was identical to the third, except that each room had a built-in cabinet and a twin-size bed pressed up against the wall. What really drew their attention, however, was the portable intravenous pole and stainless steel hospital cart sitting next to the closest bed.
They walked over to examine the setup.
“Do you think Dr. Jarvis was sick?” she asked, gently squeezing the bottom of the clear plastic bag hanging from the pole.
“Balloon hands, black eyes, and lips like Angelina Jolie… yeah, I’d say he was sick.”
“You know what I mean.”
Tanner read the side of the bag. Sodium chloride.
“What’s in it?” she asked.
“Basically just water and electrolytes.”
She nodded thoughtfully.
“Stuff to keep you hydrated,” he explained.
“Why would he need that? Like you said, there’s a well out back.”
“Don’t know.” Tanner picked up a syringe lying on the cart and sniffed it. It smelled like a cross between vanilla and baby oil.
“Is that medicine?”
“Probably some kind of pain killer. Morphine maybe.” 
“Or maybe it was something to help him sleep since it’s right beside his bed.”
“Either way, I think the doc was self-medicating.” Tanner tipped the syringe over. Only the tiniest of drops slid to the other side.
“Do you think he went out for more medicine?”
Tanner nodded. “Could be.”
Samantha rotated the intravenous bag so that she could read a small sticker along the bottom.
“Kaiser Permanente Northwest D.C. Medical Office. There’s an address too—2301 M Street. Do you know where that is?”
“More or less.”
“Meaning if we go look for it, we’re likely to get lost.”
He waved away her skepticism. 
“It can’t be more than a few miles. Plus, it’s on our way to Union Station.”
“Tell me again why we have go to Union Station.”
“You know why.”
She sighed. “Because it’s the only way back down to the tunnels.” The mere thought of returning to the passageways under the city caused her to shiver. It was the darkest, most evil place she had ever been. And given where she’d been over the past few months, that was really saying something. 
“It wouldn’t hurt my feelings if you decided to stay here until I got back.” Tanner tossed the idea out like a fly fisherman flicks a featherweight lure.
“We’ve had that conversation, like, ten times already. I’m coming. End of story.”
He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”
She released the IV bag, and watched as it swung back and forth on the metal hook. 
“We could be wrong about Dr. Jarvis. He could have gone out for a pair of new shoes for all we know.”
“Maybe, but a man with a face like his wouldn’t leave home for any old thing.”
“So, that’s it then? We have a plan?”
“More like the makings of a plan. Let’s finish our search before we go all in.”





Chapter 3  
 
 
General Hood watched as the Black Dogs used the final few hours to get themselves squared away, cleaning rifles, loading rucksacks, and doing a little PT. It was as much about staying busy as anything else. No soldier wanted to sit around thinking about a mission. It was better to just do, rather than waste time wading through all the “what ifs.”
The unit leader, Morant, paced back and forth between the bunks, not to check up on his men—they were all too senior for that—but rather to see if there were any last-minute questions. There weren’t. The mission was relatively straightforward, albeit a bit complicated. They were to breach the bunker under The Greenbrier resort, separate into seven five-man tactical teams, disable the NBC filters spread throughout the facility, and deploy canisters of sarin gas into the air handling system. Once the gas had been given time to work, they would move back in to clean out the bodies, as well as any of the occupants’ personal effects. In many ways, it was a typical search and destroy mission, something that every man knew well. Given the challenges of breaching the bunker, however, it would be anything but routine.
Hood nodded to Morant, and the big man made his way over. He stood a head taller and weighed a good seventy pounds more than the general. Besides his size, Morant’s most notable feature was a thick black mustache that made Tom Selleck’s whiskers look like pubescent peach fuzz. 
“Is everyone ready?”
Morant nodded. “They’re piddling the way soldiers do. The sarin canisters have already been loaded, and we’ll be on board and ready to fly in…” He looked at his watch. “Two hours and eleven minutes.”
“Good. The pilots tell me that the flight from Bragg to The Greenbrier is a little under three hours. That means we’ll be onsite by 1800 hours, if not a little before. Ideally, we’d like to be inside the bunker before nightfall.”
“Understood. As soon as we’re onsite, Buckey and two others will rappel down and traverse the air intake shaft. Using cutting torches, they’ll remove one of the circulation fans. At which point, Buckey will squirm through and try to open the ventilation blast door. If he gets it open, the other two men will follow him to the West Tunnel Entrance, where we’ll be waiting.”
“And if the ventilation door is blocked?”
“Then he’ll navigate the bunker on his own.”
Hood turned to study Buckey. The man was barely five feet tall but had thick forearms and a smile that never seemed to leave his face.
“Everything’s riding on him. If he screws the pooch on this…”
Morant shook his head. “Buckey’s a bit of a clown, but he’s good at what he does. Don’t worry about him. He’ll get the job done.”

Dr. Sara Green took a moment to study her team of would-be investigators. They consisted of six members of the Congressional Body and four military officers, including General Richard “Chappie” Reed, a man that she found to be as intriguing as he was infuriating. 
“Thank you for coming,” she started, unconsciously leaning her hips against the conference room table.
The group quieted. Each participant was there for his or her own reasons, but based on the conversations she had overheard, Green knew that almost no one was expecting much to come of the activity. It was but a formality, important only because it might later be listed as an official-sounding position on some future job application.
“As I’ve already explained,” she continued, “our assignment is to travel from Mount Weather to The Greenbrier bunker for purposes of assessing whether or not President Glass is still alive.”
“Do we have any evidence to suggest that she is?” asked Steve Donovan, a former FBI agent turned congressman.
“Not that I’m aware of, no.” Green didn’t dare divulge that she had previously received a secret communiqué from President Glass. “However, as you recall, the radio broadcast promised that she would emerge from the bunker in two days’ time. We’re going to be there waiting.”
“If you ask me, it sounds like a wild goose chase.” He leaned back and crossed his arms. “If the doors to the bunker are closed, which I’m assuming they are, we’ll be stuck sitting outside in the heat, waiting on a whole bunch of nothing to happen.”
“Yes, sir, that’s very possible.”
“Isn’t there some way to determine if people are inside the bunker?” The question came from Congresswoman Brenda Lemay, a woman who seemed to insist that pink be a part of every outfit. “Perhaps we could monitor it with spy satellites.”
“No, ma’am, that’s not possible. Nearly all of the nation’s space assets are offline, and even if they weren’t, I don’t believe they could make that determination.”
“All right then, what about someone listening at the door with a high-tech microphone? Wouldn’t we hear them moving around inside?”
Chappie chuckled.
She cut her eyes at him. “Would you care to let us in on the joke, General?”
He smiled. “Imagine, if you would, a solid-steel door two feet thick, beyond which lies a four-hundred-foot-long cement corridor stretching deep into the side of a mountain. At the end of that corridor is a hundred thousand square feet of cement-walled rooms, every one of which is potentially sealed with a thick metal door. Does that sound like something you’re likely to listen in on?” He paused. “Ma’am.”
Lemay’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing more.
“We’ll have to see how things look when we get there,” Green said, hoping to keep the squabble from getting out of hand. “If we’re lucky, we might even find a way in.”
“When do we leave?” asked Donovan.
“We’ll depart from the south helipad at seven tomorrow morning. That means I need for everyone to be there by six-thirty sharp.”
“How long will we be gone?” asked Lemay.
“It’s hard to say for certain, but I’d suggest packing enough clothing for at least three days. General Reed said he would take care of our food, water, and other basic necessities. Do I have that right, General?”
Chappie nodded. “Yes, ma’am, you do.” 
“And if no one comes out? Then what?” asked Donovan.
“Then we’ll return home.”
He yawned. “Like I said… a wild goose chase.”

After the meeting adjourned, Dr. Green stood by the conference room door, thanking each attendee as they left. Chappie, however, remained seated, using a large folding knife to trim his fingernails. 
After the last person left, she turned to him.
“Do you have something to say, General?”
Chappie snapped the knife shut, quickly inspected his handiwork, and stood up.
“I thought you and I should talk.”
“We were talking.”
“In private, I mean.”
She raised her eyebrows, putting nothing past the general. In her assessment, he was as likely to slap her on the backside as he was to reveal a national secret.
“Is this… official?”
He grinned. “Sometimes I wonder.”
Refusing to give Chappie a chance to enjoy the dance, she turned and gently closed the door.
“Okay, let’s hear it.”
“Rumor has it that you’ve been doing a little asking around about General Hood’s whereabouts.”
She swallowed. “So?”
“So, I’m here to offer a word of caution. Tread lightly, Dr. Green.”
Her eyes hardened. “Why?”
Chappie stepped closer and lowered his voice. 
“I think you know why.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He moved even closer, and Green pressed back against the door frame.
“General, please…”
“You find it strange that Hood has disappeared only days before an inspection team is scheduled to go the bunker. And you’re wondering if maybe he’s there right now doing a little cleanup. Do I have that about right?”
She felt panic welling up in her belly. Was Chappie involved? My God, was he going to kill her? 
“Dr. Green, you have a choice to make. Right here. Right now.”
“What choice?”
“You need to decide how far into this cesspool you really want to wade. Up until now, you’ve dipped a toe in by asking a few carefully worded questions under the guise of it being part of your team-building exercise. But even that might get you killed if it falls on the wrong ears.”
She started to respond, but when they heard footsteps approaching in the hall, he gently touched a finger to her lips. His hand was warm, and the soft press of his finger was incredibly intimate.
The footsteps grew louder, paused briefly, and then passed by the door. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” she whispered, gently pushing his hand away.
“Trying to keep us both alive.” His voice too was hushed.
“You’re being melodramatic.”
“I wish that were true.”
She studied his face. “You know something.”
“I think we both do.”
She swallowed again but said nothing.
“I’ll show you mine if you’ll show me yours,” he said with a grin.
She nodded ever so slightly.
“What if I told you that I have evidence that there are people inside the bunker?”
“How’s that possible? What evidence?” 
“The congresswoman wasn’t so far off the mark.”
“And yet you humiliated her.”
“What can I say? I’m an ornery old bird.”
“So, how did you do it? Surely not by listening at the door.”
“We have an unmanned aerial vehicle surveying the bunker.”
“A UAV?”
He nodded. “It’s been in the air for twelve hours.”
“Even so, what could that possibly give you? The place is sealed.”
“True, but we’ve picked up a distinct thermal signature, a signature that could only come from the bunker’s generators. And last time I checked, generators don’t run themselves.”
She said nothing.
He searched her face. “But you already knew there were people inside.” 
She started to deny it but stopped short as his face tightened.
“No more lies,” he growled. “I need to know what you know.”
“Why should I trust you?”
“Trust me or not. You need my help.”
“Your help? Why?”
“Because our enemies are as powerful as they are ruthless.”
She thought long and hard, studying his eyes. There was an undeniable hardness in them, but there also was something else. Concern.
“I received a note from President Glass.”
His eyebrows pressed together. “When?”
“Two days ago.”
“How? Who delivered it?”
“General Carr.”
Chappie nodded. “Carr’s a good man. Did he personally confirm that she’s still alive?”
“Yes.”
“Then it’s all true… the murders, the bombings, the attack against her.”
“We don’t know that. We only have his word that—”
“Carr’s word is enough.”
She didn’t argue the point. The truth was that she had already accepted that President Glass was alive. Once that was taken as fact, the rest followed readily enough.
“So, what do we do?” she asked. “If Hood is on his way to The Greenbrier, he’s obviously going there to kill everyone inside.”
“Everyone? Who else is there?”
“Bill Baker, Tom Pinker, and Jack Fry all went to see her.”
“Does Pike know that?”
“I’m not sure. Probably.”
“But you’re certain that he doesn’t know about Carr contacting you?”
She started to say that she was but stopped herself. 
“I’m not certain of anything.”
Chappie rubbed his chin. “If we wait until tomorrow to go to the bunker, it’s going to be too late.”
“Pike insisted we wait.”
“Of course he did.”
She bit her lip. “As soon as we tell the rest of the team we’re leaving early, he’ll find out. He might even stop us.”
“Which is why we’re not going to tell them.”
She looked puzzled. “We’re going to leave without the team?”
“I think we have to.”
“So, it would be just you and me?” Even as she said the words, she realized that she wasn’t as uncomfortable with the prospect of going off with him as she probably should have been.
“You, me, and about a hundred of my best.”
“We’re taking soldiers?”
“We’re sure as hell not taking ballet dancers.”
She thought about the plan. “We’d have to get out quietly, without attracting attention. That’s not easy to do with a hundred soldiers.”
“Which is why we’ll leave in stages, a few helicopters every hour, starting at nightfall. We’ll rendezvous at a staging area along the way.”
She raised her hands so that he could see them. They were shaking. 
“Do you see the state I’m in, General? If you’re playing games with me…”
He reached forward and took her hands in his. She couldn’t help but notice the thick callouses covering his palms.
“We’re both trusting each other.” He gave her hands a gentle squeeze and released them. “Now, go gather up whatever you hold most precious.”
“Why?”
“Because, Dr. Green, there’s a very good chance we won’t be coming back.”

By the time President Glass awoke, General Carr had already left her small quarters, no doubt to take his turn on guard duty. At his insistence, their small team was now conducting around-the-clock foot patrols to ensure that no one could enter the facility undetected. The bunker was far too large for a single person to provide any real situational awareness, but if nothing else, a set of eyes was periodically checking the massive blast doors. Despite her protests to the contrary, General Carr continued to insist that she was too frail to participate. Interestingly enough, he had been willing to accept that her infirmity did not prevent them from sharing a beautiful night of lovemaking. 
She pulled the pillow to her face and sniffed deeply. The faint odor of his scent was still there. She smiled. Carr was a good man. Not her late husband, but still, a good man. One day, she would introduce him to Samantha. Perhaps they could even become a family, rebuilding and moving on in a world that required rebuilding and moving on.
She closed her eyes and imagined her daughter’s face. It had been several months since she had last seen Samantha, but the visage of her beautiful face still burned clearly. For a time, Glass had been tricked into believing that Samantha had perished in a helicopter crash. Video taken by a military gunship later confirmed that she had in fact survived, but since then, there had been nothing. No contact. No additional sightings. No detections of her embedded tracker. She had simply vanished. 
Was she even still alive?
“She’s alive,” she mouthed. Without the help of her electrolarynx, there was only the faintest whisper of sound. She tried again, harder this time, forcing the air through her throat. “She’s alive.” What came out was a throaty hiss, barely even recognizable as human speech. Even so, hearing the words made them seem more true. 
The real question was where was she? And who was taking care of her? In the video, Samantha had been with a man and a woman. Were they still keeping her safe? She had also been carrying a rifle. While it seemed utterly impossible that her little girl had taken to carrying a gun, it was also somewhat comforting. Like the legendary cowgirl Calamity Jane, she had adapted to her harsh surroundings. But soon her beloved daughter could put aside such hardships, returning instead to the life of peace and safety that every child deserved. 
“Mama’s coming for you, dear,” she whispered. “Mama’s coming.”





Chapter 4  
 
 
The drive from the outskirts of Peterstown, West Virginia, to The Greenbrier was a fifty-mile shot, straight up Highway 219. The two-lane road was flanked on both sides by weathered country homes, single-room churches, and small mom-and-pop restaurants. A few homeowners were working in their gardens, but most of the structures were eerily still, soulless, a stark reminder that even rural parts of the country had not been spared from the virus. Above-ground swimming pools that had at one time offered relief from the summer heat, now sat filled with stagnant green water buzzing with mosquitoes. 
Houses eventually gave way to gravel pits, equipment rental facilities, and seemingly endless stretches of fallow farm land. Mason and his crew continued on, speeding past barns with bright red roofs and utility stations that had long since gone dark. They passed through the towns of Lindside, Rock Camp, and Union without even so much as slowing. Each town no doubt had an adventure worthy of pursuing, but they took no such detours. The mission was too close at hand.
At Organ Cave, they turned east on County Road 63 for a short stretch, stopping only when they arrived at the town of Caldwell. To their right was a two-story building with the words “Thrift Shop” printed in faded red letters on a sign hanging out front. And to their left was a Citgo gas station that had been tailored to sell an assortment of trucker goods, including CB radio antennas, wallets with chains, insulated coffee mugs, and condoms that could have passed for colorful party favors. 
Mason left the engine running as he and Leila climbed out and walked around to the rear of the truck. Bowie danced about, whining for affection, and Mason couldn’t help but give him a few good scrubs under the chin. 
Bell and the others pulled in behind them, and all three cadets quickly clambered out of the Mustang. From the pained look on Cobb’s face, he was getting the worst of the expedition by riding in a back seat best suited to toddlers and small dogs. 
Cobb patted Rodriguez on the shoulder. 
“Check it out.” He pointed to a sign hanging in front of a dilapidated restaurant on the corner. It simply read: Beer and Eat. “Think they got a few brewskies hidden away? I’d give my left nut for a bottle of—” He quieted when he saw Mason’s eyes narrow.
“You finished?”
“Sorry, Marshal. Go ahead.”
Mason lowered the tailgate and laid out a map. 
“Our target is five miles east of here in the town of White Sulphur Springs.” He traced Highway 60, finally tapping a small marker that read The Greenbrier. “The bunker is hidden beneath the resort. My understanding is that it has three entrances, one inside the hotel and two that are approachable by car.”
“I vote for whichever one doesn’t have us stomping through corridors filled with dead people,” offered Rodriguez.
“It’s more complicated than that. There’s a good chance that all the doors are sealed.”
“If the doors are locked,” said Cobb, “how are we gonna get inside?” 
“That’s the part I wanted all of you to understand. Our mission isn’t to get inside the bunker.”
“It’s not?”
“No. It’s to keep President Glass alive. If the bunker is sealed, we’ll wait outside and disrupt any efforts to breach it.”
“But if we can’t get in, how could General Hood?”
“I’m not sure, but we have to assume that he has a plan to do just that. Our job is to stop him.”
“And if he makes it in anyway?” asked Rodriguez. “What then?”
“Then we go in after him.”
“He won’t be alone,” said Leila. 
“No. He’ll bring along more of his Black Dogs.”
Both Mason and Leila instinctively looked down at her calf. While it was healing nicely, the wound to her leg was a painful reminder of the very real danger that the men posed.
“How many?” asked Rodriguez.
“A manageable force might be thirty or forty. Any more than that would only add confusion to the operation.”
Rodriguez made a point of counting their small party. 
“There are five of us.”
Bowie let out a loud yawn.
“Okay, six, if you count your big dog. Either way, we’re not going to take out thirty or forty hardcore soldiers.”
“We’ll see what we can and can’t do when the time comes. Right now, we need to assess the situation.” 
“Should we split up?” asked Leila. “One group could come in from the west; the other could circle around to the east.”
Mason thought about it. While it was probably a bit of paternalism kicking in, he couldn’t see a good reason to send the cadets out on their own. Not yet, anyway.
“Let’s stay together for now.”
Cobb let out a sigh of relief, and everyone looked at him.
“What? I was just breathing.”
Rodriguez mumbled something about growing a pair, which was met with an elbow to his ribs. 
Mason turned back to the map and traced a large golf course west of the resort. 
“We’ll come in along this unmarked road. It circles the golf course and should lead us straight to the clubhouse. Once there, we’ll go in on foot to get a better idea of how things look at the hotel.” He turned to the team. “Any questions?”
No one spoke.
“All right then, let’s get to it.” 
Mason lifted the tailgate, giving Bowie one final pat before heading around to the cab. As he climbed in, he overheard Bell say, “Anyone else have the feeling that this is about to get dangerous?” He pressed his lips together. Lieutenant Bell was more right than she probably realized.

The small unmarked road meandered back and forth through the golf course so as to avoid interfering with the sand traps and sprawling fairways. It would have been a picturesque drive had they not been approaching what was sure to be a bloody encounter. After traveling about a half-mile, they arrived at a complex of three buildings surrounding a large fenced-in tennis court. 
The building to their right had a sign out front that read Tree Top Café. The restaurant wrapped around an infinity pool, now covered in a mysterious creamy yellow substance that made the entire structure look like a giant bowl of tapioca pudding. The building directly ahead had several broken windows, through which treadmills, free weights, and other exercise equipment could be seen. The final building sat to their left, its sign reading Greenbrier Golf Club. Wicker rocking chairs lay scattered under a long dark green awning meant to provide relief from the summer heat.
Mason followed the winding driveway as it carved its way through a thick green hedge, finally ending at a small roundabout. A statue constructed from several oversized golf tees sat on a plot of grass at its center, and the main entrance to the golf club lay directly ahead. 
He stopped in front of the statue and climbed out with his M4. Everything around them was still and quiet. The place appeared to be abandoned. 
“What do you think?” Leila said, climbing out from the passenger side.
He eyed the thick bubbling foam covering the swimming pool. 
“I think the days of sitting by the pool, enjoying fish tacos and Mai Tai’s are long gone.”
She grinned. “Amen to that.”
Bowie whined from the truck bed, and they went around to let him down. As they did, the Mustang pulled in behind them. 
All three cadets emerged with Grendel rifles at the ready.
“What’s the plan, Marshal?” Rodriguez said, slowly turning in place to take in the surroundings.
“Begin by clearing the clubhouse. We can use it as our base of operations.”
Rodriguez and the other two cadets started for the clubhouse, but Mason intentionally hung back a few yards. Despite wanting to keep them safe, the time for handholding had passed. They would have to learn to operate as a team if the mission was to have any chance of success.
Leila walked beside Mason, studying the buildings. 
“This place was probably quite nice before the pandemic.”
“I guess, if you go for that sort of thing.”
“You don’t?”
“Clean air, the sound of a stream trickling nearby, and a cup of hot coffee in my hand is usually enough for me.”
She smiled. “If you’re trying to convince me that you’re a simple man, it’s never going to work.”
“I’m not a simple man?”
“Not even close. You might like simple pleasures, but there’s a lot going on with you. I knew that from the moment we first met at that abandoned television station outside of Lexington.”
“And yet you came along anyway.”
She shrugged. “What can I say? You intrigued me.”
“I’m guessing you’re probably kicking yourself about now,” he said with a chuckle.
She gently bumped her shoulder against his. 
“Not for a moment. What about you?”
“No.” There was a slight hesitation in his answer that caused her to stop and turn.
“Mason?”
“I worry, that’s all. Between you and them,” he motioned toward the cadets, “it’s enough to give me gray hair.”
Her stare softened. “I swear you’d carry the whole world on your shoulders if you could. You’re going to have to learn to accept that some things are outside your control, some suffering beyond your ability to ease.”
“You sound like my father.”
“No, to sound like him I’d have to say it like this: ‘You’d carry the whole world on your shoulders if you could.’” Her voice was deep and gravelly.
They both laughed.
Bowie let out a short woof, and they turned to see what kind of trouble he had gotten into. The dog lay buried in a huge flower garden, rolling back and forth, crushing the flowers to create a bed of yellow and pink pedals. 
Leila smiled. “Now that’s the life.”
“Bowie has a way of finding the good in every situation.”
“That’s because he only thinks about food, fun, and coating me in slobber,” she said with a playful laugh.
Mason grinned and turned back to see how the cadets were faring. They had reached the clubhouse’s front door and were practicing the same entry method he had taught them only days earlier, one working the door, one filling the void, and the other standing a few feet back in an overwatch position. As soon as the door opened, they hurried inside with rifles glued to their shoulders. 
Mason whistled, and Bowie hopped up and raced over.
“Go in and give them a hand.” 
The dog took off into the building. 
Mason and Leila waited for a full minute, and when there were no sounds of gunfire, they proceeded inside. The first floor of the clubhouse was exactly as he had expected, filled with plush green couches, a minibar, and an assortment of coffee tables and padded arm chairs. It was a place for the rich and famous to share the latest tidbits they had picked up from Golf Digest. A sign indicated that a golf pro shop was downstairs, and several restaurants could be seen upstairs. 
Rodriguez, Cobb, and Bowie were coming down the stairs after having finished clearing the restaurants. The two cadets came away empty-handed, but Bowie had somehow managed to find a fist-sized chunk of salami. Cobb reached down and tried to snatch a little for himself, but the growl in Bowie’s chest caused him to rethink the wisdom of his actions.
“Main level and restaurants are empty,” Rodriguez reported, lowering his rifle. “Want us to go down and check the golf store?” 
Before Mason could answer, shouts of profanity sounded from behind the clubhouse. 
Bell hurried over to the closest window.
“You guys need to see this.”
The entire group came and stood next to her. 
An elderly man stood at the edge of the putting green, dozens of golf balls peppering the small patch of grass. He clutched a forty-two-inch belly putter in both hands. A ball lay at his feet, and he was eyeing the practice hole nearly twenty feet away. He stepped up and gave the ball a firm thwack, and it shot ahead, banking slightly right to miss the hole by about a foot. Even before the ball came to rest, the man began to curse and stomp his feet like a child who thought such a tantrum might somehow change the course of the ball.
“What the hell is he doing?” muttered Rodriguez.
No one had an answer. It was a strange sight, plain and simple. 
“Everyone hang back a minute,” said Mason. “I’m going out to talk to him.” 
He opened the back door, and before he could stop him, Bowie darted past. Mason hurried to catch up, but by the time he reached the putting green, Bowie was already scrubbing against the stranger’s legs.
“Where’d you come from, boy?” the man said with a slight English accent.
Mason stepped onto the green. “He’s with me.”
The old man reared back, bringing the putter up with both hands.
“Stay back. I’m warning you.”
Mason pushed his jacket aside so that his badge was visible.
“I’m a deputy marshal.”
The golfer looked down at the dog and then back at Mason. 
“Is he yours?”
“As much as he’s anyone’s.”
The man slowly lowered the club.
“A marshal, you say?”
Mason nodded. “I have a few cadets with me as well.” He gestured toward the clubhouse.
“What are you doing here?”
Mason kept it simple. “We’re headed over to the hotel to check out the bunker.”
That seemed to interest the man, and he stepped closer. 
“Peter Ashby,” he said, extending a hand. “Maybe you’ve heard of me? I’m something of a celebrity around these parts. Or I used to be, anyway.”
Mason shook his head. “No, sorry.”
“Winner of the British Open eleven years ago?”
“Sorry,” he repeated, “golf’s not my game.”
The door to the clubhouse opened, and Leila and the cadets streamed out. As they approached, Mason turned and introduced them. Ashby shook hands and offered a proper nod to each. 
“Might I ask why you’re interested in the bunker? Are you looking for a place to hide?”
Rodriguez and Cobb stiffened, but Mason played it cool. Secrets were best kept by acting as if there were no secrets at all.
“We’re hoping to meet up with a few friends. We think they may already be inside.”
“I see.” He thought for a moment as if pondering a particularly interesting chess move. When he finally spoke, his voice was different, more calculated. “Have you ever been to The Greenbrier?”
“Once, a long time ago.”
“Do you even remember where the blast doors are located? They’re not easy to find.”
Mason shook his head. “Not really, no. All I remember is that there are three doors.”
Ashby smiled. “Four actually.”
“Four?”
“One isn’t part of the tour, as it were.”
A hidden entrance? Mason’s gut tightened. If Ashby knew of the entrance, General Hood might also.
“One door is inside the resort,” explained Ashby. “Another is around by the loading dock. And the third is out by the stables.”
“And the fourth?”
“The fourth is part of the air shaft. All of them are hard to find.”
“You said that already.” 
“Because it’s true.”
“And I suppose you know where each of the doors are located?” Mason said, deducing that some kind of bartering was underway.
“As a matter of fact, I do. I’ve worked here as a golf instructor for more than six years. As such, I’ve seen nearly every square inch of this place. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that I used to be engaged to the woman who managed the bunker.” He smiled, and his eyes grew distant, as if he was reliving a particularly pleasant memory. 
Leila stepped closer. “What is it you want, Mr. Ashby?”
“Who says I want something?” he said defensively.
She smiled. “Don’t you?”
He bit his lower lip. “There are five of you, and all of you have guns.”
“Yes, so?”
“So, you could help me get Claret.”
“Who’s Claret? Your wife?” 
The dreamy smile returned. “The love of my life, that’s for sure. I brought her back from Edinburgh when the virus hit.”
“And she’s where? Inside The Greenbrier?”
He nodded. “I wasn’t able to get back to her after the explosion.”
“What explosion?” said Mason.
“There was a gas explosion in the lower lobby. The whole floor collapsed, along with most of the stairwells.”
“Is there no way to get past it?” asked Leila.
“For a group of young people like yourselves, sure, but for an old man like me…” He shrugged.
“I see.” She looked to Mason. “What do you think?”
“I think he’s not telling us the whole story.”
“What do you mean?” said Ashby.
“You said something about our guns. Getting over a sunken floor has nothing to do with weapons.”
Ashby’s eyes grew wide, and when he spoke, it was barely above a whisper. 
“There’s something in The Greenbrier. Something alive. Something awful. A monster.”
Leila raised her eyebrows. “A monster?”
He nodded. 
“Have you seen it?”
“No, but I’ve heard it banging around, knocking out walls in search of food. I think it eats the bodies of those who died in the hotel.”
Mason and Leila said nothing.
“You think I’m crazy.”
“No,” she said quickly. “We’ve seen things that were neither human nor animal. Haven’t we, Marshal?”
He offered a noncommittal nod. 
Rodriguez couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. 
“Mister, if you left Claret in there with some kind of monster running around, what makes you think she hasn’t been grabbed up as dinner?” When Leila cut her eyes at him, he responded with, “What? Everyone was thinking the same thing.”
“Claret’s still there,” said Ashby. “I’m sure of it.”
“So, that’s the deal?” said Mason. “You’ll show us the doors, but only if we get Claret out first?”
“I wouldn’t have put it quite that way.”
“No? How would you have put it?”
“It’s just that when I brought Claret back, I became responsible for her. It’s not like I can…” he struggled for words and nearly choked up. He swallowed and looked at Mason. “You help me to get Claret back, and I’ll take you to the doors. You have my word.”
Mason considered their options. While there might be someone else in the vicinity who could help them find the bunker doors, it seemed unlikely that anyone would willingly choose to go inside a building that was falling in on itself, let alone one crawling with some kind of mutated creature. 
“All right.”
Ashby looked surprised. “All right? That means you’ll do it?”
“I can’t see that we have much choice. We’ll rescue Claret and check the blast door that’s inside the resort. After that, you’ll take us to the other three doors, including the one in the air shaft. Agreed?”
“Yes, yes, that’s fine,” he said quickly. “Anything to get Claret back.”
Mason turned to Leila and the cadets. 
“We’ll need to travel light if we’re going to navigate a collapsed building. Everyone check their pack and pull out anything you don’t absolutely need.”
The group hurried back to the vehicles and began sorting through their supplies. The first things Mason grabbed were two tactical vests with the words “US Marshal” printed on the front and back. Designed for speed and agility, they were lightweight shells lined with curved armor plates. While the plates would stop anything up to and including a 7.62 mm round, they didn’t offer side or groin protection. Even if they had, it was important to remember that tactical vests weren’t about making their wearer bulletproof; they were about increasing the odds of surviving a mistake.
He slipped one over his head and handed the other to Leila.
“For me?” she said with a grin. “Really, you’re such a romantic.”
“Should we take food?” asked Bell.
“One meal. Same goes for water.”
“What about ammunition?” said Cobb.
Mason hesitated. It was a good question. If they found themselves in a firefight with the Black Dogs, they would want every round they could carry. But ammunition was heavy.
“Bring three magazines for each rifle. If we need more, we’ll either take it from them or try to make our way back here.”
After Mason emptied his pack of everything but the barest of necessities, he reached into the truck bed and slid forward the heavy crate of Claymore anti-personnel mines.
Rodriguez, Cobb, and Leila all came closer. Ashby, on the other hand, was busy playing fetch the golf ball with Bowie.
“Talk about heavy!” said Rodriguez. “I hope we’re not planning on hauling those things with us.”
“Not all of them, no. But we should at least take a few.”
Mason used a screwdriver to pry open the lid. Inside were three neat stacks of mines, canvas carrying bandoleers, a cluster of M57 “clackers,” and a pile of M4 blasting cap wire assemblies. He lifted out one of the convex-shaped mines.
“How do they work?” asked Cobb.
“They’re pretty much idiot-proof as long as you heed the sign.” He pointed to the words stamped on the face of each mine: Front Toward Enemy. “Once you place the mine, use the peep sight at the top to line it up, insert a firing pin into one of the detonator wells, roll out a little wire, attach the other end to the clacker, and squeeze it.”
“How far away do you need to be?” asked Bell.
“Get at least twenty yards behind it and find cover.”
She nodded. “Twenty yards, got it.”
Cobb picked up one of the mines and shook it slightly.
“What’s inside?”
Mason gently took it from him.
“A pound and a half of C4 and seven hundred steel ball bearings. Enough to make a mess of things. Officially, the effective range is fifty yards, but I can tell you from experience they’ll reach out and touch someone much farther than that.”
Rodriguez picked up one of the clackers and looked to Mason for his approval.
“It’s safe as long as it’s not connected to the blasting cap.”
He flipped off the safety bail, and squeezed the handle. It made a loud click. 
“It’s a three-step reaction,” explained Mason. “The handle generates electrical current, the current blows the blasting cap, and the cap sets off the C4.”
Cobb snatched up another of the clackers and gave it a squeeze. 
“It’s like one of those ignition buttons on a barbecue grill.”
Rodriguez shook his head, saying only, “Can it be reused on more than one mine?”
“It can. Just pull off the spent wire, and the clacker’s ready to go.” Mason unfolded the mine’s telescoping legs and stood the unit upright on the tailgate. He bent down and demonstrated how to use a pencil to align the peep sight.
“It’s not exactly a precision instrument, is it?” said Bell.
“On the contrary, it’s an area-of-effect weapon. But don’t underestimate its potency. A Claymore mine can clear a room unlike anything else.”
She said nothing more as she studied the mines with newfound respect.
Mason stuffed six bandoleers with a mine, clacker, and a roll of wire. He handed one to each cadet and another to Leila. He took the final two for himself.
“Any other questions?”
Everyone looked to one another, but no one spoke. 
“All right, then. Let’s go get Claret.”





Chapter 5  
 
 
When a more thorough search of the Abner Cloud House revealed no additional clues about Dr. Jarvis’s whereabouts, Tanner and Samantha accepted that their choices were rather limited. They would either have to seek him out, operating on a hunch that he had returned to the hospital, or they would have to wait. Neither of them were very good at waiting, and it took only a few minutes to stuff their belongings into their packs and head out.
They trudged around to the back of the building, scaled the small stone wall, and stepped out onto Canal Road. 
“Which way?” she said, looking left and right.
He nodded to the right. “That way.” 
“That’s the direction we came in last night.”
“Yep. And it’ll take us all the way back to the Key Bridge, which I’m pretty sure comes out onto M Street.”
“All right,” she said, starting off down the road. “Might as well get going.”
Tanner followed behind, occasionally glancing back to make sure they didn’t miss Dr. Jarvis, should he happen to stroll in from the opposite direction. No such luck. If they were ever going to see him again, it would require a little looking on their part.
Canal Road was a cozy two-lane thoroughfare with a small stone wall on one side and a twenty-foot embankment on the other. The canal itself flowed through a small ravine on the other side of the wall, and from their vantage point, they had a clear view of the shiny green water below. There were a few cars sprinkled here and there, but the road was easily traveled on foot. Trees blanketed them in cool shadows, and other than spotting the occasional droppings from animals that clearly didn’t belong in Washington, D.C., there was no real sense of danger.
“I’ve been thinking,” started Samantha.
“Uh-oh.”
She smiled. “Funny. Anyway, I’ve been thinking that once all this is over, you should sign me up for school somewhere.”
“School?”
“You know, a place with books and chalk boards.”
“All I can remember about school are math tests and cafeteria lunches.” He made a face. “Why would you want to do that to yourself?”
She shrugged. “I need to get smarter.”
“That’s what I’m doing—making you smarter.”
“And I appreciate that,” she said quickly. “Really, I do.”
“But?”
“But I think I should learn things besides how to hotwire a car or pull a man’s throat out through his eyes.”
“Don’t be silly. You can’t pull a man’s throat out through his eyes. You could probably get to his brains—”
“You know what I’m saying. I need to learn things like English and history.”
“English and history?” He shook his head. “Darlin’, you and I were clearly cut from a different cloth.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Just that we’re different, that’s all.”
“Of course we’re different. You’re a cranky giant, and I’m a—” 
“Human chatterbox?”
She grinned. “Chatterbox. I like that.”
He smiled too, recognizing their banter for what it was.
“So, what do you say?”
“About what?”
“School.”
“I’m sure we can figure something out.”
“Really? You’re not just saying that?”
He nodded. “Really.”
She reached over and squeezed his hand. 
“Thanks Tanner.”
“Wait to thank me until after you’ve seen what they’re trying to pass off as tacos.”
She chuckled. “What about you? What can I do to make you happy?”
“Are you kidding? I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.”
“You are?”
“Sure. What’s not to be happy about?” He took a deep breath. “The air is clean. No one’s hassling me. And I ate goose for breakfast. Life is good.”
“Plus, don’t forget you’ve got me.”
“Yeah, that too,” he said with less vigor.
A scream sounded from up the embankment. Samantha stopped and turned, but Tanner didn’t even slow down.
“Didn’t you hear that?” she asked.
“Of course, I heard it. I’m old, not deaf.”
“We should go check it out. Someone might need help.”
“The whole world needs help. A chatterbox and a giant aren’t going to change that.”
“Still, I’d feel better knowing what’s going on.” Samantha scrambled up the dirt bank on her hands and knees. “Come on,” she said, waving for him to follow.
Tanner sighed and climbed after her, confident that nothing good was going to come of their butting into someone else’s troubles.
When they got to the top of the embankment, the area opened up to reveal two sprawling bodies of water surrounded by a chain link fence. Together, the pools stretched a thousand feet from one end to the other, and probably half that in width. At first, Tanner thought they were man-made lakes, which made absolutely no sense given the value of real estate in the D.C. metropolitan area. It was only when he spotted a sign hanging on the fence that he understood what they were looking at. Georgetown Reservoir.
No Trespassing!
Two men and a short, fat woman had gathered in the center of a concrete walkway that bisected the reservoir. They watched as another man waded out into the waist-deep water, shoving a young woman ahead of him. Without warning, he kicked her feet out from under her, and she fell with an indignant splash. He turned, exchanged a few words with one of the men on the walkway, and then began dunking her heard under the water.
“What are they doing?” asked Samantha.
“Drowning someone would be my guess.”
She slowly brought her rifle up to her shoulder. 
“We have to stop them.”
“Whoa, Tiger,” he said, resting his hand on the barrel. “We don’t know who’s in the right and who’s in the wrong.”
“Good people don’t drown other people.”
“I don’t know about that. I could see myself drowning someone.”
“Like I said.” 
“Even so, this isn’t our fight.”
Without taking her eyes away from the sights, Samantha said, “Maybe not, but I can’t stand here and watch them drown that lady. You’d better do something, or I’m going to start shooting.”
Tanner stared out at the group, considering his options. While he was clearly outnumbered, only the two men on the berm appeared to be carrying rifles.
Finally, he said, “You ever see the movie Lethal Weapon?”
She thought for a moment. “Did it star Johnny Depp?”
Tanner furrowed his brow. “No, of course not.”
“Because he’s pretty funny.”
“It wasn’t Johnny Depp. Anyway, in the movie—”
“I loved him in Edward Scissorhands. Did you ever see that?”
“No, but—”
“Oh, you’ve got to see it. He’s got scissors for hands.” She cracked up. “Can you imagine? How could you do anything with scissors?” She pretended to slice the air with her fingers. 
“Sam,” he growled.
“What?”
“I was suggesting that you act as the sniper while I go check it out.”
“You want me to cover you?”
“That’s right.”
She looked puzzled. “Then why’d you bring up Johnny Depp?”
Tanner rolled his eyes. “I’m going over the fence. Try not to shoot me in the back.”
“Sure thing.” She stepped behind a tree and rested her rifle on one of the branches. As Tanner climbed over the fence, she called out, “Scissors for hands. Crazy, right?”

By the time Tanner scaled the fence, the group had stopped and turned to face him. Thankfully, the person doing the drowning had also stopped, allowing the victim, a woman in her mid-thirties, to briefly catch her breath. She coughed and spat, flailing about as she desperately tried to free herself. The man in the water was tall and fit, like a tennis player, and he held the woman with his arm outstretched, fingers knotted in the tangle of her long black hair. 
Everyone was eying Tanner warily. Based on their ages and facial similarities, the men all looked to be related, likely a father and his two sons. The fat woman showed no resemblance to anyone and had a pompous air about her. Fortunately, the rifles that Tanner had seen from a distance turned out to be baseball bats. Dangerous, yes, but not in the way a rifle was. The fat woman and the man in the water also each had a fixed-blade hunting knife on their belt. Apocalypse or not, decades of strict gun control laws in the nation’s capital had made it difficult for the city’s survivors to put their hands on firearms. 
Tanner marched out onto the cement walkway like a night watchmen confronting a group of teenagers caught skinny dipping. 
As he got closer, the oldest of the men said, “Good morning, stranger.”
Tanner glanced over at the woman in the water. Wet hair hung down in front of her face like strands of seaweed, but through it, he could see that her skin was scarred from the pox. Even so, she possessed a wild beauty that neither tangled hair nor blemishes could hide. 
“Not for her it isn’t.”
The man offered a reassuring smile. 
“Travis is doing God’s work.”
Travis jerked the woman’s head back, tilting her face up to the sunlight. She screamed and pressed her black eyes shut.
“See?” said Travis, obviously indifferent to her pain. “The Devil’s gotten into this one.”
“And you figured a little baptizing might do the trick, is that it?”
“Exactly.” 
The older man stepped closer and extended his hand. 
“I’m Riley Cooper, and these are my boys, Mitch and Travis.” He turned and nodded toward the chubby woman. “Jena here joined us a while back. She’s helping to ensure that God’s seed is replanted.” The woman puffed out her bosom, as if showing off her wares at a brothel. 
“I’m sure she is,” Tanner said, making no move to shake the man’s hand. It was a sucker’s play from way back when. And even if it wasn’t, he felt no need to assure the man of his having friendly intentions.
The infected woman tried to get to her feet, and when she did, Travis dunked her head back under, holding it for a good ten count. When he finally pulled her back up, she coughed and spat as dark green water trickled from her nose.
Tanner said, “Keep doing that, and she’s going to drown.”
“Who are you to question God’s will?” argued Travis. “Besides, she’s nothing but a wild animal.” He slid the knife free from his belt and placed the blade against her throat. The woman became very still, her eyes opening to reveal their inky black contents. “If I slit her throat, it would be no different than killing a rabid dog.”
“It’d be different,” growled Tanner.
“How do you figure?” 
He swung the shotgun up. “Because if you open her up, I’m going to open you up.”
Travis’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve got no cause to threaten us. People have been killing these monsters since the virus first got out.”
“Maybe so, but this one’s not dying by your hand.” 
Tanner saw the woman mouth something but couldn’t make it out. Maybe a thank you. Maybe just crazy infected talk. Either way, it didn’t matter. He wasn’t doing this for her. Not really, he wasn’t. Samantha would probably say he was only intervening because she had nagged him into it, and that part was true enough. But the real reason he was stepping in was because four assholes had forgotten the value of human life. And that was something he couldn’t walk away from.
“We’re trying to purify her spirit by ridding her of the hate,” explained Riley. “This is about mercy, not violence.”
Tanner felt his blood pressure start to rise. He didn’t like religious zealots of any flavor, but he held a special loathing for the ones who hid behind faith as a means to inflict suffering. When there was a need to hurt someone, it was better to just come out with it. No need to hide behind frilly religious veils.
“Yeah,” he said, “nothing says godly love better than a little waterboarding. Now listen up, because I’m only going to say this once.” He paused to be sure that he had everyone’s attention. “Let her go.”
Riley, Mitch, Jena, and Travis all started to protest at once, arguing something about respecting the sanctity of their religious beliefs. 
Tanner held up a hand. “Save it.”
The four exchanged glances, obviously trying to come to a collective mind on whether or not to comply. Jena whispered something to Mitch that seemed to sting like a hot butter knife. The young man stepped up beside Riley, clutching the bat in front of him with both hands.
“Think twice about what you’re about to do,” warned Tanner. “You wouldn’t be the first knuckleheads to go to your graves because of a mouthy woman.”
“It’s like Jena said. There are four of us, and only one of you.”
Tanner patted the shotgun. “That’s true, but this is what the military likes to call a force multiplier.”
Their eyes focused on the business end of the shotgun, and it seemed to weaken their resolve. 
Riley looked over at Travis. “Let her go, son.”
“But we need another woman.” He glanced at Jena. “No offense.”
She snorted and turned her nose up.
“Just let her go. God will provide.”
Travis begrudgingly let go of the woman’s hair and raised his hands slightly into the air. As soon as he did, all hell broke loose. The woman immediately bolted out of the water, splashing her way up the embankment. But she didn’t turn and race away like everyone expected her to do. Instead, she tore into the small group, biting, clawing, and screaming like the bride of a Viking berserker.
Riley and Mitch both spun around, pushing her away as they tried to create a gap large enough for their bats. Travis, too, raced after her, drawing his knife.
Tanner watched the melee for a split second and then stepped forward and beaned Mitch in the back of the head with the butt of his shotgun. The man’s legs buckled, and he crumpled to the concrete. Riley turned and shoved the point of his bat into Tanner’s chest. The blow didn’t have much behind it, but it was enough to irritate him.
Tanner flipped the shotgun around, gripped the muzzle, and swung it at Riley’s head, one bat against another. The stock caught him on the cheekbone, and he tumbled into the reservoir. 
By the time Tanner looked back, the infected woman had managed to knock Jena to the ground and was now beating and scratching her face. For her part, Jena had resorted to wrapping her arms around her head as she tried desperately to fend off the wildcat off. What the infected woman couldn’t see was Travis racing up behind her with his knife raised.
Tanner’s options were limited at best. Travis was only eight feet from the women, while he was a good fifteen. Basic math said there was no way he was going to get to Travis before his blade drew blood. Nor could he fire the shotgun without the very real chance of winging the infected woman in the back, something that would undoubtedly put a real damper on the rescue effort.
With two of the four already out of commission, Tanner made a calculated gamble that things could be handled without the use of a firearm. He reared back and flung the shotgun along the ground like a Hopi throwing stick. It caught Travis in the back of his left knee, and he stumbled and fell, the knife skittering away into the water. 
Tanner closed the gap with three large steps and high stomped on the back of his neck. Travis’s face smacked into the concrete, breaking his nose and splitting open his chin. He cried out in pain, but before he could put up any kind of fight, Tanner reached down and rolled him off into the reservoir. The man’s head quickly bobbed back to the surface, and he splashed his way toward Riley.
Meanwhile, Jena had managed to briefly free herself from the infected woman and was hurriedly crawling into the water to escape the vicious onslaught. By the time the infected woman got to her feet, only she and Tanner remained on the walkway. With the others out of the way, he could now see her more clearly. Even covered in grime, it was clear that she had once been an incredibly beautiful woman. The virus had taken its toll to be sure, leaving her skin scarred and her eyes glistening with black ink. But it had also enhanced her strong lean body, and she stood before him like an Amazon warrior, violent and raw.
Tanner gave her a quick nod and reached down to retrieve his shotgun.  
When she spoke, her voice was soft but throaty, like she had been freed from the hangman’s noose.
“Why?” she breathed.
He glanced over at her captors, all of whom were cupping split lips or broken noses.
“I guess I’m more like you than I am them.”
She touched a scar on her cheek. 
“But I’m a monster.”
He shrugged. “Had the same said about me a time or two.”
Her lips turned up into a sly grin.
“What’s your name?”
“Tanner. You?”
“Issa.”
Tanner didn’t know if it was short for Melissa, but it seemed to fit her well enough. 
He nodded. “Good to meet you, Issa.”
She stepped closer, and Tanner couldn’t help but tighten his grip on the shotgun. Issa came so close that he could feel the steam radiating off her body. Her hand slowly came up and rested against his cheek. 
“Thank you.” 
That’s when things got a little weird. Issa suddenly leaned in and kissed him on the mouth. Despite her inky eyes and scarred flesh, he felt no urge to retreat. Her lips were warm and moist, and he saw only the beautiful woman who once was. The kiss lasted but a single second, and when she pulled away, her black eyes studied him for a reaction. 
He smiled, which in turn brought one to her lips. An instant later she was racing across the walkway, eventually disappearing behind a pump station designed to look like a small medieval castle—undoubtedly, an architect’s clever idea to spruce up an otherwise dull water storage facility. 
“That was an abomination to God,” declared Riley.
Tanner turned to face him. Riley’s two sons and their family concubine stood beside him in the waist-deep water. 
“Your God, maybe. Mine just stood up and saluted.” Tanner took one last look in Issa’s direction before turning and marching back the way he had come.

Samantha was so excited that she was nearly hyperventilating. 
“You kissed her? You actually kissed her?” 
“I didn’t kiss her. She kissed me. Besides, it wasn’t like we made out.”
“Was it, you know, gross?”
“No, it wasn’t gross,” he said, leading them back down the embankment. “She’s a woman, isn’t she?”
“Still, I never thought I’d see you kiss one of them. Not ever.”
“What can I say? I’m an equal opportunity kisser.”
“Did you…” She wrinkled her nose. “…like it?”
Tanner thought about the question. “Yes, I believe I did.”
She shook her head in utter disbelief. 
“Wow.”
He chuckled. “It wasn’t that weird.”
“Believe me, it was.”
“Truth is, I thought about asking her out on a date. Maybe take her to one of those little Italian joints where they play violins and serve fancy bottles of wine that no one can pronounce.”
“Right,” she said, patting him on the back. “And after that, you two could get married and have little baby zombies.”
“Yeah, maybe.” For some reason, her words brought a small stab of pain that Tanner couldn’t begin to explain. Perhaps it was because he knew that Issa would likely never know that kind of companionship, or maybe it wasn’t about her at all. “Come on,” he said, stepping out onto Canal Road. “It’s still a good three miles to the hospital, and the day isn’t getting any younger.”





Chapter 6  
 
 
Two CH-47F Chinooks flew in tight formation, flanked on either side by X-49 SpeedHawks. Pintle-mounted M134 miniguns protruded from the open cargo doors of the SpeedHawks, soldiers standing ready to unleash death from above. The helicopters approached from the southeast, traversing up Dry Creek to pass over the small towns of Allegheny and Tuckahoe. As they drew closer to White Sulphur Springs, they slowed and proceeded with more caution, their crews scanning the ground for anything that might pose a threat.
The co-pilot of the lead Chinook leaned back and hollered for Morant and Hood to look out the starboard side of the aircraft. Both men stood and hurried to the circular windows. The helicopter had just passed over I-64, and a small train station lay to the northeast. Colorful trim and striped candy-cane pillars made it look more like a gingerbread house than a functional transportation hub. Four sand-colored, extended-capacity HMMWVs sat parked at odd angles in the station’s parking lot. Two of the vehicles towed trailers, one equipped with a portable generator and the other a large pneumatic catapult used for launching unmanned aerial vehicles.
Hood pointed out the window. “Who the hell are they?”
“It’s an RQ-7 Shadow team.”
“Are we in danger?” He searched the sky for the 375-pound aircraft. He didn’t see it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. UAVs were capable of monitoring and destroying targets at ranges that prevented their being seen or heard. They had become modern warfare’s stealthiest spies, as well as its deadliest assassins. 
Morant shook his head. “The Shadow’s a reconnaissance aircraft, no weapons.”
“Even so, that means someone with access to military resources is watching the bunker.”
“You sure it’s not Pike?”
“He’d have told me. This is someone else’s doing.”
“We don’t want eyes on what we’re about to do, General.”
“Agreed. Can you get rid of them without a lot of fuss?”
“I’m sure we can manage.” Morant stepped away from the window and made his way up to the cockpit. 
The co-pilot turned to face him.
“Sir?”
“Have Blackbird 1 take ’em out.”
“Yes, sir.”
The co-pilot spoke into his microphone, and seconds later, one of the SpeedHawks broke from formation. Morant returned to the window just in time to see two AGM-114R Hellfire Romeo missiles separate from the SpeedHawk’s external wing assembly. Traveling at nearly a thousand miles an hour, the 110-pound missiles took mere seconds to reach their target. Two thunderous fireballs erupted in unison.
General Hood grabbed the back of one of the seats as shock waves rocked the helicopter.
A few surviving soldiers stumbled out of the billowing cloud of black smoke, only to be ripped apart by the miniguns. The SpeedHawk hovered in place for a few moments longer, a steady stream of shell casings raining down as the minigun sprayed thousands of rounds at the target. When it finally stopped firing, charred and bloody bodies lay strewn across the train station’s parking lot.
“I thought I said without a lot of fuss,” growled Hood.
“Perhaps our definitions differ, General. For me, that was without a lot of fuss.”
“How so?”
“No one shot back.”
Hood eyed the man uneasily, once again reminded that professional killers were just that, professional killers. 
He nodded and cleared his throat.
“Right.” 
The Chinook banked left, and both of them turned back to the window and watched as The Greenbrier slowly came into view. The white Victorian manor was roughly in the shape of a giant sideways L, behind which lay a lush green golf course.
Morant immediately turned to Buckey. The man was sitting in a nearby jump seat with his eyes closed and mouth dangling open. 
 “Wake up, sunshine,” he said, kicking Buckey’s feet. “You’re up.”

General Kent Carr approached the far end of the four-hundred-foot-long West Tunnel, listening to the sound of his boot heels thudding on the dull gray cement. The air in the tunnel was stale and somewhat humid from the lack of circulation. Despite clearly seeing that the twenty-five-ton blast door remained closed, he felt the need to once again lay his hand on its heavy metal wheel, like a person suffering from an obsessive compulsive disorder.
The safety of all those in the bunker depended on the blast doors. If Hood and his commandos managed to find a way in, President Glass and her small untrained group of supporters would be systematically eliminated. Thankfully, even with modern munitions, Carr didn’t believe that it would be possible for them to breach the doors, certainly not without making a real mess of things outside. And a mess was exactly what they would be trying to avoid. 
Nevertheless, firmly believing that paranoia was the bedrock of safety, he had established around-the-clock foot patrols. Duties included walking the enormous bunker, as well as inspecting each of the four doors at least once per shift. With General Carr, Bill Baker, Tom Pinker, Jack Fry, and Dr. Tran now passing the baton of guard duty every hour, it meant that there would never be more than sixty minutes between inspections of the doors. 
Carr placed his hand on the cold metal wheel and double-checked that the pistons were fully recessed into the wall. They were. He turned around and spotted a lone figure standing at the other end of the long tunnel. Even at a distance, he could see that it was Bill Baker, the nation’s Secretary of Energy, if such a post still existed. Baker was a big colorful chap, full of life, not to mention inflated stories of his many worldly exploits. 
They approached one another, each adopting his own pace. 
When they finally met, Carr glanced at his watch. 
“You’re five minutes early.”
Baker shrugged. “It’s not like I can sleep in the middle of the day.” His voice was permanently hoarse from a bayonet wound he had suffered to his throat many years earlier.
“Suit yourself.” Carr looked down at his belt. “Where’s your sidearm?”
Baker reached around and pulled the Sig Sauer .22 Mosquito from the back of his waistband.
“You’ve got me damn near sleeping with this pea shooter.”
“Good. It might just save your life.” Carr glanced at his watch again. “Dr. Tran is on after you. If he gives you any trouble, wake me immediately.”
Baker patted him on the shoulder.
“Go to bed, General. We’re all in this together.”
Carr nodded and continued down the long corridor. Baker was right, of course. There was no reason for him to be in a continuous state of worry. In roughly twenty-four hours, President Glass and her entourage would emerge to face their fates, whether it was the onslaught of enemy fire or the glare of reporters’ cameras. All they had to do was keep it together until then.

Congresswoman Lemay sat on a blood-red leather sofa with her legs crossed, admiring President Lincoln Pike’s full head of salt-and-pepper hair. There was only one small window in the office, which she usually counted as one of the many drawbacks of living at the Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center. Today, however, the dim lighting cast a cozy, almost intimate, feeling to their meeting. 
“Well, how did it go?” Pike coaxed, sliding a little closer to her.
“To be honest, Mr. President, it was all quite dull.”
“Did Dr. Green at least say what time the team will be leaving tomorrow?”
“She wants everyone to gather at the airfield at six-thirty in the morning.”
“Six-thirty? Why so early?”
“Who knows? She strikes me as a woman who has trouble sleeping.”
“I can ask her to wait until a little later to leave, if you like.”
She feigned a little yawn, waving her hand in front of her mouth. 
“No, no. It’s no bother.”
He smiled and offered a friendly nod. 
“I do appreciate you keeping me in the loop on this. I want to make sure that things are done right and that no one is mistreated. You understand?”
“Of course, Mr. President. I’m here to serve.” She batted her eyes, the lashes so thick with mascara that they looked like baby tarantulas. 
“I’m sure you are, you little whore.” The voice was that of Yumi Tanaka, an apparition of Pike’s dead lover that only he could see. 
Pike glanced over and saw that she was sitting on the edge of his desk with her skirt hiked up to the middle of her thighs. Yumi liked teasing him nearly as much as she liked confrontation.
He gently mouthed, “Let it go.”
“Sir?” said Lemay.
He shook his head. “Nothing. I was just saying that I’ll be glad when you and the rest of the team have had a chance to inspect the bunker. We need to put this matter behind us.”
“I couldn’t agree more. The sooner this is all put to bed, as it were,” she said with a wink, “the sooner we can get back to focusing on what’s really important.”
Seeing Yumi slide off the desk was Pike’s cue to get rid of Lemay. While Yumi couldn’t harm the congresswoman directly, she could, and most certainly would, turn her jealous fury on him. 
“I’m so sorry,” he said, quickly standing and helping the congresswoman to her feet. “I just remembered there’s a matter that I need to attend to.”
Lemay didn’t hide her disappointment at the abrupt ending to their meeting.
“Of course, I understand. I do hope that we can meet again soon. Perhaps after I return from The Greenbrier. I’m sure we’ll have a lot to talk about.”
“It’s a—” he stammered as he tried to avoid using the word “date.” “Yes, yes, we’ll put it on the calendar.”
The gaff seemed to tickle Lemay, and she gave him a wink that said she knew exactly what he was thinking. She offered a handshake that lasted a little longer than it should have and then turned to leave. 
“Oh, I almost forgot,” she said, turning back. “After the meeting adjourned, I saw Dr. Green having a private conversation with General Reed.”
“Who?”
“General Richard Reed.”
Pike shook his head. While he didn’t know the name of every high ranking military officer, he knew most of them.
“Perhaps you know him by his nickname, Chappie?” Her lips curled into a snarl, as if even saying his name caused a sudden case of indigestion.
“The general responsible for our airfield?”
“That’s right.”
Pike rubbed his chin, thinking. “Do you know what they were talking about?”
“I can’t say for sure, but it seemed quite personal.”
“Personal? As in romantic?” 
“Maybe. Can you imagine? Reed is the rudest, most unrefined man I’ve ever met.” Her eyes moved up and down Pike, like she was sizing him for a suit. “Not at all like you, Mr. President.”
Yumi stomped forward with her fists balled, and Pike abruptly stepped between them as he reached for the doorknob.
A broad smile came over Lemay’s face.
“And a gentleman as well.”
“Would you do me a favor, Ms. Lemay?”
“Brenda, please.”
He smiled. “Brenda. Could you make it a point to keep an eye on Dr. Green?”
Lemay raised an eyebrow. “You think she’s up to something?”
He gently swung the door open. 
“I don’t know that I’d go that far, but I would feel better knowing what’s going on. Do you think you could do that for me, off the record as it were?”
She leaned in very close, brushing her cheek against his. 
“Mr. President, I would do anything for you. Anything.” Before he could reply, she stepped back, offered one last wink, and left the room. 
Pike slowly closed the door, his mind racing with possibilities. What the hell were Chappie and Dr. Green up to? Could it have something to do with the bunker? 
“You might as well have bent her over the desk,” snarled Yumi. “Go ahead, ask her back. I’ll wait.”
Frustrated, he pushed past her. “Calm down.”
“Or perhaps you’d prefer to do her right here on the couch,” she said, slapping the leather.
“Are you mad?”
“You’re the one seeing ghosts, honey.”
He flopped down in his chair.
“Lemay’s a spy, nothing more.”
Yumi crossed her arms. “I don’t believe you.”
“Come here,” he said, patting his lap, “and I’ll prove it.”
She walked slowly toward him, her sensuous hips swaying from side to side. 
“I’m not even sure that you love me anymore,” she said with a pout.
“Of course I love you. You’re everything to me. You know that.”
She swung a leg over and straddled him. 
“Prove it.”
“How?”
“When this thing with the bunker is over, get rid of that bitch. I don’t ever want to see her ugly face again.”
“She’s a congresswoman, for God’s sake.”
“I don’t care what she is.”
“I can’t smother her with a pillow, if that’s what you’re suggesting. People would ask questions, and besides, we’re trying to get out from under all this killing.”
“Then send her away to rot in some dark hole.”
There was a fierceness in Yumi’s eyes that frightened Pike. They both knew that she held the ultimate power over him, the ability to disappear. 
“Fine. Once this is over, you’ll never see Lemay’s face again.”
“Promise?”
“Even if I have to throw her into a wood chipper myself.”
Yumi smiled and leaned in to kiss him.
“I love it when you talk dirty.” She ran her fingers through his hair. “Don’t forget who keeps you sane, lover.” 
He closed his eyes, enjoying the soft tickling of his scalp and the warm press of her breasts against his chest.
“I would never forget that,” he breathed. “Never.”





Chapter 7  
 
 
With its stately colonial design, vibrant gardens, and tall white portico columns, the main entrance to The Greenbrier looked a lot like the White House, only bigger. Much, much bigger. 
“This place would give old Thurston Howell III a woody,” Rodriguez said, eying the seven-story resort.
“Corporal,” warned Bell.
Cobb cracked up. “Lieutenant, you gotta admit it’s big.”
“We still talking about the hotel?” joked Rodriguez.
They gave each other a quick high five.
Hoping to keep things from getting out of hand, Mason started up the long winding driveway. Ashby, Leila, and the others quickly followed. Dozens of Cadillacs, BMWs, and Mercedes pressed together at odd angles, as if impatient drivers had all been vying for one final round of valet service. Most of the vehicles were empty, but a few contained the dried remains of would-be country clubbers. Whether they had been seeking refuge or trying to escape the resort was impossible to say. 
A white limousine sat entangled in the logjam, its windshield impaled with a heavy wooden door. The whole setup would have been better suited to the Twister ride at Universal Studios than to a five-star resort hotel.
Bowie wandered over and propped his front feet on the hood to get a better look inside.
“How do you think that happened?” Leila said, stopping to study the scene.
“It must have blown out from the resort,” said Mason. 
“Even so. To throw a door that hard this far…” She shook her head. “It must have been an incredibly powerful explosion.”
They continued ahead, passing cars that had flipped onto their sides and others whose tires had melted. It wasn’t until they arrived at the main entrance that they fully understood the extent of the blast. The steel doorframe still stood, but all four double doors were missing. The front wall bowed outward with deep spider vein cracks, barely able to contain the incredible forces within. By not giving way, however, it had reflected back much of the energy to wreak havoc on those inside.
“Watch your step,” Mason said, hopping over a chunk of plaster that had fallen from one of the four large support pillars.
Bowie looked back at him.
“Not you, boy. You’re always graceful.”
The dog stared for a moment longer and then continued ahead.
They ducked under a tangle of electrical wires and stepped into what remained of the once elegant lobby. Fescue-colored carpet lay in tatters, large strips of it folded back to reveal the wooden subfloor beneath. Wallpaper dangled from the walls like burnt strips of bacon, and the huge metal chandelier, once carefully bent to resemble a giant flower preparing to open, now looked more like junkyard scrap as it swayed precariously above their heads.
Curved stairwells rose to the left and right, and a central staircase descended to the service floor below. The blast had apparently originated on that level, because all that remained was a huge muddy crater, at the center of which was a broken concrete sewage pipe. If there had ever been any doubt as to the pipe’s purpose, the powerful stench rising up from the pit served to set the record straight. 
Mason pulled his flashlight out and swept it over the gaping hole. There were fragments of human remains mixed into the wet mess but nothing that appeared threatening.
“Are those bones?” whispered Leila.
He nodded. “A reminder that sometimes nothing more than luck determines who lives and who dies.” 
She pressed her lips together. “Perhaps. But I’ve found that more often than not, it’s people who decide such things.”
Mason didn’t argue the point. Death came by many hands, some capricious and some with evil intent. Of the two, only the dead could say which was worse.
“It blew open the sewer,” Ashby explained, his fingers tightly pinching his nose. 
“That much we figured out.”
He strained to see by Mason’s flashlight. 
“Do you see anything moving down there?”
“No. Should I?”
He lowered his voice. “I’m pretty sure that’s where the creature lives.”
Mason scanned the muddy bank leading out of the pit. There were indeed footprints, but they were so smudged that he couldn’t tell if they were from Bigfoot or a kindergartner wearing goulashes.
“You know, Marshal, if you get in a pinch, that’s your other way into the bunker.”
“Through the sewer?”
Ashby nodded. “Whether it was an oversight or a calculated risk, the bunker and hotel share the same sewage system. I’m pretty sure if you made your way west down that very pipe, you’d find yourself directly beneath the bunker. Of course, that doesn’t mean you’d ever figure out a way to actually get inside.” He thought about it a moment. “I suppose you could come up through a toilet or something.”
Mason eyed the wet soup of toilet paper and human waste. 
“I think I’ll pass.”
Ashby turned and motioned toward the staircase to their right. The floor directly in front of the stairs had collapsed, leaving a fissure eight feet across. 
“That’s the way we need to go. But until you figure out a way to get across, I’m waiting outside. The smell is making me sick.” With a hand pressed against his mouth and nose, he marched back outside.
“What do you think?” Leila said, eyeing the gap. 
“I think we’re going to have to make a bridge.”
She looked up at the chandelier. 
“What about throwing a rope over and swinging across like Tarzan?”
Mason nodded toward Bowie. “He’s good, but that would be worthy of the circus.”
“Right,” she said, grinning, “a bridge it is.” 
“Holy crap!” Cobb said, stepping up to the edge of the pit. “Get it? It’s a hole filled with crap.”
Rodriguez shook his head. “Your jokes stink worse than the sewer.”
“You two go find something to lay across the gap,” directed Mason.
“Gladly.” Rodriguez grabbed Cobb’s arm. “Come on, Martha Stewart. The Marshal doesn’t like your jokes either.”
“It’s Jon Stewart. Not Martha.”
“Whatever. You look more like a Martha.”
They ducked back out the front entrance, the sounds of their bickering slowly fading.
“I better go keep an eye on those two,” Bell said, hurrying out after them. 
Mason let out a frustrated sigh.
Leila smiled. “They’re nervous, that’s all. Think about how you felt on your first mission.”
“My first mission was to protect one murderous warlord from another murderous warlord. I certainly wasn’t in the mood to crack jokes.”
“Talk about a crummy assignment.”
“It wasn’t quite the same as rescuing a camp of POWs, that’s for sure. What about you?”
“My first assignment?”
“Yeah.”
“You know that I can’t say.”
Mason chuckled. “I’m pretty sure what little bit remains of Mossad isn’t going to come looking for you should you decide to spill a secret or two.” 
“Maybe not, but when I give my word, I don’t break it. You probably think that’s empty pride talking, yes?”
“No, I know exactly what it is.”
“Oh?”
He turned to face her. “It’s duty. You and I are not so different, Leila.”
She reached up and placed her palm against his cheek.
“What I can tell you is that Mossad missions often require that we do things we don’t want to. They can last weeks, months, sometimes even years.”
“Years?” He shook his head. “I think I’d forget what the mission was about.” 
“Yes, that happens sometimes.”
“And when it does?”
Her faced tightened. “Mossad sends someone else to finish it.”
Mason reached up and gently grabbed her hand.
“That life is over. You know that, right?”
“Of course I do.”
He slowly spun her around to see the open sewer pit.
“The good news is that your new life is so much rosier.”
She laughed, but he saw tears collecting in the corners of her eyes.
“Leila—”
“Marshal, what about this?”
They turned to find Cobb, Rodriguez, and Bell carrying in a door that looked suspiciously familiar. Ashby followed behind them.
Leila gently pulled away. “That should work, right, Mason?”
Realizing that their moment was lost, he slid the M4 across his back and said, “Let’s give it a try.” He helped them carry the door to the gap before slowly standing it upright. “All right, lower it nice and easy. We don’t want to lose it down the hole.”
Together, they tipped it forward, the far end of the door finally settling onto what was left of the bottommost stair. 
“What do you know,” said Rodriguez, “a perfect fit.”
Mason dug through his pack and pulled out a small bundle of paracord. He tied several sturdy loops and had each person slip one around their waist. He also created a figure eight to act as a simple harness for Bowie. 
“If it tips or gives way, everyone plant your feet.” Holding onto Leila’s arm for balance, he stepped out onto the door. It wobbled briefly, finally settling on the far side. Mason gently hopped up and down a few times. It held. “All right, people, follow my lead, one at a time.”
Mason crossed first, before calling to Bowie. The dog seemed less than thrilled about walking over a muddy pit, but he came nonetheless. One by one, the group crossed over, and one by one, they stepped to safety onto the staircase.
As soon as he was untied, Ashby started up the stairs. The rest of the group quickly fell in behind him, avoiding the steps that looked questionable. They reached the second level without incident and discovered a long hallway with doors on both sides. Other than a little buckling of the subfloor, it looked ready for guests. 
Mason turned to Ashby. “Which way?”
He pointed straight ahead. “We’ll swing by the Exhibit door on our way up. But if it’s open, you must promise not to leave me until we get Claret.”
“A deal is a deal.”
Ashby nodded. “Come on then. It’s not far. One level up.” 
He led them down the hallway, passing dozens of painted green doors. A few of the doors had been smashed in, thick splinters of wood now sticking into the carpet and walls. Inside were dried entrails and other body parts from cadavers that had been torn apart. Bowie took a moment to smell a few of the remains, but that was as far as his curiosity extended.
Mason tightened his grip on the M4. Perhaps Ashby’s sewer monster wasn’t as far-fetched as he had first thought.
They continued on, eventually coming to another set of stairs leading up. The staircase itself was undamaged, but the once beautiful bone-white carpet was now stained with streaks of dried blood. Ashby hurried up, holding onto the rail for balance. When he got to the top, he turned right and led them to the end of yet another corridor. It opened up into a tile-covered sitting room, the walls decorated in a bright yellow wallpaper. 
“There,” he said, pointing to a slab of flat gray metal roughly the size and shape of a bank vault door. There were no handles or levers, not even a clever combination lock to crack. It was simply closed to the public. 
Cobb walked up and rapped the door with his knuckles. 
“This thing must be three feet thick.”
“If you think this one’s big,” said Ashby, “you should see the East door. That one was designed to be the primary entrance for Congress. Of course, it wouldn’t be of much use to them now.”
“Why not?” said Cobb.
“Cause they’re all dead, dummy,” said Rodriguez.
Cobb glared at him.
“That’s not what I meant,” said Ashby. “The East door is right next to the loading docks, and that whole area is clogged up with delivery trucks. There’s no way to get in or out, except maybe on foot.”
“So, theoretically speaking,” said Leila, “if a large group did want to get in, how would they do it?”
Ashby thought for a moment. “I suppose they could come in the way we did, through the hotel itself. But more than likely, they’d go through the West Tunnel Entrance. It’s plenty big enough, and it’s situated up by the stables. Last time I checked, there wasn’t a soul up there.”
She looked over at Mason, and he nodded. If Hood was coming in with any significant force, they would likely try to go in that way. It was good to know, but it did little to solve their immediate problem of how to get into the bunker.
“I’m curious,” said Bell. “Why do they call this the Exhibit door?”
“I suppose it’s because they used this floor for special exhibits. Even the elevators have an ‘E’ in place of the number three. Believe me,” he said with a chuckle, “that little oddity has confused many a tourist.”
She pressed her lips together. “I don’t think it’ll be much of a problem anymore.”
“No,” he said with a slight frown, “I suppose not.” 
When Bell turned around, she saw Mason running his fingers around the lip of the huge door. Bowie was standing next to him, his head tilted sideways as he tried to figure out what his master was doing.
“Marshal, what are you looking for?”
“A camera.”
“You think they might be able to see us?”
“I figured it wouldn’t hurt to look.”
Leila and the cadets joined in, expanding the searching to the nearby walls.
“No cameras that I know of,” offered Ashby. But even he joined in. 
In the end, none were discovered. Once the bunker doors were closed, they shut off all contact with those outside. There was no ringing of doorbells or waving of arms to gain entrance. And that, thought Mason, was by design. When holing up to survive the end of the world, it was better not to witness other people’s suffering. It reduced the temptation to do something stupid, like open the door.
Finally giving up, he said, “All right, one door down. Three to go.”
“But first we get Claret,” Ashby said, eyeing him.
Mason nodded. “First we get Claret.”
His face brightened. “Thank you, Marshal. This way.” 
He led them back down the corridor and up yet another flight of stairs. More of the guests’ doors had been broken in, and some of the corpses had even been dragged out into the corridor for easier feasting. Rodriguez and Cobb took up the rear, stopping briefly to inspect a body that had been draped over the bannister like a soiled door mat. Dried blood soaked the man’s Polo shirt and white golf pants, but his head and hands were completely missing.
“What do you think did that?” Cobb asked, making a face.
“Don’t know, don’t care.”
“Why not?”
Rodriguez slapped the stock of his rifle. 
“Cause if I see it, I’m gonna give it a new belly button.”
“Right,” Cobb said nervously.
“Come on, you wuss. We’re falling behind.”
Cobb took one last look at the headless body before turning to follow. While he didn’t dare say it out loud, he found it strange that even though the rifle in his hands was identical to the one Rodriguez carried, it didn’t seem to impart the same unbridled confidence.

Their quest for Claret ended at a door marked 7702. Following Ashby’s lead, they had navigated all the way to the seventh floor, a feat that required traversing four different sets of stairs seemingly spread on opposite ends of the enormous building.
“This is it,” Ashby said, gently running his hands over the closed door.
“Anyone else think something’s not right about this?” said Rodriguez. 
For once, Mason was in agreement with the cadet. Unless Claret possessed the survival skills of Doctor Quinn, Medicine Woman, there was no way she could have survived in a small room without it being stocked with food and water—a scenario that made even less sense.
Ashby reached down and rattled the door lever.
“Marshal, can I get a little help with this?”
“Why don’t you just knock?”
“Please, Marshal.”
Accepting that the only way to get answers was to see what lay on the other side of the door, Mason stepped forward and gave it a quick onceover. The door was old, which was both good and bad. Time had probably made the wood brittle, but unlike modern doors designed more for looks than security, this one was made of solid maple. The lock had been retrofitted with a keycard scanner, but thankfully, there was no sign of a deadbolt. 
Mason had found that breaking in a door was best done with the feet and not with a shoulder. There were two viable techniques. The first involved a front thrust kick, and the second, a rear mule kick. Of the two, he had always preferred the latter, mostly because the mule kick kept him from stumbling into the room when the door gave way.
He nodded to Rodiguez, and the cadet brought his rifle up to cover him.
Mason turned around, bent slightly at the waist, and heel kicked an inch below the handle. The jamb broke free from the frame, and the door swung open. 
To the resort’s credit, the room was nicely appointed, with a beautiful king-sized bed, a matching fabric chair and loveseat, an antique armoire, and two nightstands with hand-painted ceramic lamps. Three suitcases lay on the floor, their flaps unzipped and open. There was, however, no woman. Nor was there a dried and withering body curled up in the chair. The place was empty.
Rodriguez went in first, sweeping the room with his rifle.
“Sorry, but your lady friend seems to have—”
“Out of my way,” Ashby said, pushing past him. He rushed straight to the largest of the suitcases and rummaged around, finally standing up holding a shiny silver pitcher. Bowie moved closer and tried to sniff the cup, but Ashby turned away and held it out of reach.
“What the hell is that?” said Rodriguez.
Mason said nothing. He had suspected from the beginning that they were on a fool’s errand. At least now, the nature of their folly was clear. 
“What is it you have there, Mr. Ashby?” Leila said, stepping closer.
The man clutched the trophy as firmly as Golem had his precious ring. 
“Mr. Ashby,” she said again, this time offering a warm smile. 
He brought it to his lips and kissed the silver. 
“I didn’t steal it, if that’s what you’re wondering. I didn’t. I only took it to keep it safe. After more than two hundred years, it was going to be lost forever.”
“No one said you stole it,” she coaxed. “Is that what you came for? Is that Claret?”
He nodded. “This is the Claret Jug, a symbol of all that’s precious about the beautiful game of golf.”
Cobb shook his head in disbelief. 
“We risked our lives for a trophy?”
Bell nudged him. “Let it go, Private. We’re no worse for the wear.”
“Whatever you say, Lieutenant.”
She turned to Mason. “What next, Marshal?”
Rather than answer her, Mason spoke directly to Ashby.
“Now he holds up his end of the bargain.”
Ashby nodded. “I’ll show you the doors just like I promised. I’m a man of—”
An explosion shook the building, and then another, a quick one-two punch that left everyone reaching for something to hold onto. Without saying a word, they raced to the bedroom window and saw a cloud of black smoke rising in the distance. Bowie whined to see, finally pressing between two of the cadets to get a peek of what was going on outside. Rodriguez flipped the latch on the bottom of the window but struggled to break the painted seal that had glued it shut for decades.
Mason looked back at Ashby. 
“What’s over there?”
“Nothing but the old train station.”
“Who would want to blow up a train station?” said Cobb.
His answer was quick in coming as a black X-49 SpeedHawk cleared the trees, the rotors giving off an ominous thump-thump-thump as it beat the air. 
Leila instinctively grabbed Mason’s arm.
“They’re here.”
“Yes,” he said, gritting his teeth, “and we’re not ready.”

By the time Mason and the others got back outside, one helicopter had turned into four. A Chinook hovered off to the east, three men rappelling down drop ropes dangling from its belly. Another Chinook was settling onto the golf course, not two hundred feet from the clubhouse where they had first met Ashby. More troubling still were the two SpeedHawks circling the resort, looking for anything worthy of their attention.
Rodriguez stopped and brought his rifle to his shoulder, sighting in on one of the rappelling soldiers.
Mason reached out and gently pushed down the muzzle of the weapon.
“Hold your fire.”
“I can hit him. I’m sure of it.”
“Maybe, maybe not. But one thing’s for sure. If you draw the attention of those SpeedHawks, we’re all dead.”
Rodriguez lowered his rifle and growled. 
“It’s hard not to take a shot, isn’t it?”
Mason couldn’t help but smile. It may have been the first time the cadet had ever said anything even remotely resembling wisdom.
“Yes, it’s hard. But knowing when to hold your fire makes you more dangerous.”
Cobb stepped closer. “Don’t worry, Marshal. I won’t shoot either.”
Rodriguez rolled his eyes and muttered, “Brown-noser.”
Mason turned to Ashby. “Could those men on the ropes be headed to the air shaft?”
“I–I don’t understand,” he stammered, staring off at the huge plume of black smoke rising in the sky. “Who are they? And why did they bomb the train station?”
“They’re looking for a way into the bunker, same as us. Now, where are those men going?”
“I suppose they could be dropping down to the air shaft, but it’s hard to say for sure. That one,” he said, pointing to the other Chinook, “is definitely landing over by the West Tunnel Entrance. But you still haven’t answered my question. Who are they?” 
Ignoring him, Mason turned to Lieutenant Bell. 
“I need for you, Cobb, and Rodriguez to get eyes on the West Tunnel door.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Leila, Bowie, and I will see if we can stop the soldiers from sneaking in through the air shaft. If we’re successful, the others may not get in at all. In which case, you three stay out of sight until they get bored and go home.”
“And if you’re not?” said Rodriguez. 
“Then do what you can to slow them down. But be smart about it. If they get wind that you’re out here, they’ll come for you in a big way.”
Bell nodded. “Understood. We’ll stay out of sight.”
Mason felt his heart pounding. Things were going to start moving very fast.
“Look at me,” he said, getting the attention of all three cadets. “It’s been an honor, and I hope to see all of you when this is over.”
Rodriguez’s face hardened with determination. Cobb’s turned pale. As for Bell, she simply offered a sharp salute.
“Go!” he said. 
The three cadets took off at a dead run, darting between trees as they raced around the main Greenbrier building. Ashby stood for a moment, clutching his precious silver cup, staring at the flames still licking up into the sky. Then he followed the others, wandering off in the direction of the golf course.
Mason looked over at Leila and then down at Bowie. 
“All right,” he said. “We’re up.”

The entrance to the air shaft was not at all like Mason had expected. The dark green building measured ten feet on a side and sat nestled between trees. At first glance it could easily have passed for a common storage shed, the likely home of garden shears, a lawn mower, and perhaps a shovel or two. A closer inspection, however, would have revealed the flood lights, metal-clad security door, and reinforced concrete walls. The door had already been breached, but there were no soldiers in sight, which meant that the Black Dogs were at least a few minutes ahead of him.
Bowie, Mason, and Leila lay next to a towering oak tree, watching for any signs of movement. There weren’t any. Three men had come down the ropes, and all three must have gone into the building.
Mason fished out a spare rifle magazine and set his pack aside. 
“I’m going in. You and Bowie stay here until I signal you.”
“I can help,” Leila said, pressing up on her forearms. 
He set his hand on her shoulder. 
“I know you can, but I need you here to make sure no one comes in behind me.”
“At least take Bowie.”
Hearing his name, the dog raised his head and made a little sound that might have passed for “Huh?”
Mason stroked him softly. “Not until I know that he can help.”
Seeing that his mind was made up, she said only, “Okay, but be careful.”
He leaned in and kissed her. 
“Ten minutes, tops.”
She smiled. It was an old joke, but one that she apparently still found amusing. 
“Wave us in if we can help.” Leila wrapped her arms around Bowie, and the dog immediately began licking her face. He only stopped when he saw Mason stand up and dash for the building. 
The total distance was less than fifty yards, and Mason cleared it without so much as a broken shoelace. As he came to the building, he pressed his back against the concrete wall and slid forward until he could peer through the open doorway. A thick metal plate lay next to a dark hole, the topmost rungs of a ladder barely visible within. 
Mason stepped into the building and inched up to the edge of the hole, doing a quick lean forward to catch a glimpse of what lay below.
Darkness. 
He had to make a decision, and it was one that might well cost him his life. Going down a ladder with the light above him would provide a perfect silhouette to anyone waiting below. If it had been his team, he would have positioned someone at the bottom of the ladder precisely for that purpose. But his options were limited. If he shined his flashlight down the hole, it would likely alert the enemy, sacrificing the one thing he currently had going for him—surprise. 
It took him only a moment to accept that it was a chance he would have to take.
He leaned back out the open doorway and held up a fist, indicating that Leila should stay put. There was no reason to put her at risk, and the thought of carrying Bowie down on his shoulders was not at all appealing.
Mason slipped the M4 over his head and let it rest across his back. Climbing down was going to be hard enough, no reason to have a rifle clattering against the rungs. He took one last look into the shaft and then stepped out onto the ladder, half holding his breath.
Nothing happened. 
Moving as quietly as he could, he started down the ladder, quickly disappearing into the pool of darkness. Other than the bright circle of light overhead, everything around him was perfectly black. It was also amazingly quiet, which surprised him. How could three men be operating below without so much as the rustle of clothes or the rattle of gear?
His boots unexpectedly found the bottom about twenty feet down, and he dropped into a deep squat. He remained like that for several seconds, motionless, straining to hear something. Anything. 
There was nothing. No breathing. No scrubbing of boots. Not so much as a whisper.
He extended his hands, finding himself surrounded by cold concrete walls. Turning slowly in place, he discovered that the shaft opened up into a narrow horizontal tunnel, no more than four feet in height. What it lacked in height, however, it made up for in length, and tiny flashes of yellow light flickered in the distance. 
Cutting torches.
It was impossible to judge how far away they were without some kind of reference. As many a soldier had learned, light could give away one’s position across a vast stretch of desert as easily as it could a courtyard. 
The tunnel turned a bad defensive position into an even worse one. If the soldiers turned a flashlight beam in his direction, he would be outnumbered and without cover. His only hope was to get close enough to get the drop on them.
Mason carefully retrieved his M4 and lowered onto his belly. The approach would be agonizingly slow, but one thing he prided himself on was patience. Propping on his forearms, he began to high-crawl down the narrow tunnel. With every push of his boots and slide of his arms, his enemy came into greater focus.
There were three men. Two stood in front of a miniature version of the vault door he had seen inside The Greenbrier. The third man was off to one side, working the cutting torch. The tunnel opened up a few feet in front of the door, allowing the men to stand upright. Mason credited the height differential with making his approach even possible. It put the men’s eyes at a different elevation than the incoming tunnel, allowing him to essentially sneak in at knee level.
The tunnel suddenly fell into complete darkness, and Mason instinctively lowered his head to the concrete floor. Not that that would have done much good. If a flashlight or night vision optics turned in his direction, the game would be up. 
He waited, lying perfectly still. 
Voices sounded, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Something metal clattered against the concrete floor.
Had they gotten the door open? Not with a cutting torch, they hadn’t. But something had broken free. That’s when it hit him. They were in an air shaft, and air shafts had vents. The soldiers had found a way in.
Mason reached for his flashlight. As soon as he had it in hand, he raised his head and pressed the flashlight against the stock of his M4. He had only one choice left. 
He had to fight.
He clicked the flashlight on and fired a three-round burst where he had last seen one of the soldiers. The noise was deafening, like a garbage can being hit by hammers. He shifted right and fired another burst. Then back to the left. Then to the right. Two of the soldiers dropped to their knees, pushing their weapons out in front of them as they fell. 
Mason continued to fire, now targeting their torsos. Three rounds toward one. Three toward the other. There was no aiming, just point and squeeze. Bullets ricocheted off the steel door, veering up into the concrete wall and then back toward the other wall. The way the concrete tunnel opened up into a taller shaft had created the perfect kill box. Back and forth the bullets went until their energy was either expended or they had found something soft to sink into. 
He continued firing until the weapon ran dry. Thirty rounds downrange. He dropped the spent magazine, shoved in the spare, and released the bolt. Nothing at the end of the tunnel fired back at him—a good sign to be sure. He swept the flashlight over the area, but the light reflected off the thick cloud of smoke from the burnt gunpowder. 
Rising to a crouch, he shuffled down the last forty yards of the tunnel. When he entered the opening, he found two soldiers lying dead. Both had been hit with at least a half-dozen 5.56 mm rounds. There was also a hubcap-sized fan leaning against the wall. 
He brought his light up. Three identical air vents, each roughly a foot and a half in diameter, were positioned above the door. The fan had been pulled from the right-most vent, leaving a narrow cylindrical hole through the thick concrete wall. Mason checked the floor again for the missing soldier, refusing to believe that he could have fit through the hole. But each time he looked, he came up with the same answer. There were three rifles, and only two bodies. And that could only mean one thing. 
A Black Dog had managed to get inside.





Chapter 8  
 
 
As luck would have it, Canal Road not only intersected M Street, it actually became M Street. A four-lane roundabout brought Highway 29, Canal Road, and M Street together into one giant intersection. It was only as Tanner and Samantha passed Dixie Liquors, did they realize they had actually walked on M Street the night before. 
The Francis Scott Key Memorial sat directly across the street. Canopies of interwoven branches topped concrete pillars to cast a refreshing shade across several reading benches. No doubt it would have been a comfortable place to sit and rest. But neither Samantha nor Tanner suggested they stop. Every distraction, no matter how small, seemed to bring new threats and delays. Both had accepted that it was better to get on with the task at hand. Besides, their hike had only just begun, and they were quickly becoming accustomed to walking several miles at a stretch.
M Street wasn’t quite a shopper’s Mecca, but it did offer an assortment of upscale bicycle shops, clothing boutiques, and kitchen design centers. As they pressed on, stores became intermingled with pizzerias, ice cream stands, and sandwich shops. A few people even milled about, kicking aside Coach handbags and Lululemon yoga pants in favor of leather work boots and jugs of cooking oil. No one seemed particularly threatening, and before long, Samantha found herself offering the occasional wave to passersby.
“You should try be friendlier to people,” she said, glancing over at Tanner. 
“Why?”
“Because most of them are nice enough.”
He furrowed his brow. “Most?”
“Okay, maybe not most, but some.”
“Problem is there’s no easy way to sort the good from the bad.”
“So, what, we assume the worst about everyone?”
He marched on. “Good idea.”
“Wait,” she said, hurrying to catch up. “I wasn’t saying we should do that.”
“Darlin’, it’s my job to keep you safe.”
“So?”
“So, until we discover a magic amulet that glows every time evil comes near, I’m assuming everyone’s rotten to the core.”
“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “But we’ll never have any friends.”
“That’s all right. Friends are overrated.”
She shook her head. “That’s what people without friends say.”
Tanner grinned but said nothing more.
A short while later, they came upon an abandoned Sunglass Hut. Someone had crashed a motorcycle through the plate glass window, and tiny shards of glass covered the sidewalk out front.
Samantha nodded toward the building. 
“I’ve been wanting a pair of sunglasses. What do you think?”
Sunglasses certainly weren’t a necessity where they were going, but it seemed like a reasonable opportunity to gather yet another potentially useful supply.
He shrugged. “Nothing like a good pair of shades.”
They stepped inside the small store and picked through the spilled racks of designer eyewear. There was tens of thousands of dollars of merchandise scattered across the floor, many of the sunglasses either bent or broken from scavengers having stepped on them. Samantha eventually settled on a pair of white-rimmed glasses that were nearly as big as those of Luna Lovegood, and Tanner picked out a pair of classic aviator glasses that would have made John Thomas Rourke proud. 
“We’re just picking up garbage, right?” she said, staring at her reflection in a broken shard of mirror.
“Yep.”
“Because I don’t want to steal anyone else’s stuff.”
“I know that, but believe me, the owner of this place is long gone.”
“You sure?”
He nodded. “I’m sure.”
It was a conversation they’d had a hundred times before and would probably have a hundred times again. While he often felt frustrated with her reluctance to take what they needed, he was also thankful that she possessed such a steadfast moral compass. Samantha brought a sense of morality to their quests, and while he bucked against it as often as possible, Tanner still appreciated the occasional nudge when it came to right and wrong.
Before long, they were back on the road, satisfied with their selections and each feeling a bit more dapper. The morning was pleasant enough, and for two long miles, they encountered nothing more dangerous than a small pack of wild dogs, which thankfully scattered after a quick warning shot. Georgetown had been a peaceful enough place before the pandemic, and it had somehow managed to maintain much of that charm, despite the collapse of civilization.
That charm faded, however, as the bars, restaurants, and two-story brick boutiques gave way to impersonal office buildings, banks, embassies, and hotels. The scavengers also thinned as the tall buildings cast ominous shadows over the street. Both Tanner and Samantha tightened their grips on their weapons, ready for anyone, or anything, that might step from the shadows. 
In an attempt to break the menacing mood, he said, “Whistle us up a tune, why don’t you.”
“Why? So we can let them know we’re here?”
“Them who?”
“I don’t know. Just them.”
“Brain-eating zombies?”
“Probably.”
“Werewolves? Vampires?”
“You never know.”
He snickered. 
“Laugh if you want, but I’m not ruling anything out. Not after what we’ve seen.”
Despite his ribbing, Samantha’s fears were closer to the truth than he cared to admit. The line between fantasy and reality had become blurred to the point that neither of them would have been surprised to see Frankenstein lumber out into the street, juggling flaming torches while singing “Send in the Clowns.” The intuition they’d once had about what was possible and impossible no longer held true. Every day offered the possibility of discovery, something that was both exciting and terrifying.
When they finally arrived at 2301 M Street, they discovered an eight-story building set between a Park Hyatt Hotel and a large conference center. A royal-blue awning stretched out over the sidewalk with the words “Kaiser Permanente Medical Office” printed on its side. 
She eyed a small flight of stairs leading up into the building. 
“This doesn’t look like any hospital I’ve ever seen.”
“Let’s see what’s inside.” 
Tanner took the stairs two at a time, and Samantha hurried after him. At the top, they came to a large sliding glass door. The glass plates had been smashed in, but a few shards still clung to the metal frame.
He bent over and carefully stepped through the broken doors. 
“Careful not to cut yourself,” he said over his shoulder.
She chuckled.
“What’s so funny?”
“That’s like the bulldog telling the mouse to watch his head on the pet door.”
“And I suppose I’m the bulldog?”
“Well, you’re not the mouse,” she said, snickering.
On the other side of the doors, the space opened up into a short hallway. To the left was a waiting area littered with overturned chairs and magazines. At the opposite end of the room, they could see elevator doors. Men’s and women’s bathrooms lay directly ahead, and to the right was a small pharmacy.
Tanner immediately turned right, figuring that the dispensary would be the most likely place for Jarvis to find medications. As he rounded the corner, he found himself in another small waiting room. The back wall had several built-in shelves, a few of which still contained cough medicine, antacids, eye drops, Epsom salts, and vitamins. Directly across the room were four counters, each with their respective number hanging above them. Behind the counters was a large glassed-in area from which the pharmacists had once worked. 
Samantha called out. “Dr. Jarvis, are you in here? It’s me, Samantha.”
There was no answer.
She looked to Tanner. “I don’t think he’s here.”
“Watch the door while I take a look.” 
Samantha reluctantly turned to face the entryway with her rifle at the ready. 
“Okay, but hurry. This place is creepy.”
“You say that about every place.” 
“That’s because they’re all creepy!”
Tanner slid across one of the counters and discovered that the room containing medications had been cordoned off by a thick, sliding Plexiglass door. Unable to break the glass, looters had resorted to knocking it off its track, and then squeezing through a gap at the bottom. 
Amateurs.
He gave it a couple of good kicks, and it the entire door fell in with a loud crash.
Samantha hollered, “Practicing your ninja training again, I see.” 
He grinned but said nothing. He was too busy studying an assortment of tall shelves, no doubt once piled high with life-saving pharmaceuticals. Now, however, they sat empty except for a few asthma inhalers, aluminum finger splints, and clear plastic jugs of something that looked like a mixture of corn syrup and powdered milk. He carefully navigated the small room, his boots crunching on pills scattered across the floor. When he was satisfied that Jarvis wasn’t hiding behind one of the shelves, he returned to Samantha.
“Find anything?”
“Nope.”
“So, this was all a complete waste of time.”
“Not necessarily. It’s a big place.” He led her back to the entryway and studied a large directory hanging on the bright red wall. Tanner ran his fingers up and down the sign. “It looks like there are four floors. This one houses the pharmacy and records management. The next one up offers behavioral health, which probably wouldn’t have drugs. Then comes x-ray and imaging services, again no drugs. That leaves this one.” He tapped the sign.
“Obstetrics, gynecology, and internal medicine,” she said, carefully reading the words. “I’m not really sure what any of those mean.”
“People in pain, darlin’. That’s what they mean.”
“Okay,” she said, leaning around the corner to spy the elevators, “but that’s three flights up. Are we going to pry the elevator doors and shimmy up the cables?”
Tanner chuckled and pointed to a sign at the far end of the corridor that read Stairs. 
“What do you say we take the easy way just this once?”
“Sure, whatever,” she said with a shrug. “But you have to admit that the elevator thing would’ve been cool.”
“That it would have.”
He turned and led her through a waist-high saloon-style door, whose only purpose had been to keep irritated patients from getting too close to the equally irritated receptionists. At the far end of the hall, they found a wide set of stairs leading up. As soon as they entered the stairwell, they detected the stench of decaying bodies.
“You smell that?” she asked, looking up at him.
“Nothing we haven’t smelled before.”
“True, but it means there are dead people up there.”
“Dead people can’t hurt you.”
She scoffed. “Yeah, right.”
Tanner didn’t argue the point any further. The truth was that she was right to be a little nervous. Their day so far had gone far too smoothly, and both of them knew it.
They crept up the stairs, stopping only when they got to the fourth floor. As with the other levels, there was no door, only a large doorway that opened up into a brightly painted hallway. Much to their chagrin, the worst of the odors seemed to be coming from within.
Still standing in the doorway, Tanner leaned his head around to get a quick peek at what lay ahead. The hallway was strewn with overturned laundry carts, medical records, and spent needles. Blood and human waste were smeared across the walls and floor, making it look more like a slaughterhouse than a hospital. Worse yet, fresh footprints revealed that someone had recently walked through the slimy gore.
He pulled his head back.
“Well?” she said, nudging him.
“Let’s just say it’s a good thing we ate a few hours ago.”
“That bad?”
“See for yourself.”
Samantha mimicked what he had done, and when she leaned back around, her eyes were watering.
“That’s disgusting.”
“And then some.”
“Do we really have to go in there?”
“Those footprints could be Jarvis’s.”
“Even if they are, how do you know he hasn’t already left?”
“Look down. What do you see?”
She studied the stairwell landing. Nothing looked out of place.
“Nothing.”
“Exactly. If Jarvis had come back out, there would be bloody footprints going down the stairs.”
She sighed. “Yeah, I guess so.”
“You want to wait out here?”
“Of course not.”
“All right then. Hold your nose. It’s going to get nasty.”

Their shoes made a sickening squish as they carefully picked their way through the filth. The hallway looked like the site of a massacre, butchered hands and feet tossed into corners, eyeballs dangling from light fixtures, and buckets of blood splashed everywhere. The addition of urine and feces created a veritable cornucopia of all that was revolting.
Samantha had pulled her scarf up over her mouth and nose, and refused to remove her sunglasses even though the hallway was barely brighter than a broom closet. For his part, Tanner did what he always did. He put one foot in front of the other and listened for anything that might want to hurt them. Everything else was but a distraction. 
As they walked around a corner, they came face to face with an infected woman. She was barely in her twenties, naked except for one of those thin medical robes that tied in the back. She knelt in front of a half-eaten body, a doctor by the looks of it. His arms had been chewed off and his belly ripped open. The young woman rifled through his intestines, occasionally picking up pieces to chew.











Samantha brought her rifle up and whispered, “Told ya.”
The woman turned to face them, her obsidian eyes glowing a silvery white in the diffused sunlight.
“Tanner?” Samantha said, her voice catching in her throat.
Two hours earlier, Tanner would have shot the woman without a second thought. But that was before Issa. It could just as easily have been her kneeling in the hallway, doing what she had to do in order to survive.
“Tanner,” she said again, slowly stepping back, “we really need to get out of here.”
It took Samantha’s scream to break him out of the trance. She had caught sight of a man racing up behind them, his mutated hands extended as he prepared to rip flesh from bone. Tanner wheeled around and fired the shotgun. A fist-sized load of buckshot caught the man in the gut, and he staggered back. Samantha took aim and fired her .22, the tiny slug popping a neat hole through the man’s eye. He teetered for a moment and then collapsed onto the floor.
A second man barreled around the corner, but before Tanner could get off a shot, something grabbed him from behind. Claws raked across his cheek, and teeth bit into the side of his neck. It was the woman! She clung to his back, riding him like a wild bronco as she ripped away at his flesh.
Tanner’s first reaction was to try to elbow her off, but each time he turned, she turned with him, pulling ever tighter. Despite the threat of the man charging toward them, Tanner knew that he had to do something about the woman before she managed to bite into his carotid artery. He turned sideways and drove backwards, smashing her into the closest wall. The plaster crunched inward, but she continued to cling to him.
Accepting that it was up to her to stop the man running toward them, Samantha shot her rifle once, twice, three times, cycling the bolt as fast as she could. All three bullets caught him in the chest, but they did little to slow his advance. No doubt he would die in a few minutes from internal bleeding, but by then, Tanner and Samantha would be lying on their backs with the mindless creatures munching their innards.
As Samantha backpedaled, preparing to take her final shot, Tanner had an idea. It was a one-shot deal that would either work, or not. Without warning, he leaped into the air and arched backward as he fell. He hit the floor like a paratrooper with a bum chute, sandwiching the woman between his backpack and the thick ceramic tiles.
She moaned as her ribcage gave way, but still, she refused to let go.
Hoping to take advantage of Tanner’s awkward position, the infected man dove forward. He was in mid-air when Tanner lifted his shotgun and fired it one-handed. The blast caught him under the chin, disintegrating his throat and vertebrae. The man’s head folded back and fell away, leaving his decapitated body to land at Tanner’s feet.
Tanner started to roll over to finish off the human bloodsucker when Samantha stepped forward, put the muzzle of her rifle against the woman’s temple, and fired. She twitched once and then lay still.
“Are you okay?” Samantha asked, fishing around in her pocket for spare cartridges.
Tanner slowly sat up and slid his feet away from the growing pool of blood still seeping from the headless corpse. He rubbed his fingers across the bites on his neck. There was blood, but not enough to really worry about.
“I’m fine,” he growled, getting to his feet. 
He teetered for a moment, and she quickly grabbed his shoulder with both hands.
“You sure?”
He took a moment to breathe. In. Out. In. Out. The world stopped moving.
“I’m good.”
She slowly let him go, half-expecting him to topple over. 
“Next time, don’t try to stand up so quickly.”
“You worried about me?”
She hesitated. “Uh, yeah, that’s it.”
He eyed her. “You were worried I’d fall on you.”
“Well, it’s not like I could lift you off. Who knows, I might be pinned forever.”
“Got it. Next time I’ve been munched by a crazed, flesh-eating mutant, I’ll try to be more considerate.”
“Great, thanks,” she said, not at all picking up on his sarcasm.
“Come on,” he grumbled. “Let’s get out of this hellhole.”

As they stepped through the broken doors to the medical center, Samantha leaned forward and sniffed Tanner’s back.
“Darlin’, believe me you ain’t no bed of roses yourself.” 
“No, it’s not that.”
“What then?”
“I was wondering if you’d changed your cologne, or something.”
He looked over at her. “My cologne?”
She covered a grin. “It just seems like the infected women have a thing for you now.” 
“Oh, you’re hilarious,” he growled, continuing outside.
“Well?” she said. “What do we do now? Without Dr. Jarvis, your entire plan—” She stopped in mid-sentence. “No way.”
“What?” Tanner spun around to see what she was looking at.
A man was exiting a building two doors down. He was tall but walking slightly hunched over, as if his back pained him. As soon as he stepped into the sunlight, he pulled a dark gray blanket over his head to act as a hood.
“Is that…?”
“It is indeed.” 
Tanner dashed down the stairs, and Samantha quickly followed. They came up from behind Jarvis and managed to get within a few paces before he spun to face them, his swollen hands brought up into tight fists. 
Even with the hood, they could see the bumpy skin covering his face. Jarvis was patient zero, the very first person to have ever been infected with Superpox-99. As such, his body had experienced a reaction unlike any of the subsequent hosts. When the virus passed on, it had mutated, introducing a psychosis that left many of its victims not only far less intelligent but also possessing an intense hatred toward all those uninfected. Not everyone had been affected the same way. Some had managed to retain their reasoning, rejecting the internal voices that pleaded for violence. But most now hid in dark places, worrying only about their most primitive needs: feeding, mating, killing.
As soon as Jarvis recognized them, he relaxed.
“What are you two doing here?”
“We were looking for you,” explained Samantha.
His dark eyes narrowed. “Why?”
She looked up at Tanner. “Maybe it would be better if you explained.”
“We’re going back down into the tunnels under the city.”
Jarvis shook his head. “Don’t do that. There are thousands of infected living down there. Violent horrible beings.”
“Which is why we need your help.”
It took him only a moment to grasp what Tanner was proposing.
“You want to transfuse my blood in the hope they won’t attack you.”
“That’s right. And we’re counting on your cooperation.” Tanner was ready to be as persuasive as necessary. Jarvis had intentionally injected himself with the virus and was therefore responsible for everything that had come after. He would donate blood, one way or another. The only point in question was how it was going to be drawn.
“Of course,” he said much quicker than expected. 
“You don’t mind our taking your blood?” asked Samantha.
“Mind? On the contrary, I’m absolutely thrilled about it.”
She furrowed her brow.
“My dear, don’t you see? If you two prove my theory, it could have ramifications for the entire world.”
“Ah,” she said, “because if it works, you’d donate your blood to others.”
“Better than that. Scientists could use my blood to synthesize a permanent treatment, a cure, perhaps not for the disease itself, but at least for the hostility it introduces.”
“Are you saying we’d be doing you a favor?”
“More than a favor. You’d be acting as my first human trial.” He turned back to Tanner. “But you must promise to return and report your results.” 
“Have some fresh fish frying, and we’ll make it a point to stop in. Assuming we live long enough to do so, that is.”
Jarvis lips curled up. It was as close to a smile as his swollen face could muster.
“I also need for you to understand that there are no guarantees. I don’t know how long the effects of my blood might last or whether it will completely quell their hatred. Truth is, I don’t know that it will work at all. And if I’m wrong…” He left the rest unsaid.
“We understand the risks, don’t we, Sam?”
She shrugged. “Same as always. The zombies will try to kill us.”
Jarvis stiffened. “Dear, they’re not—”
Tanner raised a hand. “Believe me, Doc, it’s not worth the trouble.” 
“Fine,” he said, giving Samantha a stern look. “Let’s get on with it then. We’ll need supplies for the transfusion.”
Tanner turned and looked back at the medical center. 
“Sorry, but nothing in there is poking into my arm.” 
“Oh heavens, no,” he said. “That place is an absolute dungeon, which is why I came here.” He gestured to the building he had just exited. There was no sign out front, but it looked like a collection of small offices.
“What’s in there?” asked Samantha.
“A cosmetic surgery center. They’ll have everything we need, not to mention a sterile environment in which to conduct the transfusion.”
“We’re going to do this now?” She didn’t try to hide the worry in her voice.
“Can’t see any reason to wait,” said Tanner. “Can you?”
She thought for a moment. “I don’t suppose that it sounds icky is a good enough reason.”
Tanner said nothing.
She sighed. “All right, Doctor Jarvis, lead the way.”

Tanner and Samantha watched as Dr. Jarvis spent the next fifteen minutes carefully searching the cosmetic surgery center for supplies. One by one, he neatly laid out needles, syringes, blood bags, alcohol, tubing, gauze, and saline solution. 
When he was finished, he turned to them.
“I believe I have what we need.”
“Why can’t we just put a tube between your arm and ours?” asked Samantha.
“Because, my dear, direct transfusions of that sort are incredibly difficult to do.” He went about wiping each end of the tubing with a gauze soaked in alcohol. “It would require a strong flow of blood, which means the donor, that’s me, would need an artery opened—a dangerous procedure given our circumstances. Furthermore, to prevent the artery from collapsing, a supporting tube would likely need to be inserted. Again, not an easy feat. And finally, as blood started to flow, it might coagulate in the tubing, making the flow uneven and impossible to estimate. In the end, there’d be no way to know how much blood was actually transferred.”
“So instead of pumping it directly, you’re going to use the bags to transfer it?”
“That’s right. The bags have CPD in them, which will prevent the whole blood from coagulating.”
“Whole blood? Is that like whole milk?”
He smiled. “I suppose it is. Blood is composed of red and white blood cells, plasma, and platelets. Each can be separated out, but when they’re all kept together, we call it whole blood.”
“Is it dangerous to use whole blood?”
Jarvis picked up one of the needles and inspected it. 
“The biggest risk of any blood transfusion is an ABO incompatibility, basically receiving the wrong type of blood. In our case, however, I’m O-negative, which essentially makes me a universal donor.”
Samantha cocked an eyebrow. “You’re saying that nothing could go wrong?” 
“No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. Either of you could still experience a hemolytic reaction or an infection.”
“Those don’t sound good.”
“No, but they’re both very unlikely.”
“And you think that transferring your blood will give us enough of the virus to keep us safe in the tunnels?”
“As I said, I don’t know for certain.” When he saw doubt creeping over her face, he quickly added, “But it makes sense. If you have my blood pumping through your body, the infected should react to you in the same way they would to me.”
“Any guesses as to how long it might last?” asked Tanner.
“Impossible to say. You’re the first case.”
“Give me an educated guess.”
He shrugged. “Maybe twelve hours? Your antibodies will eventually kill off the weakened virus.”
“And you promise that it won’t make us infected?” said Samantha. “I don’t want to be, you know… like you.”
“That much I can promise.” Jarvis carefully tied a loose-fitting knot in the plastic tubing below the lip of the bag before climbing onto one of the patient tables. “All right, let’s get this underway.” He handed the bag to Tanner. “I’ll need for you to hold this about ten inches below my arm. That way gravity can help to fill it.”
Tanner took the plastic blood bag and squatted down, holding it below the level of Jarvis’s arm.
“Once blood starts to accumulate, gently knead the bag. We want to make sure the anticoagulant gets well mixed.” He turned to Samantha. “Are you able to insert the needle, or will I need to do that myself?”
“I can do it,” she said, slipping on a pair of thin blue gloves and securing a rubber strap around his upper arm. Within a few seconds his veins began to swell. Circular scars from large blisters lined his forearms, but they had all long since healed. She unrolled the tubing and examined the tip of the needle. It looked sharp and a lot bigger than any she had ever been poked with.
“Here,” he said, rubbing the alcohol-soaked gauze over the area. “Insert it into the median cubital vein.”
She gently pressed the needle in, and almost immediately, dark red blood began to flow into the tube.
“It’s working.”
Jarvis nodded. “If nothing else, we humans know how to bleed.” With his free hand, he tore off a small strip of tape and used it to hold the needle in place. “Now, we wait.”
“For how long?” 
“Not long. Maybe ten minutes.”
They said little more, watching as the steady stream of blood slowly filled the bag. When it was full, Jarvis removed the needle and held it up. The last bit of blood in the tube drained into the bag, and he quickly snugged the knot so that it couldn’t run back out.
“Next, we repeat the procedure using my other arm.”
“Are you sure it’s safe for you to give two big bags of blood?” asked Samantha.
“There’s a little risk of hypovolemic shock, but I’m well hydrated, so I should be fine.”
Uncertain if it was right to even care about the welfare of a man who had killed so many, including her own father, Samantha said nothing more. They repeated the procedure, and when both bags were full of blood, Jarvis sat back up. He looked a little pale.
“I’ve done my part,” he said in a tired voice. “The rest is up to you two.”
“You’re not going to help us put it in?” said Tanner.
“From what you’ve told me, you don’t yet have a way down into the tunnels.”
“So?”
“So, you should wait to do the transfusion until you’re ready to go down. That way you’ll maximize the time you’re protected.”
Tanner looked at the tubing and needles. 
Seeing the concerned look on his face, Jarvis said, “It’s easy enough. You slide the small blue clip across the tube to block the flow. Then attach the tube to the bag, and open the valve to prime the line. Once blood starts to flow, insert the needle into your arm and let gravity do the rest.”
Tanner looked over at Samantha. “You get all that?”
She shrugged. “I guess.”
Tanner picked up one of the blood bags. It felt warm and squishy. 
He turned to Jarvis.
“How long will it last out in the air like this?”
“Six hours, maybe a little longer. I’m assuming that’s long enough for you to gain entry into the tunnels?”
“It should be.” Tanner looked back over at Samantha. She looked a little pale too. “Everything’s good, right Sam?”
“Oh sure,” she said, eyeing the blood. “Everything’s just peachy.”





Chapter 9  
 
 
Buckey fell face first onto the coarse metal grating covering the power plant’s walkway. He immediately rolled over and crab-walked backward until his shoulder blades pressed tightly against the bunker wall. His heart pounded, and something warm slowly spread across his groin. At first he thought he had wet himself, but when he reached down, he felt a steady stream of blood pulsing between his fingers. It wasn’t strong enough to be the femoral artery, but it wasn’t a minor flesh wound either. 
He looked up at the open vent directly above his head. It seemed unlikely that whoever had shot at him would be small enough to follow. If they were, they would be in for a little more than a haircut when they poked their head through.
“Hey!” he called. “You out there?”
After a moment, a voice echoed through the hole. It was remarkably calm for someone who had just gunned down two men in cold blood. 
“I’m here.”
“You got me in the leg. Just thought you’d want to know. Credit where credit is due and all that jazz.”
“Your troubles are only beginning, believe me.”
Buckey snickered. “I think you’ve got that part wrong, mister.”
“We’ll see.”
“Mind if I ask your name? I’ve never been shot before, and I kind of want to know who did it.”
“Deputy Marshal Mason Raines.”
That surprised him. “What’s a marshal doing mixed up in all this?”
“Right now, I’m doing what I do best, standing in the way of evil men.”
“Evil’s what you make of it, Marshal. Believe me, on a sunny afternoon, it goes down as smoothly as a cold glass of lemonade.”
There was no reply.
“Well, I’d love to chat more, but I’ve got doors to open and people to kill. You understand the drill.”
Again, there was no answer.
“All right then. I’ll be seeing you.”
“Count on it.”
Without taking his back from the wall, Buckey slid sideways along the metal walkway. When he was safely clear of the open vent, he slowly got to his feet. He had abandoned his rifle in the tunnel once the shooting had started, but he was by no means defenseless. He reached down and placed his hand on the smooth wooden handle of a Sayoc-Winkler RnD Hawk. The tomahawk was his single most prized possession, taken from the body of a fellow soldier who had reportedly once worked with master bladesmith, Daniel Winkler. The head offered a razor-sharp blade on one end and a tapered point on the other. Weighing in at only one and a half pounds, it was as easy to wield as it was to throw. The Hawk was a primitive, no-nonsense weapon, but in Buckey’s hands, it would absolutely sing.
He turned his attention to the space around him. It was essentially an attic above the bunker’s power plant. That much he knew from the briefing. There wasn’t much to see besides the vent fans, a staircase leading down, and an assortment of electrical conduits that distributed power to the rest of the bunker.
He moved to the small spiral staircase and peered over the railing. 
Electrical panels and breaker boxes filled the space below. Not having a firearm forced an additional level of caution, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. When sneaking around an enemy’s camp, Buckey had always believed it best to move like a cat burglar in search of priceless jewels. 
Ignoring the pain in his leg, he descended the stairs with three quick hops. The main level hummed with the chatter of electricity flowing through switches and fuses, but it was as empty of inhabitants as the small landing above. Another set of stairs led to the bunker’s lower level. The three 675-kilowatt Fairbanks Morris diesel generators could be heard groaning like the incessant snore of a sleeping dragon. Fortunately, the West Tunnel’s blast door lay on the first floor.
Blood continued to drip down Buckey’s leg, seeping in and around his boot to leave a bright red trail wherever he passed. Not good, but manageable given the brief mission. Getting to the West Tunnel Entrance required exiting the power plant, traveling along a short corridor, passing through two more sets of doors, and then navigating the four-hundred-and-thirty-three-foot long tunnel. That last part would be tricky because he would have to run the length of the tunnel and get the door open before anyone spotted him. Still, four hundred feet could be done in under twenty seconds, even with a leaky leg. The whole power plant to West Tunnel excursion should take less than two minutes. As for the leg, he could get it tended to once the door was open. 
The mission always had to come first.

Lieutenant Bell, Corporal Rodriguez, and Private Cobb lay on their bellies, peeking up over the lip of a sand trap as two CH-47F Chinooks descended onto the closest fairway. The huge rotors beat the air, pressing the tall grass flat as the helicopters slowly settled. As soon as their wheels touched down, the rear doors lowered, and dozens of soldiers streamed out. 
All three cadets instinctively ducked their heads. Even hiding at nearly two hundred yards away, it took them a full minute to build the courage to look back up.
“What’s the marshal expect us to do with that?” Cobb said, watching as the soldiers set up a perimeter around the helicopters. “It’s not like we’re going to win in a shootout. Look at them. There must be fifty of them.”
“You forget that we have the advantage of surprise,” said Bell.
“Sorry, Lieutenant,” Rodriguez said, spitting sand from his mouth, “but surprise isn’t going to mean donkey doo against that kind of force.”
“We also know where they’re headed.”
“Donkey doo comment still applies.”
“If we can’t win in a fight, what can we do?” asked Cobb.
Bell thought for a moment. “We can tie some of them up out here. That way the number who go in will be fewer.”
“All right, but how?”
“Simple. We’ll give them something to worry about.”
Rodriguez cut his eyes toward her. 
“I’m assuming you have something in mind?”
She pressed her lips together and nodded.
“We’re going to start by taking out one of their helicopters.”
 

General Hood, Morant, and three dozen Black Dogs walked in a staggered column up the sloping driveway. Stables and a corral sat off to their left, and the huge West Tunnel blast door lay at the top of the small hill.
“Shouldn’t we have heard from—” Hood was interrupted by the sound of their radios squawking.
“Buckey here, over.”
Morant raised the handheld unit to his mouth. 
“Go ahead.”
“Encountered resistance at the air vent. Two men down. Comm link may have been compromised, over.”
Morant’s jaw tightened. Two men dead even before they had entered the bunker was not part of the plan. Neither was having their newfangled ultrawideband radio system compromised.
“Can you identify the enemy?”
“He’s a deputy marshal by the name of Raines, over.”
“Are you saying that your team was taken out by one man?”
“He came up from behind us. Didn’t give us much of a chance.”
“Roger that. Were you at least able to enter the bunker?”
“I’m in, but I’ll need a medic, over.”
“Understood. Can you make your way to the West Tunnel Entrance?”
“Don’t worry. One way or another, I’ll get the door open.”
“Roger. Standing by.”
Morant reattached the radio to his MOLLE vest and turned to Hood.
“Any idea who we’re dealing with?”
He shrugged. “A loyal diehard, maybe.”
Morant turned slowly in place, studying their surroundings. A thick copse of trees lay off to the right, and the stables sat to the left. 
He nodded to a small cluster of his men.
“You three check the stables. After that, flush the trees to make sure we don’t have eyes on us.”
Without saying a word, the men ducked out of formation and raced away.

Buckey inched his way up to the door and listened. The incessant drone of power equipment in the room behind him made it impossible to hear much of anything. Either there was someone on the other side, or there wasn’t. Only one way to find out.
He swung the door open and rushed through, his Hawk up and ready. It was an empty hallway, perhaps twenty feet long and with a door at the opposite end. 
So far, so good. 
He crossed the hallway, leaving behind a streak of bright red blood on the floor. If things went as planned, his would be the only blood spilled in the bunker. The sarin would introduce drooling, vomiting, and diarrhea, but blood, at least, should be kept to a minimum. It might not be much, but in his profession, one learned to be thankful for the small things.
Once again, he placed his ear against the door, and once again the power plant robbed him of any insight into who – or what – might be on the other side. 
“Through the door, turn right, run, spin the knob, and push,” he said, mentally playing out each action. 
Buckey shoved the door open, but before he could take a single step, he found himself standing face to face with an elderly Chinese man. To be fair, Buckey had no idea whether he was Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Korean, or some other Southeast Asian national, nor he figured did it really matter. The man was short and slight, like most Asian men he had ever met were, and he wore a white doctor’s coat with the word “Tran” embroidered on the front. Buckey’s reaction to anything that surprised him was to strike first and offer apologies later. It had served him well a hundred times before, and he wasn’t about to start making exceptions now. 
He swung the Hawk up from hip level, the pointed tip catching the elderly man under his left armpit. The doctor screamed and tried to turn and run, but the tomahawk had driven so deep into the meaty tissue that he found himself unable to dislodge the metal point. Buckey stepped forward and slipped his thick forearm around the man’s neck. He pulled the doctor back toward him, ripping the Hawk free. Before Tran could offer even the slightest resistance, Buckey brought the weapon up and slid the blade across his throat. Warm blood spilled out, raining down in a thick sheet onto his white coat. 
Tran’s legs gave way, but Buckey held him in place for a few seconds to be sure he was dead. Once the blood stopped pulsing, he dragged the body back into the small corridor and dropped it to the floor. So much for his being the only blood spilled. Oh well, the best laid plans were usually the first to go to shit. 
Buckey glanced back out into the hallway. It was clear, for the moment at least. He rushed forward, passing through the final door. A long lifeless tunnel lay before him, illuminated only by the faint glow of the occasional overhead lamp. The heavy vault door lay more than a football field away, beckoning to him like the impenetrable gate to Oz’s Emerald City.
“Go time.” 
Buckey ran, pumping the Hawk in his right hand like a relay baton. He focused on absolutely nothing but the door. If someone came into the tunnel, they could try to drop him from behind, but hitting a man running at full tilt wasn’t an easy task. Besides, Buckey figured he could take a couple of shots in the back, if it came to that. 
One way or the other, he was going to open the door. 

Following their brief exchange, Mason gritted his teeth, listening as the man on the other side of the wall carefully navigated the bunker’s electrical plant. Neither he nor the intruder were careless enough to get in the other’s respective line of fire. It was agonizing to know that his enemy was barely twenty feet away but as unreachable as if he had been standing on the surface of the moon.
The soldier’s footsteps grew fainter until Mason could no longer hear them. If the man was to be believed, he was heading for the West Tunnel Entrance. Whether or not those inside the bunker were prepared to stop him was impossible to say, but Mason had to assume that they weren’t. 
The radio sounded on one of the fallen soldiers, and he squatted down and pulled it from his vest to listen. The man inside, a soldier named Buckey, quickly communicated his situation to those outside. The conversation was brief, but helpful, because it confirmed their overall plan. 
Mason conducted a quick search of the two men, discovering weapons, ammunition, and small packets of almonds. He left the armament but stuffed the almonds into his front pockets, figuring they might provide energy if faced with a prolonged siege.
 Kneeling in the dark, he considered his options. The most obvious course of action was to race around to the West Tunnel Entrance, tag up with the cadets, and try to disrupt the larger force from entering. That, however, seemed like an uphill fight, especially with the SpeedHawks circling overhead. The only other option was to try to find another way into the bunker and fight the soldiers from within. The Exhibit and air shaft doors were both secure, and the East door, although unchecked, was also likely closed. That left but one way in, and it was anything but a sure thing. 
Mason dropped to a crouch and began shimmying his way back down the long dark tunnel. By the time he reached the shaft that led up, his quadriceps felt like he had just finished deadlifting a dump truck. He stood up, took a moment to stretch the muscles so they wouldn’t cramp, and stepped onto the ladder. Pulling himself up the rungs as quickly as he could manage, he arrived back at the small concrete building. The door remained partially ajar, exactly as he had left it. Even so, he took cover behind the wall and peeked out. 
He looked left and right, taking a long moment to study everything and nothing. Trees swayed. Birds sang. The small slice of universe around him seemed to be in its natural state. Reasonably confident that he wouldn’t be stepping out into a sniper’s crosshairs, Mason hurried toward Leila and Bowie.
As he drew closer, Leila pushed up and dusted off her trousers. Bowie, too, scrambled to his feet, his tail swishing back and forth.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“They got inside.”
“You couldn’t follow?”
“No. One man managed to squeeze through a narrow vent.”
“And the other two?”
Mason shook his head. 
“I see. And I suppose the man who made it through will open one of the doors for the rest.”
“He’s headed to the West Tunnel Entrance as we speak.”
“That’s where the cadets went.” There was worry in her voice.
“Yes, but for now, they’re on their own. We need to find another way in.” He started walking back toward The Greenbrier.
“Wait. Maybe I can fit through the vent. I’m a lot smaller than you.”
“No,” he said with a quick shake of his head. “It’s too dangerous.”
“Of course, it’s dangerous. Every bit of this is dangerous. If I can go in and open one of the doors, it could give us a chance to get ahead of them.”
Mason thought of his brief exchange with Buckey. The man was a killer who would think nothing of gutting Leila and using her entrails as party confetti.
“No,” he repeated. “We’ll find another way in.”
“But how? There is no other way in.”
“There may be one.”
She furrowed her brow. “How?”
“The sewer.”
She stared at him. “You’re kidding, right?”
Mason said nothing, but the determined look on his face was answer enough.
“Did you see that pipe? It was beyond disgusting. Besides, we don’t even know that it leads inside. And don’t forget about Ashby’s monster. Who knows what that really is.”
“All good points.”
“But?”
“But I don’t see another way. Do you?”
Leila heard the frustration in his voice. Mason was not a man used to playing catch-up. She considered pressing her point about crawling through the open vent but decided against it. Instead, she offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. 
“No, I have nothing better. If you say that going in through the sewers is our best option, then we’ll go into the sewers.” She looked down at Bowie. “But I do feel sorry for him.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because as bad as it’s going to be for us, his heightened sense of smell will make it ten times worse.”
Mason leaned down and scrubbed Bowie’s chin. 
“Don’t worry, boy, I won’t tell her your little secret. You and I both know that for a dog, the stinkiest odors are often the most interesting.”





Chapter 10  
 
 
Mason, Leila, and Bowie stared down at the slime-infested hole. The sewage was weeks old and would have dried had it not been for water leaking from the hotel’s mains. The eight-foot sewer pipe ran roughly east to west, and if Ashby was to be believed, heading west would route them directly under the bunker. Of course, it was also his assertion that the pipes were the home of a fearsome monster that feasted on the dead. 
“Might as well get dirty,” Mason said, sliding down a flap of torn carpet to land in a small puddle of brown water. Furniture, floor tile, and paintings were strewn about, stirred into the mud and sewage like candy pieces in a frozen dessert. He looked up at Leila and Bowie. “You two coming?”
The prompt was enough to get both of them moving. Bowie took two short hops and landed so hard that he splashed something green and sticky onto Mason’s pants. The dog smelled of it, but even he didn’t dare take a taste. 
Leila was a bit more careful with her descent, navigating the debris until she had finally settled at the bottom of the blast pit, some twelve feet below ground level. She turned and shined her flashlight into the dark concrete pipe.
“Are you sure about this?”
“Not really, no.” Mason started forward, his M4 leading the way. 
For once, Bowie seemed content to stay by his side. Even a dog apparently knew that walking into a sewer purportedly inhabited by a mysterious monster was not the time to be unnecessarily brave.
The pipe grew darker and wetter, and after a short distance, they came to a junction that allowed them to either turn left or continue straight ahead. The pipe veering off to the left was much narrower, and to get through it, they would have to crawl on their hands and knees. Worse yet, a pungent stench wafted out that caught in their throats.
Bowie traversed the narrow pipe a short distance, sneezed violently, and then bolted back to them.
“Tell me we’re not going in there,” Leila said, eyeing the stream of sludge slowly flowing out.
Mason shook his head. “I can’t see any reason to risk confusing ourselves by taking unnecessary turns. Let’s stay the course for as long as we can.”
She breathed a sigh of relief.
The radio on Mason’s belt sounded, and they stopped to listen to the brief conversation that followed. A small team reported that they had finished clearing the stables located by the West Tunnel Entrance. 
“Is that him? Is that the man you shot?”
“No, those men are outside.”
“Perhaps it’s General Hood.”
“Possibly.”
“Should you… you know, introduce yourself?”
“Let’s keep them guessing. Right now, they’re not sure if we’re listening.”
“You’re hoping they might slip up and reveal something important.”
He shrugged. “We have a unique opportunity to hear their chatter. Only time will tell whether or not it proves valuable.”
“Makes sense.”
They continued on, carefully placing each step in the sludge so as not to slide down. Bowie moved from one interesting item to the next, sniffing, nudging, and sometimes even licking his find.
Leila swept her flashlight across the walls and ceiling, searching for a secret hatch that might lead into the bunker.
“I’ve never been in a sewer before. Have you?”
“Can’t say that I have.”
“I wouldn’t have thought it would be so big.”
He shrugged. “Thousands of guests all taking showers and flushing toilets. The water has to go somewhere.”
“I suppose.” She flinched as a human arm floated by in the water, a watch still strapped to its wrist. “Do you really think there’s something living down here?”
“Hard to say. I once heard that a pulsating blob was discovered in the sewers under Raleigh.”
She made a face. “You’re joking.”
“Not at all. People were running around claiming that it was some kind of alien life form. I’m sure it was all nonsense.”
“How do you know?”
He smiled. “We haven’t been taken over by aliens, have we?”
She forced a nervous laugh. “Right.”
Leila stopped and fixed her flashlight on a lump lying on the tunnel floor.
“What’s that?” 
Mason turned his flashlight on the object. Whatever it was, it wasn’t moving.
“Check it out, boy,” he said, giving Bowie the signal to go ahead.
Bowie stood fast, looking up at him as if he didn’t understand.
“Very funny. Go on.”
The dog reluctantly trudged forward. When he got to the mound, he stood sniffing it for a few seconds before turning back to Mason as if to say, “Okay, now what?”
“It must not be alive or Bowie would be more excited. Come on. Let’s go see what it is.” 
Together, they approached the mound with a level of caution fitting of their unusual surroundings. Mason bumped it with his boot, and as it toppled over, he finally understood what they were looking at.
Leila cringed. “Is that…?”
“Yes, I believe it is.”
The horse head had once been a beautiful shade of brown, with a clean white stripe of hair running down its nose. Now, however, it was muddy and dark, the fur stained from all manner of sewage. Bloody tendrils of muscle hung from the base of the neck, and a two-foot section of spine dangled from its end, slowly swishing from side to side in the water.
“Where would a horse come from?”
“It must have been one of the resort’s carriage horses.”
“Even so, what’s big enough to drag something like that down here?”
Mason didn’t answer. He was too busy studying several deep scratches on the wall.
“Whatever it is, it has claws.”
“Never in my life did I think I would see a world filled with honest-to-God monsters.”
While Mason could have pointed out that the monsters were in fact nothing more than mutated victims of the virus, it seemed rather pointless. They were living at a time of creation, and whether or not those new manifestations would ultimately wipe out what remained of mankind had yet to be seen. 
“Let’s go,” he said, continuing down the tunnel. “The bunker can’t be much farther.”
They walked on for another five minutes, passing numerous smaller pipes that neither of them felt compelled to explore. Eventually, they arrived at an opening, the pipe around them flaring out into a rectangular box similar to the one Mason had encountered in the air shaft. The tunnel continued ahead, winding around to the right, but there was also a heavy metal grate on the ceiling overhead.
They shined their flashlights onto the grate, studying it. 
“Where do you think it leads?” asked Leila.
Mason squatted down. “Climb onto my shoulders, and I’ll lift you up to take a look.”
She carefully swung her legs over. When he stood up, her head was a few inches from the bottom of the grate. She pressed her flashlight against it to light the space beyond. 
“It’s a room of some type. The walls are lined in a dark blue tile, and I see shower heads.”
“A bathroom?”
“More like a large spray booth.”
“It must be a decontamination chamber used to wash off radioactive particles.”
“Makes sense.” She pressed up on the grate with both hands. It didn’t budge. “It must be secured to the floor.”
He squatted back down, and she crawled off of his shoulders.
“If it really is a decontamination chamber, it’s probably inside the bunker.” She swept the bottom of the grate with her flashlight. “The hole’s plenty big enough to climb through. All we have to do is figure out a way to get through the grate.”
“That’s going to be a trick from down here.” Mason looked around for something to use as a battering ram. Other than a soupy mix of toilet paper, plastic bags, and bloody entrails, there wasn’t much to be found. He stared back up at the grate, thinking. “We’re going to have to blow it.”
“Blow it? Like with a bomb?”
He slid one of the satchels around and removed the Claymore.
“We’ll pull the C4 from one of the mines and use it to dislodge the grate.” He squatted down, drew his knife, and began to cut around the sidewall of the thick plastic housing.
She quickly moved to stand behind him. 
“Are you sure that’s safe?”
“C4 is very stable. Normal handling won’t set it off. Neither will a gunshot or even a match. The only way to blow it is with an intense jolt of energy. I once saw a guy roll it into small pellets and use them as fuel to warm his coffee.”
She shook her head. “Utter madness.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t have a chance to work with explosives in Mossad.”
“My division focused on infiltration and establishing human assets. We left the handling of explosives to the experts.” There was something about the way she said ‘experts’ that made it clear she was not at all sure that he qualified for membership.
Bowie inched closer and sniffed the mine.
“See, Bowie trusts me.”
“Yeah,” she said with a smile, “but let’s not forget that he’s your dog.”
Bowie looked up at her and tilted his head as if questioning how she could say such a thing.
“Sorry, Bowie, but you know it’s true. You’d jump off a cliff if he told you there was cheesecake at the bottom.”
He whined and went back to studying what his master was doing.
When Mason finished cutting through the housing, he carefully separated the two halves. The front of the mine consisted of hundreds of tightly-spaced metal bearings firmly fixed in a solid resin. A blob of white clay-like substance sat behind the bearings, encompassing the two detonator wells. Mason peeled the C4 free and set the remainder of the mine aside.
“Is that going to be enough?” She patted her satchel. “We could get more from this one.”
“Better not to overdo it, or the pipe might come crashing in on us. I don’t know about you, but getting entombed in a sewer is not my idea of a happy ending.”
“That goes double for me.” She looked back up at the grate. “I can attach the explosives if you’ll tell me where.”
“Unfortunately, that won’t work.”
“Why not?”
“Because the blast would go out in every direction. We need some way to direct it upward.”
“Okay,” she said, looking around, “but how?”
He scratched his chin, thinking. 
“A sandbag secured to the bottom of the grate would be perfect.”
“Good luck finding anything like that down here, let alone getting it to stay up there.”
Mason let his eyes wander over the wet debris until they settled on a clear plastic garbage bag bobbing in the water. He walked over and fished it out. The bag seemed sturdy enough for what he had in mind. Placing it on the ground, he held the mouth open and used his boot to slide in a little of the sewage. Once he had enough to fill the bottom, he held up the bag to see if it leaked. It didn’t. 
Bowie sniffed the bag, shook his head, and wandered over to stand beside Leila.
Mason chuckled. “I don’t blame you, boy. But we do what we must.”
He spent the next couple of minutes scooping the thickest clumps of waste and slime into the bag. When he had it about half-full, he pinched the neck and pressed down to let the liquid bubble out the top. What remained was a semi-solid mass. He spun the bottom of the bag, cinching into a tight ball, and tied a knot in the neck. 
“I think we’re in business.”
“You know what you just made, right?”
“I made our sandbag.” 
“I was going to call it something else.”
He carried the plastic bag back to where she was standing and set it on the floor. 
“Let me apologize in advance for what’s about to happen.”
She looked concerned. “What are you taking about? What’s about to happen?”
“Just climb back up and affix the C4 to the center of the grate.” He handed her the clump of clay-like material and then squatted down.
“Wait, what was the apology for?”
“Come on, up you go.”
She mumbled something about men as she climbed onto his shoulders. Once he had her in position, she molded the C4 to the bottom of the grate.
“All right, it’s in place. Now what?”
“Press this into the center of the C4.” He handed up a blasting cap with electrical wires trailing out the end.
She inserted the blasting cap, making sure that it was completely surrounded by the C4.
“Now for the fun part.” Mason reached down and retrieved the plastic bag. “See if you can tie this so that it’s pressing against the back of the C4.”
As he lifted it up to her, Mason turned his face to keep the water and sewage from dripping into his eyes or mouth.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said, hoisting up the bag. 
“We’re adapting and overcoming.”
She lifted it in place, and as she did, a steady stream of slimy brown liquid ran down her arms, soaking the sleeves of her shirt.
“It’s leaking!”
“No, that’s just what’s on the outside.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better? This is disgusting!” 
“Hence the apology.”
Cursing as she worked, Leila pulled the garbage bag’s tie strings through the grate so that the waste ball hung below like a child’s piñata.
“There. Good enough?”
He dared to take a quick look up. 
“You’ll have to tie it so that the mass is directly against the explosive. There can’t be any gap between them.”
Grumbling, Leila reached back up and fed the top of the plastic bag through the grate. This allowed her to pull the ball tightly against the C4. Once it was snug, she tied a second knot to hold the bag in place.
“That’s as good as it’s going to get.” 
Mason lowered her to the ground, and together they stepped back to examine the setup. All in all, it looked pretty good.
“You owe me for that,” she said, fishing a rag out of her pack to wipe her arms and neck.
“If we live through this, I’ll take you somewhere nice. Right now, let’s get back and blow this puppy.”
Bowie’s head turned in Mason’s direction.
“Just an expression, boy. Come on, around the curve.”
Mason unspooled the bundle of electrical wire as they slowly retreated back down the tunnel. When he was confident they were outside of the blast zone, he plugged the wire into the M57 firing device and pulled Bowie close.
“Ready?”
Leila pressed her hands over her ears and nodded.
He squeezed the clacker, and an explosion rocked the tunnel. A spray of wet sewage shot around the bend. Thankfully, it stopped short of reaching them. What was more troubling was the low moan that echoed from deeper within the tunnel.
Bowie let out a growl.
“I think we woke something up,” whispered Leila.
Mason unplugged the wire and tossed it aside, stuffing the clacker back into the satchel. 
“Let’s see if we can get out of here before it decides to come looking for us.”
They hurried ahead to inspect their handiwork. While the explosion hadn’t completely destroyed the grate, it had blown a sizable hole through it. More important was that the blast had dislodged it from the ceiling, leaving the grate canted sideways across the hole. 
Mason lifted Leila up, and she quickly shoved it out of the way.
“What do you see?”
Before she could answer, another moan sounded from the tunnel, this time much closer. Bowie turned toward it and hunched his back, growling.
“Scratch that! Whatever’s up there is better than what’s down here.” Mason lifted her higher. “Up you go.”
Leila pulled herself up through the hole and looked down.
“I’m in,” she said, reaching for him. “Give me your hand. Hurry!”
“Bowie first.” He scooped the dog up and fed him through the hole. 
Leila gripped Bowie by the fur on his back. At a hundred and forty pounds, it was impossible for her to lift him directly. Fortunately, he put both paws on the edge of the hole and did most of the hard work for her.
“All right, Mason, now you.” But even as she spoke, they both knew it was too late. 
The creature had arrived.





Chapter 11  
 
 
Exactly forty-two minutes after the attack on the RQ-7 team, the phone rang in General Reed’s office.
Chappie snatched it up. “Go.”
“Sir, we’ve got trouble.” It was the voice of his executive officer, Major Brent Waller. “The Shadow team’s gone dark.”
 “Dark? You sure?”
“Yes, sir. The UAV and comm link are both down.”
“Shit! This is Hood’s doing.”
“It seems likely.”
“That means he’s already on site. Double-shit.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And we’re not even in the air yet.”
Waller said nothing.
“What’s the flight time to The Greenbrier?”
“A little over an hour.”
“How long until we’re ready to go?”
“The men are ready now. Cargo might take a few more minutes to finish loading, but not long. The big delay will be our departing in stages. That’s going to add several hours to the operation.”
“This will all be over in several hours.”
“Yes, sir.”
Chappie thought for a moment, finally accepting that things had gone sideways.
“Get everyone ready to go. Now.”
“Pike’s going to notice two dozen heavily armed helicopters lifting off.”
“Let him notice.”
“Yes, sir. How soon until you get here?”
“Thirty minutes.”
“You’re going after the girl?”
“I have to. She’s the only thing that makes this anything short of treason. Thirty minutes, Major.”
“Yes, sir. We’ll be ready.”

Dr. Green heard a soft rap on her door. What would normally have introduced only mild curiosity, now caused her heart to pound and her palms to sweat. Nothing was normal. She was hours away from leaving her home with a man who frankly was about as stable as a three-legged cat. Together, they were going to intercept a rogue general before he could murder a woman who most would agree was the nation’s rightful president. All the while, they were living under the rule of a tyrant who was seemingly capable of any atrocity. If Pike got wind of their covert activity, there was a good chance that both of them would be victims of some unfortunate accident. 
The knock sounded again, this time a little louder. 
“Who is it?” she said, trying to keep her voice from shaking.
“Open up. It’s Chappie.”
She paused, paranoia and reason doing a familiar dance about whether or not he could be trusted. Finally accepting that their fates were entwined, she opened the door a few inches, her foot braced behind it.
“What do you want, General?”
“We need to talk.”
“About what?” She noticed that he was wearing a sidearm. 
Chappie turned and looked down the hallway. 
“Not out here.”
She considered the request, and it unsettled her more than it probably should have. The man had a way of getting under her skin.
“Fine,” she sighed, swinging the door open.
Chappie stepped in and quickly closed the door behind him. 
“Gather what you need, Dr. Green. We’re leaving.”
“Leaving? You said we had until nightfall.”
“Things have changed.”
“What things?”
“Our recon team went dark. That means Hood’s already at the bunker. And as sure as a dog has fleas, he’s working on a way to get inside.”
She looked over at her bunk. A pile of clothes lay beside an open suitcase.
“I’m not ready yet.”
“So, get ready. I’ll wait.”
That caught her by surprise. “That’s not necessary. I’ll just meet you at the airfield.”
“I’ll wait,” he repeated.
“Have you suddenly become a gentleman, or is there something you’re not telling me?”
“I’ve always been a gentleman,” he said with a grin. 
She cocked an eyebrow. “And the part you’re not telling me?”
He glance behind him to make sure the door was still closed.
“We’re all going at once.”
“And by ‘all,’ you mean your soldiers?”
“That’s right.”
“But won’t Pike know you’re on your way to intercept Hood?”
“Almost certainly.”
“Then why am I going at all?”
“Because, Dr. Green, you lend credibility to the mission. With you at my side, we’re conducting an official inquiry, albeit with a sizable military force. Without you, it starts to look a lot like an unsanctioned military operation.”
She crossed her arms. “In other words, I’m top cover.”
He smiled. “If that’s the way you want to see it.”
“I don’t like the sound of that one bit.”
“I suppose you wouldn’t.”
“Well?”
“Well what? Get a move on. Lives are at stake.”
She shook her head and turned back toward the bunk.
“You’re impossible.”
He chuckled.
“What?”
“Listen to us. We sound like an old married couple fussing over what to wear to church on Sunday.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “I suppose we do.”
He moved closer and tossed a pile of panties and bras into the suitcase. 
“Let’s just hope we live long enough to enjoy rocking chairs and geriatric sex.”
“General!”
He grinned.
It was all part of his shtick, and she shook her head, angry at herself for falling for it yet again.
Chappie quickly tossed the remaining clothes into the suitcase, folded the flap, and zipped it up.
Dr. Green took a moment to look around the small room. While there were a few things she would have liked to take with her, all could be lived without. If nothing else, the pandemic had helped to sharpen the sometimes blurred line that divided needs from wants. Abraham Maslow, a psychologist she had studied in college, had used a simple pyramid to describe the hierarchy of mankind’s motivations. The needs at the bottom were most critical to survival: food, water, air. Higher layers introduced luxuries that made life easier and more certain, employment and family, for example. And at the top were more esoteric conditions thought to improve the human experience, such as morality, self-esteem, and love. 
She turned back to look at General Reed, and in that brief moment of clarity accepted that even though mankind’s search for happiness had been supplanted by a quest for survival, there might still be room for something more.
“Well?” he said. “Are you ready?”
She nodded. “Yes, but we’d better hurry.”
“Why?”
She cracked a smile. “Because if we don’t, I might change my mind about going with you at all.”

As they stepped from her room, Dr. Green and Chappie were surprised to discover Congresswoman Lemay standing in the hallway. She seemed startled but quickly regained her composure.
“There you are,” she said, looking to Dr. Green. Her eyes drifted down to the suitcase in her hand. “Going on a trip?”
“Just getting a few things together for tomorrow. You should be packing too.”
“Of course. And I see General Reed was kind enough to help you pack,” Lemay said with a squint of her eyes.
“I’d be happy to help you pack your brooms and hats if you think it’d help.”
“Funny,” she said with a sneer. “Well, I’ll be off then.” She turned to leave.
“Wait,” said Dr. Green. “What was it you wanted to see me about?”
“Uh, it’s not important. We can talk about it tomorrow morning.” She started to back away. “I’ll see you later then.”
It took Chappie but a split-second to make his decision, and once made, it was not one that could be taken back.
He drew his Sig Sauer P226 and pointed it at her.
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you’re coming with us.”
Dr. Green stepped away from him, shock covering her face.
“Have you gone mad? She’s a congresswoman for God’s sake.”
“I suspect she’s more than that.” He waved Lemay closer. “This way, dear. I don’t want to shoot you, but I will.”
Lemay inched closer, her eyes and mouth both opened wide.
“What do you mean she’s more than that?’” asked Green.
“I think she’s working for Pike.”
“What!”
“You’re making a huge mistake,” said Lemay. Her voice was shaking, and she seemed unable to look away from the pistol. “One that I can assure you will land you in a jail cell.”
“Perhaps. But right now, I’m more worried about staying alive.”
Green touched his shoulder. “General, are you sure about this?”
“Fairly sure.”
“Fairly sure? Are you kidding me?”
He looked over at her and winked. 
“What I do know is that she’s bad news. Let’s take her along as a little insurance. Once she sees what we see, perhaps we’ll have another ally.” He turned back to Lemay. “Now move, Broomhilda. We have a flight to catch.”





Chapter 12  
 
 
After parting ways with Dr. Jarvis, Tanner and Samantha continued their journey east along M Street, arriving at a large traffic circle. A bronze statue of a Civil War general riding atop his horse sat at its center. To their left was a huge neoclassical church topped with a turquoise blue steeple. Above its six ornate columns were the words “National City Christian Church.” The steeple of a competing church towered in the distance, its beautiful red sandstone contrasting with the dull gray concrete of the city.
Without saying a word, Tanner turned right and started toward Massachusetts Avenue.
“How do you know it’s this way?” Samantha said, hurrying to catch up.
“Spidey sense.”
She rolled her eyes but said nothing more. While she often kidded him about getting lost, in truth, his sense of direction had proven to be pretty darned good. The same could not be said, however, about his driving skills.
Making their way through the sea of abandoned cars, they continued past huge glass buildings, hotels, and government offices lining both sides of the street. 
“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” she said.
“What’s amazing?”
“That people could build all this.”
He glanced around. “I guess.”
“You don’t think so?”
“I think mankind was so busy building and expanding that we forgot how to live on this beautiful planet.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He stopped. “Look around you. What do you see?”
She slowly turned in place.
“Buildings. Lots and lots of cars. A big parking lot. And there’s a crane over there for some construction work that was underway.”
“My point exactly,” he said, continuing on. “Noise. Pollution. Lifeless chunks of rock and steel. People being packed ever and ever tighter in a world without life. That can’t be mankind’s purpose on this earth.”
She mulled that over. “You think we have a purpose?”
“I think each person has a reason for being here. Don’t you?”
“I guess,” she said, not sounding convinced. “What’s yours?”
“To care for you, of course,” he said without missing a beat.
She studied his face for a smile. There wasn’t one.
“Okay. What do you think mine is?”
“That’s for you to answer.”
“But how do I do that?”
“You have to listen to that inner voice we talked about.”
She fell silent, as if hoping to hear a magical whisper from deep within.
“I think there’s something in there, but it’s so hard to hear.”
He smiled. “Truer words have never been spoken.”
“Look!” she said, pointing at a huge white building as it came into view. “That’s it, right?”
Tanner nodded. “That’s it.”
The front of Union Station resembled something from the days of Constantine, with its beautiful granite arches and ionic columns topped with statues of Prometheus, Apollo, Archimedes, and other mythical gods. Three flag poles stood out front, along with a semicircular double-basin fountain adorned with a fifteen-foot stone sculpture of Christopher Columbus. There were several double-decker tour buses outside, as well as an amphibious Duck bus, a strange vehicle that was half-boat and half-car. What was more concerning, however, was the tan-colored HMMWV parked with one of its wheels propped up on the curb. 
Tanner and Samantha headed straight for the main entrance. A total of nine mahogany doors sat nested under colossal arches designed to pass the double-decker buses. Four of the doors remained closed, but the rest had been pulled from their hinges.
“You ever been in here?” he asked.
“No. Why?”
“It’s beautiful. I think you’re going to like it.”
Tanner kicked aside a garbage can blocking one of the doorways and stepped inside. The main hall was truly awe inspiring. It measured a hundred and twenty feet on a side and featured a ninety-six-foot barrel-vaulted ceiling modeled after the ancient Roman Baths of Diocletian. Along the top ledge sat thirty-six nude Roman legionnaires cast in plaster, each with a protective shield strategically placed to hide their genitalia. 
Even more astonishing, however, were the hundreds, perhaps thousands, of bodies neatly aligned in long rows, each covered by a simple white cloth. They stretched the entire floor, carefully laid out like bleached white domino tiles. A narrow walkway had been left between the cadavers, but at a few points, it too had been blocked.
Samantha groaned. “Oh yeah, this is really lovely.” 
“They’re just bodies,” he said, hoping to keep the zombie talk to a minimum.
“I know what they are, but that makes this the world’s most ginormous graveyard.” 
“More like a morgue.”
“Question,” she said, raising her hand like she was class. “Why are they here?”
He shrugged. “The authorities must have shipped the bodies through Union Station on their way to some kind of final disposition center.”
“Which is what, exactly?”
“Likely nothing more than a burn box or a pit in the middle of Montana.”
She made a face. “Then why didn’t they send them on?”
“Probably couldn’t keep up. A lot of people died all at once.”
“So these poor people are going to be stuck here forever and ever.” She shook her head. “That’s awful.”
“Look on the bright side.”
“There’s a bright side?”
“Sure,” he said, holding his arms out wide. “At least they have company.”
“You’re troubled. Really, I mean it.”
Tanner chuckled and stepped over to the nearest cadaver, gently pulling aside the sheet. Samantha inched up behind him, peeking over his shoulder. Unlike most body bags, which are black for obvious reasons, this one was transparent. The occupant inside had become little more than a puddle of red and brown slime, his skull bobbing in the mix like a potato in a bowl of vegetable soup.
Samantha immediately looked away. “Yuck.”
Tanner rubbed his fingers across the bag, tracing the outline of one of the eye sockets.
“It’s what we are, darlin’. This poor soul might have been a famous rock star or a gorgeous Parisian model. In the end, we all turn to goo.”
She used her foot to slide the sheet back over the corpse.
“Maybe, but it’s not doing anything for my appetite.”
“You hungry?”
“I was until you showed me The Incredible Melting Man.”
“Or woman.”
“Whatever. Can we go?”
Tanner stood up and studied the station. It consisted of three levels. The one on which they had entered contained a few sit-down restaurants, Amtrak’s ticket counter, and a dozen gates leading out to the MARC and VRE passenger lines. From what he could see of the upper level, it housed an assortment of clothing stores, as well as a pizzeria. He couldn’t yet see the lower level.
“Let’s take a quick walk around to see what’s what,” he said, following the narrow pathway through the sea of white sheets.
As they proceeded further into the station, they saw that the stores and restaurants had been thoroughly looted, their floors now strewn with clothing, food wrappers, boxes of chocolate, the occasional shoe, and even money. Thankfully, there were no signs of anyone actually living in the station.
Samantha reached down and picked up a twenty-dollar bill. There was something brown and smelly on the back of it, and she quickly tossed it away. 
“Gross,” she said, wiping her hands on her pants.
Tanner grinned but said nothing. It was not the first time they had seen cash used as a colorful replacement for toilet paper. Apparently, the lure of wiping one’s backside on a famous president’s face was simply too overpowering for some to resist.
They continued ahead, arriving at the center of the station where they discovered a bank of escalators and stairs going in both directions.
“We go down, right?” she said, eying the escalator. 
“Makes sense. If what the soldiers told us is true, the entrance to the tunnels must be on the lowest level.”
Samantha stepped onto the inert escalator, changed her mind, and quickly stepped back off. 
“It’s not going to turn on,” he said.
“Still, no reason to chance it.” She walked over to the stairs and looked down. “I don’t see any sheets down there. Just restaurants.”
Tanner started down the stairs. “Good. Maybe we can find something to eat.”
“I don’t see how you could be hungry. You ate nearly an entire goose.”
“Yeah, but only one.”
She snickered. “I suppose you’re used to eating an entire gaggle.”
“You making up words again?”
“You’ve never heard of a gaggle of geese?”
“I’ve heard of a gaggle of girls. Is that the same thing?”
“A gaggle of girls?”
“Yep, that’s what I thought,” he said, pulling the same joke she had done on him a hundred times before.
She didn’t seem to get it. 
“In science class, we learned the names of all kinds of animal groups. Do you know what a group of sharks is called?”
“Bad news?”
“A shiver.” She waited for a reaction.
He only shrugged.
She seemed a little disappointed by his muted response. 
“What about worms?” she said.
“Don’t know.”
“A squirm. Get it?” she said, giggling. “A squirm of worms.”
Tanner shook his head, fairly certain that she was making the whole thing up. Even if that was the case, it didn’t really matter. The world’s reset button had been pressed, and survivors of the great Superpox-99 pandemic had been given a chance to rename anything they wanted. 
“Ooh, ooh,” she added, “you’re going to love this one. Guess what a group of crows is called?”
But Tanner was no longer listening. He had reached the bottom of the stairs and was staring out at a giant food court. What had the hair on the back of his neck standing on end was not the chaos of overturned dining tables, metal chairs, and endless fast food wrappers. It was the two men standing on the adjacent Metro line platform. 
Tanner squatted down and turned to Samantha, putting a finger to his lips. She quickly knelt beside him, her eyes locking onto the men. Both were soldiers, and both had rifles slung across their backs. They were about fifty yards away, standing with their backs turned while studying the wall of the Metro tunnel.
“What are they doing?” she whispered.
“Don’t know.”
One of the soldiers turned slightly, and they could see that he was holding a small spool of electrical wire. He backed onto the landing, carefully stretching the wire out. Surprisingly, he didn’t attach it to an initiator. Instead, he wrapped it around the leg of a chair and proceeded with the other man down the Metro tunnel. Within seconds, they had disappeared from sight.
“They’re planning to blow up the tunnel,” she said.
“Not if I can help it.” 
Tanner stood up and began maneuvering his way through the food court. There was so much debris littering the floor that it was impossible to go much faster than a shuffle without tripping. Even so, he leaped over garbage cans and ducked between overturned tables as fast as his frame allowed. Samantha followed behind, marveling at his agility. Big or not, Tanner Raines could move.
They reached the mouth of the Metro tunnel and discovered that the soldiers had rigged three charges, all daisy-chained together using blasting caps and electrical wire. Each block of C4 was roughly the size and shape of a few bars of soap placed end to end. Two of the charges had been stuck to opposing walls, and the last one was on the ceiling overhead.
“How do we keep them from exploding?” said Samantha.
Before Tanner could answer, a loud boom sounded from further down the tunnel. A cloud of dust puffed out to lightly coat their hair and clothes.
“We’re too late!” she exclaimed.
Footsteps sounded from the tunnel, and Tanner waved her back. 
“Quick, find cover.”
The only things close enough to hide behind were two garbage bins spaced about twenty feet apart. Tanner ducked behind the closest one, and Samantha hurried behind the one further up the platform. 
It didn’t take long for the soldiers to reappear.
“Sergeant Merkel, I swear to God, you couldn’t blow up a straw hut if you had fifty sticks of dynamite and a barrel of nitroglycerine.”
“It’s not my fault, Cap’n. It’s these damned tunnel walls. They must be reinforced with rebar. I’ll add a few more charges and seal this baby tighter than granny’s pucker hole.”
The captain shook his head. “Just get it right this time.”
Tanner stepped out from behind the garbage can and raced toward them with his shotgun raised.
“Hands!” he shouted. “Let me see ‘em!”
Both men instinctively reached for their rifles, but upon seeing the open end of the twelve-gauge, quickly changed their minds. 
“Easy, friend,” the sergeant said, slowly raising his hands. “No need for violence.”
Tanner closed to within a few paces and read the names on their uniforms, Merkel and Prince.
“Believe me, you don’t want to do this,” said Captain Prince. “If you hurt us, there’ll be a platoon of soldiers down here within the hour.”
“A platoon you say?”
Prince didn’t bother trying to sell it. There was really no coming back from a piss-poor bluff.
“One at a time, slip the rifles over your head and toss them away.” Tanner leveled the shotgun at Merkel. “You first, Sergeant.”
Merkel lifted the M4 over his head and lobbed it down the tunnel. 
Tanner shifted the shotgun toward Prince. 
“Now you, Captain.”
“You’re making a mistake. We’re trying to seal this tunnel to keep the infected from getting out.”
“No, we understand,” Samantha said, stepping out from behind the other trash can. “Unfortunately, we need to go down there.”
Both soldiers seemed surprised, perhaps because a twelve-year-old girl had suddenly appeared, or maybe it was because she was holding a rifle on them.
Prince turned to Tanner. “If you go down there, they’ll kill you.” He looked back at Samantha. “Her too.”
“The rifle,” Tanner repeated, watching the man’s hands.
Captain Prince slowly lifted the rifle over his head.
“You want it? Here!” He shoved the weapon toward Tanner with both hands. 
Tanner saw the weapon flying toward him, but there was little he could do to get out of its way. He had a choice to make and only an instant in which to make it. Should he pull the trigger, or did he let the situation potentially get away from him? The men certainly had not brought malice to him. If anything, it was the other way around. The confrontation was arguably done out of necessity, but that didn’t make it any easier to justify killing or crippling them. In the end, he chose to do nothing. 
The weapon bounced off his chest, and both soldiers charged as he knew they would. 
“Tanner!” shouted Samantha, swinging up her rifle. Even if she had wanted to shoot, it would have been impossible. He was directly in her line of fire.
Tanner dropped the shotgun behind him. 
“Stay back, Sam. I’ve got this.”
At a buck seventy a piece, Prince and Merkel weren’t particularly big men, but they weren’t featherweights either. If it came down to a contest of mass, Tanner was going to lose. The biggest mistake anyone made when fighting two men was to worry about both men at the same time. In Tanner’s experience, it was better to focus on the biggest or meanest sonofabitch first. Once that one went down, attention could then shift to the next, and so on. The logic behind it wasn’t foolproof, of course. The weaker man could always end the fight with a baseball bat to the back of the head. But more often than not, the timid fighter took longer to do something really nasty.
It was along that line of thinking that led Tanner to charge headfirst into Captain Prince. The headbutt drilled the man squarely in the chest, not only stopping his advance, but also knocking the wind out of him. Before he could recover, Tanner twisted up and to the left, firing an uppercut all the way from down by his hip. The blow caught Prince along his left mandible, rocking his head back as blood and chips of teeth shot from his mouth. 
Merkel tried to engage by stepping around and grabbing Tanner from behind, first by the shoulders, and when that failed, from around his neck. Trying to buy time, Tanner reared back, catching Merkel in the nose with the back of his head. The sergeant released the choke and stumbled away, cupping his nose as blood spilled from between his fingers. 
Captain Prince cocked back to throw a haymaker, and when he did, Tanner lunged forward with both arms bent at ninety degrees. His forearms struck the inside of Prince’s biceps, preventing him from delivering the punch. The captain tried to hit him anyway, but it was like trying to punch around a hotdog stand. 
Before Prince could figure out how to get around the roadblock, Tanner reached up, grabbed two handfuls of hair, and pulled his face down into a knee strike. The first blow caught Prince in the eye, and he desperately grabbed Tanner’s leg with hopes of tackling him. But stopping a series of knee strikes is like trying to rein in an out-of-control jackhammer. It can be done, perhaps, but not before it wears you out. Blow after blow smashed into his face, and within a few seconds, he was out cold. 
Tanner dropped him and spun around with fists raised.
Sergeant Merkel stood ten feet away, his arm securely braced across Samantha’s throat. 
For her part, Samantha seemed to be doing okay. There was more frustration in her eyes than fear. She’d been in worse scrapes. One of her hands was tugging at his forearm, and the other was twisted around, sandwiched between her back and the soldier.
“All right, asswipe, you’re going to do exactly what I say. And if you don’t, I’m gonna break this li’l lady’s neck.”
Tanner stood up straight and took a deep breath. The shotgun and the soldiers’ M4s were scattered about, but none were close enough to reach. 
“What do you want?”
“Let’s start with my rifle. After that, we’ll see.”
“I’m just a kid,” choked Samantha. “You should let me go.” 
“Nice try,” he said, squeezing a little tighter. Her face was starting to turn red. “I’m the one giving orders, and right now—”
Merkel’s declaration of authority gave way to an agonizing scream, as he shoved Samantha away. She stumbled forward and turned to face him. In her hand, she held the hunting knife that she kept in the sheath at the small of her back, the edge of the blade slick with blood.
“You little bitch,” he whined, pressing his hands to a gash on his right thigh. 
Without warning, Tanner stepped forward and punched Merkel in the face. The blow was as powerful as it was unexpected, and the sergeant fell back across the tunnel tracks, his head flopping backwards to smack the metal rail. He made no move to get back up, and based on the pool of blood forming around his head, he wouldn’t be any time soon.
Tanner glanced over at Samantha as if waiting for her to say something.
“What?” she said, wiping the knife on the cuff of her shirt. “I asked him nicely.”
“You most certainly did.”
“And it wasn’t like I stabbed him.”
“Barely a scratch.”
“Exactly.” She walked over and nudged Merkel with her boot. “What do we do with them now? We can’t just leave them here.”
“Why not?”
“They might sneak up behind us.”
“Darlin’, where we’re headed, no one’s going to follow. My guess is that once they wake up, they’ll head back to basecamp for medical care.”
She looked over at one of the explosives on the wall.
“We should at least get rid of the bombs. If they set them off, we could be trapped down there forever.”
“Agreed.” 
Tanner stepped closer and inspected the closest block of explosives. While far from being a demolitions expert, he recalled Mason saying that C4 was safe to handle. Of course, what that meant exactly was anyone’s guess. He held his breath and gently peeled the block from the wall. 
It came free without blowing them into next week.
“Good job,” Samantha said, keeping what she hoped was a safe distance. 
Next, he carefully wriggled out the blasting cap, which in this case was a small metal tube about the size of a cigarette. He repeated the process for the block on the far wall. When he was finished, he turned and saw Samantha staring up at the block on the ceiling.
“How do you suppose they got that one up there?”
“One of them probably stood on the other’s shoulders.”
“Do you want me to—”
Before she could finish, he tugged on the wire, doing a bit of a dance to catch the blasting cap as it fell from the ceiling.
“That should do it.”
Samantha continued to stare up at the C4. 
“But what if they figure out a way to set it off?”
“Even if they do, that one charge won’t be enough to collapse the tunnel.”
“How do you know?”
“Call it an educated guess by a fellow bomb maker.”
“And how much education do you have?”
“I finished middle school. Does that count?”
“Hmm,” she said, looking around. “I bet there’s a ladder around here somewhere.”
“Don’t bother.” Tanner walked back to Captain Prince, propped his leg on the Metro rail, and stomped. Prince didn’t scream, but there was the unmistakable crunch of bone and cartilage as the knee gave way. “There,” he said, turning to Samantha, “now no one goes up a ladder.”
She stared at him with wide eyes. 
“What?” he said.
“Nothing.”
“It was barely a break.”
“More like a fracture.”
“Exactly.”
“Okay,” she said with a shrug. “Are we ready to go?”
“First, we search them.” Tanner knelt down and frisked Captain Prince. He found dog tags, a pouch of chewing tobacco, and a flashlight. He took the flashlight, figuring that where they were headed, one could never have too many.
Samantha followed his lead and searched Sergeant Merkel.
“He’s got a bag of some sort,” she said, holding up a large green satchel. She tilted it so that he could read the words. Charge Assembly, Demolition, M-183. “It must be more bombs.”
Tanner came over and carefully inspected the contents. There was an M32 blasting machine and three blocks of C4. Like the ones stuck to the wall, each block was wrapped in an olive Mylar film with pressure-sensitive adhesive tape on its surface. He gently inserted the two blocks taken from the walls as well as the blasting caps and electrical wire.
Samantha watched as he stood up and slung the satchel over his shoulder. 
“You’re taking that with us?”
“Of course. It might come in handy.”
“But it’s dangerous. Really dangerous.”
“Which makes it really useful. Besides, I’ve blown things up before,” he said, referring to a makeshift fertilizer bomb he had used to dislodge a group of renegade soldiers. 
“True, but you had the help of a very smart chemistry professor.”
“Don’t need him this time.”
“Why not?”
“Because, darlin’,” he said, patting the satchel, “this time I’ve got real explosives.”
“Yeah,” she mumbled, “that’s what I’m afraid of.”

Tanner and Samantha continued down the Metro line, retracing the soldiers’ footsteps. It made sense that if they had been attempting to seal the tunnel leading down to the infected, they might have done it in stages, blocking the egress point first, and then moving out to the larger Metro tunnel entrance. 
About a hundred feet down the tunnel, they discovered rubble blocking a nondescript metal door set into the wall. The blast had done a fine job of mangling the door, as well as collapsing part of the stone block wall above it. It hadn’t, however, fully sealed the entrance, which explained Captain Prince’s berating of Sergeant Merkel.
Tanner stepped closer and clicked on his flashlight. There were small passages through the rock and crumpled door, but they weren’t big enough for him to crawl through. Samantha picked up on his train of thought.
“I’ll go in and see if there’s a way down. No need to move all this rock if it’s a broom closet.”
“Let’s see if it’s safe first.” He stomped the pile of rubble a few times. A handful of small stones fell, but everything seemed to be fairly well set.
“See, it’s fine,” she said, slipping off her backpack. “I’ll be in and out, lickety-split.”
Samantha squatted in front of the largest hole and pushed her rifle in ahead of her. Once it was all the way through, she ducked her head and crawled in. Tanner immediately knelt beside the hole, ready to attempt to squeeze his way through the narrow passage, should it come to that.
“Well?”
Samantha stood up and turned on her flashlight. She was standing in a ten-by-ten-foot room, an antechamber of sorts, only this one didn’t seem to go anywhere.
“It’s just an empty room.”
“There aren’t any stairs?”
“Not that I can see.” She began knocking on the walls, hoping to detect the hollow sound of a secret passage. There wasn’t one. Everything sounded, and felt, like solid rock. The only things of any interest were a first-aid kit and two flashlights that had been hanging on the back of the door. The blast had broken open the kit, littering the tile floor with several gauze bandages. As for the flashlights, they looked like someone had driven over them with a tractor and then backed up for good measure. “There’s a first-aid kit and a couple of flashlights, but they’re all broken.”
“Nothing else? You sure?”
Samantha squatted and examined the floor. It was neatly laid out in one-foot square tiles, ten one direction and ten in the other. A winding maze-like pattern had been etched into the floor, and she began to trace it with her fingers. When she got to the middle, she discovered a small black handle, the top of which sat perfectly flush with the tiles.
“I think I found something.” She gave the handle a tug. It didn’t budge. “There’s a secret handle on the floor, but I can’t get it open.”
“Hold on, I’m coming.” Tanner stood up and began clearing off chunks of rock. It would have taken hours to dig the whole thing out, so instead, he focused on widening the hole that Samantha had passed through. Ten minutes later, he thought it looked about right for a man of his size. 
Samantha squatted down and peered out at him. 
“If you make it any bigger, I’ll be able to walk through standing up.”
“It had to be big enough for the packs.” Almost as an afterthought, he grabbed her backpack and tossed it through the hole. His was too heavy to throw, so he pushed it forward along the ground. “Now, stand aside. I’m coming through.”
She moved out of the way. 
“Okay, but don’t get stuck.”
“I swear, sometimes you act like I’m a—” He stopped as he felt himself becoming lodged between two blocks of stone. 
“You were saying?”
He grunted, inching forward ever so slightly.
“I think I have some butter in here somewhere,” she giggled, pulling her pack closer.
He stretched a hand out. “Quit lollygagging and give me a hand, will you?”
Bracing a foot against the rubble, she grabbed his hand and pulled. 
Tanner slowly squirmed his way through the gap, but not before scraping a little bark off his back. When he finally got to the other side, he lay there for a moment, collecting himself.
“I’ve got one word for you,” she said.
He cocked an eye in her direction.
She smiled. “Salad.” 
Tanner reached up and pulled her to him, tickling her mercilessly. She giggled and squealed until her eyes were watering.
“Please,” she begged, “please stop.”
He finally let her go and rolled onto his stomach.
“No fair,” she said, rubbing her ribs. “You have hands the size of baseball mitts.”
“Let that be a warning to you.”
Tanner got to his feet and came over to inspect the handle on the floor. Samantha moved up beside him, still wiping tears from her eyes.
“I tried to pull it up, but it’s too heavy.”
“That’s because it’s meant to be turned.”
“Turned?”
“Yep. You ready?”
She nodded. “Let’s just hope it’s not one those poison gas traps.”
Tanner gave her a confused look.
“You know, like in secret agent movies. They push some button, and the little room fills with a cloud of poison green gas.”
“Why would anyone build a room with a handle that poisoned the person inside?”
“Don’t ask me. I’m not a diabolical mastermind.”
Tanner groaned softly and twisted the handle. There was a slight hissing sound, and the outer floor tiles began to lower.
“Quick, come closer!” he said, pulling Samantha to him.
Standing in the center of the room, they watched as the floor slowly descended into the darkness below. When it finally stopped, they found themselves standing on the landing of a boxy spiral staircase.
“Whoa,” she said, peering over the side, “that was way cooler than poison gas!”
Tanner leaned out over the staircase. It was too dark to see anything. 
“I think we found our way in.”
“Does that mean…?”
“Yep. This is where we pipe in the good doctor’s blood.”
She eyed the darkness below. “Let’s just hope it works.”
Tanner withdrew the first bag of blood from this backpack and gently kneaded it with his fingers. It was still lukewarm, and the contents seemed unchanged, no clotting or clumping. He held the bag out to Samantha.
“Here you go.”
“Why are you giving it to me?”
“You’re the medic.”
“Which makes you what exactly?” she asked, taking the bag. “The guy who constantly needs medicking?”
“Sounds about right.”
Tanner sat down on the top stair, and she moved up beside him. It took Samantha less than a minute to apply the rubber strap, find the right vein, and insert the needle. Once she had it taped down, she stood back up and watched him, holding her rifle in both hands.
“You planning to shoot me?”
“Only if you turn into a psycho zombie that wants to eat me.” 
“Fair enough.”
They waited for the bag to drain. Ounce by ounce, the dark red blood transfused into Tanner’s body. 
When it was finished, she removed the needle and said, “Do you feel any different?”
He rubbed his forearm. “Not really.”
“All right. You do me now.” She swapped places, handing him the other bag of blood. 
Tanner snugged the rubber strap around her upper arm and felt for her vein. She noticed that his hands were shaking.
“Do you want me to do it?”
“You want to stick yourself?”
“No, but I don’t want you to poke the needle through my arm either.”
“Just hush and sit still,” he said, slowly sliding in the needle.
She winced but said nothing.
“You okay?”
She nodded. “Fine. Just filling my body with liquid evil.”
“It’s not going to make you evil.”
“You ever met any sweet zombies?”
Tanner’s mind flashed back to the woman at the reservoir.
Samantha smiled. “I hope you get a chance to see her again.”
“Who?”
“The woman you kissed.”
“Who said I was thinking—” She smirked, and he stopped in midsentence. “Whatever. Besides, I told you—I didn’t kiss her. She kissed me.”
“Either way. Maybe we’ll see her down below.”
“Highly unlikely.”
Samantha squeezed her eyes shut and let out an anguished moan.
Tanner put his hand on her shoulder. 
“What is it?”
“My head hurts.”
He studied the bag. It was still half-full.
“Hang in there.”
“Unh,” she groaned, “it’s getting bad. Really bad.” 
He felt of her forehead. It was warm and slick with sweat.
“You’ve had enough,” he said, sliding out the needle. “Lay your head down on my lap.”
She did as instructed, her eyes still pressed shut. It took nearly three full minutes before she relaxed and opened her eyes.
“It’s better now.”
He smiled. “It was probably just too much evil for someone so sweet and innocent.”
“Probably.” She looked up at the half-filled bag of blood. “Do you want the rest?”
He started to ask why and then realized what she was suggesting.
“Oh, that one hurt.”
She smiled and sat up. 
“You sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” Samantha leaned over the stairs to look down into the pit. Oddly, it didn’t seem quite as dark anymore. 
“Come on,” he said, standing up and testing the stairs. “We’re on the clock.”
As they slowly descended into darkness, she said softly, “A murder.”
“Huh?”
“A group of crows. They’re called a murder.”
“Well, aren’t you just a bucket of sunshine.”





Chapter 13  
 
 
Mason wasn’t sure of exactly what he was looking at. The creature was nearly as tall as the tunnel and generally humanoid in shape, with two arms, two legs, and a head. But that was where the similarities ended. Its body was thick, plastered like papier-mâché, only in this case, the packing material consisted of human waste, toilet paper, used condoms, children’s toys, and a collection of other oddities that had somehow managed to find their way into the sewer. Its hands had developed claws as thick as that of a grizzly bear, and its mouth had mutated into a toothy annular ring that pinched shut from all sides.
Mason began to backpedal as he brought up his rifle.
Leila ducked her head through the drain hole.
“Quick, grab my—” She screamed and fell back as the creature swiped at her.
“Stay up there!” shouted Mason.
The sewer monster paused to reach up into the hole, dragging its heavy claws across the decontamination chamber’s tile floor. Bowie snarled and bit its hand, but the creature paid him no attention.
“Over here!” Mason shouted, taking aim and firing a quick burst into its chest.
Undeterred, the sewer monster eyed Mason, lowered its head, and charged.
Mason did the only thing he could. He shrugged off his backpack and ran. Water and muck splashed his pants legs, but any worries he’d had about soiled clothes were quickly replaced with the raw desire to survive. Even as he ran toward the sewer entrance, he knew that continuing in that direction would only lead to his being caught and killed. His only chance was to somehow evade the creature and circle back to Leila.
Spotting the particularly foul-smelling tunnel to his right, he skidded to a stop. As he did, his feet slipped out from under him, and he sat down hard. His flashlight fell from his grip, rolling away. Afraid to go after it, he scrambled into the tunnel on his hands and knees. It wasn’t quite tall enough to stand upright, but he managed to get back on his feet by hunching over. He felt his way down the dark tunnel a short distance before turning back to see how the creature would react to his escape. 
The monster had stopped in front of the opening, blocking out the faint glow of his lost flashlight. It let out a loud belching noise.
“I’m in here, and you’re out there. Get used to it, pal.” 
Mason brought his rifle up again, figuring that he would try for a few well-placed shots if the creature was dumb enough to stand still. What happened next surprised him. The sewer monster pressed itself against the opening of the tunnel, and as it did, its body seemed to compress as if its bones had somehow become malleable.
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Mason squeezed the trigger, and once again, the bullets were absorbed by the mass of crusty packing material surrounding its body. 
Not wanting to risk being grabbed, Mason turned and felt his way further down the tunnel. The problems that he encountered were twofold. First, the tunnel was both dark and wet, leaving him to stumble and slip every few steps. And second, the stench was growing steadily worse. His eyes watered, and his gut began to cramp. He thought it likely that the air contained methane and hydrogen sulfide, both of which could be deadly if breathed in high enough concentrations. The watery eyes and stomach pains were telling him that his body was headed for trouble if he didn’t find fresh air, and fast.
He felt of his pocket, issuing a silent prayer of thanks that his lighter hadn’t fallen out during his less than graceful spill. He was about to strike a flame when he recalled that a sewer main had once blown up in New York City thanks to the careless flick of a lit cigarette. The resulting blast had reportedly shot manhole covers thirty feet into the air. 
He hesitated. Could the gases around him be combustible? If so, they weren’t only dangerous to him; they might also be the way to stop the 400-pound human poo monster chasing him.
Stuffing the lighter back into his pocket, Mason shuffled ahead as fast as he dared. He needed a little distance, not to mention a hefty dose of good luck, to get out of his current predicament. The tunnel gradually curved to the right, and as it did, the stench grew even more intense. He retched, his breakfast spilling out into the darkness. 
Pausing only to wipe his mouth, he continued on. With every step he took, the sound of the creature’s incessant clawing grew fainter. That growing lead, however, wasn’t going to mean much if Mason dropped unconscious before finding a way out of the noxious fumes. 
A faint glow of light appeared from up ahead, but he couldn’t be sure if it was real or simply a hallucination brought on by the gas. Clutching his gut, he stumbled forward. With consciousness fading fast, Mason heaved himself out of the narrow tunnel, landing on his knees in a puddle of wet muck. He closed his eyes and forced the wretched air from of his lungs. Tipping his head back, he took a deep breath. And then another. The world seemed to steady, but the churning in his stomach remained.
He turned and looked around. The tunnel looked a lot like the one he and Leila had originally entered, but there was a string of orange numbers spray-painted on the wall. Definitely not something he had seen before. That meant he was either further up the same tunnel, or he had made his way into a different one. Whichever the case, he couldn’t chance leaving the creature behind him while he searched for Leila. It was time to end the fight, if such a thing were even possible.
Mason flicked the lighter, and a bright yellow flame came to life. There was no explosion, nor had he expected there to be one in the larger tunnel. The question was whether or not the gas mixture in the smaller tunnel was right to cause combustion. Only one way to find out.
 He moved up next to the tunnel’s exit and listened. He could hear the creature clawing its way toward him, but he couldn’t see down the dark tunnel far enough to get eyes on the beast. 
“Fire in the hole!” he shouted, lobbing the lighter into the tunnel.
The result was spectacular. A loud boom was followed by bright green and orange flames licking their way out of the tunnel. Mason ducked to one side as the colorful flames shot out, blackening the opposite wall. The inferno lasted perhaps ten seconds before dying out. Cautiously, he leaned around and peered into the smaller tunnel, his rifle at the ready. 
Nothing. No scratching of claws. No moans or screams. It had been a fitting end for a creature made from things best burned.
Mason took a long moment to collect himself and then started off in search of Leila and Bowie. He eventually came upon the open grate from the opposite direction, and his first sight was that of Bowie’s enormous head leaning down through the hole. As soon as the dog saw him, it began to whine loudly. 
Leila tugged him back and ducked down through the opening.
“Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said with a smile, “but you look absolutely awful.”
He picked a clump of toilet paper from his hair. 
“I’ve had better days.”
“Did you kill it?”
“I think so,” he said, retrieving his backpack and passing it up through the hole.
“Okay, now your turn,” she said, reaching for him.
“Give me a minute. I need to get my flashlight.”
“Okay, but hurry. It’s taking everything I have to keep Bowie from jumping down there.”
Mason jogged down the tunnel, listening as Bowie whined and carried on. When he arrived back at the smaller pipe, he fished his flashlight out of the water and wiped it off. It was still burning brightly, and he credited the light with saving his life as it illuminated a huge shadow approaching from behind him. 
He wheeled around and fired the M4 at waist level. Bullets struck the monster, ripping away at the thick layer of trash covering its body. Mason started to backpedal, cursing aloud as once again he slipped and fell on the slime-covered concrete. The creature rushed toward him, its body and face charred from the fire. Mason flipped the selector switch to automatic and squeezed the trigger. As the monster closed the final few feet, he let the weapon drift up, hoping for a head or neck shot. The M4 bucked against him as round after round smashed into the gigantic beast, but none seemed to find their mark. The bolt of the rifle finally locked to the rear as the creature fell upon him. 
Mason’s arms were pinned by its incredible weight, and clumps of stringy Tubifex worms dangled down to touch his face. The wet pulsing of the worms and the charred smell of burnt waste were almost too much to bear, and he had to bite his lip to keep from screaming. Instinctively, he sought to get his Supergrade in hand. It finally pulled free, and he wriggled his hand out, placing the muzzle of the 1911 against the side of the creature’s oversized head. The beast’s mouth opened, thick strands of drool dripping out as it prepared to tear the flesh from his face.











Mason pulled the trigger, and the result was instantaneous. The monster’s head fell forward, landing on his shoulder with a wet plop. He held the Supergrade pressed tightly against the creature’s temple for several more seconds before finally accepting that the sewer monster was truly dead. Getting free proved only slightly less difficult than killing it. By the time he squirmed out from under it, Mason was soaked from head to toe in worm guts and sewer sludge.
This time, he made no attempt to clean himself up. Any hope he’d had of maintaining his hygiene, or dignity for that matter, had long since been lost. Instead, he put one foot in front of the other, half-walking, half-stumbling his way back up the tunnel.

The one piece of good fortune was that the decontamination chamber provided Mason with a chance to clean up. He stripped naked, washed himself, and thoroughly rinsed and wrung out his clothes. All the while, Leila watched from a small bench along the wall, more amused than she probably should have been. Bowie stayed close to Mason, taking every opportunity to snap at the streams of water spraying from the powerful jets. 
When he was dressed and finally presentable, Mason turned to face Leila. 
“Well?”
She smiled and got to her feet. 
“I think I liked you better naked.”
“You think?”
She winked. “Maybe we’ll both live long enough for me to decide.” 
Bowie suddenly went into a full body shake, spraying both of them with hundreds of tiny water droplets.
“Bowie!” she cried, wiping the water from her face.
The dog looked at her as if he couldn’t understand what the problem was.
“Yes, you!”
Bowie yawned and looked to his master.
He smiled. “She doesn’t understand you, that’s all.”
“Oh, I understand him fine. Liking him, however, that’s another matter.”
Mason patted Bowie and was amazed to find that his fur was already drying. 
“She doesn’t mean it, boy.”
“I do so,” she said with a small laugh.
Mason straightened up and wandered over to the heavy door leading out of the chamber. 
“You ready?”
She gave a quick nod and pulled her Beretta free.
He pushed the door open and found himself staring at the wrong end of a Colt M1911. A stocky man, about sixty years old and wearing a military uniform, stood ten feet away. Two gold stars adorned his lapel, and his name tag read, “Carr.”
“Hold it right there,” he said, tightening his grip.
Quick draw or not, there was no way Mason was getting off a shot before the general plugged him. So, he did the only thing he could. He froze.
“Who are you?” demanded Carr.
Mason pointed to his jacket. “May I?”
“Go ahead, but don’t make me nervous.”
He slowly parted his wet jacket so that his badge and gun were visible.
“I’m Deputy Marshal Mason Raines. This is Leila Mizrahi, a member of Mossad. And that’s Bowie. We’ve come to help protect President Rosalyn Glass.”
“Why would a deputy marshal and a Mossad agent come to protect anyone?”
Mason offered a reassuring smile. “That, General, is a very long story. What I can tell you is that a group of soldiers led by General Hood is outside at this very moment.”
“Unfortunately, you’re wrong about that,” he said, lowering the pistol. “They’ve already breached the West Tunnel Entrance and are preparing to invade the bunker as we speak.”
Mason wasn’t terribly surprised. “I knew one man had made it into the power plant, but I didn’t know he’d managed to get one of the blast doors open.”
“Not only did he open the door, he also killed our physician. A gentler soul never walked this earth.”
“Where’s President Glass? Is she safe?”
“No, she is most certainly not safe.”
Mason swung the M4 around to hang across his chest.
“As I said, General, we’re here to help.”
“While I appreciate the gesture, I’m afraid that a marshal, an intelligence agent, and a very large dog aren’t going to be enough.”
Mason patted the satchel. “We brought anti-personnel mines.”
Carr’s eyes lit up. “Claymores?”
He nodded.
The general took a long moment to study him.
“You seem like a man who can handle himself. Tell me I’m right.”
Mason met his stare. “You’re right.”
Carr nodded. “All right then, let’s get back to the others.”

General Carr, Mason, Leila, and Bowie stood in the center of a small conference room. Tom Pinker, Bill Baker, Jack Fry, and Rosalyn Glass huddled around them. Brief introductions had been made, as well as a few basic questions answered, but given the urgency of the situation, pleasantries had been forgone.
General Carr led the discussion.
“Madam President, we have to get you out of this bunker.”
She pressed the electrolarynx to her mandible, and a slightly mechanical voice sounded. 
“You mean we have to get everyone out.”
“No, ma’am. Most of us will need to stay behind to cover your escape. There’s simply no other way.”
President Glass shook her head. “General, I know you mean well, but that’s unacceptable.” She thought of Dr. Tran’s body, discovered by Carr only moments earlier. “I simply won’t see another person die on my behalf.” She paused. “And that’s why I have decided to surrender myself to General Hood.”
Nearly everyone in the room started to object, but she held up a hand and said, “I’ve made my decision. I will give my life so that the rest of you can live.”
“I’m afraid that’s not going to work,” said Mason.
Everyone turned to face him. 
“Why not?” she asked. 
“Because they’re not here to kill you.”
“What do you mean? Of course, they’re here to kill me.”
“No, ma’am. They’re here to kill the truth. And that truth lies with every person in this room. No one will be allowed to live, no matter what you say or do. These men are not here to negotiate or make concessions. They’re here to kill each and every one of you. And they’re not going to leave until that mission is accomplished.”
Murmurs broke out, but no one challenged his assertion.
“All right then, Marshal, what can we do?” she asked. 
“We can fight.”
“Against an army of professional soldiers?” said Baker. “What chance would we have?”
“I wouldn’t want to be the one betting on us, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“That’s not very reassuring,” said Glass. “Surely, there’s another way.”
“If there is, I don’t see it. If we leave the bunker as a group, the helicopters will make short work of us, and you’ve already excluded the option of the rest of us offering a diversion while you escape.”
Carr spoke up. “He’s right. We’re going to have to fight these bastards.”
Mason looked at General Carr. He had proven himself to have the right fortitude. Pinker, too, seemed capable. He wasn’t so sure about Baker, and even less so about Fry. As for President Glass, she was barely able to stand.
“I’m in,” declared Pinker. “Better to take a few of them with us.”
Baker sighed. “I suppose they can’t be any worse than the militias I fought when living with the Bayaka Pygmies.”
President Glass only nodded, and Jack Fry said nothing at all. Of the group, he seemed the most fearful of confrontation.
Mason said, “We don’t have enough people to mount a defense that would stand up against their assault. So, instead of defending, we’re going to attack.”
“Attack?” said Baker. “That sounds like suicide.” 
“Not if we do it right. We’ll start by slowing them down. And the best way to do that is to teach them a hard lesson.”
“What lesson?”
“That nothing will come easy.”
Everyone stared at him, waiting to hear what he had in mind.
“Gather around. We’ll need to move quickly if we’re going to pull this off.”





Chapter 14  
 
 
The air in the tunnel was damp and cool, and there was a sour smell that reminded Samantha of Tanner’s socks after a long day’s hike. She swung the flashlight around, sweeping it across the landing to light up the walls and tunnel floor. A single set of tracks ran in both directions as far as the eye could see. To either side of the tracks were narrow driving lanes painted atop a stretch of blacktop that was as smooth as the Bonneville Speedway. 
“What are you doing?” she said, turning around to face Tanner.
He stood, frowning, studying the staircase like a professor might a blackboard filled with differential equations. 
“Trying to figure out a way to close this thing back up.” 
“Are you kidding? Leave it open.”
“Can’t do that.”
“Why not? We’ve still got to get back out, you know.”
“That’s true, but it wouldn’t be right to leave a way for the infected to get up into the city.” 
He squatted and lifted the bottommost stair. To his surprise, the entire case raised, the stairs collapsing in on themselves like an elaborate wooden puzzle box. He continued to lift the entire structure until it was high above his head. The collapsible stairs pulled at his hand as if rigged with some kind of spring. 
“If you close it, we might not be able to open it again,” she said, worry creeping into her voice.
“There’s a handle on this side too.”
“Yeah, but are you tall enough to reach it?”
“If I’m not, you can stand on my shoulders.” He let the stairs go, and there was a loud clunk as the staircase locked back in place. “There, the city’s safe once again. I tell you, I’m becoming a regular superhero.” He used his knife to scratch a mark on the closest wall so they could find the stairs again later.
“A superhero, hmm…” she said, mulling it over. “I’ve got it. You can be Gorilla-man.”
He frowned. “I was thinking of something cool, like Black Phantom or Ultra Strike.”
“Too late. Once you get a superhero name, it sort of sticks with you. Nope, you’ll forever be known as Gorilla-man.”
“All right, but if that’s the case, you’re my sidekick, Banana-brains.”
She giggled. “At least I have brains!”
He turned and studied the tunnel. If he had his bearings correct, it ran roughly east to west. 
“Which way?” she asked.
He pointed left. “Mount Weather should be that way, about sixty miles.”
“Sixty miles!”
“Yep.”
“That’s too far for us to walk.”
“Which is why we’re going to see if we can find some wheels,” he said, helping her off the landing.
“Maybe we can find that electric car we left under the Naval Academy.” 
“Maybe.”
“But not likely.”
He shrugged. 
“You’re basically saying that we’re going to wander around until we find something? Is that it?”
“Since when has wandering been a bad thing?”
“It’s not?”
“Wandering is simply taking a trip without knowing the destination.”
She furrowed her brow. “But what’s the point of a trip if you don’t know where you’re going?” 
“That, darlin’, is the point.”
She puckered her lips. “I’m not buying it.”
He chuckled. “Come on. We’ve got some wandering to do.”
They started down the long dark tunnel, shining the flashlight on the smooth asphalt track. The walls had been coated in a shiny black substance, not quite paint—more like a thick epoxy. The only sounds were their footsteps and the occasional drip of water. They walked for nearly an hour without finding so much as a bicycle. Thankfully, the tunnel was also free of bloodthirsty infected mutants. When they came to a landing that had been sealed shut with explosives, they stopped to take a quick rest break.
Samantha pulled out a couple of bottles of water and handed one to him.
“How many times do you think we’ve been walking in the dark like this?” she asked.
“I don’t know. A few, I guess.”
“I remember the first time.”
“Oh?”
“We were on a highway, late at night, after you crashed our van.”
“That isn’t quite the way I remember it, but go on.”
“We were being chased by a pack of giant dogs that wanted to eat me.”
“Because you’re so delicious.”
“Obviously.”
“And I told you I wasn’t going to let anything happen to you.”
She looked up at him and nodded. “That’s right.”
“And nothing happened to you, did it?”
“No, but it was pretty scary.”
He glanced over at her. “Are you afraid now?”
She looked around the tunnel, knowing full well that it was littered with dead bodies and crawling with unspeakable creatures. 
“Not really.”
“Because you know I’ll take care of you, right?”
“No. Because I know that we’ll be together, no matter what.”
Her words were obviously spoken from the heart, and he didn’t dare risk spoiling it by saying something stupid. They clicked off their flashlights and sat for a few minutes, sipping water and listening to the faint whoosh of air circulating through the tunnel. 
“It’s not as dark down here as it was before,” she said. “I can see all the way to the bend up ahead.”
Tanner turned and looked. He could see the curve as well. But there was certainly no light to speak of. 
“It’s our eyes. They must be adjusting to the dark.”
“Let me see something.” She covered the flashlight with her hand and used the filtered light to study his eyes. There were dark inky blobs forming in the sclera. “Your eyes are turning yucky.”
He dabbed at the corner, expecting to see traces of the black ink. There weren’t any.
“It means the blood’s working.”
“What about me?” She tilted the flashlight so that it illuminated her eyes. “Any black stuff?”
To his surprise, he saw that both eyes were as black and glossy as the tunnel walls.
“A little.”
She nodded. “It’ll go away eventually, right?”
“Sure it will.”
She clicked off the light and leaned back to rest on her hands.
“I don’t feel any different. What about you?”
“I don’t have a burning desire to eat brains, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Good, because I think you’d be a scary zombie.”
“Rest break’s over,” he said, tossing the bottle over his shoulder.
Samantha quickly capped her bottle and stowed it in her pack.
“Superheroes don’t litter.”
“No? Well then maybe I should turn in my cape.”
“So you can litter?”
“Litter, steal, smash in a few heads, whatever. I’m not good at following rules. You know that.” 
They climbed back off the landing and continued their journey with the flashlights off.
“Maybe that’s your superpower,” she said.
“What? Smashing heads?”
“No. Doing all the hard things that it takes to survive.”
He grinned. “So, that would make me Survivor-man? I like it.”
“No, it’s like I said. Once your name is set, it can’t be changed. You’ll forever be Gorilla-man, just like I’ll forever be Princess Banana-brains.”
“That’s funny, I don’t recall the princess part.”
“Don’t worry,” she said, placing a hand on his. “I won’t make you call me Princess.” She smiled. “Your Highness will do just fine.”

Their big discovery came ten minutes later, but it wasn’t the armored electric cart they had been hoping for. It was something much bigger. 
The train consisted of eleven cars, each seventy-five feet in length, and each painted ghost-white with no markings other than an identification number. It had been built narrower than a conventional tram to avoid infringing on the driving tracks that lay on either side, leaving the tunnel to act as a two-lane road with a subway running right down the middle.











“Is that a Metro train?” asked Samantha.
“Can’t be. We’re too far down. It must be some sort of emergency transport system.” Tanner stepped up onto an oversized metal bumper and peered through the front window. “I can see the driver’s booth.”
“Do you think you can drive it?”
“Of course, I can. I can drive anything.”
“Let me rephrase that. Do you think you can drive it without killing us?”
He waved the question away. “The real question is whether or not the batteries still have any juice left.”
“Even if you could get it running, it’s facing backwards.”
“Hmm, good point. Let’s go check the other end to see if there’s another control booth.”
As they came around the side of the train, they saw that one of the heavy glass doors had been pried open and now lay cocked at an angle. Tanner peeked his head in. The inside of the car was very utilitarian with molded gray seats and deep overhead bins. Like many trains, doors at either end of the cars allowed the conductor and passengers to move freely from one car to the next.
He climbed up and pushed aside the broken door. 
“Let’s walk it to make sure no one’s inside.”
“Sure,” she muttered. “What could possibly go wrong with walking through a spooky ghost train?”
He ignored her grumbling and proceeded into the train. As they reached the end of the first car, they found a large trunk bolted to the floor, directly opposite the lavatory closet.
Samantha stared at it warily. “Fifty cents says there’s a dead body inside.”
“You’re on.” Tanner flipped the lid open. Inside was a collection of emergency supplies, including a marine first-aid kit, Tyvek disposable jumpsuits, flashlights, protein bars, bottles of water, and a box filled with assorted hand tools. “Better than a body,” he said, digging through the supplies.
“What’s this?” she asked, picking up a black pouch about the size of her hand. The label on the front read Avon NH15 Compact CBRN Escape Hood. She opened the pouch and found a shiny vacuum-sealed bag inside. A picture on the front showed a man wearing the hood, square filters covering his cheeks and a clear plastic shroud over his head.
“It’s a respirator to filter out poisons in the air. Probably only works for a few minutes though.”
“Still, we should take a couple of these.” She looked down at the trunk. “Really, we should take some of all of this.”
“It’s not stealing?”
“I don’t see why it would be. The supplies were put here to help people, and we’re people.”
“Hey, you don’t have to convince me.”
Tanner opened his pack and began stuffing in escape hoods, Tyvek suits, some water, and a handful of the protein bars. Samantha did the same, rifling through the first-aid kit to grab suture supplies, blood stopper bandages, and a bottle of Betadine. 
Once they were finished scavenging, they continued exploring the train. Other than the broken door and a few cracked windows, it was in remarkably good shape. When they finally arrived at the far end, they discovered an identical control booth overlooking the front of the train.
Tanner set his backpack to the side and slid in behind the controls.
“Let’s see if we can get this thing moving.”
“Do you really know how to drive a train?”
He shrugged. “How hard can it be?”
“You say that a lot.”
“And I’m usually right, aren’t I?”
She thought a moment. “Not really, no.”
He looked back at her and grinned. 
“Better hold on.” 
Samantha turned sideways and wedged herself in the control booth’s doorway.
Tanner took a moment to study the controls. There was a panel with an assortment of buttons and gauges to one side, but directly in line with the front window was a speedometer, a thick controller handle, and a lever. The handle had a knob on top, which he instinctively wrapped his thick fingers around. There was a springiness to the handle, and he pushed it down a few inches. When he tried to turn it, it clunked toward him in three stages.
“This must be the speed control.”
“A gas pedal would have been easier.”
“Maybe, but this one has a deadman built in.”
She shook her head. “I think you’ve been living around zombies too long.”
He grinned. “A deadman switch cuts the system off if something happens to the driver. Let’s say I had a heart attack.” He pretended to collapse onto the controls, and his arm flopped off the handle, popping it back up. “See? As soon as my arm comes off the handle, the train stops.”
“Given the way you eat, that’s probably a good thing. What’s the lever? Some kind of brake?”
“Must be.” He exercised the handle and the lever together, but nothing happened.
“Maybe you need to turn it on.” She stepped closer and examined the panel. In the upper right corner was a large green button with the word ‘Start’ printed on it. She pushed it, and a loud click sounded. Headlights immediately flashed to life, lighting the tunnel ahead. Seconds later, overhead lights turned on throughout the entire train. “That’s something, but I still don’t hear the engine.”
“That’s because this baby’s electric.” Tanner pressed the control lever down and pulled it back one position. The train immediately began to ease forward.
“We’re moving!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands.
He let up on the brake lever, and their speed increased to a few miles an hour.
“Is this as fast as it’ll go?”
“In low gear.” He pulled the controller down another notch, and the train sped up to ten miles an hour. He immediately downshifted back into the lower gear. “Better if we take it slow for now. There’s no guarantee that the tracks are clear ahead, and we’ll need time to stop.”
“Speaking of which, hit the brakes to see how long it takes.”
Tanner pushed the brake lever all the way forward, and the train slowed, finally squeaking to a noisy stop.
“What was that? Five seconds?”
“About,” he said, stifling a yawn.
“That means as long as we stay alert, we shouldn’t hit anything.”
Tanner released the brake, and the train started to move again.
“Sounds right.” His eyes began to droop, and he leaned forward as if suddenly too tired to support himself. 
She shook her head. “It’s not going to work.”
“What’s not going to work?” he said, straightening back up.
“Your plan to have me drive while you take a nap.”
“I didn’t ask you to drive.”
“You didn’t have to. You’ve done the same trick half a dozen times. Cars, rowboats, school buses, and now this train. It’s always the same. You pretend to be sleepy, and I volunteer to drive. Then you curl up somewhere and snooze away.”
“I see. And do you know how to drive a car?”
“Better than you.”
“How about a rowboat?”
“Yeah, so?”
“What about a school bus?”
She began to see what he was getting at.
“Fine,” she said with a growl. “Move out of the way. I’ll drive.”
He smiled, sliding out of the way.
“Okay, but only since you insist. If you need anything, I’ll be right over there taking a nap.”
“Uh-huh,” she said, “same as always.”

After driving for nearly an hour at little more than walking speed, Samantha concluded that the main corridor routed along a lazy S shape, stretching many miles from tail to tip. She had seen a few intersections along their path where smaller tunnels branched off, but none had been equipped with tracks.
“Hey, sleepyhead,” she said, looking over at Tanner sprawled across a row of seats. “How will we even know which tunnel goes off to Mount Weather?”
He sat up and stretched. “Easy. We’ll read the sign.”
“And if there isn’t one?” 
Tanner stood up and came over to stand beside her.
“Even if there isn’t a sign, we’ll know the turn when we see it.”
“And you know this because…?”
“Think about it. This train was built to evacuate bigwigs from the city, and the only place that makes sense for them to go is Mount Weather. That means that the tracks have to lead out there. All we have to do is find the intersection and switch over to the other track.” 
“I see. And you know how to switch tracks, I suppose?”
He smiled.
“Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “How hard could it be?”
“Exactly.”
They drove on, slow and steady, for the next twenty minutes. They passed several small bands of infected survivors clustered on various landings. At the speed they were moving, the infected could easily have leaped onto the train. But none did. Instead, they stared dumbfounded, as if the vessel were some kind of alien transport. 
It wasn’t long, however, before Tanner and Samantha saw a collection of tents blocking the tracks ahead. Even though they appeared to be constructed from soldiers’ ponchos and boot strings, there was little doubt about the identity of their inhabitants.
“What do we do?” she asked, gripping the controls.
“What do you mean what do we do? We stop.”
“But they’re infected.”
“So are we, darlin’.”
“We think we’re infected—we don’t know for sure.”
“Well, we’re about to find out, one way or the other. Go ahead, bring us to a stop.”
“All right,” she said, not sounding convinced. She pressed the brake lever forward. By the time the train stopped, the front of the lead car was barely fifty feet from the squatters. Samantha killed the lights. “I hope you’re right about this.”
“You and me both.” Tanner stood up and grabbed his shotgun. “Come on, let’s go say hello.”
“No need,” she said, her voice trembling slightly as she looked out the windshield. “They’re coming to us.” 
They watched as a group of infected shambled toward them. A big man led the way with a pipe in his hands. Tanner hopped down from the train and walked around to meet them. Samantha waited a few seconds and then reluctantly followed. 
As the infected drew closer, they slowed, eyeing Tanner as if confused by what they were seeing. The man with the pipe grunted, and a middle-aged woman shuffled forward with a pained stiffness. She was short and husky, and her hair had been shaved off, leaving only a few ratty clumps hanging from her scalp. 
“He wants to know what you are.” Her voice was crackly, like she came from a long line of witches.
“Other than good-looking, you mean?”
Her mouth turned up into a smile, and he saw that her two front teeth were missing. She stepped closer and leaned sideways to study his face. 
“You’re not one of us. But you’re not like them neither.”
Tanner glanced back at Samantha. “My daughter and I are… different.”
The woman gestured back toward the big man. 
“He don’t like different.”
“That’s his problem now, isn’t it?”
She studied him a moment longer, and then nodded. 
“I suppose it is. I’m Marlo, by the way.”
“Tanner. And this here’s Sam.”
Marlo nodded to her.
Samantha stepped closer, still eyeing the big man holding the pipe. 
“Perhaps you could tell your friend that we don’t mean him any harm?”
“I could, but there’s nothing saying he’d believe me.”
“Even so, it couldn’t hurt to try.” She smiled and offered a little shrug. “Could it?”
Marlo snorted and then walked back to the big man. They argued for a short time, both becoming animated with their hands. The man finally quieted, but the group made no effort to return to their camp. 
Apparently satisfied with the outcome, Marlo returned to Tanner and Samantha.
“He says you and the little one need to go see Mother.”
“Who’s Mother?” asked Samantha.
The woman struggled to answer. 
“Is she your leader?”
“No,” she said simply. “She’s Mother.”
Tanner looked at the group of men up ahead. It was clear they weren’t prepared to take no for an answer.
“Is she in one of the tents?” he asked, imagining an old medicine woman rocking back and forth as she squinted at dice made from dried animal bones.
“No, Mother’s at home.”
“Which is where exactly?”
She pointed behind her. “That way.”
Tanner considered their options. Even with he and Samantha both armed, there were far too many infected to fight. Their choices were either to comply and see what came next, or to run like hell. Neither alternative was great, but he had always believed that when faced with two crappy choices, it was best to pick the one that didn’t involve turning your back.
“All right,” he said. “I guess we’re going to see Mother.”





Chapter 15  
 
 
The Black Dogs waited at the top of the driveway in a tight defensive position, soldiers situated behind cover with their weapons pointing out. Morant and Hood crouched next to a white pickup that had a Greenbrier grounds maintenance logo painted on the side.
“What’s taking him so long?” asked Hood.
“Buckey’s being careful, which is exactly how we want him to be.”
Hood didn’t argue the point. Morant was right, of course. Buckey’s success, or lack thereof, would decide whether they got in or went home with nothing more than a sad story. And that meant that not doing something stupid was paramount to his mission.
An explosion shook the air, and a cloud of black smoke billowed up from behind the trees.
“What the hell was that?” cried Hood. 
Morant grabbed his radio, but before he could key the mic, a voice sounded.
“We’re under attack! Carrier 1 is on fire. Carrier 2 spinning up.”
Morant stepped out from behind the truck and grabbed a pair of binoculars from one of the men. He hopped up onto the hood and strained to see the golf course below, barely making out bright orange flames dancing between the trees. 
He brought the radio to his mouth and said, “Blackbird 1, get eyes on the Chinooks.” 
A moment later, one of the SpeedHawks raced overhead. When the pilot spoke, his voice had a mechanical nasally sound to it.
“A vehicle crashed into Carrier 1. The fuel tank ruptured and caught fire, over.”
Hood looked up. “That marshal wasn’t alone.”
“We’ll deal with it.” Morant pressed the button. “Sweep the area using infrared.” 
“Roger. What are the rules of engagement, over?”
“If you see something you don’t like, kill it.”
“Roger, wilco. Blackbird 1 out.” 
The second Chinook rose over the tree line, the huge tandem rotors whipping the air with a heavy whoop, whoop, whoop. 
“Carrier 2 requesting permission to reposition north a few clicks, over.”
“Granted,” said Morant. “Blackbird 2, go with them.”
“Roger.”
Within seconds, the second SpeedHawk and Chinook could be seen moving away to the north.
Morant called together a team of five of his men. All seemed more than ready for whatever task lay before them.
“I believe we have a small number of hostiles in the area. Find them and kill them. Go!”
The men immediately took off in the direction of the burning helicopter.
“That’s going to leave us one team short,” Hood said, moving closer.
“No other choice. We’re sure as hell not leaving hostiles knocking at our backdoor.”
“Understood.” Hood thought for a moment. “Perhaps you and I can remove the final filter.” 
Morant stared at him, and there was something in the man’s eyes that made Hood nervous.
“That’s a good idea, General. We’ll do it together.”
Several of the soldiers sounded off with a loud hoorah, and Morant and Hood both turned to see the huge West Tunnel door slowly swing open. Buckey peeked around from behind the blast door, smiled, and offered a slight bow. As other soldiers pulled the door the rest of the way open, Buckey stepped clear and slowly sank to the ground with his legs splayed out in front of him. One side of his pants was soaked in blood. 
Morant immediately motioned for a man with a medic bag to tend to his wound.
As Buckey was being patched up, the Black Dogs quickly sorted into six teams of five, Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta, Echo, and Foxtrot. The first five teams each carried a detailed map showing the locations of all of the bunker’s NBC filters. That way, if one team proved unable to complete their mission, another team could step in as a replacement. Three of the teams would make their way down to the lower level, removing filters from the Senate Leadership Room, the record vault, and a large dormitory. The other two teams would stay on the upper level, targeting filters in the power plant and medical facility. Hood and Morant were now on the hook to remove the filter in the cafeteria, which was also on the first floor.
The Foxtrot team had a very different mission. They carried with them three sealed metal canisters containing the sarin gas. Their job was to navigate to the bunker’s power plant, open the ventilation system, and await further instructions. Once they received the okay, they would don full protective gear, deploy the gas, and exit through the West Tunnel Entrance.
“Remember,” warned Morant, “radio communications may have been compromised. Assume the enemy is listening, and make contact only when absolutely necessary.”
The teams acknowledged his warning, but like thoroughbreds cooped up in a racing stall for too long, they were ready to run.
“What about me?” said Buckey. “I’m not sitting this one out.”
Morant bent down and studied the man’s wound. It was a through and through, painful, but not debilitating now that it had been properly dressed.
“You’ll come with me and the general.”
“But there’ll be no room for horsing around,” warned Hood.
Buckey scrambled to his feet and offered a Benny Hill salute using his trusty Hawk. 
“Aye-aye, General, sir.”
Hood shook his head. “I suggest you get yourself a proper weapon, soldier.”
“No need, General,” he said, wiping the Hawk on his pants. “I’ve just reloaded.”

Squatting beneath a large window on the second floor of the clubhouse, the three cadets peeked out at the burning helicopter. Their impromptu attack had worked remarkably well, even though it was as much due to dumb luck as it was masterful planning. With the precision of an arrow fired from Artemis’s bow, the Mustang had careened across the fairway to strike one of the Chinook’s external fairings, igniting its thousand-gallon fuel tank. And that, as they say, was that. With nothing more than a brick on the gas pedal, they had managed to take out a thirty-million-dollar helicopter. Intense orange flames now spread through the cockpit, melting high-tech gauges and displays. The composite rotors had also begun to soften, slowly drooping toward the ground like the whiskers of a bat orchid.
“Burn, baby, burn,” whispered Cobb.
Rodriguez seemed equally as pumped. 
“That, Lieutenant, was brilliant.”
Bell said nothing. She was too busy thinking about what needed to be done next. They had already achieved something significant. They had destroyed one of the troop transports and forced the second to relocate. Both took pieces off the chessboard. But there were now five soldiers surveying the burning helicopter. It was one thing to see soldiers on a battlefield. It was quite another to know that they were hunting for you. 
She looked at Cobb and Rodriguez.
“It’s going to get harder now, more dangerous. They’ll be looking for us, both from the air and on the ground.”
Cobb turned to her. “Is there any way to shoot down one of the gunships? Now that would be cool.”
Rodriguez elbowed him. “With what? You got a rocket launcher on you? Other than that tiny one in your pants, I mean.”
Cobb shoved him, and they began to argue.
“Knock it off,” barked Bell, and surprisingly, both men quieted. 
“What do you propose, Lieutenant?” said Rodriguez. “We can’t go head to head with those soldiers.”
“Not with five, no. But what if we separated them?”
“If we could get them down to two, we could probably snipe them at a distance.”
She looked over at him. “Why two? There are three of us.”
“True, but Cobb couldn’t hit an elephant taking a dump at twenty yards.”
“Screw you. I’m at least as good a shot as you.”
“In your wettest dreams.” 
They started to fight again, and Bell had to raise her voice.
“Enough! You two can settle your differences later. Right now, we need to figure out a way to peel off a couple of soldiers.”
They all rose back up to the window and were surprised to see a lone man standing on the opposite side of the fairway. He stood dumbfounded, staring at the burning helicopter like it was a religious effigy. He had no weapons, only a shiny silver trophy clutched in both hands. 
The soldiers were already moving toward him with weapons raised.
“That’s Ashby,” said Cobb. 
“Damn fool’s going to get himself shot,” added Rodriguez.
They watched as Ashby started to retreat, only to be caught and surrounded by the Black Dogs. One of the soldiers began to question him, pointing an accusatory finger back toward the helicopter. Ashby shook his head, denying any involvement in the attack.
“They think he did it,” Cobb said, rubbing his brow. 
“No, probably not,” said Bell. “But that doesn’t mean they’ll let him live. He’s already seen too much.”
“We need to do something.”
No one said anything.
He looked to Bell and Rodriguez. 
“Come on. We can’t let that old guy get shot for something we did.”
“We didn’t ask him to walk out there,” said Rodriguez. But even he didn’t sound convinced of his words.
“Screw it,” Cobb said, standing up. “I’m not gonna sit here and watch that happen.”
Rodriguez grabbed his arm. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“To the roof to snipe the hell out of them.”
Bell said, “If you draw attention to this clubhouse, you’ll get us all killed.”
“Well, I don’t have time to find another place. So, if you’re worried about your skins, sneak out the back. I’m going up top to save that old man’s life.”
Bell looked to Rodriguez, both of them weighing their options. To engage the soldiers seemed like suicide. But Cobb was right. They couldn’t let Ashby be shot as the sacrificial lamb.
Lieutenant Bell stood up. “All I have to say is that you two had better not miss.”

Alpha team was the first group of soldiers to enter the West Tunnel Entrance. The long concrete corridor was dim, but the occasional overhead light made the use of night vision optics unnecessary. They shuffled ahead, Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine guns glued to their shoulders. When they got to the far end, they gave the “all clear,” and Bravo team pushed in behind them. 
JJ, the leader of Alpha team, kept his men moving, constantly scanning the corridors as they made their way deeper. They spotted a spray of blood on the wall and drag marks leading under a metal-clad door. JJ nodded, and his men quickly breached the door, one working the handle while two others quickly rushed through. Inside, they discovered the body of an elderly doctor lying face down in a narrow hallway—Buckey’s kill. Bloody footprints led away a short distance before becoming too faint to see. 
“Stay alert,” JJ said, a reminder more to himself than to his men.
They continued down the short hallway and through yet another door, finally entering the power plant. The hum of diesel generators vibrated the metal grating under their feet. It was impossible to hear, so they used hand signals to coordinate their careful advance. 
As they rounded a long row of operator panels, JJ and his team were surprised to find the body of one of their comrades. He lay face down against the bottom of an electrical box, but his long blonde hair left little doubt about who it was.
“It’s Krispy,” one of the men said, nearly shouting to be heard.
Some claimed that Krispy had picked up the nickname because of his affinity for glazed donuts. Others said it was because he had once carried an M9 flame thrower on a mission to ferret out Taliban rebels. Either way, he was a close friend to many and a comrade to all.
Another man pointed to a bloody smudge on the spiral staircase that led up to the blast door.
“Poor bastard must have managed to squeeze through the vent before crawling his way down here.”
JJ stepped forward and rolled Krispy over to check his vitals. The other men instinctively closed in around him. It took less than half a second for JJ to spot the wire trailing along the edge of the electrical cabinet and out through the opposite door. Unfortunately, half a second wasn’t fast enough to stop what happened next.
The Claymore taped to Krispy’s chest exploded, blasting hundreds of ball bearings to every corner of the room. Even the furthest man was only ten yards away—not nearly far enough. The tiny steel pellets ripped through the men, sending blood, strips of flesh, and chips of bone all the way back to the West Tunnel.





Chapter 16  
 
 
Mason knelt beside General Carr and Bowie, watching as the Claymore decimated the small team of soldiers. It was as horrific as it was satisfying. Five men down with the simple click of a switch. Dragging the dead soldier in through the ventilation blast door and strapping a mine to his chest had surely been a violation of the Geneva Conventions, but he doubted that anyone would be filing a complaint at The Hague anytime soon.
As soon as the explosion sounded, Mason, Carr, and Bowie hurried into the room. Two of the Black Dogs moaned in agony, blood leaking from their wounds. They were hard men determined to hang onto life for a little longer, no matter the pain they had to endure. 
Mason immediately set about removing the men’s body armor. The surfaces of the Improved Outer Tactical Vests were peppered with BB-sized holes, but the ESAPI plates remained intact. Opting for agility over protection, the Black Dog’s IOTVs weren’t equipped with side components or groin protectors. Those exclusions kept the weight down to a manageable twenty pounds, but limited their protection. In the end, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. No body armor could have saved them from the destructive forces of a Claymore mine at close range.
For his part, Carr surveyed what remained of the men’s weapons. Most were damaged, with broken buttstocks and splintered handguards. The best one he could find had a few dents in the magazine well and a twisted front sight but otherwise remained usable. 
He slipped the sling over his head and looked down at the dying soldier. 
“I’m sorry, son. I wish it didn’t have to be like this. I can at least ease your suffering.” He raised his pistol and took aim at the man’s head.
“Leave him, General,” said Mason.
“Look at the poor bastard. He’ll be dead inside of an hour anyway. The least we can do is show a little mercy and send him on his way.”
“We don’t have the luxury of mercy today. Killing a soldier takes one man off the battlefield. Leaving him for others to care for takes two.”
Carr holstered his pistol. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re one cold sonofabitch?”
Mason stepped around the growing pools of blood and picked up a spare radio.
“More times than I can count.” Using his foot, he slid two of the protective vests over to Carr. “Put one on, and carry the other back to the team.”
While Carr donned the body armor, Bowie wandered the room sniffing the men and their gear. Mason caught the dog looking back at him, as if seeking some kind of explanation. 
“They’re our enemies,” he explained.
Bowie tilted his head, still confused, but Mason said no more, instead turning his attention to searching the men. When he stood back up, he was holding a laminated map of the bunker. There were six seemingly random locations circled in red ink. He refolded the map and stuffed it into the front pocket of his vest. 
The faint thudding of boots sounded from out in the hallway.
Mason quickly slipped the remaining tactical vests over his head and started for the opposite door.
“Time to go, General.” 
Burdened by the weight of the extra armor, he and General Carr lumbered down a short hallway, through another door, and across a large dining area before coming to a stop. Bowie ran alongside them, woofing excitedly.
“They’ll be cautious from here forward,” Carr said, squatting down behind an overturned table.
“Which is exactly what we were trying to achieve.”
“Even so, that attack isn’t going to shake their resolve.”
“No.”
Carr eyed the satchel hanging from Mason’s shoulder.
“I don’t suppose you have a few more of those mines?”
Mason shook his head. “I’m out, but Leila still has one.”
“One won’t be enough.”
“No,” he repeated. “To stop them, we’re going to need to figure out their plan.”
“Their plan is to shoot everyone inside and haul away our bodies. No mystery there.”
“I’m not so sure.”
“Why not?”
He removed the map from his pocket and laid it out for Carr to see.
“They’ve marked six locations throughout the bunker. Common sense dictates that they’re sending a team to each. Any idea as to the significance of the sites?”
The general studied the map. “They look random to me. Even so, I don’t see how it affects their overall agenda. They’re here to kill President Glass. To kill all of us. You said so yourself.”
“That part’s true, but think about it. We could split up and slip into cubby holes, circle back behind them, or retreat up into the hotel. It would take hours, maybe even a full day, to find everyone. They can’t chance that kind of delay.”
Carr thought about what Mason was proposing.
“Explosives then? With enough charges, they could seal this place off from the inside.” He glanced back at the map. “Maybe these are structurally weak points that would bring the whole place in on itself.”
“Perhaps,” Mason said, rubbing his chin, “but I have a hard time seeing how explosives could bring down something built into the side of a mountain. It’s as much rock as anything else.”
“Chemical or biological then?”
Mason recalled the gas attack on the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, Georgia. 
“Sarin.”
“The nerve agent?”
He nodded. “They’ve used it before.”
“They’d have to pipe it throughout the whole facility to be sure they got everyone. To do that, they’d need access to the air handling system.” He pointed in the direction they had just come. “And that’s back in the power plant.”
“Which is out of our reach now.”
“I’m afraid so.”
Mason studied the map one more time before putting it away. While he didn’t fully understand the significance of the six locations, he did at least know where the Black Dogs were headed. That was important because it would help them to stay out of the soldiers’ way. 
“General, I think you were right.”
“About what?”
“About our needing to get President Glass out of here.”
“You heard her. She won’t go. Not without all of us, she won’t.”
“Then we’ll all go.”
“But it’s like you said. If we go outside, the gunships will shoot us to pieces.”
“Which is why we’re not going outside.”
Carr waited for more.
“Come on,” Mason said, standing up and starting for the door. “I’ll tell you about it on our way back to the others. Right now, we need to move.”
Carr hurried to catch up. “As long as no one gets shot, I’m sure they’ll go along with whatever you have in mind.”
Mason pictured the dead marshals at FLETC, lying with soiled clothes and pools of vomit beside their open mouths.
“Believe me, General, getting shot is the least of our worries.”

President Glass, Jack Fry, Tom Pinker, and Bill Baker had retreated to a set of dormitories in the southeast corner of the lower level. Leila had helped to guide them down while Mason and General Carr stayed behind to execute the ambush. By the time they returned from the attack, nearly everyone was walking in circles with nervous energy. The only ones who weren’t were Jack, who sat quietly in his wheelchair, and President Glass. She lay back on one of the bunks, pillows propping her up. Her face was flushed, and she looked utterly exhausted from the hurried trip down.
As soon as Mason entered, Leila rushed over to give him a hug. Bowie cut in front of her, and she nearly tripped over him.
“Yes, I missed you too,” she said, gently pushing him aside. When she finally got her arms around Mason, she spoke softly, as if she didn’t want the dog to overhear. “But I missed you more.” She looked at the body armor layered across his chest. “Based on what you’re carrying, I’m guessing the Claymore did its job.”
“And then some.” He lifted one of the vests over his head. “Help me hand these out, will you?”
“Anything to help keep us alive.”
Together with General Carr, she began distributing the armor. While everyone else was busy trying to figure out how to put them on, Jack Fry stared at his with obvious disdain.
“Put it on, Jack,” coaxed President Glass. “It could save your life.”
“Guns and bulletproof vests. This isn’t me. Besides,” he said, eying the blood-spattered armor, “it obviously didn’t help whoever was wearing it.”
Mason stepped closer and knelt down in front of him. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper.
“I need for you to understand something.”
Jack eyed him warily, certain that some kind of macho reprimand was coming.
“The armor isn’t for you. You understand that, right, Jack?”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s for her.” Mason motioned toward Glass. “Everything we do from this point forward is to keep her alive. So put the vest on, and maybe it will keep you alive long enough to help her escape this hole. That’s what you want, right?”
He swallowed and nodded. “Yes.”
Mason patted him on the shoulder and stood up.
“Listen up, folks,” Carr said in a commanding voice. “There’s been a change in plans.”
Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to listen. 
“Marshal Raines and I believe that Hood and his men may be planning a chemical attack. As far as I know, there’s no NBC gear here in the bunker. That means we’re going to have to evacuate.”
Baker quickly said, “What about the helicopters? Won’t they shoot us?”
“Perhaps, but as the marshal pointed out, it’s better to be shot than gassed.”
“Hardly a choice I want to make,” he grumbled.
“How would we even get out?” asked President Glass. “Surely, the soldiers are watching the exits.”
“Almost certainly,” said Carr. “But they can only watch the exits they know about. The marshal and Leila made their way in through a drain hole, and we should be able to use it to get back out. If we’re careful about not being seen, they won’t have a clue about where we went.”
“General, are you suggesting that we go down into the sewers?” 
“Yes, ma’am, that’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”
Jack patted his wheelchair. “I’m afraid that won’t work for me.”
“I’m not going without Jack,” she said, “without all of you.”
“Don’t worry, Madam President, Jack’s coming, even if I have to carry the old fool on my back.”
“While I understand the need to evacuate,” said Pinker, “our getting out won’t guarantee our safety. Even if we slip out through the sewers, the helicopters will shoot us when we try to escape the resort.”
“Which is why we’ll stay hidden until they’ve gone,” said Mason.
“Now we’re going to hide in the sewers?” said Glass, her face wrinkling up. “Next, you’ll be suggesting we have a picnic down there.”
He grinned. “The good news is we shouldn’t have to stay there long. You’re scheduled to come out of the bunker tomorrow, and I would expect various officials to be eagerly awaiting your reappearance. Killing you in front of witnesses would only add to your claims against Pike. I’m confident that if we can get you out in front of others, you’ll be safe.”
Everyone took a moment to chew on the plan. It wasn’t without risk. They had to get back upstairs, drop down through the decontamination drain, and remain undetected for nearly fifteen hours. Despite its risks, no one seemed to have a better idea.
“All right,” said Glass. “But how do we travel all the way back to the drain without running into the soldiers?”
“That,” said Mason, “is going to be the tricky part.”

Mason studied the map, tracing his pen over possible paths the Black Dogs might take to the six circled locations. With so many teams in motion, it would be nearly impossible to navigate the entire bunker without encountering at least one of them. 
“A couple of us will need to act as forward observers—scouts, if you will.” He looked over at Carr. “What do you say, General?”
He nodded. “Of course.”
President Glass started to reach for his arm but stopped herself. Carr was going to take whatever risks he felt were necessary to get them out alive, regardless of her concerns. She would not put him in a position that required explaining something like that.
Mason turned to the larger group. 
“It’s settled then. General Carr, Bowie, and I will lead the way.” He held a radio and a map out to Leila. “I’ve marked eight waypoints. As we clear them, I’ll give you the go ahead.”
She seemed confused. “We’re going to use their radios?”
“I’d wear their boots if I thought it would help.”
Jack rolled his wheelchair closer. “But won’t the soldiers hear everything we’re saying?” 
“They will, but without context, they won’t be able to make sense of it.” He turned back to Leila. “We’ll keep the broadcasts brief, being careful not to reveal our location or intentions. I’ll say ‘Go,’ or ‘Hold,’ indicating whether or not you should move to the next waypoint. Understood?”
She nodded. “I’ve got it.”
“I’m afraid I’m going to slow everyone down,” Glass said with a sigh. “It took everything I had to get down here, and now you’re asking me to go back up.”
“Take however much time you need, Madam President,” said Mason. “General Carr and I will hold at each waypoint until you arrive.” 
She pressed her lips together and nodded. 
“I’ll do my best.”
Mason looked around at the rest of the group.
“Any questions?”
There weren’t any, and pretty quickly attentions turned back to putting on their tactical vests. When he saw President Glass having trouble with hers, Mason stepped closer and helped to secure the straps. 
She smiled. “If I didn’t know better, I might think you’ve done this sort of thing before.”
“Yes, ma’am, a time or two.” 
“You’re a good man, Marshal Raines.” 
“Some days more than others.”
“I wonder if I might impose on that good nature for a favor.” Her voice was soft, obviously hoping to keep their conversation private.
“Ma’am?”
“I have a daughter named Samantha. She’s twelve now.”
Mason said nothing. He and Leila had decided to keep Samantha’s situation to themselves until they had time to provide a proper explanation. It was selfish perhaps, but trying to explain how his father was caring for the President’s daughter seemed like an unnecessary complication. Better to save such discussions for a time when they were safely away.
“She’s been missing for a few months now,” continued Glass.
“I’m sure she’s fine.”
She nodded appreciatively. “Yes, but if for some reason I don’t make it out of here...” She paused to see whether he might make empty assurances. He didn’t. “I want you to find my little girl. Do you think you could do that?”
“Yes, ma’am, I can do that.”
“I need to know that she’ll be looked after. You understand.”
“I do.”
She touched his arm. “Make sure she’s loved. That’s all I’m asking.”
He nodded. “You have my word.”
She pulled the electrolarynx away from her throat and mouthed, “Thank you.” Before he could say anything more, she turned and went over to talk with General Carr, perhaps, thought Mason, to ask the same favor of him.
Once the group had finished donning their vests, Mason said, “All right, folks, let’s get ready to roll.” 
Leila inched closer. She seemed to want to say something but couldn’t quite find the words.
He reached up and gently placed his palm against her cheek. 
“Don’t worry. I’ll get us through this.”
She turned and kissed his hand.
“I don’t doubt it for a second.”
He smiled. “Keep everyone together.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Remember, there’s no guarantee that some of the soldiers won’t come around us, so be ready.”
“Quit worrying about me. You’re the one leading the way.”
“True,” he said with a wink, “but I live for this stuff.”

Mason, General Carr, and Bowie carefully made their way through a large dormitory, ducking between bunks and sidestepping gray metal footlockers. Returning to the decontamination chamber would require traversing nearly the entire bunker. Despite its incredible size, Mason believed that if all went well, he could have the entire group safely inside the sewers in less than ten minutes. Of course, if things didn’t go well, they could end up pinned down and taking fire from an enemy who both outnumbered and outgunned them.
Carr double-checked the MP5. 
“A soldier’s best friend, eh?” he said, patting the buttstock.
“Bowie here might beg to differ.” 
“Speaking of which, are you sure your dog is up for this? Bowie seems like a bundle of hair and slobber to me.”
“Believe me, he’s got teeth too.”
Not appreciating that he was the topic of conversation, Bowie licked his nose as if he was trying to clean off a smear of peanut butter. 
“If you say so,” Carr said with a chuckle. 
“The first team consisted of five men. That’s too many for us to handle in any kind of fair fight. Our best bet is going to be to stay out of their way.”
“It won’t hurt my feelings to let them go about their mission while we disappear right under their noses.”
“The only rub is that we’re going to have to cross through two of the locations marked on the map.”
“If we hurry, maybe we can get through them before the Black Dogs arrive.”
“We can try.”
Mason led them through the dormitory, finally arriving at a door on the opposite wall. He dropped to one knee, inched it open, and peeked out. A long hallway led past a series of doors. Hallways were nearly indefensible, and thus, meant to be crossed as quickly as possible. 
He pointed to a door about thirty feet ahead on the opposite side of the hall.
“That’s waypoint one. Unfortunately, it’s also the first of the two marked locations we have to pass through. Bounding overwatch, ready?”
Carr crouched as he prepared to dash across the hallway. 
“Ready.”
“Go!” Mason said, swinging his rifle up to cover him.
General Carr rushed ahead, sweeping the hallway with his MP5. Mason waited until he was safely at the door, covering his advance, before stepping out. Not wanting to get caught in the open, he and Bowie hurried past Carr and pushed through the door. 
It took Mason only an instant to realize they had just walked into the worst kind of trouble. A team of four Black Dogs had already arrived. One man stood near the center of the room with a second soldier balancing on his shoulders, his head and torso hidden in the ceiling’s airshaft. A third man was standing guard at the door on the opposite side of the room, and a fourth was literally close enough to reach out and touch.
Everyone moved at once. The soldier who was removing the air filter scrambled up into the ceiling, disappearing from sight. The guard closest to Mason swung his MP5 up, but by the time he had it on target, Bowie was on him. The giant dog bit into his left arm and flung him to the ground, sending the man’s rifle clattering away.
Mason swung his own rifle up, firing a quick three-round burst at the man standing guard at the opposite door. The first two rounds hit high on his vest, but the third opened the side of his head, splattering brains and blood onto the back wall.
General Carr also let loose, squeezing off a long uncontrolled burst at the man in the center of the room. Bullets walked their way up his legs, groin, chest, and neck. He stumbled back, fell to his knees, and toppled face-first to the floor.
As Bowie mauled the man on the ground, Mason turned his attention to the one who had disappeared. He knelt to lower his profile and clicked the selector switch over to single fire. Mentally roping off a large circle on the ceiling, he walked a sequence of ten shots in a star-like pattern around the air vent.
No one returned fire, nor were there any cries of pain.
He continued to study the ceiling. Without an indication of which way the ducting routed, the area was too large to effectively cover with a few scattered shots.
The man on the floor finally quieted, and Bowie shook him one final time before trudging over to Mason. Carr, too, had taken a knee and was busy watching the ceiling.
They waited a full minute. Then two. Then three. There was nothing. No crunching of metal ductwork, no clanking of gear.
“I think you got him,” Carr said, standing up.
A noise sounded from overhead. It wasn’t the soft puff heard in Hollywood movies but more like a heavy-duty stapler going off. The general fell back, clutching his chest.
Mason swung right, scattering another ten shots into that area of the ceiling. This time a man cried out, and a heavy thump sounded as he collapsed onto the ductwork. Bowie started to move forward, but Mason motioned for him to hold fast. Together, they watched as blood slowly dripped down through several holes in the ceiling. 
Confident that the threat had been neutralized, Mason hurried over to General Carr. The bullet had struck directly above his heart but there was no blood seeping through. Mason slipped his hand in through the vest’s shoulder hole. The bullet hadn’t penetrated the plate.
The general’s eyes fluttered open. 
“What happened?”
“You just won the lottery, that’s what.”
Carr slowly sat up and unstrapped the side of the vest. He reached inside and gingerly pressed against his chest.
Grimacing, he said, “It feels like I’ve been kicked by a mule.”
“Better than the alternative.” Mason stood up and looked around the room. Four more Black Dogs down. That made eleven dead or dying, and one wounded. It was a good start.
General Carr took a few deep breaths and got back to his feet, using the wall to steady himself.
“Sorry about that,” he said. “I guess I’m out of practice.”
Mason slapped in a fresh magazine. 
“You’re alive, and they’re not. That’s all that matters.”
“I see you were right.”
“About what?”
He nodded toward Bowie. The fur around the dog’s mouth was soaked in blood.
“Your dog does have teeth.”
“That he does.”
“And he didn’t wait for you to command him to attack. That’s a good fighting companion.”
“I’ve said it once, and I’ll say it again—Bowie’s as much human as he is canine.” Mason reached down and scrubbed his neck. “And that’s one reason I love him so much.”
The tip of Bowie’s huge tongue snaked in and out of his mouth as he relished in the attention.
“All right,” Mason said, straightening back up, “let’s bring the rest of them here.” He went to the door and glanced out into the hallway to make sure it was still clear. 
It was.
He brought the radio to his mouth.
“Go one.”
A familiar voice echoed his command. 
“Roger. Go one.” Thirty seconds later, Leila and the others appeared at the other end of the hallway. 
Mason waved them on. “Come on!”
As they hurried into the room, everyone stared in shock at the bodies of the four dead soldiers.
“My Lord,” said Glass, “what happened here?”
“We walked in on them,” explained Carr.
“You weren’t hurt, were you?” Her eyes drifted to the small hole in the center of his vest.
“No,” he said, walking over to Jack. “But the soldiers were kind enough to answer Jack’s question.” He dropped the flattened slug into his lap.
Jack said nothing as he picked it up and rubbed the warm lead between his fingers.
Leila quickly scanned Mason’s vest. When she didn’t find a hole, she offered an approving smile.
“You were careful.”
“More like lucky.”
“My sister Roni used to say that luck is the gentle kiss of God, granted only to those who deserve it most.”
Mason put no weight in divine intervention, but he didn’t dare voice such doubt. If it helped Leila to believe that God was watching out for them, so be it. Who was he to say otherwise?
He met her smile with one of his own. 
“Let’s just hope we continue to deserve it.” 





Chapter 17  
 
 
Not surprisingly, Tanner and Samantha’s escorts confiscated his shotgun and her rifle. They made no effort, however, to strip them of their knives or the satchel of C4. The knives were understandable enough, as the blades were of little danger to a group so large. As for the explosives, Tanner suspected that the virus had left the infected with so little intelligence that they no longer even understood the threat. He wouldn’t have been surprised to discover a group of them chewing on a block of C4 like an oversized granola bar. 
The group led them into a tunnel that branched off the main corridor and ended in an alcove the size of several city blocks. Ahead lay a huge tent city, row after row of identical white six-man shelters spread as far as the eye could see. Fires burned in garbage-filled barrels, small holes cut through their sides to keep the flames alive. Infected men, women, and children huddled around the barrels, holding makeshift skewers with rats the size of small dogs dangling off their ends. Many more carried buckets across the camp, water sloshing out with every step. 
“It’s an underground city,” Samantha said, marveling at the sheer size of the spectacle.
“More like a refugee camp,” corrected Tanner.
“How many people do you think there are?”
“People? None.”
“You know what I mean.”
He did a quick estimate of the tents. There were between two and three hundred, as well as a dozen boxcars lined up along the walls with the words “U.S. Property” printed on their sides.
“A few thousand maybe.”
“Do you think this was an evacuation area for all the important people in the city?”
“Makes sense.”
Marlo began ushering them through the crowd. Some of the infected gnashed their teeth or struck their chests with open hands, like tribal warriors challenging outsiders. Others stood dumbfounded, watching as the intruders slowly progressed through their midst. None, however, made any move to stop them. 
It took nearly ten minutes to navigate the crowd before finally arriving at the rear of the enormous alcove. Dozens of tents had been unfolded and stitched together to act as a makeshift citadel. Two infected men stood in front of the oversized structure, naked from the waist up. Each carried a heavy board with nails protruding from the end. Thick cords of muscle and oversized joints made them look more like ancient troglodytes than modern humans.
Marlo turned to Tanner. “If you try to hurt Mother, they’ll kill you and your girl.”
He eyed the two men. Based on their size and the heavy sticks in their hands, they certainly seemed up to the task. 
“Understood.”
“Wait here while I speak with Mother.” 
Marlo pushed her way through the flap and disappeared, leaving Tanner and Samantha surrounded by the mob of infected men and women. The crowd eyed them with as much distrust as the Lilliputians had Gulliver.
“They’re not very friendly, are they?” she whispered.
“I don’t know about that. No one’s tried to eat us yet.”
“Hey look,” she said, nodding. “Babies.”
Tanner glanced over to see a line of women holding babies wrapped in dingy strips of cloth. Based on the size of the bundles, the infants couldn’t have been more than a few weeks old.
“Do you think their babies are infected too?”
“Don’t know. Some infections pass to babies, others don’t.”
“But if the babies aren’t infected, wouldn’t they want to kill them?”
“Be thankful for the little things.”
She nodded. “Right.”
The flap of the tent flipped open, and Marlo’s head popped out.
“Come. Mother will see you.”

With a hand resting firmly on Tanner’s shoulders, the two troglodytes shepherded him and Samantha into the tent. The men crowded in so closely that he could feel the heat of their rank breaths on the back of his neck. As soon as they entered, the smell of sour milk washed over them like the pungent pheromones of a herd of dairy cows. Tanner and Samantha were accustomed to strange and often foul odors, but this one was particularly ripe. What they saw in the center of the tent, however, was so utterly unbelievable that neither of them even so much as noticed the stench. 
Mother lay before them, sprawled out on a thick pile of blankets with two more troglodytes standing beside her. Her eyes were black and her skin blistered, like many of the infected, but she had mutated in an almost unimaginable way. She had grown as big as Jabba the Hutt, easily eight feet tall and nearly that in width. She lay naked except for a large sheet draped across her groin. Her upper body had developed six flabby breasts, and a newborn baby nursed from each. The babies rested comfortably on folds of fat, sucking the teats while sleeping against her flaccid body.











The air caught in Tanner’s throat, and he found himself unable to speak.
Samantha recovered a bit quicker and stepped forward to do a little curtsy. 
“Pleased to meet you, Mother. I’m Samantha, and this is my father, Tanner.”
The woman’s black eyes closed briefly, acknowledging the introduction.
“Where have you come from?” Unlike many of the infected, her voice was smooth to the point of being beautiful.
 “From up there,” Samantha said, pointing. “Not from the ceiling, of course. From outside.”
“You came from the surface?”
“Yes, ma’am.” 
“And how, may I ask, did you did you do that?”
Samantha glanced back at Tanner, wondering if she should reveal what was to be their way out. 
“We came down a collapsible staircase,” Tanner said, finally shaking himself free.
“There are precious few exits remaining. You will, of course, show us this one.”
“We would, but they closed up the stairs behind us,” he said, stretching the truth a bit. “I’m not sure we could find it anymore, and even if we could, I doubt we could open it from down here.”
“Soldiers did this?”
“Yes, ma’am. Two of them.” 
She closed her eyes, and they were slow to reopen.
“They are trying to seal us in this underground tomb.” One of the babies popped off a teat and began to cry.  “Hush now,” she said, gently lifting it back into place. “Mother’s got you.”
Tanner and Samantha gazed in awe, like people do a carnival freak show—the bearded lady, the dwarf with two heads, and now, for the grand finale, the mutant blob with six breasts.
Once Mother had the baby quieted, she turned back to Tanner. 
“You’ve told me how you came to be here, but not why.”
He debated on how much to reveal. Any lie he dreamed up would be thinner than the sheet covering her crotch, and Mother did not seem easily fooled.
“We’re on our way to Mount Weather.”
That seemed to interest her. 
“Why would you go there?”
When he was slow to answer, Samantha spoke up.
“There’s a bad man there, and we’re going to kill him.”
She studied Samantha. “They’re all bad men, dear.”
“This one’s particularly bad. He destroyed a city and murdered the marshals.”
Mother looked to Tanner for a better explanation.
“We’re going to kill the President.”
“The President is at Mount Weather?”
“Yes.”
She took a deep breath, as if letting the information soak into her enormous body.
“And how do you plan to get through the gate?”
Tanner knew nothing of a gate.
When she saw the blank look on his face, she said, “The entrance to Mount Weather is sealed with a heavy gate and protected by guards with machine guns. There is also a strange weapon that generates sound. My people refer to it as the noisemaker. We’ve tried a few times to penetrate the gate, but it’s proved impossible.”
Tanner thought for a moment.
“Difficult, yes, but maybe not impossible.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because I have something that you don’t.”
She tipped her head. “What?”
He patted the satchel. “Explosives.”
Once again, she studied him carefully.
“Do you know how to use them?”
“Are you kidding? I’m a regular Blaster Bates.”
Not following the World War II reference, Mother looked confused.
“What I’m saying is that I’m practically a demolitions expert.”
“That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Samantha mumbled under her breath.
Mother thought long and hard before speaking.
“I believe what you’re saying, but I don’t believe that you will succeed. There are simply too many soldiers. Even if you destroy the gate, you will not be able to get past them. You will die in the tunnel like many others who have tried. No,” she said softly, “it is better if you stay here with us.”
Her words sounded dangerously like a proclamation that was not going to be open to debate.
“Your Highness,” said Samantha, “if I may?”
“Go on.”
“What if you helped us?”
“Me?”
“Why not? You want the soldiers to stop sealing the exits, and we want to get past them.”
Mother said nothing.
“If you sent some of your…” she hunted for the right word as she glanced at the troglodytes, “warriors with us, they could help to fight the soldiers.”
“Even if I agreed to that, it would require a huge force. Hundreds of men, and several days’ walk through the tunnels, at that.”
“I don’t know how many men it would take,” Samantha said with a smile, “but I do know they wouldn’t have to walk.”
“Why not?”
“Because we have a train.”
Mother looked over at Tanner, and he gave a short nod.
“She’s right. We could transport several hundred people to Mount Weather within a few hours.”
Mother looked down at the babies suckling her breasts. 
“I don’t know… These babies need fathers too.”
Tanner saw the window closing fast and decided to press.
“You said they’re sealing you in. What happens when all of the exits are closed?”
Mother didn’t answer.
“I can tell you what. You and your people will die a slow miserable death. Including those babies lying on your stomach.”
Mother said nothing.
“You need to clear Mount Weather as much as we do.”
Mother’s face was slowly turning red, and Tanner stepped back, fearing that he had angered her. She laid a palm on her swollen stomach, and when she spoke, her voice was pained.
“Leave me while I think on this. Birth is close at hand.”
The surface of her stomach began to bulge as small hands and feet pressed against the gelatinous flesh. The two troglodytes behind Tanner and Samantha quickly ushered them from the room. Before they knew what was happening, they were once again standing outside the large tent. Marlo awaited them, but her less than friendly compatriots were gone. The rest of the camp also seemed to have lost interest.
A column of women rushed past them, pushing their way into the tent. Samantha glanced back, watching as the last one disappeared behind the flap.
“Do you think Mother’s going to have a baby?”
As if on cue, a baby’s cry sounded from inside the tent, followed by another, and another, and then another. Soon they lost track as the wailing of newborns grew and grew. 
“More like a litter,” he said with a laugh.
Marlo growled and turned toward him with fire in her eyes.
“Mother is our salvation. Our beloved. An unkind word can never be said about her.”
“Easy, tiger,” he said, raising both hands. “I didn’t mean to offend. It’s just a little different than what we’re used to, that’s all.”
Her face softened. “Without Mother, there is no tomorrow. She’s the only one who adds to the family.”
He nodded, hoping a little conversation might help to undo his faux pas. 
“And how often does she, uh, add to the family?”
“Every twelve days.”
“Twelve days!” exclaimed Samantha. When she saw Marlo’s stern expression, she added, “That must be really… convenient.”
“Can’t the other women give birth?” asked Tanner.
“No.” Marlo brought a hand to her stomach. “The virus left us barren. All women can be made to lactate, but only Mother gives life.”
“And the men… they…” He struggled to find a delicate way of saying it.
She nodded. “They service her when the time is right. It’s quite an honor, actually.”
Tanner tried to imagine what it might be like to “service” anything that looked like Mother, and his face wrinkled up.
“I bet.”
A ruckus sounded to their left, and everyone turned to see two men squaring off like prizefighters. Dozens of the infected had gathered in a wide circle, cheering for them to go at it. Both men were big and strong, but one was even more fearsome than the troglodytes guarding Mother. Each fighter carried one of their trademark nail boards, so at least the contest was fair in that regard. 
“Why are they fighting?” asked Samantha.
“They’re settling a claim.”
“What’s that?”
“When a man wants to take a woman as his mate, he announces his claim. Another man can challenge, if he wants her for himself.”
“And what does the woman have to say about it?” asked Tanner.
“Nothing. She can only hope that a good man will lay claim to her.”
“And are they good men?” said Samantha.
“The weaker man, no. He killed his last mate.”
“Why would he do that?”
She shrugged. “I suppose she didn’t satisfy him.”
“What does that mean?”
She looked to Tanner. “It might be better if her father explained.”
Samantha turned to him. “Well? Dad?”
He thought for a moment. “You remember when you were sick and really wanted that chocolate drink?”
“Yeah, so?”
“So, if I’d brought you back a Coke, it wouldn’t have been the same, right?”
She furrowed her brow. “What are you saying? That he killed her because she was a Coke instead of a Yoo-hoo?”
He scratched his head. “Where was I going with this?”
“You’ve got me.”
“It’s not going to matter anyway,” interjected Marlo. “Korn will win the claim.”
“Korn?” said Samantha. “Is he the big ugly guy?” 
Marlo squinted. “What do you know, child? Korn is a beautiful specimen.”
She shrugged. “Okay, but is he a good man?”
“I’ve never heard a complaint from his other mates.”
“Other mates? How many does each man get?”
Marlo seemed confused by the question. 
“As many as he can take, of course.”
A cheer rang out. Korn had managed to knock the smaller man down and was closing in. He swung the board, swooshing it back and forth like it was a pendulum. Despite kicking and even stabbing his opponent in the shoulder with the nail board, it was clear that Korn wasn’t trying to kill him. The claim was more about strength and ego than it was a contest of survival.
Tanner, Marlo, and Samantha inched closer to watch. 
The fight continued for a short time longer, but it ended up not being much of a fight at all. With sixty pounds to his advantage, Korn used his size and strength to dominate his smaller opponent. When it was finally over, the weaker man crawled away, moaning and bleeding.
On the opposite side of the circle stood Korn’s prize, a tall woman with long dark hair. Her hands were bound in front of her with a single strap of leather, not tied tightly enough to hold her, but acting as more of a ceremonial artifact. It was to make a statement. She was to become a man’s property, perhaps even his slave. Her face was turned down, as if she felt ashamed. 
Samantha tugged on Tanner’s sleeve. 
“Not very romantic, is it?” she whispered.
“Nope.”
“But it’s not our business, right?”
“Don’t worry, Sam. I’m not about to—” Tanner cut himself short. The woman had looked up, revealing her beautiful face. “No way.”
“What is it?”
He shook his head. “It can’t be.”
“What?”
Tanner couldn’t bring himself to answer. As impossible as it was, the woman they had been fighting over was Issa.

After Korn had vanquished his unworthy adversary, he stepped to the center of the circle, raised the nail board high above his head, and let out a war cry, loud and guttural, a final challenge to any who dared to question his claim. When none did, he turned to Issa and pointed to a nearby tent whose fabric had been splashed with paint of various colors. It was as close to a bridal suite as circumstances allowed. 
Issa searched the crowd, silently pleading for someone, anyone, to fight for her. 
None did.
“She’s a damned fool,” cursed Marlo.
Tanner glanced at her. “Why do you say that?”
“Look at him. Korn is our most powerful warrior, the general of our army. He could have chosen any woman here.” She unconsciously reached up and smoothed the few strands of hair that remained on her shaven head. “Issa should feel honored by his selection, not beg for someone weaker to claim her.”
“Maybe she doesn’t want to be someone’s property,” said Samantha.
Marlo shrugged. “It’s not her choice to make, now is it?”
Tanner forced air out through his nose. 
Samantha sensed the struggle building within him and said, “This is their way. Even if you go in there and bash his brains in, it’s not going to change that.”
“Maybe not, but it might make me feel better.”
“You should just let this happen. She’s no one to you.”
He tipped his head as if to suggest that she might not be right.
“What?”
“That’s her.”
“Her who?”
“The woman from the reservoir.”
She smirked. “Yeah, right.”
He waited for her to accept that he wasn’t joking.
Her eyes opened wide. “Are you serious?”
He nodded. “Afraid so.”
“You’re telling me that that’s the woman you kissed?” 
“For the last time, I didn’t kiss her.” He looked across the circle at Issa. “But yes, it’s her. Weird coincidence, right?”
“That’s not a coincidence. That’s something right out of Romeo and Juliet. You have to go and save her.”
“A minute ago you said I should mind my own business.”
“That was before I knew that she was your soul mate.”
“She’s not my soul mate.”
“Of course she is.” She reached up and pulled the satchel off his shoulder. “Now, go get her before it’s too late.”
Tanner watched as Korn stomped around the circle, pumping his weapon in the air like a teenager trying to impress friends at a college kegger. Issa was little more than a prize to him, another conquest to be claimed. Perhaps the subjugation of women stemmed from their widespread infertility, or maybe it was simply another manifestation of the rage brought on by the virus. Whatever the cause, Tanner could not allow it to go unchallenged. When he looked at Issa, he didn’t see the scars or glossy black eyes. He saw only a vibrant, beautiful woman. A woman who needed her champion.
“One more thing,” Samantha said, pushing him forward.
“What?”
“Don’t lose.”
Korn was reaching down to pick up the end of Issa’s leather strap when Tanner stepped into the circle.
“Not so fast, bub.”
The big man looked more amused than concerned. He straightened up and shouted something unintelligible to Marlo.
“He wants to know who you are and why you have challenged him.”
Tanner took a deep breath to appear as large as possible.
“Tell him that I’m Tanner, and I challenge him because I can.”
She shouted something back to Korn, and the man laughed as he dropped the leather strap.
For her part, Issa stood in utter shock, her eyes wide and jaw hanging open. 
Tanner gave her a quick nod. 
She responded by mouthing something that was either “How can this be?” or “You’re covered in fleas.” Both, he thought, were understandable, especially given his less than perfect hygiene over the past few days.
Tanner slowly reached down and picked up the fallen man’s nail board. It was a standard two-by-four, cut to four feet in length. A half-dozen masonry nails had been driven through one end, the sharp tips now coated in rust and dried blood.
Korn advanced with quick confident strides, slapping the board against his hand. Not only did he have six inches and forty pounds on Tanner, his body had also mutated to use the extra mass more effectively. Long, thick arms, combined with powerful neck and shoulder muscles, gave him the upper body strength of two men. What was most unusual, however, was the ridge of bone that had developed along the center line of his skull, like the sagittal crest found on great apes.
“The lady obviously doesn’t want to go with you,” Tanner said, sidestepping to get outside of the swing that he knew was coming. And boy did it come. Fast and hard, sweeping through the air with a deep whoosh.
Tanner leaned back and brought his board down, hoping to end the fight with one good bop to the head. Unfortunately, by the time it made contact, Korn had already lunged forward with his nail board raised. The two boards clunked together so hard that Tanner nearly lost his grip.
Afraid that he might drop it, Tanner jerked the board back. The sharp nails caught on the edge of Korn’s board, and for an instant their weapons interlocked. Rather than try to use his superior strength to disarm Tanner, Korn stepped in and drove the other end of his board forward like the point of an oversized police baton. The flat of the wood thumped against Tanner’s chest, bruising his flesh and forcing him to take a step back. Korn immediately stepped forward with the same strike again, but as he did, Tanner twisted his own board and batted it away.
The two men squared off, slowly circling one another. The crowd had grown, and several hundred of the infected now pressed in on one another to see the fight. Many shouted and hollered, but none seemed to be cheering for either of the contestants. It was simply the fight they relished.
Tanner took a deep breath and grimaced as the muscles around his sternum ached. Nothing broken perhaps, but the fight was not going well. 
“Try a little harder!” shouted Samantha.
He glanced back, and she made a little pushing motion, as if to say, “Go on. Go get him.”
“Thanks,” he muttered. “That really helps.” 
Taking her cue, Tanner went on the offensive, swinging the board from right to left and then back again, over and over until his arms were barely strong enough to hold the heavy stick. Not a single strike hit Korn. This was a dance the big man had done many times before, and Tanner accepted that he wasn’t going to best him in a fair fight. With the nailed end of the board now dragging on the stone floor, he slumped forward in defeat, holding up a finger as if asking for a moment to recover. 
Korn’s eyes narrowed and he charged forward, the board cocked back as he prepared to drive the nails into the side of Tanner’s head. An instant before he started his swing, Tanner dropped his board and lunged forward with both hands extended. By the time Korn managed to get the board in motion, Tanner was already in too close. Like a baseball player being crowded at home plate, Korn tried to lean away, giving himself a few more inches to swing. But it was not to be.
Tanner hit him like freight train, lifting him off his feet and driving him down to the tunnel floor. Korn reluctantly dropped his nail board, but not before Tanner had punched him in the face. The man’s skull had grown so thick that it was like beating on a cinder block, but Tanner continued to swing, left, right, left, right. Blow after blow rained down, mashing and mangling the brute beneath him.
Korn bucked him off, and Tanner rolled sideways, firing a roundhouse kick to the side of his jaw. The blow unhinged his mandible, leaving his teeth clacking together with a terrible overbite. Korn turned his head as he struggled with both hands to push his jaw back into place. By the time he did, Tanner was sliding in behind him, his forearm wrapped tightly around the big man’s throat. 
With his jaw finally repositioned, Korn pulled at the arm. To keep him from escaping, Tanner wrapped both legs around the man’s torso and lay back, stretching him out as he set the choke. Korn fought for another long hard minute, but when it was over, he lay unconscious, his head tipped forward with his chin resting on his chest. Tanner rolled free and stood up. There were no cheers, no shouts of joy or triumph. Everyone simply stared. It was an unexpected outcome, but one they were apparently willing to accept. 
Marlo rushed over. “Hurry. Take your prize into the tent before anyone else decides to challenge you.”
“She’s not my prize,” he growled. “She’s a free woman, and she can go where she wants.”
Marlo grabbed his arm, and her jagged fingernails gouged into his skin. 
“No! Her life is yours now. If you don’t take her, they will see her as unworthy and cast her out.”
Tanner looked around the circle. People were confused by his hesitation, and confused psychopaths were never a good thing. He turned and walked over to Issa.
“Hello again,” he said with a nod.
She blinked as if trying to free herself from a trance.
“How can you be here?” She touched her fingers to his temple. “Your eyes… you’re one of us now.”
“Best if we talk about that later.” He started to remove the strap from her wrists, but she pulled away.
“My hands must remain bound as you take me into the tent.”
“Issa, you can go free. I’m not about to—”
“No. I’m yours to take.” She looked toward the tent. “You have to take me.”
Tanner glanced back at Samantha, and she shooed him with her hands and mouthed, “What are you waiting for? Go!”
He turned back to Issa and let out a sigh. 
“Okay, darlin’, but if we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right.” 
Before she knew what was happening, Tanner reached down and scooped her into his arms. At first she seemed startled, but as he marched toward the bridal tent, she leaned forward and laid her head against his thick chest.

Calling the sparse conditions of the emergency shelter a bridal tent was like calling a Motel 6 the Perivolas Honeymoon Suite. A dozen thick wool blankets lay spread across the floor, many of them soiled from couples that had consummated their claim before them. Two large tin cans had been filled with something flammable, and they now sputtered and spat as the fuel slowly burned down. Thanks to the cans, the tent was not only glowing with a soft orange light but also warm enough to be a Native American sweat lodge. 
Tanner noticed none of it. A hunger was stirring in his belly, and it was unlike any he had felt before. Perhaps it was the infected blood pumping through his veins, or maybe it was the almost palpable heat radiating off Issa’s body. Whatever the cause, he felt himself growing nearly mad with desire. He tossed her onto the stack of blankets and stared down at her, his black eyes narrowing.  
She growled playfully, scrambling back across the bedding like a caged panther. Tanner accepted that what would happen next was outside his control. Perhaps he was no different than Korn, a brute taking his prize, but it was clear from her seductive pose that Issa would be taking him as well.
He pulled off his clothes and went after her. For nearly a minute, they chased, wrestled, and pawed at one another like two animals in heat. In the end, he held her tightly to the blanket, tasting her sweet mouth and feeling the press of her sensuous body. When he finally entered her, she screamed with delight. And when she did, a thunderous roar sounded from outside the tent. 
The claim was now complete.

A sharp whisper sounded from outside the tent. 
“Tanner!”
His eyes opened, but he made no effort to sit up. Issa lay across his chest, naked and spent.
“Tanner!” Samantha hissed, even louder this time.
“Sam?” He sat up and gently moved Issa to a stack of blankets.
“They’re coming for you. For us.”
He quickly stood up and dressed. As he was slipping on his boots, the flap to the tent flew open. Marlo barged in, glancing first to Issa and then to him. 
“Maybe our customs aren’t so bad after all, eh?” she said with her toothless smile.
“What do you want?”
“Mother wants to see you.”
“Why?”
“Not for me to say, and not for you to refuse.”
Issa stirred and reached a hand for Tanner.
He leaned down and kissed her fingers softly.
“Rest. I’ll be back.”
She nodded and closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of the tent on her bare skin.
Tanner motioned for Marlo to lead the way, and together they stepped outside. Samantha stood waiting.
“You okay?” he said.
She nodded. “You?”
He stretched his arms. “More or less.”
Marlo led them through a small crowd gathering in front of Mother’s tent. The sound of crying babies had been replaced with that of voices talking.
Tanner turned to Marlo. “What’s happening?”
She said nothing except, “Wait here.”
As she disappeared into the tent, Samantha turned to him.
“So… how’s your new wife?” she said, covering a smile.
“Funny.”
“Seriously, did you… you know, enjoy kissing her?”
The animal-like desire had quelled, but Tanner vividly recalled their incredible lovemaking. 
“It was all right.”
“What are we going to do now?”
“What do you mean?”
Samantha looked back at the bridal tent. 
“Is she coming with us?”
“I, uh, I don’t know.”
Before he could say more, Marlo pulled the tent open and ushered them inside.
“Come, come. Mother’s waiting.”
When they got inside, they found Korn standing next to Mother. For a moment, Tanner thought it might be some kind of a trap.
The big man nodded to him, and there was surprisingly no malice in his eyes.
“My general tells me that you are a great warrior,” Mother said in her singsong voice. She lay where he had last seen her, but the nursing infants were nowhere to be seen. The sheet had also been pulled up to cover her six breasts, something for which Tanner was immensely thankful.
He returned Korn’s nod. “We went a round or two.”
“You asked for our help in overrunning the humans. Tell me again how you would do this, but keep in mind that every living soul in our family is precious to me.”
“It’s like Samantha said. We’d take as many as we could fit in the train. I’d blow the gate, and then your warriors would go in to clear the compound.”
“How do you know that our force would be strong enough?”
“For a head-on assault, it probably wouldn’t be. But coming up from below…” He shrugged. “They won’t be positioned for that. You’ll be coming right in the back door.”
“Even if we push them out, what’s to say they won’t return?”
“Why would they? The world is ripe with more defensible places. Once Mount Weather falls, they won’t bother trying to retake it.”
“And you believe that it could act as our portal to the outside world?”
“No, ma’am,” he said, meeting her gaze. “I believe that it could act as your home.”
“Home.” The word seemed to hypnotize her.
“Think about it. Mount Weather is in the middle of nowhere, isolated from the rest of the world and with access to these underground tunnels. It’s the perfect place for your family.”
She closed her eyes and took a long moment to consider his words. When they reopened, they were filled with a fiery determination.
She turned to Korn. “General, prepare your troops. We are going to war.”





Chapter 18  
 
 
Rather than clump together, pointing their rifles over the edge of the roof like archers defending a precipice, the cadets spread out. They did this for two reasons. First, there was no good three-person sniper’s perch on the clubhouse rooftop, and second, it gave each of them a feeling of quiet independence, something that was absolutely crucial when making a long-range shot. Bell had opted to lie on top of a large air handling unit. Cobb knelt between two exhaust fans. And Rodriguez crouched behind the small building that housed the staircase landing. All of them had direct lines of sight to the soldiers roughly four hundred yards away. 
For a professional shooter, four hundred yards is hardly a challenge. But for three young cadets who had never shot at an unsuspecting opponent, it felt as if they were trying to best Corporal of Horse Craig Harrison’s famed record of more than a mile and a half. 
Lieutenant Bell looked down her sights. It was agreed that they would hit the man standing closest to their respective positions. The cadet to the right would hit the man furthest right, and so on. This kept guessing to a minimum, even as the soldiers moved about.
“Ready!” she called, her cheek never lifting from the rifle stock.
Rodriguez and Cobb both tightened.
“Aim… Fire!”
All three cadets fired at once, bullets whizzing through the air to cross the four-hundred-yard fairway in roughly the same number of milliseconds. For a moment, nothing happened. No one fell, clutching their chests, nor did anyone frantically spin in circles, searching for the next muzzle flash. And then, all at once, everything broke loose. Soldiers dove for cover; others rolled behind trees and down into a nearby sand trap. For his part, Ashby had the good sense to run down the fairway, still clutching his precious silver cup.
It took the cadets a moment to accept the impossibility of what they were seeing. Whether they ultimately placed the blame on not first sighting in the weapons, or simply accepted that nerves had gotten the better of them, the result was the same. All three shots had missed. 
Rodriguez and Cobb both fired again, but it did little more than help the soldiers to pinpoint their position. Bell was too stunned by their incredible failure to even consider taking a second shot. All she could think was that the blunder had surely cost them their lives. The soldiers were coming. The helicopters were coming. They were all going to die in the next few minutes, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop it.
Shaking herself out of the paralysis, she rolled to the edge of the air handling unit and dropped down.
“Quick! Into the clubhouse!” 
Rodriguez was closest to the stairs, and he hurried around through the open door. Cobb was the farthest. He pressed up, stumbled, and then fell onto the rooftop gravel. His limbs seemed uncoordinated and heavy, as if his blood had inexplicably been replaced with ice water.
“Come on!” she yelled, waving him on from the doorway.
Cobb managed to make it halfway across the roof before a long string of gunfire sounded from the sky. His body shook from side to side as the SpeedHawk’s M134 minigun riddled him with hundreds of 7.62 mm rounds. 
Bell watched in horror as Cobb was literally torn apart. Even his scalp ripped free, flopping onto the rooftop like the pelt of a large rodent. Tears welled up in her eyes as panic and grief overwhelmed her. She found herself unable to move. She could only stare at what was left of Private Cobb’s lifeless body. 
Rodriguez called from the stairwell. “Lieutenant! Get in here!”
She shook her head, hoping to clear the confusion. It helped, but only a little. She bit her lip until blood began to spill into her mouth. Still, her feet refused to budge. 
“Move, soldier. Now!” The voice was not Rodriguez’s, nor was it her own. As impossible as it was, the voice in her head was that of Marshal Raines.
Bell did as she was told. She raced through the open doorway an instant before bullets tore the door from its hinges. 
Rodriguez stood halfway down the staircase, staring up at her.
“Where’s Cobb?”
She raced ahead, pulling him along as she passed.
“We’ve got to get deeper.”
He stumbled after her. “But Cobb—”
“Cobb’s not coming. Run, damn it! Run!”

The radio sounded, and Morant listened as one of his soldiers called for air support.
He keyed the mic. “What’s going on out there?”
“Taking rooftop fire from an unknown number of shooters. Blackbird 1 appears to have driven them down into the clubhouse. Permission to go in and clean things up, over.”
“Granted. Radio when it’s done.”
“Roger, out.”
“Finally, a bit of luck,” said Hood.
Morant’s face hardened. “General, I don’t think you understand the circumstances. We’ve lost seven men that we know of, and another team of four is failing to report. That’s a hell of a long ways from ‘a bit of luck.’”
“And don’t forget about my leg,” Buckey said, obviously attempting to add fuel to the fire. 
“I–I understand that we’ve had some setbacks,” stammered Hood. “I only meant that it was good news we can finally remove the threat outside. Once that’s done, we’ll have more men in here where we need them.”
“We wouldn’t need more men if the intel had been solid.”
“What are you talking about? I never—”
“You told us there were a handful of politicians holed up in a bunker. You didn’t say anything about U.S. Marshals protecting it.”
“You think the Marshals are here?” Hood’s mind immediately went back to the attack he ordered on Glynco. Could it be that some had survived and were now working against him?
“Buckey said it was a marshal who shot him. It makes sense that he’s not alone.”
“That’s right,” Buckey said, eyeing the corridor. “It wouldn’t surprise me if this whole place was crawling with them.”
Hood started to offer a defense about how he couldn’t possibly have known, when Morant held up a hand to quiet him.
“Save it, General. Excuses are like outhouses. They’re convenient when things turn to shit, but that doesn’t make them stink any less.”
Hood puffed up. “Do I need to remind you of who’s in charge?”
Morant met his stare. “No, General, you do not.”

As Lieutenant Bell and Corporal Rodriguez raced down the stairs, the walls around them began to disintegrate. The SpeedHawk’s minigun ripped apart wood and sheetrock, collapsing the stairwell in on itself. An eight-inch splinter broke off, stabbing into Rodriguez’s left eye. He screamed, his feet giving way as he stumbled and fell. Bell turned and caught him, nearly tumbling down the stairs in the process. 
“My eye!” he screamed. The shard protruded from his face, slick with blood.
“Come on,” she said, slipping an arm under his shoulder. “We’ve got to get down to the basement.”
They staggered down the final flight of stairs, arriving a glass door imprinted with the words “Greenbrier Golf Pro Shop.”
Without releasing Rodriguez, Bell tried the handle.
Locked.
She reared back and smashed through the glass with the butt of her rifle. Reaching through, she unlatched the deadbolt and swung the door open. 
The inside of the shop was surprisingly untouched, its walls decorated with autographed photos of famous pros that had played at The Greenbrier. Hundreds of golf clubs stood upright in wooden racks on the floor, and stacks of shirts, ponchos, and hats adorned small display tables throughout. Golf bags, push carts, and other large items were positioned at the back of the store. 
Bell hobbled over to the checkout counter and carefully lowered Rodriguez to the floor. 
“Lieutenant, you’ve got to help me with this,” he said, reaching for the thick sliver of wood. “I can’t do it on my own.” Rodriguez was clearly trying to keep it together, but he was a broken shoelace away from breaking down.
Bell struggled to even look at his face, let alone help dislodge the shard of wood.
“I’m sorry. I can’t.”
He grabbed her hand and pulled it toward his face.
“Please, Lieutenant. One good yank and it’s out.”
She swallowed. “Right.” She reached up, gripped the huge splinter, and gave it a slight tug.
Rodriguez screamed like a man on fire.
“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” 
“Please, I’m begging you, pull the damn thing out!”
Gritting her teeth, Bell tried again, this time jerking the shard up and away. It finally pulled free with a wet sucking sound. Blood immediately began pooling in his eye socket, and Rodriguez once again shrieked in pain. 
She reached up and snatched a white hand towel from a shelf above the counter. Folding it in half, she pressed it against the bloody hole. 
“Hold this over it.” 
He pressed it against his eye. 
“That hurt like hell,” he said, his voice trembling.
Bell eyed the staircase. “They’ll be coming. We need to get ready.”
Rodriguez raised his rifle and propped it on the counter.
“One eye or not, I can still shoot.”
“Stay here,” she said, standing up and hurrying toward the door. 
Instead, he pushed to his feet and followed after her. 
“Where are you going?”
“Back up for our packs.”
He grabbed her arm and wheeled her around. 
“No! You can’t.”
“Listen, if we can get the Claymores—”
“You’ll never make it.”
“You don’t know that.”
“We both know that.”
She bit her lip. “We have to do something. I’m not going down without a fight.”
“I’m not saying we roll over, but leaving this store only ends one way.”
“Okay, so what do you propose?”
Rodriguez looked around the store. There wasn’t much to work with—golf clubs, clothes, a few bags and carts.
He shrugged. “We could pretend to be mannequins.” For a guy with a blood-soaked rag pressed into an empty eye socket, it was a solid attempt at a little humor.
“Or,” she said, “we could try to make things a little more challenging for them.” She grabbed one of the clubs out of the rack and bent it over her knee, twisting it back and forth until the head broke off. She touched the broken tip with her finger. It was jagged and sharp. “Come on. Help me. We can brace these around the store to slow them down.”
Rodriguez was about to point out that a few sharp golf clubs weren’t about to stop a team of hardcore soldiers, but he held his tongue. She needed to do something, and he had nothing better to offer. 
“Right,” he said, snatching up one of the clubs.
As they began snapping off the heads, she said, “I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
She continued to look down at the clubs.
“For Cobb.”
“Cobb made his own choices. That wasn’t your fault.”
“No?” she said, looking up as if to challenge him.
“No,” he said, meeting her stare. 
She went back to working on the clubs.
“I don’t want to die. Not like him.”
“Join the club.”
She held up one of the pointy shafts and shook her head.
“We’re going to need more than these to stop them.”
Rodriguez turned and studied the store. A few ideas came to mind, none of which were going to make much of a difference. Still, it was like she said—they had to do something. 
“I’ll continue to break these off.” He pointed to a wall lined with dozens of boxes of golf balls. “You go over and dump as many of those golf balls on the floor as you can find.” 
“Golf balls?”
“Sure. Maybe, it’ll slow them down.” 
“Right!” she said with much more enthusiasm than the suggestion deserved. She reached out and touched his hand. “Thank you—you know, for not giving up.”
“I get it, Lieutenant. Now go play with my balls.”
She started toward the rack and then turned to look back.
“What did you just say?”
“I said go pour out the golf balls. Really, Lieutenant.”
She shook her head, a nervous smile creeping over her face. No two people could be more different, but like it or not, they were in this together.

They took five long minutes getting the store ready, keeping a constant eye on the stairs. When they had finished, there were twenty homemade golf spears poking out of nooks and crannies, and a few hundred Titleist golf balls rolling about the floor. They also hung shirts, hats, and ponchos around the store, hoping that they might confuse the soldiers, even if only for an instant.
When they were done, Rodriguez pulled off his bloody clothes and slipped on a pair of golf pants and a matching Polo shirt and hat.
“Do you really think this is the time to be worried about your clothes?” she said, kneeling behind the counter. 
“It’s camouflage.” He hesitated. “Maybe you should change your clothes too, Lieutenant.”
She gave him the eye. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
He grinned. “Hey, I’m just looking out for you.”
“Uh-huh, sure you are. I’m fine like I am.”
“Suit yourself, but that pink t-shirt would look awesome on you.”
“Corporal…” she growled.
Rodriguez laughed and repositioned himself to the far corner of the room to hide behind a stack of golf bags that he had stuffed with everything solid he could find. It wasn’t quite a machine gunner’s nest, but it was better than being out in the open.
Bell whistled and pointed toward the stairs. Shapeless shadows crept lower.
Rodriguez nodded, lowering his face to the stock of his Grendel. 
Unfortunately, neither Bell nor Rodriguez had a clean shot at the landing, essentially giving the soldiers a free pass up to that point. The Black Dogs made no attempt to talk them out. Instead, they tossed a small canister through the broken glass door. It landed near the center of the room, emitting a tremendous boom and flash of light. 
Rodriguez and Bell both covered their ears and ducked away from the blast, but that only help to limit the worst of it. As their senses were overwhelmed, the world morphed into a bright, silent orb of confusion.

Chappie watched from the open cargo door of his UH-60 as the two SpeedHawks raced away, white smoke streaming from their underbellies. Two dozen Blackhawks now circled the golf course, and smoke rose in the distance from where one had detected and subsequently destroyed the remaining Chinook. Dr. Green and Congresswoman Lemay sat on jump seats to either side of the door. Both stared out, gripping the harnesses strapped tightly across their chests.
Chappie’s radio sounded. “Sir, both aircraft are fleeing to the east. Should we continue to fire on them?”
“Let ’em go.” The mission was to rescue President Glass, not wipe out the Black Dogs. Not yet, anyway.
“Who are they?” shouted Lemay.
“They’re a special unit sent by your lovely Commander in Chief.”
“But why would President Pike do that? It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Not yet perhaps, but it will. I suspect you’re about to have your eyes opened, Congresswoman.”
A tremendous flash lit the windows of the clubhouse below them, followed almost immediately by the sound of gunfire. There was a firefight underway.
Green pointed out the open door. “General, could that be President Glass and the others?”
“I don’t know why they’d have left the bunker, but somebody’s obviously putting up a fight.” He brought his radio up. “Get a squad down into the clubhouse. And be on the alert for friendlies.”
Three of the Blackhawks quickly descended. Before their wheels could even touch down, soldiers were scrambling out the cargo doors.

Their responses to the flashbang grenade couldn’t have been more different. Rodriguez poked his rifle above the golf bags and began firing blindly toward the door. Bell chose to drop to the floor, lying motionless with the hope of avoiding detection until her senses had returned. Of the two, Bell’s choice had the better outcome. Rodriguez quickly found himself under intense fire, bullets ripping into the bags. One found its way around the makeshift barricade, punching a neat hole through his thigh. He screamed and scrambled further around the bags, hoping to avoid the painful slap of another bullet.
Dozens of rounds continued pelting the bags, but thankfully, none had found their way through the thick piles of clubs, push carts, and training aids. Afraid to show any part of himself, Rodriguez sat balled up, his rifle clutched to his chest with one hand, and the bloody rag pressed to his eye with the other.
Bell watched as two of the Black Dogs carefully crept toward Rodriguez’s position, darting from one table to the next. They were seconds away from having a clean shot. 
She took a long slow breath. 
“I’m okay with dying,” she whispered. “I hope you are too.”
She sighted in on the lead man and fired. The 6.5 mm slug caught him in the side of his neck, and he toppled over, clutching the wound, coughing and gurgling. She immediately swung back toward the other man, but before she could get off a shot, he dropped prone and let loose with automatic fire.
Bullets punched holes all around her, shattering the glass counter and sending hats and towels tumbling from the shelf above her head. She waited for the sting of a bullet, but it didn’t come. Instead, two more thunderous booms shook the room. Completely unprepared for the flashbang grenades, she lay back, blinded and disoriented. She vomited but managed to swallow it back down. Loud gunshots rang out, as well as voices that she couldn’t make out. She lay on the floor, unable to fight back. This was it. The end. Oh well, she thought, I had to go sometime. At least it was with some honor.
More gunshots sounded, some of them silenced and some of them not. Strangely, none of it seemed directed at her. The entire commotion lasted less than a minute, and when it finally subsided, she opened her eyes. A man stood towering over her, dressed in military fatigues, body armor, and a tight-fitting cap.
He extended a gloved hand. 
“U.S. Marines, ma’am. We’re here to help.”

By the time Chappie’s helicopter had landed, the fight in the clubhouse was already over. Ten marines surrounded a young man and woman, barely out of their teens. The man was dressed in bright golf clothes and the woman in an Army cadet uniform. Both were clearly shell-shocked from the intense firefight, but the man had clearly taken the brunt of the punishment.
Chappie, Dr. Green, and Congresswoman Lemay hurried over to the cadets. Lieutenant Bell immediately saluted, and Chappie returned the gesture.
“You two are lucky to be alive.”
“Barely,” Rodriguez said, sitting down, one hand pressed against his leg and the other to the rag over his eye.
“Hold on, son. Help’s on the way.” 
Seconds later, a medic raced up with a bright red bag and began to cut away Rodriguez’s bloody pant leg.
Once Chappie was sure that the cadet was in good hands, he turned to Bell. 
“Lieutenant, can you tell me what’s going on here?”
“Yes, sir. The soldiers came to kill President Glass. Corporal Rodriguez and I were trying to stop them.”
Dr. Green stepped closer. “Where is she? Where’s President Glass?”
Bell pointed to the sloping driveway leading up to the West Tunnel Entrance.
“She must still be inside the bunker.”
“Please tell me that the soldiers didn’t manage to get the door open.”
Bell’s face grew long. “I’m sorry, ma’am. We did what we could, but there were so many of them.”
Green covered her mouth. “Then it’s over. The President’s dead.”
“Maybe not,” Rodriguez said, grimacing as the medic applied a hemastatic bandage to his leg.
Green seemed confused. “I don’t understand. How could she possibly fend them off?”
“She couldn’t. But, thankfully, she’s not alone.”
“Who’s with her?”
“Only the meanest lawman you’ll ever meet.”
“A lawman?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” Rodriguez looked off toward the blast door. “To get to President Glass, those men will have to get by Marshal Raines. And that’s not a job I’d wish on anyone.”





Chapter 19  
 
 
Mason, General Carr, and Bowie continued to act as scouts for the rest of the group with the hopes of clearing any resistance. Twice, they crossed paths with the Black Dogs, and both times they managed to avoid detection. It was a high-stakes game of hide-and-go-seek that wasn’t going to end with someone being called out. 
As they drew closer to their destination, Mason called everyone back together. They huddled in a small storage room, looking down a long hallway lined with doors on either side. At the end stood the East Entrance blast door, still securely closed. 
“The decontamination chamber is through the last door on the left,” he said, pointing.
“We should open the blast door before we go down into the sewers,” said Pinker. “It might fool them into thinking that we went outside.” 
“Agreed.” Mason looked left and right. It was clear. “Let’s move!”
The group hurried into the corridor, warily eyeing the closed doors and vacant hallway. Without saying the words, everyone was wondering the same thing. Exactly how long could their luck hold out? They had just arrived at the bunker door when that question was finally answered by the steady thumping of boots coming from behind them. 
Baker and Pinker were bringing up the rear, and both turned with their Sig Sauer .22 Mosquitoes at the ready. Mason reached out and grabbed the blast door’s cold metal wheel, twisting it frantically to the left. The heavy pistons slowly withdrew from the wall, and when he was sure they were fully recessed, he pushed the door open a few feet. 
“Quick,” he said, stepping through the narrow opening, “everyone get behind the door!” 
Leila, Bowie, and General Carr all darted through, but Jack Fry paused, insisting that President Glass go ahead of him. When she was finally behind the door, he tried to squeeze his wheelchair through the narrow opening. Unfortunately, one of the wheels snagged on the edge of the door, and he ended up nearly toppling face first onto the concrete floor. Baker and Pinker shoved him through, never taking their eyes or their pistols off the hallway. 
General Hood, Morant, and Buckey appeared an instant before Baker ducked behind the heavy door.
“There they are!” Hood shouted, quickly squeezing off a few rounds from his Heckler & Koch USP45. Bullets ricocheted off the massive steel door, bouncing between walls, chipping out small chunks of concrete, and sending the soldiers ducking for cover.
General Carr leaned around and hollered, “Hood, you no-good bastard! I hope you rot in hell.” He pointed the submachine gun in their general direction and let it rock and roll. Only when the slide locked to the rear did he finally duck back behind the door. 
Mason looked over at him. “Feel better?”
“I’d feel better knowing that I hit one of them.” He looked down at the MP5’s empty chamber and realized what he had done. “Crap! I’m out,” he said, setting the rifle aside.
Pinker stepped up and peeked around the blast door. Hood and the others had disappeared through the open doorways. He eyed the decontamination room, barely ten yards away but impossible to get to without stepping out into the hallway.
“We’re cut off. There’s no way to get down into the sewers now.”
“Even if we could,” said Baker, “they’d just follow us down.” He turned and eyed the long ramp leading outside. “Helicopters or not, we’re going to have to make a run for it.”
The radios squawked. It was General Hood’s voice. We’ve got them pinned down at the East Entrance. They may be headed outside, over.
Baker grabbed Mason’s arm. “Marshal, we’ve got to hurry before they come around behind us.”
Mason eyed President Glass. She was in no condition to win a footrace.
“No. What we need to do is get the President to safety.”
“But how? Hood and the others will never let us cross the hall.”
Everyone looked to Mason, hoping that he could pull something out of nothing.
“We’re going to add some uncertainty to the situation.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means we’re going to split up.”
The group immediately started to protest.
“Listen!” he said, holding up a hand. “The only way to keep the President safe is to get her into the sewers without the Black Dogs knowing where she went. To do that, we need to give them something else to chase.”
The group quieted, and even President Glass seemed willing to accept his decision.
Leila stepped closer, eying the partially open blast door. 
“But how do we get her across the hall without being shot by Hood and his men?”
“By getting them to look away.” Mason reached over and removed the satchel hanging across her shoulder. “As soon as the Claymore blows, you and President Glass will dart across the hall and drop down into the sewers.”
She seemed to do a quick internal calculation.
“While the rest of you create a diversion by running out the back.”
He nodded. “We’ll go down the ramp and split up, giving them multiple targets to chase. By the time they figure it out, if they ever do, you and the President will be safely hidden away.”
Everyone pondered their part in the plan. There was no guarantee that any of it would work, or more importantly, that any of them would survive the subsequent hunt. Even so, it was a plan.
“I’m not going to be much good in this chair,” said Jack. “I’ll stay here at the door and try to hold them off for a few minutes. It’ll give you time to—”
“No!” said Glass.
“Madam President, there’s simply no other way.”
“No,” she repeated, crossing her arms.
“She’s right,” said Mason. “We’re not leaving anyone behind.”
“But the chair—”
“We’ll figure it out once we get outside. Right now, we need to focus on getting the women down into the sewer.”
Mason turned to Leila and held out the M57 clacker.
“Once I give you the signal, blow the mine. You’ll have to do it quickly, or they might shoot it.”
Her eyes widened. “I thought you said a gunshot wouldn’t cause it to explode.”
“It won’t, but we don’t want it tipping over or spinning around to face us.”
“Wouldn’t the door protect us?”
“Probably, but a few ball bearings might still ricochet around. These things are incredibly powerful.”
She took the clacker and nodded. 
“Got it. Just tell me when.”
Mason set the Claymore down by his feet and swapped out the partially spent magazine with his last remaining fresh one. He set the M4 to full auto. This would be the last hoorah for the rifle until he could get additional ammunition, and that probably wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. 
He took a deep breath, leaned around the door, and fired a long burst into the hallway. He didn’t intend for it to hit anyone. The goal was to get Hood and the others to stay behind cover. Meanwhile, he used his foot to slide the Claymore around in front of the door.
As soon as Mason ducked back around, he shouted, “Now!”
Leila squeezed the clacker, and a thunderous boom sounded.
“Go!” he shouted, pushing her and President Glass out into the hall. 
As they dashed into the decontamination room, Leila glanced back at Mason. Perhaps she was offering an unspoken goodbye or maybe it was simply a reminder to be careful. Then she was gone. Total time of exposure, two seconds. 
The walls, floor, and ceiling of the hallway were covered in hundreds of small pockmarks. As for the soldiers, they were nowhere to be seen. But that didn’t mean that anyone was safe. Hood and his men would reappear soon enough, as would the reinforcements they had called in. Even so, Mason felt an undeniable sense of pride. He had accomplished his primary mission. He had gotten President Glass out of harm’s way. It didn’t hurt that he had managed to get Leila to safety as well. Everything from this point forward came down to one thing. 
Survival.

As Mason and the others exited the long concrete ramp, they found themselves standing on a loading dock. To their right was a driveway leading out to a two-lane road that circled The Greenbrier, and to their left was the service entrance to the resort’s kitchen. The road and driveway were both clogged with cars and delivery trucks, requiring any type of escape to be done on foot.  
Ushering everyone away from the ramp, Mason said, “From here on, we’ll break into pairs. Bowie and I will head across the resort grounds to try and draw their attention. Pinker, you and Baker go in through the kitchen. Make your way inside the hotel and find a place to hide.”
“But they might decide to blow it up,” countered Baker. 
“Which is why you should go as deep as you can.”
He nodded and grabbed Pinker’s arm. 
“Come on, Tom, let’s get inside.”
They broke away, quickly disappearing through the half-open service door.
“What about us?” asked Jack. “I’m not going to be able to outrun those soldiers. And despite all the talk of carrying me,” he said, patting his soft belly, “I’m afraid that would be a short run indeed.”
“I told President Glass that I wouldn’t leave you,” said Carr, “and I meant it.” 
“No one’s leaving anyone,” said Mason. “You two are going to hide in plain sight.”
General Carr and Jack both looked around. Nothing struck them as a viable hiding place. 
In unison, they said, “Where?”
Mason walked to the closest of two large dumpsters buzzing with thousands, if not millions, of flies. He kicked open the heavy plastic lid, and a stench as foul as gangrenous flesh wafted out.
“Two dumpsters. Two people. You do the math.”
Jack’s face curled up. “You want us to hide in the garbage? Look at that mess!”
“Mess” didn’t begin to describe what was inside the dumpster. Rotten meat squirmed with maggots, vegetables lay decomposing into slick black mold, and congealed cooking grease bubbled with gaseous burps. After months of sitting, the entire concoction seemed more like hazardous waste than kitchen refuse.
Before Jack could protest further, General Carr wheeled him over in front of the bin and tipped him in, saying, “No time to debate the merits of the plan.” As Jack slowly sank into the muck, Carr carefully lowered the lid. When he was sure that Jack was safely tucked away, he swung open the lid to the second dumpster, batted aside a swarm of flies, and stepped inside.
Mason offered a quick nod. “If you two will stay quiet, you’ll probably never be found. No one’s going to think to look for you in there.”
Carr squatted down, sinking up to his waist as he lowered the lid.
The sound of men talking echoed down the tunnel. The enemy was coming.
Mason looked down at Bowie. “What do you say, boy? Shall we give them something to chase?”
The dog’s ears stood up. 
“All right then, let’s go!” Mason took off down the driveway with Bowie yipping at his heels. 

General Hood, Morant, and Buckey carefully exited the East Entrance tunnel, sweeping their weapons over the loading dock. Crates, buckets, and oddly enough, a wheel chair lay scattered across the dock, but there were no signs of President Glass or her allies. 
“Which way?” Hood said, eyeing the door leading into The Greenbrier’s kitchen.
“There!” Buckey said, pointing toward the road. 
In the distance, they saw a man and a dog running toward a painted green building on the opposite side of the street. 
Morant turned to General Hood. “Wait here and make sure no one goes in or out. Buckey and I are going after that one.”
“But shouldn’t we wait for another team to arrive?”
“When they get the filters removed, they’ll migrate this way. Until then, the three of us are going to start whittling down the threat, one body at a time.”
“Are you saying we’re still going to gas the bunker? But what if—”
“There are a thousand what ifs, General, none of which we have the answers to at the moment. So, we’re going to stick to the plan, sealing, gassing, and clearing the bunker. Once that’s done, we’ll expand our search in a methodical way to the hotel and surrounding area.”
Hood nodded. “Right.” The plan had gone to shit, and Morant was doing his best to pull it back in. “I’ll watch the door. You two go and get rid of a thorn in our side.”
General Hood watched as Buckey and Morant weaved their way through the tangle of trucks, finally crossing the street and disappearing behind the green building. He couldn’t help but notice that any command he had once held over the men was now lost. They were essentially operating autonomously, and perhaps that was for the best. Hunting and killing was, after all, what they did best.
He turned and looked back up the tunnel. It was empty. Glass and the others had already made their escape. He eyed the door leading into the kitchen. No doubt they had gone in there, but he wasn’t about to hunt them on his own. Not when they had explosives, he wasn’t.
Hood holstered his pistol and rolled the wheelchair over to the edge of the dock. He flopped down and sat watching the road. Two dumpsters were directly in front of him, the closest less than three feet away. The stench of rotting garbage was pungent, and flies buzzed around the dumpsters as they worked to find a way in.
“Jesus!” he said, waving a hand in front of his nose. “What the hell’s in there?”
Hood stood up, but before he could move away, the lid on the closest dumpster flipped open, and strong hands reached out to pull him into the smelly garbage. He landed head first in a pile of celery, tomatoes, and lettuce, all of them slimy and rotten. He pulled free of the muck and struggled to stand. When he finally regained his footing, Hood found himself staring down the muzzle of General Carr’s M1911. 
“Toss your sidearm,” directed Carr.
Hood looked down and picked a sticky blob of something green from his uniform.
“Even if you shoot me, you’ll never get out of here alive.”
“Do it!” he said, tightening his grip on the pistol.
Hood slowly pulled his USP45 from its holster and dropped it over the side of the dumpster.
“I always figured you for a bastard, but a traitor? That one caught me by surprise,” said Carr.
“I’ve accepted certain hard truths. You’d be well served to do the same.”
“Hard truths? Is that what you call the murder of innocent people?”
“Don’t play self-righteous with me. We’re all doing what we need to.”
Carr moved closer, pressing the muzzle against Hood’s eye. 
“If I could get away with it, I’d put a bullet through your eye right now.”
“Like I said, we’re all doing what we need to.”
Carr stepped back and holstered his pistol. 
“Unfortunately, if I did that, your friends would be back here before I could climb out of this…” He looked down at the garbage. “This mash.”
Hood smiled. “I take that to mean that we’re going to settle this like the two old goats that we are.”
Carr nodded. “It’s been coming for some time.”
Hood slipped the jacket off his shoulders. He wasn’t a big man, but he was fit and lean from having lived the life of a professional soldier. Carr was a few inches shorter, but he had a good twenty pounds on him, mostly in his arms and chest.
“I’m going to enjoy this,” Hood said, bringing his hands up into a fighting position.
Carr gritted his teeth. “I seriously doubt that.”
With both men’s feet essentially trapped from the knees down, they had to slog toward one another, as if wading through quicksand. Hood fired the first punch, catching Carr on the left ear. In return, he got a split lip and a bloody nose, thanks to a powerful heel palm driven straight up the middle. Hood’s head rocked back, and he nearly fell, but as he did, he flung a handful of maggot-infested hamburger into Carr’s face. As the general wiped it from his eyes, Hood leaned forward with an uppercut, catching Carr under the chin. 
Teeth clacked together, and he tasted blood.
Hood followed up with a short left hook. It caught Carr in the eye, and for a second, he thought he might fall. 
He didn’t. 
As his vision cleared, he lunged forward and pulled Hood into a deep headlock. The general tried to slide out, but there was so little room in the dumpster that he found himself unable to wriggle free. Carr squatted, driving Hood’s face into a jellied pool of cooking grease.
Hood gagged, releasing a huge spray of vomit into the sludge. But that did little to help his cause. Carr drove him even deeper, burying his face in the gelatinous white slime all the way up to his ears. Panic set in, and Hood thrashed from side to side as he struggled to get air. His mouth filled with the congealed grease, and he inadvertently inhaled some of it into his lungs. He coughed, but that only caused him to pull in another mouthful. Darkness closed in, and General Hood’s last thought was as strange as it was irrelevant. 
Cooking grease tasted a lot like french fries.

Mason tried the handle on the old fire station door. Surprisingly, it was unlocked. He and Bowie hurried inside. A bright red fire truck sat front and center, freshly waxed and ready to take the resort’s firefighters to burning buildings, cats trapped in trees, and neighborhood fundraising events. To his left were peg hooks lined with reflective Kevlar turnout jackets and a long row of helmets. Further in sat several giant rolls of faded yellow hoses, and at the very back of the building was a small wooden staircase leading up to a loft. The only things missing from the firehouse were the firemen.
Bowie immediately went over to the coats, sniffing each for clues about their respective owners.
Mason surveyed the fire truck before settling into a deep alcove lined with spigots and gauges. Pressing up against the truck’s control panel wasn’t the perfect defensive position, but it did offer protection from three sides. 
He took count of his ammunition—eight rounds in the Supergrade and two spare magazines with seven rounds a piece. Twenty-two rounds in total. Not nearly enough for an extended firefight, but plenty to take someone else’s weapon.
Mason settled back into the recess and waited. He thought about calling Bowie over, but patience had never been one of the dog’s strengths. It was better to let him wander a bit. That way if trouble came through the door, Bowie would be more likely to have the element of surprise.
The fire truck’s driver-side window suddenly exploded, showering Mason with tiny shards of glass. One piece sliced his right forearm, opening a two-inch gash. Bullets pinged the driver’s door, and Mason pressed himself back into the alcove to get out of the line of fire. Based on the angle, the shooter must be positioned at one of the firehouse’s front windows. While he didn’t have a direct bead on Mason, he was also too far away to engage effectively with a pistol.
With little to do but wait for the enemy to come closer, Mason holstered his firearm and turned his attention to the wound. It wasn’t terribly deep, but a steady stream of blood seeped out. Worst of all, the cut was on his gun arm, making it more likely that he might fumble a draw. He slipped out his knife and sliced a strip of cloth from the cuff of his trousers to serve as a bandage. It probably wouldn’t stop the bleeding, but it should at least help to soak up the blood.
Another string of automatic fire broke out, this time peppering the rear tires. The giant truck began to settle onto its rims with a loud hiss of air. Mason chanced a quick glance around the corner, catching sight of a man walking around the outside of the building. Bowie saw him too, and before Mason could stop him, the dog raced over and leaped through one of the shattered windows. 
“Bowie!” he shouted, stepping out from the small niche. 
Only then did Mason realize that he was not alone.

Buckey stood fifteen feet away, the Hawk hanging loosely at his side. He had a scarf pulled up over his mouth and looked every bit as tough as Mason had imagined. He seemed calm and confident, as if the coming fight were a mere formality. 











Blood trickled down Mason’s forearm, finally making its way to his fingertips before dripping onto the painted concrete floor. He clenched his fist a few times. The wound stung, but his fingers seemed to work well enough. 
He had never faced off with someone holding a tomahawk and wasn’t sure what threat the man posed. The way he saw it, Buckey could make one of two plays. He could either charge, swinging the Hawk as he came, or he could throw it, probably with a single upward sweep of his arm. Of the two, the throw was the most worrisome. Even with bloody hands, Mason had no doubt that he could drop Buckey before he could close the distance. 
The timing of the throw, however, was much less certain. Buckey had but to swing his arm up, releasing the tomahawk at the right moment. Even if Mason managed to shoot him, the Hawk would still continue to fly forward, and at such a close range, it would almost certainly find its mark. And then there was the issue of Buckey’s tactical vest, requiring that any shot be to his head or an extremity. It was that line of thinking that led Mason to wait for the slightest advantage before reaching for his Supergrade.
“I’m glad we had a chance to meet like this, Marshal,” Buckey said, gently rolling the handle of the tomahawk in his grip. “I had hoped to see the face of the man who shot me.” 
Blink.
Mason nodded. “Does seeing my face make it hurt any less?”
Buckey wiggled his injured leg.
“Not really, no. But killing you might.”
“With that thing?” He looked down at the tomahawk and smiled. “If you want to put it away, I’ll give you a moment to take out a real weapon.”
The slight seemed to get under Buckey’s skin.
“Oh, you’re a real comedian. You ever heard of the Gurkhas?”
“I have.”
“Then you know that once they draw their blades, they don’t put them back away until they’ve drawn blood. If there’s not an enemy nearby, a Gurkha soldier will drag the blade across his own back, rather than disgrace the weapon.”
Blink.
“I doubt that’s true. But even if it were, I’d extend the same offer to them.”
Buckey grinned. “Don’t bring a knife to a gunfight, is that it?”
“Something like that.”
“See, the thing is, I’ve never met anyone who could get a gun out of a holster faster than I could stick them with this baby.” He hefted the Hawk lightly. “No one.”
Mason shrugged. “Even if you get that thing off, you’ll never know if it hits me.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because you’ll already be dead.”
He chuckled. “I believe you’re the cockiest sonofabitch I’ve ever met. It must be one of those marshal things, right?”
Blink.
Mason went for the Supergrade, bending his knees and leaning back like an old-fashioned gunfighter. The time it took for Buckey’s eyes to reopen was two hundred milliseconds. It took another hundred milliseconds for his brain to process movement. By then, Mason’s pistol had already cleared the holster. Buckey’s arm began to swing upward, but before he could release the tomahawk, a 235-grain hollow-point slammed into his shoulder. A look of panic came over him as his arm dangled from his side, paralyzed. 
Mason immediately shifted his aim and shot Buckey through the bridge of his nose. The bullet rocked his head back, and he toppled over like a fallen tree, his limbs stiff and unmoving. Mason stood absolutely still, replaying the draw, the aim, and the subsequent follow-up shot. Plan it. Execute it. Analyze it. It was the only way to continue to improve.
Once he had dissected every motion, he walked over and picked up the Hawk. It was a beautiful weapon that might come in handy one day. He looked down at fallen man, realizing that he hadn’t yet answered Buckey’s question.
“Yeah,” he said, holstering the Supergrade, “it’s one of those marshal things.”

Mason discovered Bowie crouched next to the body of another of the Black Dogs. The man was big and strong, not an easy fight, even for Bowie. His throat had been torn out, but only after suffering dozens of bites to his arms and face. Like the others, he wore no insignia other than the patch of a snarling dog—an irony that was not lost on Mason, considering the man’s demise. 
As soon as Bowie spotted Mason, he rose and came over to stand beside him. He walked with a noticeable limp, as he avoided putting weight on one of his front legs.
Mason squatted down next to him.
“You okay, boy?” he said, petting under his chin.
The dog lifted his head and licked Mason’s face. His breath smelled of blood, but Mason made no effort to push him away. Blood of the enemy was something to be honored, not shunned.
He took a few minutes to carefully examine Bowie for injuries. One leg was swollen at the elbow, but it didn’t appear to be broken. He also had a few tender spots along his ribs, but again, nothing felt fractured. In the end, Mason concluded that, like the cut on his forearm, the dog’s battle wounds would heal on their own. 
“Don’t worry,” he said, standing up. “We’ll take it slow from here on. Now, let’s go see how the others are faring.”

General Carr, Mason, and Bowie stood on the dock, watching as more than a dozen Blackhawk helicopters buzzed overhead. Jack Fry had been lifted back into his chair and was doing his best to pick pieces of rotten cabbage from his clothes. One of Carr’s eyes had swollen shut, and blood stained his lips and teeth, but even so, he seemed in remarkably good spirits.
“I sure hope they’re friendly,” Mason said, looking up at the helicopters.
“Given that we’re still alive, I’d say they must be.”
Mason’s and General Carr’s radios both sounded at once.
“Listen up. This is General Reed. A contingent of heavily armed Marines is currently breaching the bunker. Anyone who does not want to be shot on sight should lay down their arms and surrender immediately.”
Mason looked to Carr. “Do you know him?”
Carr smiled, looking up at the sky. 
“He’s one of the good guys.” He placed the radio to his mouth. “Chappie, you old fool, this is Kent Carr. What the hell took you so long?”
“We had a little mop-up out here to take care of. I hope we’re not late to the party.”
“No, sir, you’re right on time. Marshal Raines and I will meet you and your team at the West Tunnel Entrance.”
“Roger that. See you in five.”
Carr eyed the makeshift bandage on Mason’s forearm. 
“What do you say we leave some of the fighting to them?”
He nodded. “You go on. Bowie and I will get President Glass and Leila from the sewers and meet you at the blast door. I’m sure they’re ready for a breath of fresh air.”
Carr slapped Mason on the shoulder.
“I think this thing’s finally winding down. Who would have thought we’d still be standing, aye, Marshal?”
Mason smiled but said nothing. He had learned a long time ago never to call a fight over until all the bodies had been counted.





Chapter 20  
 
 
The sound of seven hundred infected men and women talking, burping, and shuffling their feet filled the train. Tanner and Samantha stood in the driver’s booth, looking lengthwise down the long row of cars. Issa was there too, after having explained that their customs required that any woman without children fight beside her mate.
Samantha rested her hands on the controls.
“Tell me when we’re ready.”
Tanner turned to Issa. “You don’t have to do this.”
She moved closer, pressing her body against his. 
“I go where you go.”
Tanner felt his heart begin to race, and he swallowed the lump that seemed to form in his throat every time she got too close.
“All right then, go let everyone know that we’re about to get underway. Those who aren’t onboard in the next sixty seconds will have to walk.”
She kissed him and hurried away.
As soon as she disappeared, Samantha said, “Do you think she’ll like living with us in the mountains?”
“Who said she’s living with us?”
“Of course she’s living with us. You can’t very well leave your wife behind.”
“We’re not married. Besides, she’s not going to want to come with me once Jarvis’s juice wears off.”
“I don’t know about that. Issa acts like she’s drinken a magic love potion.”
“Drinken?”
“Drunk? Drank maybe? Whatever. The point is, she’s really into you.”
“Today, maybe. But women have been known to change their minds, especially when it comes to how they feel about me.”
“I could see that. You are kind of…” She hunted for the word. “Primitive.”
“What, like a caveman?”
“Exactly!” she said with a warm smile. “You’re big, and hairy, and smelly. Some women don’t like that sort of thing.” He was about to protest, when she quickly added, “The good news is that Issa doesn’t seem to mind at all.”
“Lucky me.”
“So don’t run her off, okay?”
“Why would I do that?”
“I don’t know. Maybe because you think she’ll get in the way of us.”
He looked over at Samantha. “You worried about that?”
“Not really. Are you?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Don’t be. I think she’s just looking for a family. And we have room for one more, right?”
He grunted.
“Besides,” she added, “you’d have trouble finding anyone else that pretty.” 
“You have noticed that she’s infected, right? Black eyes, scars, and all that?”
Samantha turned to him with an amused look on her face. 
“Are you saying you don’t think she’s pretty?”
Tanner said nothing.
“Because I’ve seen how you look at her.”
“Oh? And how do I look at her?”
“Like she’s a bucket of fried chicken.”
Tanner rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t keep from chuckling.
“For you, I’m pretty sure that’s love.” Samantha made a little smooching sound with her lips.
“Just focus on driving the train, Dr. Ruth,” he growled.
She turned to study the controls, and when she did, Tanner walked over to the door and leaned his head out for a breath of air. All this talk about love and magic potions was giving him a headache. 

Their first stop was at a railway junction. A set of tracks split off to the left, disappearing down another long dark tunnel. It was the first such turnoff they had seen, and Tanner thought there was a good chance that it led to Mount Weather. Grabbing his shotgun, he hopped down from the train and went ahead to inspect the junction. Issa and Samantha stayed behind, watching him through the conductor’s window.
He stepped out from the shine of the train’s headlights and strode a few yards down the tunnel. There was a lifelessness to it, like an appendage that had died and was slowly withering away. He clicked on his flashlight and swept it across the walls. A green and white sign read Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center, 53.2 mi.
They had found the right tunnel. Now all he had to do was figure out how to get the train to make the turn.
Tanner wheeled around and returned to the railway junction. He was about as close to being an expert on trains as he was to being a neurosurgeon. Fortunately, everything had been built with simplicity in mind. The designers undoubtedly appreciated that in the case of a true national emergency, novices would be required to operate the train system. In this case, the mechanism to switch in a linked pair of tapering rails involved doing nothing more than squeezing a release handle and pushing forward a long lever arm. 
As he did so, the rails made a slight squeaking sound, followed by a metallic clunk. 
He walked the curved tracks a couple of times, making sure that he understood how the train would move. Everything seemed right. Once he was satisfied, he returned to the train and climbed aboard. 
Samantha said, “Did you change the tracks?”
“Yep.”
“Are you sure? Because if we pass it, I’ll have to go all the way to the other end of the train to back up.” She looked at the army of infected milling about in the cars behind her. “And I really don’t want to do that.”
“The tracks are switched. Just give it some juice.”
“All right. Here goes.” She eased the controller handle down, and the train began to inch forward. As it came to the turn, the driver’s car began to angle left. A few seconds later, they were through. She waited until all eleven cars had cleared the turn before speeding back up. “Woot! Woot!” she said, pretending to pull an invisible whistle. “Next stop, Mount Weather.”
Tanner rested his shoulder against a metal storage locker built into the wall of the train. He took a long moment to study Samantha and Issa. Neither of them noticed his attention. Samantha was busy driving the train, and Issa leaned out through the door to ensure that the tracks remained clear. It occurred to Tanner that the two had only one thing in common, him. While Samantha had always felt like a responsibility, a calling even, Issa was something different. She brought emotions to him that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. Whether or not it was the kind of romantic love that Samantha kidded him about, he couldn’t say. All he knew for sure was that he didn’t want to see anything bad happen to either of them. And that necessitated a conversation.
“Sam. Issa.”
They both turned.
“When we get to Mount Weather, I need for you two to hang back and stay by the train.”
They immediately started to protest.
“Hear me out,” he said, raising his hands. “If things go as planned, this whole thing’s going to turn into a blood bath. People who did nothing more than get up this morning are going to have their brains bashed in. I don’t want either of you to be a part of that.”
“I’ve seen worse,” argued Issa. “There’s no reason to leave me behind.”
“Of course, there is. I need for you to watch over Sam.”
“I don’t need watching over!”
“Oh really? So you want to be all alone down here in the tunnels?”
“I’m not saying that I want to,” she said, losing some of her steam, “only that I could.”
He looked from Samantha to Issa, and then back to Samantha.
“This makes sense, and you both know it. I’ll go and take care of Pike and return when it’s done.”
“And if you don’t come back?” asked Samantha.
“Then you’ll come in and rescue me. Same as always.”
She mumbled something about him being unfair, but her heart really wasn’t in it.
“We’re in agreement then?” he said.
Issa and Samantha looked at one another, then without so much as a nod, returned to what they were doing. 
Tanner let out a quiet breath, thankful that it hadn’t been any worse.

Signs on the tunnel walls counted down the distance to Mount Weather in ten-mile increments, 30 miles… 20 miles… 10 miles. As they got closer, the countdown changed to individual mile markers. And when they were about a half-mile out, Tanner had Samantha bring the train to a stop. 
“Are you sure about this?”
“I’m sure that we’re not going to surprise anyone rolling in on a train.”
Korn stepped into the driver’s car. When he spoke, his voice was deep, and he sounded a bit like an Indian chief.
“What plan?”
Tanner said, “A couple of us will go ahead to see what’s what. The rest will stay behind until we figure out a way to get the gate open.”
Korn nodded. “I go.”
“I thought you might.” Tanner turned to Samantha and Issa. “I’ll be back when it’s done.”
Both of them glared at him.
Doing his best to ignore their scowls, Tanner dug through his pack for spare ammunition and a flashlight. As he stood up, he slung the satchel of explosives over his shoulder.
“I’ll leave the rest of the supplies with you, Sam.”
“In case you die?”
“I wouldn’t have said it quite that way, but yeah.”
She came over and wrapped her arms around his waist.
“Don’t die.”
He kissed the top of her head. 
“Not planning on it.”
When Samantha pulled away, Issa came over and embraced him. She put her mouth close to his ear.
“Come back to me.”
It was at that moment that Tanner realized two things. The first was that Samantha had been right. Issa was absolutely committed to their newfound relationship. Whether that devotion was a byproduct of her subterranean culture or something more from the heart, he couldn’t say. All he knew for certain was that she now considered them to be connected in every sense of the word. The second thing he realized was that, despite her physical mutations, he was incredibly drawn to her, both physically and emotionally. It wasn’t logical, and perhaps even a little perverse, but that made it no less true.
“Keep Sam safe while I’m gone.”
“On my life.”
Tanner turned to Korn. To his surprise, the big man didn’t seem at all put off by Issa’s open affection. If anything, there was a look of satisfaction in his eyes. 
He nodded to Tanner.
“We go.”

Without the train’s headlights, the tunnel was as dark as the depths of deep space. Even so, Korn seemed to have little trouble seeing the lanes ahead of him. Tanner’s pupils, too, had adapted to bring in small amounts of infrared energy, giving the area a faint glow that enabled him to sufficiently navigate without tripping over his own feet.
A few hundred yards into the tunnel, they came across the site of a small explosion. The walls remained intact, but the severed tracks were twisted up in the air like shiny metal ingots. The driving lanes to either side had also buckled, leaving uneven chunks of wet asphalt. Large metal pipes hung down from a hidden shroud in the ceiling, water dripping from their ends.
“This was intentional,” said Tanner. “They wanted to make sure vehicles couldn’t get through.”
Korn grunted as he stepped over the debris and continued ahead. 
Tanner took a moment longer to study the pipes and then followed.
It wasn’t long before they detected the glint of light reflecting off the tunnel walls. The source appeared to be from around the next bend. Tanner tapped Korn on the shoulder and indicated that they should be especially quiet. The big man nodded and began to place his steps more carefully.
Together they inched along the inside wall. Having been designed for a train, the bend was very gradual, and it wasn’t until they passed the steepest point of the curve that they established a clear line of sight to what lay beyond. 
A barricade had been built using a framework of heavy steel slats, all interwoven into a wall anchored to both the floor and ceiling. A gate as sturdy as any medieval portcullis was positioned at its center. Behind the metal framework were stacks of sandbags, leaving only enough space for the gate to swing inward. 
The barrels of four M60 machine guns poked out from between the bags. To illuminate the tunnel, two powerful floodlights had been set up in opposite corners, and both of them burned brightly. The most unusual item, however, was a large diaphragm roughly the size and shape of a stop sign, sitting atop a tripod and pointing out toward the tunnel.
Korn pointed at the diaphragm and whispered, “Noisemaker.”
Tanner had never seen an acoustic weapon in person before, but thanks to the History Channel, he knew a bit about them. Long-range acoustic devices, or LRADs for short, generated low-frequency sound waves that could be directed as narrow beams. Used primarily for crowd control, they could cause hearing loss, introduce nausea and vomiting, and even result in death. With a range of several hundred meters, it was the ideal weapon to disable a horde of infected who were armed only with melee weapons. Even if the noisemaker didn’t kill them, it would leave them writhing on the ground to be shot at the soldiers’ leisure. 
Tanner studied the setup for several minutes, hoping to determine how many soldiers were manning the fortification. The floodlights made it difficult, not to mention a bit painful on the eyes. Best guess was between six and ten. Easy enough to take out if they were on this side of the gate, but nearly impossible in their current position.
Tanner and Korn retreated back around the curve. They walked in silence for several minutes, finally arriving back at the water pipes hanging down from the ceiling.
Korn motioned in the direction of the barricade.
“How?”
Tanner’s first thought had been that perhaps they could ram the train into the gate. The small explosion on the tracks, however, made that impossible. He shifted the satchel of C4 around to his front. Surely, the answer lay with the explosives. The C4 had enough umph to take out the barricade if properly placed. The problem was that someone would have to get close enough to place it on the gate. With the LRAD, machine guns, and flood lights, that task seemed more like mass suicide than part of any real plan.
He stared up at the broken water pipes, and a smile slowly came to his lips. 
“I believe it was Einstein who said, ‘Coincidence is God’s way of remaining anonymous.’”
Korn squinted and tilted his head.
“You’re right. Maybe it was Billy Joel. Either way, help me get these pipes down. I think I’ve found our weapon.”

As Samantha, Issa, and Korn looked on, Tanner tilted the three-foot length of pipe onto its end to let the last bit of water drip out. One end of the heavy tube had been fitted with a metal cap, and the other had been left open. 
“Let me get this right,” Samantha said, making no attempt to hide her misgivings. “You’re going to build a cannon?”
“That’s right.”
“Have you ever actually built a cannon before?”
“Not per se.”
“In other words, no.”
“Really, how hard—”
She raised her hands. “Don’t even say it.”
He chuckled. “If you think about it, a cannon’s just a pipe. And what do you know? Here’s a pipe!” 
“And I suppose you’re planning to use a human head as a cannon ball?”
He furrowed his brow. “You’re so dark sometimes.”
“I was joking!” She hesitated. “So, you’re not, right?”
“Of course, not. I’m going to use that.” Tanner pointed to a steel platter that Korn had carried back. It looked like a manhole cover, only smaller. 
“You’re going to shoot a giant metal Frisbee at the enemy?”
He bent down and hefted the platter a few inches off the ground to check its weight. Twenty pounds, easy.
“This platter was used as part of a switching valve, which means it’ll fit nice and snug into the pipe.” He tipped the pipe over and tilted the platter on end to prove his point. And he was right. The platter was nearly a perfect fit, leaving less than a sixteenth of an inch gap around the inside of the pipe.
Korn grunted something to Issa. Tanner found it interesting that despite her protests about him trying to claim her, the two showed no animosity toward one another. The matter had apparently been settled, and both were willing to accept the outcome.
“He wants to know if you have enough explosives to blow open the gate.”
“We have five bricks of C4, but we’ll want to save a couple in case we have to breach a door inside the compound.”
“Do you think three will be enough?”
“I do if we can hit the door.”
“Even if you manage to blow it open,” said Samantha, “how do you plan to get by the noisemaker and machine guns?”
“That, darlin’, is the second part of my brilliant plan.”
She scoffed, but it was a friendly jeer. It was clear that she was playing her part as devil’s advocate, but that didn’t mean that she thought the idea was completely without merit. 
“I’m waiting.”
“We’re going to make a shield.”
Samantha mulled the idea over. 
“Out of what, exactly?”
He pointed at the train. “Out of that.” Tanner turned at Korn. “Can your people get a couple of the side panels off? We found some tools in the back of the train, if you think they’d help.”
Korn nodded. “Yes. Shield.”
“Are you sure the shield will stop the noise?” asked Issa.
“If we’re lucky, it’ll do better than that.”
“I get it,” said Samantha. “You think the panels might reflect the sound back at the soldiers, like a mirror reflects light.”
“Exactly. And if it does, that should give us a chance to rush through the open gate and make a mess of things.”
Korn smiled, showing off his pointy yellow teeth. 
“Yes. We make mess.”

Creeping up on an enemy with seven hundred infected soldiers, all of whom seemed unable to stop coughing, sniffling, or farting, was no small trick. As they came to the final bend, Korn had a group of his strongest men hurry forward, carrying the two makeshift shields. The stainless steel panels were each twelve feet long and eight feet high but likely not thick enough to stop a 7.62 mm bullet. Replacements lined up behind the shield carriers, ready to take over should they be killed by machine gun fire.
Tanner stood in a narrow gap between the shields, carrying his homemade cannon. Korn came forward and lifted the platter in place. The fit was tight enough that he had to tap it down into the pipe with his palm. When it was recessed about sixteen inches, several of his soldiers dumped in handfuls of nuts and bolts collected during their removal of the train’s panels. The idea was to use the hardware as grapeshot, hopefully taking out a few of the soldiers or, even better, some of their weapons. 
Once they were finished, Tanner unscrewed the endcap and carefully molded three blocks of C4 onto the back of the platter. When he was finished, he inserted the blasting cap into the center of the explosives and routed the electrical wire out through a small hole they had perforated in the end cap. Finally, he connected the wire to the terminals on the blasting machine and gripped it loosely in his hand.
The cannon was locked and loaded. Whether or not it would work was anyone’s guess.
He looked over at Korn. “They may already know we’re here, so we’ll have to move fast.” 
The big man nodded. “You shoot. We charge.”
Tanner started a simple countdown on his fingers. When he got to three, they rushed around the bend. 
The sudden appearance of two giant metal barriers charging down the tunnel caused quite a bit of confusion. Soldiers shouted to one another as they scrambled to get behind weapons. Dropping to one knee, Tanner braced the pipe and squeezed the handle on the igniter. It compressed with a slight whoosh, but nothing happened. He squeezed it again. Another whoosh, but still no explosion. It felt as if he were spinning up a motor, and it occurred to him that maybe all that was needed was to get it up to speed. He squeezed the handle several times in rapid succession, and sure enough, on the third squeeze, the C4 detonated. 
As the platter and bolts shot from the front of the pipe, the entire cannon kicked backward. If not for Tanner’s considerable size and strength, the heavy pipe would have toppled him end over end. As it was, the explosion left him sitting flat on his butt, holding the pipe in his lap with his ears playing an off-key rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner.”
Despite the incredible recoil, luck was on their side, and the platter hit the gate nearly dead center, blowing open the metal barrier. The grapeshot, too, found several soft targets, as evidenced by the sound of soldiers screaming in agony.
“Go!” Tanner shouted, struggling to get free of the cannon.
But his orders weren’t necessary. Korn and his men were already rushing forward with their shields extended like Roman legionnaires bearing scutums. A soldier darted out from behind a sandbag and threw a heavy switch, powering on the acoustic weapon. What happened next was a surprise to everyone. Incredible low-frequency sound waves reverberated all throughout the tunnel, causing terrible pain to infected and soldier alike. Everyone began to scream at once, many cupping their ears, some even collapsing to the floor. To Korn’s credit, he and his men continued the charge. Those that fell away in agony were replaced by others, and within seconds, they were pushing their way through the open gate.
It took only a moment for the LRAD to be disabled and the handful of soldiers remaining to be killed. Not even a single infected man or woman was lost in the assault, a feat that Tanner thought was probably worthy of recording in some military history book. Once the area was clear, Korn and his army pushed their way through an oversized hatch that led into the belly of the compound.
Mount Weather had been breached.

Tanner planted his feet and let the army of infected rush past. This was their fight, not his. And if his newfound blistered friends happened to get to Pike before him, so much the better. Only after the last man disappeared did he finally advance, stepping through the hatch with his shotgun at waist level. A dark corridor lay ahead, at the end of which was a set of metal stairs leading upward. The sounds of screams rang out from above. On the right battlefield, properly equipped soldiers would have had little trouble repelling such a primitive attack. Unfortunately for them, this was not that battlefield.
Tanner carefully climbed the stairs. A hallway went left and right, bloody bodies littering the passages. He turned right, passing a handful of open rooms to arrive at another staircase, also leading up. He proceeded slowly up the stairs, ready to let loose on anyone in uniform. They were his enemy. Not by choice perhaps, but such reflections were best considered while clutching a bottle of whiskey, and only after the fighting had been done.
At the top of the stairs were living quarters, as well as a few small meeting rooms. A maze of hallways stretched for hundreds of feet in every direction. He caught glimpses of the infected darting between rooms, ripping apart any who still remained. Their rage was burning hot, and no one, not even Korn, could control them.
Tanner walked down one of the long corridors, calling for President Pike.
No one answered.
He continued on, taking several turns as he made his way deeper into the compound. The rooms became larger, and the quarters a bit more plush. He passed a control room, the computer monitors bashed in and the chairs overturned. Bodies of technicians lay sprawled across the consoles. No one would be spared in the culling. Of that, Tanner was sure.
At the opposite end of the hallway were the bodies of several men in dark suits, Secret Service by the look of them. A dozen of the infected also lay dead, and Tanner found himself oddly relieved that Korn was not among them. He stepped over the bodies and proceeded into the adjacent office. The desk and lamps had been overturned, and more bodies lay strewn about. None of them appeared to be President Pike.
“Mr. President,” he said in a loud voice, “are you in here?”
To his surprise, there came a muffled reply, followed almost immediately by the door to a small cabinet swinging open. A handsome man with graying hair crawled out.
“Thank God!” breathed Pike. “Give me a hand, will you?”
Tanner reached down and helped him to his feet.
When Pike saw his shiny black eyes, he recoiled.
“You’re one of them!”
“No,” Tanner said with a quick shake of his head. “I did this to myself so they wouldn’t attack me.”
“But how?”
“It’s not important.”
“Who are you?”
“Tanner Raines.” For some reason, Tanner thought it important that he know his name. “Are you President Lincoln Pike?” He had only seen Pike’s image on the television a few times and wasn’t absolutely certain that he had found his man.
Pike stood up and straightened his suit. 
“I most certainly am.” He looked past Tanner. “You’ve got to get me out of here. Those monsters are overrunning the entire center.”
Tanner knew what had to be done, but he hesitated. Murdering someone in cold blood weighed on a man’s soul, even one as weathered as his.
“I’m afraid that’s not why I’m here.”
“You have a duty to protect me. I’m the President, for God’s sake.”
Tanner shook his head. “No. I have a duty to protect only a handful of people in this world, and you’re not one of them.”
“Fine,” Pike said, pushing past him. “If you’re not going to help me, then get out of my way.” He stepped over to the door and glanced out. 
The occasional scream could still be heard, but the corridor was empty. As Pike started to advance into the hallway, he felt a strong arm wrap around his neck from behind.
“What are you doing?” he croaked.
Tanner pressed his mouth close to one of Pike’s ears.
“I want you to understand that I’m not doing this for the Marshals, or even the entire city that you blew to hell and gone. This is for what you tried to do to Samantha. Say goodnight, Gracie.” And with that, Tanner snapped the man’s neck.
As President Pike slumped to the floor, his eyes turned to look past Tanner, as if he were staring at some imaginary ghost. His last words were as unsettling as they were mysterious.
“I love you.”

Samantha knew something was wrong. The four infected men who had been left behind to guard the train seemed to be growing more agitated by the minute. Worse yet, that agitation seemed directed at her. She moved closer to Issa, clutching her rifle as they stared down the long dark tunnel.
“I get the feeling they don’t like me.”
Issa said something to the men, and they barked at her. She turned to Samantha and studied her for a moment.
“What’s happening to you?” she whispered.
Samantha brought her hands to her face. Everything felt normal. Nothing growing where it shouldn’t be. 
“What are you talking about?”
“You’re… you’re changing.”
Samantha turned and studied her reflection in the train’s metal bumper. Her eyes were no longer black.
“Oh no.”
“You’re becoming one of them. How’s that possible?”
“We injected blood to make us like you. It’s wearing off.”
“Tanner too?”
She nodded. “Yes, but we’re still the same people.”
The four infected men began to fan out, forming a large circle around Issa and Samantha. Issa glanced over her shoulder and growled something to them, but they continued to advance. She looked to Samantha and then back at the men. And then she did something that surprised everyone. She turned to face them, her hands reaching for two knives hanging at her belt.
“Let her be,” she hissed, sliding the knives free.
One of the men darted forward, and Issa sliced at him, the blade swishing harmlessly through the air.
Samantha inched closer. “Why do they hate me?”
“They just do.” When Issa looked at her, Samantha saw worry written all over her face. “Can you fight, little one?”
Samantha pressed her lips together, imagining for a moment that it was Tanner standing beside her. There was only one right answer.
“Yes.” 
She immediately swung the rifle up and shot the closest man in the neck. He charged forward, blood trickling down his bare chest. She fired again, the .22 caliber slug striking him in the sternum. Still, he continued forward with his hands extended. 
The other three men also charged. Issa swiped right with one knife and left with the other, crisscrossing one man’s chest. His skin opened up, and muscle bulged out. She brought both knives back together, driving their points into the sides of his neck. He collapsed as another of the men barreled into her, knocking her to the ground.
Samantha ducked under her opponent’s arms and fired again, this time at point blank range. The bullet entered through his armpit and ricocheted along his spine. His legs gave way, and he fell forward, nearly taking Samantha with him. 
She sidestepped in the nick of time, avoiding not only the falling man but another who was trying to tackle her from behind. He stumbled past, snagging her shirt with one hand. She tried to use the rifle’s stock to bat him away, but he grabbed the weapon and flung it down the tracks. Samantha ducked and twisted underneath his outstretched arms, her shirt nearly ripping off in the process. A second later, her small hunting knife was in hand.
“Stay back,” she warned, slowly retreating as she waved the knife in front of her.
Issa had managed to get to her feet and hurried over to Samantha. Together, they stood back to back, knives in hand. The two remaining men closed in from opposite sides, their eyes wide and teeth bared. The one closest to Issa attacked first, knocking her sideways. Issa sliced up and away with the knife in her right hand, hoping to eviscerate him. The blade caught on one of his ribs, and was yanked from her grip. The man fired a wide right hook, catching her on the cheek. She fell, but not before driving the second blade deep into his belly. Even as his guts bulged out, the man refused to fall.
Meanwhile, Samantha played a game of cat and mouse, ducking away from her opponent while trying to slice him with every passing. She had managed to open a small wound on his thigh and another on his arm, but neither were enough to slow him down. He caught her with an open palm to her ear and then a solid punch to the chest. The second blow knocked the air out of her, and she doubled over, gasping as tears poured from her eyes. 
As he moved in for the kill, she suddenly bolted upright, driving the knife out in front of her like a bayonet. The blade was only three inches long, but it was enough to slice through his solar plexus and nick his heart. He shoved her away, screaming, as he slowly pulled the knife free. But that would be last thing he would ever do.
Issa scrambled over on all fours and grabbed the ankles of the remaining attacker. He turned and kicked at her, catching her solidly in the ribs. But she refused to let go, instead leaning in to bite his Achilles tendon. He screamed and began hopping up and down on one foot in an effort to shake her off. She chewed and bit, blood running down her chin. Even before the tendon was fully severed, he fell, pulling his legs in close and curling into a protective ball. Issa scrambled across the floor, retrieved one of her knives, and plunged it deep into his back. Only when he stopped twitching, did she sit up, holding a hand to her swollen face.
Still wincing with every breath, Samantha walked over and reached down to help Issa to her feet.
“Thank you,” she said. “You saved my life.”
Issa reached out and put her arms around Samantha. They stood there for a long time, just holding one another upright. 
When Issa finally spoke, she said only, “What else was I to do? You are my family now.”

As Tanner approached the train, he saw the bodies of the four infected men. Samantha and Issa were nowhere to be seen.
“Sam! Issa! Where are you?”
Issa ducked her head out of the train and waved.
“We’re in here!”
Tanner rushed over and climbed aboard. He found Samantha leaning heavily on the driver’s console, her shirt torn and her ear flushed bright red. Issa stood behind her with dried blood covering her mouth and neck. Both look exhausted. 
“What happened?”
“Jarvis’s blood wore off,” said Samantha, “that’s what.”
He came closer and gently touched her ear.
“You okay?”
“I’m fine.” She looked back at Issa. “Thanks to her.”
Tanner turned. “You protected her?”
Issa seemed confused. “Of course. She’s my daughter.”
He looked from Samantha to Issa and then back again. The two had made a connection, a bond formed by their shared fight for survival.
Issa came closer and leaned up against him. He looked into her black eyes, and a sadness came over him.
“I’m going to change too. You need to know that.”
She touched her fingers to his temple. 
“Yes.”
“And when I do, how will you feel about me?”
She smiled, blood still covering her teeth.
“You forget. The first time I kissed you, you were one of them.”
“I know, but—”
She moved her fingers to his lips.
“There is no ‘but.’ I am yours. You are mine.” She looked down at Samantha. “We are all one now.”
Tanner glanced over at Samantha, expecting to see the roll of eyes or at the very least the gentle shake of her head. He found only a broad smile.
“You okay with having a stepmother?”
Samantha looked up at Issa. “I could do worse.”
He shrugged. “All right then, group hug.” He reached out and pulled them to him. Both groaned from the pain of their injuries, but both managed to hug him back. “Now, what do you say we get out of here?”
Samantha turned to Issa. “You’re coming with us, right? All the way to our home in the mountains?”
Issa nodded. “Of course.”
“Great!” Without waiting, Samantha started toward the driver’s compartment at the opposite end of the train. “Come on,” she said, looking back. “I, for one, am ready to see a little daylight.”





Chapter 21  
 
 
Mason walked a little slower than usual, partly because of Bowie’s injured leg and partly because they were both worn out. As with any fight, once the adrenalin had slowed, exhaustion and fatigue became the mainstay. When he came to the grate that led down into the sewer, he pushed it aside and poked his head through the hole.
“It’s all clear!”
There was no reply.
“Leila! You can come out now. The fight’s over.”
Still nothing.
Bowie pressed closer, taking a look for himself.
“They must be out of earshot.” Mason slid his legs through the hole and dropped down into the sewer. 
Bowie immediately started to follow. 
“Unh-unh, you stay up there. I’m not about to try to catch you.”
The dog woofed at him.
“You can gripe about it later. Right now, sit tight.”
Bowie whined and flopped down, staring at him through the open hole. 
Mason turned in place, studying the tunnel. He doubted that Leila would have gone deeper into the sewer, so he started back the way they had first entered. It wasn’t long before he came across a body floating face down in a puddle of brown water. A handheld device about the size and shape of a microphone was still clutched in one hand. 
He raced forward, his heart pounding. Even before seeing her face, he knew the corpse was that of President Glass. The cause of her death was also equally as obvious, a single bullet wound to the back of the head. Clean. Professional. An assassination.
He reached down and rolled her over. Glass’s face was a dark purple from the blood settling, and her cheeks had already begun to swell thanks to soaking in the filthy water. The bullet had exited through her right eye, leaving a ragged hole in its wake. Not a particularly large caliber, probably a nine-millimeter. No, not probably—definitely a nine-millimeter. 
“Please no,” he said, exhaling.
Mason didn’t want to admit what he already knew to be true. It was only when he saw the folded slip of paper tucked into the President’s waistband did he accept that the truth was not going to be escaped. He gently pulled the note free and began to read. The writing was sloppy and the ink jagged from the paper having been pressed against the tunnel’s concrete wall. 
 
My dearest Mason,
 
To say that I’m sorry would mean nothing at this point, but I will say it anyway. I am truly sorry for any pain that I have caused you. When I came to your country, my mission was simple. I was to determine if President Glass was responsible for the Superpox-99 outbreak. If she was, I was to take retribution for the suffering caused to millions of Israelis living half a world away. Familiar with our history, you know that we are not a nation that allows any injustice to go unanswered. 
I discovered that the virus was indeed a biological weapon created by the United States. President Glass swore to me that its release was the act of a single terrorist, and I believe her. Every country has felt the bloody hand of terrorism, and I could not in good conscience hold her responsible for one man’s violent act. With that said, her crime was equally as heinous. 
When she became aware of the outbreak, she did nothing to warn other nations of the threat. President Glass knew of the outbreak two full weeks before the first cases appeared in Israel. Had she simply warned the world, billions of people could have been saved—perhaps even my sister Roni. Instead, cowardice and shame drove your president to hide the threat until it was too late.
President Glass freely admitted her guilt, and in that, there was some modicum of honor. It did not, however, absolve her of her crimes. Of all people, perhaps you can understand this best. I did not take her life out of malice. In fact, I was surprised to discover that I felt no anger toward her at all. Nor was it out of revenge. No matter how hard we try, those who are dead cannot be avenged. This was about one thing, and one thing only. Justice.
I expect that you will come looking for me. For just as I acted out of duty, so must you. Understand that, should you catch up to me, I will not go peacefully. Israelis are survivors, and I will do what I must to stay alive. Until that moment when our eyes next meet and we find ourselves reaching for our guns, I wish you all the love and happiness that this Godforsaken world can provide.
 
Shalom, my love,
 
Leila Mizrahi
 
Mason stared at the page until the words became blurred. Pain. Anger. Confusion. All of these passed through his mind. But one thought burned above all others. 
This was his fault. 

The hallway was teeming with soldiers. Two men and two women stood in the thick of the confusion, talking. Both men were pushing sixty, and both were standing tall and proud. General Carr had cleaned up and changed into a pressed uniform, squared away in every sense of the word. His counterpart wore faded fatigues, a wrinkled hat, and jungle boots. As for the women, the first was lean and fit, attractive, but not flashy. The other was shorter and slightly dumpy, dressed in a pink skirt and white blouse, both now wrinkled and covered in smudges. 
As Mason and Bowie approached, all four turned to face them.
When General Carr spoke, he sounded tired. 
“Chappie, let me introduce you to Deputy Marshal Raines.” 
Mason shook General Reed’s outstretched hand and nodded to Dr. Green and Congresswoman Lemay.
“The cadets outside tell me you’re responsible for stopping these bastards,” said Chappie. “Damn fine work.”
Mason nodded. “How are they?”
“Licking their wounds, same as the rest of us.”
Everyone turned and watched as two soldiers carried out the body of President Glass, a bloodstained sheet wrapped tightly around her. Bill Baker, Jack Fry, and Tom Pinker all followed behind, each sharing in a collective look of shock and disbelief. 
“Excuse me,” Carr said, stepping away to assist.
Noticing the distraught look on Mason’s face, Chappie said, “What happened to her takes nothing away from what you did here. I hope you know that.”
Mason said nothing, but his hand instinctively moved to rest on the folded letter in his pocket. No good would come from his confessing that he had brought the killer in with him. That secret would stay between Leila and him.
“What are we going to do now, General?” asked Dr. Green. “The world needs to know what happened here.”
“And they will. My men are documenting everything on video. That along with the testimony of the survivors and prisoners, not to mention the sarin gas canisters, will be more than enough to make a compelling case.” He looked to Congresswoman Lemay. “I assume you’re onboard.”
She nodded. “Pike has been playing us all for fools. I’ll do what I can to let others know.”
“Even so,” said Green, “he won’t go quietly.”
“Good,” said Chappie.
“Good?”
“Yes, ma’am. Kent and I are going to take great pleasure in seeing that man hang. The more he screams and hollers, the tighter we’ll make the noose.”
A man could be heard shouting as he ran down the West tunnel. 
“General, sir!”
Everyone turned to see a young soldier dash around the corner. 
“Sir, they’re under attack!”
“Who’s under attack?” Chappie demanded, instinctively reaching for his sidearm.
“Mount Weather. We just received a radio broadcast. The entire compound is being overrun by the infected. Thousands of them are coming up from the tunnels below.”
Mason immediately thought of the massacre he had witnessed at Richmond Hill. It was a brutality he would not wish on anyone.
The soldier continued. “Sir, chain of command seems to have broken down. The airfield is awaiting orders.”
The general didn’t hesitate. “Get the birds in the air. Tell them to circle the outskirts of Mount Weather, looking for survivors.”
“Yes, sir. And what should they do with them?”
“Take them over to the New Colony in Norfolk.”
“Right away, sir.” The soldier tried a handheld radio, and when reception failed, he turned and began running back the way he had come.
“We’re abandoning Mount Weather?” said Green.
“Let’s call it a strategic evacuation.”
“But there are families there,” objected Lemay.
“Yes, ma’am, and if they’re fleet of foot, they’ll get out in time.”
“And if they’re not?”
“That’s outside our control. The best we can do is try to help with the evacuation.”
Seeing the commotion, General Carr hurried over.
“What’s happening?”
“Mount Weather’s been lost. We’re evacuating the survivors.”
It was akin to hearing that Washington had been nuked.
“What does that mean for the nation?”
“We can sort out the continuity of government once we see what’s left. Right now, we need to save as many as we can.”
“My God, this is it, isn’t it? The end of what we call the United States of America.”
Chappie shrugged. “All I know for sure is that in two minutes, Dr. Green, Congresswoman Lemay, and I will be back in the air.” He looked over at the women, and both offered a quick nod. “What about you, Kent? Are you coming?”
“I assume you have room for Fry and the others?”
“We’ll make room.”
“And President Glass? We’ll take her back with us as well?”
“Of course. The least we can do is give her a proper burial.”
He nodded. “All right then, I’m coming too.”
Chappie stepped away to coordinate their withdrawal from the bunker. Green and Lemay stayed a moment longer and then followed him. Only Carr, Mason, and Bowie remained behind, watching as soldiers shot their final snippets of video and gathered the personal effects of the survivors.
Without turning to face Carr, Mason said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to save her.”
“Son, that wasn’t your responsibility. It was mine.”
“Then I suppose we both failed her.”
“Maybe, but I doubt she would see it that way.” 
Mason said nothing more. Carr was right, of course. Rosalyn Glass understood better than any of them that what mattered most was exposing Pike, and he suspected that she would gladly have sacrificed her life to do just that. 
General Carr put a hand on his shoulder. 
“You did the Marshal Service proud today. Don’t leave here thinking otherwise.”
Mason felt a lump in his throat, and he didn’t dare speak.
“I better get going,” said Carr. “Chappie’s an ornery old bird who would just as soon leave me behind. Keep up the good fight, Marshal Raines. Perhaps we’ll meet again one day, hopefully under better circumstances.”
Mason watched as General Carr and the last of the soldiers traversed the long West tunnel. When they had finally gone, he and Bowie stood alone in the bunker. The walls were chipped from bullets and shrapnel, and splashes of blood were everywhere. It had been a hell of a fight, one that he should feel thankful to be walking away from.
He looked down and saw Bowie studying him.
“Don’t worry. We’re going too.” He squatted down and gave the dog a big hug, partly because he was thankful they had both come through the fight relatively unscathed, but mostly because he needed to feel the kind of unconditional love that only a dog could provide.
Bowie replied in kind, pressing up against him and whining softly.

As Mason stepped around the West tunnel’s huge blast door, he was surprised to find Lieutenant Bell and Private Rodriguez sitting back to back on a small grassy berm. The air had turned cool as the sun slowly set behind the hills to the west.
When the cadets saw him, they quickly got to their feet. 
“Where’s Cobb?” Mason asked, fearing that he already knew the answer.
Bell waited for Rodriguez to answer, and when he didn’t, she said, “He didn’t make it, sir. General Reed was kind enough to take his remains back for burial.”
Mason nodded. “You two okay?” He couldn’t help but notice that Rodriguez had a bandage taped around his thigh and another across his left eye.
“Yes, sir,” she said, bending down to pet Bowie.
“What about you, Rodriguez?”
The usually boisterous cadet looked to his feet. 
“Yeah, I’m good.”
The young cadet clearly needed either a pat on the back or a kick in the butt. Mason thought that splitting the difference might work best.
“You know,” he said, “with that patch, you look a bit like Snake Plissken.”
Rodriguez looked up. “Who?”
“You know, that guy from Escape from New York.” Mason tipped his head from side to side, studying him. “On the other hand, I suppose you could be Ragetti, the bungling sailor from Pirates of the Caribbean.”
Rodriguez shook his head. “No, no, I think you had it right the first time.” He repeated the name slowly as if trying it on for size. “Snake Plissken.”
“Either way, you’re going to be the butt of corny pirate jokes for the rest of your life. Might as well get used to it.”
“Pirate jokes?” The ribbing seemed to help snap Rodriguez out of his funk of self-pity, and a mischievous grin crept over his face. “Hey, I’ve got one for you. What’s a horny pirate’s worst nightmare?”
Mason shook his head. “I don’t know. What?”
Rodriguez looked over at Bell.
“Corporal,” she said, furrowing her brow, “don’t you dare say it.”
“A sunken chest with no booty.”
The glare turned into a smile and the shake of her head. 
“You’re awful.”
“It wasn’t directed at you, Lieutenant. You’ve got, you know…” His eyes drifted down to her chest.
“I swear to God, I will shoot you right here.”
He laughed and held his hands up in submission. 
“Joking, Lieutenant.”
Mason and Bowie moved closer, and the group stood for several minutes talking about what had transpired inside the bunker and out. When they had finished, everyone seemed utterly spent.
“With the President dead, I don’t suppose we’re getting any medals,” Rodriguez said, gently touching the pad over his eye. “I should at least get a Purple Heart.”
“Afraid not.” Mason reached out and shook Rodriguez’s hand. “I can only offer my thanks.” He nodded to Bell. “And to you as well, Lieutenant.”
She pressed her lips together. “Your thanks is enough, Marshal.” She turned to Rodriguez. “Isn’t it, Sergeant?”
“Sergeant?”
“Call it a field promotion.”
He smiled. “Sergeant Snake Plissken. I like it.”
“Are you two headed back to Radford?” asked Mason.
Both cadets nodded.
Bell said, “The Corps is the only family we have. I guess that makes Radford our home. For now, at least.”
“What about you, Marshal?” said Rodriguez. “Are you going home?”
Mason looked down at Bowie. The dog looked as tired as he felt. The mission was over, and both of them needed a little R and R. 
“Yeah, home sounds pretty good to us too.”





Chapter 22  
 
 
Samantha climbed out of the back seat of a blue Toyota Prius and stretched her arms high into the cool evening air. It had been a long trip home, involving not only a trek all the way back from Washington, but also a quick stopover at the Abner Cloud House. Dr. Jarvis had been understandably excited to hear about the success of the transfusion. In many ways, it was the path to salvation that he so desperately sought. Only time would tell whether his grand vision of using his blood to tame the hostility of the infected would ever come to fruition.
“Ahh,” Samantha said, placing her hands on her hips and leaning back. 
Tanner slid his pack off the seat and bumped the driver-side door shut with his hip. 
“You said it.”
Issa was the last to step from the car, wearing Tanner’s sunglasses and a black jumpsuit they had picked up for her along the way. She took a moment to study her new home. With its thick timbers, stone chimney, and carved wooden totem, it met all the requirements of an authentic, made-from-scratch mountain cabin. There were no signs of life at the moment, but the place maintained a warm, lived-in look.
Samantha looked over at Issa. “Well? What do you think?”
She smiled. “I love it.”
“Wait until you see the inside. There’s food, water, and soft beds. You can even get a hot shower.” 
Issa pulled at her shirt. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a shower. A very long time.”
“Really? We hadn’t noticed.” Samantha waved her hand in front of her nose, and they both laughed.
“I’ll look and smell better once I clean up, I promise.”
“It’s okay. We’re not too picky, are we, Tanner?”
“Speak for yourself,” he said, stumbling off toward the cabin. 
Samantha and Issa quickly grabbed their gear and followed behind. 
“Why do you think Mason isn’t here yet?” Samantha said, scanning the windows.
“He’ll be along.” 
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because he’s a lot like me.”
“Unkillable?” she said, playing off a joke he had made earlier.
“Exactly.” And while some of it was fatherly bravado, Tanner was speaking from the heart. Mason was a hard man to kill. One day, his son might meet his match. But then again, he might not.
When Tanner reached the top of the stairs, he set his pack by the door and flopped down in an old rocking chair on the porch. Within seconds, his eyes were pressed shut. 
Issa and Samantha moved to stand beside him, finally settling back against the wooden railing. 
“I suppose I should have warned you that he’s rather lazy.”
Issa smiled but said nothing.
“Plus, he gets grumpy if there’s not enough to eat.”
“What man doesn’t?”
“And don’t get me started on how stinky his socks are.”
“I’m right here in case you hadn’t noticed,” Tanner said without opening his eyes.
“No, we noticed,” said Samantha. “Come on, Issa. Let me take you inside and show you around.”
The two disappeared into the cabin, and Tanner let the fog of sleep settle over him. It had been a long trip home, and the newfound burden of trying to keep two women alive had proved nothing short of exhausting. 
When Samantha came back out onto the porch a few minutes later, she found Tanner sitting perfectly still in the old chair.
“Issa’s inside, cleaning up.”
He said nothing.
“Are we planning to stay home for a while?”
Again, he didn’t answer.
“Tanner?”
Nothing.
She stepped closer and nudged his shoulder.
“You alive?”
He cracked an eye. “I swear, you’re worse than my mother.”
“Oh?” she said with a smile. “Did you ignore her too?”
He reclosed the eye. “The answer is yes.”
“Yes, you ignored her?”
“Yes, we’re going to stay home for a while.”
“Good. I’m tired of all the driving, not to mention sleeping in cars, fighting zombies, and blowing things up.”
“I don’t know. Blowing things up was kind of fun.”
After a long moment, she said, “So, what do we do now?” There was an earnestness to her question.
“What do you mean? We eat. We breathe. We sleep. Same as every other day.”
“Right.” She paused, clearly building up the courage to say something. “About what I said earlier, you know, about school…”
He grunted.
“Do you think we could at least find a few books for me to study?”
“I’ll do you one better. First thing tomorrow, we’ll drive over to Boone and see about getting you into their school.”
Her eyes lit up. “Really?”
He grunted again.
She walked over and flopped down in the chair next to his. They sat for several minutes, listening to the sounds of nightlife slowly coming alive as darkness took hold.
Finally, she said, “Is it really over?”
“Is what over?”
“Everything. All the shooting and killing and knocking people in the head.”
“For a while.”
“But not forever?”
“This is a knocking-heads kind of world. That’s not going to change anytime soon.”
She nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I figured.” She settled in and began to rock back and forth. “I like Issa. Do you think she’ll stay with us forever?”
“I quit predicting what women will do a long time ago.”
Samantha looked back at the cabin door.
“I think she will.”
He didn’t argue one way or the other.
“With you two as my parents, I’m going to grow up to be really tough.”
“You’re already really tough.”
“You know what I mean. Tough like you.”
“You sure you want to go down that road?”
“Like you said, I don’t think I have a choice.” She reached over and put her hand on his. “Just so you know, I’ll miss you when you’re gone.”
He turned to her, finally opening his eyes. 
“What are you talking about? I’m not going anywhere.”
“Well, you are kind of old.” 
Before he could reply, she let out a little giggle.
“Oh, you’re hysterical. I just got done saving the world, and here you are hassling me.”
“Yeah,” she said with a big smile, “and isn’t it wonderful?”
He laid his head back against the chair and closed his eyes.
“Yeah, darlin’, it most certainly is.”

Mason shut his truck off and sat staring at the cabin for nearly a minute. A blue Prius sat parked a few feet away, and he was confident that it had brought Tanner and Samantha home. 
Home. It was a word he struggled to hold onto. Looking at his family’s cabin should have generated feelings of nostalgia. Instead, it brought only memories of Leila and Ava. One had left him by choice. The other had been killed by violent men. Both had taken a piece of him with them.
The door to the cabin swung open, and Bowie let out a little yip as Samantha appeared. Mason leaned across the cab and pushed open the door. The wolfhound immediately hopped out and raced up onto the porch, dancing around her. Mason took another long moment to collect himself before opening his door. He left his pack lying in the truck bed but brought his rifle along with him. 
As he trudged up the stairs, Samantha said, “Did you do it? Did you stop General Hood?”
He managed a smile. “Yes.”
Tanner appeared behind Samantha, and he and Mason exchanged a nod.
“And my mom… Was she… was she there?” There was an uncertainty in Samantha’s voice. In a way, he suspected that she didn’t want to hear that her mom had been there. She had already accepted her mother’s death, and going back on a decision like that took a toll on a person’s soul.
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but your mom’s dead.”
She looked back at Tanner. “Didn’t I tell you?”
He pressed his lips together and nodded, but his eyes told Mason that he knew the score.
“Ooh, ooh,” Samantha said, hurrying forward to grab Mason’s hand. “We’ve got a surprise for you.”
“What kind of surprise?” 
“You won’t believe it,” she said, pulling him into the house. “Tanner got married!”

Mason, Tanner, and Issa sat up late into the night, discussing what had happened. As they spoke, Mason couldn’t help but marvel at Issa’s beauty. The virus had forever marked her, but it had also given her an exotic radiance unlike any woman he had ever met. More than that, there was a fierceness, a warrior spirit that only a certain kind of man could truly appreciate, let alone ever hope to tame. She and Tanner didn’t sit cuddling like teenagers at a sleepover. Instead, she sat poised on the arm of his chair, tall and strong, her dark eyes shining with interest as Mason told of his adventure.
When he was finally finished, Tanner asked, “Where do you suppose Leila went?”
“Home, I guess.”
“All the way back to Israel? That would take some time, things being what they are.”
“She’s already proven that she’s a patient woman.”
“You going after her?”
Mason had given the question a lot of thought while driving home. The whole situation struck him as something that could not be made right.
“No,” he said. “What’s done is done.”
Tanner nodded. “Good. There’s been enough killing.”
“What will you tell poor Samantha?” Issa asked, glancing at the bedroom door.
Mason slumped back into his chair, the past few days catching up to him at last. 
“I suggest that we leave things as they are, for now at least. There’s no reason for her to have to lose her mother all over again.”
“But isn’t it better that she know the truth?”
“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s better if we let a twelve-year-old girl think about tomorrow, instead of yesterday.”
Issa smiled. “You’re right, of course. Still, someday she may discover the truth and seek revenge on her own. Samantha has a very strong spirit.”
“But a forgiving one too,” added Tanner.
Mason reached down to stroke Bowie’s head, and the dog’s tail began whapping against the wooden floor.
“If one day Samantha decides upon revenge, Bowie and I will go along to make sure she has her justice.”
“As will I,” said Tanner. “As will I.”

Mason stuffed a few final supplies into his backpack before pulling the drawstring tight. He hoisted the heavy bag over one shoulder and quietly stepped from the bedroom. The shades covering the cabin’s windows were pulled down, and only small rays of morning sunlight sparkled around their edges. It had been three weeks since his big fight at The Greenbrier, and the cut on his arm was now nothing more than a pink scar. Bowie, too, seemed to be fully recovered as he danced around in front of the cabin door, eager to get underway.
“Yeah, yeah,” Mason said softly, “I’m coming.”
He glanced toward the cabin’s other two bedrooms. No doubt Tanner, Issa, and Samantha were all still fast asleep. He nodded. It was better that way. Neither he nor his father were much for long goodbyes. He had already expressed his intention to leave the previous night, and there wasn’t much else to be said.
He walked quietly across the room and eased the front door open. Bowie quickly darted out, and Mason followed, pulling the door closed behind him. As soon as he turned around, he saw Tanner sitting in one of the rocking chairs, a blanket and shotgun resting across his lap.
“I figured you’d be asleep.”
Tanner yawned. “The older I get, the harder it is to sleep past sunrise.”
“That can be a good thing.”
“I suppose.” Tanner looked at Mason’s backpack. “You sure about this?”
“With Glass and Pike both gone, the country’s going to struggle to find its way. It seems only right that I help pick up the pieces.”
“Things are going to be how they’re going to be.”
“Perhaps, but I can’t sit by and watch everything go to hell.”
“Some might say that’s your misplaced sense of duty speaking again.”
Mason shrugged. “It’s who I am.”
Bowie moseyed over to Tanner and brushed against his legs. 
“Keep my boy safe now, you big mutt, you hear me?”
Bowie tried to lick his face, but Tanner put a hand up in front of the dog’s mouth.
“Are you three planning to stay here?” said Mason.
“It’s as good a place as any to hole up.”
Mason extended his hand, but Tanner got to his feet and pulled him close.
“I love you, son. Don’t ever forget that.”
Mason felt a lump in his throat.
“I love you too, Dad.”
Tanner took a step back. “If you get in trouble, send word and I’ll come.”
“Like a runaway freight train, no doubt.”
Tanner grinned. “Like you said, it’s who we are.”
The curtains on the cabin’s front window pulled aside, and they both turned to see Samantha peeking out as she wiped sleep from her eyes. Mason nodded to her, and she offered a tentative wave.
“Any idea how long you’ll be gone?” asked Tanner.
“I can’t say for sure. A couple of months, maybe.”
“Do you know which way you’re headed?”
Mason looked off to the east. 
“I thought I’d start by going over to Norfolk to see how the New Colony is faring.”
“Be careful. Whoever’s running the place won’t take kindly to you questioning his decisions.”
“I’ll walk softly.”
Tanner looked down at Mason’s Supergrade. 
“All well and good, but keep that big stick handy too.”
“Always.”
Tanner lowered himself back into the chair, and the wood creaked like it might split at any moment. 
“If we’re not here when you get back, I’ll leave a note under the boiler.”
“Fair enough.” 
“Take care of yourself.”
“You do the same.”
It was as close to a tearful goodbye as either man wanted, and Mason took his leave. Bowie raced after him and, within seconds, they were in his F150, weaving their way down the winding driveway.
Samantha came out onto the porch to stand beside Tanner.
“Where’s he going?”
“To see if he can fix things.”
“Fix what?”
“The world, I guess.”
“Nobody can do that.”
“Maybe not, but he wants to try.”
She turned and watched the truck bounce its way down the long dirt driveway until it was finally out of sight.
“He’s a lot like you, isn’t he?”
Tanner smiled. “More than he’d like to admit.”

Mason shuffled his boots across the dirt, staring down at the pile of stones and the simple wooden cross pressed behind them. He felt a heaviness in his chest that couldn’t be put into words. Standing beside Ava’s grave reminded him of everything that had gone wrong. Despite all his efforts, President Glass had been murdered. Pike and Hood had both paid for their crimes, but at what price? The last remnants of the federal government had been wiped out. The United States of America was officially no more.
It was impossible to say what would come next. The three New Colonies would likely set themselves up as independent city-states, a far cry from any kind of national republic. They would almost certainly morph into feudal capitals, governed by whoever had the brightest ideas or, more likely, the firmest hand.
Mankind would survive, but not before it took a few more steps backward. One day, perhaps the country would reunite and rebuild, but certainly not in Mason’s lifetime. The simple truth was that it was going to get worse before it got better.
He took a knee in front of the grave and spoke softly, as if offering prayer. 
“Ava, you once told me that you didn’t belong in this world, that there was too much violence and suffering in it.” He picked up one of the stones and rubbed his fingers across its smooth surface. “Maybe you were right. Maybe it is better that you’re not here to see the chaos that’s coming. But I, for one, will miss you.”
Bowie inched closer and leaned down to lick his hand.
Mason placed the stone back on the pile and reached over to stroke the dog’s head.
“Yeah, I know,” he said. “You’re with me to the end.” He stood up and dusted off his pants. “But we have a long, hard road ahead, so I hope you’re up for it.”
Bowie stared at him, his eyes wide with excitement. 
“That’s what I thought.” Mason turned and started toward his truck. “Come on, boy. We’ve got work to do.”











Parting Comments
 
 
After more than fifteen hundred pages, this portion of the Survivalist has finally come to an end. Along the way, we explored antique theaters, Amish farms, secret tunnels, and hardened bunkers. We boarded prototype helicopters, forklifts, and garbage trucks. We learned how to find food, water, and fuel, not to mention how to hotwire a car and build a fertilizer bomb. We battled devil worshippers, road warriors, infected mutants, and ruthless mercenaries. We also shared in a few laughs, a little passion, and of course, plenty of dog slobber. 
We met Mason, the gun-slinging hero who held duty above all else, Tanner, a man who could walk along the dark abyss without falling in, Samantha, a quirky, but lovable girl who changed every life she touched, and Bowie, the steadfast companion whose intelligence rivaled that of Lassie and Rin Tin Tin. I confess that I came to cherish each of these characters. Readers, too, had their favorites, some preferring the battle-tested lawman who knew right from wrong, others identifying with the violent convict who understood that survival often required splitting the difference.
We uncovered some hard lessons along the way, not the least of which was that we should all be better prepared. The world is a dangerous place, and despite assurances to the contrary, our safety is far from guaranteed. Liberty too should never be taken for granted. Freedoms are easy to surrender, but reclaiming them almost always requires the spilling of blood. Finally, we were reminded that having the right companion at one’s side, whether it be a young orphan girl or a one-hundred-and-forty-pound dog, can make any journey more enjoyable.
With all of the major conflicts resolved, the next installment of The Survivalist will find Mason, Bowie, Tanner, and Samantha starting on all new adventures. Together, we’ll explore the New Colonies, small bastions of civilization in a world that has disintegrated into chaos. We’ll meet evil in all new forms; men, women, and monsters that are worthy of our heroes’ talents. And of course, we’ll learn useful tricks for staying alive in a world where nothing comes easy. Surprises and adventures await, so I hope you’ll join me on the next phase of this post-apocalyptic saga.
 
 
Arthur T. Bradley
 
P.S. If you want to share your thoughts about the series, or simply nudge me to get busy on The Survivalist #8 (Dark Days), send an email to arthur@disasterpreparer.com.





The Survivalist adventure continues with Dark Days…
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Do you have a Plan?

Ninety-nine percent of the
time the world spins like a top,
the skies are clear, and your
refrigerator is full of milk and .4
cheese.Butknow with certainty. 5 S 5 A”WNE""“
that the world is a dangerous
place. Storms rage, fires burn,
and diseases spread. No one
is ever completely safe. We all
live as part of a very complex
ecosystem thatisunpredictable
and willing o Kill us without
remorse or pause.

This handbook will help you to establish a practical disaster
preparedness plan for your entire family. The 3rd Edition has
been expanded to cover every important topic, including food
storage, water purification, electricity generation, backup heating,
firearms, communication systems, disaster preparedness networks,
evacuations, life-saving first aid, and much more. Working through
the steps identified in this book will prepare your family for nearly
any disaster, whether it be natural disasters making the news daily
(e, earthquakes, tomadoes, hurricanes, floods, and tsunamis), or
high-impact global events, such as electromagnetic pulse attacks,
radiological emergencies, solar storms, or our country’s impending
financial collapse. The new larger 8" x 10° format includes easy-to-
copy worksheets to help organize your family's preparedness plans.

Available at Disasterpreparer.com and online retailers
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Learn to Become a

If your community were hit with a major
disaster, such as an earthquake, flood,
hurricane, or radiological release, how
would you handle it? Would you be forced
tofallintoline with hundredsof thousands [l
of others who are so woefully unprepared?

Or do you possess the knowledge and
supplies to adapt and survive? Do you
have a carefully stocked pantry, a method
to retrieve and purify water, a source for
generating electricity, and the means
to protect your family from desperate
criminals? In short, are you a prepper?

ruction Manual

This book comprises fifty of the most important steps that any
individual or family can take to prepare for a wide range of disasters.
Every step is complete, clearly described, and actionable. They cover
every aspect of disaster preparedness, including assessing the threats,
making a plan, storing food, shoring up your home, administering
firstaid, creating a safe room, gathering important papers,learning to
shoot, generating electricity, burying the dead, tying knots, keeping
warm, and much more.

Recent events have reminded us that our world is a dangerous
place, whether it i 2 deadly tsunami, a nuclear meltdown, or a stock
market collapse. Our lfestyle, and even our very existence, is forever
uncertain. Join the quickly growing community of individuals and
families determined to stand ready.
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Forinformation on my books and practical disaster preparedness, see:

http://disasterpreparer.com

) CONTACT ME

If you enjoyed this book and are looking forward to the sequel, send
‘me a short note (arthuradisasterpreparer.com). Like most authors, | en-
joy hearing from my readers. Also, if you have time, perhaps you would
be kind enough to post a positive review on Amazon.com.

1 frequently travel the world giving disaster preparedness seminars.
If you are a member of a church, business, or civic organization and
would like to sponsor a disaster preparedness event, please keep me
in mind.

Best wishes to you and your family!

FREE NEWSLETTER 4

o sign up for the Practical Prepper Newsletter, send an email to:

newsletter@disasterpreparer.com
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Are you Prepared
for the Worst?

What would happen if _terrorists
detonated a nuclear device high above
the United States? What about fthe Sun i A
emitted a large coronal mass ejection
thatresultedinadamaging geomagnetic
storm? I either case, electrical power
could be lost for months. Shortages
would quickly ensue—food, water,
and fuel would disappear within days.
Widespread panic and suffering would
be unavoidable. Are you prepared for
these large-scale disasters?

This book will help you to prepare for two end-of-the-world-as-
we-know-it (TEOTWAWKI) events: the EMP attack and the solar
storm. Each threat s carefully studied with analyses of its likelihood
and potential impacts on our nation's critical infrastructures.
Practical preparations are outlined, including steps to meet the
fourteen basic needs in the absence of modern utilities, and the
use of Faraday cages and uninterruptible power supplies to protect
personal electronics.

Several techniques for constructing ad-hoc Faraday cages are
presented. The shielding effectiveness of homemade Faraday cages
is measured and compared, including metal garbage cans, foil-
wrapped boxes, fire safes, static bags, ammo cans, and microwave
ovens. Finally, a low-cost method of constructing a room-sized
Faraday cage is presented.

Find at

asterpreparer.com and online retailers
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