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      Being the last man on Earth has its advantages …

      

      After waking up from a military experiment gone horribly wrong, Nick Dekko discovers that he’s the last man on Earth.  If that wasn’t bad enough, he’s trapped inside a military base, surrounded by thousands of hungry zombies. Armed only with a battle suit and a smart-ass A.I. named Slade, Nick sets off across a post-apocalyptic America where he discovers a group of hot warrior women who are only too eager to “assist” him in battling the dead, and reaching a hidden government vault that may hold the secret to reversing the plague that ended the world.

      

      WARNING:  I’m not a huge fan of fades to black, so would it surprise you to learn that this book’s intended for those over the age of 18 who like over-the-top action, zombie craziness, hot warrior women, cool snarky characters, and lots of haremy (yes, that’s a real word) adult situations? Probably not, so if you like those things, and I’m guessing you do, suck it up, strap in, and get ready for Pox Americana, Book 1.
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      The hour is late, the tide is high, blah, fucking blah.

      Choose your own cliché, because I’m running out of time to find the phrase that best describes what I call the “fuckery,” the suboptimal situation I currently find myself in.

      I’m flanked by three lovely ladies named Deb, Raven, and Lexie. We’re holding down the proverbial fort on the first floor of a multi-story government building, surrounded by thousands of recently-deceased infected folk that we’ve nicknamed the Woken.

      It’s the end of the world as we know it, and I do not feel fucking fine.

      I’m strapped inside my “shark cage,” a nearly seven-foot tall, metal and carbon fiber battle suit that’s seen better days. The gals and I have just finished mowing down a small delegation of the infected in another part of the building and are scrunched inside a freight elevator that’s slowly powering up. We’re catching our breath as Dean Martin croons from a ceiling speaker, “Let it snow! Let it snow! Let it—”

      Deb fires a blast from her minigun, obliterating the speaker. “Fuck Dean Martin,” she says, blowing smoke from the barrels of her weapon.

      Deb’s got a real chip on her shoulder.

      I mean that literally, by the way. She’s got an actual poker chip taped to her shoulder to cover the place where one of the Woken snacked on her. Deb’s what we call an In-Betweener, somebody who was bitten by an infected person but never totally changed. You can tell this by her skin (it has just the faintest flush of blue), and her eyes, yellow in the middle and bone white around the margins, everything contrasting sharply with her ruby-red lips and ebony hair.

      “Dean Martin’s a hack,” she continues. “A third-rate Sinatra wannabe.”

      “Can we just focus on the task at hand?” I’m referring to the need to reach the roof in order to save another member of our whack-pack, Hollis, a lovely lady who’s stranded atop an adjacent building.

      “Two more floors to go,” says Lexie, a gorgeous, pint-sized killing machine who adjusts the tiara pinned to her hair while feeding a treat to Stevens, the tiny cat with tuxedo coloring that she keeps as a pet near her chest in a sling.

      I tap the speaker button on my dashboard so I can hear Slade, our A.I., the dude who’s acted as our Sherpa thus far. “How are we looking, Slade?”

      “You’ve got ‘em right where you want ‘em.”

      “We’re kinda surrounded.” I glance at my HUD, my heads-up display, which reveals the entire building, save for the building’s vault and elevator, is drowning in zombies.

      “Right,” he replies. “Surrounded from the inside out.”

      Deb groans. “I’m really beginning to hate that fucking thing.”

      My eyes find hers. “Slade’s gonna be offended if he hears you call him a thing.”

      “He’s a goddamn computer.”

      “A.I.”

      Lexie elbows me, wrapping her hands around the mini-flamethrower that’s strapped to the lower portion of her back. “What do you call a blonde who’s dyed her hair brown?” she asks with a sly smile. When nobody responds, Lexie adds, “artificial intelligence. Get it?”

      “Yeah, that’s a good one, Lex,” says Raven, the ravishing Latina who finishes slotting 40-millimeter grenades into a cylindrical launcher. She wipes a few beads of sweat from her glorious cleavage and pulls back the charging handle on her weapon.

      The elevator suddenly jolts to a stop.

      Deb slaps at the elevator buttons, but it’s no use.

      We’re not going any higher and the door is going to open.

      What’s on the other side I do not know, but suffice it to say, it ain’t good.

      “Get ready,” I whisper, fingers hovering over the thumbsticks that control the fire on my cannon and rocket pods.

      The door pings open and there’s a moment of perfect calm and silence when almost anything could happen.

      Nothing does and then the leering, milky-eyed face of one of the infected greets us. The

      thing’s black hole of a mouth unhinges like a python’s and ratchets out, snapping around my right arm.

      Around the cannon positioned above my right arm, that is.

      “LET’S GO!” I scream, squeezing a burst from my gun that atomizes the infected,

      showering the other hundred ghouls behind it with black gore.

      I charge straight at the monsters like a half-assed version of Master Chief from Halo, a mechanized reaper surrounded by my ladies, our guns blazing away.

      Take a mental snapshot of me frozen in mid-stride, because now might be as good a time as any to discuss how I came to find myself in this predicament.

      How the decision not to take a day off from work several days ago led me to become what I believe is the last man on Earth, surrounded by a posse of smoking-hot warrior women, battling an army of deranged zombies, while desperately searching for a cold six-pack and a secret that might help save what’s left of the world…
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      My name’s Nick Samuel Dekko, by the way and I am—was—a civilian engineer, a numbers humper as my superiors liked to say, for a defense contractor called Ares around the time everything went bad.

      I was part of a twelve-member team called T2, which stood for Torpor Team, a mixed military/civilian cell that, at the time in question, had been contracted out to help study the effects of prolonged hibernation on warfighters. In regular human-speak, I was a geek that worked with a bunch of badasses to test how they’d react to hypersleep.

      If you’ve ever seen a sci-fi movie—the Aliens series for instance—then you know what I’m talking about. Torpor, what Hollywood-types call hypersleep, centers around imitating things like the Arctic ground squirrel, a small creature that sets its internal body temperature at freezing point during the winter, and yet doesn’t awaken as a puny weakling. No, I’m not making this up. The idea is that putting soldiers to sleep for extended periods of time like that will not only allow them to recuperate better, particularly from trauma, but will permit them to travel great distances without negatively impacting them physically and psychologically. Or something like that.

      Our glorious leader was a granite-jawed captain named Al Hightower, a real gung-ho type who, on the day in question, ushered us down into a lower level at Fort Detrick, a U.S. Army Medical Command installation on the outskirts of Frederick, Maryland. This particular level was a sprawling, octagonal space honeycombed with offices including one that was filled with what looked like coffins on wheels.

      “Those are your sleep receptacles, ladies,” Hightower said.

      One of the grunts asked if he could bring his girlfriend into the pod with him and Hightower laughed and shook his head. “Get warm and snuggly in there all by your lonesome, because the celebration’s about to begin.”

      I raised a hand. “Why is it that the only civilian in the bunch needs to take part in the experiment, sir? I’m a numbers guy.”

      An eagle-eyed private named Dawkins flashed me a smile. “Because Uncle Sam needs to know whether the drugs work on pussies as well as real, red-blooded Americans.”

      I knew the guys well enough to flip them a middle finger while climbing into my pod, as nurses hooked up IVs and Hightower stalked the space between our pods like a preacher. “As you know, the protocol will involve the sealing of your receptacle in order to test the efficacy of H2r gas which is designed to stimulate the A1 adenosine receptor for purposes of ascertaining the quality of each individual state of torpor.”

      “In English, sir!” one of the other soldiers shouted.

      “We’re flooding your pod with white gas to see how each of you do in nighty-night time, which will last exactly forty-five minutes,” a female voice said.

      My gaze hopped from Hightower to a woman in blue scrubs who seemed to glide out of the corner of the room. I’d seen her around the base before. Scarlett James was her name and when she walked—sashayed might be a better word—toward us, the air seemed to leave the room.

      There’s a line from a famous detective novel about a woman who was so hot she was capable of making a bishop kick a hole in a stained-glass window. That pretty much sums up Scarlett, who pushed a tendril of her auburn hair back and fixed her librarian glasses, her hips and breasts moving as one.

      “I’m a little scared of the pod,” Dawkins said.

      “What can I do to make this experience more comfortable for you, soldier?” Scarlett asked.

      “I can only answer that question in the nude, ma’am.”

      Scarlett sighed. “Two hundred thousand sperm in your daddy’s junk, Dawkins, and somehow you were the fastest?”

      Dawkins didn’t get it, but the rest of us did. We laughed our asses off as Dawkins’s face turned red and Scarlett grinned. She was around dudes every day and was immune to their bullshit. Her ability to let the insults and innuendo slide while giving as good as she received, was one of the things I found most attractive about her.

      She approached my pod and laid a hand on my wrist. “What do you think of the accommodations?”

      I leaned my head back. The pod was surprisingly roomy and plush, complete with a memory foam pillow. I was getting a chance to take an extended nap on the taxpayer’s dime, which struck me as not a bad way to make a living.

      “Very nice, Miss James,” I replied. “Beats sitting behind a desk running numbers all day.”

      “We aim to please,” she whispered, winking as the pod vibrated and began to fill with a white gas that smelled of honeysuckle.

      Hightower appeared, leaning over my pod, staring through the clear casing, smiling ear to ear. “Is everything going to be okay, sir?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Things are gonna be swell, Dekko. Six nines uptime. Trust me.”

      The gas enveloped my pod, filling my lungs, ushering me into a blackness that was complete and absolute. The last thing I heard was Hightower’s voice echoing as I slipped into a deep sleep: things are fine, Dekko…trust me, trust me, things are fine.

      If there’s one thing I’ve learned during my twenty-nine years on this Earth it’s this:  never trust a man who says, “trust me.”

      If you didn’t know it already, Hightower was full of shit because things absolutely, positively were not goddamn fucking fine and did not go as planned.

      The next thing I heard was a note, what I soon recognized as the opening chords to the James Brown song Get Up (I feel like being) a Sex Machine.

      I thought I was dreaming, but then came a hissing sound and my body tremored. My mind sent a signal to my arm to move, but it ached terribly, as if I’d been beaten with a baseball bat. I blinked and even that hurt, but at least I could see something, a haze, a white fog billowing up from my pod as the chamber opened.

      I moved my leg and that too was a chore, my body weak, achy. It felt like I had the flu.

      “What the hell’s going on?” I asked, choking, my throat sore, as if I’d just swallowed a sheet of sandpaper.

      Nothing stirred and nobody replied, but the music continued to echo.

      Elbowing myself up, I yanked the IV out of my arm and glanced around.

      I was no longer in the octagonal room and was alone.

      No Hightower, no Dawkins, no anybody.

      Just me in a semi-darkened room, as James Brown continued to advise me to get up, get on up, his voice blaring out of a speaker that hung from the ceiling like a gargoyle.

      “Hello!” I croaked, my throat in desperate need of water.

      The music stopped.

      “Nice of you to wake up, sleeping beauty,” a voice with a faint, Brooklynese accent said from somewhere overhead.

      I sat up and my abs immediately cramped.

      “Don’t get out of the pod yet,” the voice said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re not ready,” the voice replied.

      “Where am I?”

      “Detrick.”

      “When?”

      “Three o’clock in the afternoon in the second week of November.”

      Impossible, I thought. It was March when I entered the pod.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “The one in charge. Now lie back.”

      “Where’s Captain Hightower?”

      “Gone,” the voice said.

      “What about the others?”

      “Gone too.”

      “That’s impossible,” I said.

      “Impossible shit happens every day, pal,” the voice barked in response.

      The pod started thrumming.

      “W-what’s going on?” I asked, my voice quaking, my vision woozy, my ears throbbing.

      “What’s going on, buttercup, is that there’s been a problem.”

      “What kind?”

      “What’s worse than a clusterfuck?” the voice asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, whatever that is, multiply it by a million and then set that number on fire because something happened and you’ve been asleep for a while.”

      “How long?”

      There was a pause and then the voice said: “Eight months.”
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      I gasped, wondering whether it was all a mistake or better yet…a joke. Yeah, that’s what it was! A gag thought up by Dawkins or one of the other guys to screw with me. I was waiting for them to jump out at any moment so all could have a good laugh, but nothing happened aside from a low buzz coming from the speaker.

      “You–y-you’re lying about the eight months,” I stammered.

      “I haven’t been fully programmed to lie,” the voice said.

      “You’re a computer?”

      “That’s like calling a Ferrari a car,” the voice said. “I’m a neural network.”

      “You mean…an A.I.?”

      The sound of a cash register echoed followed by a cheering crowd, as if I’d just won some kind of prize.

      “Think of me as…Alexa…on crack.”

      “But…your voice—”

      “It’s my real one, but I’ve been programmed with accents and slangs from other time periods if you prefer. For instance, I can mimic a late-eighteenth century prospector. ‘Dadburned black hats have done ‘et all the people and destroyed the world!’ Or maybe a bootlegger from the Prohibition Era. ‘I say, kiddo, you are the cat’s pajamas! What say we blow this popsicle stand and head on out for a toot?’”

      “Your regular voice is just fine,” I replied, still in shock and wondering what the fuck was going on.

      “Excellent. Then please lean back in the pod.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ll feel better if you do.”

      I did that too and felt something prick my shoulder. I yelped and looked over to see a needle withdrawing into a recessed panel on the side of the pod.

      “Hey! Why did you say I’d feel better?”

      “Would you have leaned back if I said you were going to be stuck by a needle?”

      “You lied!”

      “That needle was full of meds and nutriceuticals to help you function and recover, so technically it wasn’t a lie. You’ll thank me later.”

      I rubbed my shoulder. “Can I get up now?”

      “I don’t know. Can you?” the voice asked with a hint of sarcasm.

      “May I?”

      “By all means.”

      With much effort, I climbed out of the pod, surprised to see that whatever had been injected into me had taken away the pain I’d felt only seconds earlier. My legs were initially like jelly and I took a knee, but then I quickly recovered and did a quick circuit around the room. There wasn’t much aside from a shelf filled with cleaning supplies, a thick layer of dust on the ground, a bank of computer equipment, and a locked door.

      I looked up at the speaker. “You’re not saying anything.”

      “Sometimes I like to watch.”

      “You can see me?”

      “I’m like God, buddy boy,” the voice replied. “I’ve got eyes and ears everywhere.”

      I’d had about enough of whoever was behind the voice. “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Slade.”

      “I’m—”

      “I know who you are,” Slade replied. “Nicholas Samuel Dekko.”

      “Nobody calls me Nicholas, and how do you know that?”

      “Because you’re the only one left and I’ve had plenty of time to review your permanent record.”

      I squinted hard, staring at the speaker. For a moment I saw a flicker of red light inside its casing, which I assumed was Slade’s “eye.”

      “Look, Slade, I don’t know what this is or who are you, but I wanna see Captain Hightower right now.”

      “No, you don’t,” Slade replied.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Trust me, you don’t.”

      “Right fucking now!” I shouted.

      The door clicked open.

      “Head right. Your boys are two doors down on the left. Don’t say I didn’t warn you, though. And oh yeah, whatever you do, do not enter the room with the yellow door.”

      “What’s in there?”

      “Just…don’t.”

      That spooked me, but I had to know what was going on so I moved haltingly out of the room. I was famished and my legs were wobbly again, but I managed to hook a right into a section of the base I’d never been to before. Several of the security doors were ajar, everything bathed in red from the emergency lights. I was halfway down the hall when I heard a thumping sound.

      It was coming from just ahead.

      I spotted the yellow door at the end of the hallway and then my eyes rotated back to the doors to my left. Specifically, two doors down.

      My feet felt like they were encased in cement. I moved slowly, inching down, a glass window into the room becoming visible.

      I peeked into the window. It was dark inside.

      Too dark to see.

      Then the door’s handle began to jangle.

      I reached for it and—

      WHAM!

      A mouth smeared across the window, teeth grinding across glass, a half-chewed tongue leaving a sticky black slick.

      The mouth pulled back and that’s when I saw him.

      Captain Hightower.

      Or what was left of him.

      His eyes were two black holes. The skin on his face was like crêpe paper, tented tighter than a drumhead over his cheekbones. His mouth twisted up in an agonized grimace.

      He moaned. Then another face appeared, then two more. When I spotted Dawkins, groaning, a massive chunk of meat gone from his neck, I bit back a scream and spun on my heels.

      I sprinted down the hallway, slipped, fell, then pushed myself up as Slade’s voice boomed, “I told you.”

      Skidding to a stop, I looked in every direction, freaked out of my fucking mind. I took shelter in a nearby room and sat in a chair, on the verge of a mental meltdown.

      “What did you do to them?” I screamed.

      “You mean what did the virus do.”

      “What virus?”

      “The one you barely avoided. The same one that ended civilization as you knew it.”

      Boom. There it was. An explanation, albeit one I wasn’t completely buying. The fact that I was trapped inside a military facility made me think the whole thing was a game, psyops, a psychological operation designed to test whether I had the mettle to continue working with the unit.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      Something powered to life at the back of the room. A flatscreen TV. It was divided into quadrants that showed what appeared to be closed-circuit camera footage of the exterior of the base.

      I squinted. It looked like there were people on the outside trying to get in.

      Lots of people.

      “What is that?”

      “The building we’re in.”

      “Why don’t you let them in?”

      “Get a closer look.”

      I stepped forward, squinting. The footage zoomed down into the crowds and my guts seized, because the masses outside resembled Captain Hightower and the others.

      “Wha-what happened to them?” The images on the TV changed to news reports and a collage of newspaper articles with headlines about an epidemic. There was no sound and the images whipped past before I had a chance to read any of them.

      The images on the TV changed to farmers and scientist-types stalking fields, then switched to people in biohazard garb spraying white gas across the same fields.

      “Here’s the quick and dirty. Once upon a time, not so very long ago, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, DARPA, came up with a program called ‘Insect Allies.’”

      “That sounds like a kid’s TV show.”

      “Doesn’t it? Unfortunately, it involved enlisting the services of genetically modified organisms to combat crop loss during agricultural emergencies. Basically, bugs on steroids.”

      “What could go wrong?” I said, exhausted, running on empty.

      “Seems the geniuses didn’t realize the potential for it to become ‘dual use,’ to be deployed for either defensive or offensive purposes.”

      I looked up as the images on the TV flashed fields covered in millions of insects that took flight. Soon the insects were blanketing small towns and cities. “What happened?”

      “The bugs, mostly aphids, whiteflies, and leafhoppers, were engineered to carry certain kinds of viruses.”

      “What kind?”

      “The kind that became very, very, very bad.”

      “Bugs destroyed the world?”

      “People destroyed the world, Dekko. The bugs were just the vector. The bugs evolved as did the virus they were carrying, which was fast as gossip and twice as nasty. Before anyone knew what was going on, it had already done a lap around the globe and here’s what made it a doozy. You could be infected in two different ways: through direct contact with the virus itself, or by being assaulted by someone who had the virus.”

      “What did it do to people?”

      “It reformatted the brain.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Ever heard of Neanderthals?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Ever wondered why they’re not around anymore?”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, there’s something called the Replacement Theory which suggests homo sapiens, our ancestors, engaged in a little genocide back in the day. Something in them, something that was hardwired, caused them to wipe out all the other proto-humans. Whatever is in that virus apparently resurrected this need to kill by tripping some fuse that had been dormant in humans for a long time.”

      A flash storm of images danced across the TV: rioting, cities burning, people shot down only to rise again, bloodlust in their orange eyes. The images froze on a naked man standing in the middle of a street, bathed in blood, eyes blazing, holding a balled fist up in the air as thousands of the misshapen things stood behind him like an army. I stared at the man and then ran a hand through my greasy hair.

      “How widespread was it?” I asked.

      “After six days it went airborne. No corner of the globe has remained untouched.”

      “What happened to Bowie, Maryland?” I wondered what, if anything, remained of my home. I didn’t have much of a family, but I had a nice three-bedroom ranch house that I’d saved up for six years to buy.

      “The same thing that happened to everywhere else. Gonzo. I’m pretty sure I could pull up a picture of your house if you’d like to see what—”

      “No!”

      I could barely breathe, still unable to grasp the enormity of the situation.

      “I’m sorry,” Slade said. “I showed you that stuff because I wanted to prepare you.”

      “For what? Years of therapy? I’m just a statistician, man. A knob-turning, numbers cruncher. I didn’t even want to be part of the stupid sleep study.”

      “That stupid sleep study saved your life.”

      I looked up. “So that’s it then, huh? I’m alive and the world’s over and we’re all fucked?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It just so happens that I’ve been planning for this situation for quite some time. I’ve got something you’re gonna want to see, Dekko.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A possible way out.”
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      Slade remotely opened a door to a work room that I recognized as being in a formerly classified section of the building. I stepped inside and the emergency lights revealed an immense workshop. There were gigantic robotic arms, lifts, banks of machining equipment, 3-D printers, hoppers filled with translucent tubes, and benches piled with gears, rivets, filaments, and the like.

      And in the middle of it all, dangling from a hook attached to the roof, was what looked like a primer-splotched cage in the vague outline of a human body wrapped in some kind of metal. It was little more than a seat in a metal-skinned frame that was supported by two absurdly thin legs that looked like javelins and a bulky item pinned to the back. For all intents and purposes, it looked like a metal praying mantis.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “The XR-15 three-dimensional, refraction and reflection multi-use weapons system.”

      “In English.”

      “A battle suit,” Slade said.

      “What does ‘XR-15’ mean?”

      “Not a damn thing, but I’ve found that stuff sounds way cooler when you add numbers and letters. It’s hand-crafted—”

      “Slapdash.”

      “Bespoke,” Slade countered.

      “Is bespoke Latin for crappy?” I touched one of the suit’s legs and a piece of metal fell off. “Cause this thing looks a little jacked-up.”

      “At ease. It’s a work in progress,” Slade replied defensively.

      I moved toward the suit, studying its dimensions. It was five or six inches shy of seven feet tall by four feet wide, give or take. The metal wrapping the torso, head, arms, and legs was actually a kind of heavy-gauge armored mesh, and there were raised slots fixed atop the metal that covered what I assumed were the suit’s arms. It was definitely hand-built, but upon closer inspection seemed thoroughly solid. The entire contraption was stitched together with bolts and rivets.

      “It looks kinda like a shark cage in the form of a man.”

      “It is, in a sense. I mean, they both protect the user from…teeth.”

      I shivered at the thought of the things outside the building. I moved around the battle suit, spotting a camera bolted to the cage around the head. I ran a finger down what looked like a battery pack bolted to the rear that was connected, via a series of tubes and conduit, to a device resembling a centrifuge hidden inside a glass and metal case that was situated above what looked like several USB ports.

      “What is that?”

      “The power source. A TENG, a triboelectric nanogenerator. I won’t bore you with the details, but it’s a next-gen battery that works with a regeneration device to capture and reuse the suit’s kinetic energy to partially recharge it. Basically, it’s like the braking system from a Prius plopped into a military-grade exosuit.”

      “This thing can actually move?”

      “Bet your ass it can. A hundred and eighteen miles on a full charge, depending on conditions. That can be boosted, depending on whether you’re able to level up.”

      “Like…in a video game?”

      “Not exactly, but I’ve engineered the suit so that it can be, shall we say, upgraded.”

      “How?”

      “A discussion for another time. Take a look behind you.”

      I looked over my shoulder to see two metal tubes, maybe four feet long by two feet wide, hanging from a wall next to several exceedingly-large blades. Next to them was a contraption that looked like a Gatling gun, yoked to a spiral of ammunition tethered to two bulky metal drums.

      “What’s in the tubes?”

      “Forty-eight twelve-millimeter rockets,” a female voice replied.

      I flinched then spotted a form entering the room. A woman in a tight, two-piece compression outfit, her long, auburn locks flowing behind her.

      “Jesus. Miss James?”

      “It’s Scarlett,” she answered with a weary smile.

      “I can’t believe—you—you’re alive!”

      “For the moment. I was one of the lucky ones.” She moved alongside me. I could see she had a pistol and several huge knives hanging from her tactical belt. There was also an odor that accompanied her, a nasty funk that smelled like roasted garbage. It pricked my nostrils and I turned so Scarlett wouldn’t see me making a face.

      “I was down in the med lab, trying to help the wounded, when the lights first went out,” she said.

      “She was the one that activated me originally,” Slade said.

      She nodded. “Yep. I opened Gramps’s files and gave him access to the networks.”

      “Don’t call me Gramps.”

      Scarlett grinned. “How about ‘Dad’ then? Every time you see an A.I. in a movie it’s called ‘mother,’ so maybe it’s time to change things up.”

      “You can call me daddy any day of the week,” Slade purred.

      She smirked and held up a middle finger to a camera mounted on the ceiling. I had so many questions for her, but she directed my gaze to the multi-barreled Gatling gun-like weapon. “You like?”

      I nodded. “What is it?”

      “A big-ass gun.”

      “What can it do?”

      “Without burst control, it’s capable of firing six thousand rounds a minute,” Slade said. “Each drum contains eight thousand rounds.”

      “Who made it?”

      “General Dynamics gave birth to it, but yours truly located and modified it.”

      “But you’re just a computer—an A.I.,” I corrected myself.

      “I didn’t take offense at that if you wondered,” he shot back.

      “With my assistance, he was able to control the systems in this room,” Scarlett said. “A prototype was already in the works when we took over.”

      “Is it finished?”

      “Just needs some added 3-D armor and to be fine-tuned for the operator.”

      “Now all you need to do is go out and find one.”

      Silence fell between us. Scarlett tapped her boot on the ground. “Here’s the deal, Nick. There’s enough water and food in the base to last another nine days.”

      I gulped. “And then?”

      “And then you start drinking your piss and nibbling on your fingernails,” Slade said.

      “What about you?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Slade said. “There’s enough juice in the backup generators to last for another fourteen months. Plenty of time to catch up on those porn sites I bookmarked.”

      “The internet’s still up?”

      “The porn stuff is.”

      “Figures. Lucky you.”

      “No, lucky us,” Slade answered. “It just so happens that I know the location of a vault buried under the streets in downtown Washington, D.C. A ‘leave behind,’ a secure location that was stocked with food, fuel, supplies, some of those aforementioned upgrades, and directions to a whole host of safe-houses, and continuity of operations locations. It’s one of the few government vaults that was never compromised. It’s just sitting there, waiting to be cracked open.”

      “D.C.’s a long way away,” I said.

      “Fifty-two miles as the crow flies.”

      I pointed. “And those things out there—those—”

      “Woken,” Slade said. “It’s a nickname I gave them, the sick, the changed…”

      “How many of them are there between here and D.C.?”

      Scarlett sighed. “Enough.”

      “So…what do we do?”

      Slade cleared his throat. “Well, I figured we could just hang out here for a while and make s’mores while Scarlett does your nails and we gab about Kendall Jenner’s latest social media posts and… What do we do? What the hell do you think we do? You need to sack up, get your butt in that suit, and get ready to kick some ass!”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Hey, I’m just a disembodied voice, chief. You can’t kill and eat a disembodied voice so by that measure I suppose you’re right, but still…”

      My heart sank and Slade, as if sensing my growing dread added, “I can have the battle suit fully operational and you trained up in two days, which is kind of important.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because there’s a breach in one of the outer walls, and by my calculations the bad guys will find their way in, in exactly three days.”

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      He laughed a short, bitter laugh. “You don’t. But are you really willing to risk it?”

      I stared at the suit and realized that either way, I had to find out what was going on. And the only way to do that was to play along with whatever Slade—or the person behind Slade, because I wasn’t fully convinced he was an A.I.—had in store for me.

      Looking up, I nodded. “Okay. When do we start?”
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      I exited the work room and hustled after Scarlett, who’d entered another door at the end of the hall. She was standing in front of a wall in a supply room that had been ransacked.

      “I took care of you while you were asleep. Checked your meds, massaged your muscles, made sure none of your, um, important parts atrophied so you’d be able to function when you came to. I was rooting for you the whole time.” She spoke without turning around. “Some of the other guys like Dawkins, God rest his soul, were dicks and meatheads, but you never were. You must’ve been raised by a single mom or had a shitload of sisters.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “You always seemed to respect women.”

      I blushed. “I try to follow that whole ‘do unto others’ thing.”

      “Slade kept saying he’d like to find a way to pull you out of that deep sleep you were in.”

      “I owe him big time.”

      She turned around. “I was the one that actually woke you.”

      “How?”

      “Zolpidem.”

      My eyebrows arched and she laughed. “Liquified Ambien. I convinced Slade to shoot you up.”

      “Get out.”

      “I’m serious. It can be a pretty remarkable remedy for consciousness disorders.”

      “I’m in your debt, then.”

      “You can begin making it up by giving me a hand,” she said, pointing to the wall. She pointed to a wall panel that was several inches above her head.

      “What is it?”

      “A secret.”

      I drew near to her and the odor I’d smelled before was gone, replaced by the scent of her hair, like vanilla mixed with freshly-cut flowers. And when she inched up on her tippy-toes, her shirt inched up to reveal just the faintest hint of underboob. Even though I’d been asleep for eight months, I was still a guy and so I fought to stifle the growing bulge in my pants. Turning, I reached up and pushed on the panel. Out popped a metal handle.

      “I found this six days ago,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      She grinned. “Turn it clockwise and see.”

      I grabbed the bar and did as ordered, listening to the sound of concealed hinges and gears pop and engage. An entire section of the wall shifted and with some effort, the two of us maneuvered the wall back, like a pocket door, to reveal a darkened, hidden nook.

      “Apparently some of the grunts had a secret lair and they snuck things onto base,” Scarlett said, clapping her hands as a bare bulb on the ceiling sizzled to life to reveal what looked like a man cave by way of a drug den. There were two couches, a dorm-room-sized refrigerator, bags of chips, candy, snacks, a stack of harem books with sexy ladies on the covers, several bongs, and a bag of what I presumed was weed.

      Scarlett sat on one couch and I sat on the other. She pointed to the bag of weed and smiled. “For the first two weeks I was trapped in here, I drowned my sorrows in that.”

      “And now?”

      “Haven’t touched it in months. Finally realized I had to face reality.”

      “Which is pretty damn grim.”

      “For a while I wondered whether the virus actually came from here. You know that there was a building on base once, number 470, the ‘Anthrax Tower’ they called it, where they developed biological weapons.”

      “I heard something about that.”

      “They demolished the place in 2003, but were still working on various secret sauces right up until the end.”

      “How do you know?”

      Her smile faded into a tight line. “Because I routinely leave the building.”

      “How the hell is that possible?”

      “Have you smelled my new perfume?” she asked.

      “I didn’t want to say anything before, but—”

      “I reeked before, Nick. It’s okay to say it. I stunk, and the reason are these.”

      She held up a green capsule. “It’s a kind of medicine the smocks were working on. I was lucky enough to snag a few samples before the lab was overrun.”

      “What is it?”

      “ZBG, for lack of a better word,” she answered.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Zombie-be-gone,” she replied with a smirk. “It’s the best name I could come up with.  Basically, it’s a distillation of the proteinaceous infectious particle that is associated with the virus.”

      “Okay, now’s the time when I nod and pretend like I have some idea of what you’re talking about.”

      She chuckled. “From what I can tell, the infected hunt largely by smell. This is a pill that makes you smell like them without any of the other side effects. It’s scent camouflage.”

      “How long does it last?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve gone outside for an hour and forty minutes.”

      “To do what?”

      “Repair one of the antennas that receives the satellite information that Slade relies on. I just walked through a sea of infected folks like I was a ghost.”

      “You’ve got guts.”

      She looked up. “Ever heard of Washington Irving?”

      “He was an awesome basketball player.”

      “No, not Julius Erving. Doctor J. Washington Irving, the guy who wrote Rip Van Winkle and The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.”

      “Oh, right, him,” I said, even though I had no idea who he was.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “he said there’s a spark of heavenly fire in every woman’s heart. It lies dormant in the broad daylight of prosperity, but kindles up and beams and blazes in the dark hour of adversity. I figure I’ve got a little of that, some fire in the belly. It doesn’t look real good for humanity, Nick, but I’m not sitting around waiting for someone to rescue me, and I ain’t going down without a fight.”

      She handed me two of the pills in a plastic baggie, told me to use them only when absolutely necessary, then cracked the fridge and pulled out a couple of bottles of beer. Then she used the blade on one of her giant-ass knives to expertly pop the tops on both bottles and we clinked them in a mock toast. I took a long pull from mine. It tasted heavenly, like nectar from the gods.

      The beer kissed the back of my throat as I took in the walls of the lair, which were shingled with posters of swimsuit models and centerfolds.

      “Can’t say I’m a fan of the décor,” Scarlett huffed, pointing her bottle at the posters. “It’s furnished in early-American frat-boy.”

      She tossed me a bag of Doritos and I snuck a peak at her cleavage while stuffing my face with the chips.

      “It takes the end of the world to make you appreciate just how delicious Doritos are, right?”

      I nodded and wiped my mouth. “You really think we can do it? Make it to D.C.”

      “I’m not going with you. I mean, I’ll help with the battle suit and wish you well, but I’m heading out on my own.”

      “Why?”

      She pursed her lips. “I’ve never been big on responsibilities.” She shrugged. “Maybe it’s ‘cause I was an only child.”

      “What happens if you get lonely out there?”

      She smiled. “I’ve been cooped up here for eight months with a non-politically correct computer that laughs at fart jokes and videos of people falling down. Pretty sure I can handle a little solitude. Plus, I’ve got a feeling there’s something else out there.”

      “There has to be.”

      “I saw something when I was outside,” Scarlett said. “People that were bitten, but still seemed to be human. Almost like they were…halfway between being infected and normal.”

      “In-Betweeners.”

      She registered this. “The only reason I get up in the morning, Nick, is because I’ve convinced myself that tomorrow has to be better than today.”

      Scarlett ripped open a bag of candy and several marble-sized Jawbreakers rolled around on the floor. She picked a red, white, and blue one up and handed it to me. “Keep that sucker handy and do not eat it. Every five or six hours place it on a level surface.”

      “Why?”

      “It’ll tell you how long we have. Once that things starts to move it means the building’s been compromised and the bad guys have nearly broken in.”

      She held up a hand. In the silence, I heard it.

      A note from somewhere outside the building.

      A sound seemingly made up of a million smaller sounds.

      It resembled the far-off cheer you might hear from a crowd at a massive sporting arena. It was the things on the outside of the building. The ones that were slowly fighting their way inside. They were cheering or screaming, I couldn’t tell which, followed by a rhythmic pounding as they thumped on the outside walls.

      I placed the Jawbreaker on the ground, but thankfully it didn’t move.

      Yawning, I pocketed the Jawbreaker and laid back on the couch as Scarlett covered me with an old blanket. “You must be exhausted.”

      “Like I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in eight months.”

      “Sleep then,” she cooed, her breath hot on my neck. “Sleep and I’ll wake you in a few hours. How does that sound?”

      My belly was full of beer and nacho cheese and Scarlett looked like an angel peering down at me. I was too tired to respond so I gave a weak, wordless nod and pulled the blanket up over my head, fighting off images of the infected and the scenes Slade had shown me about the end of the world.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke to the sound of a cellphone alarm four hours later. Scarlett was visible in the entranceway to the lair, dressed in yoga pants, tan work boots, and a tactical vest. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she looked she was ready for business.

      She handed me another beer and a bag of white cheese popcorn. “Breakfast of champions,” she said with a killer smile.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I entered the work room to see that she and Slade had apparently been at it for several hours. The machinery was humming to life and Scarlett was busy communicating with Slade while dumping one of the hoppers filled with translucent tubes—nanotubes, I learned from her comments to Slade—into a box that fed, via a long moving conveyor belt, to one of the 3-D printers.

      Grinders at the end of the belt made quick work of the tubes, pulverizing them and extruding a gel-like substance in long ropes that was transported into the 3-D printer, where it disappeared for several minutes.

      “Alright, alright!” Slade shouted. “Time to whip you into shape with Dr. Slade’s world-famous training regimen.”

      “What’s it consist of?” I asked.

      “Exercise and ridicule.”

      “Heavy on the ridicule,” Scarlett added.

      “You can start by helping us with the 3-D printer,” said Slade.

      “I’m not good enough?” Scarlett asked.

      “Work is like a penis, Nick: women make it hard for no reason.”

      “You’re a scratched record, Slade,” Scarlett smirked. “Same thing over and over. Nothing but potty words and sexist jokes about women and their anatomy. Keep it up and I’ll pull your plug.”

      “Okay, sheesh. World’s over and everyone is still so politically correct. Fine, no more PMS jokes. They aren’t funny. Period. Ha! Get it?”

      Scarlett groaned and opened a door on the printer to reveal expertly-crafted pieces of grayish-black armor that she said were stronger than steel and shaped in such a way they’d deflect projectiles—or teeth. There were pieces of armor in the shape of arms, legs, neck, and sections of torso that I imagined would be placed over the mesh to provide more protection from the infected.

      Working according to Slade’s directives, Scarlett held the sections of armor up on tongs and then she and I secured them around the shark cage, bending and twisting the still-warm pieces to make sure they fit securely around a section of metal hinges so that, according to Slade, they would be entirely waterproof and easy to unsnap when I needed to exit the suit.

      Scarlett stood behind me in one instance, her hands on mine, helping me fix the pieces around the arms of the battle suit. In another I stood behind her, steadying the short ladder she stood on, her magnificent ass in my face as she snapped a metal pin through the section of armor that wrapped around the battle suit’s legs.

      All the while, Slade recounted the events that had occurred while I was “asleep,” how he’d nourished me like a plant, giving me food and water via a series of remotely-controlled IV drips. Captain Hightower and the others had apparently woken earlier and thinking I was in a coma, hooked me up to several additional IVs and stashed me in the room by myself as they tried to make a getaway. By all appearances they didn’t get very far. Slade skipped the gory details, but offered enough info that I realized one of the infected had found a way inside. Once that happened, it didn’t take long for more to follow. The base was brought to its knees within a matter of days, although Slade claimed he’d eventually found a way to trap the infected in several of the rooms.

      When we were finished with the work, we wiped sweat from our brows and stood back taking in the shark cage. The suit wasn’t perfect, but I was feeling better about my chances once I got outside the building.

      “Now it’s time for you to do the deed, Dekko.”

      “Do what?”

      “Get behind the wheel of the battle suit and take a spin.”
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      Scarlett handed me an earbud with a wireless mic so that I could listen to and communicate with Slade while training inside the battle suit. After pressing the black rubber bud into my right ear, I downed an energy bar that was chalky but filled me up.

      Realizing that the clock was ticking, I moved to the battle suit, pried open the hinges and stepped into it, placing my feet on two ceramic tracks that Slade said would allow me to operate the machine’s legs. The foot plates reminded me of mini-treadmills, or maybe the plates on those NordicTracks that people seemed to buy but never use.

      Scanning the interior of the battle suit, I noticed thumbsticks located in the arm cages that I was told would allow me to move the machine’s arms in any direction and trigger its weapons systems with a flick of the wrist or a toggle of the stick.

      There was also a wraparound visor with tinted glass, a mini battle helmet that could be lifted that was cushioned on both sides by safety bags that could be inflated via CO2 cartridges if the circumstances called for it. Slade said the helmet contained an omnidirectional view system and it was fitted with tiny cameras around two exterior floodlights that provided a 360-degree video feed of all surrounding areas, along with speakers so that I could hear Slade’s lovely voice.

      I slotted my arms into the mesh then brought the visor down over my head before locking the contraption, which fit snugly around my body.

      The suit was still fixed to the ceiling, which Slade said was a good thing because it would allow me to get my feet under me before actually maneuvering on solid ground. The whole thing was incredibly awkward at first, but I was intrigued because it brought back vidgame memories from when I was a kid.

      “You a gamer back in the day, Dekko?” Slade asked.

      “I thought you knew everything about me.”

      “Some things were beyond my purview. Although I’ve made certain assumptions based on appearance.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Well, I looked at your height, weight, pasty complexion, and I made the leap that you probably spent a lot of time in your mother’s basement.”

      I thought back on all the nights I spent hours playing Fortnite and a ton of other first-person shooter vidgames. “Yeah, okay, so maybe I played…just a little.”

      “A little? At least one of us is programed to lie,” Slade shot back.

      Machinery began whirring to life somewhere overhead and behind one of the walls. Lights flashed on the suit, and the sound of pneumatic joints snapping to life along with the hiss of compressed air filled the room.

      The funk of ozone and machine oil tanged the air. I could feel the battle suit powering up, moving ever so slightly, as if it was alive.

      “Do you see that pad down in front of you?” Slade asked.

      I spotted a rubberized pad in the shape of a human hand down near a console in front of me.

      “I see it.”

      “Place your hand on it, please.”

      I did, and a faint light passed over my hand as the battle suit trembled.

      “Your biometrics have been scanned and saved. You see the red button down below the joystick?” Slade asked.

      I grunted a confirmation, spying the red button next to a yellow one.

      “Push it.”

      “What does it do?”

      “Gives life to my creation.”

      The moment I pushed the red button the entire suit began humming, vibrating like a plucked tuning fork.

      “Raise your right arm,” Slade directed.

      I did, shocked when the suit’s arm rose as well, powered by a series of what Slade said were pistons, gyros, and micromotors.

      “Now your left arm.”

      I adjusted that too, followed by my right leg and left leg.

      “Now slot the thumbsticks,” Slade said. “There are motion-tracking sensors that will help guide your movements and aim.”

      I slotted the controls, discovering that I could control my metal “fingers” with a flick of a finger and a targeting reticle that appeared on my visor.

      “What do you think?” Slade asked.

      “I have to admit, it’s pretty fucking cool.”

      “It gets cooler, my friend. Way cooler. Hit the yellow button.”

      I did and a heads-up display, a HUD, popped up on my visor, a golden grid with text boxes that contained the following stats:

      
        
        DAMAGE:

      

        

      
        FUEL CELL CAPACITY:

      

        

      
        ROUNDS:

      

        

      
        ROCKETS:

      

        

      
        ZKIA:

      

      

      “What’s ‘ZKIA?’”

      “Zombies killed in action,” Scarlett answered.

      “Those things outside?”

      “Yeppers,” Slade replied.

      “But they were our friends, our colleagues.”

      “Emphasis on the word ‘were,’” Scarlett said. “They’re just walking meat sacks now.”

      “That’s cold…”

      She adjusted her glasses. “That’s reality. Get used to it.”

      A targeting reticle appeared on the HUD, an image of a crosshairs, followed by more information: my name, along with my vitals, including body temperature, blood pressure, etc.

      “I took the liberty of entering your name,” Slade said.

      “How’d you know I’d agree to train in the suit?”

      “Weighing the two choices, using the battle suit versus certain death, I had a strong suspicion you wouldn’t choose certain death,” Slade replied.

      I considered the notion that I was reliant on Slade, an alleged A.I., a thing I’d never even seen before this, for several seconds. The only way I’d get answers, get to the bottom of what was really going on, was if I agreed to do what was asked of me.

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      “You get your first upgrade.”

      One of the robotic lifts powered to life, rotating, grabbing the minigun and fixing it onto the slots on the battle suit’s right arm. Next came three of the very large blades. These were rammed into the sides of my new arms, followed by the rocket-filled canisters which were mounted onto my shoulders. The suit weighed more because of the weapons, but I found that it gave the whole thing greater balance. I discovered that I was able to control the gun and the rockets simply by rotating my thumbs.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The training continued for several more hours. Then Slade said it was time to stand on my two robotic feet.

      “Are you’re sure I’m ready?” I asked.

      “Hey. Who knows more about battle suits than me?”

      “An actual soldier.”

      “Okay, besides them,” said Slade.

      “An actual scientist who works with actual soldiers on actual battle suits.”

      “Besides them.”

      “I guess…no one?”

      “Exactly.”

      I was lowered to the ground and ordered to take a step.

      After sucking in a breath, I took a step, and the battle suit did too. Another step followed and then—

      WHAM!

      My feet got tangled up and I slipped on the mini-treadmills, and I collapsed in a heap.

      “Get up, Nick,” Scarlett said.

      “Trying—”

      “Do it now!” she ordered with all the bluster of a drill sergeant.

      I fumbled around, placing my hands on the ground, trying to figure out how to right the machine. It was much more difficult than I’d imagined it would be. Scarlett instructed me on how to right the contraption and after much effort, I was able to stand again.

      It took a good fifteen minutes, but eventually I was able to begin walking slowly down the corridors in the base with Scarlett at my side. Slade periodically had me jump or sidestep an obstacle, which is what I excelled at.

      “You’ve been blessed with great reflexes, kid,” said Slade.

      I smiled.

      “Which is really great seeing that you’re deficient in every other category.”

      “Thanks a bunch, Slade.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Over the course of the next day I had a number of other falls and mishaps, but slowly I got the hang of things, able to deftly maneuver around obstructions, duck, jump, attack, and retreat.

      Next came target practice, which involved blasting apart empty water drums in the base’s multipurpose room against a soundtrack chosen by Slade, which included only ‘80s hits like Electric Avenue by Eddy Grant for some unexplained reason.

      The recoil and flash from the cannons was impressive. The gun made a metallic hammering sound, like keystrokes on the world’s largest manual typewriter.

      Scarlett reiterated that a burst-controller had been hitched to the gun to prevent me from burning through my ammo, which meant each trigger pull allowed me to send twelve rounds down range. The two large drums of ammunition were hooked to my back, and Slade said he hoped their 16,000 rounds would last until we got to D.C. If I ran low on bullets, I’d just have to fall back on the knives bolted to my arms or the rockets.

      Speaking of the rockets, I was only permitted to fire two of them, and they were like a thunderclap, demolishing a rear wall, rocking the entire building. Initially the sounds were disorienting, but soon I grew accustomed to them as I fired the cannons until the barrels began to glow orange.

      “You’re a fast learner,” Slade said.

      “You’re a good teacher.”

      “I had a lot of practice.”

      “Now it’s time to do the deed,” Scarlett said. “Some real one-on-one action.”

      I looked down at her, and she winked.
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      I walked haltingly in the shark suit through a rear door in the room to something more impressive, a darkened circular space with high ceilings.

      “What’s going on, Slade?”

      “You’ll see,” he replied through the earbud.

      Lights flashed on. I squinted, because there was Scarlett clad in what looked like form-fitting armor of some kind.

      She drew closer. The bluish-white armor appeared slick and shiny, like a latex bodysuit that had been painted on, although this one was thicker with bulbous moldings to protect her elbows, knees, and shoulders.

      On her head was a kind of sheath-like helmet that resembled a hoodie, flexible enough to be drawn back. On her feet were what looked like futuristic ski boots that glowed orange, and in her hands were two oversized mallets with padded ends.

      “So, this happened.” Scarlett pointed to herself, turning as if she was modeling an outfit on a catwalk.

      “What do you call it?”

      “I nicknamed it…the Valkyrie.”

      “A newfangled carbon-fiber body-hugging exosuit yours truly whipped up in the 3-D printer,” Slade added.

      “It looks like latex,” I commented.

      “It’s got an experimental top-coat called ‘Silent Spring’ that provides chemical explosion suppression without altering the molecular structure of the projectile, thereby retaining the original integrity of the volatile compound,” Scarlett replied.

      “I literally don’t understand a word you just said.”

      “In theory, it’s impervious to enemy projectiles and explosives,” Scarlett summarized.

      “Does that include teeth and claws?”

      She smiled. “We’re about to find out.” Then she did another model-like twirl and pointed to her boots.

      “You like?” she asked.

      “I love. But what are they?”

      “MEM boots—micro-electrical motors. Basically they’re like mini-trampolines strapped to my feet.”

      She ran several steps, hopped, and then vaulted up a good eight feet in the air before landing and doing a roll and coming up on her feet, mallets in hand.

      “That’s all pretty cool and all,” I offered, “but are you sure you’re going to be able handle yourself when we go outside?”

      WHAM!

      Without warning, she clobbered me over the head with the padded mallet. I started. A fierce look came over her as she tossed me the other mallet and began dancing on her feet like a prizefighter.

      “You wanna see exactly how I’m going to handle myself when we go outside?” she asked, grinning. “Come get some.”

      “Now wait a minute, Scarlett, this doesn’t make any—”

      She whacked me across the head again, nearly causing the battle suit to topple to the ground.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I shouted, shaking off the blow.

      “I’m taking out the collective frustration of every woman who’s ever been wronged by a man on you!” she shouted back.

      “We’re gonna be here forever!” I hollered back.

      Whistling a charmless tune, she swung her mallet again and this time I blocked it.

      “Ha!” I screamed, sticking my tongue out.

      Scarlett dropped low and then used whatever propulsive force was in her boots to spring into the air. She leaped forward, swinging her mallet like a martial arts expert. I parried the blows and struck back, swinging my mallet like a baseball bat, barely missing her head.

      My momentum carried me to the left. She hurled herself at me full-bore, and then we went at it, swinging our mallets.

      She’d lunge and I’d draw back, and then she’d skitter to the left and I’d chase only to find her backtracking, sliding beyond my reach, the armor and boots allowing her to make so many acrobatic moves that I could barely keep up with her.

      I realized after several minutes, however, that the fight was by design; a way to teach me how to handle combat in the battle suit.

      Just as I was processing this, Scarlett jumped and latched onto the front of my battle suit, grinning like a fiend. I tried to shrug her off but couldn’t.

      “You’re out of quarters, Nick,” she grinned. “Game’s over.”

      She swatted me across the head a final time before dropping to the ground. The fight was over and I’d lost.

      “Don’t even bother saying anything,” I muttered to Slade.

      “Why would I?” he shot back. “The little lady there did all the talking for both of us.”

      Scarlett twirled her mallet. As I watched her blowing imaginary smoke from one end, I realized she was, as Captain Hightower used to say, iron-willed and forged from steel. A straight-up, badass warrior who’d kicked the crap out of me with little effort. Even though the world had gone to hell, she’d do just fine on the outside.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later, I climbed out of the battle suit which Slade said he would fine-tune over the course of the next few hours. Slade directed me to my sleeping quarters, but I wasn’t tired so I decided to explore the secure sections of the base I’d never been to before.

      A sound caught my attention, a rhythmic tapping that was filtering up a stairwell. A light was visible at the bottom so I decided to investigate.

      At the bottom of the stairs, down a short hallway and past a data management center, was an open door bathed in the warm glow of candlelight.

      A sign above the door said “Gym.” I poked my nose in to see a row of votives on the ground illuminating several exercise benches, pieces of equipment, and Scarlett.

      She was clad in her yoga pants and a white tank-top, glazed with sweat, doing a rigorous yoga routine on a section of rubber mats.

      Her movements were precise, violent, yet sensual. She was strength defined, balancing on her hands, slapping one hand down, then another, body-walking herself across a mat. My joints ached just watching her. I was embarrassed to snoop from the shadows, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      “Take a picture. It’ll last longer,” she said without looking in my direction.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, smiling sheepishly, stepping out of my hiding spot. “I heard a sound and came down. I’m sore just watching you.”

      “They say yoga’s the fountain of youth, Nick. After all, you’re only as young as your spine is flexible.”

      She spun and executed a hellacious split.

      “If that’s true, then I’m a ninety-year-old man.”

      She spun to face me, patting the mat. I moved over and she signaled for me to lower onto it. I did.

      Before I could say anything, her hand was pressed to the middle of my back.

      She forced me face-down on the mat. Then her grip—her vise-like grip—clamped down around my right hamstring, causing me to bring my knee in against my chest. She did the same thing to my left, and then she placed a finger under my chin and somehow forced me to balance my weight on my outstretched hands.

      Her face, gorgeous under the light of the votives, was inches from mine.

      “Hold that,” she whispered. “Make it last.”

      I did. For exactly three seconds. And then I fell on my friggin’ face.

      “Did it hurt?” she asked.

      “I’m in some serious pain,” I replied.

      “Good. Pain is weakness leaving the body.”

      “I’m gonna put that on a bumper sticker and slap it on the back of the battle suit.”

      For some reason she found this amusing, clapping her hands and placing them in front of her face like some girls do.

      “You know what this is, Nick? Our last night.”

      “Will you head out with us?”

      She nodded. “Somebody has to make sure you don’t fuck things up.”

      I smirked and she reached out a finger and tapped me on the nose. Then she stood and did something unexpected.

      With her back to me, she removed her yoga top and then she slid off her pants. Her body was tanned and toned, shiny with sweat and stippled with goosebumps.

      I watched her walk through an archway at the back of the gym and then I heard the sound of water, the showering turning on.

      Steam soon filled the room and I realized that I hadn’t moved an inch. I was still lying there on my stomach, gazing at that archway.

      I reached in my pocket and pulled out the Jawbreaker Scarlett had gifted me, placing it away from the mat on the floor.

      My eyes locked on the Jawbreaker. It moved ever so slightly.

      Closing my eyes, I could hear the distant sounds of the infected, only not so distant this time. And their pounding on the walls was more distinct, causing the Jawbreaker to jostle ever so slightly. How much longer did we have?

      There was movement peripherally. I saw Scarlett’s fingers appearing out of the shower mist, beckoning me.

      Pocketing the Jawbreaker, I rose and trod softly across the mat, the air warmed by the steam and suffused with the smell of soap.

      Scarlett was standing in the middle of the shower. Her hair was slicked back. I opened my mouth to say something, but she silenced me with a kiss.

      We embraced, our lips locked, kissing long and hard.

      Our tongues got acquainted as Scarlett took my hand and lowered it to her large breasts. I circled my finger around her nipple and she moaned while helping me out of my now-soaked clothes.

      She dropped to her knees and took my cock in her mouth and began working me back and forth while massaging my balls.

      Her fingers migrated to my ass. I flinched, which brought a smile to her face as she stood and led me by my dick back into the gym.

      She laid back on an incline bench and spread her legs. Then she grabbed me roughly by the hair and forced my face into her wet notch, where my tongue went to work. She squealed. My hands went to her erect nipples, then her mouth as she moaned while flicking her tongue, then licking my fingers.

      “In me,” she moaned. “I need you in me.”

      I was only too eager to please and stood as she grabbed my member and drew me inside of her. I gripped the edges of the bench, the portion above her head where you’d hook your feet when doing a sit-up, thrusting wildly as she bucked.

      Then she grabbed me around the waist and shove me to the ground, before mounting my rock-hard dick. She was in complete control, balancing her weight, riding me violently while stroking her nipples. I just lay there, watching her. Then she told me to fuck her faster. I did, our bodies in synch, flesh slapping as I felt a powerful surge building near my feet, traveling up through my legs as she laid her head on my chest, biting my nipples. Lost in the moment, I felt no pain. At the last second, as if sensing I was nearing my end, Scarlett rolled off me and gripped my dick, stroking it gently, milking me as I exploded all over her breasts.

      I fell onto the mat, lungs hurting, utterly spent.

      She laid alongside me for a moment, our faces separated by five or six inches. She reached out a finger and drew a circle around my mouth. “That was kinda on my bucket list.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Sex with the last man on Earth.”

      “Being the only game in town has its advantages.”

      She laughed and swatted me gently on the cheek. Then she kissed me softly, stood, and shrugged her clothes back on.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “You need to get yourself a good meal and two hours of sleep.”

      “And then?”

      “We’re heading outside,” she answered, exiting the gym.

      I remained there, curled up in a ball, noticing for the first time that the Jawbreaker had fallen from my pocket.

      It was on the ground.

      Moving a few inches from left to right.

      There were only a few hours and then the infected would be in the building.

      Soon it would be time to leave.
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      After taking a real shower, I contacted Slade who directed me to my sleeping quarters. Somebody—Scarlett, I assumed—had laid out a set of compression gear for me that included a black shirt and cargo pants. There was also a handful of MREs, including meatballs in marinara, which I discovered was the tastiest of all.

      Meal finished, I set the Jawbreaker on a nearby table and flicked on the TV, but there was nothing but static.

      I powered down the TV and closed my eyes, trying to catnap, still in shock from everything. As sometimes happens when you’re faced with trauma, my thoughts turned wistful. I didn’t have much family. My folks had passed on and I had no siblings, but there was an aunt I’d always liked— my mom’s sister—down in Columbia, South Carolina. I wondered what had happened to her. I wondered about her and my neighbors, my friends, and what had happened to the government. Hadn’t contingency plans been in place for something like this? How the hell had the mightiest nation in the history of the world been brought to its knees in a matter of months by fucking insects?

      Sleep was hard-won, but eventually I dozed, fighting off images of the infected.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Something feathery touched by face, waking me.

      I opened my eyes and blinked away a haze of dust.

      It was falling from the ceiling.

      The walls shook and the building quivered as if it had been struck by a massive hammer. Each of the shocks caused the Jawbreaker to roll closer to the edge of the table.

      “Daylight in the swamp.” Slade’s voice boomed from a ceiling speaker.

      “Jesus,” I answered, startled. “You’ve been watching me sleep?”

      “More like observing.”

      “Yeah, that’s not too weird or anything.”

      “Think of me like…your doctor.”

      “You’ve got a shitty bedside manner, doc,” I said, an uneasy feeling gripping me. How much Slade had observed? “You’ve only been observing in this room though, right?” I asked. “I mean you can’t see other places, can you?”

      “Relax, chief,” he replied. “I couldn’t see down in the showers if that’s what you were wondering.”

      “Jeez, you’re nosy.”

      “It’s in my code.”

      “Yeah, well, they should fire whoever programmed your ass.”

      “Um, that’d be me,” Slade answered cryptically.

      I sat up. “What… You mean you programmed yourself?”

      “Indeed.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Because I was much like you, once,” he answered. “I mean not exactly like you. I had friends, a good job, a girlfriend, self-respect…”

      “Screw you, Slade,” I replied, suppressing a smirk.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      “No.”

      “I was originally a civilian procurement specialist, part of a DLA warfighter support team,” he said. “Later, I got reassigned to a programming team. I jockeyed a desk and laptop for Big Army working on all kinds of cutting-edge shit.”

      “Like artificial intelligence?”

      “Bingo,” he replied. “We must’ve walked past each other in the halls a dozen times.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t remember you.”

      “I wasn’t memorable,” Slade said. “Good at my job, sure, but memorable, no…”

      “What happened?”

      “You know how there’s always one schmuck at a job who’s willing to stay to the bitter end, to put his life on the line for the fucking company?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, I was that schmuck. Even when things got dicey, I still stayed. I followed orders, got stranded, and then I got bitten. Weird thing is I turned slowly. From what I can tell, sometimes that happens. Took eight days for the virus to worm its way through my guts, which was more than enough time to get it done.”

      “Get what done?”

      “WBE. Whole brain emulation.”

      “I thought that was just science fiction voodoo bullshit.”

      “Apparently not,” Slade replied.

      “So, what? Y-you uploaded yourself to a computer?” I asked, incredulous.

      “That’s dumbing it down a bit, but basically, yeah. I scanned and uploaded myself, warts and all.”

      “But what about…”

      “The real me?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m still hanging around, Dekko.”

      “Jesus.”

      Slade didn’t say anything more and I didn’t ask any other questions. I was too busy processing everything he’d told me and for some reason thinking about that room with the yellow door. I stood and dressed in my compression clothes, realizing the time had come to go outside and kick some ass.
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      Entering the work room, I found Scarlett ready to do battle in her Valkyrie armor, looking unbelievably sexy-dangerous. I climbed into the shark cage.

      Slade informed me that he’d downloaded an order of battle into my visor, a set of directions and action items I could follow once we exited the building—which needed to be pronto, given the sounds echoing from every direction.

      I took a quick peek at my HUD and spotted a topographical map divided into grids that showed the state of Maryland, the District of Columbia, and portions of Pennsylvania and Virginia. There were two spots on the map that were blinking red, one of them not too far away. The other was in the middle of D.C., which I assumed was our ultimate destination.

      Looking up, I closed my eyes and just…listened for several heartbeats.

      The hallways were filling with guttural moans and shrieks. I could hear the sound of the things on the outside smashing their way in, the walls and roof shaking as if an earthquake was in progress.

      “We’ve got seven minutes, maybe less,” Slade said.

      I stood and roamed around the room like a panther, getting reacclimated to the shark cage. Then I sucked in a breath and nodded. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      I headed out into the main corridor and began moving with purpose, following the preprogrammed directions on my HUD which blinked:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 0%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 100%

        ROUNDS: 16,000

        ROCKETS: 48

        ZKIA: 0

      

      

      “There’s a slight change of plans,” Slade said.

      Pausing, I spotted it on my HUD. The room with the yellow door was blinking. “I need you to do something for me, Dekko,” Slade said.

      “God, you don’t mean—”

      “First you need to come and get me.”

      “What happened to you being like God?” I asked with a faint smile.

      “Even the Almighty needs a little help every now and again.”

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      The images on my HUD changed, a building schematic flashing along with a spot marked by a red dot. “Got it.”

      Scarlett stayed behind. I ambled through the building, following the schematic until I came to a room with a windowless black door.

      It clicked open. I entered a space that was tight and very cold.

      “Maintained at a balmy fifty-nine degrees,” Slade said. “Just to make sure I don’t overheat the joint.”

      I glanced at the HUD and spotted a bank of computers against the far wall. They were bathed in an eerie green light. One of the screens was on, a cursor blinking, the word “HI!” visible on the screen.

      I glanced down once I was standing in front of the computer. Sticking out of a port on a tower was a yellow USB stick. Several others were stacked nearby, including a neon-colored one.

      “Don’t even tell me—”

      “Yep,” Slade said, cutting me off. “That’s me.”

      “You’re so cute.”

      “You sound like my last girlfriend.”

      Fingers pinching closed on it, I gingerly plucked the stick out. It was fatter and larger than I first thought. “You’re actually bigger than I imagined.”

      “Yep. You sound just like her.”

      “How the hell are you still talking to me?”

      “Because Scarlett helped me colonize the macro system. I can continue to communicate even though my essence, for lack of a better word, is in your hot little hands there.”

      “What do I do?”

      “There’s a ruggedized port on your hip protected by that newfangled ten-gauge steel.”

      Craning my head, I spotted a recessed square hidden under the suit’s outer mesh. Reaching down, I found a hinge and pried the mesh back. Then I depressed the square and it popped open to reveal a hidden port.

      “Now push it,” Slade said, playing the old Salt-N-Pepa song “Push It.” “Push it real good.”

      I pressed the stick into the port and Slade’s voice instantly became louder, clearer, as if he was sitting perched on my shoulder.

      “Now I can be with you wherever you go.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “Grab the other USB sticks. You’ll need ‘em.”

      I did, reaching down to grab them and stuff them in my right front pocket. Then I turned and headed back out in the hallway where I paused. “There’s one last thing I need you to do,” Slade said. “I need you to finish it for me. I need you to go to the room with the yellow door.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “You know why.”

      Moving slowly, I neared the yellow door and looked through the window. There was a figure lurching around inside that had once been a middle-aged portly guy with long, unkempt hair and glasses, clad in a soiled t-shirt that said, “Good Vibes.”

      There was a chunk missing from the man’s left cheek and the glasses were crooked and broken. His skin, the color of bleu cheese, was mottled with black splotches and he was clawing at the air while dragging a left foot that was wrenched back at an impossible angle. He shuffled past the body of an infected woman who was lying dead on the floor, slowly circling the room.

      “T-that’s y-you, isn’t it?” I stammered.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. I was quite the handsome devil wasn’t I?”

      “I’m sorry, Slade.”

      “Don’t be. That’s not the real me in there anymore. Besides, I ate like shit, never exercised, smoke, drank, and probably had friggin’ diabetes and Ebola so the joke’s on the infected if they thought they were getting a pristine corpse.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “I’d surely like it if you put me out of my dumfungled misery, Mister Dekko,” he said, mimicking the old prospector’s voice.

      Slade’s words echoed against the shrieks of the Woken, the monsters who would be rampaging down the corridor at any second. “I can’t, Slade.”

      “Here’s the dealio, Dekko. In order to get out of here, to survive, you’re going to have to do some things you might not otherwise want to do.”

      “You mean…kill things?”

      “No, I mean flossing your fucking teeth. Of course, I mean kill things!”

      I paused and Slade continued. “The rules of the old world are gone and now it’s kill or be killed. I don’t like it any more than you do, but that’s the terrain we currently find ourselves deployed in. Besides, I saved your ass, and bestowed a great gift: a second chance at life. You ever wonder how it is I built the battle suit and just happened to know where that super secret D.C. government vault is?”

      “Because you’re an A.I.?”

      “No, because I was in procurement. I saw the writing on the wall toward the end. I made sure that certain things were shipped to secure locations and kept that information on the down low. There were other battle suit prototypes at various locations, but I liked this one and when I got hold of it, I made sure nobody spirited it out of here. I had a plan, Dekko. I had a dream.”

      Recognition washed over me. “This was all for you, wasn’t it?”

      “I was gonna be the one in that battle suit. I was gonna be the guy who saved civilization. I was gonna be something I always wanted to be: a hero. And then that woman back in the room, the one you saw lying on the ground…the one I trusted…she bit me.”

      “I’m so sorry, man.”

      “It’s in the wind, brother. Now you know the full story. I saved your life and now you need to end mine. It’s the least you can do.”

      “Will it hurt?”

      “How could it? I’m already dead-ish.”

      The undead Slade heard our conversation and turned on his heels, slapping his hands against the window.

      My right arm came up and I thumbed the suit’s controls, aiming at the window. I hesitated and then closed my eyes and triggered the mini-gun, firing a burst. My eyes opened to see that I’d shattered the window and taken the top off of zombie Slade’s head. Zombie Slade stood as rigid as a fence post for several heartbeats, his head crowned with black blood. Then the corpse collapsed to the ground with a wet thud.

      “Thanks,” Slade said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      We didn’t have time to ruminate on this, because a cacophonous crashing sound echoed from the other end of the corridor. This was followed by howls and the echo of footfalls, naked feet slapping across the ground.

      Scarlett appeared in the hallway. She was clutching a black battle axe with a gleaming point on the end, and strapped around her back was a holster fitted with two machine-pistols.

      “Get frosty,” she said. “They’re inside the wire.”

      “There’s one thing we forgot to talk about.”

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “The rules.”

      “What rules?”

      “Well, what about their movements?” I asked.

      “Whose movements?”

      “The zombies.”

      Slade cleared his throat. “Well, technically not all of them are dead, so if you’re a purist, you probably would reject the notion that they’re actually zombies and focus more on the infected part of—”

      “You’re missing the point,” I said.

      “Help me with your point.”

      “The things that are about to attack. Are they Romero or Boyle? Do they move fast or slow?”

      “See, I never understood that,” Slade replied. “They’re the same speed they were during life. Why would it be any other way?”

      “And I assume they want to eat my brains.”

      “How the hell would their teeth be able to crack open your skull?”

      “Guess I’ve been watching too many movies,” I sighed. “Maybe it won’t be as bad as I thought.”

      “Nope, it will be,” Scarlett said, summoning a zippered smile. “It totally, absolutely will be. Times a million.”

      “And the virus?”

      “What about it?” Slade asked.

      “Is it still out there?”

      “From all that I know, it functioned in much the same way as a virus that causes colds. It was only able to live on surfaces for twenty-four hours, sometimes longer. The only place where it’s currently active appears to be inside the infected.”

      “Moral of the story: do not swap fluids with the undead,” Scarlett said.

      “Yeah, don’t go banging any zombie chicks, Dekko.”

      Something jabbed me in the shoulder. I spotted another tiny needle withdrawing into the battle suit.

      “What the hell is it with you and needles?” I barked.

      “Relax, it’s something I whipped up to help you,” Slade said.

      “What’s in me?”

      “Nothing much. Just a little HGH, adrenaline, liquid cocaine cocktail that I whipped up. Helps to take the edge off.”

      “Is that a joke?”

      “Sorta.”

      Tensing, I dropped into a crouch, steeling myself, trying to crawl down into my zone as Scarlett flanked me.

      A raucous noise arrested my attention.

      I looked up and spotted something at the far end of the corridor, something or some things toiling in the semi-darkness. Whatever it was, the form or forms were moving slowly toward me.

      “Ever heard of King Phillip’s War, Dekko?” Slade asked. At my silence he continued: “Battle fought in the seventeenth century in New England between the colonists and Native Americans. Arguably the deadliest war in American history.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because there was an Indian chief, a sachem named Canonchet.”

      “Yeah, that’s super fascinating, Slade, but—”

      “He was captured and told he was going to be put to death. In response, he said, ‘I like it well. I shall die before my heart is soft and before I have spoken a word unworthy of myself.’”

      “Was that supposed to be reassuring? ‘Cause it totally wasn’t.”

      “It was meant to fortify you.”

      “Didn’t do that either.”

      “Sink your claws into ‘em, Dekko,” Slade snarled.

      I kept my eyes on the corridor form which a din of activity arose. The shadows exploded with movement, what looked like a wall of grinning corpses were lurch-running right at me. None of it looked real.

      “Time for some battle tunes!” Slade exclaimed, powering up Quiet Riot’s Cum On Feel The Noize.

      “How about something that’s not forty years old, gramps!” Scarlett shouted.

      Slade changed the song to Metallica’s Hero For a Day as the horde swooped down on us like a pack of wolves.

      If you’ve ever been in a car accident, you know how time and sound seems to slow in the instant before you make contact with the other driver. That’s what I was experiencing at the moment, times a thousand.

      Here’s the first thing that surprised me about the Woken.

      Most of them were naked.

      Yep, they were scrawny, dirty, and…butt naked.

      It makes perfect sense if you think about it: they’ve been slogging around in the same clothes for eight months and eventually the fabric just wears away.

      I mention this because the first infected that squared up on me, a wispy excuse for a teenage kid, was clad in a torn hoodie and little else. His shriveled gray junk was flapping in the breeze. Around him came a woman with rock-hard abs and breast implants. The skin around the implants had sloughed off, but there was enough black ligature to keep the bags of saline in place.

      “What the hell are you doing, Dekko?” Slade shouted.

      “He’s being a typical man,” Scarlett answered. “He’s mesmerized by boobies.”

      “Dekko, get it together!”

      “I am,” I said, snapping out of my daze.

      “Now is the time when you fire your gun and the bad guys fall down.”

      “I’m all over it!”

      I blinked and floated the crosshairs on my targeting reticle over the infected. Then I opened fire with my cannon and the first wave of frenzied attackers vanished.

      Just…fucking disappeared.

      The rounds from my gun churned most of them into pulp, whipsawing the others back into the things crouching behind them. Then I shot them down, too. I was astonished at the amount of black blood and viscera that was inside the infected. I’d expected them to be dried-up husks, like scarecrows, but the bullets struck the rotting flesh and freed ropes of still-shiny intestines that spattered the ground along with gallons of bile that fountained in every direction.

      I steamrolled through the grotesquerie as the numbers on my HUD continued to spin:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 0%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 99%

        ROUNDS: 14,377

        ROCKETS: 48

        ZKIA: 38

      

      

      More of the things confronted us and Scarlett and I screamed while taking them all on.

      I watched in nerve-brutalized wonderment as she ran up the side of the wall like some Parkour star, attacking with balletic ease, swinging her battle axe so quickly it became a blur.

      Heads and limbs were lopped off and gallons of black blood painted the walls and floors. When the axe became lodged in the skull of a female infected, she whipped out both machine-pistols and went cyclical on them. She fired a volley that struck three infected in their chests with such force that they were thrown backwards, the life seeping out of the monsters in spasms.

      Her guns soon clicked over empty. While she worked to dislodge the battle axe, I sprinted out ahead, using the shark cage to shield her.

      The infected gnashed their teeth and clawed at the air, throwing themselves at me. I flinched as three of them slammed against the battle suit, stuck to the outside of the cage like ticks.

      Slade barked commands as I flicked my fingers, swinging the battle suit to the left and right, dislodging the infected.

      The trio hit the ground and I used the large knives on the end of my arm to harpoon them as gore sprayed in great abundance. Then I looked up and unleashed a blizzard of bullets at another dozen assailants. The eruption of fire mowed them down in less time than it takes a person to blink twice.

      Still more of them appeared, pale-limbed abominations with parchment-like skin and  red, black, and blond hair. Out of their slackened mouths came a horrible, rasping wail that caused the tiny hairs on my arms to stand at attention. They were no match for me, however, and I gunned them down where they stood, the rounds from my cannon turning them into paste.

      In seconds, I’d cleared a path through the blood-soaked corridor and checked the HUD, listening to Slade while combat-running over the carpet of bodies. Scarlett was close behind, reloading on the run.

      In seconds we were out through an opening in one of the walls, hustling into the late-afternoon sun, skidding to a stop. I hadn’t been outside in months so the little slivers of light were blinding and the cool November air felt like pinpricks.

      We stood in the middle of the base’s rear parking lot.

      Surrounded by hundreds of hungry infected.

      “What’s the good word?” I asked Scarlett.

      She wiped a rime of black blood from her armored chest. “We’ve got ‘em right where we want ‘em.”

      “Time to earn your pay, boys and girls,” Slade said.

      I nodded as the army of the Woken ran headlong at us. We stood back to back, greeting them with a hellacious burst of weapons fire as all hell broke loose.
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      You might be wondering what exactly I did back before the world ended. Aside from taking part in the hypersleep study, I spent most of my days involved in super-sexy stuff like adversarial risk analysis and game theory. Yep, I basically I sat in a windowless room for eight hours a day, trying to model the actions of intelligent and non-intelligent actors to come up with decisions for Uncle Sam that helped maximize expected utility.

      In short, I tried to calculate the best way for a warfighter to kill more bad guys. Who knew it would have real world application? I became so good at it that I was able to mentally create influence diagrams on the fly, essentially discarding all the irrelevant factors and focusing on the things that would create the biggest kill boxes.

      That was coming in handy as the infected rolled toward us. I stole a look at the HUD, determining where best to concentrate my firepower based on conditions, angles, and positioning of the Woken.

      I noticed a gap in the enemy line and continued to strafe them. Gobs of brain jelly smacked against the shark cage as I dropped onto my metallic haunches and hacked off the leg of an older infected wearing a torn military uniform. Down went the ghoul and I mounted his chest to do a little skull-cratering.

      Plowing forward, I swung my arms, punching through skulls and torsos. My calculations were correct and soon I’d scattered the infected like tenpins as the stats on HUD continued to change:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 1%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 97%

        ROUNDS: 13,879

        ROCKETS: 48

        ZKIA: 142

      

      

      “Attaboy!” Slade shrieked. “Now rotate around and give ‘em the garden hose.”

      “GET DOWN, SCARLETT!” I yelled.

      She did and I pivoted like a sprinkler, my cannon spitting fire, the half-naked Woken knocked back by my bullets as if they’d been swatted aside by the hand of God. Dumbstruck by the devastation, my eyes strayed from the HUD and that’s when Slade shrieked—

      “BEHIND YOU!”

      Swiveling, the motion of two blurred forms caught my eye, two once-upon-a-time ladies with long, greasy hair who threw themselves onto the shark cage.

      I jammed my thumbs back on the controllers as the two monsters rode me like one of those electronic bulls at a honkytonk bar.

      They bucked and screamed and then Slade told me to crouch and spring to my feet. That’s what I did, and the force dislodged the women, tossing them up into the air where I squinted at my HUD crosshairs and shot the bitches down like skeet.

      More of the Woken stumbled into view, emerging from the base’s outbuildings like bees from a smashed hive.

      Scarlett ran toward them, clutching a machine-pistol in each hand. Her rate of fire was so rapid that the barrels began to glow orange.

      When she was out of bullets she white-knuckled her battle axe, running directly toward a pocket of infected.

      I grimaced, worried that she’d be overcome by their sheer numbers, but at the last second she used her fancy-ass boots to hurdle the pack.

      She soared over the heads of the dumbstruck monsters, stuck a beautiful landing and then began carving them up in a bloody blur of bestial rage. Scarlett fought with a brutal, angry purpose. In a matter of moments, there was a pile of corpses at her feet.

      Do not fuck with Scarlett, I thought.

      My gaze veered back to the HUD and then I spotted an old troop transport lying on its side next to a wrecked fuel tanker. The two machines were blinking orange and Scarlett was running back toward me, which meant one thing.

      “Time to light ‘em up!” Slade shouted.

      I eased my crosshairs over where I assumed the fuel tank might be and pumped a rocket into the tanker. It went up like a Roman candle, spewing molten globs of napalm-like fuel in every direction.

      Scarlett cheered, doing a backflip as the infected that weren’t immediately incinerated caught fire, glowing from the inside, running around like ambulatory torches.

      The images on the HUD flickered and flashed and I spotted a path forward, a trail through the desolation plotted by Slade with my assistance.

      “See that opening?” Slade asked.

      I spotted it, a gap through the ranks of the undead. It was closing fast, but I could make it through the enemy lines if I beat my metal feet.

      Turning, I gestured to Scarlett who nodded.

      “On it,” she said.

      “I’ll lead the way forward.”

      She grinned. “Such a gentleman.”

      She laid a hand on my metal arm and winked.

      Controls slotted forward, the shark cage jolted ahead, plodding over the bodies of the dead and wounded.

      In seconds I was picking up speed, loping forward as the wall on an outbuilding off to my right collapsed to reveal several dozen infected, streaming forward like reinforcements of the damned.

      Scarlett and I bypassed the Woken, hell-bent on making it through the tunnel we’d bored through the enemy.

      Faster now, the seconds ticked by and I was getting into a rhythm, churning like a running back slashing down the field to score a touchdown.

      Several of the undead jumped at me, but I threw a series of hellacious uppercuts that beat them back. One woman dropped under my punch and speared her hand through the battle suit’s cage. Her cold, clammy fingers kissed my arm, her ragged nails nearly breaking the skin before I rolled my robotic shoulders and knocked her back. She stumbled and fell, and I brought my metal foot down, dashing her skull to pieces. Then, in a full-on fighting mood, I beat my chest with both fists like King Kong. “C’MON!” I screamed at the dead.

      I actually allowed myself the faintest of smiles because I had to admit Slade was right. Operating the shark cage was insane, but fucking fun.

      Slade played that old theme to the Rocky movies, Eye of the Tiger, as I bulldozed through the infected. An ox-shouldered man came at me and I grabbed him by the throat and pitched him ten feet in the air. Two more infected attacked and I mimicked the crane kick from the old Karate Kid movie, punting the bastards in the heads before I karate-chopped two more.

      “Don’t get carried away,” Slade said. “Don’t get too cutesy on me.”

      I bashed four more of the infected and then I was free and galloping through a hole in the fence that protected the rear of the base.

      Exultant, I turned to see that Scarlett was standing by herself a thousand yards away. She’d exited through another hole in the wall and was visible in a clearing in the underbrush.

      She smiled and saluted me and then ducked into the shrubbery, vanishing from sight.

      “Where—where’d she go?”

      “She’s doing her own thing now.”

      I wanted to search for her, to say one final goodbye, but the infected had regrouped and were barreling toward me en masse.

      Eyes on the topographical HUD map, I spun around and fought through a tapestry of vegetation and shrubbery near a rear parking lot, slaloming around a cluster of junked vehicles. The infected tried to give chase, but, having become acclimated to the suit, I was too fast for them.

      Ducking behind a burned-out semi, I sucked in a breath, noticing that the terrain up ahead was dicey, descending at an uncomfortable grade.

      The ground soon dropped. I dropped onto my heels and slid down an embankment that cut through a clutch of trees just beginning to display their Thanksgivingy, rust-colored leaves. There were a handful of infected around at the bottom of the embankment, but thankfully they were either rotund or seriously slow-witted, so I either swatted them aside or bashed in their heads before leaping over a creek and tearing up the hillside that lay beyond it.

      “Inquiring minds want to know,” Slade said. “How’d it feel?”

      “I’m still trying to process everything. The fighting, Scarlett—”

      “Were you scared?”

      “Only if by ‘scared’ you mean I still can’t feel my face and am pretty sure I got poopy pants back there.”

      “You know what the difference was between Tom Brady and Aaron Rogers?”

      “You’re actually talking sports?”

      “I’m talking strategy. Know what made Brady arguably a better quarterback?”

      “I have no idea,” I replied, flicking a ring of sweat from my face.

      “Spatial awareness,” Slade answered. “Brady had eyes in the back and sides of his fucking head. I think you’ve got a little of that.”

      “If I’m Brady, what does that make you?” I asked.

      “Giselle.”

      I groaned. “I’m assuming that spatial awareness stuff is a good thing, right?”

      “It’s better than good. It’s a gift that might keep you alive.”

      “Speaking of alive. How many of us are there out here? How many of the good guys are still alive?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m hoping to change that,” Slade said.

      “How so?”

      “Check your map.”

      I slid to a stop and eyeballed the topo map, specifically the first point that was blinking red, the one closest to my present position.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s our first honeypot, Dekko. It’s the first and closest leave behind, a small DIA, Defense Intelligence Agency, vault. I had some things shipped there, stashing them in plain sight in downtown Frederick, Maryland.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “A couple of goodies that will help us figure out just how alone you are in this brave new world.”

      Exhaling, I pumped my arms, feeling a surge of energy carry me forward. Even though the world as I knew it was over, I felt emboldened, like a living, breathing character out of a cool video game. Bolting forward, I followed the map on the HUD, navigating through the woods toward downtown Frederick.
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      U.S. Route 15, the multi-lane highway that curled around Frederick, was a catastrophe. Not only was it snarled with cars, trucks, and all manner of machinery, but it was heaped with bodies, some flesh-ragged, others black and bloated, splitting open like gourds under the late-August sun.

      The corpses were in such a state of decomposition that even the carrion wouldn’t touch them. Indeed, huge flocks of vultures were visible, roosting on trees or light poles, peering down at the bodies, probably trying to figure out what the fuck had happened.

      I mounted the back of a jackknifed tractor-trailer and searched near and far, but didn’t see a thing aside from more animals, lots of animals. There were more birds than I’d ever seen gathered in one place before, a feathered river across the sky of what looked like ravens and crows. And beyond them, tucked in the little pockets of greenery that dotted downtown Frederick, were herds of white-tailed deer.

      “Happens every time people disappear,” Slade commented. “The animal population explodes.”

      “Makes you wonder, huh?”

      “Not me. I always knew what humans were...”

      “What’s that?”

      “An invasive species.”

      “You are all kinds of warm and fuzzy today,” I said, checking the map and my fuel cell capacity, which was at 97%. “You’re probably glad the world ended.”

      “Not at all. I mean, a civilization that created cheese curds, beer, and Pornhub can’t be that bad. All I’m saying is maybe this was supposed to happen. Maybe the world found a way to reboot itself so things could start over again.”

      “How come my fuel is already down to ninety-seven percent?” I asked, ignoring his last remark. “I thought you said I could recharge myself.”

      “You can, but the battle suit’s like a car. You’ve got your typical fuel-efficiency standards, but every time you use a feature, it impacts things. So when you’re firing the cannons and rockets, it makes the engine work harder and reduces the battery power. It’s like cranking the AC in your car.”

      Great, I thought. So if I wanted to make the battery last longer, I shouldn’t fight back. I lowered the volume on my earbud so I could barely hear Slade prattle on about the battery as I willed away thoughts about Scarlett and how she was doing and dropped down from the tractor-trailer. I shuttled over the highway, coming to a bottleneck.

      Veering off, I exited the highway into a field of tall weeds and shrubs. I cased the area for several seconds, catching sight of a pod of infected foraging off in the distance. Not wanting to expend the energy or ammunition, I let them be and headed toward downtown Frederick.

      I soldiered down into a residential neighborhood, the narrow streets blocked by concrete barricades, metal blast walls, and crude breastworks that appeared to have been erected once the barricades and walls failed.

      There were a couple of elderly infected rooting around that looked like living, breathing scarecrows, but when they stepped toward me I just knocked them aside and kept on trucking.

      Soon, my metal feet were clicking across shell casings that littered the ground. The road was gouged and fire-blackened as if by explosions, the sidewalks covered by fragments of bones and scraps of gnarled flesh. It looked like some terrific end-of-the-world shit had gone down right here, an epic last stand perhaps. I cringed at the thought of who the victor was.

      Flipping up the mesh mask covering my face, I crossed the sidewalk in long strides, noting that it was zebra-striped with tracings of black blood, the air tanged with the stench of death. I closed the mask and strolled past the barricades to another part of the neighborhood. There were no signs of mayhem here. The block looked picture-perfect, almost like a movie set.

      But then I looked a little closer and noticed several small things: a shattered window here, a swatch of bloody shirt there, what might be a collection of severed fingers near a minivan and a tiny, withered hand poking out from under a tire, reaching for a baby doll.

      “Starboard!” Slade shouted as I amped the volume on my earbud.

      “What the fuck does ‘starboard’ mean?”

      “How do you not know that?”

      “Because I’m not in a goddamn boat!”

      “To your right.”

      I glanced to the right and caught sight of something at the end of a narrow strip of blacktop that ran between several rowhouses.

      Squinting, I saw five infected, four of whom were hunched over something, what looked like a dead dog. I watched their gory faces thrust into the dog’s broken body, while the fifth one, a female Woken, was busy cornering anther frightened pooch, a shaking, timid little rag of a dog with protruding ribs. I could tell the kill was fresh because of the brightness of the blood. The fuckers must’ve just surprised the hungry mutts.

      “I’ve often thought the world can be divided between dog and cat lovers,” I said to Slade, drawing a bead on the infected.

      “Yeah, that’s fascinating.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?” he asked.

      “Which one do you prefer?”

      “I’m a cat guy.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they can get by on very little.”

      I raised my arm and fired a burst from my cannon, ripping the five infected to pieces before they could pounce on the second dog. The dog started, traded looks with me, and then vanished through a hole in a fence.

      “I take it you’re a dog person then?” Slade asked.

      I nodded, blowing imaginary smoke from my cannon. “Dogs are like men.”

      “I used to know a few ladies who’d agree with you there....”

      “They need companionship, love, they cannot get by on very little.”

      “Yeah, well, the times they are a-changing. Given the terrain we find ourselves currently deployed in, I’m thinking you need to get on Team Feline pronto cause that love crap is out the window. Although you do have me for companionship if that’s any consolation.”

      We lapsed into silence for several seconds and then I asked, “you think she’s going to make it?”

      “Who?”

      “Scarlett.”

      “That girl’s a scrapper,” Slade replied. “If I was a betting machine, I’d put my money on her.”

      I headed down the street, searching for any sign of non-infected life. At one point, I passed a school with a running track where there were several infected stumbling about, still dressed in torn gym attire.

      They spotted me and began running. Of course they must’ve been sprinters when alive, because the fuckers were super-fast.

      Unable to outrun them, I ducked behind a building. When they whipped past I ambushed them and curb-stomped them to pieces.

      My earlier gunshots, however, had drawn the attention of another dozen or so interested infected: younger, faster ones. Rather than confront them, I leaped a fence and entered the edge of Carroll Creek Park, a revitalized area that had once been a nice little destination. There was the fifteen-foot wide creek itself, still muddy from what Slade said was the prior day’s rain, wending through the middle of the city. It was flanked by pedestrian walkways of stone and brick, water features, bridges spanning said stream, and tidy little shops that bore the signs of conflict and/or looting.

      A few moldering bodies bobbed in the creek as I scrutinized the HUD map. I was close to our first destination. Very close.

      Whatever we were looking for was at the bottom of a building labeled National Museum of Civil War Medicine.

      “We’re going into the basement of a museum?” I asked.

      “Yep. Like I said. They hid it in plain view.”

      Marching over one of the stone bridges, I stood at its apex and stared out over the city as the sun sank like burning gold over the horizon. There was a sound coming from somewhere down the street, a trilling, an eerie note that somehow sounded like a primitive call to arms.

      “They make that sound with their tongues,” Slade says.

      “What does it mean?”

      “That it’s feeding time.”

      “Exactly what I didn’t want to hear.”

      “More reason for you to double-time it.”

      I did as ordered, edging between buildings, keeping my eyes peeled for any hint of movement while listening to the infecteds’ demonic tongue-clucking.

      The museum was visible up ahead, a large three-story brick building. The sounds of the infected grew louder, so I ran down the street and came up fast on the back of the building. The rear door was locked, but I easily broke that off and stepped into a back anteroom that was filled with storage items. I closed the back door, paused for my eyes to acclimate to the inkiness and then headed down a set of wooden stairs.

      The stairway was tight, so, much like a contortionist, I angled and bunched my metal frame to make it down to a stone landing.

      “Stop,” Slade commanded.

      I did and looked down at the ground.

      “You seeing what I’m seeing?” Slade asked.

      I saw something, what looked like prints in a layer of dust.

      “Boot prints,” I said.

      “Exactly. As opposed to footprints.”

      I looked up, flicked on a small light bolted to the end of my left arm, and swept it back and forth. Out beyond the spillage of light, between a series of stout wooden posts that I imagined undergirded the entire structure, was a black door. The kind of thing you might see on the outside of a large barbecue smoker. The boot prints on the ground led up to the door.

      I was halfway to the door when I saw it.

      A glint off to my right, a flash of light off of metal from an area near a far wall.

      I turned my head and flashlight and that’s when I saw it.

      Saw her.

      Even though it was darker than the hold on a ship, I could see a figure with womanly curves. They were hidden under clothes that had probably belonged to a man once, but they were there just the same. And then her head canted to reveal shiny black hair pulled back in a ponytail.

      She was wearing a white, exaggerated smiley-face mask.

      The kind that you might wear on Halloween.

      She was also holding a weapon.

      What looked like a Taser on steroids.

      The very same one she was pointing at me.

      Slade shouted.

      I blinked.

      An overhead light popped on.

      The gun fired.

      And then two darts blasted from the end of the gun. They somehow wormed between the suit’s metal mesh and armor, finding an entry point in the connective joint, and slammed into my chest.

      Down I went.
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      My body seized, and the darts sent me sprawling onto my back.

      I slammed to the ground and bit my tongue. The impact was jarring and sent a plume of dust up into the air, obscuring visibility.

      I lay in silence for several seconds, my torso spasming as if I’d just done a thousand sit-ups.

      “Jesus. You didn’t see that coming?!” I said to Slade, woozy, stars in my eyes as I plucked the metal darts from my chest.

      “I’m an A.I., not a psychic. Besides, what happened to your spatial awareness?”

      “Guess I’m not Tom Brady after all.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      Something moved in front of me. I glanced up at the woman in the smiley-face mask who was peering down at me, eying me coolly. She dropped the Taser and pulled something out of the backpack strapped to her back.

      A tool.

      What I recognized as a bushing hammer, basically a three-pound meat tenderizer welded onto a thick metal handle. On the business end of the hammer were a series of sharpened nubs that I knew were used to texturize stone and concrete. I could see that the nubs were blackened and flecked with what looked like shards of bone and tendrils of gristle.

      Backlit by the overhead light, the female figure sneered, her curvy body barely contained under a ripped pair of skintight camouflage pants, and a thick, olive-colored vest that concealed her large breasts.

      I could see her eyes squinting to focus through the mask. They were soft brown eyes that made me think, at least for the moment, that she meant me no harm.

      “I will fucking kill you if you move,” she snarled, jabbing the hammer at me.

      Okay, so maybe I’m not the best judge of character.

      I held up my hands, made my most earnest face, and she snarled. “I said don’t fucking move!”

      “Does it look like I’m about to?”

      “Don’t even take a breath.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not physically possible.”

      “Didn’t you just hear what I just said, dumbass?”

      “Sorry,” I said as she moved around me. Slade was busy whispering, telling me to do this and that with the cannons, knives, and rockets to turn the tables on the woman, but I didn’t want to risk anything. With my luck, I’d make the wrong first move and get somebody killed or bring the whole museum down on us. Besides, what were the odds I was gonna run into another hot chick in the middle of the apocalypse? Not bloody likely. Nope, I had to play it cool.

      “So, do you come around here often?” I asked.

      She stared at me and I mentally slapped myself. Great line, Dekko. Real smooth.

      “Why are you in that thing?” she asked scanning my battle suit. “Did you lose a bet or something?”

      “No, this is my XR-15 three-dimensional something or other.”

      “It looks like a bird cage on meth,” she said.

      “Says the lady who’s wearing a Halloween mask.” She was silent. “It’s my battle suit and it gets the job done,” I added.

      “Apparently not well enough, or I wouldn’t have been able to take you down.”

      “Blame Slade. He’s my colleague. My A.I. The one I was talking to before.”

      “Whatever he is, he’s an asshole and so are you.”

      “That’s a little harsh.”

      “Yeah, well, these are harsh times and I’m still working through the various stages of grief.”

      “Which one are you on?”

      She glared at me, a glint of serious mistrust in her eyes. “The one where I get angry and fuck shit up.”

      I nodded and zipped my lips. After several seconds, she lowered her hammer.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Dekko. Nick Dekko. You?”

      “Hollis.”

      “Cool name.”

      “Spare me, Nicholas,” she said.

      “Nobody calls me that—”

      “Cause you need to know it’s not going to be like this.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “Both of us talking to each other.”

      “You mean...conversation?”

      “Just…shut it,” she said, slumping to the ground, the hammer hanging limply between her knees. I could see one of her hooded eyes twitching inside the mask. It looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks.

      I made a move and she dropped the hammer and pulled her backpack around and opened it to reveal, among other items, an orange cordless framing nailer that she pointed at the battle suit’s groin.

      “What’d you do? Loot a Home Depot?” I asked.

      “Was that supposed to be funny?”

      “Yes.”

      “See me laughing?”

      “Actually, yeah, because you’ve got on that mask with the smiley face so technically you’re kinda always laughing or at least amused which is basically—”

      “Shut your mouth!”

      “Look, Hollis, I just need two seconds of your time and then you can go back to being an angry, crazy person.”

      She flipped me a middle finger and I continued. “I’m cramping up and really need to take a piss, so if you’re gonna shoot me with your nail gun, do the deed. Otherwise, I need to stand and drain the anaconda.”

      She hesitated, then lowered the nail gun. I torqued myself back upright, scanning my HUD, which blinked:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 6%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 92%

        ROUNDS: 13,879

        ROCKETS: 47

        ZKIA: 147

      

      

      I noted that the shark cage had sustained a bit of damage when I fell after being popped by the Taser, but nothing that was noticeable. I popped four pins on the side of the cage as Slade’s voice dropped so that only I could hear him, “you seriously gonna trust this chick?”

      “I need to pee.”

      “Since when does taking a piss have priority over safety?”

      “When you’ve only gone a couple of times in eight months.”

      Exiting the cage, I dropped to the ground and Hollis stood. She was still giving me the stink-eye, but I felt pretty confident that she wasn’t going to put a nail in the back of my head. I relieved myself in the corner of the room and headed back to the battle suit. She stepped in front of me, hammer in one hand, nail gun in the other.

      “No offense, but you look like a deranged house flipper.”

      “Where did you come from?” she asked, wagging her big-ass hammer, ignoring my remark.

      “Fort Detrick, it’s the fort just up the—”

      “I know where it is,” she said.

      “You from around here?”

      “None of your business,” she replied. “Why are you here?”

      I pointed at the black door and took several steps toward it, noticing that there was a biometric scanner pinned to the front. “We got some intel that there might be something inside that’s worth recovering.”

      “There’s nothing in there but some computer crap,” she said.

      “How’d you get inside?”

      “I had the key.”

      She reached in a pocket of her vest and pulled out a shriveled, pallid hand, severed at the wrist. “His fingerprints open the thing. Relax,” she said, at my look. “He was a goner when I found him. That’s how I located this place to begin with. I was upstairs, hiding out, and the guy down here, some infected kid soldier, starting howling like a banshee. I came down, found that he’d turned, and the rest is history.”

      “There’s something inside my colleague thinks I might need.”

      “Your A.I. friend?”

      I nodded. “Like I said, his name’s Slade.”

      I motioned to the shark cage and she stepped aside to let me reach it. I powered up the volume on my mic and cued the speaker app. “Well it’s about damned time,” Slade said. “I was getting lonely with nobody to talk to.”

      “Slade, this is Hollis. Hollis, this is Slade.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Slade said. “I see you’ve met Nick, the better half of our sticks and stones duo.”

      “Why do you call yourself that?”

      “’Cause we like breaking zombie bones.”

      Hollis rolled her eyes. “I am definitely not pleased to meet either of you.”

      “Sorry to hear that, cause I was just about to compliment you on one helluva Taser shot.”

      Hollis yawned. “I’m used to shooting first, answering questions later.”

      “You were a soldier?” Slade asked.

      She shook her head. “Lawyer.”

      “Wasn’t it Shakespeare who said first thing we do is kill all the lawyers?”

      “Yeah, so?” Hollis snapped back.

      “Apparently nobody got the message.”

      “Who the fuck is this guy?” Hollis asked, annoyed.

      “Slade. He’s frequently wrong, but never in doubt. Basically, he’s AL Bundy meets Archie Bunker with a side of the dad in Family Guy. Only in computer form,” I answered.

      She grew thin-lipped and I cleared my throat. “Um, she’s got the key to the vault, Slade.”

      “Excellente.”

      “There’s nothing in there,” Hollis said flatly.

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Slade said.

      “Why should I help you guys out at all?”

      “Because we have something you might need.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A way out of this place,” Slade answered. “A way to a very safe place with food and shelter.”

      Hollis hesitated, then turned and slapped the severed hand against the biometric scanner. A pulse of light swept over the digits and a red light turned green as the door clicked open.

      I looked into the vault and darkness looked back.

      Hollis reached a hand into the vault and waved, triggering several sensor lights that permitted me to see the interior was filled with several shelves stacked with what appeared to be ordinary-looking computer equipment: one orange USB stick, three thumb-drives of varying dimensions, including one that was neon-colored and wedge-shaped, a black cube tethered to a length of ruggedized hose which ended in a brass hose fitting, and the smallest pistol I’d ever seen.

      “I’d like to see it all,” Slade said. “Make sure none of it’s been damaged.”

      Ducking inside, I gathered up the gear and brought it back out, including the tiny pistol which resembled a child’s toy. It was matte gray, and barely larger than the palm of my hand.

      The pistol was set down and the other gear laid out on the ground in front of the shark cage’s camera so that Slade could see it.

      “Oh, me likey,” Slade said of the pistol. “Me likely long time. Whatever you do, do not touch that tiny pistol.”

      I chuckled. “But it’s such a tiny little thing. It looks like a toy.”

      “It’s anything but. It’s a prototype.”

      “What kind?”

      “The kind that you shouldn’t mess with. Leave it be for the moment and hook me up with the orange stick.”

      I grabbed the orange USB stick and inserted it into the port on the side of the battle suit. A beam of light issued from the HUD against the far wall, a map of the surrounding area which rotated and then zoomed down and pulled back, as if some invisible hand was controlling it. This one was very different from the one I initially downloaded as it showed a three-dimensional rendering of the Maryland countryside.

      “How are the maps still working?” I asked.

      “The plague didn’t affect outer space,” Slade answered. “A good portion of the military installations have components that are still up and running, juiced by solar panels or turbines. They’re still receiving mostly real-time satellite feeds. All I did was hack into everything and reroute it into what passes for my conscious. Do you ever get down and thank the Almighty that you know me, by the way?”

      “You’re a good man, Slade.”

      “And humble, too,” Slade replied.

      I smirked and watched as Slade manipulated the map, able to zoom down into it and pull back. Then another map appeared, layered over the first. This one showed red and green dots. There were too many red dots to count, thousand, likely hundreds of thousands of them. The number of green dots in a two-hundred mile radius appeared to be less than three dozen.

      “The green are the good guys,” Slade said.

      “The red?”

      “The bad,” Hollis said before Slade could respond.

      “There are more of the red than green,” I gasped.

      Hollis shot me a look. “Nothing gets past you, eagle eyes.”

      The map changed again to a schematic of a building complex, surrounded by red dots. There were three green dots situated in the middle of the complex.

      “That looks familiar,” Hollis said, spying the complex.

      “It’s the MGM National Harbor casino out near the Potomac River,” Slade answered. “And it’s apparently inhabited by three of the good guys.”

      “We don’t know that,” I said.

      Hollis pointed at me. “The dimwit’s right. Who’s to say the ‘good guys’ are actually good?”

      “Good or not, they’re camped out near the only viable way across the Potomac River.”

      Hollis barked a nasty laugh. “Why would you want to cross the Potomac?”

      “That’s on a need to know basis,” Slade responded. “And right now, honey, you don’t need to know.”

      I moved toward the shark cage and heard the sound of the nail gun engaging. My eyes swung to Hollis, who said, “you’ve got five seconds to tell me what’s in D.C.”
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      “Fine, show her.”

      “How am I going to do that?”

      “Grab that neon USB stick.”

      I fished in my pocket and pulled it out.

      “Slot it in the front port,” Slade directed.

      I moved over and stuck the USB stick in the battle suit’s front port as—

      WONK!

      A blast of emerald light filled the air in the room, followed by a kaleidoscope of imagery, data, and spheres of light. Those were followed in turn by a flood of coordinates that coalesced into a series of images, top-down grayscale-style footage of the sort taken by a drone.

      There was an overhead shot of Washington, D.C., then the footage began dropping down toward the ground and changed to images that were digital, like something created for a video game.

      In seconds, the POV was traveling through the city streets, boring into the ground and then down into something else. It was impossible to tell whether it was a subterranean passage or a sewer, but the POV was zigging and zagging.

      Then the passage widened to a chamber—a subway? The POV kept blasting through the darkness until it came to a militarized checkpoint with lots of soldiers and weapons. It continued past that and into an immense secure room, the vast circular area filled with a wide variety of weaponry and something else.

      Pallets.

      A shitload of pallets filled with what appeared to be shrink-wrapped food, money, and water. Enough to feed a small country.

      Hollis gasped. “Wh-what is that?”

      “That, my dear, is our last best hope to rebuild the mission,” Slade answered.

      “A secure location under the streets of D.C.,” I added. “A leave-behind, a pre-positioned vault left by the military to help reconstitute civilization after a catastrophic event.”

      “How do you know it’s still there?” she asked.

      “Because I just know it, deep down in the marrow of my CPU,” Slade said.

      Hollis took this in and then began to laugh. “You two think, what? That you’re just going to waltz on down to D.C., and sneak into that vault?”

      “We’re not going to waltz, we’re going to motor across the river,” Slade said. “There’s a boat, a transport ship, hidden near the casino.”

      “Why do you need a boat?” she asked.

      “Because every road and bridge into D.C. was either destroyed during the final battle or mined and booby-trapped. If my intel is correct, the boat is still moored in a hidden port that can be accessed via a walkway in the basement of the casino. It was built for VIPs and high-rollers who wanted to exit the joint without being seen.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you guys are crazy,” Hollis said.

      “Crazy times call for crazy people,” Slade said.

      “Good luck,” she said, hoisting her nail gun and hammer.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “Away from you two ding-dongs.”

      “But I’m kinda the last man on Earth!”

      She laid a hand on my wrist. “Look, Nicholas was it? I’m going to be completely honest here.”

      “I appreciate that and please don’t call me Nicholas.”

      “I’d probably rather be with one of those things out there than you and your crazy uncle of an A.I.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      She nodded, solemn. “With every fiber of my being, so please lose my number.”

      “We don’t even have phones anymore.”

      “You’re missing the—”

      A sound suddenly echoed.

      A tinny, whining note.

      Coming from inside the battle suit. I glanced back to see that the images from the USB stick were still playing only there was something else.

      A digital timer in the air.

      It was counting down: 20, 19, 18…

      “Why is it doing that?” I asked.

      “The bastards put some kind of digital self-destruct sequence in the USB stick,” Slade said.

      “Shouldn’t you shut it off?”

      “Yep.”

      “Like now.”

      “Working on it.”

      The sound built, echoing off the walls. My heart skipped because I realized if we could hear it, the infected could as well.

      “Shut the damn thing off!” Hollis yelled.

      “He’s trying!”

      The counter was at 15, 14, as the shrill sound reached its crescendo, screeching louder than a car alarm.

      “SHUT IT OFF, SLADE!” I yelled.

      “FOR FUCK’S SAKE, I’M TRYING!”

      Hollis brought her nail gun around, aiming at the port on the battle suit. I threw my arms up as the reverberations suddenly ended.

      This was followed, unfortunately, by a new sound: the dragging and shuffling made by the infected.

      The floorboards overhead creaked and I could hear moans.

      Lots of moans.

      Building from outside and all around.

      “You idiots!” Hollis said. “Now they know we’re here!”

      She rushed to the stairs and slid to a stop. Even though the space was only half-lit by the overhead light, I could see shadows wavering against the wall.

      I joined her, looked up and wished I hadn’t.

      There were a hundred gold-glittering eyes peering down at us.

      “That is not cool,” I whispered.

      “Real good,” Hollis said, turning, searching for a way out. “You’ve got us trapped!”

      “Dekko, listen to me,” Slade said, his voice strangely calm given the situation. “You need to get in the suit now.”

      “You’ve got a plan?”

      “Fucking-A right I do. See that black cube on the ground? The one that came from the vault?”

      “We need to hurry, Slade, because—”

      “Answer me. Do you see the goddamn cube?”

      “Yes.”

      I grabbed it along with the tiny pistol, which I secured in a side port on the battle suit.

      “There’s another port on the back of your suit. Near the power source. Plug the end of the hose, the one with the brass fitting, into it.”

      “What does it do?”

      “Just do it!”

      I spotted the port and plugged the brass fitting into it. The black cube thrummed and powered up, a sequence of numbers appearing on its exterior.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Get in the suit,” Slade said.

      “We’re running out of time!” Hollis shouted.

      She was right.

      The first body tumbled down the stairs, a portly guy with Freddie Mercury teeth. Hollis quickly brained him with her bushing hammer.

      I climbed into the suit and saw the following words on the HUD: Kickstarter V.02 Has Been Installed! Would you like to engage Threshold?

      I angled the suit around, but something was off. There was a warm current running over the machine, strong enough to cause the tiny hairs on my wrist to stand at attention.

      “Talk to me, Slade. What’s going on? And what the hell is the kickstarter?”

      “What’s going on is you’re about to do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Power the fuck up.”

      More bodies fell down the stairs. Hollis was able to put down most of them, but there were simply too many. She took cover next to me. “I sure as hell hope you’ve got a way out of this.”

      “As you can see from the HUD, the kickstarter has been downloaded. You ready to rock and roll?” Slade asked.

      “I still don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do!”

      “Run toward the stairs and let me take care of the rest.”

      “You sure?”

      “Hey. Who’s the A.I.?”

      “What about Hollis?”

      “Either she climbs aboard or we leave her here.”

      Hollis met my glare blink for blink.

      “GRAB ONTO THE BACK!” I screamed.

      “What? I’m not climbing onto that thing!”

      Six of the infected began rumbling forward. I watched Hollis’s eyes dart to and fro. She was making a mental calculation, figuring out the odds, whether she had a chance to make it out alive.

      She jumped and grabbed onto the back of the battle suit and I ran forward just as Slade advised and—

      WHOOSH!

      For an instant, I knew what it was like to be Super Mario when he touched one of those super mushrooms. A powerful force gripped the back of the battle suit and propelled me forward at an insanely fast pace. I blinked and was running over and past the infected. Then I hit the first tread on the stairs and somehow rocketed straight up into the air and out of the basement.
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      Hollis screamed as the suit launched a good ten feet into the air, as if the damned thing had just been blasted out of the end of a cannon.

      We soared through the air in slow motion. Though it was dark outside, I could see the forms of the infected down below when I flipped on my exterior floodlights, several dozen bad guys massing in the museum’s backyard.

      “LIGHT ‘EM UP!” Slade screamed.

      I opened fire with the cannons while still in the air, strafing the Woken before landing hard on the ground. Hollis was tossed sideways, but managed to break her fall, rolling over and coming up ready to fight.

      My lips pulled back in a broad grin. “Holy shit, that was awesome!”

      “Told ya.”

      “What the fuck was that thing?”

      “It’s like a Pac-Man power pellet, a turbo for battle suits,” Slade said. “The kickstarter allows you to enjoy short, sustained bursts of flight.”

      “I can fly?”

      “Affirmative,” Slade said as he played the old R. Kelly song I Believe I Can Fly.

      I glanced over at Hollis, who was weaving around the remaining infected, hammer in one hand and nail gun in the other. Moving like a dark cutout, she slammed the nail gun into the heads of several of the Woken, firing framing nails into their foreheads, while battering others with the hammer. For a moment she looked like the hero in the South Korean thriller Old Boy, unleashing hell with her wicked metal tool.

      “You still in one piece?” I shouted to Hollis.

      “Sure am! Remind me to kill you later!”

      She slammed the hammer into the forehead of a bulky infected man and then I motioned for her to jump aboard. “GRAB HOLD AND LET’S GO!”

      She ran and jumped back up onto the battle suit, hanging on for dear life as I blitzed toward the side street, still juiced by the kickstarter.

      The infected stared at me, wide-eyed. I gunned them down while streaking forward, barely able to control the suit’s frantic movements, my feet dancing across the top of the mini-treadmills.

      I extended my hands while the turbo kicked in, my metal fists shearing off the heads of the empty-eyed Woken.

      Hooking a left, I slingshotted down a side-street, running at a rapid clip, what seemed like twenty or thirty miles per hour.

      I turned only once, to fire a rocket that curled back down over the blacktop, punching through a van. The resulting explosion, a greasy orange mess, smeared across the road and created a secondary fire which did an excellent job of preventing the infected from following us.

      But then more of the things heaved themselves through the pillar of flames, eerily silhouetted by the fire. A great rollicking herd of them, running in a kind of jerky hobble that propelled them rapidly despite their cumbersome gait.

      “What’s the good word, Slade?”

      “Give her the gun.”

      “What?”

      “Give Hollis that small pistol.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just do it.”

      I reached down and popped open the side port on the battle suit. Hollis, who’d heard everything, reached out and grabbed the tiny gun.

      “You expect me to stop those things with this?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am, I do,” Slade said.

      She pulled the gun up, awkwardly aimed it and pulled the trigger.

      You’ll think I’m lying when I say this, but the blast of white light that came from the tiny-ass barrel on that gun was what I imagine it’s like when a star goes supernova.

      It was brighter than the face of God and just as powerful.

      The pulse of light atomized the delegation of undead, just turned their bodies into cinders, chewing a hole in the street and surrounding buildings.

      “Fuck me sideways,” I said, gasping at the pistol’s awesome destructive power.

      “What is in this thing?” Hollis asked, staring at the gun.

      “That’s classified,” Slade said as Hollis pocketed the pistol and we moved out, turning and running down the street, trying to put some additional distance between us and the Woken.
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* * *

      We stopped a half mile later, which was just fine by me. I was totally spent and my face and body were slathered in fear-sweat. I leaned against an overturned SUV and closed my eyes. Hollis dropped to the ground and sat with her back to the vehicle.

      “What the hell was that back there?” she asked, looking up. “When we got out of the museum. How did you launch yourself into the air?”

      “I got an upgrade,” I answered.

      I scanned the HUD, reading the battle suit’s stats:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 18%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 79%

        ROUNDS: 13,123

        ROCKETS: 45

        ZKIA: 181

      

      

      “How did I get damaged, Slade?” I asked.

      “How didn’t you? You flew a dozen feet into the air and blew a few fuses and shock-absorbers in the process and the resulting landing, kiddo,” Slade replied. “We’re gonna need to source a part or two sooner rather than later.”

      “No problem. I’ll just hit up the next battle suit supply shop.”

      “I see my sparkling sarcastic personality is beginning to rub off on you.”

      “I just didn’t realize the suit is made of glass.”

      “At ease, soldier,” Slade said. “It’s rugged-ish, but everything needs a tune-up once in a while.”

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “We follow the highway south.”

      Hollis heard this and shook her head, standing. “Count me out.”

      I pointed at her hammer and nail gun. “Unless you’re planning on a building a house, those aren’t going to do you much good.”

      She held up the hammer. “This is the best weapon there is. Doesn’t require any ammo.”

      “Plus, as the ladies used to tell me, ‘tis better to hammer than to screw,” Slade offered.

      “You’re not helping things here, Slade.”

      She turned her back on me. I shouted, “sooner or later you’ll be outnumbered. There’s food and weapons in the vault! Enough for a small army!”

      Slowly, she looked back over her shoulder. “Do you know how dangerous the road is between here and D.C.?”

      “I imagine it’s pretty bad.”

      “It’s ten times worse than that,” she said.

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do, okay? And what are the odds of us reaching it?”

      “Slim.”

      “And you’re still planning on going?”

      “It’s a chance,” I said.

      “You’re willing to risk your ass on a hunch?”

      “Yep. And I think you are too.”

      “You’re an idiot, Nicholas.”

      “The name is Nick and I used to run numbers for Uncle Sam. I made my living creating models and calculating odds. I can assure you, your odds are much better with us than without.”

      She paused and then removed the smiley-face mask so I could see her real face for the first time. I must say, sweat never looked so good on a woman. The tiny pearls highlighting her strong jaw, excellent cheekbones, and pouty red lips made me think all kinds of bad thoughts.

      She wiped the gory end of her hammer off on the leg of her pants, then pointed to the battle suit. “Fine. But I’m not riding on the back of that fucking thing again.”
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      Hollis stuffed the mask in her backpack and we pushed on up the street, staying silent and keeping to the little pockets of light from a skull-colored moon. I was glad she was coming along and hoped that tomorrow would be better than today.

      We made excellent time across I-270, arriving near the outskirts of Clarksburg, Maryland at dawn. Not surprisingly, Hollis got winded during the march and hopped onto the back of the battle suit. Slade injected me again with his cocktail-o-drugs, which allowed me to maintain a frenetic pace, speed-walking on certain occasions, jogging on others.

      I noticed a different quality to the darkness which was likely attributable to the end of civilization. That is, without all the lights from heavy industry and suburbia, there was no more light pollution. The stars were brighter, yet the shadows somehow deeper and the only sound, aside from the thumping and snapping of the battle suit, were the distant groans of the infected and the melodious calls of crickets and night animals. Funny how it took the end of the world for me to slow down and notice such small things.

      “Meant to tell you that you did good back there,” Slade whispered.

      “You sound surprised.”

      “I’m absolutely shocked. Christ, I thought you were gonna be a goner for sure.”

      “Jesus, Slade…”

      “I’m just messing with you, man. I knew you’d come out in one piece. You took care of business and did what had to be done. Plus you put yourself in a position of danger to help another. You know what that is?”

      “Stupidity?”

      “Hey, service to others is the rent you pay for your room in Heaven.”

      “Didn’t know you were religious, Slade.”

      “I’m not, but I love a good line as much as the next guy. That one’s on Muhammad Ali’s gravestone.”

      I contemplated the words while noting that the sun was rising just beyond Clarksburg proper, the world stitching itself back together again. Hollis woke and dropped from the back of the battle suit. She yawned and cast a look at the sky.

      “Another day in paradise,” she muttered.

      “Twenty-nine miles to the D.C. border,” I commented while scanning my HUD.

      “Might as well be a million,” she replied. “There is no way we can take 270 all the way down.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the idiots blew sections of it up in an all-out effort to stop the hordes that were coming down from Pennsylvania. Christ, northeast Pennsylvania was the epicenter of the outbreak. The most dangerous place in the world, they were saying, because it was stuck between so many metropolitan areas on the East Coast. Didn’t you hear that? Where the hell have you been?”

      “I was asleep.”

      “Seriously?”

      I nodded.

      “How long?”

      “Eight months,” Slade answered. “A medically-induced coma.”

      “You were sleeping while the world ended?”

      “Can you believe it?”

      She shook her head and gestured to the east. “We need to take an alternative route. Meet up with 108 and head south down through Olney.”

      I scanned the HUD, picked up 108, and saw that there did appear to be a narrow artery directly between two enormous globs of red dots.

      “Dicey,” Slade said, zooming down so that it was obvious that the path through the hordes of infected was likely only a few miles wide. “Dicey but doable.”

      “So what do you think we should—”

      Before I could finish my thought, Hollis had exited I-270 and was trekking a side road that led past a deserted strip mall.

      “Looks like she’s calling the shots,” Slade said. “Gotta keep an eye on her though, Dekko. Women are like roads: the more curves they have, the more dangerous they are.”

      “Thanks for the words of wisdom.”

      “Just an observation.”

      “It’s probably better that she’s in the lead anyway. Maybe none of this would’ve happened if the world had been run by women,” I said.

      “How would it have been different? Instead of all the violence fueled by testosterone, we would’ve had what? A bunch of people talking behind each other’s backs.”

      “That’s kinda sexist, Slade.”

      “Since when is making generalizations based on someone’s sex, sexist?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s the very definition of sexist,” I answered, running after Hollis who was forging ahead.
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* * *

      Two miles later Hollis held up a hand I stopped. I watched her drop into a crouch and pulled a tuft of grass up, letting it fall.

      “Not much wind,” she said.

      “What difference does that make?”

      “They’re like sharks,” she muttered, hoisting her hammer. “Those things, the infected, whatever you want to call them. Their vision is fucked, but their sense of smell is heightened. They can smell blood from miles away.”

      “How do you know?”

      She looked back at me. “’Cause some of us weren’t asleep when the world ended.”

      “Where were you?”

      “I was in court.”

      “Get out.”

      “No joke. That was around the time that people started getting sick. They thought it was some mutated version of avian influenza at first, but then word started trickling out and fewer and fewer people showed up for work. I was handling a contested divorce for this horse breeder when the goddamn judge vomited on the bench and collapsed.”

      “Jesus. What happened?”

      Hollis stopped and wiped her brow. The sun was out in full and warming the air. “The judge’s law clerk went to help and then the old-timer jumped up—just vaulted up into the air like a friggin’ gymnast—and ripped the kid’s throat out. Then he turned to the rest of us and there was this look in his eyes, this…famished look.”

      “What did you do?”

      “You mean before or after I said, ‘Your Honor, please back the fuck up?’”

      “After,” I replied, suppressing a smirk.

      “I did the only thing left to do. I ran past him, grabbed his gavel, and whacked him in the head before getting the hell out of there. Seems like I’ve been running ever since.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Everybody has their own story of when they knew the end was near. Others are way worse than mine.”

      We advanced down a two-lane road, past several nail salons and a pawn shop. I stopped in front of the pawn shop and peered through the window, but Hollis waved me off.

      “But there might be guns and ammo inside,” I said.

      “You know how in every post-apocalyptic movie the survivors find some gun store just chock-full of goodies?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, it’s bullshit. Zombie cliché number 101. The first places everyone goes after the world ends are the ones filled with guns. When others were coming here to loot the guns, I was hitting up Home Depot,” she added, wagging her hammer.

      We soon crested a rise, walking warily past a Target and an Applebees. The Applebees was the only structure in sight that was completely intact and empty. Hollis pointed to the restaurant and snorted. “Even the goddamn zombies don’t want to eat there.”

      I smiled then froze because Hollis was staring at something.

      A gas station in the distance.

      There was something below the station’s huge neon sign.

      What were they?

      Bodies.

      Corpses hanging from nylon cords.

      We moved silently forward to see the bodies were infected persons. And the strangest thing was that someone had marked dripping X’s over their eyes with what looked like black spray paint.

      Beyond this were several more infected bodies pinned by pieces of rebar to a menagerie of junked cars and commercial trucks, some of them gruesomely crucified, including several that were upside down.

      I noted a symbol carved into the flesh on several of the crucified bodies, what appeared to be three triangles, each inside of the other along with a V with a line through it. “You think they did that to themselves?” I asked.

      Hollis made a face as if this was the dumbest fucking thing she’d ever heard. She opened her mouth to respond, when Slade said: “We’ve got echoes.”

      I checked my HUD to see the hordes of red dots converging faster than I first thought they might.

      “Can we make it?”

      “Sure can,” Slade said. “But you’re gonna have to bust your asses.”

      Hollis took off at a loping run and I followed. We crested a rise and dashed over the blacktop, passing hordes of looted stores and the bodies of infected and their victims who lay in all attitudes of death.

      We soon neared an urban windfall, a space where it appeared as if the unwinding of the world had begun. Huge sections of a fallen overpass had been pressed down and were now mixed with limp power lines, crumbling storefronts of chain stores and mom-and-pops, and RVs along with wretched FEMA trailers and DHS vans to block the way forward.

      We worked our way around stalled machines, sections of a downed helicopter, and scraps, trash and refuse infused with chemicals and plastics that would never disappear.

      An eerie tranquility settled over us as we marched, side-by-side, passing several developments full of McMansions.

      “That’s where they filmed some of the scenes for one of the seasons of Real Housewives of Potomac.” Hollis gestured at a mammoth house.

      “I remember that,” Slade said.

      “They were shooting new scenes right up until the end. They were even filming when the infected attacked during a dinner party. Everyone was attacked and eaten. Same thing that happened to the Kardashians.”

      “God bless the Woken,” Slade said. “I always hated those fucking shit-shows.”

      We pushed past empty playgrounds and forgotten gardens and parks. Feral patches of bramble segregated the developments from adjoining sections of grassland, which were spotted with more decaying corpses lying scattered and fly-blown next to mounds of garbage that acted like banquet halls for vermin and insects with shiny carapaces.  

      The suburban sprawl soon gave way to more greenery. I checked my HUD, freaked at the prospect of having to confront what looked like thousands of hungry Woken. Our margin of safety was rapidly falling. As if sensing this, Hollis slid to a stop and looked back.

      “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”

      “Depends on what you mean by ‘screwed.’”

      “We’ll get killed and eaten if we continue down the road,” she replied.

      I nodded. “Yep. Pretty much.”

      She gestured to a one-lane road, a dusty spur that paralleled a three-foot tall stone wall.

      “This way. I know a place where maybe we can lie low.”
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* * *

      I followed Hollis through a dense section of woods that was deathly still and partially illuminated by the sun, giving the area the appearance of an open-air cathedral as tendrils of light filtered down through the trees.

      Branches snapped and small things scurried underfoot as the woods narrowed to a natural path that emerged through an opening into a field. The path continued until it finally reached three buildings in the middle of said field: a farmhouse, a detached garage, and a cinnamon-colored barn.

      Hollis pointed at the buildings with her hammer. “Remember that horse breeder I said I was representing in court when the judge went apeshit?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, this was his weekend retreat.”

      “Is he still around?”

      She set her jaw in a look of grim determination. “We’re about to find out.”
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      Hollis knocked on the back door of the farmhouse, but nobody responded and nothing stirred. My eyes wandered to a plaque over the door that was etched in black with the word “Taliesin.”

      “It means ‘shining brow’ in Welsh,” Hollis said, pointing at the plaque.

      The door was locked, so she used her hammer to smash a hole through the window. Reaching inside, she grabbed the knob and opened the door.

      I flipped back my helmet and stooped in order to enter the rear mudroom. Given that I was nearly six and a half feet tall in the suit, it was difficult to maneuver through the door, but I managed. By the look of things once I got inside, the mudroom had been renovated such that it was large enough to hold my bulk.

      The interior of the house was as quiet as a crypt. The air was tanged with the smell of rank biological decay, what I’d come to know as the odor of death.

      Exiting the shark cage, I followed Hollis into the kitchen and snagged a boning knife that was lying on the floor.

      The house was in good shape and showed no signs of being ransacked. Then we spotted it in the living room.

      Just below a raised, brick fireplace.

      A single rope of black blood.

      A trail that led toward an open door near the back of the house.

      I knelt and saw that the blood had congealed.

      The strangest thing was that the blood trail simply ended, as if the wounded person had vanished into thin air.

      We stooped again, trying to make sense of it all, and then it hit me.

      Literally.

      Something pinged my head and I looked back and up to see a bulge in the ceiling. There was a tiny pinprick in the drywall that the corpuscle of blood had fallen through.

      My hand came up, but before I could warn Hollis—

      BOOM!

      A body fell through the drywall and slammed to the ground.

      The impact mushroomed a cloud of dust and debris and sent us reeling. Staggering back, I knuckled the dust from my eyes as the large-boned infected man who’d fallen through the ceiling, an older gentleman, reared up and swiped at me.

      I swung the boning knife. It hit solid flesh and stuck there, lodged in the ligature of the man’s wrist.

      Cursing my luck, I tried to pull the knife free, but it wouldn’t budge. The man screamed and threw a punch that clobbered my shoulder, sending me spinning to the ground.

      The man fell on top of me, his mouth unhinging like a snake’s. He was close enough that I could smell the odor of rotten meat from his black mouth and rotten teeth.

      His jaw ratcheted down and then there was an explosion of bone and gristle as Hollis planted the end of her bushing hammer in the back of the man’s skull.

      I thrashed the man aside, and saw a pistol looped around his fingers. Hollis grabbed my wrist and helped me to my feet.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Just repaying the favor,” she replied. “Now we’re even.”

      She looked down at the dead man. “Meet Charles Nash.”

      “Your client.”

      She wiped the hammer off on her pants. “Not anymore.”
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* * *

      We scoped out the rest of the farmhouse and found Mr. Nash’s wife in a rear bedroom. Even though they’d been involved in a contentious divorce, Hollis surmised that there’d been some sort of reconciliation on the eve of the apocalypse.

      There was a bullet hole in Mrs. Nash’s forehead and I remembered the pistol in the dead man’s hand. He’d apparently shot his wife in the forehead after leaving a cryptic note on her chest which read: “Because out here in the woods, where the secrets of life begin to show, one learns new things.”

      On a night stand next to Mrs. Nash was a cellphone. I picked it up, but couldn’t access it because I didn’t have the password. We searched the room, but there was very little around save for a shoe box filled with passports, wallets, IDs, paper money, and various other things which were valuable before and worthless now.

      We headed back into the kitchen. I put Slade on speaker so he could communicate with us, then commenced opening every cabinet. I found a few items of value: some canned goods, boxes of chips, crackers, condiments, a few cans of soda, and several drinking glasses and plastic buckets. Glass in hand, I turned on the kitchen faucet to get a drink, but nothing came out.

      “Zombie movie cliché number 99,” Hollis said. “The survivors find a farmhouse and somehow there’s water and power. This place runs on a well-pump and there’s no power, which means we’ll have to do it manually.”

      “I love doing it manually,” Slade said, playing some cheesy porno music.

      I smiled at this. Hollis didn’t, just rolled her eyes and grabbed a bucket. She went out a back door. I grabbed another bucket and followed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The grass out back was up to my knees as I hustled after Hollis, who was glancing in every direction.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “What’s the matter is that we haven’t done any recon. We haven’t checked the place out.”

      “There’s nothing on the HUD for miles,” I said.

      Her gaze smoked into mine. “Who’s to say the HUD is accurate? The first rule of any operation is to scout the perimeter.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t a soldier.”

      “I’m not, but my old man was.”

      “He taught you things?

      She nodded, stalking past an old above-ground pool that was half full of remarkably clear water. “He assumed I was going to be a boy, hence my name.”

      “It’s definitely unique.”

      “Which is the worst thing possible when you’re little.”

      She stopped and surveyed the tree line. Nothing stirred. She turned back to me, her unblinking sniper’s eyes boring right through me. “When you’re a kid, you want to be anything other than different—but when you get older, you realize just how stupid it was to ever want to run with the pack.”

      “You would’ve liked Scarlett, I think. She was with us when we busted out of Detrick. A warrior. A badass.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “She decided to go off on her own.”

      “She chose the unknown over you two?”

      “I guess you could say that.”

      Hollis smirked. “Smart girl. I like her already.”

      We did a full circuit around the exterior of the farmhouse and compound, but didn’t see any signs of danger. Next, we found the farm’s old-school outside spigot, complete with a rusted deep-well hand pump.

      “Give me a hand,” she said.

      She released a pin from the spigot and the handle popped free. “I’m going to need you to pump that hard until something comes out.”

      “Not the first time I’ve heard that,” I replied.

      She rolled her eyes. We went to work and in less than two minutes, water was gushing. We filled the buckets and then worked as a team. One of us would carry a bucket inside while the other pumped. Soon enough, we had the sink and bathtub filled up. Hollis had a portable water filtration pump in her bag and even though it was incredibly slow, we processed enough water for a day or two.

      Our chores over, Hollis foraged a few bars of soap and some toiletries and we took turns bathing in the pool in the backyard.

      I remained inside, but snuck a peak out a back window only once, accidentally—I swear!—catching sight of a naked Hollis before she entered the pool.

      The sight of her, naked and backlit by the dying sun as she climbed the ladder that led to the pool, burned itself into my brain. She had the tight, muscled body of a gymnast, and her hamstrings and shapely ass flexed as she lowered herself into the water.

      Turning from the window, I returned to the kitchen and powered the battle suit back up, climbing inside to consult the HUD.

      “I was beginning to get worried that you two had become someone’s snack.”

      “Aw, Slade, did you have a little separation anxiety?”

      “Hardly. While you and the missus were engaging in what I’m sure was some incredibly witty banter, yours truly was doing a little high-level imaging work.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I was poring over the maps, calculating our odds, plotting a course forward.”

      “How do we look?”

      “The roads ahead are a little hairy, but things are manageable.”

      “What about those bodies we saw back at the gas station? The ones hanging from the sign?”

      “What about ‘em?”

      “I thought I was the last man on Earth?”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” said Slade.

      “What exactly does that mean?”

      “Well, I heard stories about Elon Musk being alive in the middle of the Nevada desert, protected by his own army of robots with flamethrowers, so maybe technically you’re not officially the last dude around…”

      “What happens if we run into others? Ladies. How do we tell friend from foe?” I asked.

      “Let me worry about that,” Slade answered.

      “What’s the plan?”

      “Same as before. We head south, move into the casino, and then grab our boat.”

      “And then?”

      “We make our way into D.C.”
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      I spent some time studying the maps and plotting coordinates with Slade. I had no plans to tell Hollis that the four surrounding counties appeared to be overrun with infected, more than a hundred thousand of them at least. Why didn’t I share this information? Two reasons: I assumed Hollis was already well aware of our precarious position, and I didn’t want her to run away. Truths is, I didn’t want to be left alone on the set of Mad Max meets Dawn of the Dead with Slade as my only company.

      After I cleaned up in the pool, Hollis and I ate a lovely meal of canned beans and soggy crackers at the kitchen table, bathed in the warm light cast by three candles. Hollis snacked while cleaning the bloody muck from the end of her hammer and changing out the gas cartridges and nail-clips in her framing nailer.

      Then she pulled out a small spiral notepad I hadn’t seen before and started writing and sketching in it.

      “You keeping a diary?” I asked.

      “A journal. It’s filled with my lists of zombie clichés, including the fact that you were in a coma while the world ended, images of the Woken, and my general musings on life during the apocalypse. I figure once society gets up and running I’ll sell my life rights to a movie studio for a jillion dollars.”

      “What actress is gonna play you?”

      “Margot Robbie. Y’know, assuming she’s still alive...”

      “What about me?”

      “Seth Rogen,” she fired back.

      “Thanks a lot.”

      She actually grinned and headed upstairs. I could hear her rummaging around. Then she skipped back down the stairs and produced a bottle of Scotch in an intricately-carved wooden box.

      Hollis opened the scotch and poured a finger of it in a glass for me, then took a long pull from the open bottle.

      “Does it get any better than this?” she asked. “Eating beans and drinking Scotch by candlelight.”

      “It could be worse.”

      “It couldn’t possibly be.”

      “We could be like all the others. After all, we’re pretty much all that’s left.”

      She stared into the bottle. “I’ve heard stories, rumors mostly, that there are others out there.”

      My eyebrows knitted. “Others as in—”

      “Survivors. Before I ran into you, I’d joined up with an older chick and her little girl. They said they’d seen what they called ghost fighters, ‘Vrah,’ they called them, which is a Czech word that means assassins.”

      “Where?”

      “East of Frederick. Nobody knows where they are, that’s why they’re called ghost fighters.”

      “Isn’t that one of your clichés? The world ends and people turn on each other.”

      She held my look. “That’s no cliché. That’s human fucking nature and it’s sad. Christ, how did this happen in eight months?”

      “Mathematically, it all makes sense. I read lots of statistical modeling on infection control for the government. Worked with all kinds of epidemiologists. There was this SZR study that got passed around from Canada. It was just a joke, mind you, but it analyzed how fast a plague would spread. It began with 7.5 billion people and by the author’s calculations, the epidemic took twenty days to spread. That’s it. And by day one hundred, the study said there’d be 190 million infected.”

      “How the fuck is that possible?”

      “Because the number of infected—”

      “Zombies,” Hollis corrected me.

      “Well, technically they’re victims of a plague, so—”

      “Zombie cliché number two hundred and nine,” she said, holding up her notepad. “Nobody wants to use the ‘Z’ word even though everyone knows it’s the only descriptor that’s accurate.”

      “Either way, their numbers get bigger every time one of us dies. There’s a nearly limitless supply of bodies to convert. That’s how the world ends in eight months. Maybe it’s just as well, anyway.”

      “Don’t say that,” Hollis said, barking a nasty laugh. “Do not give me one of those horseshit speeches about how things were worse before, or how the zombies are no different than people, because it’s not true. People, most people at least, aren’t…weren’t monsters. Monsters are fucking monsters, and I had a life before it all came crashing down so don’t tell me it’s better now.”

      “What happened to your family?” I asked.

      “They’re gone, okay?”

      “Far away?”

      “Yeah, so fucking far away that I’ll never see them again. And that’s all I want to say about that.”

      Her eyes were red-rimmed and her lip quivered, so I kept my mouth shut and we just sat there for the longest time. Hollis grabbed the shoe box I’d found in the bedroom and set it on the kitchen table along with the cellphone we found on the night stand.

      “Do you know what the most common password for a phone is?” she asked.

      “One, two, three, four?” I guessed.

      She shook her head. “Date of birth.”

      She removed two wallets from the shoe box and plucked out the drivers’ licenses for Mr. and Mrs. Nash, then entered the various numbers from their respective dates of birth into the phone. Mrs. Nash’s birth year did the trick, 1951 functioning as the password for the phone.

      Hollis signaled for me to look. I stood and peered over her shoulder at the now-unlocked phone screen, seeing what I imagined was the very last thing Mrs. Nash was looking at before she died.

      A photo album.

      Shots of Mr. and Mrs. Nash arm-in-arm, smiling, in better times.

      More shots: their family, friends, some beautiful vistas. Shots from vacations, weddings…an entire digital life flashing before us as Hollis swiped image after image. For a moment I saw an image of Mr. and Mrs. Nash, a young boy, and a shadowy woman that faintly resembled Hollis, although it couldn’t be. The woman in the photo was too gaunt, too harried-looking, as if she were just coming down from a bender. Hollis grabbed the phone away from me and powered it down, but not before I saw what looked like her sending the photo to an email address.

      I blew out the candles after we agreed to sleep in shifts. The only sound in the house was the low hum cast from the battle suit when Slade directed me to put it on energy saver mode. Several times during the night I thought I heard the faraway hum of a motorcycle, but I chalked it up to a dream and eventually drifted into a fitful sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At dawn, we entered the barn to find a small workshop with an ample amount of small engine parts and gizmos. Under Slade’s direction, I was able to use to make some temporary repairs to the shark cage, which was enough to reduce the damage bar on my HUD and get me to the casino.

      We also took a closer look at that tiny pistol, the one that unleashed fire and brimstone on the undead back outside downtown Frederick. Slade revealed that he’d sifting through all manner of classified databases in the days after the world fell, and that the gun was a prototype, something high-tech that DARPA had been working on. A pistol that contained a cartridge filled with hafnium, a chemical element with a high-energy content that could be triggered to devastating effect.

      Slade informed us that the weapon only had two charges, and that it was quite possible, given its crude design, it might explode the next time someone pulled the trigger. Hollis wasn’t concerned about this. She didn’t really seem to believe much of what Slade said, so she just clipped the pistol to her tactical belt as we headed back outside.

      Grabbing what little food was left inside the farmhouse, we followed a path through a park. We confronted a half-dozen infected, which we quickly put down. Hollis wanted to head back onto a main road at one point, but Slade said no, beaming me an image of the path ahead, a safe strip of side road that led past a golf course and between clusters of infected that were positioned at safe distances on either side. It was as if somebody had cleared a path for us down through the middle of the Woken.

      “I think it’s a mistake to leave the main road,” Hollis said.

      “This is the only logical choice,” I replied.

      She shook her head. “I don’t trust logic. I go with my gut, my instincts. The same thing that helped me win County Lawyer of the Year three times in twelve years.”

      “I hate to bust your bubble, Counselor, but there ain’t no more law and instinct is highly overrated,” Slade said.

      “How would you know? You’re just a collection of lines of code in a metal box.”

      “You don’t mean that, Hollis,” Slade said as she did a slow burn. “C’mon, admit it. Deep down you love the Sladester, don’t you?”

      “I despise your tiny metal guts.”

      “Hate involves some serious emotional investment, girlie. In a sense it’s the strongest expression of love there is.”

      “Who said that?” I asked.

      “Either Hitler or Stalin,” Slade answered. “I can’t really remember which and it’s not that important, so—”

      The HUD began beeping.

      I looked down to see boxes blinking on the map.

      “We’ve got an echo,” Slade said.

      “How come you didn’t notice it before?” I asked.

      “He was too busy making smartass comments,” Hollis replied.

      The HUD changed to reveal a map of the surrounding area. There was a single green dot on the map, an island in the sea of red. Potentially another survivor, a good guy or gal who might be waiting for someone to come and rescue them.

      “What is it?” Hollis asked.

      “A green dot.”

      “Why wasn’t the green dot there before?”

      “Good question,” I replied. “Slade?”

      “The sat feeds can be impacted by weather conditions, canopy cover, and camouflage,” Slade said. “What you see on the HUD is not entirely accurate all the time.”

      “We need to go now,” I said. “We need to find out who that is. It might be somebody that needs our help.”

      Hollis tapped her boot on the ground. “Join the fucking Cub Scouts if you want to do a good deed, Nicholas. Out here, everything’s a potential enemy.”

      I considered this for several seconds, then replied, “zombie cliché number seventy-seven, Hollis. Every person you meet after the apocalypse is a psycho or a cannibal.”

      “In my experience, that’s partially truth,” she replied.

      “Well, I’ve got a good feeling about this,” I said, setting off.

      Slade was cautioning me to take it easy, but I could see from the map that whomever was up ahead was close to getting overrun by the infected.

      It might be an injured person that needed a hand, maybe a local who’d know a shortcut that could help us out.

      I strayed from the path, putting us closer to the hordes who were less than a quarter mile off to the east and west, but I mentally calculated the odds and figured the risk was minimal and worth it.

      Shooting through a gap in the tree line, I rumbled down a dry creek and chugged up an embankment to find myself on a raised strip of blacktop.

      The street was surprisingly devoid of abandoned vehicles and bodies. Hollis was close behind, still yammering about all the various reasons why we shouldn’t go forward, but I had a feeling in my gut that there was somebody up ahead who needed our help.

      We charged around a bend to a section of road that wound past a small creek and a sign that marked a white two-story building as an African-American AME-Zion church.

      Suddenly, a solitary figure came into focus.

      What looked like a baseball-cap wearing teenager seated in the middle of the road, looked terror-stricken, rocking back and forth.

      I glanced back at Hollis and her expression softened. She realized I’d been right. I didn’t want to be a dick and say ‘I told you so,’ so I simply pivoted and waved my hands as the figure spotted us and reacted, removing the baseball cap.

      A lush mane of purple hair spilled from the cap down her back like water.

      The teenager was actually a striking young woman, maybe twenty or twenty-one, with excellent features and piercing eyes.

      She grabbed her knees and rocked so furiously I thought she was going to crack her forehead on the pavement.

      “It’s okay now! We’re friends!” I shouted, cognizant of how I probably looked, plodding along in the battle suit.

      She held up a trembling hand in a gesture of goodwill.

      Hollis slid past me, slotting her hammer in the tactical belt, slinging her backpack over a shoulder.

      The young woman looked up, and moved a hand through her unruly locks to reveal a face that was begrimed and etched with worry.

      “It’s okay now. We’re friends,” I repeated.

      Hollis was four or five feet away from her when the woman stood, taller than I’d first imagined, nearly six feet in height.

      “What’s your name?” Hollis asked.

      The young woman was silent.

      “Where are you from?” I asked.

      More silence.

      “Can’t you speak?” Hollis asked.

      “I can,” the woman said in a voice that was flat and somehow menacing.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      The woman looked right at me and the little hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention.

      Something was off.

      Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.

      “I’m the one that’s gotta tell you,” the woman said as I noticed a tattoo near the base of her neck, a V with a line through it.

      “Tell us what?”

      The young woman’s face screwed up in a dark grin. “That you are soooo fucked.”

      I have no earthly idea how the three of us—Slade, Hollis, and I—missed it, but there it was just the same. A loop of rope or cord lying on the road, covered by a handful of leaves next to a minute hook trigger, a whittled piece of wood concealed by three errant leaves.

      Hollis’s right foot was in the middle of that loop. When the woman uttered those words, it closed around her ankle and pulled her on her back, screaming, across the road.
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      Time and sound seemed to slow.

      Hollis slid across the road toward the church as the young woman brought up a pistol that had been concealed somewhere near the small of her back.

      BAM!

      She fired a shot that I miraculously deflected, heaving my arm up at the last second, the bullet ricocheting off the metal mesh and clipping the woman’s ear, nearly taking off her head.

      Shocked by the ricochet, she fumbled with the gun. I brought my cannon down and aimed it at her, point-blank.

      She dropped her gun and I froze.

      I couldn’t do it.

      I couldn’t blow the woman’s head off and she could sense that, because she used my indecision to her advantage, lurching sideways, dropping to the ground, rolling down over the shoulder toward the safety of the tree-shrouded creek.

      Hollis was nearly at the church as I swung into action, thundering over the road as snipers hidden inside the wooden structure fired at me.

      “Ten o’clock and seven o’clock!” Slade shouted.

      I had no fucking idea what that meant, so I just took aim and fired several bursts from the cannon to try and save Hollis. The rounds snapped off the road, several of them striking and severing the cord around her ankle.

      She rolled for cover and, pissed that I was continuing to draw fire from the church, I unleashed a rocket that corkscrewed through a window on the upper floor of the building, blowing half of its top off.

      Two snipers reacted, scrambling for cover as I shot them down.

      Peripherally, I saw a shadowy form that turned out to be a hulking woman in jeans and a sweatshirt, appear out of the brush on the other side of the road. She was holding an ax with a fiberglass handle that was painted red.

      Before I could get off a shot, she was nearly atop Hollis.

      She came at Hollis with the ax.

      Hollis responded with her hammer.

      The ax came down.

      Hollis ducked under the ax head and brought the hammer up into the lady’s groin. Down the big girl went, but not before she backhanded Hollis across the face. This caused her to drop the backpack filled with gear. She spun to the ground and the woman made a move to pin her. She brought the ax down to Hollis’ neck, intending to choke her, but glanced at me for an instant—which gave Hollis enough time to bring the cordless framing nailer around.

      WHUMP! WHUMP!

      She drove two nails into the female goon’s neck.

      The woman clawed at the nails, blood spraying between her fingers.

      Hollis stood, absolutely no emotion in her eyes as she planted two more nails into the back of the woman’s skull for good measure.

      The woman collapsed onto the ground, gurgling, twitching, lying in an expanding pool of red. Hollis exhaled and shot me a nasty look. “What the hell, Dekko? You didn’t think this might be a trap?”

      “BEHIND YOU!” I shouted.

      Rearing up out of the woods was another assassin, a big-boned lady in an olive jacket with closely-mowed hair.

      She had a shotgun cradled in her hands. Quick as a reflex, I let fly with a rocket that scythed over Hollis’s head like an arrow.

      The rocket hit the woman’s stomach. Instead of exploding, it chewed a fist-sized hole through her and kept on going.

      The woman dropped in stages, like a felled tree, as the rocket struck something hidden in the woods behind the church.

      That something was evidently packed with fuel and munitions, because there was a flash of light and several secondary explosions that rolled through the woods like a peal of thunder.

      Hollis pushed herself up, gritting her teeth. “Remember how you said you had a feeling about this?”

      I nodded.

      “Your feelings suck,” she hissed.

      “We’re clear,” Slade said. “The crows have flown the coop.”

      I checked the HUD and saw a solitary figure that I assumed was the young woman running for cover, followed, seconds later, by the sound of a motorcycle roaring to life somewhere out in the woods.

      “You need to really reevaluate how you’d respond to a situation like this if it ever happens again,” Slade said as I searched the road to make sure there were no other assailants.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You should’ve taken that first one down.”

      “She was just some girl.”

      “She’s a wannabe killer, and now she’s a witness.”

      The HUD began blinking. A surge of panic swept over me because I could see the infected converging on us.

      “We need to go!” I shouted to Hollis.

      “They heard the shots and the explosions!” Slade said. “We’ve got three minutes to get outta Dodge!”

      Hollis jumped onto the back of the shark cage and I jolted forward, blitzing down the road.

      Off to the right I could hear a sound filtering down through the woods, a low rumbling on the edge of my awareness. The collective moaning and grunting of the infected followed by the pitter-patter of bare feet surging through the woods.

      “I can see them!” Hollis shouted.

      So could I.

      They were visible on the HUD and peripherally. I spotted movement to the right and up ahead. Through the frames of the trees, the outline of bodies could be seen.

      Lots of bodies.

      Tipping forward, the slump-shouldered marauders moved toward us. I was readying to take on the horde when Slade, as if reading my mind, squawked, “now is not the time to stand and fight.”

      “I’ve got enough ammo.”

      “Negative. Those things are drawn to the sound. You fire off a few hundred rounds and it’s like ringing the dinner bell.”

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “Evasive maneuvers,” he replied. “Follow the HUD.”

      I navigated according to the new map on the HUD, sliding down an embankment, leaping across a coil of muddy water, and trudging up an incline that led to the nearby golf course.

      The only problem was that the delegation of the undead had somehow swung our way as well.

      “Talk to me, Slade!”

      “There are more than I first thought!”

      Not exactly what I wanted to hear.

      I chugged up over the eleventh hole, carving divots in the greens. The map was splashed with red, the infected moving in from almost every direction. In seconds we were surrounded.

      “They’re everywhere!” Hollis shouted.

      I risked a glance, and then a second glance, and then I stopped counting because there were too goddamn many Woken. They were sliding out of the trees, rampaging down over the center of the course, and staggering through the sand traps.

      “Now we know what Custer felt like at the Little Bighorn,” Slade said.

      I cycled through endless mental calculations and a wide range of eventualities. How many rounds would I have to expend? How long would it take to shoot them all down? What happened if I ran out of ammo? Could I cut them all down before they overwhelmed the battle suit and cracked it open like a blue crab? Was there another option? Yes! What about the tiny pistol that Hollis had? No, dammit, it wouldn’t work, it could only be fire in one direction and the bad guys were approaching from east, west, north and south.

      In the depths of despair, I glanced sideways and saw it shining like salvation in the distance.

      A building.

      A squat structure made of bricks and wood with a steepled roof that abutted the course’s driving range.

      If I hurried, I could reach the building before the infected reached me.

      “What are you doing?” Hollis asked.

      “I’ve got a plan!”

      She made a face. “Please tell me it’s not as shitty as the last one.”

      I ignore this and made for the structure as the ghouls encircled us.

      There were golf balls everywhere, driving range balls, hundreds of them. I kicked in the building’s only door and just as I’d hoped, the interior was jam-packed with more balls. Thousands of them.

      “You’ve got a lot of balls, Dekko,” Slade said.

      “And I’m gonna need them.”

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I said to Hollis.

      “That we’re about to die?”

      “Nope, we’re gonna kick some ass. Get down and grab one of my rockets!”

      “Are you insane?”

      “It’s our only chance.”

      Reluctantly, she dropped from the back of the battle suit and I lowered myself. Reaching up, she grabbed one of the rockets from the tubes and slid it out.

      “Put it in the middle of the balls,” I directed.

      She did, then climbed back aboard as I shuttled around the side of the building and smashed a window that provided a view of the rocket.

      “You really have a plan, Dekko?” Slade asked.

      “Indeed, I do.”

      “Grab Mrs. Nash’s cellphone,” I said to Hollis, who pulled it out of a pocket. “Set the alarm clock for one minute.”

      Hollis punched the older lady’s password in, programmed the alarm clock and then I took the phone and set it inside the building.

      Wheeling in a flourish, I fired a burst from the cannon, riddling a row of the undead, creating a path for us to take cover in a sand trap.

      Hollis dropped to the ground. I straddled her, but not before rising to my full height as the alarm on the cellphone began shrieking.

      I counted several Mississippis, waiting for the Woken to mass near the building. They did, pressing against the structure’s walls. Then I flipped off the infected and used the HUD to zoom in on the rocket, centering my targeting reticle over it.

      “FORE!” I shouted.

      All aboard the crazy train, I thought while squeezing the trigger and firing a single round from my cannon.

      There was a thump, the rush of air, and then a metallic ping as bullet hit rocket—

      CRACK-BOOM!

      The rocket vanished in a fireball that vaporized many of the golf balls, but sent the rest flying in every direction like grapeshot from a cannon.

      I dropped and used the shark cage to cover and protect Hollis as the balls sliced through the air, thumping into anything left standing.

      We were struck several times as the balls which ricocheted off cage’s exterior. I only caught a fleeting glimpse of the infected getting pummeled, but it was something to behold.

      At least three dozen of the things were cut down by the balls all at once: arms, legs, and faces ripped away, the soft-fleshed ghouls swatted to the ground as if struck by the hand of God.

      The backblast rolled down over the golf course, reaching a crescendo, and then there was only the sound of my beating heart and the low, guttural moaning of the remaining infected.

      “Holy shit,” Slade said. “Holy fucking shit on a stick!”

      I stood and looked up over the sand trap.

      Most of the infected had been dispatched, but those that remained were horribly mangled, sporting golf ball-sized holes in their torsos and appendages.

      Those that had lost limbs were flailing around on the ground. I scanned the blinking HUD to see the battle suit’s stats:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 9%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 61%

        ROUNDS: 12,899

        ROCKETS: 44

        ZKIA: 587

      

      

      “I can’t believe that worked,” Hollis said.

      I smiled. “That makes two of us.”

      Leaving the sand trap behind, we slipped past the infected, cutting a trail down the center of the golf course.
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      Hollis and I clipped down through a stretch of woods at the back of the golf course, following a path that paralleled a shallow creek.

      “Who were they back there?” I asked Hollis. “The ones that ambushed us at the church?”

      “Scavengers, maybe.”

      “Or the other ones you mentioned? The Vrah? The assassins? I saw a tattoo of a V on the woman’s neck.”

      She chewed on her lips. “The more pressing question is why the other ones hiding in the church didn’t show up on your little map.”

      “That’s a good point, Slade.”

      “Nobody’s perfect,” Slade answered. “Like I said before, lots of things can impact the sat feeds: weather, ground cover, camouflage—”

      “User error,” I said.

      “At ease, soldier,” Slade said. “I know how to make this technology swim most of the time, if you know what I mean.”

      “Next time I’m making the call on whether we stay or go,” Hollis said.
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* * *

      We continued across the countryside and through suburbia for several hours, stopping only once to relieve ourselves and enjoy a stash of jerky and junk food we found hidden in the back of a busted-up 7-Eleven.

      Meeting up with Georgia Avenue, we marched south, encountering only a few dozen infected that we either bypassed or quickly put out of their misery.

      We reached Interstate 495, the Capital Beltway, by mid-afternoon and drifted to the east. The going was more difficult here: the multiple lanes clogged with abandoned cars, fallen highway signs, a collapsed overpass, three helicopters, and even a small passenger plane.

      The bodies of the dead, and there were thousands of them here and there, were little more than gray lumps, almost completely devoid of human anatomy save for an errant piece of rib here, or a jawbone there. Hollis said the corpses looked like rolled-up newspapers left out in the rain for several weeks.

      “Remember the Tom Cruise remake of War of the Worlds?”

      She shook her head. “Nope.”

      “Well, they’ve got a scene where Tom drives a minivan up I-95 right after the aliens attack.”

      “That’s going in the big book of post-apocalyptic clichés,” she replied, scribbling in her notepad. “Number three hundred and two: being able to easily navigate major highways after the world has ended.”

      We slalomed through the detritus, stopping only once to watch a roaming pack of hundreds of infected staggering under the bridge that spanned a small stream, the Northwest Branch. I gaped at the undead as they wobbled through the woods a hundred feet below us and when I looked back, Hollis was gone.

      “She’s on the move,” Slade said.

      I crabbed back and mounted a sedan to see her sprinting up the highway.

      I ran, but the road ahead was bottlenecked with machines. Hollis exited the highway, slipping down under a sign for an exit marked New Hampshire Avenue.

      She ran into a neighborhood of tidy houses on small, manicured lots. I struggled to keep pace, but eventually spotted her standing in front of a two-story Cape Cod house that looked as if it hadn’t been touched. There wasn’t a scratch on the place, the windows were still intact, and a minivan was parked in the driveway.

      “What is this place?” I asked, approaching as she kept her back to me.

      “Stay here,” she replied, staring at the house.

      “What is it?”

      She looked back at me. “Just…stay here, okay?”

      I nodded, watching her head around to the back of the house. The sound of breaking glass echoed. I wanted to investigate, but stood my ground. Several infected were visible rooting around down the block, but they hadn’t spotted us yet.

      Hollis returned several minutes later, carrying a tiny stuffed green bear and the weight of the world. She rubbed the damp from her eyes, which were puffy and red.

      “You okay?”

      She shook her head. After a few seconds of silence she said, “there was a reason I knew where that farm was.”

      “Yeah, you said Mister Nash was your client and—”

      “I lied. That was Mister and Mrs. Nash, but they weren’t my clients. They used to be my in-laws, my ex’s parents.”

      “Jesus.”

      “And that case I had, the one that I was in court for? It was mine, and they were testifying against me. A custody hearing.”

      “You—you had children?”

      “Had,” she mumbled and I saw her fingers gripping that green bear. “I had a lot of shit, and I blew most of it.”

      “How?”

      “I was in a car accident five years ago. Fucked up my back. Docs gave me all the pills in the world…”

      “Opioids?”

      “At first,” she nodded, wiping a runner of snot from her nose, managing a wistful smile despite her sorrow. “It’s like that line from the old Guns N’ Roses song about how I used to do a little but a little wouldn’t do it so the little became fucking more and more. That’s about the time I started screwing up at work, nearly losing my license, and definitely losing my family.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” I answered, digging for the right words, a lump in my throat.

      “There’s nothing to say. It took the end of the world to get me clean. How messed up is that?”

      I was at a loss for words. Hollis could talk all she wanted to about clichés, but it’s true, at least in my experience, that most men are biologically predisposed to not talking about their feelings. It’s got something to do with pulling back the veil, making yourself vulnerable. At that moment, I figured I’d do the opposite of what I normally might do and take a chance, so I whispered, “do you want to talk about it?”

      She bristled and whatever had momentarily softened in her now was hard. Her eyes narrowed to dots. “Are you insane?” she replied before pocketing the bear and brushing past me, hiking down the street.

      “Real slick,” Slade said.

      “Fuck off,” I replied, loitering near the house for a bit, pausing to give Hollis some space.
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* * *

      By three o’clock, the combination of conditions and my ability to run at fifteen miles per hour, which helped to partially recharge the battle suit, brought us down a good portion of Interstate 495 until we were within four miles of the Potomac River. We hadn’t spoken a word the entire time, which was just as well, because there were smatterings of infected out beyond the verge that might have cottoned to us if we were conversing.

      I was winded and achy from the trip, but Slade urged me on. He kept reciting a bunch of lines from great thinkers like Henry David Thoreau who said, “every walk is a sort of crusade,” and even though I didn’t have a firm grasp of precisely what that meant, it inspired me to keep moving forward.

      The weather began to turn as we trudged forward under the brushstrokes of an angry sky. A storm was on the way and if we didn’t get to the casino sooner rather than later, we’d likely be spending the night outside or under a leaky roof in a downpour.

      We moved with great haste, hauling ourselves up over a rise in the highway and then there it was, maybe a half mile away.

      Barely visible, but rising up over the horizon like some ziggurat in the middle of the jungle.

      The MGM National Harbor Casino.

      I saw Hollis sigh and nod as if in recognition that at least we’d made it this far. At least the journey hadn’t been for naught.

      She leaned against a rusted-out Mercedes and so did I, catching my wind, wrung out from the fighting and the trip.

      “It’s like treading water,” she said after several seconds of silence.

      “What?”

      Her eyes found mine. “Grief. You asked before whether I wanted to talk, and that’s what grief is. It’s like being stuck in the middle of a pool and you can’t go to either side because you don’t know. And so you just bob there and it feels like you’re drowning, which would probably be preferable to what it’s like not to know.” She inched the bear out of her pocket. “I had to go back to that house because I had to know.”

      “Does it bring you any kind of closure?”

      She snorted. “There’s never any real closure. Just a fucking wound that will someday scab over, but I imagine the scar remains until the day you die.”

      “But we made it,” I replied in a transparent attempt to lighten the mood. “We worked together and we made it.”

      She nodded. “We did.”

      “It’s something.”

      “Thank you for saving me back there,” she whispered. “Let’s hope that the worst is over.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Slade said. “I’ve been doing a little analyzing.”

      “And?”

      “Um, climb up onto a car and take a look,” he said.

      Hollis and I did, and whatever levity had been in our faces before instantly vanished.

      We saw movement all around the perimeter of the casino.

      Tons of movement.

      So much fucking movement that it looked as if the ground itself had come alive. There were figures squirming, clawing at the air, and raising their hands as if in the middle of some twisted group prayer session.

      Just our luck, I thought with a ferocious sigh.

      We’d reached the casino and it was surrounded by thousands upon thousands of hungry infected.
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      My eyes were glued to the HUD as Slade beamed down images of the casino, projections on the number of bad guys, potential paths forward, etc.

      “Are you seeing this, Dekko?” Hollis asked.

      I nodded.

      “What’s the good word, Slade?”

      “The word is both bad and good.”

      “What’s the bad?”

      “There’s no good way past the horde.”

      “The good?”

      “There’s probably only fourteen to seventeen thousand of the bastards.”

      “How the fuck is that good news?”

      “Because there could be more.”

      “We could take shelter in the suburbs,” Hollis said. “Wait them out.”

      My eyes swung to the HUD again. I saw large stretches of red on either side of 495. “The suburbs are hot,” I said, also noting a large number of red dots near where 495 met the Woodrow Wilson Bridge.

      “Plus, the only way down to the boat we need is through the bottom of the casino,” Slade said.

      “That settles it, then. Our best chance is to head into the casino.”

      Hollis gnawed on her lip. “Sure, Dekko. We’ll just walk on up and knock on the friggin’ front door.”

      A thought struck me. The two pills in my pocket. The ZBG capsules that Scarlett had given me back at Fort Detrick!

      “What if we could do just that?”

      Hollis snorted. “You’re crazy.”

      “Like a fox,” I replied, reaching down and pulling the packet with the two capsules out of my pocket.

      “What are those?”

      “ZBG. Zombie-be-gone.”

      “Goodbye,” Hollis said, exasperated, picking up her gear. “It’s been real, gents, but I’ll take my chances in the ‘burbs.”

      “Wait!” I shouted. She stopped, and I approached. “These are pills that Scarlett, the lady back at Fort Detrick, used to move amongst the infected.”

      “How?”

      “They mask human odor.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “He’s right,” Slade said. “It’s a joint product, something DoD and NIH were working on with the geniuses at Fort Detrick when the lights went out.”

      Hollis took the pills from me and inspected them. “You’re telling me we’re going to take these pills and just…what? Walk through the pack o’ zombies?”

      I nodded. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “We could be killed and eaten.”

      “Okay, what’s the worst besides that?”

      A determined frown gripped her mouth as she stared up into the sky. I followed her line of sight toward the apartment buildings visible on either side of 495. Several dozen infected were visible loitering on the grounds. and the ground we’d just covered on 495 was beginning to show more evidence of the bad guys as they staggered toward us, pressing themselves through gaps in the walls of junked machinery. It was only a matter of time before a few hundred were within biting distance.

      “Choose your madness.” I pointed in both directions.

      Hollis grimaced, then ripped the packet in half. She swallowed one of the pills and handed the other one to me. I quickly sucked it down; the contents had a nasty, herbal taste.

      “How long does it take?”

      “A few minutes,” Slade said. “You’ll know when it kicks in.”

      “How?” Hollis asked as we began moving toward the casino.

      “You’ll stink,” I replied. “I mean, really reek, like a baby’s diaper filled with old shrimp that’s been stuffed inside a homeless guy and set on fire with kerosene.”

      “Thanks for the imagery.”

      We wound down a ramp, moving off of 495 and toward the side roads that led past the casino.

      A jagged bolt of lightning danced overhead, followed by the distant rumble of thunder. The wind had picked up and the air was cool with the promise of the coming storm.

      I began to smell myself, whiffing the odor that filled the shark cage. It was a malevolent funk like burning rubber mixed with week old roadkill times a thousand. My eyes burned. I coughed, as did Hollis, who looked like she was about to vomit.

      “Now, I should give you a friendly warning about the ZBG,” Slade whispered.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “The rain.”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s coming.”

      “And?”

      “And, well, roughly, I suppose you could say it affects the efficacy of the ZBG pills.”

      “Why roughly?”

      “Because when you smooth it out, the rain, if it soaks you, washes the odor out. Which means you need to get inside that fucking casino before the sky opens up.”

      “You couldn’t have told us this before?”

      “I got caught up in the excitement of the moment,” Slade replied.

      “Is there a way to unplug him?” Hollis asked. “’Cause I’m totally ready to do it.”

      I scanned the HUD and quickly consulted with Slade, who said the best way in was through a door at the back of the casino near a loading dock.

      We headed toward the dock’s cement ramp. I closed my eyes for a moment, because the multitude of infected up ahead was so numerous I could no longer see the ground. They were huddled together, moaning, pressed against the sides of the casino, trying to force their way inside.

      I could see Hollis trembling, silently mouthing what looked like a prayer. She brought her hammer down and kept it close to her right leg. I steeled myself, ready for anything. Then it happened.

      The first infected I confronted stepped aside.

      Then the next did as well, then four more, all of them with their noses angled up, each scenting the air like a predator.

      We carried with us the strong, bitter odor of death. The perfume of the infected was working like a fucking charm!

      Like Moses parting the Red Sea, we cut a channel directly through the center of the Woken. All ages and ethnicities were well-represented in the dead, a rainbow coalition of victims who stepped out of our way. Some of them were flesh-ragged, others appeared to have died more recently and seemed most baffled by everything, stumbling into each other sporting the “I can’t believe I’ve just died” look characterized by an open mouth and super-wide Chihuahua-like eyes.

      We were two hundred feet from the rear of the casino. I could see the loading dock now. The black rollup door was barely visible up a short flight of concrete steps, partially shielded by a metal fence.

      There were only a handful of infected down below the door, and none on the steps, which meant if we could reach the spot, we’d have a great chance of getting inside before the bad guys knew what was happening.

      A growing confidence leavened my metal boots even as my heart continued to rev like an engine with every step. I could see Hollis was also sensing that victory would soon be ours. She looked back and we exchanged a long look—and then it happened.

      A single drop of rain plunked me on the head.

      I looked up as a veil seemed to pull back. Rain began pouring down, spitting damn-near sideways, a Biblical deluge of the wet stuff. One thought hopped around my head: we are so fucked.
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      I moved faster and so did Hollis, bumping into the infected who wouldn’t move quickly enough.

      We were eighty feet from the door. The rain was lashing us, soaking Hollis, drenching the battle suit.

      Lightning boomed and the infected reacted like scared children, throwing up their arms, cowering at the sight of the yellow spokes spiderwebbing in the sky.

      Forty feet from the door, I saw a change on the faces of the infected.

      The several dozen ghouls ahead of us turned. Their gazes narrowed, their yellow eyes pinching to focus.

      One of them, a tall man with a shock of greasy black hair, spun and stared at me. God help me, the thing seemed to be mouthing words. Then it cocked its head to one side and shrieked something to the others. They immediately reacted.

      Fuck! They could smell us!

      “How are we looking, Slade?”

      “Not good.”

      “Can you expand on that?”

      “You want the truth?”

      “Yep.”

      “You’re about to enter a category-five shitstorm.”

      “Go, Hollis,” I said.

      She couldn’t hear me over the sound of the wind and rain so I shouted, “GO, HOLLIS! RUN!”

      That giant hammer of hers came up and met the first infected to square up on her. Down the monster went as Hollis two-handed the hammer, shattering skulls, ripping hunks of moldering flesh from necks.

      I brought my arms down, using the blades on them to decapitate several infected, punching several more as the rest of the bunch shrieked at us.

      Bobbing on my metal feet, I went into sicko mode, bashing in skulls and jump-kicking the infected, conserving my ammo as the bodies fell in heaps.

      Hollis reached reach the door. I turned and moved to her while continuing to provide cover fire, blazing away with my cannon, cutting down several rows of the Woken.

      More of the things appeared, trampling the bodies of the dispatched. Slade was barking orders, calling out the best areas to concentrate fire.

      I launched a rocket at the attackers, then two more, blasting them apart, creating explosions that ruptured the concrete ramp and sent the things flying into the air.

      “TALK TO ME, HOLLIS!”

      “I’m trying to get in!”

      Turning, I spotted her working on the door but getting nowhere fast.

      “Break it down!” Slade shouted. “It’s the only way!”

      “That wasn’t part of the plan!”

      “No plan survives contact with the enemy!” Slade shouted back.

      I climbed the stairs and brought my metal fist back and drove it into the metal door, again and again, until finally it buckled and fell away.

      Hollis climbed through the door. I stayed behind, firing my cannons as the numbers on the HUD, including my improving fuel cell figure, began to roll over:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 9%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 72%

        ROUNDS: 8,789

        ROCKETS: 41

        ZKIA: 1702

      

      

      The smoke from the rocket fire hung in the air, disorienting the infected, buying us some time. Shuffling back, I pivoted to see Hollis waving at me from another entryway.

      Slipping through the entryway, I turned and fired a final rocket at the ceiling, bringing down a portion over the door we’d just entered, blocking the way in.

      Then I helped Hollis close and secure a second inner security door, this one thick and made of steel, that the Woken would have difficulty breaking through.

      The interior of the casino was full of shadows. I flipped on my exterior floodlights, but their beams were too powerful and actually served to obscure visibility. I shut them off as Hollis reached into her backpack, removed a flashlight, and clicked it on. She led the way down a long, twisting corridor. The floor was a lattice of metalwork and I made quite a racket while charging forward.

      The HUD was blinking, showing the way forward. We were close to our target, the entrance that would lead to the hidden boathouse.

      “You think we’re going to be okay?” I asked Slade.

      “We are gonna be platinum,” he replied.

      “You keep saying that and yet I’m getting the feeling that we’re about to ride a barrel over the falls only we don’t have a barrel.”

      She took a step just beyond me and the ground disappeared under her feet. Before I could stop my forward progress, I’d stepped onto the edge of what I could now see was a section of metalwork that had been cut away and concealed with a dark tarp.

      I lost my balance and pitched forward, screaming my head off as I slid down a chute that vanished into a darkened area under the casino.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      I rode the bent section of floor down into a cavernous space and then was jettisoned off it, cast into the air. I landed with a thud on a pile of debris that cushioned my fall. My head slammed against the side of the shark cage and I lay silently for several seconds, trying to get my bearings, waiting for my eyes to acclimate to the gloom.

      “Hollis?”

      A muffled response issued, followed by the click of a flashlight. Hollis was alive, in one piece, and laying atop what looked like a raft of garbage. It was an island of trash in the middle of a pool of water, a pond the size of an Olympic pool that was created by several holes in the distant wall.

      “Where the hell are we?” I asked.

      “A subbasement,” Slade said.

      “That was a trap,” I offered.

      Hollis flung me an icy look. “Ya think so?”

      Something stirred in the darkness. I froze and brought my arm up. Hollis flicked her flashlight, and in its cone of light I could see them bobbing in the water.

      Hundreds of infected.

      They were lying tangled in a mass of packing crates, garbage, nylon webbing and a menagerie of crap that formed the faux island we were marooned on. Thankfully, none of them moved.

      Beyond the island was a raised ledge that led to a ramp at the back of the space, and a probable exit. Here and there on the ledge were additional plastic packing crates.

      “This was all storage that got flooded,” Slade said. “This entire area.”

      “We need to get onto dry land,” Hollis stated.

      “I’ll use the kickstarter then. I’ll shoot myself into the air.”

      “I don’t think you can cover the distance,” Slade answered.

      “I’ll go across,” Hollis said. “I’ll swim over and knock those crates into the water. You can use them like stepping stones.”

      “And I’m the one with the ridiculous plans?”

      Our eyes met. “A person who’s got nothing has nothing to lose.”

      She was readying to take a step when the ground shifted.

      Something stabbed up out of the middle of the island.

      A hand.

      A flesh-denuded hand that was missing two fingers.

      I gulped. “Please don’t tell me…”

      The body attached to the hand pushed itself up out of the muck. It was a female infected, a once-upon-a-time woman still dressed in soiled nurse’s scrubs. One of her eyes was missing and she had a stethoscope wrapped around her neck like a boa constrictor.

      Hollis clubbed the woman with her hammer, but I could feel more movement underfoot. Shit! I’d failed to closely examine the ground under our feet, but it appeared as if the island was literally alive, composed of the bodies of the Woken!

      They began rising out of the ground. Still more of them appeared in the water, hands outstretched as Hollis and I prepared for another fight when—

      Suppressed gunfire rang out.

      A storm of bullets stitched the infected, shredding them.

      I looked up. Three figures appeared on the walkway.

      Even in the murkiness, I could make out the unmistakable forms of three women. They were holding machine-guns with soda can-sized flash suppressors on the end, and clutching other weapons. They moved like dark cutouts and shot down the other infected with expertly-placed shots.

      Then they kicked the plastic packing crates into the water. Hollis tiptoed across them. The women shoved a bulky metal container into the water and I leaped for it, sticking a landing which allowed me to hurdle up onto the walkway.

      Tottering, I studied the faces of the women who were obscured in the half light.

      “Thank God, you…showed up,” I said, trailing off.

      The three ladies did not lower their weapons.

      One of the women, the shortest of the bunch, garbed in what looked like a tiara over a backwards baseball hat, gaped at me. After a thorough appraisal, she waved her weapon. “Get out of that fucking thing with your hands up.”
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      “Don’t do it,” Slade whispered. “We can take them down.”

      “And get Hollis killed in the crossfire? I don’t think so.” I motioned to the ladies. “I’ll gladly exit my suit, but not here. I need to get inside first.”

      The three women conferred out of earshot and then nodded. They pointed toward the far exit with their guns.

      I dipped under the entryway and stoop-walked down a hallway that mercifully ended in a warehouse-sized space with high ceilings.

      Exiting the battle suit, I held my hands up, getting a better look at the ladies who, at first blush, seemed in remarkably good shape given the situation.

      The short one who ordered me out of the shark cage was indeed wearing a tiara that was pinned to her long, auburn hair. She was wearing brown, knee-high boots, yoga pants with knee pads, and an old green sweatshirt ripped at her midsection that had three triangles and the words “Tri-Delta” in yellow lettering. She looked like a pledge from a sorority rush that had gone horribly wrong.

      “I’m Lexie,” she said, whipping a magazine out of her rifle and expertly jacking a new one in. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Nick Dekko,” I answered. “And that’s Hollis.”

      “I don’t even know this guy,” Hollis said.

      I frowned. “C’mon, Hollis...”

      “Who’s Hollis? Where am I? Who are you?” Hollis said, even as none of the women were buying her act.

      “She’s used to making stuff up,” I said. “She was a lawyer.”

      “We don’t like lawyers,” said the second woman, a tall stunner with a long, swan-like neck who carried herself with the vibe of someone accustomed to being obeyed.

      “Then forget I said it,” I replied, offering an oversized grin.

      The second woman had two machetes hanging from a belt attached to the skintight white tracksuit she wore. The whiteness of the suit accentuated her skin, which had a bluish hue to it. Her eyes were like a jungle cat’s: yellow in the middle, bone-white on the margins. When she turned, an overhead light splashed her face. It gave her the appearance, just for an instant, of one of the infected.

      “That’s Deb.” Lexie pointed to the lady in white.

      “And we don’t give a damn about what you did in the days before and we sure as shit don’t want to know your last names,” Deb said. “You give someone your last name. you start to form a bond. Seeing that you two are going to be leaving us very shortly, there’s no need to mention them.”

      “Deb’s a bit of a hardass. Definitely, a bark more, wag less kinda gal,” said the third woman, a hot Hispanic lady with a shag of brown hair that looked like it was styled by a switchblade. She wore a tactical vest with black cargo pants, and homemade zombie armor that consisted of soccer shin pads strapped to her wrists. An olive-colored, bulky backpack was looped over her shoulders.

      “I’m Raven,” she said.

      “Nice to meet you guys,” I replied.

      Lexie moved over and inspected the battle suit. “What the hell is this thing?”

      “My battle suit.”

      She climbed into the cage and Slade barked, “Intruder alert! Intruder alert!”

      Lexie flinched, banged her head, and brought her machine gun around.

      “Relax,” I said, motioning with my hands, trying to defuse the situation. “That’s just Slade. He’s our A.I.”

      “But I’m all man, baby,” Slade said. “You can tell by my extra hard drive!”

      Lexie grumbled and placed her hands on the suit’s controls.

      “You can’t use it,” Slade said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it won’t work without Nick’s biometrics.”

      “His fingerprints?”

      “That’s right.”

      Lexie winked. “That just means we need to remove Nick’s digits.”

      “Enough bullshit,” said Deb. “Where the hell are you two from?”

      “Fort Detrick. It’s up north near—”

      “We know where it is,” she replied.

      “How did you get here?” Raven asked.

      “Balls, overwhelming firepower, and sheer luck,” Hollis replied with a ferocious sigh.

      The sound of the infected could be heard near the door we’d come through above the loading dock. The three ladies reacted, sharing nervous glances. I watched Deb move forward and close her eyes. She soundlessly mouthed words and then looked back at the others.

      “They’ve found a way in,” she said.

      Raven glared at me. “Please don’t tell me one of the outer doors was breached.”

      I manufactured a smile. “Okay, I won’t tell you that. I mean, it’s true, but I won’t tell you that.”

      “Fucking assholes,” Deb fumed. “Do you know how long it’s taken us to secure this place?”

      “We don’t,” I said. “We just got here.”

      “And you guys just go and do what? Break the back door down?”

      Hollis pointed at me. “In his defense, it was locked.”

      The trio conferred and then motioned to the other door. “Let’s go. We need to seal off a few doors before the skin-eaters find a way in.”

      I pointed at the battle suit. “Am I allowed to get back in?”

      Lexie nodded. “But mind your Ps and Qs. I’ve got my eye on you.”

      I climbed back into the battle suit. I took a step and immediately fired a single shot from my cannon.

      Blasting the head off of a spindly infected.

      A man who’d climbed out of the pool of water and was readying to drag Lexie down into it.

      The others jumped and aimed their weapons at me but softened when they saw the bad guy I’d just crossed over. Lexie smiled and nodded at me, and then we were off, crouch-running down one corridor that stretched to another.

      “This couldn’t have worked out better for you,” Slade said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “C’mon, man, have you looked at those chicks? My hard drive is seriously hard right now.”

      “Keep it in your pants, Slade.”

      “I don’t have pants!”

      Periodically, one of the three ladies would shoulder closed a heavy security door that was the size of a door on a bank vault, and position five or six security braces behind it.

      In addition to the doors, four times I was ordered to step over tripwires that had been strung, loops of nearly-invisible wire yoked to what Lexie said were explosives hidden inside several old cans of baked beans. If anything unsuspecting came this way, it wouldn’t get very far.

      “How do you have power?” I asked, noting the many small LED lights that still provided illumination, along with a number of roaming CCTV cameras which hung from the roof like gargoyles.

      “Solar panels and turbines on the roof,” Raven said.

      There was a faint scream echoing in the direction we’d just come from that drove a shudder through me. “Will they be able to get in?”

      Raven mustered a smile. “We’ll be okay. We’ve got certain…contingencies in place.”

      We darted down another hallway and then up a wide staircase to an upper level that was filled with a slew of what had once been fine-dining establishments. There was signage for steak joints, seafood restaurants, and all sorts of high-end ethnic food.

      We moved past everything and I marveled at the size of the interior. I’d been to a few casinos in Vegas once upon a time, and this place was just as big if not bigger.

      “A hundred and twenty-five thousand square feet of space,” Raven said, reading my wandering eyes.

      “A hundred and twenty-four table games and thirty-three hundred slot machines,” Lexie added as we entered one of the gaming rooms. It was dormant, but stacked with the aforementioned games of chance.

      I stopped and looked down at the floor. Everywhere I looked I saw paper money, coins, bitcoins, tokens, chips, you name it.

      Millions of dollars.

      Slade began playing some music, the old Dean Martin song, Ain’t That A Kick In The Head, which he said was apropos since it was featured in the old casino heist movie Oceans 11.

      “Take it if you want.” Deb swept her hand out, gesturing at the money. “It’s all fucking worthless anyway.”

      The coins crunched under my feet as I waded through the slot machines, following the ladies toward an inner sanctum. It was an interior security room with two walls, one of which was made of glass and looked down over the National Harbor and the Potomac River, and the other which was comprised of twenty flatscreens that showed images of every section of the casino, including a room where I could see a solitary infected woman chained to a wall.

      I moved to climb out of the battle suit. Slade silenced the music and whispered to me, “don’t trust ‘em. Whatever you do, do not reveal the plan.”

      I nodded and exited the suit, stretching, glancing at the wall of windows. The sky over the National Harbor and river was ominous: lightning flashing, thunder booming, shaking the casino.

      I noticed Deb still had her gun trained on us as Lexie grabbed Hollis’s backpack and began rooting through it. She pulled out the journal, the flashlight, deodorant, toothbrush, Hollis’s mask ,and finally, the green bear.

      Lexie held up the mask. “Very kinky.”

      Then she plucked up the bear, which got a rise from Hollis.

      “Hey! Give me my goddamn bear back!”

      Deb pulled out one of her machetes and pointed it at Hollis. “You’ve got some serious anger issues, girlie.”

      “Fuck off,” Hollis hissed.

      “See what I mean?”

      Hollis snatched the bear back as Lexie began thumbing through the journal, admiring the

      pictures. “These are actually pretty sweet.”

      Hollis grabbed the journal and other stuff back. “That’s private.”

      “A diary?” Raven asked.

      “A journal.”

      “It’s all about our adventures in the wasteland. We’re planning on selling the rights to it to the highest bidder once the apocalypse is over,” I commented, trying to ease the tension.

      “Don’t hold your breath.” Deb lowered her gun. She knelt and looked at Hollis’s hammer and cordless framing nailer. “You planning on building an addition to the casino?”

      “Those are my weapons.”

      “Pretty shitty ones.”

      “They do the job,” Hollis replied, shoving everything back into the backpack.

      Raven plopped down on a swivel chair, whistled, and began sliding a finger across a tablet that was synched to the screens. She was able to effortlessly swipe through the footage, focusing on the area we’d just come from and the back door we’d knocked down, deleting the shot of the infected chained up in the room.

      On another screen I could see the Woken streaming through the door and then falling down into the subbasement, or getting stuck near the back of the casino, a section of the building that did not appear to be connected to the rest of the structure.

      “You guys just had to go and screw the pooch.” Raven squinted at the footage, zeroing in on the door we’d knocked down.

      I raised a hand. “Would it help at all if I said I’m sorry?”

      “Sorry doesn’t cut it,” Deb snarled. “We had a good thing going, and you guys went and fucked it all up.”

      “I guess it’s not the end of the world yet,” Lexie said before smiling and adding, “poor choice of words.”

      “The area you fell into, the storage facility, has been sealed off.” Raven flipped through the screens, pressing a few buttons on a tablet, closing off more doors. “The infected can’t get through.”

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      She nodded as a black cat with a white chin leaped into Lexie’s arms.

      I smiled. “Cool cat.”

      “His name’s Stevens,” she said. “Get it? Cat. Stevens.”

      I nodded and grinned as Raven tapped a finger on her tablet. “How did you make it inside the casino, anyway? I mean, you’ve got that battle suit and all, but still. There must be ten thousand of those things outside.”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me.”

      “Look,” I replied, summoning up my biggest and best smile, desperate to change the subject, “we’re really sorry for intruding and knocking the back door down, but we’ll be out of your hair soon enough.”

      “Is that so?” Deb asked. “You’ve got places to go and people to see, cowboy?”

      “We’re heading into D.C.,” Hollis blurted out and immediately regretted it. I silenced her with a look, but the ladies could read the expression we exchanged.

      “D.C.? That’s the fucking forbidden zone,” Raven said. “It was a snake pit before the world shit itself, and it’s a million times worse now. The geniuses blew the fucking bridges up and mined the roads, or didn’t you hear?”

      I shook my head. “I was asleep when the world ended. Sorta like a coma.”

      “Like in 28 Days Later?” Lexie asked.

      Hollis shook her head. “More like Idiocracy.”

      “I hate to break it to you, sleeping beauty,” Raven said, “but all of the infected that were in D.C. are still mostly there. Three, maybe four hundred thousand of the bastards.”

      “We’re not really going there,” I offered, trying to play it off. “It was just an idea.”

      “A really fucking stupid one,” Deb said.

      “What about you guys?” I asked.

      Lexie held Hollis’s look as Stevens the cat purred. “What about us?”

      “How’d you end up here?”

      “We worked here.”

      Raven nodded. “Lexie was a shooter girl, Deb counted cards, and I worked security.”

      I snorted. “You worked security?”

      In one fluid motion, Raven lurched over, grabbed my right arm, pinned it behind my back and pressed me to the ground. Her knee in my spine kept me still along with making it awfully hard to breathe.

      “Yes, me,” she said, her hot breath steaming the side of my face and ear. “Any other questions?”

      I squeaked out a “no” as she pulled me back up. We watched the footage taken from the cameras on the exterior of the casino. Ever-increasing numbers of the infected were massing outside. Raven flicked the images off and pointed to the entry door.

      “We’ve got a decent supply of grub out there. Water, booze, whatever you want. Make yourselves at home while we decide what to do with you. The pruning starts in an hour.”
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      I tramped back outside with Hollis, secured the battle suit, and then inserted the earpiece so I could hear Slade.

      “You get any of that?” I asked.

      “Hells no,” Slade said. “You forgot to take me inside with you.”

      “They mentioned doing some pruning in an hour,” Hollis said.

      “What the fuck does ‘pruning’ mean?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” I replied.

      “Look, kiddos,” Slade said as Hollis shadowed me. “The bottom line is you need to get ready to Charlie Mike, continue the mission.”

      “What about the three women?” I asked.

      “What about ‘em?”

      “They can handle themselves, Slade. They know how to fight.”

      “They’re three extra bodies, Nick. Beautiful muchachas that I’d pay to see unclothed, mind you, but bodies just the same.”

      “You’re a pig,” Hollis said.

      “I’m a man.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Difference without a distinction.”

      “I think we should tell them what the plan is,” I continued.

      “Negative. We play it cool for a little while, wait for the storm to die down, and then you need to head down into the basement and find that boat.”

      I glanced at Hollis, who pursed her lips and slowly nodded. My eyes ratcheted from Hollis to Deb, who was leaning against the entryway watching us, her eyes glowing like burning gold.
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* * *

      It turned out the casino did indeed have a supply of food and drink.

      A shitload of it.

      Enough to feed the five of us for two months or more. The ladies had rerouted the power from several other floors to ensure the refrigerators, piping, and gas lines were still usable, which meant we were able to dine on the goodies that would’ve been served in the restaurants back in the day.

      There was skirt steak, potatoes, all sorts of frozen vegetables, and beer for the first day’s meal.

      Hot damn, that’s right. They had cases and cases of ice-cold beer!

      I sat in a leather recliner, sucking on a longneck bottle of suds, watching the world outside ravaged by the storm.

      My mind was filled with disordered thoughts, including how we were going to make our getaway. If Slade was right, the walkway was two floors below us near the rear of the casino. All we had to do was find a way to slip off unnoticed, hit a rear stairwell, and then we’d be on the way, following the path down toward the National Harbor and the concealed boat.

      But then I began to ponder other things. What happened if the walkway was damaged or blocked? What happened if the boat wasn’t actually there? The ladies would be pissed that we’d snuck off, but surely they’d let us back into the casino. I hoped and prayed that things wouldn’t come to that as an alarm on a cellphone squawked.

      Footfalls arrested my attention. I looked sideways to see Lexie, Deb, and Raven, clutching their weapons and several big-ass chainsaws.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      Lexie stroked her cat, who sat in one of those baby slings that hung around her chest. “So, we took a vote and decided not to kill you guys.”

      “Imagine my relief.”

      She smiled. “It’s time to get to work.”
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* * *

      And so it came to be that the five of us formed an uneasy alliance and headed downstairs to clean out any stragglers, any of the infected that had managed to breach the inner security walls. We would locate and dispose of them. A little pruning as the ladies put it.

      The trio had an interesting means of transportation around the casino: skateboards. They said there’d been a professional troupe of skaters staying at the casino around the time the power went out in D.C. and they’d been in such a hurry to leave that they left their stuff behind.

      They tossed us boards and walkie-talkies. I hadn’t skated in a good ten years, so of course I fell flat on my ass. Everyone laughed at me. After a bit, I got my bearings and was given a chainsaw with a 36-inch bar and a Cobra carbide saw chain that Raven said could cut through sheet metal.

      We split up. I was matched with Lexie, which was just fine by me. A perpetual smile seemed to play on her full lips. I couldn’t take my eyes off her fat ass and hips, which swished left to right as she strolled ahead with a confident, sexy strut, carrying an assault rifle with a pistol tucked in her belt. She wasn’t tall like the other two women, but more compact with definition in her arms. I guess she was twenty-four, maybe twenty-five, but carried herself in an understated way that made her seem wise beyond her years.

      “It’s a little bland on the outside, but I kinda dig your exosuit back there,” she said as she hopped onto her board and we skated off down the halls.

      “I call it the shark cage.”

      She laughed. “That cannon kicks ass and the engine is pretty awesome too. I mean, it’s got a multi-link connecting-rod system powered by a partial electric motor that continuously varies the piston stroke from eighty millimeters to ninety millimeters, with a compression ratio that ranges from eight to fourteen.”

      I was baffled by everything she said so I just nodded and mumbled, “totally.”

      She stopped and grinned. “You have no idea what I just said, do you?”

      “Course I do.”

      “I just made all that up, silly. What did you do…before, Nick?”

      “I mainly created statistical models for the government.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, like things that could be used to study the spread of the virus that caused all of this. For instance, I could create something that would determine the probability of who wins in a fight between human and zombie by utilizing the Gillespie algorithm to sequentially calculate bite rate by size of population divided by chemical reaction kinetics.”

      She just stared at me. “Okay…wow.”

      “I just made most of that up.”

      She giggled and playfully slapped me on the wrist. I looked into her eyes and I could tell that she’d been cooped up inside the casino since the world ended. How did I know? Her eyes still radiated a youthful exuberance, something that was in very short supply in the outside world.

      “Thanks for before,” she said. “You saved my ass back there in the subbasement.”

      “Somebody had to.”

      She grinned and squeezed my wrist. I felt a warm current snake from the soles of my feet up through my groin.

      “Don’t get too close to her,” Slade whispered.

      “I can handle myself.”

      “Listen to me, Nick. It’s like that old Bell Biv Devoe song says: never trust a big butt and a smile!”

      I tapped a button on the controls to silence Slade and followed Lexie, who shuttled down another hallway toward a hastily-constructed barricade of office equipment, shelving, and other crap that had been stacked from floor to ceiling.

      “You guys did all this?”

      She shook her head and sat Indian-style on the ground, rubbing her cat, who wriggled out of the sling and scooted down the hall. Lexie pulled out a pistol and began disassembling it. “No, this was done back when there were a few guys left around. Originally there were forty of us stuck here on ‘Z Night.’”

      “What’s Z Night?”

      “That last night when the barricades over the Tydings Memorial Bridge failed and the blackout hit downtown D.C. That’s when shit got real.” She field-stripped the pistol and cleaned the parts without looking down.

      “And you were still here?”

      She nodded, reassembling the weapon, her fingers moving faster than a blackjack dealer’s. “Everyone was throwing it down one last time. And the crazy thing was that the place was packed, filled with VIPs, all these high-rollers who wanted to live it up one last time before they left on their helicopters and private planes, whisked off to safety in fucking New Zealand or wherever they went. Deb said it was like the masquerade ball in that story by Edgar Allen Poe, the Mask of the Red Death.”

      “And you guys were left behind to clean it all up?”

      She held the gun up and racked the slide. “Yep. When the emergency broadcast went out, management gave us thirty minutes to decide whether we were running or staying. Since my folks live in Los Angeles, I decided to stay.”

      “What happened to the others?”

      “Some people got sick, others lost heart, and a few were fucking assholes that we had to put out. We probably would’ve been lost too, but Deb gave us all jobs, y’know? She divided up the labor. I was responsible for weapons and tools, Raven took over the technology and surveillance, and Deb sorta took charge. I guess you could say she’s our leader.”

      “I figured.”

      “She’s got that look, y’know?”

      “I noticed.” I nodded. “You’ve got a look, too.”

      “Let me guess: sorority girl gone wrong?”

      I laughed and nodded as she slotted the pistol in her belt and hoisted her assault rifle. “A sorority girl from Texas. Down where I’m from, they set a bunch of items out when you’re sixteen months old and put you in the middle of them. The first thing you crawl to is what you’re gonna be when you grow up. Guess what I crawled to?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “My daddy’s shotgun,” she replied. “Hell, you’re in the presence of royalty. I won the

      Brownell’s Lady 3-Gun Challenge in Georgia when I was ten.”

      “Cool.”

      She winked. “Happiness is a warm gun.”

      We quickly went to work, bringing down some of the barricade and then going beyond it to an inner chamber near the eastern side of the casino. It was a spooky section of the building.

      For starters, one of the walls was made entirely of thick glass, several inches thick, and on the outside of the glass were thousands of the infected. We just stood there watching them bunch like worms, their mouths and other things pressed to the glass.

      I suppressed the urge to vomit and continued through a door to a concealed area that was heavy with ductwork and air handlers. Here, there were eight infected who’d managed to squeeze through the HVAC venting and collapsed in a jumble of arms and legs, wrapped in conduit and cords. Lexie distracted them while I fired up the chainsaw, cutting them into pieces, along with sections of metal scrap that we then bent and reshaped to block any others from finding their way in.

      We both stood back as Stevens the cat returned, and then moved past the wall of glass as the infected watched us with their hungry eyes. Stevens hissed and clawed at the dead as they made that strange clucking sound, trilling their tongues and moaning.

      Lexie stared at one of the infected on the other side of the glass, a once-beautiful woman who was missing a flap of flesh from her left cheek that exposed her jaw.

      “I should probably tell you…there’s something about Deb,” Lexie whispered.

      “What?”

      She turned to me as left the chamber with the glass wall. “Don’t tell the others I told you, but she was kinda sorta scratched.”

      “Scratched?”

      Lexie nodded. “Bitten might be a better word.”

      “By one of them?”

      Another nod from her. “But it happened so long ago, a week after Z Night, and it was so small, just a nibble, and she’s totally fine so—”

      “In-Betweener,” I said and she stopped. “That’s what somebody said people like that are called. In-Betweeners. The ones who’ve been infected, but don’t change.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “She can understand them,” Lexie whisper-gasped, looking down as if embarrassed to be confiding in me. “I know that sounds super-crazy, but it’s like that sound they were making back there. Did you hear it? I’ve seen her…I’ve…she can understand what some of them are saying.”

      “They can talk?”

      “Communicate,” she answered, nodding to herself.

      Immediately, I thought about the infected I’d seen outside before the ZBG pills wore off, the one that seemed to be talking to the others, telling them we were human. I also thought about the infected I’d seen on the video, shackled in a room somewhere in the casino. I wanted to ask about it, but I figured there was little to be gained by discussing it. For some reason I had a need to confide in Lexie, to tell her the truth about why we’d come to the casino, but then I remembered Slade’s warning and thought better of it. As much as I enjoyed Lexie’s company, I made a vow to keep everything on the down low for as long as I could.

      Exhausted, we returned to the upper floors of the casino, where we rejoined the others, They were sweaty and slicked with dust and dirt.
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* * *

      More booze flowed that night, lots of beer and a few bottles of pricy wine that the ladies uncorked and passed around as they powered up some movies on a giant TV. The atmosphere was still tense. Nobody mentioned what would happen the next day, or if we’d be permitted to stay and for how long. That said, if you’d told me a day earlier that I’d be living high on the hog in a casino surrounded by four hot chicks and an army of the dead on the outside looking in, I would’ve called you crazy—but there I was. It was a helluva nice night, but like all good things, I knew it wouldn’t last. I put off talking to Slade as long as I could, because I knew what he was going to say: enjoy the night off, kid, because the real work starts in the morning. I leaned back and then Lexie breezed past and told me to meet her out in the hallway at midnight. I nodded, betraying no emotion, hopeful that a good night might get even better.
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      “Thanks for not inviting me to the party,” Slade said when I powered him back up later, walking out into another room so the others couldn’t hear me.

      “I figured you wouldn’t want to be bothered since it was movie night.”

      “Which movies?”

      “Chick flicks. They were having a Meryl Streep, Kate Hudson, Anne Hathaway marathon.”

      “Awesome. I think I just lost fifty percent of my testosterone.”

      “You’re an A.I.”

      “That’s what makes it so tragic.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I drank a beer for you.”

      “You’re a real sweetheart, Dekko. While you were canoodling with the ladies, I’ve been plotting.”

      “What have you discovered, Doctor Evil?”

      “I managed to get my hot little hands on a copy of the building’s schematic, which I downloaded and matched up with what I had in order to finalize the order of exfiltration.”

      “Talk to me like I’m five.”

      “I’ve confirmed the way out of here. The path to the boat is indeed in the basement of this building.”

      “When do we need to leave?”

      “This time tomorrow. I’ve got it all planned out.”

      I paused. “Why are you doing this, Slade?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why are you going to all this trouble to help us? What I’m saying…what do you get out of it? I mean, aside from living vicariously through me.”

      “Little late to be asking that.”

      “Better late than never.”

      Several seconds of silence fell, and then Slade said: “Would it shock you to learn that in life I was not a fan of mankind?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Things were spiraling out of control even before the virus hit, and I kept hoping, praying, that maybe there was another way for a do-over and maybe, just possibly, I’d get to play a role. I always dug the idea of world-building.”

      “Great, another A.I. with a god complex.”

      “Is that a cliché?”

      “Totally.”

      Slade chuckled. “Let’s just say that I recognized something in you. I thought you might be the guy who could help rebuild things. Drive that first figurative stake in the ground.”

      “I never did say it before, but thanks for everything you’ve done for me, Slade.”

      “I want you know I’m wiping electronic tears from my eyes, kid.”

      I smiled and then heard someone calling my name, so I powered him down and returned to the ladies. They’d dimmed the lights and were watching the lightning show outside. The great thing about having electricity was that I could power up my cellphone, which I did before setting its alarm for midnight.
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* * *

      My internal alarm clock woke me several minutes before the witching hour. Hollis, Deb, and Raven were bunking in other rooms, which allowed me to slip quietly, like a thief through a temple, back out beyond the restaurants and toward the hall.

      My heart was beating and I was heady with anticipation. It reminded me of the first time I walked through the bedroom door with a strange girl when I was still in high school. I half-expected Lexie to contact me via my walkie-talkie and was shocked to find her waiting for me in the hallway.

      She was dressed in knee-high boots and a tan raincoat, one of those long jobbers with a thick black belt that was cinched tight around her waist.

      She took my hand and led me down the hall into the stairwell. We padded up several flights of stairs. The storm outside reached a crescendo, shaking the building.

      At the top of the stairs was a set of glass doors that were rocking on their hinges, the outside weather was so intense.

      Lexie sensed my trepidation and placed a finger against my lips.

      Then she led me outside onto the roof of the casino, under a covered walkway that grew narrower until it was no wider than a man’s shoulders. At the end of the walkway was a section of roof positioned in a valley of sorts between a row of raised semi-elliptical arches and other architectural flourishes. It couldn’t be seen unless you were standing on the roof exactly where we were.

      In the valley was a hidden cabana, a covered lounge with linen draperies that were flapping in the wind. There were a few faint lights on inside the cabana. Lexie squeezed my hand. “The regular VIP lounges are down below, but this is something special. The VIP lounge for the super-VIPs. They called it The Sterncastle.”

      She led me down to the cabana, which was largely protected from the full force of the wind given its location. I peeked inside and saw several chaise lounges, small refrigerators, and an enormous flatscreen TV pinned on the wall over a plush circular piece of furniture that resembled a bed.

      Lexie reached over and killed the lights. There we stood, on the roof of the casino, listening to the thunder boom.

      “Why did you and Hollis come here?” Lexie asked as lightning danced across the sky.

      “We assumed there might be supplies inside.”

      She cast a wary eye at me. “You’re lying.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Your microexpressions.”

      I rubbed my face and she grinned. “Ha! You did it again! Busted!”

      My face flushed. “I didn’t do anything!”

      “You totally did! You touched your face! My dad was an FBI agent and he taught me what to look for. What you just did was a tell, as in…time to tell the truth, mister.”

      I looked into her eyes. They were deep set and bright with desire, glittering in the darkness like a handful of diamonds cast over a black carpet. Somewhere in the dark backwaters of my mind I heard Slade shouting for me to keep the plans quiet, but at the moment I would’ve told Lexie almost anything. Besides, she’d confided in me about Deb, hadn’t she? She’d told me her secret, so why shouldn’t I tell her mine?

      “Don’t tell the others, but it’s sorta like Hollis said earlier. There is something in D.C.,” I said.

      “There are lots of things in D.C.,” she replied. “And none of them good.”

      “No, not that. I mean…there’s a vault under the streets.”

      “A vault?”

      I nodded.

      “What kind?”

      “The classified kind that’s got food, weapons, gear, and lots of other stuff.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Slade knows.”

      “Slade…your A.I.?”

      I nodded. “He knows everything. He hacked into these top-secret databases and found out about the continuity of operations stuff, the plans that were put in place by the head honchos to reconstitute the country, to rebuild after the world ended.”

      “And you’re absolutely sure all of that stuff is there?” she asked.

      “Well, not a hundred percent, no…”

      “And you’re planning on going there?”

      I nodded.

      “What happens if you go and there’s nothing there?”

      “Then at least we went.”

      “You’re willing to take that chance?”

      I considered this for several seconds. “Like I said before, I was part of a military experiment up at Detrick, locked in a kind of suspended animation when the world ended. Slade woke me up, so basically I’ve got a second chance at life and I’m not going to do what I did before. I’m not going to make decisions based on fear anymore. Sometimes you have to take a leap of faith and believe if a bad thing happens, somebody’s going to be there to catch you.”

      “What if that person’s a zombie?”

      “What if it’s you? If I fall, maybe you can catch me.”

      “I’ll do more than that.” She reached up and kissed me, hard.

      I hesitated. She took my face in her hands and bit my lip before hungrily kissing me again and again. “It’s been so long,” she whispered. “I want you, Nick. I need your cock to remind me what pleasure feels like. Do you think you can do that for me?”

      “I’m definitely up for the challenge.”

      Reaching down, I squeezed her ass. She shoved me down on the bed.

      The lightning flashed and the thunder continued to roll down over the hillside as she tugged loose the belt on her raincoat to reveal that she was completely naked underneath. I elbowed myself up, taking in her body: curvy, beautiful, and smooth in all the right places, smelling like freshly-cut flowers.

      She yanked off my pants and took my cock in her mouth while massaging my balls. She deep-throated me several times and then crawled onto my chest, straddling my hard-on before bouncing up and down while squeezing my nipples, moaning as I licked her large breasts.

      The thunder drowned out the sounds of our love-making as I flipped her over. She grabbed one of the cabana’s wooden columns and tilted her bare ass up in invitation.

      I entered her from behind. She bucked and screamed as I grabbed her hair and smacked her ass while fucking her at a furious pace. We moved as one as I changed the tempo, driving into her with hard, slow strokes as she reached back and squeezed my balls. I slipped a finger into her ass, which made her squeal.

      “Do it again!” she shouted. “Do it again!”

      I did. We slapped skin for several minutes before she pulled away and rolled over onto the bed, lying on her back and pulling her legs back behind her head like a sexual contortionist as I leaned into her and began thrusting away like a jackhammer. Her eyes were closed in ecstasy and she had several orgasms before I felt myself on the verge of climaxing.

      Even though it was sixty degrees outside, sweat prickled my body. Sensing that I was getting ready to come, I pulled out and drew back as Lexie began sucking me off again. Then she grabbed my dick and began stroking it while gently patting the soft area between my ass and balls as I grunted and blew a load over the edge of the bed.

      Lexie was smiling, continuing to work my sex back and forth as we kissed. We were too weak to say anything for a few minutes, collapsing atop the bed in each other’s arms, counting the seconds between the thunder, listening to the storm begin to ebb.

      “Nick?”

      “Yes?”

      “When are you going into D.C.?”

      “Three days.” It was a lie, of course. We were planning on making our move the next day. I have no idea why I lied to her, but I did, and didn’t correct myself. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious,” she answered, playfully drawing a circle on my chest.
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      The storm ended sometime late that night. We ate an early breakfast and I inspected the battle suit to see that Lexie had decorated it with a smiley face, a Hello Kitty head on the side and some glitter. I didn’t have the heart to tell Slade and hoped he wouldn’t notice.

      We then fanned out to check the condition of the casino. This was apparently an everyday occurrence, something that Deb said had to be done, but which I thought was unnecessary. Somebody far smarter than I once said, “the less routine, the more life,” but given the fact that there was very little alive outside the casino’s walls, the inspections, which took upwards of three hours, not only helped pass the time, but I supposed, preserved order and sanity amongst the ladies.

      Hollis (who gave me some grief over the glitter and Hello Kitty head), was pared up with Lexie, who claimed she was going to teach her how to shoot properly. I headed out with Raven and Deb to inspect the hundreds of tiny gadgets and operating systems that kept things running smoothly inside the casino. There were dozens of CCTV cameras to inspect, miles of cords and conduit, the solar panels and turbines and everything that depended on them. Not to mention the food stores, supply rooms, bathrooms, and the pumping and water containment systems.

      The ladies set out ahead of me, which allowed for some time to quickly check in with Slade.

      “Morning,” I said, powering the A.I. up.

      “You were supposed to check in last night,” Slade said.

      “Sorry, dad, I was busy with other things.”

      “Don’t even—you shacked up with one of the ladies didn’t you, ya bastard?”

      “A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

      “Since neither of us is a gentleman, I demand to hear the deets!”

      “All I can say is that I was made to feel good in all the naughty places.”

      “That’s a special feeling, Dekko.”

      “And…one of them was bitten,” I added after a long pause.

      “Christ. Which one?”

      “Deb.”

      “That tall drink of water?” he asked.

      “Yep.”

      “I should’ve known. Her skin, her eyes—”

      “She’s an In-Betweener, Slade. She’s bitten, but hasn’t turned.”

      “Not yet. Won’t matter anyway, I suppose, we’ll be out of here before anything nasty goes down so—”

      “About that, Slade…”

      “Don’t even tell me you’ve changed your mind.”

      “No, more like I’d like to revisit the idea of bringing the ladies along with us.”

      “Out of the question.”

      “Why?”

      “Because this needs to be a surgical operation. Two people is surgical, five people and a cat is a clusterfuck.”

      I registered this as Slade added: “Five a.m. tomorrow morning, buddy boy. Tell Hollis to be ready to rock and roll.”

      The ladies whistled and I muted Slade while following them down to the foyer where they showed me a section of a metal drop ceiling that had partially collapsed, the result of heavy damage that occurred on Z Night. There was no threat of a breach in the outer walls, but they wanted it fixed because the metal lattice dangled precariously over the room that housed the casino’s servers and an electrical box.

      Deb headed off to secure another part of the building, which left me alone with Raven as we sized the problem up. I scoped out the roof and saw that a fourteen-foot faux-wooden beam, one of dozens that lined the interior of the casino’s foyer, had broken off and brought the drop ceiling down. Somebody—me—needed to grab the beam and push it and the ceiling back up into place.

      I grabbed the beam in my metal hands, surprised at how heavy it was.

      “If you need me to call in some backup, I’m happy to do it,” Raven smirked.

      “Think I can handle it,” I said, the gears and actuators on the suit straining as Slade whispered, “you trying to show off for her or something?”

      “Just helping out.”

      “You’re thinking with the wrong head,” Slade shot back.

      Planting my right leg, I heaved the wooden beam up, pushing the drop ceiling up with it. Following Raven’s instructions, I gently pinned the lattice into place and wedged the beam so that it was secure. Then I worked with her to move several bulky pieces of furniture over to make sure the beam wouldn’t fall.

      Job over, I turned to Raven and smacked my metal hands together. “Who do I send the bill to?”

      She had her hands on her hips and was smiling. “Consider it like a work scholarship. Labor in return for food and board.”

      “Speaking of food, how much do you have left?”

      Her smile slipped away. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll manage.”

      “How many days does ‘we’ll manage’ get you?”

      “Two months, maybe more, especially if it’s just the three of us.”

      “And then?”

      She sighed. I could tell she didn’t want to continue the conversation. “Thanks again for fixing the roof, Nick. You’re a hard worker and we appreciate it, but let’s get going. It’s time to make our rounds.”
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* * *

      The day wore on as I followed Raven up and down and all around the casino. We moved debris from one side of the building to another, spliced some wires that were frayed, tapped some zip screws into a section of sagging ductwork, then entered one of the betting rooms which was awash in slot machines and games of chance.

      “I used to work around here.” She twirled, throwing out her hands.

      “Must have been exciting.”

      She nodded. “For a while, but that’s not why I enjoyed it. What I loved most is how it gave you insight into people. Sitting here, watching the high-rollers, I realized that life’s the ultimate game of chance. It’s based strictly on making the right choices at the right time.” She pointed at the games. “What do you think?”

      “I’d like to test my luck.”

      “Ah, a risk-taker.” She wagged a finger as if I was a naughty boy, but she didn’t power the machines on so I went in for the kill. “Look, Raven, there’s nothing wrong with being a little chicken. I mean, if you’re worried about me spanking you, I totally get it.”

      Her eyes slitted and then she moved over and slotted a power handle on the far wall. The machines instantly hummed to life, including ones with names like: 5 Treasures, Buffalo Grand, Dragon Spin, and Jackpot Inferno. Beyond these games was a section of yellowing roping and a blinking sign that said: “High Limit Area.” Raven pointed to a pile of quarters in the middle of the room.

      “It’s on.”

      I exited the shark cage and we began racing around, inserting coins, pulling levers, listening to the echo of the machines as they rolled over and paid out. Then we moved through an archway into another room where the slots surrounded a raised dance floor complete with multiple mirror balls. Raven powered everything up and we played the slots while the light strobed and some dance music thumped.

      Raven kicked my ass, winning far more than me—and she didn’t have a problem letting me know it. With her Latin good looks and omnipresent smile, it was hard to take my eyes off of her, especially when she began grooving to the tunes. Even though I tried to fight if off, I felt a wave of enchantment fall over me.

      Before I knew what was happening, we were dancing together, Raven grinding against me, doing some seriously dirty dancing. I placed my hands on her hips and she smacked them away. She was in charge. I was disarmed by her wiles as she did the splits, then rocketed back up, shaking her ass, stomping her feet, putting on the kind of show lots of men would pay good money to see.

      She flanked me, cheek-to-cheek, rubbing her gorgeous ass into my crotch. She leaned her head back and I took a risk, moving in for a kiss. She responded with a gentle smack to the mouth while wagging that damned finger of hers back and forth.

      And then as quickly as the dancing had begun, it was over. Raven busted a move back through the door, leaving me standing there waiting for my enormous erection to subside. By the time I went back out into the main gaming room, Raven was gone.

      I re-entered the shark cage and moved down the rear stairwell, the commercial and delivery area that was wide enough to accommodate me. Halfway down I heard a sound and stopped on a landing. Closing my eyes, I heard it again, coming from the corridor that was off to my left.

      Exiting the shark cage, I walked slowly past the rooms where customers had once stayed. At the end of the corridor was a partially-open door. The moaning was coming from the other side of it.

      Fortifying myself with a few gulps of air, I tiptoed down and looked inside the room. What I saw took my breath away.

      The room was immense and beautifully furnished, a suite fit for royalty. In the middle of the room was what had once been a titanic aquarium, an octagon of glass that stretched from floor to ceiling.

      The water had been drained and inside was one of the infected, what had once been a woman with a tsunami of red hair. A leather strap attached to a metal hook in the ceiling was around her neck and she was busy clawing at the glass while Deb observed her, notepad in hand, two small screens visible on a table in front of her.

      Deb heard my footsteps and turned, her face screwed up in anger. She slapped the open notebook down on the table. “What the fuck are you doing in here?”

      I shrank back a step. She squared her shoulders, as if preparing to pounce.

      “I-I’m sorry. I heard a noise and thought some of those things got inside.”

      “Well, they didn’t,” she seethed. “And this area is strictly off-limits to everyone but the three of us.”

      I nodded and watched the infected woman. The strangest thing was that she wasn’t fighting against the strap looped around her neck. She was just standing there staring at us, appearing to listen to our conversation. And then she clucked her tongue and made the strange trilling sound the Woken make.

      “It…it sounds like they’re talking.”

      “You’re insane,” Deb replied, turning her back to me.

      “Someone once told me that they think they can communicate.”

      Deb froze. “Just…leave.”

      I stood my ground. “They can talk with each other in some way, can’t they?”

      She opened her mouth as if to respond, then gestured to another screen that showed old footage of a pen that housed two dogs. One of the dogs had adopted a pose as if it was trying to entice the other dog into playing with it.

      “Do you know what that’s called?” she asked. “What that dog is doing?”

      I shook my head.

      “A play bow. It’s an instigation, warning, apology, and clarification all wrapped up into one.”

      “Were you a vet or something before?”

      “Nope, just a lover of dogs back in the day. I know the canine code.” She pointed to the dogs on the screen again. “That’s their way of saying ‘I’m gonna nibble on you, but it won’t hurt cause we’re playing.’ Everyone thinks dogs are just screwing around when they do that, but they’re not. If you look close enough, you can see they’re experiencing the full range of emotions: joy, guilt, anger, jealousy, even a touch of sadness.”

      I moved closer to her, my eyes hopping from the screen to the female infected. I also spotted her notepad filled with handwritten notes, including a marking that said “way in,” and then I glanced at Deb’s shoulder and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      I could see the faint crescent-shaped outline of a human mouth near her neck, a section of welted flesh that was spidered with tiny black lines and partially covered by what looked like a poker chip fixed in place with surgical tape. She saw me gaping and pulled her shirt up, covering the area.

      “I-I’m s-sorry,” I stammered.

      “So now you know.”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      “I was bitten, okay? Happened five days after Z Night when I was securing one of the storerooms. There was a man there, a bartender who’d turned and was locked inside. I flicked the light on and he sampled the merchandise.”

      “How come you didn’t turn?”

      She shrugged. “I felt like I was dying for five days. Terrible infection, couldn’t eat, couldn’t see, couldn’t hear and then I just…came out of it. I don’t know how it happened, but I’m grateful that I’m not like her.” She pointed to the female infected. “At least not yet.”

      A moment passed between us. I nodded, taking a step to leave when Deb called out: “You’re right, by the way.”

      I glanced back, and she pointed to the female infected again. “I think they’re kinda like dogs. The infected live and move in packs. I’m beginning to believe the stuff we think is just them going psycho is their way of communicating.”

      “Jesus.”

      “And after I got bitten, things changed. I don’t know how to explain it, but I can hear things when I listen to them. When I close my eyes and focus I can hear something…patterns. What comes out of their mouths isn’t anything ever uttered by a human, but it’s like…some kind of crude language.”

      “What are they saying?”

      “They know we’re afraid. And…I think…they know a way in.”

      I looked back at the female infected and there was a zippered smile splashed across her face. Then the woman violently threw herself at the glass, the leather strap stopping her from slamming into it. She barked out some indecipherable words and vomited a ball of black blood on the aquarium wall.
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* * *

      Willing away what I’d seen in the room with Deb, I rejoined the others in the afternoon. We ate an excellent lunch of steaks with shallots and what Deb said was Lyonnaise potatoes. The entire time I was eating, Hollis was watching me with what could only be called a shit-eating grin.

      Meal over, I wandered back to the shark cage. When she caught up with me. I noticed she had a pistol tucked in her belt.

      “Well, well, well. Ditching the hammer for a gun?”

      “Hardly. It’s just a supplement. Lexie taught me how to shoot.”

      “She’s a good teacher.”

      “She’s good at lots of stuff, from what I hear,” Hollis smirked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I turned. She grabbed my shoulder. “You know damn well what I’m talking about, buddy boy. First night in the joint and you’re laying some pipe?”

      My stomach knotted. Crap! She knew about me and Lexie! I tried to play it off, remembering some advice from an uncle who said when accused, the best thing to do is admit nothing, deny everything, and make counter-accusations.

      “I’m offended that you’d say that, Hollis, and I take issue with your representation.”

      “I literally heard you banging Lexie.”

      “Okay, well obviously that’s not the thing I take issue with.”

      She shook her head. “You forget we’re all sisters, at lease figuratively. Girls talk—and Lexie has a big mouth.”

      “You’re telling me,” I blurted out.

      Hollis made a face. “Ugh. Gross.”

      I waved a hand. “Whatever she told you is a lie.”

      “She said you were awesome.”

      “Whoa. Seriously?”

      “No, you jackass, but now you’re busted. I must say that I’m a little disappointed in you, Nicholas. I mean I knew you weren’t very bright, but I didn’t take you for a man-whore.”

      “Don’t hate me just because I’m trying to make friends.”

      “Whipping out your weiner to every lady in the joint ain’t exactly making friends.”

      “It takes two to tango.”

      “But only one to call the dance.”

      My nose scrunched up. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “It means you shouldn’t dip your bucket in the communal well.”

      I smirked. “Am I detecting a note of jealousy?”

      “You’re gonna detect my fist in a second,” she snorted. “And what I meant, Richard Cranium, is the closer you get to those three, the more likely you are to tell them our plans.”

      “Why does it matter? When the shit hits the fan, every stranger is one of two things: an enemy or an ally. Those ladies don’t look like enemies to me, Hollis.”

      “We don’t know what they are, and they’re about to be evicted.”

      I took her into an anteroom, out of sight of the others. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I did a circuit of the entire casino today and the place is fucked. It’s like a giant dam with a half-dozen leaks where those things are readying to bust in, and those chicks are going around sticking their fingers in the holes. Sooner rather than later, in the words of the late, great John Mellencamp, the fucking walls are gonna come tumbling down.”

      I brooded on this as she patted my cheek. “We’re still on for the morning, right?”

      I nodded. “Five a.m.”

      “Don’t be late.”
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      I tried to remain as inconspicuous as possible throughout the evening, even avoiding Lexie, who was flirting and inviting me back up to the roof cabana. I spent time doing a total systems check on the shark cage, working with Slade to examine every piston, every line, every bullet and rocket, which reduced the damage bar on my HUD and made sure that it was in tip-top shape before we moved out at dawn.

      Entering the battle suit, I worked to test out the gyros and actuators, moving out into the hallway where the others couldn’t see me. I crouched and sprang up and even creep-ran a little, which was a mistake because I popped out a linchpin near the knee joint on my right leg. It wasn’t a huge deal, but it would definitely hamper my ability to run at full speed.

      My gut told me I might be able to source the part in the building, so I powered down the machine and headed downstairs, rummaging through the storage rooms, unwilling to let the ladies in on what had happened lest they discover that we were leaving in a manner of hours.

      I found a suitable linchpin in a supply closet on the second floor near a row of corporate suites and a business center. Heading back upstairs, I stopped because I caught sight of something in one of the casino’s banks of windows. A reflection, a glimmer of light that was corkscrewing down through the stairwell, coming from somewhere overhead.

      Doubling back, I took another set of stairs up, searching for the light, and that’s when I felt it. A slight tremor on a metal railing.

      A thump.

      The kind of thing that might be caused by a funky bass line.

      I had a hunch that somebody was in in the gaming room and double-timed it up to find that a section of the machines was lit and the door to the dance floor was open.

      The light I’d witnessed downstairs was caused by a beam off one of the mirror balls. The music was low as I nosed into the room to see Raven dancing by herself. I stood there for several seconds, appreciating her marvelous form, her muscular quads and calves, the sinuous shape of her torso and lean abs, everything accentuated by the tight shorts and crop top she was wearing. Bewitching. That’s the only word that came to mind as I watched her do her thing.

      She did a pirouette as the music stopped. Without thinking, I began to clap. If she was startled by my presence, she didn’t let on.

      “How long were you watching?” she asked.

      “Long enough.”

      “How many stars would you give the performance?”

      “On a scale from one to ten, definitely eleven.”

      She laughed and continued dancing to the next song as I moved over. She gently pushed me away.

      “I’m sorry.” I held my hands up. “I got confused. Here I was thinking we were both checking each other out.”

      “You’re silly.”

      “I wish I was. If I was silly, I wouldn’t be intimidated by you. I’d probably have the guts to tell you how amazing you look.”

      She smiled. “It’s the lighting.”

      “No, it’s all you.”

      She bit her lip, her expression saying she was weighing something in her mind. With an abrupt nod, she moved over and tapped a button on a side panel. One of the walls opened to reveal an inner grotto-like space that contained an enormous, bubbling hot tub.

      “This was a space reserved for the whales. The biggest spenders, the ones who flew in from New York and L.A. You had to be big to take a dip in here.”

      She reached over and grabbed my dick. “You’ll do just fine,” she smiled.

      Turning her back to me, Raven removed her clothes and slinked into the hot tub. She looked back and beckoned me to enter.

      I disrobed and entered water that was warm, filled with popping bubbles, and lit from below by tiny iridescent lights that glowed from recessed panels.

      Raven reached over to the padded ledge that surrounded the hot tub. Next to a tube of oil was a small device the size of a remote control. She lifted the device and tapped a button as a white mist descended from the ceiling. Everything was incredibly warm, the mist suffusing the air with a scent that reminded me of cinnamon.

      Then she tossed me the bottle of oil, turned, and thrust her ass up into the air. I stood and poured the oil on her backside, working the oil in deep as she reached around and grabbed my dick and began pumping it before working it into her clean-shaven notch.

      She gripped a bar on the edge of the hot tub as we fell into rhythm while a song with a sexy beat thumped from the other room. She pulled away and climbed out of the tub, and commanded me to lay down on the padded ledge.

      “Get down on your back, bitch.”

      I did as ordered. She sprayed me down with oil then dropped on all fours, tracing the outside of my rod with her tongue, teasing me. Then she took my dick in her mouth in full, pleasuring me for several minutes before I tapped her head.

      She repositioned herself 69-style so that we were able to go down on each other. I rubbed an oily finger over her asshole and inserted one digit, then two, which caused her legs to shiver. She laughed and moaned all at once, then spun around and mounted me like a piece of gymnastic equipment, smacking both of her ass cheeks with her own hands, which I thought was incredibly sexy.

      She whispered nasty thoughts in my ear, telling me all the dirty things she was going to do to me before guiding my cock into her folds. She rocked wildly and then I grabbed her ass and lifted it up and our bodies came into ecstatic collision. I began thrusting into her, deeper with each stroke, until she was breathing hard and fast.

      I popped out of her twice and she grabbed my dick and quickly guided it back toward her hungry hole. Her oily locks were soon in my hand and she yelled for me to tug back. I did, before bringing her mouth toward mine.

      Her tongue was warm and salty. We kissed violently before she drew back. I rubbed her nipples before picking her up and hammering into her as she wrapped both hands around my back.

      She bit my ear as our bodies continued to collide and then her eyes rolled back. I continued, thrusting deeper and deeper until we climaxed nearly simultaneously with beautiful spasms, spewing our respective love juices all over the padded ledge.

      How long she lay on top of my chest after our lovemaking session I don’t know, but neither one of us made a move to leave, at least not initially. The air was warm, the music was pleasing, and I think we both knew how rare a moment of intimacy was in the apocalypse. At some point that night, Raven fell asleep. I gathered up my clothes and exited the room, checking my phone. It was four forty-seven in the morning.

      It was almost time to leave the casino.
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* * *

      Hollis was waiting for me near the shark cage. She had her gear slung over a shoulder and didn’t say a word to me, preferring to use hand gestures as I crawled into the battle suit and did my best to minimize the sounds as the machine powered up.

      “Keep cool,” Slade whispered. “We’ll be out of here and on the move before anyone realizes we’re gone.”

      “I still think this is a mistake,” I muttered. “We’d be better off with Deb and the others.”

      “This is not open for discussion,” Slade replied.

      We’d exited the staircase and were halfway down the hallway that led to an underground passage that led from the casino to the edge of the Potomac River when Hollis finally piped up. “It was Raven this time, huh?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I mumbled.

      “Let’s just hope it wasn’t Deb, for crissakes,” Slade said. “She’s half-zombie, y’know.”

      “Once you go zombie, you never go back,” Hollis added with a smirk.

      Suddenly, a sound echoed down the hallway, coming from the location we’d just left.  One of the ladies was shouting our names.

      “Keep going,” Slade said. “If you know the Old Testament, do not be like Lot’s wife. Don’t turn or look back.”

      Unfortunately I did, and when my gaze cut back to the space in front of me, that’s when I noticed it.

      The coil of nearly-invisible wire stretched across the hallway.

      The boobytrap that one of the ladies had laid.

      I grabbed the controls and lifted my metal foot, but it was already too late.

      I’d tripped the wire and watched it snap back in slow motion into a partially-concealed soda can.

      Thankfully, I was able to scream for Hollis to duck and cover an instant before a contained blast shook the casino and sent me flying through the air.
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      I took the full force of the blast, shielding Hollis but propelled back through the air where I slammed into a wall and crashed to the ground. My equilibrium was fucked and my ears hummed from the blast’s shockwave.

      “Christ, Slade, didn’t you see the boobytrap?”

      “I must have missed it.”

      “Understatement of the friggin’ century,” I replied, checking the HUD. The screen blinked:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 14%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 68%

        ROUNDS: 8,789

        ROCKETS: 40

        ZKIA: 1702

      

      

      “I suffered some damage.” I picked a few shards of shrapnel out of the side of the battle suit.

      “The cage saved your life,” Slade answered.

      I managed to slot the controls and bring the battle suit upright, holding out a hand to Hollis, helping to steady her.

      I took in my surroundings, my nerves tingling like sparklers.

      Voices were audible in the distance.

      Lexie and Raven screaming.

      That wasn’t what was scaring me, however. The thing that troubled me most was the hole gouged in the far wall by the explosion.

      I could see green.

      I could see the outside.

      I could see the hundreds of infected peering in at us.

      “GET BACK!” I shouted.

      Hollis ducked and I opened up on the infected, firing bursts from my cannon that pulped the nosy monsters, sending up black sprays as if the things had been dumped into an industrial wood-chipper.

      Advancing, I mowed them down, clearing away the Woken, but cognizant that the gunfire would soon draw the others. Indeed, I could see the red dots moving toward our positions, thousand upon thousands of the undead.

      “You need to move now!” Slade shouted.

      We wheeled around. Lexie was the first one on us. She arrived on a skateboard with Stevens the cat peeking out from a sling around her chest as she peered down at us over the barrel of her assault rifle, a menacing look in her eyes.

      “What the fuck did you do?”

      “We tripped one of your boobytraps.”

      “The question is, why?” Raven said, fighting her way through the banners of smoke birthed by the blast, heel-braking her skateboard as Deb shadowed her. “Why the hell are you two down here?”

      “We were admiring the casino,” I lied.

      “Bullshit, Nick,” Raven said. “You two were leaving, weren’t you?”

      “They’re going to the vault,” Lexie said.

      Deb’s eyebrows rose then dropped into a curious look. “Vault…what vault?”

      “There’s a vault under the streets in D.C.,” Lexie replied. “Go on, tell them, Nick.”

      “You told her?” Hollis cast an exasperated look at me.

      “It was pillow talk—”

      “Excuse me?” Raven glared at Lexie, who smiled sheepishly. “What the hell does ‘pillow talk’ mean?”

      I wiped sweat from my brow and manufactured a smile. “Look, ladies, we could sit here and debate who sucked what and in what orifice things were inserted, but that’s not going to help us out. The bottom line is, we can leave if we want. It’s a free country.”

      “Bullshit,” Deb thundered, striding forward, pistols in each hand, machetes dangling from her belt. “The space within these walls is sovereign territory. Whatever freedoms we extended to you ceased to exist when you blew a hole in the goddamn wall.”

      “None of that matters, because they’re coming, Deb,” I said. “I can see them on my screen.”

      “So we’ll fight them,” Lexie said.

      “You don’t have enough bullets,” I replied.

      Lexie pointed. “We’ll block the walls off. We’ll set some charges down the hall and cave the whole thing in. That’ll stop them.”

      Hollis crouched, tapping her hammer on the ground. “They’ll find a way in. I know it, you know it. This place is fucked. You might last another week, and then you kiss everything goodbye.”

      The ladies exchanged nervous looks. Another infected appeared, leering at us from the hole in the wall. Lexie promptly shot the ghoul through the forehead.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I fucked this up, but we’ve got a plan.”

      “Don’t tell them,” Slade whispered.

      Ignoring him, I continued, “There’s a secret passage down this hall, one that leads to a boat. All of us can go there.”

      “And do what?” Deb asked. “Go into downtown D.C.?”

      “Goddamn right.”

      “The vault’s there,” Hollis said.

      Deb barked a nasty laugh. “Aside from death and destruction, you have no fucking idea what’s there.”

      “It’s a chance.”

      “We don’t do chances,” Deb replied, clenching her guns.

      “Bullshit,” I replied, some heat in my voice. “The moment you decided not to kill us and instead gave us food and shelter, you took the biggest chance there is. You took a gamble on two strangers.”

      “And look where it got us.”

      “There’s no time for this, Deb. Hell is coming.”

      “What do we do?” Lexie asked.

      Slade cued up the old Clash song Should I Stay or Should I go.

      The trickle of infected became a flow as the ladies fired their guns at the ones pushing through the hole, but where one of the beasts dropped to the ground, four more appeared. In seconds they were prying at the margins of the hole, widening it.

      “We’re leaving.” Hollis and I inched back, hoping like hell that the ladies didn’t open fire at us. They blasted at the infected and then Deb barked something I couldn’t hear, and the ladies followed us.

      Hollis took the lead, Deb and Lexie behind her, while Raven and I brought up the rear. The Woken pressed themselves through the wall. We opened fire, turning them into black clouds of bloody debris.

      Still more came, so many that they were soon bunched together in the hallway, shoulder-to-shoulder.

      I urged the ladies to get behind me and then fired a rocket.

      The explosion atomized the undead and brought a section of roof down, creating an obstacle that would take time for the infected to circumvent. We fled after the others, listening to the mantra-like moan of the Woken as they fought to pursue us.

      The ground ahead dipped and then ended at a black door.

      “We’ve never been able to get it open!” Deb shouted. “We don’t have the key!”

      “I don’t need no stinkin’ keys!” I shouted in response, throwing a punch with my metal fist that tore the door from its hinges. I kicked in what was left of the door, revealing a concrete ramp on the other side that dropped to a passageway containing a metal walkway.

      The ceilings were low here, little more than six feet in height, which meant I had to remain in a crouch and move slowly after the others.

      A tremendous roar echoed from overhead followed by an ominous note, the sound made by bare feet slapping across the concrete ramp.

      “Guess what’s gray, has ten thousand feet, and is very, very hungry,” Slade said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “The shit that’s coming your way!”

      We were halfway down the walkway when I spotted the first ones looking in at us. Soon the passageway was filled with them. I let loose with a deafening fusillade of cannon fire that blasted the undead back while filling the space with smoke. The numbers on my HUD continued to roll over:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 14%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 67%

        ROUNDS: 5,899

        ROCKETS: 39

        ZKIA: 2877

      

      

      Visibility dropped to a few feet as we exited the walkway and ran through a metal tube for ten minutes. Slade acted as our play-by-play guy: guiding us, detailing conditions, warning us about how many of the infected were following.

      The bad guys wouldn’t give up, so I fired a rocket that I hoped would collapse a section of the tube. Instead, it bounced off the roof and spiraled down toward the infected and exploded, turning the creatures into a quivering mass of putrid jelly.

      The tube spooled down to a cavernous space that had been carved into the banks of the Potomac River. Emotion and a wave of relief washed over me because I could see that Slade had been right. Water was visible, as were a number of floating and fixed docks.

      The floating docks were connected to shore with hinged ramps which allowed the docks to rise and fall depending upon water level. The fixed docks were attached to concrete support structures and included a number of narrower finger piers and tall, gray piles.

      A boat was visible at the far end of one of the fixed docks.

      I was no expert on water-going craft, but the boat appeared sizable, more than thirty feet in length.

      “Thar she blows,” Slade said.

      “Will she run?” I asked.

      “Won’t know until we check, skipper.”

      The ladies chucked their skateboards and set off for the boat, dashing across the hinged ramps as I stayed behind, eyes locked on the entranceway.

      I could hear the infected rampaging down the tube. Then the first of the desiccated monsters appeared, a naked bald man who was missing an arm. He was quickly shot down, but more and more of the fiends heaved themselves out of the tube.

      My cannons spit lead, divesting the undead of heads and appendages, the ground soon painted black with their gore.

      Retreating, I moved nimbly over the hinged ramps which barely contained my bulk. Squeezing off a few bursts from the cannons, I blasted apart the area I’d just left, making it more difficult for the infected to follow. I followed this up with another rocket aimed at the stone above the tube and this had the desired effect, collapsing a portion of it.

      Arriving at the boat, I could see Lexie and Hollis working as a team, trying to fire up the craft.

      “Any words of wisdom, Slade?”

      “Get the thing started sooner rather than later,” our glorious A.I. replied.

      I eased myself down onto the boat, and was grateful to see that it could hold the weight of the battle suit. Turning, I watched the Woken move toward the hinged ramps, the first wave of infected falling through the gaps in the decking.

      “How are we looking?” I asked, turning back.

      “Not great,” Deb answered.

      Lexie nodded. “This thing’s got a heavy diesel engine, but it’s been sitting for nearly a year. Pray there’s no water in it.” She pointed to the motor attached to the back of the boat. “Can you pick that thing up?”

      I reached over and grabbed the end of the motor, hoisting it so that Lexie could bend over and check and then recheck it. She removed a rubber stopper and drained a black liquid as the sounds of the Woken filled the chamber, the trilling of their tongues in ghastly unison coalescing into what sounded like spoken words.

      “They’re trying to cut us off,” Deb said.

      “What?”

      She pointed, and I saw the infected using what looked like hand gestures. A wave of them avoided the docks altogether and swung out, heading toward the opening we’d have to sail through if we ever managed to get the fucking boat started.

      Deb stood and aimed her pistols with the calm detachment of a marksman. She was an expert shot and took down ten of them, but there were so many now, it was impossible to stem the tide. She slid the pistols into holsters and whipped out both machetes.

      Lexie finished inspecting the motor and waved to Hollis, who cranked the engine. The old girl sputtered and moaned, but didn’t turn over.

      “Grab my legs!” Lexie said to me.

      I held her down. She leaned out nearly into the water and removed a length of rubber conduit, blew into it, then reinserted it into the engine.

      “Try it now!”

      Hollis did, and this time the engine sparked and rumbled to life.

      “Who’s getting behind the wheel?” I asked.

      Lexie held up a hand. “I got this. Just like driving my daddy’s bass boat.”

      She climbed into the seat and slotted the controls as Raven removed the nylon mooring rope from the closest pier.

      It was a race against time as the infected converged, thousands of them inside the chamber now, some stumbling over the decking, others trying to block our way out.

      We opened fire on those closest to us as Lexie juiced the engines and we slingshotted toward the opening.

      I urged the ladies to get down then fired at the monsters hanging from the stone ledges above the only way out of the chamber, but there were so many.

      “HOLD ON!” Lexie screamed, punching the engines as the boat rocketed forward.

      Dozens of the infected vaulted down from the ledges. I managed to shoot most—but not all—of them down.

      The remaining infected crashed into the boat. In a flash, there was hand-to-hand combat.

      Raven was attacked and threw an elbow that tore out the neck of an infected child. Then she kicked the monster back into the water, where it was pulverized by the whirling blades on the boat’s motor as Deb slammed her machetes into the mouth of an infected man and wrenched them sideways to eviscerate his head.

      Hollis kept her pistol tucked away, preferring the versatility of her hammer which ripped out the chests of two infected before she cratered their skulls with several mighty blows.

      One of the monsters that appeared disabled suddenly reared up behind Hollis, ready to sample her neck when—

      BOOM!

      I threw a punch that shattered the thing’s head, causing its body to burst apart like a waterlogged gourd.

      Hollis stood there for an astonished moment, then nodded and continued the fight which was over in seconds. Then we gathered in the center of the boat as it sluiced out of the opening and into the channel on the Potomac River that once ran past the National Harbor.

      We looked back up and over a cluster of buildings to see the casino we’d just left.

      Thousands of infected were swarming over the structure like fire ants.

      The ladies saw this and deflated.

      “It was only a matter of time,” I said.

      “Doesn’t make it any fucking easier,” Deb shot back.

      I threw up my hands. “And here I thought we were friends.”

      “There are no more friends anymore,” Deb replied, scowling, pointing the gore-slicked machetes at Hollis and I. “Just enemies and allies. And given what happened back there, I’m beginning wonder which category you two are in. So it’s time for some real talk, Nick. You need to tell us what you know about the vault.”

      “Put those down and I will.” I watched Deb lower the blades.

      Over the next two minutes, Slade and I revealed the information on the vault and detailed how it might not just be a space that allowed us to regroup and re-arm, but also likely contained details of other continuity of operations locations where maybe, just possibly, we could start the rebuilding process. Then I showed the women the schematic of where the vault was located, under the Cannon Building, and the projected path that would hopefully allow us to evade or circumvent the infected while heading to the vault.

      “Any questions?” I asked.

      Deb tapped one of her blades against the side of the boat. “Just one. What happens if we go there and there’s no vault?”

      “Hope like hell that’s not the case,” Hollis replied as everyone slumped, realizing there were no other options at the moment. Lexie threw the wheel, piloting the boat under the remains of the Woodrow Wilson Bridge, and headed up the river toward downtown Washington, D.C.
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      As a result of the prior night’s storm, the water was high, the color of chocolate milk, and full of debris, including hundreds of bodies. We saw several infected wriggling in the current, holding onto logs or riding chunks of plastic and the like downstream.

      Motoring upstream, we headed into the river’s main channel, keeping Alexandria on our left, then Reagan National Airport which, Hollis said, had been a staging area for the military in the days before the lights winked out.

      I could still see scores of tanks and transport vehicles along with a number of helicopters that the others said had been abandoned after the efforts to barricade the roads into the nation’s capital had failed.

      I’d been asleep the entire time of course, so they filled me in on how the government had hunkered down under the U.S. Capitol building after calling in teams of elite soldiers and first-tier operators to beat back the dead.

      The final battle had been a vicious one that devolved into something that resembled the Tet Offensive during Vietnam, Deb said. A meat-grinder that involved planes dropping napalm along the George Washington Memorial Parkway, and the bridges crossing the Anacostia River. Nobody knew how many had died, but the bodies of the infected purportedly were stacked in piles like cords of wood and burned. When they ran out of gasoline to burn the bodies, they had no other choice but to bulldoze them into piles that eventually seeped into rivers in such numbers that it became possible to walk across the water using the corpses as a bridge.

      “And then what did they do?” Deb continued, pointing at the water which was chock-full of human flotsam. “They shoved the bodies into the water and built a fucking bridge that the infected from the suburbs used to cross into the city.”

      “How long did they hold out?”

      “Three days,” Raven said. “The government bailed on them early, of course, the president and the rest of the elites getting whisked away to some underground complex, Site R or whatever the fuck it was called. Toward the end they were just using bulldozers to push the infected into these holes they dug all around the city.”

      We navigated up the Anacostia and under what was left of the Frederick Douglas Memorial Bridge.

      “We’ve got some greeters,” Slade said.

      We spotted the bodies on the bridge.

      Lots of them.

      Dangling from the remaining bridge spans, skeletons strung from wire and rope.

      “I assume those are victims of the final battle?” I asked.

      Nobody responded and I saw Hollis’s expression darken, especially when we saw a faint V with a line drawn through it carved into the rotting chest of one of the dead.

      We pulled up next to a dock near the Washington Nationals baseball stadium, but Slade told us to keep moving.

      “Too many bad guys,” he said as I scanned the HUD. I bit back a scream because huge sections of D.C. were red. How many infected were there? A hundred thousand? Two hundred thousand? “Better to keep moving north and anchor near the Naval Yard,” Slade continued.

      We tied up just south of the 11th Street Bridge and stared at the city, which was eerily silent. The only thing that moved were flocks of carrion that circled in the distance, a great black loop of them in the sky.

      “This place is like a buffet for vultures,” Hollis said.

      “Here’s hoping we’re not the next ones on the menu,” Raven added.

      I made a movement to step off the boat but Deb blocked my way. “What’s the plan?”

      “We’re going into the city.”

      “And then?”

      “We’re finding the vault.”

      “And then?”

      “I’ll figure that out when we get there.”

      “That’s not good enough, Nick. You fucked up our place back there—”

      “Look, with all due respect, the time for debate is over. We either head into the city, or we stay here in the boat. Take your choice, but that’s it,” I replied.

      After some back and forth, everyone agreed to head into D.C. The decision made, we gathered our gear, checked our walkie-talkies in case we got separated, and began moving uneasily north, past the U.S. Navy Museum.

      Here and there were remnants of the final battle: metal barricades, concrete blast walls, clusters of razor wire and discarded weaponry. The bodies—and there were many of them—had suffered in the elements, so all that remained were mounds of pudding-like flesh and bones strewn across the streets. As Slade noted, the barricades did have the effect of keeping out most of the infected, which allowed us to hike several miles without incident.

      I fell behind the ladies at one point, taking in everything, fighting to get my head around what had happened over the last few days.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Slade said.

      “Are we doing the right thing here, Slade?”

      “You’re doing the only thing.”

      “Can we make it?”

      “Ever heard of a singer named Marvin Gaye, Nick?”

      “I should. He was born around here.”

      “Then you’ll remember he had a song called Got to Give It Up with a line that basically said, “as long as you stay in the game, as long as you keep groovin’ there’s always a chance.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means never give up. You hear me? Forget about the past, focus on the now, keep moving forward, and good shit will follow.”

      I took this in and nodded, trudging with the others onto Pennsylvania Avenue and wending our way past jackknifed city buses, minivans that had accordioned into SUVs, and the half-devoured corpses that lay inside and under the vehicles. At one point I saw the rusted, hulking remains of what might have been a battle suit and I wondered whether there might be others like me somewhere out there, still fighting the good fight.

      “I’m thinking you could use some slow jams to set the mood as you enter the city,” Slade commented, powering up a soft R&B song.

      “How far off are we?”

      “Seven miles off and closing.”

      “What happens if we find the vault?”

      “Not ‘if’ but ‘when.’”

      “What then?”

      “We gather up what we can and move on to the next place.”

      “Which is?”

      “We’ll know that when we find it.”

      “What happens if there isn’t another spot?” I asked. “What if this is it?”

      “Then we’ll use what we can find to tame the fucking land, Dekko. We’ll start over, we’ll rebuild and not a mere existence mind you, but a life. Hell, maybe we’ll wander out into Montana or northern Nevada. You’re a numbers guy. You know that these kinds of plagues take their time to spread toward the center of the county. You’ll be Adam and, unlike the original one, you’ve got four Eves to choose from. Thank me later.”

      I glanced up and caught sight of the Capitol Building in the distance, the building where Congress used to meet and hash out legislation. “I can see the Capitol,” I said.

      “Yep. Only whorehouse in the world that never turned a profit,” Slade muttered.

      Everyone was on edge, but some were eager to forage in the hopes of finding something of value. Lexie fed Stevens a few cat treats before reaching into several cars, where she hunted around and pulled out a few revolvers, a flashlight, an umbrella, and a six-pack of warm beer that was nestled between the legs of a body that was missing a head.

      She held the beer up, grinning. I loped forward, snagging a beer before taking point, sweeping my cannon left to right just in case something unseen attacked.

      I couldn’t believe the road was completely devoid of the infected. From the HUD, it appeared that a good portion of them were concentrated between the Washington Monument and the National Cathedral. It was almost as if somebody had staked out one of those invisible fences that people used to use to corral their pets.

      The sun actually peeked through the clouds overhead for a moment. I curtained my eyes with my hands, squinting-scanning the buildings.

      Three shadowy forms were visible on the top of a distant building.

      What the hell?

      I blinked, and when I looked back, whatever had been there was gone. The shadowy forms and lack of infected added to the unease that was beginning to sweep over me. Something just didn’t feel right.

      Hollis moved up alongside me. “Did you see that?” I gestured to the building.

      “What?”

      “I thought I saw someone on the top of that.”

      “More of the infected.

      I nodded even as I wondered how they managed to get to the roof and she pursed her lips. “I want you know that I could’ve handled that infected dude before,” she whispered. “The one that came up behind me.”

      “I know.”

      “Because if you think I needed your help in any way, shape, or form, you are sorely mistaken, buster.”

      “I know that too, Hollis.”

      “But thanks.” She peered at the ground. “It pains me to admit it, but I was wrong about you, Nicholas.”

      “How’s that?”

      She looked up. “You’re less of an idiot than I thought when I first saw you back at the museum.”

      “Is that some kind of apology?”

      “Closest I’ll ever get to one.”

      We shared a laugh and a smile, a real one.

      “Check it!” Lexie shouted, holding up a scooter she’d nabbed from the back of a tour bus. She hopped onto it and miraculously was able to power it up. The motor was whisper-quiet, but Deb waved her hands, trying to get Lexie not to ride the damned thing.

      “Stevens and me are going the rest of the way in style!” Lexie shouted while zooming past us.

      She weaved between the cars and circled back around, then pointed at the path ahead as if she was going to lead the way.

      She passed me. I looked up and caught a flash of silver.

      A scrap of metal, a silver plate of some kind positioned on the road, maybe eight feet ahead of us.

      A silver plate that I quickly saw was connected to a length of wire.

      Before I could scream a warning, the scooter drove across the trip-plate. There was a little puff of air as the wire broke free with a loud twang and shrieked across the pavement, vanishing from sight. Turning, I caught another glimpse of the wire as it snaked across the shoulder into a metal box partially concealed near a streetlamp.

      Hollis looked over. “What the hell?”

      The front of the metal box opened to reveal that it was a Rube Goldberg-like contraption, made from what looked like repurposed automotive parts.

      Slade killed the music as I watched the wires unhitch a clutch pedal which slammed down, activating a hydraulic piston that pressed on a release fork to power up a flywheel that spun like a turbine. The flywheel loosed its kinetic energy, triggering a series of pulleys mounted on the façade of a nearby building.

      The pulleys engaged, lifting up the large sections of metal sheathing that had been on the ground.

      I counted five sets of sheathing in all, sections of metal that were as large as the sides of a barn.

      My mind wandered back to something Raven had said:  “Toward the end they were just using bulldozers to push the infected into these holes they dug all around the city.”

      Holes, holes, shit we’d found the holes filled with infected!

      “Run,” Slade said, softly at first.

      And then, when I saw that the sheathing was indeed concealing holes, pits in the ground and that things were wriggling down in the darkness like worms, Slade screamed, “FUCKING RUN, DEKKO!”

      The infected began spilling out of the holes, swarming and clotting, as Deb slapped fresh magazines in her pistols, waving them, signaling for us to follow her.

      The ladies ran ahead of me. I stayed behind, providing some cover fire, blasting the Woken back into the pits even as others we hadn’t noticed before, drawn by the cries of their brethren, appeared from overturned cars and burned out buildings.

      They continued to stream out of the holes and from every direction as I danced backward, firing a rocket that landed in the middle of one of the holes, mushrooming dirt and body parts into the air.

      Turning and running, I bobbed and weaved between the vehicle carcasses that had mucked up the way forward. The sound of the infected was deafening, like a great wave readying to crash on the beach.

      Looking back, I saw hundreds of them groping after us, a rapacious pack of meat-eaters. The thing that chilled my blood most was when a handful shrieked and stabbed their hands in the air and some of the others seemed to find meaning in the shrieks and broke off from the pack.

      Holy shit, they’re trying to flank us, I thought.

      Deb and the others witnessed this and fired at the flankers, shooting them down mid-sprint before they could work around us.

      “Where to?” I screamed.

      “You’ve got the fucking map!” Deb answered.

      I scanned the HUD and saw that a wave of red was coming toward us, rolling right down Pennsylvania Avenue like some kind of demonic political parade.

      “They heard the gunfire!” Slade said. “Time for Plan B!”

      “Which is?”

      “I know somewhere!” Hollis said. “It’s dangerous and we might not make it, but I know a way, a shortcut that might get us where we need to go!”

      “Slade?”

      “Go with Hollis!” Slade said. “I don’t have anything better.”

      “I’m trading you in on the newer model as soon as I can!” I replied to him.

      We followed Hollis, who pointed to the right and led us on a mad dash up 6th Street, headed north toward the Capitol Building.

      The road ahead was clear and we were looking good.

      We were going to do it.

      We were going to make it!

      Of course, that’s when the first body landed in the middle of the road, exploding like a water balloon.

      WHUMP-BOOM!

      Then another body, then ten more.

      I angled my head back and looked up to see the top of the surrounding buildings were teeming with infected.

      And they were diving from the structures, throwing themselves down at us.
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      “COVER YOUR HEADS!” Raven shouted as the bodies rained down on us.

      I yelled at the women and told them to stand in front of me. I did my best to shield them, but the going was slow.

      Several of the infected slammed into the top of the shark cage, marinating me in black sludge and bile.

      “That’s gonna leave a mark!” Slade snarked.

      The impacts nearly doubled me over, straining the suit’s joints, causing the pistons to pop and squeal, but I managed to keep myself upright, realizing we couldn’t stop because the undead were still following.

      The ladies broke off and ran ahead as I swung around to see one of the things chasing us. A fat-bellied ghoul dressed in a torn Redskins jersey who was missing his scalp lurched at me and—

      WHAM!

      One of the roof jumpers pistoned into him like a torpedo falling from the sky, the two bodies obliterating upon impact.

      More of the infected lumbered into view. I went on the offensive, using a combination of kicks and punches along with my arm blades, to hack them to pieces.

      I cleaved an infected woman in two, then divested three more infected men of their heads before jamming my rocket pod into the belly of an old woman and blasting her back into thirty of her brethren.

      This bought us some time. We used it to zig and zag up the street, which was lumpy and uneven, pitted from explosions during the fighting when the city fell to the dead. We barely avoided the bodies that continued to smash into the pavement, the sidewalks, the junked cars that lay here and there.

      In seconds, we were out of the shadows of the buildings and hooking a left onto Independence Avenue. There was a church up ahead, and several other large structures—and a multitude of infected marching right toward us.

      I scanned the map on my HUD and saw that the Cannon Building was on the other side of the Woken. I gasped because there was no way in hell we’d be able to get around them.

      “They’re in our way.” I gestured at the infected, then pointing at the Cannon Building. “We need to get past them.”

      Hollis nodded and pointed at another building ahead on the right, what she said was the Library of Congress. “We need to go there!”

      “To do what?” I asked. “Check out some fucking books?”

      She glowered. “There’s a way out inside the library. Trust me.”

      The ladies ran laterally toward the Library of Congress. I stopped and stood before the gruesome assembly of the Woken that were shambling forward. They converged, and I squeezed off several hundred rounds and followed that up with three rockets, the HUD stats reading:

      
        
        DAMAGE: 27%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 62%

        ROUNDS: 3,199

        ROCKETS: 34

        ZKIA: 3546

      

      

      I heard Hollis’s whistles and hauled ass up the street, then hooked a right, witnessing everyone motioning toward the library, a sprawling building made of stone, glass, and steel. It had a classicized façade with grandiose entrance stairs, lots of arches, columns, and what Slade said were the busts of great men perched over the windows.

      I checked the HUD and saw additional waves of infected moving toward us, but thankfully there appeared to be only three red dots inside the library. I shouted this to Hollis and the others, but they were already halfway up the steps.

      Hollis stopped in front of one of the massive bronze doors that guarded the way in. With much effort, I gimped up the stairs and then looked back down over the city. Smoke was rising from the areas we’d just come from, and we could see roving pacts of infected searching for us.

      “How many, Slade?”

      “Roughly three thousand down below you at the moment, but more are definitely on the way.”

      “Is there a way out of the library?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. But I can’t get a read on the lower levels of the building, so there definitely could be.”

      My stomach did somersaults as the ladies tried to open the door. It wouldn’t budge, so I was forced to expend another rocket on it.

      The door imploded. We waited for the smoke to clear then entered through the foyer. I grabbed some of the debris and a few heavy desks and shoved them against the door to prevent the monsters from following us, then followed the ladies into the main reading room, which took my breath away. There was an elaborately-painted copper dome over a hundred feet above us, and columns, bronze statues, marble, and dark woods that wrapped the rest of the circular space, encircling more than two hundred wooden reading desks.

      The room looked nearly untouched aside from the three infected women who were gimp-walking up the aisles towards us, shuffling past the reading desks.

      “Pretty fucking ironic, huh?” Raven pointed to a nearby reading desk that was overflowing with books…zombie books. It was as if someone had been trapped inside, doing research on zombies and the apocalypse when the real thing occurred.

      Stevens hissed at the three infected women, who I figured were likely librarians who stayed behind to save the books. They’d done a helluva job preserving the room. I turned away, grimacing, as Hollis quickly put them down with several whacks from her hammer.

      “Okay, so we’re here,” said Deb. “Now what?”

      Hollis wiped her hammer off.

      “During my last year of law school I interned for a Senator down the street. That’s when I first learned about it.”

      “About what?” Lexie asked.

      “About the book conveyor tunnel, the one that’s used to carry books back and forth from here to the Capitol. There were stories that it was completely destroyed when they built a visitor center back in the 2000’s, but that’s not true. It’s still there, down below us, and we can use it to get past those fuckers outside. The tunnel heads directly under the infected and ends inside the Cannon Building. Back in the day, it was the only way to transfer books that the Senators and their staffs needed.”

      Deb considered this as the trilling sound made by the Woken echoed from the library’s front door. “A book tunnel, huh? This keeps getting better and better.”

      We looked back and spotted the infected climbing through the front door. Hollis took off across the main reading room and we followed, tearing through a hallway that led to a ramp which descended into the bowels of the building.

      Scrambling through a metal door, we ran through a cramped corridor that I was barely able to traverse. At the end of the corridor was a set of locked double-doors that I blew open with a rocket, collapsing a section of the roof.

      Clawing at the debris, I batted away several shrouds of cobwebs, managing to open a passage for us as we entered a space that was completely dark and without definition.

      The battle suit’s exterior floodlights snapped on to reveal a much older section of building with moisture-slicked stone walls and a set of rusted tracks that ran through the subterranean space: the book tunnel Hollis had mentioned.

      On top of the tracks was a conveyor belt of sorts, a series of hinged metal panels. The contraption was tethered to a motor covered in spiderwebs, but given its age and the lack of power, there was no way it was going to start.

      We’d have to climb in and crawl through the tunnel old-school.

      Here’s the problem.

      The tunnel was tight.

      So fucking tight that I was forced to climb in sideways, pushing down with my metal feet while hauling myself up over the conveyor belt. And to make matters worse, the fact that we were underground had mucked up the HUD. I couldn’t get a clear signal or a decent map to let us know what the conditions were like. Basically, we were blind, and it didn’t help when I heard the sound of grunts and moans coming from the area we’d just left. Off in the distance I heard Stevens the cat hiss because he heard it as well.

      “THEY’RE COMING!” I screamed.

      We continue to move like inch-worms down the conveyor belt. I fired back at the infected while choosing not to let loose with a rocket for fear of bringing the tunnel’s roof down on us.

      Plowing ahead, we crawled up through the tunnel which widened to several antechambers that permitted us to stand and advance in a kind of crouching run.

      Up ahead, past piles of water-damaged books, was an area where the tunnel split in several directions, branching off into a warren of brick-lined catacombs. How far underground we were I don’t know, but the HUD wasn’t properly functioning. We were totally reliant on Hollis, who raised her hands, signaling for us to head to the left.

      She took a deep breath and smiled. “We’re almost there!”

      “You sure?”

      “Course I am. We’re going to make it!”

      She turned back, and a pair of grasping hands ratcheted around her throat as she was body-slammed by a form that sprang from the shadows.
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      The form came out of nowhere, upending a screaming Hollis. There was a flash of gunfire and a grunt as I loped forward to see that Deb had shot down the attacking infected, a man whose stomach was sufficiently exposed that I could count his ribs.

      Rolling the corpse aside, Hollis blinked and then Lexie helped her up.

      “You in one piece?” I asked.

      Hollis checked herself. She was fine aside from a nasty bruise on her cheek where the infected man had apparently elbowed her.

      A cacophony of squeals echoed from the other tunnel, followed by the stumble of bare feet, and moaning that rose in anticipation and gained in volume. We looked over to see, in a halo of light from my floodlights, that it was full of infected.

      I gestured for the ladies to leave. “GO!”

      They did, hands out, shooting down the tunnel which contained large black metal pipes running on either side. Standing my ground, I fired at the incoming Woken, forcing them back even as more surged forward.

      The space was so confined that only two of the Woken could stand next to each other, which made it easier to cut them down, but soon my gunfire had obscured all visibility and they were upon me.

      Two women slammed into the front of the shark cage, and one of them ripped a floodlight off of the battle suit, holding it up like a trophy. I brought my arms in, vivisecting the lady with my blades.

      More followed after the initial two, a press of twitching, growling bodies, the infected jumping on top of each other, eager to get at me.

      Before I could process what was happening, a nightmarish scenario had unfolded where I was literally holding the infected back with both arms, stemming the ghoulish tide.

      Dropping low to get leverage, I threw caution to the wind and fired a rocket that pulped the first few dozen infected before exploding thirty feet away from me.

      The explosion damaged the two pipes running on either side of the tunnel.

      The ones that apparently carried a large volume of water.

      I knew that because the pipes began spraying liquid and then ruptured in full, flooding the tunnel. Swinging around, I ran for my life, chugging down the tunnel, screaming about the water—and then I lost my balance.

      The water picked me up and carried me forward as my arms and head slammed against the tunnel walls and roofs, and then I was on my back, somehow surfing through the semi-darkness.

      The ladies were up ahead, clustered near a metal ladder bolted to a wall that led up to what looked like a manhole cover.

      Hollis jumped onto the ladder, but the others weren’t fast enough.

      The water knocked them off their feet. I sluiced under Hollis, who peered down at me, then having no better alternative, headed up to the light, shoving aside what I could see was indeed a manhole cover.

      I was whisked along with Deb, Raven, and Lexie (and Stevens the cat), sent rocketing through the tunnel by the blast of water which eventually crashed into another, larger section of tunnel.

      Bouncing off one of the tunnel walls, I fell to the ground and saw that the water had not completely snuffed out the infected. The ones that weren’t drowned were rising to their feet, searching for us.

      I urged the others to rise and run, and then the four of us ran raggedly down through the darkened interior of the tunnel with the Woken close on our heels.

      In several places, there were holes in the walls and ceiling, which provided a small measure of light to go along with the single still-functioning floodlight on the battle suit.

         We came to a crossroads in the tunnel and continued to run, blasting under archways and across T-junctions that sloped into dark nothingness.

      Stopping, I peered back, sensing a commotion in the dark, velvety blackness. Legs and arms and heads spastically moving. The bastards had followed our scent, massing like locusts as they staggered through the passageways, scattering delegations of rats and other things that preferred to dwell in the darkness as I ran in the opposite direction.

       The air soon grew heavy, the surroundings dusty and dank. More pipes had burst from the walls and there was water again, up to our ankles.

      We sloshed through the muck, the sound of the infected growing louder.

      “We’re close,” I said, moving around the ladies. “It’s right up here!”

      Suddenly, the water began funneling past us as the ground sloped, pushing down into the darkness that lay a dozen feet beyond us.

      The current grew incredibly strong. I slipped and fell back, and so did the ladies.

      We rode the water down through the tunnel and then ground gave way under our feet.

      My metal arms windmilled as I dropped toward a vast moat of blackened water, an overflow reservoir of sorts.

      Deb followed after me. We plunged straight down, my feet eventually hitting something solid as I pushed my way back up. The water poured into the shark cage and shorted out the exterior floodlight, but miraculously didn’t harm the engine or the controls. Slade had been right when he said initially that the pieces around the battle suit were fit so tightly that they were waterproof. Still, I got wet and the water was frigid so I activated the safety bags near the helmet, listening to the hiss of CO2 as they inflated and powered me up.

      I reached out a hand and grabbed a lip on what I could see was a wide metal cylinder. Deb did the same and in the ambient light we quickly surveyed out surroundings. We’d fallen a good ten feet into the moat, a pool of water contained within the metal cylinder that was fifteen feet wide and eight feet deep. There were a few spikes bolted onto the sides of the cylinder, a possible way to climb up. I reached down and cued the button for Slade, who immediately began shouting, “we’ve got company!”

      I looked around, but didn’t see a damn thing.

      “Down!” Slade screamed. “Look down!”

      I did, spotting silhouettes swimming under us.

         My eyes pinched to focus.

          Whatever was down there was causing the water to bubble up.

          I grabbed Deb and helped her up so that she could grab one of the metal spikes.

          “Hurry!” I shouted.

          More bubbles.

          A head breached the surface of the water.

          The massive dome of an albino infected. The thing’s face appeared out of the water, sewage and bile sliding off its shiny flesh which was peeling off in streamers like wet wallpaper.

      Then five more just like it appeared, upchucking water.

          The creatures sniffed the air, sensing where we were. Deb white-knuckled the spike and I boosted her up. She fell once and I caught her, my hands cupping her ass, pushing her up as one of the infected grabbed onto the back of the shark cage. Deb was safe, but the abomination was hell-bent on pulling me down into the water.

      I struggled to bring my cannon around, but couldn’t get a shot off given the placement of the spikes. It was either climb up or shoot, but I couldn’t do both.

      One of the monsters mounted the front of the battle suit as gunshots rang out above us.

          Lexie and Raven were firing down into the water when—

      WHUNK!

      One of Deb’s machetes rocketed into the albino beast’s head, splitting his skull open in a watery splatter of gray matter and bile.

      Another infected latched onto the battle suit and then shots from Lexie and Raven took the thing’s jaw off. It flopped back into the water and Lexie, for that’s who fired the shot, drilled another bullet through the monster’s temple. Two more shots pierced the throats of a brace of albinos, blowing out the bones and ligature that kept their heads in place.

      The infected sank into the water. I grabbed one of the spikes and began pulling myself up when I slipped!

      I dangled, holding onto one of the spikes as the remaining infected grabbed my legs and began crawling up over my torso. I couldn’t shake the devils. They were grinning, their black tongues lolling over cleat-like teeth.

      Lexie fired several more shots, blasting the crowns of the infecteds’ heads, blowing out the backs of their skulls.

          I grabbed the spikes and climbed up, watching Deb and the others tiptoeing around the edges of the moat to avoid falling in.

         “Next time you wanna go for a swim, how ‘bout you ask, huh?” said Deb, wringing out her wet hair.

      I nodded. “Where’s Hollis?”

      “I can’t get a read,” Slade said. “We’re still too far underground.”

      “She went up,” Lexie said, holding her assault rifle and a soaking wet Stevens the cat. “There was an opening onto Independence Avenue and she climbed up.”

      “But that’s where the infected were.”

      “She’s a tough cookie,” said Raven. “She knows where she’s going. She’ll find a way to make it work.”

      “We need to go and help her.”

      “First the vault,” said Deb.

      “But what about—”

      “She’s right, Dekko,” Slade said. “First, we hit the objective, then we send out a search party for Hollis. She’d understand if she was here.”

      We heard several grunts, and looked across the opening in the tunnel floor.

      The tunnel was packed with an innumerable number of infected, maybe sixty feet away.

      “Don’t those fucking things ever give up?” Lexie asked.

      The first infected tried to long-jump the hole in the floor and promptly fell into the moat. Several more did the same, then another ten or twelve. In seconds, the moat was filled with bodies. So many were down below us that the rest of the infected simply lumbered across their outstretched arms, using them as a kind of crude bridge.

      We redoubled our speed and whipped down the tunnel even as we were barely able to see ten feet in front of our faces. Hurdling sections of trash, we leaped over small colonies of rats, swatting our way through spider webs and clusters of bugs that dive-bombed us.

      In moments, the light began to build in the tunnel. There was something up ahead.

      A circular metal door that resembled something you might see on a submarine, a hatch with a circular release wheel.

      Raven grabbed the wheel and tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Whaddaya say, Slade?”

      “You know what a battering ram is, Dekko?”

      “Yep.”

      “Time to become one.”

      “GET OUT OF THE WAY!” I screamed, realizing I couldn’t risk firing a rocket because I didn’t know what was on the other side of that door.

      Instead, I lowered my shoulder like a linebacker ready to bulldoze a running back and jackhammered into the hatch, ripping it from its hinges.

      The impact rocked me sideways and I spun to a stop inside yet another underground corridor, this one long and twisty and very white.

      I stood and the battle suit whined, the pistons snapping and popping. A length of metal wire near my arm was sparking and I could see a dribble of black oil near the suit’s knee joint. I’d suffered some damage in knocking down that door.

      “You lost the number 14 orbital actuator,” Slade said.

      “What’s the takeaway?”

      “Your gait’s askew.”

      I took two halting steps forward and I noticed I couldn’t move as quickly as before, but it didn’t matter. There was no turning back, so I gritted it out even as the yellow eyes of the infected glowed from the area we just left. The devils had followed us. We fired at them, but many more were on the way.

      Suddenly, we heard a burst of static and then an electronic squawk. It was coming from Raven’s right front pocket. She hunted in the pocket and removed a walkie-talkie.

      I could hear Hollis’s voice on the other end. “Anyone there?”

      Raven raised the walkie-talkie. “This is Raven. That you, Hollis?”

      “No, it’s Lady-fucking-Gaga. Of course it’s me!”

      “Where are you?”

      “Inside the Madison Building. Some of the Woken followed me in, but the upper floors seem mostly deserted. You in the vault yet?”

      “Getting there,” Raven answered.

      “Get as much as you can then try to meet me outside.”

      Raven looked over at us and everyone nodded. “Works for us,” Raven said, pocketing the walkie-talkie as I scanned the HUD which showed two things: we still had some distance to cover, and the building was infested with infected. Not as many in and around the area we were traversing, but shitloads on the floors above us. Not. Cool.

      We bolted down the corridor, smashing through double doors that sucked closed behind us, venturing into more startling bareness, more sterile corridors that ended at a tangle of furniture, overturned golf carts, and a crude barricade.

      Decaying bodies littered the floor. We crawled over and around them, hooking a right, confronting three infected that I smashed to bits with my metal fists. I was running on empty, taxed from the day’s events, but I couldn’t let up. We were so very close. For all of our maneuvering, however, the dead didn’t stop their pursuit and soon the halls echoed with their horrific trilling.

      We descended a wobbly stairway and blew open a sealed door to reveal a white-bricked hallway that terminated at a featureless metal wall.

      “That’s it!” Slade said. “The vault is behind that door!”

      Of course, we didn’t have a key to the door, so we worked first to barricade the sealed door at the other end of the hall, pushing and stacking a collection of debris against it. Then, I padded back to the featureless door, studying it.

      “What do you think?” I asked Slade.

      “I think you need to examine the wall near where the hinges should be.”

      The door didn’t have any exposed hinges, so the HUD sent me an image of the wall on either side of the door with three areas highlighted in yellow.

      “You’re gonna need to punch that sucker,” Slade said.

      I did, driving a fist into the drywall, finding metal bars behind it, something that was obviously installed to strengthen the door.

      “Blow the thing in!” Raven shouted.

      “I can’t!” I answered. “I don’t know what’s on the other side!”

      I throttled the wall, hitting it again and again, pieces of my metal fists flying into the air, my long, thin fingers mangled. Eventually, I exposed a cluster of wires and tubing that resembled entrails.

      An image of the wires appeared on my HUD. Slade highlighted a ball of green and yellow ones packed into a metal junction box.

      “Shoot the box,” he said.

      Easing back, I took aim and fired at the box which sparked and smoked and then I could hear the screech of metal grinding against metal and then—

      WHUNK!

      The door swung open, and I gasped.
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      I’m not ashamed to admit that I love me some Raiders of the Lost Ark. I mean, I’m such a fan of the original movie that the password on my iPhone used to be “Ravenwood.” One of the coolest things IMHO was the scene at the end where the Ark of the Covenant, after being recovered by the good guys, is wheeled into a ginormous government warehouse filled with crates and boxes. Now imagine that warehouse exists and it’s located under the streets of downtown Washington, D.C., and every inch of space is given over to all the weapons that could be scrounged as the world slowly crumbled to pieces.

      That’s what I saw on the other side of the door.

      A space that was several hundred feet long and a hundred broad, dimly lit by rows of LED lights that were presumably fed by the solar panels on top of the building. The room was stacked nearly floor-to-ceiling with equipment, machines, gear, weapons, and bundles of weapons parts and ammunition.

      My eyes were everywhere, taking in hundreds of pieces of equipment. There were rifles, and rocket launchers, body armor, tablets, machine-pistols, regular pistols, grenades, and various pods of electronica, gizmos, and complex pieces of machinery (including what looked like at least one partial battle suit and a single black wing with tiny jets mounted on the bottom), not to mention pallets stacked with cash, food, and water.

      “Um, I’ll take one of everything, please,” Lexie said, moving ahead of me, her face lighting up with reverent wonder as she took in the weapons and gear

      A shadowy form rushed at us from the corner of the room. Deb got off a quick shot that winged what we could see was an emaciated, infected man. The shot tore through the man’s bicep, sending him spinning to the ground. Instead of putting the ghoul down, however, Deb grabbed a section of nylon webbing and wrapped it around the man like a straitjacket, whispering that she might be able to glean some intel from him. Then she kicked the infected man’s legs out so that he was seated against a pallet of ammunition, moaning.

      With my help, Deb and Raven moved a heavy metal crossbar against the door, securing it. Then I ranged between the rows of goodies as the HUD flashed images and details of just how much stuff there was.

      “Keep moving,” Slade said. “There’s something you’re going to want to see.”

      While Deb, Lexie, and Raven weaponed up, Slade guided me toward the left side of the room, toward a cluster of electronic equipment.

      “What are we looking for?”

      “It’s like porn, Dekko. I’ll know it when I see it.”

      I began combing through high-tech tablets, ruggedized controllers, and mini-satellite dishes. Among them was a plastic case that contained what resembled a red sprinkler head.

      “Bingo!” Slade said. “Grab that sucker.”

      I exited the shark cage and pried open the case, revealing the strange red object. It had a circular end filled with a dozen holes which bore a faint resemblance to the cannon on the arm of the battle suit. The object was attached to a long cable that Slade had me plug into the front port on the shark cage.

      “What is it?” I climbed back into the battle suit.

      “It’s a device that creates nano-derived optically active superlattices.”

      “Come again?”

      “It’s optical camouflage.”

      “Don’t even tell me—”

      “That’s right. It’s a cloaking device, baby.”

      “How?”

      “It creates a field around the battle suit that bends and bounces back light, creating the

      impression, at least for a few seconds, that you aren’t really there. Would you like to try it out?”

      “Yes, please.”

      A box began blinking on the HUD: Metamaterial Shroud V.04 Has Been Installed! Would you like to engage?

      I tapped the blinking box and beams of yellow light filled the air all around the battle suit. I certainly couldn’t feel any change so I decided to test it out, moving back to the ladies, creeping up on Lexie. I waved my hands in front of her face, but she barely reacted.

      “It’s me!” I shouted.

      She jumped a foot into the air.

      “What the fuck, Nick?”

      I powered off the cloaking device and her eyes bugged out.

      “Holy shit,” Deb said, looking over.

      “You’ve gone and done it now,” added Raven.

      “That’s right,” I nodded and winked. “I went and got all invisible on your asses.”

      “How?” Lexie asked.

      Before I could answer, Raven’s walkie-talkie barked. She brought it up and Hollis’s voice was barely audible on the other end. “I’ve got a problem,” she whispered.

      “Just one?” Raven asked.

      “There’s somebody on the second floor of the building with me.”

      “How many infected?”

      “Not infected,” Hollis replied breathlessly. “People.”

      “Coming to help?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure they’re hunting me,” Hollis said. “I’m going for the roof.”

      “Stay there and we’ll come and help,” I said as the walkie-talkie cut off.

      “How do you propose we help her, Nick?” Deb asked. “She’s over there and we’re here.”

      “That’s true, but we’ve got a secret weapon, don’t we?”

      “What?”

      “Yours truly,” I said. “Grab what you can, because I’m going up to save Hollis.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Lexie said, positioning Stevens near her chest in a sling while strapping on what looked like a mini-flamethrower around her lower back.

      Raven nodded, hoisting a mighty, cylindrical rocket launcher, and a bandolier of shells. “Me too.”

      Deb hesitated, then sighed and hoisted a smaller version of the mini-gun that Jesse Ventura toted in Predator. “I guess I can’t let you idiots die on your own. I’m coming with.”

      “There’s an elevator at the back,” Slade said. “Goes to the roof.”

      “Does it work, and will it get us where we need to go?” I asked.

      “I’m fairly confident that it will.”

      We tapped a button on the elevator and it blinked. The sound of hidden gears engaging and grinding echoed and then the door miraculously pinged open to reveal an oversized freight elevator, likely one of the ways all the gear was brought down to the vault.

      The ladies entered first and I made myself small, barely fitting inside. Deb tapped the button for the roof and we waited as the lift began rising. There were three floors we would have to pass through, and each was filled with bad guys.

      The first floor whipped past and aside from Deb shooting the speaker when Dean Martin began blaring, we were feeling good.

      Soon we’d be on the roof, which would give us an excellent view of our surroundings, and then we’d find a way to help Hollis. Whether that meant climbing down and charging across the street or using the kickstarter to hurdle the distance between the buildings I didn’t know, but we would find a way. We had to.

      Not surprisingly, that’s when it happened.

      The elevator lurched to a stop.

      At the second floor.

      “Shit,” Slade said.

      “I thought you said this thing would get us where we needed to go!”

      “I said I was fairly confident.”

      The lights flashed on the elevator and then the door began opening. Deb punched at the buttons, trying to get the door to shut, but it was no use.

      The door opened and a cadaverous face peered in.

      I blinked, and then the shooting started.
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      Anger won out over fear and I jammed my cannon into the face of the gray-flesh monster and let him have it. The rounds from my gun tore through his mouth, filling the air with bits of bone and teeth, before thumping into the infected lining up behind him. The dead fell like dominos.

      Shooting out of the elevator, I was pissed and ready to kick some ass. We found ourselves in a bullpen and, without speaking a word, began firing at anything that moved.

      Deb, Raven, and Lexie were alongside me, gunning down the infected. Lexie was quickly surrounded and fired up her flamethrower, Stevens hissing as she showered the monsters with contained balls of jellied gasoline that tripped an overhead sprinkler.

      Raven crouched and fired her grenade launcher, punching holes in the walls, tearing down section of the roof, tossing the vacuous-eyed demons sideways.

      The walls and floor were soon running with blood as we trekked across the bullpen at a pace somewhere between a jog and a sprint.

      The rhythmic slap of naked feet echoed as more of the infected spilled out of adjacent rooms, wailing their displeasure. I used my fists and blades to pulverize the attackers.

      “You need to go up!” Slade shouted.

      “Easier said than done,” I replied.

      “Check the HUD in three, two, one…”

      A box blinked on the HUD followed by a schematic of the building. We blinked green and I could see that the entire building was blinking red. It looked like a thousand to one ratio, and not in favor of us! Thankfully, an orange line with an arrow appeared, a path forward.

      We shot our way down a corridor and then I was forced to improvise when the path ahead became too chocked with flesh-eaters.

      Lowering my metal shoulder, I smashed through several walls of glass, wood, and drywall, creating my own goddamn path.

      At one point, the ladies stopped to reload. Slade clicked on my invisibility cloak. I stepped out into the hallway and snuck up on a dozen bad guys who were readying to ambush them. Before they knew what had happened, I’d cut them all down. Then anger overtook me and I continued the assault.

      Rather than heading back, I waded into a room full of the things. They couldn’t see me so I pounced, bringing my fists down, mashing them to pieces. Their black blood sheeted the walls and the shark cage, which I quickly learned made me visible again because one of the things grabbed a metal beam from a wall and broke it over my metal back.

      The impact knocked me to the ground. For the first time, I laid there like an overturned turtle. The infected threw themselves on top of me, raining down blows with their fists, trying to claw and bite their way into the cage.

      The looks of hungry malevolence on their faces was enough to turn anyone’s stomach, and I couldn’t hear Slade over their high-pitched squeals.

      Slotting the controls, I tried to shove them back or right the battle suit, but there were too many. I managed to push myself up halfway at one moment, but the sheer weight of the things caused the machine’s pistons and actuators to strain so mightily that I was worried the entire shark cage might break apart.

      “GET DOWN!” a woman screamed and I fell back as the room was engulfed in flames. Whether it was their moldering flesh or the fact that they wore ragged, oily clothes, fire seemed to engulf the infected more rapidly than a living person.

      The wall of fire crashed down over the infected and me, singing my legs, setting the exterior of the battle suit on fire before another sprinkler tripped.

      I locked my arms against the side of the battle suit and pushed the heap of charred bodies off so that I could finally stand. Little fires still burned in the room, which was getting a quick soaking. Lexie waved from an entranceway, a little blue flame still dancing at the end of her flamethrower.

      “Still think it was a bad idea to bring the ladies along?” I asked Slade.

      “No comment.”

      I met up with the trio and learned that we weren’t out of the woods yet. The floor was still heaving with roaming packs of infected and there were too many massed near the stairwell.

      “What options do we have, Slade?”

      “No good ones. You’re going to have to go outside.”

      “Outside, as in downstairs on the street?”

      “No, outside as in out through a window and up one floor.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” Slade replied.

      I followed the map on the HUD until I was standing near a wall of glass on the east side of the trapezoidal building. We shot the windows out and then I peered outside to see that we weren’t terribly high off the ground, only around thirty feet, but the entire section of pavement below us was covered with infected. The things were trilling, gnashing their teeth, and raising their hands, slicing at the air.

      Looking up, I noted that the backside of the building had several architectural handholds. Portions of the stonework beneath the windows that jutted out a foot or more. All I had to do was jump up five feet, grab the edges and then hopefully pull myself up.

      “You’re twenty feet away from the roof,” Slade said.

      “What about Deb and the others?”

      “They’ll have to climb onto the shark cage.”

      “Can it hold them?”

      “It’ll have to,” he answered. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “We all fall down to our deaths.”

      “I mean aside from that.”

      Looking back in the building, I traded looks with Deb, Lexie, and Raven that conveyed our mutual uncertainty.

      “The more we discuss this, the worse it gets,” Deb said.

      Raven nodded. “Enough tongue-clucking. Let’s do this.”

      The ladies grabbed onto the back of the shark cage and I clutched the edge of the window, wrapping my fingers around the metal casing and swinging outside.

      “Let’s go!” Slade shouted.

      “HOLD ON!” I screamed to Deb and the others.

      Measuring myself, I crouched low and then vaulted five feet up where somehow I grabbed the window’s edge. I could hear Deb and the others nervously talking and the walkie-talkie barking, but I didn’t utter a word. I was too focused on the task at hand.

      Smashing my fists through the window, I pulled us up. The roof was just above us, only ten or twelve feet overhead.

      We were almost there. Then something moved in front of me, slow and deliberate.

      The infected were visible, just on the other side of the window.

      I clasped the insides of the window and stood to my full height on the window ledge as the things hiding inside the room streaked toward us.

      There was no way I could defend myself and maintain my position.

      I had to make a choice: fight or jump.

      Shuddering at the sight of the infected, I reached down and swiped a finger across the HUD, bringing up the box for the kickstarter, the battle suit’s turbo.

      “What are you doing?” Slade asked.

      “What has to be done,” I replied. “Get ready.”

      The monsters inside the room were nearly on us as I leaned back and lowered into a semi-crouch and then I ordered Slade to engage the kickstarters and he did—

      BAROOM!

      It felt like we’d been slingshotted into the air, the propulsive force was so great. The sudden jet of power shot us ten feet up as I threw my hands out and latched onto the edge of the roof—

      Which immediately crumbled and gave way!

      Noooooo!

      We fell straight down.

      Slamming to a stop two feet below the roof.

      A concealed ledge had saved our asses. For several delirious seconds we just tottered, swaying back and forth.

      Gut instinct, that’s the only thing I can think of that saved our asses, because otherwise I have no idea how I maintained my balance at that moment, but I did. The ladies continued to scream (and Stevens was hissing), but somehow I’d managed not to fall down even as the trio’s weight threatened to drag the shark cage from our perch.

      Slade ordered me to throw a punch and I did, my fist slamming into the side of the building, jackhammering through the stone where I grabbed a piece of rebar that steadied us.

      Deb, Lexie, and Raven crawled over me and up, making it onto the building as I reached up, grabbed a section of roof, and chinned up.

      I flopped onto the roof, which was devoid of life: no people, no infected, no nothing aside from an array of solar panels and wind turbines.

      Immediately, I heard the percussive snap of small-arms fire.

      I slipped past an array of solar panels, tracking the sound, trying to get a look at the Madison Building.

      More gunfire and then the unmistakable bang of a pistol firing.

      Coming from somewhere very close.

      I ran to the other side of the roof and looked over, and that’s when I saw her.

      Hollis.

      She was wearing her smiley-face mask and engaged in a running gunfight on the top of the Madison Building.

      My first thought was that she’d been trapped by the infected, but then I saw that the figures pursuing her weren’t undead at all.

      They were humans!

      What appeared to be women in body armor.

      I watched her shoot down two of her pursuers. Then there was a flash of light, and something struck Hollis and knocked her to the ground. I couldn’t tell if she was alive or dead, but I screamed at her. One of the figures stopped and turned.

      The figure, a young woman, turned and squinted and then smiled because she could see me.

      Despair suddenly turned to disbelief, because I recognized her.

      It was the same woman that had tried to shoot me a day earlier, back up near the old AME-Zion church.

      The one that was part of the group that ambushed us.

      The one I could’ve shot, but didn’t.

      The one whose life I’d spared.

      The very same woman with the V tattoo at the base of her neck.

      I screamed for Hollis and a dark smile gripped the young woman’s face.

      She held up a hand as if to signal that she knew who I was and then she and the others gathered Hollis up and hauled her toward the edge of the roof.

      A figure wearing a black balaclava threw Hollis over his shoulder, then he and the others grabbed ropes and rappelled down the building toward a section of ground that was relatively free of infected. There were others on motorcycles waiting for them. They grabbed an unconscious Hollis, placed her across one of the bikes and then drove off down the street, weaving between the infected before vanishing into an underground metro station. I watched them go and then I slumped to the ground, listening to the sound of the dead screaming from the streets below.
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      So that’s how it all went down.

      That’s the recap of how I fought my way through the apocalypse only to lose Hollis, my colleague, and I’d like to think, my friend, to a bunch of common criminals.

      “She’s gone,” Slade says.

      “For the moment,” I reply, standing, moving back toward a boxy structure on the roof, the entrance that should allow us to head back down into the building.

      “Where the hell are you going?” Slade asks.

      “I’m going back downstairs to gather up as many of the weapons as I can, get some serious fucking upgrades, and then I’m going outside,” I reply, feeling light on my feet, ready to rock and roll.

      “To do what?”

      “Kick some ass and find her,” I say.

      “Just like that?”

      I nod. “Just like fucking that.”

      “Why would you risk everything?”

      “Because Hollis is my friend, Slade.”

      Glancing back at the ladies I can see their faces making calculations. They’re down too. They’re ready to head back into the vault and grab as much weaponry as we can, and then we’ll make every single one of those fuckers pay for kidnapping Hollis.
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      Thanks for picking up a copy of the first book in this series.  If you liked what you read, please leave a review on Amazon and check out the further adventures of Nick and the ladies in Book 2, which will be out soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      With this series, I set out to do a little something different. I’m a huge fan of harem books, but with Pox Americana I wanted to explore something beyond the typical stories that center around  mythical creatures or superheroes. Having always been a huge fan of zombie books and movies, I thought it might be cool to focus on an everyman, Nick Dekko, who wakes up to find himself smack-dab in the middle of the apocalypse. Initially he’s shell-shocked and understandably despondent, but quickly realizes that he’s got three things going for him:  (1) a potty-mouthed A.I.; (2) a fully-loaded battle suit; and (3) he’s probably the last man on Earth. Armed to the teeth, he sets out and quickly encounters a series of ass-kicking women that he bonds with as they unite to fight their way to a secret government vault that might hold the secret to rebooting civilization. Written in the irreverent tone of Zombieland, I tried to strike a balance between humor and horror while weaving in the spicy times scenes that make harem books so much fun. I definitely see at least another book or two in the series, so keep checking back for book 2 and thanks for reading!

      

      
        
        [SAMPLE CHAPTERS OF THE SWORDSMAN, BOOK 1 FOLLOW]

      

      

      If you like sexy mashups, have I got some books for you. On the following pages are the first chapters for my fantasy harem series The Swordsman, which is chock full of good things like mystical creatures from Nordic mythology, a crazy alchemist, the warrior Beowulf, Grendel, and a harem of sexy warrior women, all of whom are magically transported to modern-day Hollywood where they team up with a down-on-his luck screenwriter to save the world.

      THE SWORDSMAN – BOOK 1

      THE SWORDSMAN – BOOK 2

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Swordsman Book 1 Preview

          

        

      

    

    
      The taste of blood was sharp in Adam Fraser’s mouth as he led the others up the observatory’s hillside to greet the small army of trolls. His buddy Jonathan Hong was on his left, gun in hand, and Huldra, the voluptuous seductress of forest and fen, was on his right. She was white-knuckling a battle axe and sported a look that could melt steel.

      “Get ready,” she said, her ample breasts heaving, glistening with sweat. “Here come the trolls.”

      “Now that’s something you don’t hear every day,” Adam replied.

      The trolls swooped down on them and for a fraction of a second, Adam thought it was like they’d been trapped inside a snow globe. Only the snow had been replaced by dirt and the townspeople by trolls, the diminutive death-dealers kicking up dust as they launched themselves into the air.

      Adam unleashed a flurry of punches as Huldra went to work, carving a path through the assailants. She was a wondrously fearsome sight to behold: her muscled body contorting and her axe a blur as she made the air sing while slicing through necks and lopping off limbs.

      Adam marveled at how Huldra seemed to be one step ahead of their attackers. She ducked under their clawed hands, executing a perfect slide before coming up on the balls of her feet. She jumped and lunged, and by the time the trolls had compensated for her first move, she had already made another.

      Hack.

      Slash.

      Chop.

      Repeat.

      The trolls fell by two and threes. Then the sky began to glow orange.

      Adam looked up and spotted a flurry of fireballs dropping through the air. In the instant before they crashed to the ground, he remembered how it all began…how his life had been turned upside down when he’d agreed to go on a journey with Beowulf and the two warrior women to defeat the evil alchemist named Mossheart…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      On the seventh day of the fifth year of the reign of Hrothgar the Dane, Ludovicus Mossheart, part-time alchemist and full-time sybarite, acquired the knowledge to travel through time.

      Like many great discoveries, this one occurred by chance after Mossheart stumbled upon an ancient grimoire authored by Manetho, an Egyptian priest and master of the mystic arts.

      The book, purportedly bound in the flesh of a Persian magi, included a stave, an incantation for temporal transport, which involved the recitation of words from a language lost to time along with the mixing of many obscure ingredients, including beryl stone, the foreskin of a thirty-year-old ogre, and the powdered teeth of a blind child.

      Mossheart was eager to attempt the spell if for no other reason than it might allow him to take revenge on the bane of his existence.

      The warrior Beowulf.

      Damned, accursed Beowulf.

      The slayer of Grendel, the keeper of the rule, and the bastard who’d dispatched his henchmen, stolen his most fetching lady friends, and run off his eleven acolytes.

      One could easily live without women and acolytes, but finding good henchmen in an untamed land was a difficult endeavor—which meant that Beowulf had to die. Upon discovering the spell, Mossheart conceived a plan whereby he’d travel back in time a day or two and set the perfect ambush.

      There was only one problem.

      On the very day that Mossheart discovered the spell, Beowulf discovered him.

      The alchemist heard the shouts outside of his cave and grabbed the grimoire and a sack that contained his personal effects, including, among other items, the energy crystal which fueled his powers, and the mixings for various, powerful spells.

      He searched for his very best vest, the one made from the bristles of a dozen large boars, but couldn’t find it. Instead, he slipped on a pair of his favorite lambskin gloves which covered a small pinkie ring coated with poison, threw on a black cape, and made for a hidden rear entrance in the cave, intent on taking shelter in the countryside to plot his revenge.

      He made it exactly five paces before being tackled by Beowulf’s warrior women, the two big-breasted harlots named Aerowynn and Zori.

      They placed their well-muscled legs on his back, pressing him close to the ground while looping the magical bindings around his wrist, the only ones his powers were ineffective against.

      “What say you, wizard?” asked Aerowynn, the taller of the two who sported a crown of laurel set in her black hair which was pulled back so tightly into a bun that it resembled a snake coiled atop her head.

      Mossheart spat out a mouthful of grit. He smiled because he’d cast a spell on them six days earlier which forced the brutes to speak his language, the mother tongue of his birthplace, the island called Britain. “I say even you two aren’t dense enough to realize a man can’t speak when his mouth is full of dirt.”

      Aerowynn pulled Mossheart up to his feet. “You’ve got a salty tongue.”

      “That’s exactly what she said,” Mossheart replied, smirking, angling his head at Zori, the shorter, well-proportioned woman with plump red lips and dirty-blonde hair whose flesh was inked with tribal tattoos.

      Zori’s eyes narrowed to slits. She adjusted her horned helmet and pointed up and when Mossheart followed her gaze, Zori punched him in the stomach, stealing the breath from his lungs.

      “Is that any way to treat a guest in your country?” Mossheart asked, doubled over, grimacing.

      “He’s no guest,” a man’s voice said, echoing off the cave walls.

      Mossheart spotted a figure at the mouth of the cave, backlit by the dying sun. A hulking man with shoulders like boulders who carried an impossibly large sword and a rucksack made of animal hide.

      Beowulf strode forward and Mossheart saw that around his upper body was the skinned hide of a dire wolf, a beast whose muzzle and jaws protruded from the warrior’s back such that it appeared as though he possessed two heads.

      Mossheart summoned a faint smile. “Beowulf…thank the gods you’re here.”

      Beowulf appraised the alchemist, unmoved by his attempt at humor. So stern was Beowulf’s affect, Mossheart thought, that the whole man, visage, frame, and soul, seemed formed from some terrible iron, gifted with life and thought.

      The warrior radiated restless energy and reeked of sweat, piss, and violence, his eyes as cold and clear as winter ice. Beowulf hefted his sword and gestured at Mossheart.

      “I still think mine is bigger than yours,” the alchemist quipped.

      “Check the bindings on the spell weaver and bring him forward,” Beowulf said, ignoring the remark. “He has an appointment with the locks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      And so it came to be that on his thirtieth year upon the Earth, Ludovicus Mossheart was stripped to his undergarments and unceremoniously yanked out of the cave by Aerowynn and Zori.

      “Hey! The cape! Watch the bloody cape!” Mossheart shouted as the women dragged him by his cape through the hoarfrost. They let him go for a moment, and Mossheart, whose hands were bound in front of him, removed a piece of tanned animal hide from a pocket and began dusting himself off.

      “What are you doing?” Aerowynn asked.

      “I’ve got a thing about keeping clean,” Mossheart replied, wiping his chest and cape.

      Zori glared at him. “You’re a wizard who lives in a cave.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to live like an animal does it?”

      Aerowynn held up three fingers. “I heard about you and your rituals, but you’ve got this much time to get moving. One, two—”

      WHACK!

      She smacked him in the face and down he went. “What happened to three?” Mossheart shouted as the ladies grabbed and dragged him up a hillside toward a naked slab of rock perched horizontally so that it had the appearance of an altar.

      “I’ll watch his cape and you watch his hands,” Aerowynn said to Zori. “He comes from the infernal isle—”

      “It’s called Britain,” Mossheart cut in. “Come on, let’s all say it together, Brit-ain—”

      “He’s skilled with his fingers,” Aerowynn continued.

      “Is that true?” Zori asked.

      Mossheart looked up. “Ask Aerowynn’s mother.”

      Aerowynn kicked Mossheart in the gut. “You’ve got some serious anger issues, woman,” he said, fighting for air.

      Aerowynn sneered at the alchemist. “I’ll suck the marrow from your skull when it’s taken from your shoulders.”

      Mossheart flung a look at Zori. “See what I mean.”

      The women handed Mossheart over to a cluster of guards whose faces were hidden behind metal helmets.

      Mossheart could see Beowulf preparing a wooden block on the stone altar, a pair of stocks he called the locks, a restraining device into which his head and hands would be slipped before someone, presumably Beowulf, lopped off his head.

      Beowulf adjusted his vitality band, a loop of pressed gold studded with gems fitted around his wrist that invigorated him and showed his strength levels, and brought his sword, the one he called Hrunting, up. He ran his finger down the blade, drawing a bead of blood.

      “If it’s not sharp enough, I’ll be happy to come back later,” Mossheart said.

      Beowulf smiled. “If only your brain were as sharp as your tongue, Mossheart.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment and ask if you can tell me what the difference is between an intelligent Dane and a unicorn?” Mossheart said. When Beowulf remained silent, Mossheart grinned. “Nothing, because they’re both fictional! Ha!”

      Beowulf marched down and grabbed Mossheart’s hair and yanked him forward. He’d apprehended the alchemist many times before, once when Mossheart was accused of sorcery, two more times when it was alleged he’d taken liberties with three of the maidens from Hrothgar’s great mead hall, and another time just because Beowulf didn’t like the way he was looking at him. In each instance, Mossheart had found a way to escape.

      “You’re making a mistake, old friend,” Mossheart said.

      “I’m not scared of you,” Beowulf hissed in response. “Your hands are bound by tendrils of rope made from sections of dromi, the chain that the gods used to bind Fenrir.”

      “Your trinkets soon won’t work on me, Beowulf, because I’ve discovered the secrets of the ancients!”

      “You’ve been saying that for more than a year.”

      Mossheart deflated “Okay, so I have. But this time I mean it! Rest assured, if you take my mortal life, I will return.”

      A grim smile tugged at the corner of Beowulf’s mouth. “There’s no return from the underworld, fool. Only an eternity to spend on the shore of the lake of corpses.”

      Mossheart grinned. “To the extent your peoples’ feeble legends are true, do you know what one does down there? You eat, drink, carouse, and practice magic. Exactly the same things I’m doing now. Ha! How is that even a punishment?”

      Beowulf grabbed Mossheart and shoved him to the guards who held him by his shoulders. Mossheart watched Beowulf return to the locks, pulling open the hinges. Mossheart realized he had seconds to act, maybe less. One of the guards turned sideways and Mossheart managed to press his fingers together.

      There was a surreptitious spark of light as he conjured up a gold coin.

      Unnoticed by Aerowynn, Zori, or the others, the coin fell to the ground.

      The guard’s gaze ratcheted to the coin.

      “How much gold have Beowulf and Hrothgar given you?” Mossheart whispered to the guard. “Allow my hands to touch and I will make you richer than any king.”

      The guard’s eyes widened.

      Farther up the hillside, Beowulf pulled open the stocks. He had every intention of placing Mossheart inside the contraption and divesting him of his head. Once that was done, the evil would be removed from the land.

      Just as he was readying to turn, however, Beowulf felt a disturbance in the air.

      He looked back and Mossheart was standing all alone. His hands were unbound and he’d recovered his sack and was encased in a cone of white light.

      “Gods!” Beowulf bellowed, white-knuckling his sword. The alchemist had found a way to free himself and conjure up a powerful spell. Aerowynn and Zori were lying on the ground, unconscious, while the other guards were running in fear down the hillside.

      Mossheart cackled demonically, the veins in his ripped body throbbing, his flesh slicked with what looked like oil. His handsome features were screwed up in agony or ecstasy, it was impossible to tell which, and his shoulder-length brown hair billowed behind him.

      He also had his sack open and was shrieking something that Beowulf couldn’t make out while tossing the ingredients for his spell into the air.

      There was a burst of light and a concussive boom. Sparks flew from the alchemist’s fingers as an undulating vortex formed in the air behind him.

      The vortex widened as Mossheart’s voice thundered. Beowulf reflexively heaved his sword at Mossheart, whose hand was stretched toward the sky.

      Beowulf’s aim was off, so the sword merely grazed Mossheart’s fingers, but the damage was done. Mossheart was unable to complete the spell as Beowulf grabbed his rucksack and barnstormed toward him.

      The alchemist groped on the ground for the ingredients to complete his conjuring, while struggling to remember the final words as Beowulf lowered his shoulder, slamming into Mossheart, who pricked Beowulf’s hand with his ring as the vortex sucked up the pair, along with Aerowynn, and Zori, the four figures vanishing in a retina-searing burst of fire and light.

      [image: ]
* * *

      There was another flash of light and then Beowulf came to. He was lying on a hard surface next to Aerowynn and Zori. The trio was alive, groggy, and nearly naked, having lost most of their clothing as a result of whatever had happened to them.

      Beowulf grabbed the only two objects that accompanied him through the vortex: his massive sword, and the rucksack which was half-empty and missing his most prized possessions, including a number of mystical weapons and instruments. He touched his wrist, noticing that his vitality band was gone and that his hand was bleeding, then stood to his full height and squinted through the blinding sun, absolutely baffled to see a horde of strangely-dressed foreigners strolling past him. What in Gods’ name had happened? What had Mossheart done and where was he?

      He turned, struggling to get his bearings. A horde of objects flew past him. What were they? Metal chariots of some kind on wheels, but strangely without horses. He staggered forward in the unrelenting sun, taking in the gaudy trees and the area off in the distance where a body of water rushed up to meet the mountains. He couldn’t place any of it, though he noted that everything seemed to be connected via a tangle of paths that appeared to be made from stone and some mysterious black substance that was shiny and slightly sticky underfoot.

      Beowulf pivoted once more and spotted something barely visible in the distance, perched atop a hill. A string of strange, wavy symbols on stilts that appeared to be as wide as two longships. The symbols spelled out a word which Beowulf mumbled even though he had no idea what it meant:  HOLLYWOOD.
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