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        A hundred thousand zombies, six hot ladies, and a partridge in a f*#!ing pear tree.

        What you might call an impossible situation, Nick Dekko calls a busy Tuesday. Book 2’s here and Nick’s back with Slade and his harem, fighting some, loving a whole lot, and doing his damnedest to find a way to the Promised Land. If your idea of a good time involves hot guns and hotter chicks, then you’ve come to the right place, my friend. Pick up Book 2 in what is believed to be the world’s first zombie harem series and see what all the fuss is about.
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      In my experience, there’s a sliding scale when it comes to anger.

      A “one” is what happens when you get a paper cut, while a “ten” is the sensation you feel when a zombie sinks its less-than-pearly-whites into your tasty flesh. I was definitely experiencing an eleven or twelve on the day Hollis was kidnapped.

      The anger arose both as a result of an unsettling feeling of powerlessness, and because all of us had come so far. Deb, Raven, Lexie, Hollis and I had joined forces to locate a weapons vault in what was left of downtown Washington, D.C. We’d laughed some, loved a lot, and had bonded as a team and even become friends as we battled our way through a zombie horde on Pennsylvania Avenue, only to be separated under the Library of Congress.

      Hollis took shelter in the Madison Building, and the rest of us had gone to the Cannon Building where we’d located the vault and headed to the roof, only to see Hollis kidnapped by what we assumed was the vigilante gang known as the Vrah.

      Hollis was gone and there was nothing we could do about it.

      Nothing we could do about it yet.

      I had fleeting thoughts of trying to shoot down her kidnappers from the roof, but the distance was too great and I didn’t want to risk hitting her. Stiff with rage, I stormed across the roof and headed down the staircase that led to the interior of the building.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Slade, my tart-tongued AI companion. “What the hell are you doing, ace?”

      “I’m going to kick ass.”

      “Not without the elevator, you’re not.”

      Lexie was right behind me and tapped the button for the elevator. The machine hummed and whirred, but nothing happened. We stood silently for several seconds, Lexie humming a tune that sounded like background Muzak, but there was no pinging sound, no opening of elevator doors, no nothing. My eyes swung from the elevator to the black metal door off to my left, the one that led down into the building.

      I looked back at the ladies. “Looks like we’re stuck.”

      Lexie stepped forward, tapping her foot on the ground. “Nick, what did your old man do for a living back in the day?”

      “Most of the time he was a chair jockey for the state government. His specialty was moving papers from the left side of his desk to the right side.”

      “Well, my daddy owned a restaurant that specialized in fried chicken. It was called Mother Cluckers.”

      “That’s a great name.”

      “Best ever,” she replied. “Before that he played in a rock band called Involuntary Commitment. Being a fan of rock music, he also dug the Beatles and John Lennon in particular. He used to quote Lennon, who said something that’s kinda appropriate given our present situation.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That there are no real problems. Only solutions.”

      She grabbed Raven’s rocket launcher and jammed the stock against her hip.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Solving our problem,” she replied with a wicked grin. “Step aside.”

      I did, and she fired a shot that nuked the black metal door.

      Smoke billowed and I steeled myself, waiting for the telltale sound of bare zombie feet slapping across metal and stone, but silence greeted us.

      “Let’s go,” I said, dropping into a half-crouched stance, entering the stairwell which was barely large enough to contain the bulk of my battle suit.

      We moved down the stairs to the first landing on the building’s third floor. There was another black metal door on one side, and a flight of stairs that continued down to the next landing on the second floor. All was still remarkably quiet.

      “Maybe the bad guys called it a day,” I said.

      “Check your HUD, Einstein,” Slade replied.

      I did, scanning my battle suit’s heads-up display, to see that the space on the other side of the metal door was teeming with the Woken, a euphemism we used for the zombies.

      “Okay, so we won’t go that way,” I said. “We’ll just head on down to the basement and avoid the zombies.”

      “Yeah, that’s gonna be a problem,” Slade said.

      My eyes flicked once again to the HUD where I saw that the landing on the first floor was completely blocked by a snarl of building debris.

      An entire section of the roof and walls had collapsed. It was unclear whether it was intentional or accidental and frankly it didn’t matter, because we wouldn’t be going that way.

      The only path down to the weapons vault at the bottom of the building led through the last metal door.

      Deb, Raven, and Lexie peered down at me from the stairs. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a door.”

      “Congratulations, Nick,” said Raven.

      “What I meant is, it’s our only way out.”

      Lexie raised her hand. “What’s on the other side of the door?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yep.”

      “Zombies.”

      “How many?”

      “How many do you think you can fit on one floor of a government building?”

      “Do I get a surprise if I answer correctly?”

      “This isn’t a test, Lexie.”

      “Okay, well, a shitload then,” she replied, smiling.

      Shadows moved under the door. Lots of shadows.

      Deb shifted her head side-to-side, cracking her neck, getting limber. “Okay, let’s do this. I haven’t gotten laid in nearly a year or killed anything in, like, ten minutes so I’m getting a little antsy anyway.”

      I motioned for them to line up behind me and then I squared the metal shoulders on the shark cage.

      “Last one in is a rotten egg!” I spat, booting the door down.
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      I immediately took out my anger on the first zombies to greet me, jump-kicking two males.

      They fell on their backs and I stomped them to pieces, then sprayed my cannons, bullets churning a warren of offices, whipsawing three ladies and a potbellied naked dude in a construction hardhat who were moving toward us with menacing purpose.

      Lexie broke off to the right. Stevens, her small cat, hissed as she fired up her flamethrower. A large-boned female zombie with a crooked neck rushed her and she jammed the tip of her flamethrower in the thing’s mouth. The blue flame roared to life, melting the woman’s head from the inside out.

      The fire and smoke tripped the building’s few remaining ceiling sprinklers as I led the charge forward, rampaging down the main corridor.

      Using my old skills to create a kill box while on the run, I calculated that I could inflict maximum damage on the Woken by using the blades on my arms to rip out the walls on either side and expose those hiding inside to gunfire, so that’s what I did. I chewed through the drywall as dozens of zombies spilled through it like bees from a smashed hive.

      This allowed Deb to swing her minigun around and riddle the infected on her left as Raven hip-fired her rocket launcher, blasting apart the offices at the other end of the corridor until all that was left was a forest of twisted metal studs and conduit that dangled from the roof like entrails.

      Unfortunately, Deb’s demolition weakened the roof and I felt a shudder course through the building as Slade screamed, “ABOVE YOU!”

      My head tilted back as the ceiling bulged and then collapsed.

      Zombies rained down on us, a waterfall of putrefying flesh.

      “TAKE COVER!” I screamed.

      The ladies reacted, a fraction of a second too late.

      A heap of dirty and ill-clothed zombie children—the remnants of some employee childcare center, I imagined—fell through the ceiling first, glancing off Raven, knocking her off balance. She crashed to the ground but managed to throw a couple of elbows, shrugging the punks free before they could do any damage to her.

      One of the kids, a girl who was probably ten or twelve, leaped into the air and landed on top of Raven’s launcher.

      Raven squeezed the trigger and the explosive round from her gun shattered the zombie, sending pieces of her bones into the air like shrapnel, slicing through the other zombie kids, mowing them down.

      I bobbed and weaved, avoiding the remaining ceiling zombies who quickly levered themselves up and attacked.

      I couldn’t fire my cannons for fear of hitting Raven and the others, so I pulled up my metal fists like a futuristic prize-fighter and cocked a finger, beckoning the Woken.

      The zombies came at me and I fought with cold control, measuring my punches, conserving my energy.

      My fist shot out and I punched a hole clean through the skulls of the first three ghouls. Then I grabbed another by the arms and swung him around like a club before his limbs broke off.

      Two more of the things, a woman and a man, jumped onto the cage, stabbing their fingers at me, biting at the metal with black teeth. The woman managed to make a small fist and socked me in the nose, which stung like a sonofabitch.

      Unable to knock them off, I simply ran through what was left of a wall, the impact knocking them free as I turned and curb-stomped them.

      “LET’S GO!” I yelled to the others.

      The ladies continued to fight a running battle, but soon joined me as we entered a rear stairwell and moved down to the bottom of the building.

      Here, I bent the door in to prevent the Woken from following and then we threaded our way down through an access hallway

      The hallway curled around to the corridor we’d originally used to enter the building. Moving through the double doors, we slipped by the tangle of furniture, the crude barricade we’d encountered before.

      We descended the final wobbly stairway and shuttled through the sealed door we’d blown up and then we were back in the white-bricked hallway that led to the vault.

      Using my battle suit’s strength, I secured the sealed door as best I could and then we were on the move again until we’d reached the door to the weapons vault.

      We’d positioned a heavy metal crossbar on the other side, but the gaps I’d left at the edges of the door were wide enough for me to slot my fingers through and dislodge it. The door swung in, we entered, and I repositioned the crossbar so that any pursuing zombies wouldn’t be able to get in.

      The vault was just as we’d left it, stacked high with all sorts of gear and weapons, and the emaciated zombie that Deb had shot who was still tethered with a section of nylon webbing. The infected man writhed and moaned, seeming to greet us as we neared him.

      “Jesus, put that coffin-knocking monstruo out of its misery,” Raven said, adding something else in guttural Spanish that I couldn’t make out.

      “Negative,” Deb replied. She dropped to her haunches and appraised the zombie. “He’s very valuable.”

      “As what?” Raven asked. “Roadkill?”

      “No, intel.”

      Slade groaned as I put him on speaker. “You planning on chatting him up, Deb?”

      “Possibly. God knows he’s got to be more interesting to talk to than a robot.”

      “That’s cold,” Slade replied. “You know damned well I’m an AI.”

      “Like there’s a difference.”

      Lexie squinted at the zombie. “We need to give him a name.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he used to be somebody, didn’t he? He deserves one.”

      “The hell he does,” Raven answered. Then, seeing that we were waiting on her, she groaned, moved over and appraised the man, gesturing to his hands. He was missing two fingers.

      “Ocho,” Lexie said, clapping her hands together. “He’s missing two fingers so we’re totally calling him Ocho.”

      “We’re naming him after a number?” Raven asked as Deb crouched next to her.

      “Got a better suggestion?” Lexie asked.

      Raven looked to me. “How about Mister Bitey?” I offered with a slight shrug.

      She rolled her eyes. “How old are you again?”

      “Mentally, I’m stuck around age twelve-ish, but I’ve been told that’s what makes me so darn lovable.”

      She stuck out her tongue as I raised my hand. “I’m good with Ocho.”

      The others agreed and Deb stared deeply into the zombie’s eyes. The creature’s swollen, blackened gums moved as if the thing was trying to speak.

      Raven stood, powered up the walkie-talkie and tried to raise Hollis, but nobody answered. Realizing that time was of the essence, I moved away from the ladies, taking a mental inventory of everything. If we could find a truck of some sort there might be a way to come back for most of the stuff, but for the moment I was focused solely on locating that which might provide the biggest bang for the buck.

      As if reading my mind, Slade said: “Five feet to your right.”

      Following his directions, I came upon the object I’d seen before when we first entered the vault, the black wing with what looked like tiny jets mounted on the underside.

      Exiting the shark cage, I knelt in front of the object, running my fingers over the wing’s smooth exterior.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A wing.”

      “I can see that...”

      “A special kind of wing,” Slade replied.

      “You’ve seen one before?”

      “I’m familiar with its basic design, yeah.”

      “What’s it do?”

      “Besides add awesome sauce to your battle suit? If memory serves, it’s got six microjet engines, two on each side and one in the middle on the back that run on a charge from the batteries. It can generate nineteen-hundred horsepower and allow the user to fly laterally and up to sixty feet vertically.”

      “Top speed?” I asked.

      “A cool forty miles per hour.”

      “Sweet.”

      “The only downside is the operating time.”

      “How long does the charge last?”

      “Seventeen minutes depending on conditions.”

      “Not very long.”

      “Yeah, it’s not that long, but it gets the job done.”

      “I bet that what’s you used to tell all your ex-girlfriends.”

      There was a moment of silence and then Slade chuckled. “I deserve that.”

      Smiling, I stooped before the wing. “Okay. Let’s see what happens if I strap this puppy on.”
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      The next fifteen minutes were spent working with the ladies to get the wing slotted onto the back of my battle suit. The wing, made of what Slade said was graphene, was surprisingly light and we were able to secure it in place using some elbow grease and a pair of thick R-clips we sourced from the vault. Once the wing was in place, we all worked to wire it into the battle suit so that I’d be able to operate the damned thing.

      “Every new machine needs a test drive,” Slade said.

      Reentering the shark cage, I moved to the center of the vault. Then I waited for Slade to download the applicable operations protocol on the HUD so that I could test the wing out. He walked me through how to operate it and I tapped an icon on the HUD as the tiny jets began humming to life.

      “You ready?” Slade asked.

      “I’m always ready, baby.”

      “Do you think you can handle it?”

      “How hard can it be?”

      Turned out, surprisingly hard.

      The propulsive force from the wing’s engines shot me forward and I was unable to control the shark cage. It was like holding onto a fireman’s hose that was whipping back and forth. I clipped the edge of an ammunition pile and flipped forward as the jets spun me around the vault.

      “Need some help, Nick?” Lexie shouted.

      “I’m getting the hang of it!”

      Standing, the jets shot me up into the air and I grabbed the suit’s controls, finding that I was able to maintain control by leaning forward, my weight balanced against the pressure and upward thrust of the jets.

      Rotating around, I swooped down and juked to the side, flying back and forth before landing in front of Lexie and Raven who whooped and clapped their hands.

      I felt pretty good about the fact that not only could I appear invisible for several seconds given my cloaking device, but now I could fly. Glancing around, I spotted Deb who rose from where she’d been kneeling next to Ocho.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think we need to talk, Nick.”

      “About what?”

      “About what the plan is.”

      “The plan’s a pretty simple one. We’re going outside to get Hollis.”

      Deb frowned. “That wasn’t why we came here. The plan was we hit this vault, weapon up, and find that super-secret continuity of operations information or whatever it is.”

      “Okay, so the plan changed.”

      “For you, maybe.”

      I shot looks at Raven and Lexie who glanced at the floor. “Hollis got kidnapped, Deb.”

      “Yeah, I’m real sorry about that and all...”

      “Sorry isn’t gonna cut it. We’re going out to get her back. Now.”

      I took a step and Deb called out: “There’s another compartment in here.”

      I looked back. “Excuse me?”

      “I think…there’s a vault within this vault, Nick.”

      “And you’d know this, how?”

      She pointed at Ocho. “He kinda told me.”

      “Great. She’s listening to the goddamn zombies now?” Slade said in my ear.

      I exited the shark cage and stood before Ocho, and I swear to God the zombie raised his hand in a kind of halfhearted greeting.

      “He communicated by clucking and clicking his tongue in a kind of…paralanguage,” Deb said. “It’s no different than the ones I saw back at the casino.”

      Ocho did indeed cluck and click his tongue, a dry rasp that sounded like a blade being dragged across a rock, but I couldn’t make anything out.

      “Just sounds like gibberish,” Raven said.

      “You have to know what to listen for.”

      “How do you know what to listen for?” I asked.

      “Because I didn’t always work at the casino,” Deb said. “I was a nursing tech at a rehab facility for two years. I worked with people with traumatic brain injuries and strokes who were trying to learn how to talk again, some with the assistance of service dogs.”

      Ocho clicked his tongue once more and this time, while I still couldn’t discern anything resembling a language, I did notice a pattern.

      For instance, the zombie sucked his tongue down from the roof of his mouth three times, the pitch of his voice got louder, then two clicks, then three tongue sucks. He repeated this several times in a kind of pattern. Deb seemed to find meaning in it because she clicked her tongue in response and God help me, the zombie seemed to recognize this and nodded.

      Raven rolled her eyes. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “He’s saying there’s something in his front pocket,” Lexie replied, pointing at Ocho’s soiled torn slacks, which had an intact, right, front pocket.

      “How do you know?”

      “I read his microexpressions.”

      “That is some straight-up, Category-5 bullshit, Lex,” Raven said.

      “Check his pocket and let’s find out,” Lexie offered.

      Raven smirked. “You first.”

      Deb negotiated around the zombie and paused, watching the thing watch her. She clicked her tongue and reached a hand down toward the pocket. The zombie was still wrapped in the nylon webbing, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t lurch free or crane his neck to sample her fingers. Raven made a move to further secure the creature and Deb waved her off. It was as if she wanted to test Ocho, to see if he still posed a threat.

      Her fingers inched down and I watched the zombie tracking them. Lexie was holding a machine-pistol just in case things got dicey.

      Deb reached Ocho’s pocket, her fingers entering it.

      Ocho reacted and Lexie brought the gun up, but Deb held firm. “Don’t,” she said.

      The gun lowered and Deb held up something she retrieved from the pocket.

      What looked like a security card.

      Then the zombie did something unexpected. He motioned to the nylon, its bindings, jerking his head back and forth.

      Deb grabbed a knife.

      “Nope, no way,” Raven said. “Don’t even tell me you’re thinking of cutting that thing loose.”

      “He knows the way.”

      “Yeah, the way to eat us.”

      Slade chimed in. “Even if the thing wanted to sample you, he’d be dead before he took three steps.”

      “You’re actually okay with this?” I asked.

      “Affirmative. It’s worth the risk.”

      Raven muttered to herself and Deb sliced the nylon, freeing the zombie who jerked himself upright.

      Ocho blinked and spun on his feet, reaching out a palsied hand, stabbing a finger toward the back of the vault.

      The zombie limped forward and we fell in step behind him, heading through the rows of weapons and gadgets.

      At the rear wall was a collection of wooden pallets filled with shrink-wrapped food, currency, and clothes.

      Ocho clicked his mouth and pointed. Deb slashed at the shrink-wrapping as I tossed aside boxes of MREs and stacks of military garb, mostly camouflaged BDUs. Back and forth we went, moving aside the clutter, searching for something, anything, and that’s when we saw it.

      A nearly imperceptible scanner.

      No larger than a garage door opener.

      A red light blinked on it.

      Deb tossed me the security card and I slapped it against the scanner. The red light turned green and a nearby section of wall powered up to reveal a niche no bigger than a large master bathroom.

      Waving a hand inside the niche, a motion sensor light flicked on and I gasped.
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      The inside of the niche was filled with more weapons and gear. But these were unlike the rest of the materials back in the vault. In fact, they looked like items that had been plucked off an armaments menu of a high-tech first-person shooter vidgame.

      There were, among other items, sets of futuristic boots, what looked like haptic gloves for a VR game, underwear cocooned within tubes, braces, and conduit, one sniper rifle fitted with a massive scope, several vests that resembled a combination of body armor and chainmail, and a black briefcase stenciled with strange symbols.

      “What is all of this?” I asked.

      “Whatever it is, let’s bring it out,” Deb replied.

      We grabbed most of the goodies and hauled them outside. Hefting the sniper rifle, I noticed a hatch and a handwheel on the niche’s back wall, what I thought might be an exit through the building onto the street.

      Someone whistled. I toted the rifle back into the main vault, then powered up the shark cage and positioned its camera so that Slade could view everything.

      “Wow, that’s a lot of loot,” Slade said. “My compliments to Ocho.”

      “Henry Shusterman,” Lexie said.

      My gaze smoked into hers. “What?”

      Lexie held up what looked like a wallet. She pulled out a soiled ID badge stamped with a green “G,” and held up it up for all to see. “He dropped this when he walked over to show you the other vault.” The face on the badge was indeed Ocho’s.

      “His name’s Henry Shusterman,” Lexie continued. “He was some kind of high-level civilian contractor. That’s probably why he knew where the vault was.”

      Ocho, the former Henry Shusterman, moved over and took the badge from Lexie as Stevens hissed at him. The zombie’s head cocked to the side and he stared at the photo, running a gnarled finger over it, a wistful look in his sunken eyes. For a moment I thought I heard a tone of contentment in his grunting as he perused the badge.

      Shusterman clutched the ID and shambled off toward the other side of the vault. Raven pulled the slide back on her pistol and Deb took it from her.

      “What are you? The fucking zombie whisperer, now?” Raven asked. “No mames. Give me a break. He’s still one of them.”

      “He helped us out.”

      “Speaking of which,” Slade interjected, “would you like to hear the good news or the super-fantastic news?”

      Lexie clapped her hands. “Super-fantastic!”

      “Thanks to Shusterman over there, you’ve got yourselves a collection of some of Uncle Sam’s finest equipment for Bigarmy’s next-gen warfighters.”

      Lexie made a face. “In English.”

      “That there is some mighty fine, kickass weaponry. Most of it I reviewed specs on back in the day.”

      I pointed to the chainmail vest and Slade said: “Graphene-based chainmail directly from MIT’s Institute for Soldier Nanotechnologies.”

      Deb held up the boots. “Augmen-boots that were designed to mimic the explosiveness of kangaroo tendons.”

      “Are you shitting me?” Deb asked.

      “No, ma’am, I shit you not,” Slade replied. “Those boots can provide, depending upon conditions and the user, twelve-foot leaps and twenty-miles-per-hour springs.”

      She waved to the haptic-like gloves and Slade continued, “the synthetic adhesion gloves are from something called the Z-Man project and allow the user to climb sheer rock faces or buildings without any other equipment. What looks like underwear is actually a soft exoskeleton made of newfangled fabric muscles that reduces fatigue and increases strength.”

      Lexie held up a pair as if modeling them. “How do they look?”

      I gave her a thumbs up and Raven lifted the sniper rifle. “What about this sucker?”

      “It’s a gun,” Slade answered.

      “I can see that.”

      “A really big gun with bigger bullets. Fifty-caliber rounds embedded with optical sensors designed by EXACTO, DARPA’s Extreme Accuracy Tasked Ordnance program. They allow an experienced marksman to repeatedly hit moving and evading targets.”

      “You mean—”

      “Yep,” Slade said, cutting Raven off. “That bad boy contains self-steering bullets.”

      “Okay, I’m in love so this one’s mine,” Raven said, hugging the rifle, kissing the barrel.

      “It’s like Lexie said before. Happiness is a warm gun,” Slade offered with a chuckle.

      I turned my attention to the black briefcase. I undid the metal clasps on the sides of the briefcase and opened it to reveal several shiny medical devices and a thumb drive stored in fitted foam, including what looked like two syringes on steroids. One of the syringes contained a bluish liquid and the other was filled with an amber liquid.

      I held each item in front of the shark cage’s camera for Slade to inspect. I did the same thing for the briefcase so he could check out the stenciling on the side.

      “That’s from the Aceso Program,” Slade said. “Aceso was the Greek goddess of healing. The program was a joint operation between the DoD and the Centers for Disease Control.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Part of a brain-machine interface. There are injectable nanites in one of the syringes, implants that can migrate and wire themselves into the brain and the rest of the body.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “Telepathy, for lack of a better word. Those implants were designed to allow the host to communicate with machines, but the idea was scrapped because the big boys were worried about their soldiers getting hacked. You see that thumb drive?”

      I nodded.

      “Slot it in my front port.”

      “What is it?”

      “Patience, grasshopper. All will be revealed.”

      “We don’t have time for this, Slade. Hollis is outside and—”

      “And we’ve got one fucking shot at this. Just one. We need to take some time and get to know our gear and prepare an order of battle. Otherwise, we’re just gonna be out there stumbling around, shooting at anything that moves.”

      “That’s kinda what we always do.”

      “Focus, Dekko.”

      “Ten minutes,” I said.

      “Only need five, brother.”

      The thumb drive was pressed into the port on the shark cage and a light flashed, followed by a series of what looked like blueprints that were beamed into the air in a swirl of yellow light. I moved around the blueprints, studying them.

      Raven squinted at the light, using her index finger to point to various areas in the building. “I think this is where we are,” she said, circling the vault.

      “Here’s the other vault,” Lexie said, drawing a finger around the hidden niche as Shusterman waved his hand in the light, mesmerized by it.

      “There’s the space behind the wall,” I offered, tracing what looked like a passageway that lay behind the small hatch and handwheel I’d witnessed on the niche’s back wall.

      Lexie handed out MREs to everyone and then was kind enough to load some ammunition into my cannons as Slade rotated the blueprint around and zoomed in to allow us to see the dimensions of the passageway and the fact that it appeared to lead out onto Independence Avenue. From what I could see, the passageway was tight, but seemed large enough to accommodate the shark cage’s bulk.

      “That’s it,” I said. “We can use that to get outside.”

      Deb cast a wary look in my direction. “And then?”

      “And then we find Hollis, come back and grab all the gear we can carry, and get the hell out of here.”

      “Just like that?”

      I nodded. “Just like that.”

      The blueprints changed to a more detailed image of what appeared to be downtown Washington, D.C. I recognized some of the main arteries. There were two other places marked by glowing orange circles.

      “What are those?” I asked.

      Slade didn’t respond, but instead highlighted the two orange circles which expanded to reveal their locations. I drew a circle around the first one with my finger.

      “That’s down under the Ellipse,” Slade said, referencing the circular fifty-two-acre park south of the White House.

      “And the second one?” I asked, drawing a line from our present position to the next orange circle.

      “The lawn outside the Washington Monument,” Slade answered.

      “What’s in them?”

      The images wavered. An error signal appeared in the air. Slade cursed. “Bastards have thrown up a security block.”

      “How big of a wall?”

      “Think of it as a digital version of the Great Wall of China. Times a million.”

      “Why the max-security?”

      “Because what we’re looking at is likely part of a SAP, a special access program. Whatever is inside those vaults is so important that only Cabinet-level officials could view it.”

      “You think this is it, maybe? The continuity of operations info? The shit that might tell us where a safe zone could be?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Can you bypass the wall?”

      “Anything’s possible, but it would take some serious time.”

      I brooded on this, chewing on my lip. “Time is something we don’t have.”

      BOOM!

      Something smashed into the door leading into the vault. We looked over to see spindly hands reaching through the gaps near the entryway. The zombies had found their way down to the basement.

      “Grab as much gear as you can carry,” I said. “We’re going outside in two minutes.”

      Lexie and Raven began prepping weapons and gear. Both of them climbed into the soft exosuits, Augmen-boots, and chainmail vests that went on over their clothes.

      Lexie slid the exosuit down over her Tri-Delta sweatshirt, then made sure to stash one of the exosuits in a compartment under the battery on the back of the shark cage just in case I needed it.

      Deb slipped on one of the exosuits as well, which allowed her to hoist her mini-gun with ease.

      Raven attached a sling to the sniper rifle, shouldered it, and filled a rucksack with self-steering bullets.

      Lexie also donned a pair of the synthetic adhesion gloves while repositioning her flamethrower so that Stevens the cat would have enough room to poke his head out.

      “I feel a little left out,” I said to Slade.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t have anything.”

      “Hells yes, you do,” he answered. “You see those syringes in the briefcase?”

      “Yep.”

      “You know what they really are?”

      “Bigass needles?”

      “One of them is a method by which you and I can merge.”

      “Are you coming onto me?” I asked.

      “That’s not what I meant, dumbass. Merge as in…merge our minds.”

      “Like on Star Trek?”

      “Please stop moving your mouth muscles.”

      I remained silent as Slade continued. “It’s all part of a cognitive neuroscience system called LifeLog. That syringe with the blue liquid is chock full of good stuff like two ocular microchips, GPS transmitters, biomedical monitors, audio-visual monitors, and five-micrometer-long nanobots that act as delivery vehicles and which, once injected, can swim ten micrometers a second. Which doesn’t sound all that fast, but it gets the job done once they’re in your veins.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “That syringe allows some serious tech, including yours truly, to literally be injected into you.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “I’m perfectly lucid. The ‘bots have two nickel arms that are stimulated to swim by a magnetic field that shotguns them toward your vitals.”

      “And then what?”

      “Well, they were originally designed for targeted medicine delivery, but in our case, we can do something a little different with them.”

      “You mean…”

      “Yep,” Slade said, cutting me off. “Time to take a walk on the wild side and truly level the fuck up again. Time for me to get inside you.”
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      “I promise it’ll be painless,” Slade said. “It’s just a little prick.”

      “How many times have you heard that before?”

      He chuckled. “You slide that needle in and you’ll be given an implantable system able to provide precise communication between your brain and all the digital shit around you.”

      “The shark cage?”

      “Yes, sir. The interface converts the electrochemical signaling used by your neurons into ones and zeroes that constitute the language of information technology.”

      “Translate.”

      “You’ll be able to see the world as if you were a player in a video game and I’ll be able to see through you via the ocular microchips. We’ll be able to communicate almost instantly and here’s the best part. If you get injured, I’ll marshal and oversee the nanites which will speedheal you.”

      “What’s the downside?”

      “There isn’t one.”

      “I’m still not doing it,” I said.

      “Let me explain the predicament we find ourselves in, Nick.”

      “Please do.”

      “There are at least fifty thousand zombies on the other side of this building’s walls.”

      “I know that.”

      “And your friend has been taken away and is presumably somewhere within those fifty thousand zombies.”

      “I know that, too.”

      “And the only way you’re gonna be able to defeat said zombies and find said friend is if you gain an edge.”

      “I think I get you.”

      “I’m delighted to hear that. Now stick that needle in your friggin’ arm.”

      Sure, the clock was ticking, but I was still hesitant to do it. Then Slade muttered, “I sure hope Hollis is okay out there. God only knows what those folks who took her away are doing,” and thus, I did two things: first, I removed the thumb drive and did as Slade ordered, bending and twisting it so that nobody else would be able to access the information he’d already downloaded; then I did what previously would have been unthinkable. I popped the cap off the end of the syringe with the blue liquid and stared at it.

      “What’s in the other syringe?” I asked, my eyes straying to the syringe filled with amber fluid.

      “Some straight-up top secret, superhero shit. Something that is not to be used unless all hope is lost.”

      I wanted him to expand on this, but we were running out of time so I held up the needle with the blue liquid. Slade directed me to pinch and open a tiny chamber on the side of the syringe, which allowed some of the blue liquid to leak out. Slade said not to worry, but instead to focus on one of the filaments which was exposed. He directed me to draw the filament out and I did, to see that it had a connector at the end. I was then instructed to gently slot the connector into the port on the shark cage so that Slade could, for lack of a better word, be transferred from the shark cage via the filament into the syringe.

      “You sure this is going to work?” I asked.

      “Sure as sure can be,” he replied. “The neural network inside those filaments will essentially reconstruct me inside of you. My hundred billion neurons and eight thousand synaptic connections will completely merge with all of the goodies you’ve got inside.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t sound too weird or anything...”

      “These are weird times, my friend.”

      I sighed ferociously then did as ordered, closed the tiny chamber and plunged the needle with the blue liquid into my right forearm. The injection site was warm and burned for several seconds. There was a raised section of red flesh and when I held my arm up, I could see what looked like a half-dozen minute filaments under my arm. All but one of the filaments quivered and vanished from sight, wriggling through my insides, which felt like dozens of microscopic worms wriggling under my skin.

      I could no longer hear Slade of course because presumably, he was working his way through my innards, the very thought of which chilled me to the bone.

      The ladies were ready to rock and roll so I grabbed the briefcase and reentered the shark cage, storing the box in a container on the right side. Then I powered the suit up and swung around to see Shusterman the zombie staring at us. In all of the excitement I’d forgotten about him.

      “What about him?” Raven asked.

      “He helped us out. He’s free to go,” I said.

      I held up my hand and waved at Shusterman, who moved forward. The first thing that struck me was the odor or lack thereof. I hadn’t noticed it before, but while he was definitely a bit gamey, Shusterman didn’t reek like the other zombies. I wondered whether he was truly one of the Woken or maybe something else entirely, something we hadn’t experienced before: a zombie that had somehow only partially turned or perhaps evolved. He held out a hand and reached toward the shark cage.

      For a moment I was fearful, worried that he might try something underhanded, but then I saw a look in his eye. I’m pretty sure the guy just wanted to feel another person’s hand again so I reciprocated, my fingers touching his. His skin was cold and felt like crêpe paper, but the gesture caused him to smile as he nodded, still holding the ID card in his eight-fingered hands.

      You might be wondering why the hell I bothered to touch the fingers of a dead man given the fact that zombies were our mortal enemies, and that’s a legitimate question to ask. When I was a kid I had a habit of taking in and befriending strays, mostly animals, but sometimes humans—basically, anything or anyone looked like it needed a pat on the back or a good home. My dad, who could be a real hardass most of the time, said empathy was something I inherited from my mom, so maybe that was part of it. Maybe I just felt bad for Shusterman if that makes any sense at all, or perhaps there was another reason, namely that the guy didn’t have to show us where that niche was but he did. Zombie or not, that had to count for something.

      “See you on the other side, Shusterman,” I said, waving goodbye.
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      Lexie turned the handwheel and pried open the hatch on the niche wall. The trio darted into the passageway, which was large enough for a grown man to crouch-run through. Due to the size of my battle suit and the newly-attached wing, I was forced to crawl the eighty feet out onto Independence Avenue. The grating sound of metal against metal filled the chamber as the wing dragged against the walls, but somehow I made it to the end.

      Fumbling through another open doorway, I slammed the exit door shut and squinted, the sunlight blinding me.

      I stood to my full height and froze, and it wasn’t just because of the transition from the semi-darkness to the light.

      No, something was happening.

      My vision came in discontinuous flickers and flashes and all sound was muted, as if I was listening to things underwater. Deb and the others were shouting something at me, but I couldn’t hear them and couldn’t move. I was rooted in place.

      My eyes rapidly closed and even though my vision was still hazy, I began to see them.

      Several small boxes.

      Icons might be a better word, of the sort you’d see in a video game. They were hovering at the corner of my vision. There was one with numbers and symbols for distances that was constantly changing, another for weather conditions, a third appeared to contain my vital statistics, and a fourth that simply blinked yellow, switching between a crosshair and a large circle.

      It was like my normal HUD with one huge difference. Instead of manipulating the boxes with the flick of a finger, I could move them just by…concentrating. I willed them to change shape and location just by thinking about them.

      There was a burst of what sounded like static and I flinched because I heard Slade’s voice. It sounded like he was shouting at me from the bottom of a well, but it was him just the same. “Can you hear me, Nick?”

      “Yes,” I replied, my head suddenly pounding.

      “Good, because I didn’t say anything.”

      “Then how am I hearing you?”

      “Because it worked! I’m inside of you!”

      I realized that Slade wasn’t audible at all, he was literally speaking words that I could

      hear in my mind. I gasped. “Jesus…”

      “I know,” he replied. “Freaky, ain’t it? And how about that newfangled heads-up display, huh?”

      “Wait, so I can—”

      “Just think a response and I’ll hear it? Yep. And vice-versa.”

      “What am I thinking now, Slade?”

      “I’m not going to repeat what you’re thinking about me right now, Nick. For starters, I don’t have a physical body so I can’t go and fuck myself, and besides, we’ve got some serious business at hand.”

      “Like what?”

      “Open and close your eyes again and yawn.”

      I followed his instructions and two things happened: my ears popped and the figurative dust fell from my eyes in slow-motion. It was suddenly like I was standing in a surround-sound booth with super HD vision because everything was extremely loud and incredibly vivid.

      “You’ve got a million new cells per millimeter in your retina, along with enhanced infrared and nightvision capabilities, and you can detect frequencies in the range of sixty-seven thousand hertz, or four times the distance of a normal human.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’ve been seriously upgraded.”

      I smiled, still not believing any of it. Then the reality of the situation—the fact that Deb, Lexie, and Raven were standing in a circle around me, mouths open and shrieking—snapped me back into real time.

      “THEY’RE COMING!”

      I glanced over to see thousands of zombies rolling down Independence Avenue, so many that it looked like we were in the middle of a St. Patrick’s Day parade.

      I danced back and concentrated, willing my mind to move the icons on my internal screen. I was shocked when they did. The icons highlighted the nearest zombie, the most menacing, the largest, the smallest, and the first ones I should shoot down to create a path to safety.

      Holy shit, there was a lot of information to process.

      “Overwhelmed?” Slade asked.

      “Just a tad.”

      “I’ve got a suggestion for you.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “START SHOOTING!”
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      The cannons on my gun whirled like dervishes, turning the first row of ghouls to black pulp. Others continued to swell out of the darkness of several nearby side streets, however, as I greeted them with two rockets that collapsed a liquor store, showering them with debris. New stats blinked on my new-and-improved HUD:

      

      
        
        DAMAGE: 0%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 72%

        ROUNDS: 2,435

        ROCKETS: 34

        ZKIA: 101

        CLOAK: Available

        WING: Available

      

      

      

      “Keep your eyes on the prize,” Slade said, his voice vibrating in the backwaters of my brain. It was the strangest sensation I’d ever felt, yet somehow heady. “Follow your display. Cut a path right through the middle and head across Independence Avenue.”

      Deb and the others fell out behind me as I charged toward the middle of the pustulent pack. As I moved, I felt a tingling in my extremities and a dreamy kind of pleasurable disconnect. Whatever I’d injected into my arm had not only merged Slade and I, it had also had a profound impact on my cognitive abilities.

      I felt utterly at ease.

      Smarter.

      Faster.

      You know how time seems to slow down and stretch out when you’re in a dangerous situation? Well, that’s what I experienced, which enabled me to harness the instant of absolute calm and eerie mental acuity to process things seconds before they happened.

      With a sudden flash of understanding, I sensed movements before they occurred, seeing a passel of nearby zombies in my mind’s eyes readying to ambush me. Reacting, I drove my metal arms sideways, skewering a cohort of zombies who were beyond my peripheral vision. Then I picked up their bodies and whipped them around like clubs, battering another dozen of their comrades.

      Deb moved alongside me, exhibiting a ferocity I hadn’t seen before. She took out the legs of three zombies, then placed three-round bursts from her mini-gun into the stomachs of eight or nine more.

      Lexie bounded past on her energized boots. She hopped up onto the side of a building, sticking to the façade via her synthetic adhesion gloves while using her free hand to fire up her mini-flamethrower.

      A wall of fire swept down, charbroiling thirty or four of the bad guys. Meanwhile, Raven had taken up a position on top of a stricken Mercedes and was firing shots from the sniper rifle. The rounds from her gun left a visible trail in the air as they curled down the street as if guided by an invisible hand, puncturing holes in skulls and blasting out torsos.

      The zombies were bowled down like pins but reinforcements quickly arrived, doubling and redoubling their numbers as more roamed out of adjacent buildings to fill the places of the fallen. Some of the more enterprising ones clutched pieces of metal or bits of trash as weapons. They stagger-stepped forward and Lexie lit them up.

      The flames from her weapon torched several cars, creating greasy orange flames that disoriented the Woken, send billowing clouds of noxious smoke into the air which gave us a chance to escape.

      “What’s the good word?” Raven shouted, her eyes tearing from the smoke.

      I pointed. “Make it across New Jersey Avenue and C Street and then we’ll hit the Metro on First Street!”

      They nodded and we plowed ahead, guns blazing, surging right through the zombies’ soft middle.

      The rounds from my cannons gouged holes in rotting flesh. Bodies and body parts littered the ground, which was slick with the zombies’ black viscera.

      Deb pounded our attackers with her mini-gun and Raven switched out her weapons, shouldering the sniper rifle and whipping her grenade launcher around, firing a series of anti-personnel munitions that looped up and came down on the street, buckling the blacktop, shredding the zombies.

      But the more we put down, the more appeared, charging at us from trashed food carts, emerging out of sewers and subway drops like rats.

      I skidded to a stop as the way forward was soon heavy with more zombies than I could count. My eyes swung to the internal HUD and I cursed. The path behind us had closed up as well.

      We were surrounded.

      That’s when I realized what had to be done. If I could find a way to surprise the zombies, to draw them off, it would give Deb and the others a chance to run to safety.

      “Slade?”

      “Already on it,” he said.

      The box for my cloaking device began blinking on the HUD:

      Would you like to engage the Metamaterial Shroud V.04?

      Would I like to use my invisibility cloak? Hell yes, I would.

      I tapped the blinking box and just as before, beams of yellow light filled the air all around the battle suit. The ladies reacted. It was obvious that they could no longer see me and so I bulled forward, knocking back the startled zombies. The optical camouflage was working perfectly as I threw my arms, bashing the Woken to the left and right, plowing a path forward for the trio to follow as my stats continued to swell:

      

      
        
        DAMAGE: 0%

        FUEL CELL CAPACITY: 71%

        ROUNDS: 2,109

        ROCKETS: 34

        ZKIA: 189

        CLOAK: Engaged!

        WING: Available

      

      

      

      I was ten feet away from the other side of Independence Avenue when a porcine zombie in an old Redskins jersey blocked me. I swiped the blade fixed to my right arm, disemboweling the ghoul. The blade also severed an artery, splashing the front of the shark cage with a thick fountain of black blood. For all of my newfound abilities, I hadn’t anticipated this.

      The zombie collapsed against the battle suit, smearing his gore against my torso and legs which revealed my outline again.

      I’d been outed.

      The other fiends saw me silhouetted by the blood and viscera, and reacted, reeling to overwhelm me.

      Fire from the ladies and my cannons swept over the attackers, beating the first rows of zombies back as more filled the gaps. Lexie swept her flamethrower like a hose, dousing the zombies with flames. Deb chewed holes through the undead with her mini-gun, empty shell casings pinging off the blacktop, while Raven returned to her sniper rifle, firing single shots that curled in midair, boring holes through the zombies, dropping them in bunches.

      Even though we were beating back our attackers, it was obvious that we’d be overrun if we didn’t do something.

      The internal HUD was blinking along with the icon for the wing, and that’s when I felt pressure building on the back of the shark cage.

      “SLADE?”

      “GET READY TO FLY!”

      I gestured to the ladies, holding my arms out horizontally. “GRAB ONTO ME!”

      Deb and Raven latched onto my arms as the six microjet engines on the wing roared to life. It was then that I noticed Lexie was missing.

      Shit!

      She’d been cut off and encircled by the flesh-eaters, and was trying to fire up her flamethrower but either it was out of juice or had malfunctioned. She was on the verge of being overwhelmed, so I dropped as the engines on the wing lifted us off the ground.

      I screamed for Lexie to get ready to jump and then I whooshed up into the air.

      Thrown by the propulsive force, I veered off to the right, then muscled the suit back around to the left and flew toward her.

      The zombies were nearly on her when she used her flamethrower to club one of them. Down the thing went. Lexie mounted its back like a staircase and jumped into the air.

      Her fingers grabbed one of my legs and she dangled, barely holding onto the shark cage as I piloted the four of us down the street, the zombies tracking us, clutching at the air.

      It was difficult, but I soon got the hang of things and was able to zoom up and past the dead, reaching a height of more than twenty feet in the air.

      I felt a tingling sensation in my lower extremities as we soared ever higher. I looked down on the city streets. Independence Avenue was chock-full of dead, but C Street, on the other side of the building, was clear.

      Steering toward C Street, a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. We were actually  going to do it. We were going to make it.

      “THREE O’CLOCK!” Slade shrieked.

      My eyes ratcheted to the right just as a shadow passed over the window of a nearby building. A bearded zombie missing an eye was visible. I wasn’t bothered by that as much as the sound that was coming from somewhere behind him. With my enhanced abilities, I heard things that the average person couldn’t, including the humming sound, like a mournful dirge, that the zombies sometimes made. I could tell there were more zombies behind the bearded guy, probably many, many more.

      The one-eyed bearded zombie launched himself through the glass.

      He missed, but another one did the same.

      Then six more.

      Fuck!

      I’d been right! The entire building was filled with the brain-wiped ghouls!

      The first batch missed us, but the last two latched onto my legs, nearly knocking Lexie loose. Our weight was seriously out of whack and the shark cage began sliding into an unchecked, airborne spiral.

      “HOLD TIGHT!” I screamed.

      Swinging my arms, I guided the battle suit back over the zombies, knifing between the Cannon and Longworth buildings.

      An icon blinked on my internal HUD and Slade cautioned that the battle suit was dangerously unbalanced.

      One of the wing’s engines conked out and we began to shudder and shake.

      The ground rushed up to greet us and I barely avoided an overturned limousine.

      Lexie, Deb, and Raven let go and slid across the back of the limo as I brought the shark cage down in a semi-controlled, running landing which ended in me sliding to a violent stop.

      The side of the shark cage flew open from the impact and the briefcase, the one containing the other syringe with the amber fluid, hit the ground and rolled down into a nearby sewer marked by a fire hydrant.

      Before I had a chance to go after it, the ladies appeared and helped me stand the shark cage up. There were only a handful of zombies in sight and those we’d left behind hadn’t yet cottoned to the fact that we were just a block away from them.

      “We need to move,” Slade said.

      “What about the briefcase?”

      Nobody responded, because they were too busy looking at something else.

      Hollis’s smiley-face mask, which was lying in the middle of the road maybe twenty feet away.

      I forgot all about the briefcase as I walked down and picked the mask up.

      The walkie-talkie that Raven was holding suddenly chirped.

      Raven held the walkie-talkie to her ear and I heard the sound of a woman’s voice coming from the other end. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes,” Raven replied.

      “Good. Because if you don’t listen and do exactly what I tell you, all of you are dead.”
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      “Can you see Saint Peter’s Catholic Church on the corner of C Street and Second Street?” the woman on the other end of the walkie-talkie asked.

      “Who the hell is this?”

      “Answer the fucking question.”

      “Yes,” Raven said, glancing down the road. “We can see it.”

      “Get there in less than two minutes.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or they’ll blow you up.”

      “Who?”

      “The ones who took the woman away.”

      The walkie-talkie went dead and I heard the sound of footfalls off in the distance.

      “We’ve got echoes,” Slade said.

      “What kind?” I asked.

      “The living, breathing kind.”

      My eyes zoomed in and pulled back. I saw images on my internal HUD, human forms moving inside a slew of nearby buildings while others were creeping up the other end of New Jersey Avenue. There was no way of telling whether they were part of what others had called the Vrah, the gang that kidnapped Hollis, but either way, they’d soon have us pinned in. We could’ve stayed and fought, but whoever the mysterious lady was on the walkie-talkie, she sounded like she knew what had happened to Hollis.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      We ran down C Street, keeping in a perpetual crouch, searching for any sign of danger. I used my internal HUD to scan the roads and buildings, making sure that we weren’t heading into a trap. We flew past the spot near First Street where Hollis had been taken away and stole a glance back up at Independence Avenue, which was still thick with zombies.

      “What if it’s some kind of trap?” Deb asked.

      “Wouldn’t they have sprung it before?” Lexie replied.

      “They could’ve taken us out before,” I said, gesturing back in the direction we’d just come from which was swarming with zombies. A pack of them had broken off from Independence Avenue. They were streaking down C Street when gunfire rang out from farther down the street, ripping into the zombies like a buzzsaw. This was followed by a series of impressive explosions that kicked up a cloud which wafted over us, filling the air with the foul odor of rotting and burning flesh.

      The church was an impressive tower of stone with a slate-shingled roof and a pebble-dash façade that had likely stood for well over a hundred years and might stand for a hundred more.

      “A portion of this place burned down a long time ago and was rebuilt,” Raven said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because before we moved to Florida, we used to live around here. My grandparents brought me here once or twice when I was a kid.”

      She darted up the front steps and tried the door, but it was locked.

      The walkie-talkie barked and the mysterious woman on the other end said, “go around back, geniuses.”

      There was a wooden fence around the back of the church and a gate that was closed but unlocked. The ladies kept their weapons aimed, sweeping them in every direction as I studied my internal HUD. I noticed the icons changing, with Slade powering up something marked “IR” which he said meant infrared.

      My eyes zoomed in on the exterior of the building and the HUD revealed a single figure seated inside. If this was some sort of trap, we wouldn’t have any problems turning the tables on our ambusher.

      “We’re clear,” I said. “One person inside.”

      “How do you know that?” Raven asked.

      “I just do,” I said, not wanting to reveal yet what I’d done with Slade and the syringe.

      Deb ran up the rear stairs and ranged around the door, which was unlocked. Mini-gun drawn, she went in first, followed by Lexie and Raven. I brought up the rear, glancing back, making sure nobody had watched us enter the church.

      The church’s rear room was clear and for that I was grateful. I stood there for several seconds, taking everything in. My head was pounding, as if I was in the midst of a migraine, which I chalked up to my newfound abilities. I might be able to see farther and hear better, but it was disorienting and my body wasn’t used to it yet.

      “How you feeling?” Slade asked.

      “Like a bag full of smashed assholes,” I replied. “My head and eyes mostly,” I added, blinking, yawning, trying to pop my ears.

      “Takes a while to adjust. I’m working on the contrasts and pixilation, which should help with clarity and decrease discomfort.”

      “I guess you’re in charge,” I replied.

      “It’s like we’re in the world’s biggest, coolest video game and you’re the avatar.”

      “You are such a dork,” I said.

      “Proud to be one.”

      “If I’m the avatar, what does that make you?”

      “The dude behind the joystick.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the church’s rear room was in good repair and crypt-quiet, aside from the popping and snapping of pistons in the shark suit as I plodded forward. There were a few tracings of dried black blood on the floor, but otherwise the structure appeared to have escaped the worst of the apocalypse.

      Inching through a door into the center of the church, I sniffed the air, still redolent of snuffed-out candles and incense.

      On one wall there was a mesmerizing statute of Christ on the cross; near another, a collection of saints on pedestals, and a battery of stained-glass windows which were pierced by the outside sun, casting a warm glow down over the rows of wooden pews and the solitary figure seated at the front.

      A woman in a hoodie.

      She was positioned casually, her legs crossed, her hands folded behind her head as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She wore tan cargo pants hiked up to her knees, combat boots, and a hooded, tight, long-sleeved white shirt that was shrouded by a black tactical vest.

      The hoodie came back and out spilled a mane of dark hair streaked with purple highlights that was quickly pulled back into a ponytail. The woman’s olive-colored face was bruised and splotched with grime, but none of it detracted from her understated beauty. Her eyes, which were like deep jade pools, went wide at the sight of us.

      “Took you long enough,” she said, her left hand coming down, resting next to four items: the walkie-talkie, a small pistol, a pair of binoculars, and what looked like a car keyfob. She reached over and grabbed the pistol as Deb aimed her mini-gun.

      “Drop it,” Deb said.

      “You first.”

      Our guns came up and the woman held the keyfob-shaped item. A red light blinked on the top of it. “Yeah, I’ve kinda wired the place to blow. If you don’t lower your boomsticks in five seconds, it’s gonna be out of the blue and into the black for all of us, if you know what I mean.”

      “You don’t have the ovaries to do that,” Raven replied.

      “If you hadn’t already noticed, the world’s over. Way I see it, a lady who ain’t got nothing, ain’t got nothing to lose.”

      Raven sneered and muttered something in Spanish under her breath. “She’s bluffing.”

      The other woman responded in Spanish, which seemed to startle Raven. Then she said: “Check the windows, princess, if you don’t believe me.”

      I zoomed in on my internal HUD to see that the windows were indeed lined with wires, small multi-colored plastic caps, and what looked like stacks of explosives.

      My brow furrowed as I concentrated, working to communicate with Slade without speaking. “What’s the good word?” I asked internally.

      “She’s not fucking around,” he replied.

      “What are they?”

      “Military-grade explosives.”

      “Is there anyone else hiding inside the church?”

      “Negative. She appears to be alone.”

      “What do you think of her?” I asked.

      “She possesses many of the attributes prized by the superficial male, i.e., she’s hot.”

      “Not helpful.”

      “Okay, well, she’s well-armed…and hot.”

      “Still not helpful,” I replied, then to the other others: “Put your weapons down.”

      Raven gave me an exasperated look, but the ladies did as requested. I exited the shark cage, throwing up a hand in an obligatory gesture of good will.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Gina Marie Vaughn, although most people call me Suicide.”

      “Why?”

      “’Cause sometimes I do crazy shit.”

      “Like wiring a church with explosives?”

      “That’s the least crazy thing I’ve done today.”

      “I’m Nick. That’s Deb, Raven, and Lexie,” I said, pointing to the ladies. Lexie took a knee and removed Stevens from her rucksack. The cat took a few tentative steps as Gina pointed to the other side of the church.

      “There’s a water bowl over there if he’s interested. The church had a thing about feeding the local feral cats before the world ended and some of ‘em still show up at night.”

      I pointed to the walkie-talkie.

      “How come you have that?”

      “I found it.”

      “Where?”

      “The street.”

      “Why’d you call us on it?”

      Gina shrugged. “Wanted to see if anyone would pick up.”

      “That was our friend’s,” I said, snatching up the walkie-talkie. “Her name’s Hollis.”

      “Was she the one up on the roof?”

      My heart leaped. “You saw her?”

      Gina pursed her lips. She tapped a button on the keyfob and the red light turned a solid green. “I see lots of shit.”

      “Such as?”

      She pointed. “Such as your weapons and gear and that crazy pimped-out battle suit you got. That stuff ain’t exactly standard-issue if you know what I mean. Where’d you get it?”

      I held her look. “That’s classified.”

      Gina grinned and wagged a finger. “See, that’s the same thing I was gonna say about your friend. Where she went? That’s classified, too.”

      She moved toward the side of the church and I grabbed her arm. Her eyes flicked down to my hand.

      “Do you think it’s wise to grab my arm, mister?” she asked, lips pulled back in a sneer.

      “The name’s Nick.”

      “You’ve got three seconds to move your hand, Nick.”

      “I want to know what happened to Hollis.”

      I removed my hand from her arm and she slunk back and appraised us. “You know what the most valuable thing is these days? Information.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Something in return for what I give you.”

      “I’m flattered, but you’re gonna have to wait in line, sweetheart,” I replied with a sly smile.

      “I didn’t mean you, you jackass,” Gina snorted in response. “I meant your stuff. I tell you where your friend went, and you tell me where you got those weapons.”

      When we didn’t immediately respond, Gina turned her back to us and start moving toward a side door. “If you’re interested in talking, follow me. Otherwise, don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

      Turning, I searched the faces of Deb, Lexie, and Raven.

      “I don’t trust her,” Raven said.

      Deb nodded. “Me either.”

      “I’m not a fan myself,” Lexie added. “That chick is probably all hat and no cattle, but if y’all hadn’t noticed it we’re kinda homeless at the moment, it’s friggin’ cold outside, and it’s gonna be mighty dark soon.”

      She was right. The church was filling with shadows as the golden light retreated through the stained-glass windows.

      “I don’t have a problem showing her where the vault is,” I said.

      “Which one? We know about three now,” Deb replied.

      “I’m down with telling her about the first one,” Lexie said.

      I walked past the others, moving over next to Raven, who was at the side of the church staring at the statues of the saints. She closed her eyes as if in prayer, then focused on words someone had spray-painted in Latin along one of the pedestals that supported the statues.

      Raven traced her finger over the words, and I spotted something I hadn’t noticed before. A simple loop of silver wire around her wrist. “You know what this means?” she asked, pointing to the spray-painted words.

      I shook my head.

      “It’s a Bible verse. It says, ‘Happy shall he be that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones.’”

      “That’s pretty harsh.”

      “It doesn’t mean what you think. It’s Apodictic Law. Means God might hate a person, but he’ll find a way to work through them to make a point. Like if you take something from me, he’ll make it so that I can do likewise to you. That’s what it means.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because my folks were very religious. Went to church two days a week, lit candles and prayed, the whole deal. All of the stuff that’s gone down? They thought it was God’s judgment.”

      “What about you?”

      She stared at the ground, deep in contemplation. “Wickedness is nothing new. If the Almighty was gonna intervene in the affairs of humans, He would’ve done it a long time ago. This shit is of our own making, Nick.”

      “What happened to your folks?” I asked.

      She cut her eyes to the floor and shook her head. “The worst part is not knowing, thinking they’re out there somewhere down in Florida, stumbling around, ready to take a bite out of me if I ever find them.”

      Wanting to change the subject, I pointed to the spray-painted Bible verse. “Speaking of working through someone you might hate, what do you think about Gina?”

      “I don’t see us being BFFs or anything in the near future, but we don’t have a lot of options.”

      “My sentiments exactly. So, you’re down with telling her about the vault?”

      Raven nodded. “But only the first one. No way in hell we’re spilling the beans about the other two.”

      “Which means we still have to trust someone we just met.”

      Another nod from her. Then she held up her wrist to show me the loop of silver wire. “You know what this is?”

      “No.”

      “It’s a Buddhist thing.”

      “You’re Buddhist?”

      “I’m not, the wire is. It’s a reminder that sometimes in life all we need to get by is something as simple as this piece of wire. Small things.”

      That was a nice thought. I mean, it sounded like total and complete bullshit, but it was a nice thought nonetheless. She undid the wire and placed it around my wrist and it was clear that we were in agreement. Small things included talking with Gina. We’d likely have to reach an understanding with her because at the moment, we needed her more than she needed us.
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      Lexie bolted the back door and then we followed Gina down a stone staircase into the church’s basement, which was sectioned into two large rooms.

      One was filled with clothing and household items, what looked like a donation area for the poor, and the other had a refrigerator, couch, a table lined with twenty candles, a sleeping bag on the floor, piles of canned food, a tiny fake Christmas tree, and five scrawny cats that meowed and purred as we entered.

      Gina fired up the candles with a Zippo lighter, the air so cold in the room that we could see our breath. Lexie’s cat had followed us down and was already making friends with the other five felines.

      “Beats sleeping outside,” Gina said.

      Raven turned up her nose at the odor of mildew. “Just barely.”

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      Gina pointed to the wall, which was marked with thirty or forty chalk slashes.

      “Where’d you come from?” I asked.

      Gina plopped down on the couch and sighed. “Are we really gonna do this? Go around the room and introduce ourselves like some kind of fucking corporate training exercise?”

      “Just being friendly.”

      “Friendly gets you killed, so fuck friendly.”

      “You’ve got a real lip,” Raven said acidly.

      “Sorry if I’m a little brusque, sweetie, but that’s kinda the result of the goddamn world ending and everyone I ever knew or loved being eaten.”

      “Where is she?” Deb asked wearily. “Where’s Hollis?”

      “Where’d you get those weapons?”

      “Inside the Cannon Building,” I blurted out.

      Gina barked a nasty laugh. “Bullshit. I crawled all around the outside and inside of that place and didn’t see dick.”

      “There’s a secret hatch on the side that leads to an underground vault.”

      Gina’s eyebrows arched. “How secret?”

      “So secret that you crawled all around the outside and inside and didn’t see dick.”

      Gina pursed her lips. “Okay, so lemme guess. You won’t take me there unless I help you.”

      “Bingo.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “How much of the good shit is left?”

      “More than enough.”

      “I want all that I can carry,” she said. “That’s the deal.”

      I extended a hand. “Done.”

      She swapped looks with me, squinting as if assessing whether I was telling the truth. Then she shook my hand. “Okay, so it’s like this. The bangers took your lady friend down into the tunnels.”

      “The Vrah?” Deb asked.

      Gina nodded. “You know what they’re called, huh?”

      “We ran into them before.”

      She whistled. “Count yourself lucky to still be alive.”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “What about me?”

      “You’re still alive, too.”

      “’Cause I generally make myself scarce during the light. Been marooned in this city long enough to realize that the Madam don’t like sending her girls out at night.”

      Lexie scrunched up her nose. “What’s a Madam?”

      “You mean who,” Gina replied. “She’s the head bitch in charge, the one whose gang helps her run the city. They call her Madam Secretary.”

      Cliché number two hundred and forty, I thought. A post-apocalyptic world overseen by a ruler who gives herself a crazy name: Madam Secretary. A female version of the Duke of New York from the classic John Carpenter flick Escape from New York. If only Hollis was around to hear it, she’d be laughing her ass off.

      “The Madam runs the operation out of one of the museums down on Constitution Avenue, from what I hear,” Gina continued.

      “Then that’s where we need to go,” I said.

      Gina shook her head. “For starters, there’s just four of you and probably two or three hundred of them. Plus, they stash the folks they take down in the tunnels sometimes while they’re figuring out what to do with them. If your friend is still alive, she might be anywhere between the Eastern Market Metro station and the Smithsonian.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I found this down along the Metro tracks.”

      She reached under a blanket on the couch and flung something on the ground.

      A small spiral notepad.

      The same one that Hollis had.
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      I bent down and picked up the notepad.

      There were a few black dots on the outside cover, what looked like dried blood. I fanned the pages and then slammed it shut.

      “Okay, let’s do it,” I said. “Let’s show her the vault and then let’s go and get Hollis.”

      “It’s not that easy,” Gina said. “You’re gonna need transport, something fast and quiet to move across the Metro tracks. You can’t make in on foot and that tin can battle thing you got upstairs is way too bulky and noisy.”

      My brows furrowed. “What do you propose?”
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        * * *

      

      Gina had a plan that involved moving fast and light, which meant I’d have to ditch the shark cage and Lexie would have to leave Stevens the cat behind.

      “Promise me one thing,” Lexie said, watching Stevens mingle with the other felines as we headed upstairs.

      “Anything.”

      “If something happens to me, come back for him.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen.”

      “Just…promise me, Nick. He’s all I’ve got.”

      “Not everything,” I said, kissing her on the forehead.

      We gathered our weapons and gear. The ladies were surprised when I explained to them that I had indeed decided to leave the shark cage behind.

      “How are you going to communicate with your weird little friend?” Raven asked.

      “I’ll still be able to talk with Slade.”

      “How?”

      I held up my arm. “I injected him into my arm.”

      “That is the weirdest fucking sentence I have ever heard,” Deb replied. “And that’s really saying something, given that we’re in the middle of a zombie apocalypse.”

      “It was military gear. Some newfangled neurobionics, brain-interface stuff that was in one of the syringes.”

      “Coolness. Can you actually hear his voice?” Lexie asked.

      “Sometimes.”

      Deb shivered. “That is so creepy.”

      We exited through the rear of the church into the cool of the evening. There was a full moon overhead and the late-November air was charged, as if the season’s first snow wasn’t far off.

      Gina led us through an alley and stopped where it spilled onto a side street. She poked her head out, glancing both ways down C Street. The cacophonous howling and moans of the Woken could be heard off in the distance, maybe five or six blocks away, but there were no zombies in sight.

      We hooked a right and fell into a loping run down C Street for a block. Then we crawled under a sagging wooden fence and mounted the deck on the back of a rowhouse that afforded an excellent view of Capitol Hill.

      Gina handed me her binoculars, but I was already capable of seeing everything because of my ocular implants so I passed the binoculars to the ladies, who scanned the surrounding sections of the city.

      Slade powered up a night vision app on my internal HUD. My world was bathed in an eerie jade light.

      Independence Avenue sprang into view.

      I made out the innumerable shapes of the Woken as they shambled back and forth, their numbers stretching from one end of the street to the other. If anything, there were even more of them than when we’d left the Cannon Building.

      “There are more of those mothers than you can shake a stick at,” Lexie said, lowering the binoculars.

      Out beyond the nearby streets was the rest of downtown D.C., along with what looked like flames, glowing in the distance, creating a sooty pall of smoke that hovered over the cityscape.

      “That’s the burn pit,” Gina said, reading my look. “The one used by Madam Secretary’s goons to dispose of the bodies. It’s inside what’s left of RFK stadium.”

      “It’s on fire.”

      Gina’s lips thinned as she considered this. “Yeah, fires are what usually happens in a burn pit. They add to it every day.”

      She pointed to a large stone building several blocks away on Second Street.

      “That’s the National Indian Gaming Association building,” she said. “Handled all the casino business and whatnot for the tribes back in the day.”

      “Tell me why we should care,” Deb replied.

      “Because there are a storage space and garage on the lowest level.”

      Raven yawned “Wow.”

      A shadow passed over Gina’s hardened face. “A storage space and garage that are full of some pretty pimped-out electric motorcycles.”

      “And you’d know this, how?”

      “Because I’ve scavenged inside most of these buildings over the last two months.”

      “How secure is it?” I asked.

      “All the revs are on the upper floors.”

      “Revs?”

      Gina nodded. “Yeah, revs as in revenants. The risen dead. What do you call ‘em?”

      “Woken.”

      She made a face. “I’m sticking with revs.”

      I breathed into my hands and worked to trigger an internal communication link with Slade. I was slowly getting the hang of it, realizing that I could summon him through sheer concentration and visualization.

      “What do you think?” I asked without uttering a word, turning aside from the others.

      “Sorry, I was snoozing.”

      “Seriously?”

      “That was a joke.”

      “Not funny.”

      “Actually, I was doing a little high-level recon while you were canoodling with the ladies, Dekko, which involved hacking into the few remaining banks of red-light cameras. Believe it or not, I was able to snag some of the wireless signals.”

      “The cameras are still functioning?”

      “The ones running off solar panels are, and the signals are easily hackable.”

      “What’d you find?”

      “There’s activity up and down the streets.”

      “Humans?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Gang members?”

      “Impossible to tell. But if it is, they’re operating in small teams of twos and threes, emerging out of the Metro stations or sewer and moving block to block, doing their own reconnaissance.”

      “For what reason?”

      “Unknown.”

      “You think Hollis is still alive?”

      “What’s the one thing that’s in short supply these days?”

      “Happiness.”

      “Besides that.”

      “Soap.”

      “Besides that, too.”

      “Real, live people.”

      “Exactly,” Slade replied. “The idea that somebody would kidnap another person and get rid of them immediately is pretty fucking ridiculous. My gut tells me she’s still alive, at least for a while.”

      I took this in and looked back at Deb and the others. Then, as my night vision flicked off, I chanced a look at Gina. “What’s the plan?”

      “We hit the gaming association building, grab the motorcycles, and go find your friend.”

      “Why the hell are you willing to help us?”

      “It’s not because I’m altruistic if you were wondering. Fact is, I’m running low on supplies and if I want to get out of this city, I’m kinda thinking I need some of those weapons down in that vault of yours.”

      That was good enough for us. Deb and the others nodded. It was time to go get the motorcycles and then find and rescue Hollis.
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      Keeping our silhouettes small, we stuck to the shadows cast by the buildings that lined either side of Second Street, crouch-running over the sidewalk. There were a few stray zombies stumbling about, including a white-haired man with a congressional lanyard that I think might’ve been a once-powerful senator, but we either slipped around them or quickly put them down.

      Gina was in the lead, her weapon of choice a colossal rusted machete that dangled from her right hand. At one point, a zombie sprang from behind a trash truck and she bisected the thing’s head, chopping everything above the ears off with a flick of the wrist. There was no denying that she had a serious chip on her shoulder and was rough around the edges, but I couldn’t take my eyes of her toned ass, which jostled hypnotically to the left and right as she advanced.

      “Do not go into the middle of the street,” she said with a subdued tone, glancing at the pockets of moonlight splashing the street’s center.

      “Why not?”

      She stopped and bobbed her head toward a building on the other side of the street, the tallest one in sight. “The Vrah sometimes have spotters at night, coordinating with teams inside some of the other buildings. You step into that moonlight and they’ll snatch your ass away like they did to your friend. I’ve seen it happen six or seven times.”

      “What do they do with the people they kidnap?”

      “Some they get rid of, but others join up with ‘em. If your friend’s a fighter, she’ll be valuable to them. She’ll last a while.”

      That made me feel better. If there was anyone who could tough it out with the Vrah it was Hollis. The others went on ahead and I stopped to inspect two zombies who were lying in the gutter.

      It was obvious by the way the still-tacky crowned their heads that someone had put them down several hours earlier. One had died as a result of a clean gunshot to the neck, and the other’s head had been stove in by some kind of blade or heavy object. It wasn’t the manner of death that got my attention, but the tiny object lying between them.

      What looked like a jawbreaker.

      The same kind that Scarlett had back at Fort Detrick.

      Lexie whisper-shouted for me. I pocketed the jawbreaker, jogged up and met the four near the front of the massive National Indian Gaming Association building.

      Gina signaled for me to help her grab a metal grate near the edge of the sidewalk. It was heavy, but after some heaving and a few choice words, it popped free. We moved it aside and then Gina pointed into the darkness that lay below the grate.

      “That’s the way in,” she said.

      Hands out, I leaned down to inspect the underground space, but I couldn’t see shit, so dark was the area underground.

      “How does it look?” Raven asked.

      I remained silent, waiting for Slade to bring up my night vision—and that’s when hands shot out of the hole in the ground and wrapped around my neck, pulling me down into the smothering blackness.
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      I was pulled forward and fell, slamming into the side of a bulky piece of machinery face-first, a one-point landing that shattered the cartilage in my nose.

      Blood jetted from my busted snout as I bounced back and crashed to the ground, the wind knocked out of me.

      Slade was railing about how the nanites I’d injected would speedheal my broken nose, but that I had to get up before they got me.

      The ‘they’ of which he spoke was a quartet of zombies, all four of them flesh-ragged and nude, moaning and snatching at the air. The one that had presumably pulled me down, an Asian guy with long black hair, bit at the air while stepping to me.

      Thankfully, in bouncing off the machinery I’d been jettisoned clear of the bad guys and was lying in a cocoon of metal HVAC tubing and flexible pieces of duct, just out of reach of their clawed hands.

      The funk of my blood was heavy in the air, however, which threw them into a kind of feeding frenzy as they bit at the tubing to get at me.

      The icons on my internal HUD highlighted the nearest zombie, the largest, the most active.

      Rolling into a standing position, I threw an elbow strike that knocked the Asian guy back as the largest zombie, a thick-necked bruiser covered in curly brown hair, jumped and grabbed me in a bear-hug.

      The thing picked me up and I drew a forearm under his mouth, keeping his jaws shut as we collapsed to the ground.

      Arm still under the thing’s chin, I grabbed a section of the HVAC tubing with my other hand and wrapped it around the monster’s neck, twisting the pliable metal in a loop. Then I used both hands to tug back on the loop so hard that the zombie’s head, positioned atop its rotting, jellied neck, popped free.

      The skull rolled past me, eyes still open and teeth still gnashing as I levered myself up again and jump-kicked the third zombie, a broad-shouldered used-to-be-man with a nasty, puckered hole in his midsection that exposed his ribs.

      The fiend tottered back and then moved forward when a metal object flashed in the moonlight, swiping left to right—

      WHUNK!

      Taking the tops off skulls of exposed ribs and the Asian zombie.

      The ghouls fell to the ground to reveal Gina whose eyes sparkled in the gloom like a pair of diamonds.

      I held up my hands. “What happened to all the zombies being on the upper floors?”

      “Guess I was wrong,” Gina replied with a half-shrug, using the backside of one of the zombies to wipe a smear of gore from her blade.

      Lexie moved over and examined my nose. “You okay?”

      “Aside from having my nose busted and nearly getting eaten, I’m just peachy.”

      She leaned in and scrutinized my face, touching my nose which didn’t hurt at all. “Your schnozzle doesn’t look bad at all.”

      She helped me up and kissed me on the cheek. I pressed my right hand to my nose and was surprised that it didn’t come away red. Slade was right. Whatever I’d injected had already stopped the bleeding and there was a strange tickling sensation in and around the base of my sniffer which led me to believe that the nanites, or whatever the hell they were called, were indeed working their magic.

      “What happened, virtual wingman?” I asked Slade. “How come you didn’t warn me about the zombies?”

      “The signals sometimes get scrambled depending on conditions,” he replied. “Shit happens. The tech has a few bugs, and apparently leaving the shark cage can cause momentary glitches in the neural connections and main interface. Did I forget to mention that might happen?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “My bad.”

      Great, I thought. The goddamn technology had a few bugs and wasn’t as effective once I stepped outside the exosuit. That made me worry about how much I could really depend on it when the shit truly hit the fan.

      “What happens if things get really bad?” I asked.

      “Fall back on those natural skills of yours. Rest assured that I’ve got your back. In fact, I’ve been spending my time seeding your anatomy with even more nanites. Christ, I even built a kind of internal factory with a power source.”

      “Are you making this stuff up as you go along?”

      “Nope. It seems that the materials in that syringe included a microscopic nano-battery that can be recharged not only via the flow of blood through your anatomy, but with the production of body heat.”

      “I’m my own power source?”

      “Fuckin-A right,” Slade answered. “The battery allowed me to create self-replicating nanites that can examine, take apart, and rebuild damaged molecular structures. Wounds that would take months to heal can be fixed in hours.”

      “Am I indestructible?”

      “Not yet, but the day is young, kiddo.”

      With this in mind, I hustled after the others through a kind of exhaust chamber for the steam produced by the boilers that heated the buildings. Thankfully, the boilers were not operational so there was no steam, no nothing really, just a black pit crisscrossed with conduit, ductwork, and a maze of dormant machinery.

      It was obvious that Gina had been telling the truth about being here before because she picked her way through the machinery with ease, waving a penlight, following a path only she could see.

      We moved through an interior door and slunk down a long, narrow corridor that radiated a dank chill. The walls were pockmarked here, personal items were strewn about, and at one point we spotted two items lying on the ground: a raggedly severed finger and a human tooth attached to a long, black root.

      A sound echoed somewhere overhead. Then we noticed the carpet up ahead was soaked.

      “Shit,” Gina said.

      “What’s the matter?” Lexie asked.

      “Sprinklers must’ve popped, or the pipes burst.” She pointed to the roof tiles, which were sagging and discolored as was a far wall, the drywall sodden and breaking apart like moldy cheese. It looked like something had been leaking overhead for some time. “Wasn’t like this the last time I came.”

      “How long’s it been?” I asked.

      “Two weeks.”

      “A lot can happen in two weeks,” Slade said.

      “Should we exit?”

      “Sure…if you’ve got a viable Plan B.”

      I kicked at the ground because there was no Plan B. This was it, our only real hope of getting the transport we needed to track Hollis down. If we didn’t find the motorcycles, we’d have to go into the subway on foot. At night.

      We continued on and I swept my eyes left and right, but didn’t see anything with my enhanced infrared, IR vision, which flickered in and out.

      I smacked myself in the head, as if I was whacking the side of an old TV to fix the screen, and this seemed to do the trick. My vision came back into focus, at least for the moment.

      Gina shouldered open another door to reveal a bullpen that had been flooded in the not-too-distant past. Two inches of water remained on the floor and there were several huge holes in the ceiling where water continued to drain down.

      “You seeing this?” I asked Slade through our internal comms, panning around, focusing on the floor.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What do you make of it?”

      “It’s water.”

      “Really? I had no idea…”

      “Water, particularly this amount of water inside a building, is never a good thing, smart ass.”

      “Should we bolt?”

      “Negative,” Slade replied. “Charlie mike. Continue the mission.”

      We ducked and meandered into the center of the building as my IR crapped out again. I cursed at Slade, who said he was working to internally reboot things as we tromped across a floor of warped wooden tiles in the middle of a vast bullpen. The ceiling was open here, damaged by the water, and long ropes of electrical wire and conduit hung between the banks of dormant tube lighting.

      A sound echoed. It was a deep-throated groaning that resembled the note I’d heard whales making on a documentary I’d watched when I was a kid. It seemed to be coming from the outer edges of the room, and was followed by a series of pops that resembled the sound sheets of ice make as they break apart. I wasn’t sure if the others heard this, but with my enhanced auditory abilities, I sure did.

      I held up a hand. “Stop.”

      The others looked back.

      “Didn’t you hear that?”

      They shook her heads.

      “We’re close,” Gina said, dropping to her haunches to draw a crude map in the grime on the ground.

      She sketched a square and then drew an X to represent what she said was our present position. Then she used her index finger to draw a line through the middle of the X to the far side where she made a circle.

      “All we gotta do is hit the rear stairwell marked with a red S1 and we’re good to go.”

      My enhanced vision (aside from my IR), suddenly fluttered back online. With the aid of the internal HUD, I could see that something was wrong with the flooring. More specifically, based on the specs flashing in front of my eyes, the wooden tiles and the rest of the room were seriously out of level.

      “You seeing this, Slade?”

      “Affirmative. The joint’s sagging like an old man’s scrotum sack,” he replied.

      The IR suddenly kicked back on and I was able to gaze through the floor to see things moving, stutter-stepping across the floor below.

      Hundreds of things.

      “They’re under us,” I whispered. “I can see them.”

      “How the hell can you see through floors?” Gina asked.

      “Slade enhanced me,” I replied.

      “I’m not going to even ask what that means.”

      The groaning sound echoed again. With all eyes still on me, I held up a finger to silence everyone. Then I pulled the jawbreaker I’d found from my pocket and placed it on the floor.

      It remained in place for a moment, then began rolling off to the left like it was being pulled on an invisible string.

      “Why is it doing that?” Lexie asked.

      It was the water, I thought. The goddamn water had probably rotted out the subfloor and structural supports.

      The groaning note sounded again, and this time everyone heard it.

      Deb’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, shit.”

      The floor suddenly buckled and dropped a foot.

      “RUN!” I screamed, rising.

      We sprinted toward an exit door. Before we’d covered ten feet, it seemed like we were sprinting downhill as everything seemed to wildly tilt.

      “JUMP AND GRAB SOMETHING!” I shouted as everyone planted their feet and heaved themselves into the air as the floor under us fell away.
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      There was a flash of silver and I found my fingers wrapped around a length of inch-thick, metal-clad electrical cable.

      The others had miraculously latched onto their own industrial “vines,” and the five of us swung back and forth like Tarzan as a huge section of the floor that was beneath our feet only seconds before, exploded onto the floor below.

      A great, blinding cloud of dust and debris mushroomed up, reducing visibility to a few feet.

      Seconds passed before I saw movement in the din, a seething mass of arms and legs and lolling tongues fighting through the rubble.

      The floor below was swarming with hundreds of angry zombies. It was like staring down at a pen of famished lions at the zoo. The flesh-eaters were numerous, howling and jumping to swing at us.

      “Jesus,” Raven said, “look at those bastards go.”

      We just hung there for several seconds and then Deb spoke. “We need to get moving.”

      Easier said than done.

      Our eyes fixed on the exit door, which was twenty feet away. Raven was the first one to move, swinging back and forth on her cable like a child on monkey bars at a playground. The rest of us did the same.

      “Nick,” Lexie whispered.

      I looked sideways at Lexie, whose gaze was pinned straight down.

      “There’s something you need to see.”

      My eyes wandered down to see a lithe male zombie in a tank top staring at me. The ghoul grinned and then shoved one of his brethren to the ground and mounted his back. Then another zombie did this, then two more. The bastards were layering themselves atop one another, using their bodies as a kind of springboard to jump at us.

      The lithe zombie missed, but it got closer than I’d anticipated. Another zombie followed, then another and in a flash, they were scrambling up onto more and more of their comrades’ backs like spiders.

      “HURRY!” I shouted, my arms burning as we swung toward the exit door.

      Down below us, another zombie flung himself at us. I clenched the muscles in my core and punted the thing in the face, nearly losing my grasp in the effort as it fell down on top of the others.

      “Go!” I screamed at the ladies. “GO!”

      We collectively swung toward the exit door as the sound of the angry zombies built below us. Given my enhanced vision, I was able to spot the handholds, the pieces of cable and conduit that were strong enough to hang from and I began calling them out to the others.

      “Lexie, take the one on your right! Deb, grab that cable on your left!” And so on, as we kept moving.

      Body roped with sweat, I focused on the exit door, not daring to look down as the zombies made a sound as if they were tearing the floor beneath us apart. I heard a keening whine, the sound of flesh being slapped, and the rat-like skittering that comes when the vicious revenants think they’ve got an easy meal.

      Gina reached the door first, torquing herself up onto the still-stable ledge. Raven made it next, then Deb, and finally Lexie. I was ten feet behind them, grabbing onto one section of wire, then another, my hands greasy as I slipped and nearly fell.

      Here’s the thing about electrical cable. It frays. And when it frays, the tiny bundle of jagged wires inside is exposed and become like a thousand miniature knives tearing your fingers to shreds.

      There was so much blood on my flayed hands that I had trouble holding on, but somehow I reached the ladies, who grabbed my back and pulled me through the door. Rolling over, I looked back and spotted the zombies smashing through the wall under us. They were making such a ruckus, tearing through the drywall and ripping apart the metal studs that they began compromising the space we were in.

      Deb spotted this and grabbed my hand, helping me up. The floor started breaking apart beneath us and we beat a hasty retreat down a long twisty corridor.

      Lexie, Raven, and Gina were well ahead of us as a tremor built underfoot. Lexie and the others juked right where the corridor ended, but Deb and I were forced to the left as a gaping hole opened in the floor.

      The zombies used furniture in the room below to boost themselves up, grabbing the metal edges of the suspended ceiling system below, pulling themselves up.

      “Are they supposed to be able to do that?” I asked.

      “Jesus, I think…they’re getting smarter,” Raven answered.

      Fingers broke through the subflooring, pulling it away and widening the hole in the floor. Deb slipped on a swatch of time-soiled carpet and I wrapped my arms around her tight waist, saving her from being dragged down by the zombies.

      My IR enhancements went out again as I lifted her. We eased back away from the ever-expanding hole that separated us from the others. Lexie tossed us a couple of pistols and shouted to find a way to circle back and meet up near the stairwell that Gina had mentioned.

      We nodded and waved, crabbing back, slashing down the hallway, checking offices, trying doors until we stopped in front of an olive-colored metal door.

      “It’s clear,” Slade said.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Trust me.”

      I turned the knob on the olive-colored door. It was unlocked, so we stepped past the door and gently closed it behind us, slotting a small crossbar in place. We drew back into the shadows of the room, a large, windowless office cluttered with a ornate wooden desk, a loveseat, two chairs, several shelves, and piles of paper scattered everywhere. We turned to face the door, waited, and listened.

      Seconds ticked by and then shadows passed under the door.

      I heard the deep moans and tongue-clucking made by the zombies as they shuffled past outside. The icons on my internal HUD began assessing the number of walking dead on the other side of the door. I stopped counting when the tally reached forty-four.

      Deb pressed a finger to her lips. She dropped to the ground and placed her ear against the door, closing her eyes, eavesdropping on the zombies. I still didn’t know whether she actually had the ability to understand zombie-speak, but I figured what the hell. We were trapped inside a room and if there was a way for her to reach an understanding with the Woken, well, more power to her.

      Slade disagreed, ranting about how fucking stupid it was to even consider trying to reason with the dead, but I found I was able to tune him out just by concentrating, focusing on lowering what I guess you could say was my internal volume level until his voice, his near-constant pontifications, were little more than white noise.

      Then something thumped against the door.

      I withdrew from the entrance while feeling my nose and fingers, which had already healed from the nanites.

      More things slapped against the metal. Arms, legs, heads. The door began flexing against the zombies’ steady pressure and I began mentally tallying the number of bullets in my pistol.

      How many zombies were on the other side of the door? Ten? Forty? A hundred?

      The hinges groaned, the tiny screws keeping them in place bulging and threatening to pop loose at any second.

      Deb just stood there, taking it all in. I wanted to scream, wanted to grab and pull her back so that we could get ready to fight… But that’s when she did something unexpected.

      She lay on the ground and began clucking her tongue, making a strange trilling sound that resembled the eerie notes made by the zombies.

      My eyes flitted from the straining hinges to the shadows under the door and then something astonishing happened: the thumping sounds stopped. The door stopped bulging. The shadows moved off.

      Deb lay there for several seconds then pushed herself up. Those spooky, jungle cat eyes of hers, yellow in the middle and bone-white on the margins, glittered in the darkness. We moved back behind the desk, whispering conspiratorially so that the Woken couldn’t hear us.

      “Holy shit,” I said, wanting to whisper-scream. “You did it!”

      She summoned a weary smile. “They know we’re around here somewhere. But they don’t know precisely where. They don’t have our scent.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Because I’m kind of one of them, Nick.”

      “You…you’re what?”

      “I’m infected.”

      “No, no, I mean…I saw the bite before, but you haven’t turned. That’s what matters, so you’re not technically one of them.”

      “I am and I’m not.”

      She grabbed a section of her long hair and brushed it aside, pointing. Squinting, I noticed a raised, welted section of flesh, a red seam on her skull, what might be the ghost of a surgical scar. “I fell off a bike without a helmet when I was nineteen and suffered a TBI, a traumatic brain injury. I had to go to therapy and rehab at the intramural lab at NIH for sixteen months.”

      “So that’s why you became a nursing tech at that rehab facility, right?”

      She nodded. “The whole experience changed my life in a profound way because I had to relearn a whole shitload of things I’d taken for granted.”

      “Jesus, I’m so sorry...”

      A smile came over her face. “But what I always thought was a curse, I now see as a blessing. As a result of the accident, I’ve got what you might call an unquiet mind.”

      “I’m not sure I understand, Deb.”

      “My brain isn’t like the brains in those things out there. The doctors used to say it was differently circumstanced—which means the zombie virus, the prion disease or whatever the hell it is, doesn’t affect it like a normal brain. Turns out my injury probably saved my life, along with you.”

      “Me?”

      She nodded. “I saved you and you saved me. Hell, you’ve probably saved all of us a dozen times since the casino.”

      “We’ve saved each other.”

      “I never did thank you for that,” she said.

      “There’s no time like the present.”

      She smiled. Something thumped against the door and shuffled away. “We’re going to be here a while,” Deb whispered.

      My lips suddenly went dry. “What do you propose we do to pass the time?”

      She placed her pistol on the desk, then did the same with mine. I noticed that her face and the little groove above her breast bone were slicked with sweat as a result of the day’s events. Her eyes met mine and my hands slipped around her generous hips. I moved to kiss her but she shook her head.

      “I don’t know whether it’s communicable, so we’re going to have to take precautions.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like no kissing, and you need to let me take the lead. You’re mine.”

      I nodded because that sounded pretty damn good to me. I quickly focused on my link with Slade, severing the neuro-cord so to speak so he wouldn’t be able to see or hear what was about to happen.

      Deb then helped me out of my shirt and proceeded to tongue and caress my chest. My pants came down next and she admired my cock before spreading my legs. Her finger explored my ass and she did all sorts of wonderful things with her tongue and mouth, sucking on my balls before deep-throating me.

      She shoved me back against the desk and remained on her knees, easing back then inhaling my sex. Then she stood and disrobed. I gasped, because her body was exquisite: full-figured, firm-breasted, and hot to the touch.

      Reaching into a pocket on her pants, she removed a condom and fitted it onto my shaft, then maneuvered me back onto the love seat where I assumed a position, hands back, palms flat, bracing myself as Deb lowered herself onto my swollen prick. Her notch was hot and wet and in seconds we were going at it. Deb balanced herself acrobatically on the balls of her feet, bouncing up and down on my member as I sucked on her long, brown nipples.

      I reached around and fingered her ass, which caused her to cover her mouth to muffle her screams of pleasure.

      We did our best to mask the sounds of the love-making, but it soon grew intense as I repositioned Deb so that she could hold onto the end of the loveseat as I pounded her doggy-style.

      Her beautiful ass slammed back into me as I thrust into her deeper and deeper, clutching her hair, pulling it back even as I was afraid of smacking her ass for fear of the zombies overhearing us. I couldn’t help wondering, of course, whether Slade was capable of watching or experiencing what was happening. The very thought of it was unsettling and weird, so I banished the thoughts and focused on pleasuring Deb.

      As if sensing I was on the verge of climaxing, Deb turned, removed the condom and grabbed my sex, working it back and forth until I exploded all over the love seat.

      Hamstrings on fire, I lay back as she lay next to me, both of us fighting to catch our breath, caught up in the moment. We closed our eyes and listened to the beautiful sounds of silence.

      There were no sounds, none at all, and no shadows stirred under the door.

      The zombies were gone.

      It was time to move and track down the others.
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      We opened the door, ready for anything, but the zombies had indeed moved on.

      Hooking a right, we glided down the hallway, circumventing a blockade made of furniture and computer equipment where some of the office dwellers had apparently staged a last stand.

      Concentrating, I worked to reestablish a link with Slade.

      “Can you hear me?” I asked.

      Several seconds of silence fell, then Slade’s static-laced voice echoed. “What happened? You went blackout there for a while.”

      “Really? Wow?” I said, playing it off. “Does that mean…you didn’t see anything?”

      “No. Why? Should I have seen something?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      My face flushed.

      “Hey, your blood pressure just spiked, kid.”

      Dammit! He could tell I was lying.

      “No, it didn’t.”

      “Yes, it did. Wait a—Jesus, don’t even tell me… Did you—back there—did you do the deed with the zombie lady?”

      “She’s not a zombie!”

      “Yeah, well, she does a helluva impression of one.”

      “Want me to silence you again?” I asked.

      “I’d rather you didn’t. Someone has to work to keep your sorry ass alive. Speaking of which, how are the nose and fingers?”

      “Much better.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Thanks, Slade.”

      “Hey, that’s what I’m here for. Oh, and one thing. Next time you bang one of the ladies, make sure she’s on top for most of it. I like to watch. Ha!”

      Slade cackled as we came upon an obscene menagerie of bodies, including a guy in a torn three-piece suit who was missing his head.

      Beyond it was a trail of fresh body parts.

      Here an arm with outstretched fingers trailing an umbilicus of dried-out tendon; there a partially-devoured leg in a froth of pus and blood, swollen and contorted, teeming with chalk-white maggots.

      Beyond that was a section of torso with the ribs exposed, and a handful of ropy, sausage-like entrails lying in a wash of black blood.

      My heart skipped a beat because I could tell by the discoloration that they were from a zombie. Deb dropped into a crouch, using the barrel of her pistol to pick through the remains.

      “Definitely not one of the good guys,” she confirmed, her face screwed up in disgust.

      There was a sign at the end of the hallway with an arrow for elevators so we hooked a right, and I came face-to-face with a long, blood-soaked blade.

      A machete held in the hands of Gina.

      “We’ve been waiting for a while. Where the hell were you guys?” she asked.

      “Wondering the same thing about you,” I replied.

      Raven pushed the machete down and pointed. “The stairs are right behind us.”
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      We crossed a foyer, shuffled past a bank of elevators, and moved under a sign marked “S1” that Gina had earlier said marked the rear stairwell. Seconds later we stood before the stairwell door and noticed footprints in the watery muck on the tile floor.

      Prints made by bare human feet.

      Lots of them.

      It was unclear how long ago the zombies congregated here and whether they were coming and going from the stairwell.

      “How old are the prints?” I asked Slade, zooming in on them.

      “Each footprint is unique,” Slade answered. “Like a fingerprint. You can tell their size and shape by the impressions. See how they’re faint around the edges?”

      “Yes.”

      “Means these were likely left some time ago.”

      “That’s good,” I said.

      “No, that’s very good.”

      I looked up at the door but couldn’t see a damn thing and my IR wasn’t working.

      “What’s on the other side?”

      “The great unknown. Did you know that Aldous Huxley said ‘the man who goes through the door is never the same as the one who comes back out?’”

      I had no idea what that meant or who Huxley was so I grabbed the knob and turned it, but the damned thing was locked.

      Gina grabbed it with me and we tugged, but the door barely budged.

      “Wasn’t locked the last time I came,” she said.

      “Well, it is now.”

      “Shoot it off,” Raven said.

      Lexie’s face fell. “But they’ll hear it.”

      “Risk we have to take.”

      Raven motioned for us to move. Then she brought a pistol up in both hands, closed one eye and squeezed off a round that punched through the door, shattering the lock.

      We grabbed the handle and this time, with some added muscle, we were able to kick and pry loose the locking mechanism until the door swung open.

      “Whatever you do, do not breathe through your noses,” Gina said.

      “Why?”

      “You’ll know in about five seconds.”

      It didn’t take five seconds.

      The overpowering funk of mold and rank biological decay was thick in my nostrils before I’d even taken two steps forward. The scent was so strong that my eyes watered as I grabbed a railing, peering down into the darkness.

      Gina fished a red chemlight out of a pocket, snapped it on, and flung it down the stairs. Nothing stirred, and for that I was grateful.

      We made sure to pull and jam the door closed as best we could in case we were followed. Then we took the steps two at a time, stepping over the moldering bodies of zombies and what I assumed were their victims, office workers who’d been cut down at some juncture on or shortly after Z Night.

      As we went, Gina repeatedly stopped to retrieve the chemlight before flinging it down again to make sure we weren’t stepping into a trap.

      At the bottom of the stairs was another door, this one partially ajar.

      I nosed through the door and waited, allowing my eyes to acclimate to the gloom. Inside, there was a vast, underground concrete chamber.

      Half of the chamber was full of office supplies, furniture, and what looked like old heating and cooling equipment. The other portion contained a few vehicles, including a row of eight shiny black motorcycles, what I knew were called Zero Bikes, that were tethered to a long section of yellow cord that was fixed to one of the metal charging stations that had become common in downtown garages for all the fancy new electric cars.

      We quickly crossed the ground between us and the motorcycles, my eyes darting in every direction. There were two additional stairwells off to the left, and up ahead was what looked like a roll-up door that presumably led up to the city streets.

      Gina hacked off the yellow cord with her machete as Lexie rolled one of the bikes back, inspecting it, admiring the large white Z on the side which, she said, signified it as an electric bike.

      “Sweet,” Lexie said. “It’s one of the 7.2 kilowatt ones.”

      “You’ve used one?”

      She nodded. “When they weren’t in Los Angeles, my folks stayed at this ranch my momma inherited from her family in Texas. My daddy and I used to drive bikes like this all around Austin. Even on eco mode you can go zero to a hundred in three seconds without shifting gears.”

      She probed the bike’s undercarriage and tires. “Very little wear and tear,” she said.

      I gnawed on my lip. “Question is, do they run?”

      Lexie jumped onto the bike, turned the key, flipped a red switch, and…nothing happened.

      Crap. It was out of juice.

      “Not cool,” Raven said, flinging a nasty look in Gina’s direction.

      Lexie hopped onto another bike, turned the key and flipped the switch. This time the engine hummed to life. The dashboard glowed, revealing several icons, including a green arrow and a battery icon.

      “Shit,” Lexie said.

      “What?”

      She pointed to the icon and the number 3 next to it. “This thing’s only got three percent power.”

      She shut the bike off and moved to the next bike, which had a better charge, eight percent. It turned out that the bikes closest to the charging station had the most juice, such that by the time she reached the last three bikes, the batteries were at sixty percent.

      “Hot damn,” Lexie said. “We’re at sixty-five percent of a full charge.”

      “Which means?”

      She grinned. “We’re soon gonna be walking in tall cotton.”

      “Is that a good thing?” Raven asked.

      “That’s a great thing.”

      “We’ve only got three bikes,” I said, placing a hand on each motorcycle. “We’re going to have to double up.”

      “I’ll go with Raven,” Deb said.

      “Nick’s with me,” Lexie offered with a smile.

      “I’ll go it alone,” Gina said, rolling out the last motorcycle as everyone powered up the bikes which made very little sound, barely more than a golf cart.

      “How are we getting out?” Deb asked.

      I pointed to the roll-up door.

      “Can we open it manually?” Raven asked.

      “I’m about to find out,” I replied, jogging up to the door as the ladies wheeled their bikes around.

      Scanning the aluminum door, I zoomed in on two locking bars on either side that were still slotted in place.

      “Two questions for you, Slade.”

      “Shoot.”

      “What do you think of the door?”

      “Standard section roll-up with four aluminum panels. Those two lock bars are the only things standing between you and the outside world. What’s your next question?”

      “What’s behind door number one?”

      “It probably ain’t a prize if that’s what you were wondering.”

      “You can’t see through it?”

      “Sorry to report that the IR is still down, and the ocular implants are wonky.”

      “May I ask a question?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Is there any way I can fire you?”

      “That option went out the window when you injected me into your body.”

      “Any chance I can short-circuit myself?”

      “At ease, Dekko. Once we get topside, I’ll suss things out. I promise.”

      “If we get topside, Slade. If.”

      Moving over, I tugged back on the first lock bar, then did the same to the other one. Then I pressed my fingers under the bottom of the door and hoped like hell that my added strength would be enough to power it up.

      The aluminum was cold and I thought back on the old maxim that to lift properly, one needs to lift with his or her legs. As if executing a deadlift, I squatted, kept my head up and lifted the door with everything I had.

      The metal stuck for a moment, but I powered through that, the rollers on either side smashing through a coating of rust. Once I got the door past my chest it was much easier, and the final four or five feet it rolled up all on its own.

      The door fully open, I peered out into the blackness of a loading area and the blackness peered back.

      I blinked, and that’s when the first zombie threw himself on top of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      The thing sprang from the blackness like a living shadow, tackling me to the ground. I planted my knee in its gut and levered it back over my head, but there were others behind it. Scrambling to my feet, I waved for the ladies to go and they fired up the motorcycles and vroomed past.

      I made a move for Lexie’s bike but was cut off by two whippet-thin zombie chicks who were wildly swinging their arms, trying to rip my neck out.

      The first one I slugged in the jaw, the second I downed with a wicked roundhouse that broke every bone in her face.

      “GO! GO!” I shouted at the others, not wanting them to be trapped.

      Slade conjured up a path forward on my internal HUD and I slalomed between the zombies as a bike appeared.

      It was Gina.

      “GET ON!” she said.

      Before I could, a zombie lowered a shoulder and knocked her from the bike. Gina crumpled to the ground, her machete spinning to a stop at my feet.

      Enraged, I grabbed the machete and bumrushed the zombies.

      I hacked off the head of the one who’d knocked Gina from the bike. Then I impaled a man wearing nothing but a red tie, twisting the blade into his stomach, opening his chest up like a sandwich bag as black gore spilled to the ground.

      I kicked the tie-wearing zombie back before lopping off the top of his skull. He fell and I mounted his body, using it propel myself forward, hacking and slashing at anything that moved.

      Bringing the blade down from right to left, I quickly beat back the zombies.

      Gina climbed back aboard the bike as I climbed on behind her.

      “Thanks,” she said, breathless.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “You ready?”

      I nodded.

      “HOLD ON!” she screamed, turning the bike’s throttle.

      I wrapped my hands around her stomach and discovered that Lexie had been right. The electric motorcycles had an insane zero-to-sixty speed.

      My head snapped back as the bike rocketed off across the loading dock, swerving directly toward a rampaging pack of zombies—

      Only to veer off at the last second.

      My weight carried me to the right, but Gina quickly leaned left, balancing us as we slipstreamed between the dead-eyed monsters. We hit a ramp and accelerated, catching some serious air as we swung out onto the main road.

      A never-ending stream of zombies rushed towards us from the other side of the street. They spilled out into it, separating us from Deb, Lexie, and Raven.

      Raven shouted that we should meet up down under on the Metro subway tracks, so Gina turned the bike away from the marauders and we burned rubber down the street.

      The wind whipped my hair as we bumped over a sidewalk and then shot through a gap in the zombie pack.

      Gina deftly piloted the bike, zigging and zagging between the Woken and the debris that littered the blacktop: cars, industrial machinery, a fallen airplane or two.

      Something stirred on the periphery of my vision and I glanced over to see a zombie streaking through the night, running as fast as a normal person. The bastard must’ve been a track star back in the day because he was able to keep pace with us for several seconds.

      “WE’VE GOT COMPANY!” I shouted.

      “ALREADY ON HIM!”

      The zombie sprung up onto a Honda Accord and went airborne.

      Gina waited for three heartbeats, then swerved left.

      The zombie flew right—and barely missed us, plowing headfirst through the rear windshield on a sports car as we blasted over the sidewalk, vanishing down an alley that separated the commercial buildings from a section of rowhouses.

      “That was some fancy driving,” I said.

      She smirked. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      The bike’s engine whined as she popped a wheelie and we sped off into the night.
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      We cruised down Pennsylvania Avenue for ten minutes and stopped only once. Gina spotted something she didn’t like and signaled to me with two fingers. There was a corpse pinned to a street sign, a bald man crucified upside down.

      We couldn’t tell if the dude was human or zombie, but the froth of blood from the gashes in his torso was bright and shiny. I thought about the bodies I’d seen earlier on the outskirts of Frederick. I also thought about the girl we’d encountered near the AME church, the one I’d let escape, the one who’d eventually kidnapped Hollis.

      “Vrah,” Gina whispered, pointing at the body.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Not my first rodeo.”

      I dutifully checked with Slade to see what he thought, but he claimed to be busy trying to bring all of my ocular enhancements fully back online.

      Doubling back, we drove across a weed-choked car lot and shot down a side street before curving back onto Pennsylvania Avenue, where we were confronted with the wreckage of the old world and the final battles before and during Z Night in the form of several rusted-out tanks peeking out from inside a Starbucks. Threadbare uniforms were scattered across the asphalt, and a brace of Blackhawk helicopters lay bent and broken in the middle of the road. I glanced sideways to see the side of a building had been tagged with graffiti, a dripping red face of Uncle Sam with fangs and the words “We R In Hell.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Gina said, pointing to the graffiti.

      My eyes screwed shut, I zoned, and for a moment it was possible to remember the world as it once was. Horns honking, commuters scampering in every direction like actors without scripts. The world before wasn’t perfect of course, no place ever really is, but it was all I knew and I missed it dearly. I missed listening to the perpetually-hapless Redskins get their asses kicked on the radio for instance. I missed street tacos and Popeyes chicken, hugs from strange girls, eating boardwalk fries with Old Bay in Ocean City, and Mountain Dew. God help me, I actually missed Mountain-fucking-Dew.

      BAM!

      A concussive crashing sound forced my eyes open.

      A section of metal fencing off to the right crashed to the ground, collapsed by a stream of zombies that streamed forward.

      The only thing that separated them and us was a parked minivan.

      “Get going!” I shouted.

      A strange smile tugged at Gina’s face. She removed the device that looked like a car keyfob and drove off down the road, holding the keyfob up and pressing a button.

      The minivan disappeared in a retina-searing explosion that drove the zombies back.

      “You planted that?”

      She nodded. “I’m like a Boy Scout, Nick. Always prepared.”

      She spun the bike around.

      “Where the hell are you going?”

      “The Cannon Building. First, you’re gonna show me that secret entrance, then we’ll go down to the Metro.”

      What could I say? She was driving, so I nodded as we sped off down a one-way street, trying to outpace the zombies.
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        * * *

      

      We drove east for several blocks, then Gina slowed near Seward Park, a circle of green on Pennsylvania Avenue that was named for William Henry Seward, the U.S. Secretary of State who’d played a role in the purchase of Alaska from Russia in 1867.

      Puttering along, we drove down North Carolina Avenue and stopped at the corner of Sixth Street.

      Before I could ask why we were stopping, Gina hopped off the bike.

      I followed.

      We bounded down toward a statue of a woman whose head was turned left, gazing down the street toward Seward Park.

      “That’s Olive Risley Seward,” Gina said, pointing to the statue.

      “What makes her so important?”

      “She’s an explosive lady,” Gina said. “Literally.”  She moved over and jimmied loose a section of the statue’s base to reveal a concealed niche. Then she pulled out a square of explosives studded with plastic caps and wires.

      “This is just one of the stashes I keep hidden all over the city,” she said with a wink. “Must have OCD or something, ‘cause I check on them every other day.”

      Explosives secure, we quickened our pace back toward the bike and stopped because there was something overhead.

      A series of flashing lights.

      “Jesus.”

      “What the hell—”

      The lights were attached to the bottom of a long, black helicopter that passed far overhead. We waved our hands, but there was no way in hell they’d ever see us.

      “You seeing this, Slade?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “Definitely a military copter.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “Too early to tell.”

      Of course, if Hollis was around she’d remind us of the old movie cliché. In nearly every zombie film, the military turns out to be the bad guys. Maybe this time it was going to be different. Maybe the helicopter would do a circuit around the city and then land in the middle of the street to save us.

      The helicopter didn’t stop and it didn’t descend. Instead, it flew over the city, vanishing somewhere down past the Potomac River.

      Something unspoken passed between me and Gina as we moved back to the motorcycle. We’d both seen the helicopter and at the very least we had some hope now. There was somebody else out there, somebody that might be able to help us.
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      We mounted the bike and drove for several miles, cresting a bridge that revealed RFK Stadium. Fires glowed inside of the shell of the sporting arena, creating a strange, hellish light that illuminated the Whitney Young Memorial Bridge which spanned the Anacostia River.

      “The only successful barricade the military engineers ever constructed is in the middle of that bridge,” Gina said. “A couple tons of steel and razor wire are all that separates us from a million starving revs.”

      “What happened to the people on the other side?”

      “They were screwed. Collateral damage.”

      “That’s fucked up,” I said.

      She crinkled her nose. “Don’t act like you’re a saint, Nick. I been around long enough to know there’s a reason you’ve lived this long.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’re alive because you probably did some unsavory shit.”

      “What if I didn’t?”

      Her eyes crimped with effort. “Then you’re one in four hundred million. A goddamn unicorn.”

      “I think there are other good people out there. People like us.”

      “Maybe there are,” Gina replied. “Hell, I heard rumors that some parts of Europe never had it as bad as us and are already back online. Maybe that’s all true, but maybe it isn’t. Maybe this is all there is.”

      I took a final look at the skyline, my eyes jumping from the stadium to the bridge and the outline of the massive barricade. Then we wheeled around and headed west, stopping in the middle of an intersection.

      We focused on the far end of the street. Goosebumps ridged the flesh on my arms as I watched two zombies tussle over the corpse of what looked like a dead dog. One of them dipped its hands in the feral canine’s chest cavity and held up a handful of gooey intestines. The other’s head flicked toward us, but we were already moving, motoring between a bottleneck of abandoned vehicles and machinery, the city appearing endless and dark and incredibly menacing.

      Cruising silently down the streets, we passed a promontory made up entirely of discarded cellphones and tablets, a stand of street signs covered in ragged, stuffed dolls, and apartment buildings with oversized decks where Gina said suicides occurred right before the city’s lights winked out for good.

      Next, we proceeded past a church whose doors had been pried off. There was a single solar lamp near the front, spotlighting an oversized painted image of Jesus, muscular and imposing, his eyes glazed white, hands outstretched as if he was trying to keep something only he could see at bay.

      “We used to call him ‘Rambo Jesus,’” Gina whispered, pointing at Jesus’s laddered midsection. “Dude has a serious eight-pack.”

      “My mom believed He was going to come back one day.”

      She shrugged. “Who’s to say this whole thing wasn’t His handiwork? I remember in the Bible there was that story about the dude that Jesus raised from the dead. Lazarus. If you think about it, he was kinda the world’s first zombie.”

      The quiet expanded between us. “How come you stuck around?” I asked.

      “Where the hell else would I have gone?” she asked.

      “There has to be somewhere better than here.”

      “What if there isn’t.”

      I wrung my hands, considering this. “I read a book once…”

      “Congrats.”

      I smirked at her saltiness. “The author said that the one thing that connected everyone, that made it possible for people to come together, to have a society, was the belief that tomorrow might be better than today.”

      She yawned. “Yeah, that’s a lovely thought, Nick.”

      “I believe it,” I replied. “There has to be something better out there. There…just…has to be.”
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      Ten minutes later, we rode over a wide junction in the city streets ringed by hulking apartment buildings and glittering glass structures shingled with faded signage that still read “New Condos from the One Millions!”

      Continuing on, we passed a row of restaurants and tourist spots, including a wax museum with figurines of celebrities and actors. A wax Tom Cruise stared at us from a shattered window, his teeth gleaming like platinum in the murkiness.

      Motoring over Second Street, we passed the Supreme Court which was ringed with sandbags and tiny bird’s nests made of razor wire where machine-gunners once stood. Gina stopped for a moment and we looked up at the white-marbled Neoclassical building.

      “My old man used to say you can tell how peaceful a country is by the number of lawyers it has. The logic is, the more lawyers there are, the less need there is for people to settle disputes with a gun or a knife.” At my silence, she pointed to the court. “The fucking justices were actually in session considering some martial law proposal when the revs attacked.”

      “What happened?”

      “Security stopped some of them, but the rest got inside. The Chief Justice was bitten first and he infected four of the other associate justices. Before you knew it, you had a whole building full of zombie lawyers.”

      “That sounds like a cheesy horror movie,” I said. “‘Zombie Lawyers from Hell.’”

      Her lips curled in a dimpled smile and we continued onto First Street, accelerating, mindful of the zombie pack that seemed to be perpetually bunched up on Independence Avenue.

      Gina slowed the bike as we drifted through the lightly-wooded park outside of the Capitol Grounds, the area directly around the United States Capitol, wending around the remains of massive mechanical fighting machines. Mechs, Gina called them. They were seven or eight feet tall, five feet wide, and studded with cannons and rocket pods. They looked like the shark cage on steroids.

      “The mechs were the last line of defense,” she whispered.

      “Apparently there weren’t enough of them.”

      “Or maybe they didn’t use ‘em the right way.”

      “What?”

      She stopped the bike. “There were rumors that the army was working on bigger, badder mechs before the lights went out. These monstrous battle machines that were supposed to save the city. Guess they never got a chance to implement them.”

      I gazed at the mech, wondering what the final battle with the zombies had looked like, picturing a spindly zombie facing off against the machine. The military had the guns, but the zombies had the numbers.

      We drove on, using the trees as cover, weaving between them until we came to Southeast Drive which spooled to New Jersey Avenue.

      We jolted to a stop in the shadow of an oak tree and looked across the road to see the Cannon Building.

      The zombies were still there, hundreds of them, grunting, moaning, swaying to a beat only they could hear.

      “It’s right over there,” I whispered, pointing toward the spot where we’d crawled out of the secret passageway.

      “I can’t see it,” Gina said.

      “Trust me.”

      “Trust but verify,” she said, gunning the bike as I held on for dear life.

      The motorcycle bolted down the street, headed directly toward the Woken, who reacted. Gina flashed the headlamp, which startled the ghouls who covered their eyes, giving us an opportunity to slash past.

      My mouth was open in a silent scream as Gina swerved through the pack, slicing over the blacktop.

      “Where is it?” she asked.

      I pointed the door out and she drove onto the sidewalk to get a better look. She jumped off the bike, opened the door and looked inside. Satisfied, she closed the door, returned and throttled the motorcycle and looked back at me. The zombies were converging, but she didn’t seem concerned.

      “Now you know why they call me ‘Suicide,’” she said with a chuckle.

      I locked my arms around her midsection as the bike burned rubber and I caught sight of something I’d forgotten about in all the excitement. The sewer opening where the briefcase containing the other syringe had fallen.

      There were fleeting thoughts about telling Gina and possibly stopping to try and recover it, but there were too many zombies and not enough time.

      We whipped down alongside the building as the flesh-eaters threw themselves at us.

      Gina monkeyed the motorcycle, hopping onto a raised platform at the outer edge of the building, using it to build up speed before we rocketed off the end, soaring several feet over the outstretched hands of the zombies as we disappeared into the shadows.
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      Fifteen minutes later, the bike slowed near 7th Street and coasted to a stop at the edge of Market Park where the Eastern Market Metro station was located.

      My vision was blurry. As I dismounted the bike, I blinked several times and everything became much more vivid as I initiated a link with Slade.

      “Things look different,” I said silently to Slade.

      “Did some troubleshooting while you and the missus were escaping the Woken.”

      I took in the park and the adjacent cityscape. “How’s the surrounding area look?”

      “A little hot about a quarter mile off, but little to no activity down below.”

      I scanned the HUD to confirm that were no images of anything lurking about at the bottom of the Metro station.

      We drifted past the station’s smashed entrance pylon and circumvented a small mountain of corpses that had nearly turned to jelly.

      The bike eased toward the staircase and elevator, both of which led underground. Gina repositioned the bike over the lip of the escalator so we could peer down.

      “You wanna walk the bike down?” I asked.

      She glanced back at me. “I’m gonna forget you said that.”

      “Okay,” I replied, gulping. “I’m just going to nod for the next few seconds and pretend I’m not scared shitless.”

      She laughed and drove sideways, bypassing the escalator steps so that we could descend using the smooth metal divider off to the left, just past the handrails.

      We became a blur, ghosting down alongside the escalator at an incredible speed. We met the end of the metal divider and were catapulted into the air.

      The motorcycle landed hard, the front wheel sliding.

      We nearly ate it before Gina got the bike under control, driving it under the station’s massive, concrete cathedral-like arches and walls that resembled the hexagonal cells on a honeycomb. She was unfazed by the descent, stopping the bike as I drew in an audible breath, peering back up at the escalator.

      “You almost got us killed,” I said.

      “The presence of death calls attention to the beauty of life,” she replied with a wink.

      Wheeling the bike around, we drove down a ramp onto the tracks. Gina pointed west. “We’ll follow the tracks and meet up with the others.”

      “How long?”

      “Moving slowly and assuming we don’t run into anything, maybe fifteen or twenty minutes.”

      I nodded. She reached out a finger and touched my cheek, wiping away a smear of blood from my previously-broken nose.

      “Hey. You—your nose,” she remarked.

      “What about it?”

      “It looks—I mean, it was jacked-up before, but now…it’s healed.”

      I flashed a high-wattage smile. “I’m special.”

      “Anyone that’s survived this long has to be. What’s that old saying? Luck is the savior for the few, but a demon for the masses.”

      I nodded at the truth of this as we motored down over a concourse, the raised subway tracks slowing our progress, the only light coming from the motorcycle’s headlamp. Gina was supremely on edge, glancing left and right.

      “What are we looking for?” I asked.

      “It’s like porn, Nick,” Gina replied. “We’ll know it when we see it.”

      And then, of course, we saw it. Saw them, scampering on either side of the motorcycle.

      Rats.

      An innumerable army of vermin. And these weren’t the little ones I was used to seeing back in Baltimore, for instance. No, these suckers were as big as cats, which Gina said was likely the result of people no longer being around. No people, cats, or subway cars meant the rodent population was exploding.

      “Why the hell don’t the zombies just eat the rats?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I guess even they have standards.”

      The odor of death soon greeted us as we came upon several crashed subway cars that had fallen or been pushed off the tracks. They lay against the tunnel walls, which forced us to dismount the bike and push it through a gap between a car and the nearest wall, a space that was just barely large enough for us to pass through.

      The inside of the cars were darkened, but the windows were partially shattered and mottled with scum and dots of black blood, the inside carpeted with the barely-recognizable remains of partially devoured bodies. I had a mental image of commuters frantically trying to make it home from work or out of the city when the dead converged.

      “There were warnings,” Gina muttered. “On the days leading up to Z Night they were telling people to stay home, to avoid the Metro…”

      “How do you know?”

      “’Cause I used to ride all the time.”

      “I didn’t know you were from D.C.,” I said.

      “I’m not. I was living in Lanham, Maryland, but I was on the Metro going to work when it all went down.”

      “Where’d you work?”

      “A hospital.”

      “Doctor?”

      She shook her head. “Nurse. An R.N.”

      “No shit. You saved lives, huh?”

      She nodded slowly. “Now I take ‘em.”

      We worked as a team to push past the last subway car and when we were in the clear, I heard the words I’d hoped not to hear. “We’ve got echoes,” Slade said.

      I checked the HUD but didn’t see anything.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “I’m not going off sight, Dekko. I’m calculating vibrations off the tunnel walls.”

      “Is that actually a thing?”

      “Affirmative. Can’t you hear it?”

      I closed my eyes and heard a faint sound, a subaural whine.

      “How far away are the zombies?”

      “Quarter mile and closing.”

      “How many?”

      “I’d guess forty or fifty. Given the tight quarters they’re likely bunched up, which means if you can avoid them, you’ll be able to continue the mission.”

      Gina read my concerned look. “What’s the matter?”

      “The bad guys are coming.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Put your ear on the rail.”

      “You serious?”

      I nodded.

      She knelt and pressed an ear to one of the tracks. I zoomed in to see a few motes of dust springing from the metal rail, which I surmised was caused by a vibration from the zombies.

      Recognizing that the flesh-eaters were on the way, we double-timed it, pushing the bike another several hundred feet as the sound of the Woken grew in the distance.

      Gina climbed a ladder and dropped onto a raised brick maintenance path that led to an archway and a partially concealed door with the word “Engineering” stenciled in white on the outside.

      “We can hide in there.”

      “What about the bike?”

      She looked at me as if this was the dumbest fucking thing she’d ever heard. “What about it? The revs don’t ride motorcycles, Nick.”

      Excellent point.

      We stowed the bike in the shadows and Gina ran back in the direction we’d just come from. She quickly returned, holding up her machete which was dripping with black blood and viscera.

      She flicked the gore all over the tracks.

      “Helps to cover our scent,” she said.

      Scent hopefully concealed, we moved to the Engineering door which was ajar.  Somebody had placed a wad of electrical tape across the lock.

      “You’ve been here before?” I asked.

      “A time or two,” she replied, prying the tape away, holding the door open for me. I held up the walkie-talkie.

      “Separation anxiety?” she asked.

      “They need to know where we are.”

      “Tell ‘em we’re going to be running a little late.”

      “How late?”

      “Thirty minutes, maybe less.”

      I tapped the button on my walkie-talkie, trying to raise Raven to let her and the others know what was going on, but she didn’t respond.

      Turning back, I peered at the darkness beyond the door and wondered what, if anything, might be lurking inside, waiting to devour us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Gina flipped a switch which remarkably came to life, revealing a space that was empty and surprisingly spacious if a little unkempt.

      Bits of dust twirled in the air over a metal table, a couch, and several chairs. The walls were shingled with safety placards that hung over a cluster of lockers, an eyewash station, and piles of boots, hardhats, and glow-in-the-dark work vests.

      “Some of the solar-powered backup generators are still working,” Gina said, pointing to a light bulb dangling from the roof. She closed the security door before slotting a heavy metal bar in place.

      She flicked off the light and peered through the peephole.

      “What do you see?” I whispered.

      “You mean besides a shitload of revs?”

      She made a terse gesture and I squinted, watching shadowy forms shove and jostle each other, advancing in jerky starts down the subway tracks. They moved slowly, like a herd of cattle. I held my breath, hoping like hell they wouldn’t catch our scent.

      Turning, I saw Gina pushing the lockers aside to reveal a pocket door. She slid it open and flicked on another light to reveal a room within the room. This one was cramped and windowless and held a recliner, an ottoman, a step-stool, a tiny dorm-style refrigerator, and an old-school TV propped on a wooden cable reel.

      “Home away from home,” Gina said, looking back. “I hid in here for two weeks after the city fell.”

      I remained at the door, then followed Gina into the other room after turning off the light in the main room.

      Gina flicked off the light in the windowless room so the zombies wouldn’t notice it, she said. Then she lit two candles and handed me an already-open bottle of beer that she kept in the refrigerator.

      “Yet another secret stash,” I said as she pointed another bottle at me like a gun.

      The bottle was ice cold and I closed my eyes, taking a long pull from it, savoring every drop of the dense, hoppy suds.

      Gina eased herself down onto the recliner, holding up a remote-control which she used to turn on the TV.

      The screen filled with snow as she flipped through the channels.

      “I turn it on every time I come here, hoping that maybe there’ll be some kind of emergency broadcast message.”

      She turned the volume all the way down and looked at me. “What was the last thing you watched?”

      “I was in a kind of coma when it all went down.”

      She choked on the beer. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “Well, you missed out on the President’s big talk. Aside from the ‘Dancing with the fucking Stars’ finale, it was one of the last things televised before the lights went out.”

      “Sorry I missed it.”

      “Oh, it was a sight to see. Full of big announcements about how the scientists had found a cure for the virus and everything was going to be under control within three months.”

      “How’d that turn out?”

      “They deserted D.C. four days later and the city’s defenses collapsed five days after that.”

      I sucked down half of the beer, taking it all in. My tolerance for booze wasn’t what it used to be, so I was a bit dizzy. I sat on the step-stool and that helped improve things.

      “Can I ask you a question, Nick?”

      “You gave me a beer. You can do anything you want.”

      A ghost of a smile played at the corner of her mouth. “Where’d you get that exosuit of yours? The one back at the church?”

      “Fort Detrick.”

      “Why do I know that name?”

      “Because it was a military installation up near Frederick.”

      “You a soldier?”

      “Civilian contractor.”

      She ran a finger around the lip of her beer. “’Cause you look like a soldier, y’know? I mean, you’ve got that look...”

      I fought off a smirk. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “It was meant to be,” she replied, firing up a cigarette while positioning the beer between her knees. She blew a ring of smoke in my direction.

      “So how you’d get from way up at Fort Detrick to here?” she asked.

      “Walked.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I’m serious. Hollis and I walked the whole way.”

      “Hollis is the one you’re looking for, right?”

      I nodded, staring at the end of the cigarette as it flared.

      “She your girlfriend?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have one.”

      “That makes two of us,” Gina said, quirking her eyebrows suggestively. I downed the beer and felt better than I had in a long time. Any concerns I had about the zombies and the others seemed distant.

      “What about Raven and the others?” she asked.

      “You’re like a prosecutor with all the questions…”

      “Just curious.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “How long have you known them?”

      “Not very.”

      “Have you fucked them yet?”

      I nearly fell from the step-stool.

      “What the hell kinda question is that to ask?”

      “A perfectly logical one, given the dearth of dick in D.C.”

      “Can I take the Fifth?”

      She laughed, and there was something about the way she threw her head back coupled with her features, softly illuminated in the smoke-shrouded candlelight, that made her seem like a beautiful creature from an old master’s painting come to life.

      “I figured you’d say something like that,” she said. “Trust me, it’s all good. At the end of the day it’s just biology, isn’t it? The science of urges.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t go getting any ideas about me,” I said, playfully pointing the bottle at her.

      “Too late,” she replied. “I’ve already got ‘em.”

      “Good or bad ones?”

      “Nasty ones.”

      She rose up, and we studied each other. The room felt incredibly warm and my breathing quickened.

      I set the bottle down and she brushed against me. Her pupils were fat with desire. We rested our foreheads against each other, not knowing what to do next.

      She whispered something unintelligible then ran a finger down my chest, tracing an invisible pattern before coming to a stop on the growing bulge in my pants.

      I reached for her and she gently smacked me in the face. She turned her back to me and grabbed my hands, then maneuvered them all over her body. I pushed her shirt down over her shoulder and felt the flesh near her neck, which was fever-hot and smooth to the touch.

      My hands caressed her globular breasts and then migrated south. She took my hand and pushed it down into her pants where I ran two fingers between her slightly-parted thighs, which were hot and wet.

      She moaned and grabbed my sex again, this time harder.

      I stripped off her shirt and spun her around, kissing her neck and breasts, grabbing her ass as she squealed with delight.

      My erection strained against my pants. Dropping to her knees, she tugged my pants down, unleashing my engorged member. It sprang free, smacking her on the cheek.

      Gina began vigorously—almost violently—sucking me off, exploring all around the shaft with her tongue while her hands massaged my thighs.

      I grabbed the back of her head and rocked her back and forth, and then she pulled back and leaned across the recliner chair. I imagine she was a gymnast at some point given her flexibility, her ability to grab her ankles on the chair’s arm wrests and spread her legs apart.

      I eased my tongue into her glistening furrow and went to work as she grabbed my hair with one hand while tweaking her nipples with the other.

      Then she tugged on my hair and I stood while she turned and grabbed the edges of the chair so I could enter her from behind.

      My stomach began slapping against Gina’s ass as I thrust into her again and again, driving me to the brink of orgasm.

      As if sensing this, Gina pulled away and leaped into my arms. I grabbed her ass, kissing her long and hard. She probably only weighed a hundred and ten pounds, which meant I could easily hold her up while driving into her again and again.

      Then I collapsed on the chair and she rode me, gyrating on my cock while clenching the muscles in her thighs, increasing the friction. I held out as long as I could and then felt an urge welling up inside me.

      “Not yet, not yet!” she screamed.

      I waged a war against myself, dizzy, sweaty, struggling not to cum.

      She bounced furiously up and down for another minute, maybe two, and then I gasped. She read my look and hopped off. Her left hand held my shaft, stroking it, while her right hand cupped and patted my balls until I exploded all over her chest and neck.

      She milked me dry and kissed me on the cheek. “You know what you are, Nick Dekko?”

      “No.”

      “The right kind of sinner to release my inner fantasy.” She let out a breath and leaned back, and then something thumped against the bolted security door.

      Flinching, Gina grabbed her machete and moved slowly like a cat through the darkness.

      My eyes were glued to the ceiling as I worked to catch my breath from the lovemaking. I was dizzy again and sounds were beginning to distort. I called out to Slade, but he didn’t respond.

      I stood, nearly fell, then took a knee. What the hell was wrong? Was it something I ate, or the lack of decent food? Or something else?

      My eyes locked on the bottle of beer. Was I such a lightweight that one bottle had brought me to my knees?

      I crawled forward and came upon Gina’s pants. I picked them up, and something fell out of a pocket.

      A small woman’s wallet.

      The thing was made from a flap of well-worn leather and was brimming with paper money and various cards. I was surprised that Gina was still holding onto the damn thing. Curiosity got the better of me and I opened the wallet and flipped through the cards.

      There were several for grocery stores, the library, gas, and a Geico insurance card for a 2008 Honda Accord. I smiled, thinking of badass Gina driving an aging Accord.

      All of the cards were marked, “Gina Marie Vaughn.”

      I was about to close the wallet and then I spotted something I’d skipped over.

      A laminated employment badge.

      At the top of the badge was “Saint Elizabeth’s,” which I knew to be the District’s infamous psych hospital, and in the middle were a series of numbers and Gina’s name along with a line noting that she was indeed a registered nurse in the District of Columbia.

      She’d been telling the truth about her background.

      And then I saw the photo below these things and my blood turned to ice, because Gina Marie Vaughn was a middle-aged black lady.
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      “So, now you know,” a woman’s voice said as I flinched, dropping the badge and wallet.

      I saw Gina framed in the doorway, still nude, hands behind her back and staring at me.

      “I-I found your wallet,” I stammered.

      She smiled darkly, her tone turning flat and cold. “You mean you found her wallet.”

      I pointed to the photo. “Yeah, I guess she really doesn’t look like you, does she?”

      “I don’t think you would’ve liked the real Gina Marie Vaughn, Nick. She was someone not to be trifled with. A real fucking hardass,” faux Gina said, moving forward. “She was constantly taking everyone’s privileges away, shutting down the day room early, and approving ECT sessions for people who weren’t sick. All of us residents hated her.”

      “R-residents?” I stammered.

      “Residents at Saint Elizabeth’s.”

      “You mean…the psych ward?”

      She made a frowny face. “We preferred the term ‘conditioning center.’”

      “You were there?”

      She nodded. “Against my will, but yeah…”

      “Why?”

      “Ask my fucking parents. They’re the ones who involuntarily committed me because they couldn’t handle a strong-willed girl.”

      I suddenly became very aware of my nakedness. I reached over and grabbed my pants, covering my genitals.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “Who are you, really?”

      “My real name’s Layla Elizondo, but you should probably refer to me as the lady who slipped something in your beer.”

      My stomach knotted. The dizziness, the disorientation! She’d done it!

      “You fucking drugged me?”

      “You should be grateful. At first, I was gonna let you pass out and then have my way with you like the others suggested I do, but I saw something in you, Nick. Plus, I didn’t want you to think of yourself as a victim.”

      “I appreciate that,” I said, trying to buy myself some time.

      “You don’t want to end up like the real Gina.”

      “What did you do to her?”

      Layla smiled, spittle flecking her mouth, her hands still behind her back. “We were still locked up on Z Night and Gina was still doing her shift, ‘cause she never missed a fucking one of them, when the lights went out. Gina tried to do her usual—throw her weight around, threatening to lobotomize all of us—and then this other chick, Xan, she was my roommate, grabbed the bitch by the hair and started slamming her head into a wall until it came apart like a rotten pumpkin. I know what you’re thinking and that’s not the craziest thing, because for some reason Gina didn’t reanimate. I swear to Christ she didn’t, and I think that’s ‘cause Xan did such a number on her gray matter, just mashed it into little teeny bits.”

      “Jesus.”

      She paused, a faraway look in her eyes. “Truth is, I didn’t want to do any of it. I didn’t want to hurt anyone and I told the others to stop, to spare Gina, but by then it was kill or be killed. It took us so long to break out that by the end, some of the others had started to eat Gina. I told them not to, but Christ, they had to eat something, y’know?”

      My hands were trembling because Layla said this with absolutely no emotion.

      “I hope you don’t get offended at this, Layla, but you are fucking bonkers.”

      The strangest smile curled up the edges of Layla’s lips. “But don’t you see, that’s the secret, Nick. That’s the reason why some turn and others don’t.” She pointed at the side of her head. “I’m a little off upstairs every now and again, and for the first time in my miserable little life that gives me an advantage over people like you.”

      She took another step toward me and I rose on unsteady feet, trying to fight off the effects of whatever she’d spiked my beer with.

      “Get back,” I said.

      “You’ll thank me for taking you to meet her. The lady herself. Madam Secretary.”

      “You work for her?”

      “I do a little freelancing, yeah.”

      “I’ll take a raincheck.”

      She took a step toward me and I swung at her. She deftly slipped under my punch and then her hands sprang from behind her back.

      She was holding a metal rod with a blue light at the end that winked at me.

      Ordinarily, I might’ve been able to knock the thing away, but given the fact that I’d been drugged, my reflexes were not what they should’ve been.

      Her expression softened for a beat. Then she mouthed the words “I’m sorry,” and jammed the rod into my shoulder.

      A searing pain gripped my body. I was unable to breathe for a moment, and then I passed out.
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      I awoke on my back to the sound of Slade’s voice.

      “Do not open your fucking eyes,” my AI buddy said.

      I did, just barely, and glimpsed a kaleidoscope of lights sparkling somewhere high above me.

      “What did I just say, Dekko?”

      “Sorry.”

      I closed them again, realizing that I was being carried like a sacrificial offering into a cavernous, circular space.

      “Where am I?” I asked Slade.

      “Downtown Washington, D.C.”

      “What happened?”

      “What’s her lips double-crossed you.”

      “We were having so much fun.”

      “What do I keep telling you? Never trust a big butt and a smile.”

      My body ached. I opened my right eye a few millimeters, catching sight of something off to my right. What was it? An animal?

      A giant elephant?

      “Is that a fucking elephant?” I asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Why is there an elephant?”

      “Because you, we, are inside the Museum of Natural History.”

      The elephant was ginormous, perched on a raised pedestal in the middle of an expanse that was wreathed with huge columns, banners, and archways.

      My eyes rose heavenward, following the columns that led to a balcony and a second floor, and then another one above that. Hushed voices filled the air, and I saw the hands holding me up. Small hands, delicate fingers, some with rings or still streaked with remnants of nail polish. Female hands. Dozens of them.

      “Is he awake?” a woman asked.

      “Don’t respond,” Slade said.

      I didn’t, keeping my eyes closed and feigning being unconscious. Hands pawed my body, my face, my chest, my dick. Several crude comments followed, along with snatches of nasty laughter as I was picked up again.

      Whoever was carrying me began to grunt and my body shifted, my head dipping. I surmised that I was being hauled up a flight of stairs. This went on for some time and eventually I was laid on a cold, hard surface.

      “I know you’re awake,” a woman’s soft, soothing voice said.

      “How can you tell?” I muttered.

      “I’m used to studying the corpses of the dead.”

      My eyes opened to see a jug-eared woman holding a mirror over my mouth. She drew back to reveal a detail of heavily-armed women surrounding me. All ages and ethnicities were well-represented, and the ladies peered down at me with all the concern of an entomologist examining an insect under glass.

      “Rise,” another woman said.

      With much effort, I pushed myself up to see a tall woman standing at the head of what was now a circle of females.

      The tall woman was staring down the barrel of forty, and had a runner’s build. Dark red hair flowed past the kind of fine-boned features that could have been used to sell cosmetics back in the days before. She was dressed in a slate-gray compression shirt, yoga pants, and heavy black boots that reached to her knees.

      The other women seemed to be looking to her for guidance. She traded glances with them and smiled.

      I paid attention to one of those assembled. It was the girl with the striking eyes, purple hair, and a tattoo near the base of her neck, a V with a line through it.

      The same one I’d spared back at the church, who’d kidnapped Hollis.

      A moment passed between us and then the tall woman strode to within a few feet of me. “You must be thirsty,” she said.

      I nodded. “Getting drugged and knocked unconscious does that to you.”

      “Then we will get you something cold to drink,” she said, sweeping her hands in a magnanimous gesture. One of the other women handed me a metal container that was cool to the touch. I placed it to my lips, then paused.

      “This isn’t spiked, is it?”

      Some of the women chuckled. “No,” the red-haired woman said.

      I took several sips. “Thank you.”

      “Do you know where you are?” the woman asked.

      “D.C.”

      “Where precisely in D.C.?”

      “Somewhere I’d rather not be.”

      If this offended the woman, she didn’t let on. “I’m Madam Secretary and you’re Nicholas Dekko.”

      “Everyone just calls me Nick.”

      “You’re the first living man from the outside we’ve seen in quite some time.”

      “We’re in short supply these days,” I said, favoring the other women with a look.

      “I was told you were looking for me,” Madam Secretary said.

      “Actually, I was looking for someone you might have. I’m pretty sure your handmaids here did the kidnapping.” I pointed to the lady with the purple hair. “Especially her.”

      “That’s Xan.”

      “I’d really love to have a word with Xan,” I said, icing her with the nastiest look I could summon. “She took my friend away.”

      “Your friend’s name is Hollis,” Madam Secretary said, “and Xan saved her from those things outside.”

      “That’s what you think?”

      “That’s what I know,” Madam Secretary replied. She grinned broadly and gestured. “Walk with me, Nick.”
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      Followed by four of Madam Secretary’s guards, burly chicks with haunted eyes and automatic weapons, I shadowed the Madam as she strolled along the uppermost balcony, detailing how the building still had power as a result of a significant battery of solar panels and wind turbines on the roof—enough to provide nineteen hours of electricity a day.

      “We’ve built a self-contained mini-city right here in the middle of hell,” the Madam said.

      “Why build all of this if you could just leave?”

      She stopped and favored me with a look. “Where would we go?”

      “There has to be somewhere better than here.”

      “Do you know of such a place?”

      “No, ma’am,” I replied.

      Her eyebrows arched in mild curiosity, the kind of look someone gives when they think you’re lying.

      “For now, this museum will have to suffice. There’s food water, shelter, and people are free to come and go.”

      “What about me?” I asked.

      “What about you?”

      “Am I free to go?”

      “You just got here. Besides, there’s so much death outside these walls. In here you’re safe and under our protection.”

      “What about Hollis?”

      The Madam’s face hardened. “That’s another matter altogether.”
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        * * *

      

      We walked on, visiting the museum’s Hall of Ocean Life which featured an impressive model of a blue whale suspended from the ceiling that the Madam said was ninety-four feet long and twenty-one thousand pounds.

      “How do you know so much about this place?” I asked her. “Did you used to work here?”

      She shook her head. “I was a researcher at the CDC, the Centers for Disease Control. It’s my understanding that you worked at a military base.”

      “Fort Detrick.”

      She smiled. “We might know some of the same people.”

      I doubted that, but I kept my mouth shut and nodded, grinning like an idiot, trying to figure out exactly what she wanted with me.

      Next, we approached the Hall of Biodiversity, with its incredibly detailed diorama featuring more than a hundred and sixty species of flora and fauna. There were elephants and wolves, and the small things that only come out at night.

      The Madam ran her finger down over the faces of the animals. I studied her features, the way the light caught her nose, her strong jaw. I could tell by the way she carried herself with her head held high and shoulders pulled back, that she was a woman who was used to giving orders and seeing them carried out. She had the countenance of an ex-law enforcement officer, maybe ex-military.

      We stopped in front of the display for endangered species, a series of dioramas showing myriad animals, primates, birds, and big cats that were threatened.

      “We might as well put humankind up on one of those,” the Madam said. “Our species is in great peril.”

      “Looks like and your people are doing just fine,” I said.

      “We manage, but it wasn’t always like this.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Since the time the President announced his grand plans to take back the country. Do you remember how he said they were going to call up hundreds of thousands of troops and fortify cities and consider the use of tactical nuclear weapons to beat back the dead?

      “I don’t remember that.”

      “Because none of it happened. The tired old men we’d elected didn’t have the stones to make the hard, necessary decisions.”

      “But if they’d used nukes, they would’ve destroyed everything.”

      She mouthed my words silently. “If there were two humans left and one of the risen after the bombing, victory could have been declared.”

      How do you respond to someone who suggests something like that? That in order to save the village you have to obliterate it.

      “Near the end they were giving out these little yellow and white plastic cards with real strands of gold woven across their faces so they couldn’t be counterfeited,” she continued.

      “What were they?”

      “Gold cards, a pass to the ultimate VIP lounge, one of the hundred or so relocation bunkers that are scattered from Pennsylvania down to North Carolina.”

      “I take it you didn’t get one.”

      She nodded. “The President took off from the lawn of the White House with 252 of his closest friends and advisors and left us behind. That was three days after New York and Chicago were overrun. By that time, most of the outer rings of D.C. had fallen and we’d moved our fusion cell down here.”

      “What’s a fusion cell?”

      She stared at me, open-mouthed with wonder. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

      “I was kind of asleep when the dead were rising.”

      “Literally or figuratively?”

      “Little of both, I guess.”

      “Well, six weeks before the fall, the President invoked a law from 1977 known as the International Emergency Economic Powers Act.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “You weren’t alone,” the Madam said, staring at a model of a giant sea turtle that dangled from a wire. “The Act allowed him to deal with any unusual or extraordinary threat to the country by declaring a national emergency. He was able, via a series of PEADs, Presidential Emergency Action Documents, to unilaterally suspend certain laws, including the ones that barred the government from testing biological and chemical agents on human subjects.”

      “How does that have anything to do with you?”

      She looked at me with great significance and solemnity. “Because the group that was going to conduct those tests was our fusion cell.”

      “You mean…you tested things on people?”

      “We had volunteers. From local hospitals.”

      “Willing ones?” I asked.

      “They were given a choice, yes.”

      “Join the program or die, right?” I said with a brittle smile.

      “A suboptimal choice is still a choice, Nick.”

      She moved around the displays. “We were able to pinpoint the mechanisms by which the virus led to what we began to call…second life. The first mechanism was via the activation of a kind of chronic inflammation and the generation of reactive oxygen species.”

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

      “Both of those promoted rapid DNA damage in the form of single-strand breaks, crosslinks, and double-strand breaks,” she added, ignoring me.

      “Nope, still don’t.”

      “We were even able to identify four serum miRNSAs that were directly implicated in the major pathways linked to the disease.”

      I understood just enough of this to ask, “You found a cure?”

      “We identified an issue, a panel that we believed might have great medico-legal impact. We found the disease’s fingerprint, as it were, and then we found a screening, a genetic test that proved what I’d begun to believe.”

      “Which is?”

      “Most are susceptible to the disease through a cut, bite, or the exchange of body fluids, but there are others who appear immune to it due to a wide range of inherited driver mutations.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like things that affect the brain.”

      I thought back to what Deb had told me about her traumatic brain injury. “You mean…what? Brain injuries?”

      “Yes. That, and other things. Mental illness, for instance.”

      A very unpleasant thought wormed around in the back of my mind as I brooded on what Layla had told me. It was all beginning to make sense.

      “Those women out there,” I said. “You mean—”

      “Yes,” the Madam said with a grin. “Most of them are former patients, some of the very same ones we were experimenting on.”

      “Jesus…”

      “And others we’ve either rescued, or have sought refuge here.”

      “They’re all mentally ill?”

      “They’re all immune in one way or another,” the Madam replied.

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or scream. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here and frankly it’s none of my business, but what exactly do you want from me?”

      “I’m interested in the weapons you and your friends have.”

      “I don’t have any friends.”

      She steepled her hands under her chin and giggled like a child privy to a secret. “Did you really think I didn’t know about the other three women you were with? Layla was working for us the entire time.”

      “She set us up.”

      “She was serving us. While you were spending time with her, Xan and the Vrah were spending time with Deb, who I believe has been bitten and somehow remains unaffected, as well the small cute one. What’s her name? Lexie?”

      My blood began to boil. If it weren’t for the Madam’s guards, I would’ve attacked her. “Where are they?”

      “Ah, so you do know them, then…”

      “Where the hell are they?” I pressed.

      “Where did you get your equipment?”

      “We found it.”

      “Where? That vault of yours?”

      “If you know where it is, then why did you ask?”

      She laughed and so did her guards. “Because there are multiple vaults in the city, Nick. Thanks to some of the men who’ve visited us, we know of them. We just don’t know their precise locations.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I want to know what you know.”

      “Not much.”

      “I think you know exactly where those other vaults are.”

      Sweat began forming on the back of my neck. “Well, you’ve been given some bad information because I don’t know where they are.”

      “That’s your position?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “That’s too bad,” the Madam said. “Maybe you’ll come up with a different answer once you chat with Hollis.”

      Two of the guards grabbed my arms and pulled them back, wrapping a flexible tube around my wrists while another put a hood over my head.
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      I was marched down several flights of stairs. Even though I couldn’t see through the hood, I heard the others whispering and laughing behind me. I felt like a piece of meat as somebody grabbed my ass and another person squeezed my balls, which must’ve been awfully funny to the others since they roared with laughter.

      “Now, I’m no lawyer, but I’m pretty sure you guys are violating my rights,” I said.

      “Which one?” an unseen female asked.

      “All of ‘em!”

      “The old ways are gone,” another woman said. “Whatever rights you got now are the ones that we decide to give ya. Everything that matters springs from the Madam.”

      “Are you hearing this, Slade?”

      “Talk about toxic femininity,” he said.

      “What should I do?”

      “Suck it up.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “I’m suffering vicarious PTSD just watching you smacked around.”

      “Get me a way out of here,” I said.

      “I’m working on it.”

      A fist struck me in the middle of my back. I had fleeting thoughts of tearing off the hood and kicking some ass, but then thought better of it. The smartest thing was to play along, figure out where Hollis and the others were and then, at the right time, I’d figure out a way to take the fight to the Madam and her henchwomen.

      We walked for several minutes. Then I heard our footfalls echoing, and reckoned we were either in a wide space, or one with high ceilings. I was yanked to a stop and the hood was roughly lifted from my head.

      Madam Secretary was gone, but Xan and a posse of the Madam’s security women were there.

      We were in another exhibition hall, a partially lit, circular one with glass windows that showed views of the cityscape. Amidst the figures of primitive men, Neanderthals and the like, were several zombies. I blinked because they looked very real and I was worried that maybe I was about to be fed to them. Then one of the female guards moved alongside one and waved her hand back and forth.

      They were stuffed.

      Stuffed zombies. And next to them were two other figures—two men.

      They didn’t look like zombies at all, but they too were stuffed.

      “We caught them sniffing around,” Xan said. She stamped over to the stuffed men and put her arm around them, tonguing their necks.

      “You killed them,” I said.

      “We made an example out of them,” Xan replied. “We put a fucking thumb in the eye of the patriarchy.”

      “Where’s Hollis?”

      “Aren’t you going to give me a proper greeting?”

      “Salutations, bitch. Now, where’s Hollis?”

      One of the other guards, a big-boned, Frankenstein-sized woman, whacked me in the back of the head. “Show some respect!”

      “She’s over there,” Xan said, pointing to the far side of the room, the one shrouded in semi-darkness.

      Somebody clicked on a light and I gasped when I saw Hollis. She was very much alive but looked as if she wished that she wasn’t. She hung from the roof inside a plastic display box, her arms outstretched above her head, tethered by nylon ropes to a set of hooks that had likely once held a museum display.

      Her face was bloody and bruised, so misshapen that it resembled a pumpkin. Anger and sorrow fought inside of me. It took everything I had not to try and beat the holy hell out the Madam’s goons, but I could tell by Xan’s demonic smile that it was exactly the reaction she hoped to get out of me.

      “Go on, get it over with,” Xan said. “The rage, the screaming, the perfunctory bullshit where you call me a monster for what I’ve had done to your friend and I turn around and remind you that the real monsters are outside these walls.”

      I didn’t say anything. Not a fucking word.

      A few seconds of silence stretched between us and this seemed to annoy the hell out Xan, who obviously didn’t get the reaction from me she’d desired.

      “Do it,” Xan demanded, but her request went unanswered so she smacked me in the mouth. “You’re such a pussy,” she added.

      “I could’ve killed you back near that church, but I let you live,” I replied.

      “Exactly my point.”

      She undid the flexible tube around my wrists. I was a little surprised at this, but then I noticed there at least nine or ten women with automatic weapons surrounding me. Even if I wanted to try and fight back, I wouldn’t get very far.

      “Go on,” Xan said. “Have your little reunion. You’ve got three minutes.”

      I shuffled over to Hollis, who grimaced and lifted her head. I pressed my face against the plastic display box. She manufactured a smile. I drew in a breath, examining her unwashed hair, which was matted across her forehead. She also had a split lip, and her teeth were fringed with caked, dried blood.

      “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I mean that literally, by the way. They’ve punched me in the face and eyes, so they’re pretty fucking sore.”

      I exhaled. They may have beaten her to within an inch of her life, but it was clear they hadn’t broken her. She still had her sense of humor.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “For not saving you.”

      “I never needed to be saved, Dekko, although if you’ve got a really cool idea about how to get me out of here, I’m all ears.”

      “I’m working on something.”

      She blinked in recognition of this. “Where are the others?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Were they taken away?”

      “Probably.”

      “Then they’re likely down in the lower levels of the museum. That’s where they take all the newbies.”

      “For what?”

      “Re-education,” she answered. “Apparently they’re trying to rebuild civilization one punch at a time.”

      “Why are you in this box?”

      “They said I had a bad attitude.”

      “Imagine that.”

      She smiled weakly. “The bitches worked me over pretty good. I’ve been in here for five or six hours.”

      “I’m gonna get you out,” I said.

      “I won’t hold my breath.”

      Xan whistled, and I knew my time was up.

      “You found the vault, right?” Hollis whispered.

      I nodded.

      “They’re convinced there are others,” she added. “They kept questioning me about it. Supposedly there’s a weapon hidden in one of them.”

      “There were lots of weapons.”

      “Not like this one,” Hollis said softly as footfalls echoed behind me. “There’s something in one of them that can possibly wipe the zombies out.”

      I turned on my heels to face the barrel of a gun held in Xan’s hands. She peered over it at me, a vulpine grin etching her face.

      “I’ve got something for you to suck on,” she said.

      “How many times have you heard that?”

      She pulled the gun down and drove the stock into my stomach, doubling me over. I had no idea whether Slade was still functioning, but I prayed he was because it sounded like she’d broken a rib or two.

      Three of the female guards grabbed my arms and helped me up.

      “Everyone’s got a breaking point,” Xan said with a chuckle. “Sooner or later we’re gonna find out what yours is.”
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      Hands bound behind my back, I was hauled down a corridor that led to a stairwell at the back of the museum. There, we descended several flights of stairs. I heard the far-off sound of squalls and a muffled gunshot or two. Xan was alongside me the entire time, prodding me for information, whispering about all the terrible things that would be done to me.

      “Where are the other vaults?” she asked.

      “Why the hell would you think I’d know?”

      “Because Layla led us to the one under the Cannon Building.”

      “That’s the only one I know of.”

      “You are such a fucking liar,” Xan said, pressing the barrel of her rifle into my side. “One way or another, you’re gonna tell us what you know.”

      “What happens if I don’t?”

      “Then you’ll end up like all the rest of the men. A stuffed animal in one of our displays.”

      One of the other guards whacked me again in the side of my head and my vision went blurry. Then it self-corrected and I was able to zoom in and pull back.

      “Slade, can you hear me?” I asked.

      A few heartbeats, then Slade answered: “Yes, sir.”

      “I could’ve used your assistance before.”

      “There wasn’t much I could do.”

      “I’m getting my ass kicked, here.”

      “You’re taking one for the team, kiddo.”

      “I saw Hollis,” I said, changing the subject.

      “I figured.”

      “She said the others are probably in here.”

      “I figured that, too.”

      “It’s all mostly women, Slade. The whole place seems to be run by them, and they’re bringing people in here and killing and torturing them.”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “Yes.”

      “It shouldn’t. This place is like fucking Ravensbruck-lite. I imagine you don’t know what Ravensbruck is, but it was a concentration camp for women in World War Two run mainly by women. It was one of the most brutal ever devised.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Just goes to show you that the ladies can hold their own when it comes to cruelty and violence. It’s always been like that, people have just had a hard time accepting it.”

      “What do I do?”

      “Hold your tongue as best you can, take stock of your surroundings, and be nice…until it’s time not to be nice.”
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      The lowest level of the museum was long and wide, demarcated by clusters of storage items, old displays, and other refuse that was stacked floor to ceiling. The area was peopled by more of the Madam’s armed guards and other women, along with two men, who were engaged in various endeavors. Some appeared to be fashioning weapons. Others were stacking and storing what I reckoned were goods and food foraged from the outside, and still more were either leading zombies around on metal leashes, or a handful of humans, men and women, who bore the signs of torture. There was even one room where a squad of zombies was attached to metal chains, walking slowly across a huge treadmill that was hooked to a cluster of large batteries.

      “I love what you’ve done to the place,” I said, zooming in and then panning side-to-side in an effort to spot any sign of Deb and the others.

      Xan grabbed the back of my head and frog-marched me over to the zombies. She shoved my head into the room as the zombies moaned and thrust their tongues at me.

      “Enough,” someone else said.

      Xan pulled me back and I saw Layla emerging from another entryway, machete still in hand.

      “If it isn’t the bitch formerly known as Gina Marie Vaughn,” I said.

      “You know this asshole?” Xan asked.

      “I knew her in the Biblical sense,” I said.

      Xan snickered, a sneer twisting her face. “Don’t go getting any feelings for your mark, Layla. You do that, you let your guard down.”

      Layla placed her machete against my chest. “I don’t give a shit about him, but he’s the Madam’s now and you know how she gets when her new toys get damaged.”

      Xan glared, then pulled me back and away from the zombies.

      Layla watched as Xan exited, leaving behind four of her armed goons to watch over me. I stood as still as a fence post as Layla looked me up and down.

      “Checking out the merchandise?” I asked.

      “I’m familiar with your merchandise.”

      “I’ll bet you are.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, Nick.”

      “I think I flattered myself all over your lovely chest, if memory serves.”

      Layla kicked me in the gut and I went to my knees. Then she crouched in front of me, grabbed my cheeks and squeezed.

      “The time for bullshitting around is over,” she said. “Mind your manners, because you belong to the Madam now.”

      “Is this your idea of foreplay?”

      “Do you want me to hurt you?” she asked.

      “I’d really love it if you didn’t…”

      “Cállate. Shut your fucking word-hole, please.”

      I fell silent. Layla pointed to a hallway off to the right. “Your harem of ladies is down there. Would you like to see them one final time?”

      I nodded and was hoisted up, then forced down the hallway and past a pen of a dozen zombies who appeared to be getting operated on by some of the Madam’s ladies. I saw a woman in a smock divesting a zombie of his arm with a hacksaw, while two more oversaw another zombie strapped to a table, removing something from its mouth with a set of enormous pliers.

      “They’re trying to make them safer,” Layla said.

      “By doing what?”

      “Removing their teeth.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to try and cure the virus?”

      Her eyes widened. “We’re working on that, too. That’s kinda where you come in.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that at all. We moved to the end of the hallway, which opened into a rotunda that was divided by several large curtains that hung from the roof. One of the curtains, a heavy black one, was guarded by three women holding assault rifles.

      “What’s over there?” I asked.

      “None of your business,” Layla said, directing me to the area on my right, which was draped with a white curtain.

      The curtain was drawn back, revealing a hastily-built square room whose walls were sheets of bare drywall nailed to wooden beams.

      Deb and Lexie were there, lying on their backs and tethered to two metal tables by a series of yellow nylon straps.

      Layla placed her machete on my chest to stop me from running to them.

      “Slowly,” she said. “Don’t be any more of a dumbass than you are. You try to be a hero, and they’ll make me start taking things from you.”

      “Well, you can’t start with my heart, ‘cause you’ve already stolen that.”

      “Cute, Nick,” she replied.

      “Why the hell are you doing this, Layla?”

      She grimaced. “‘Cause I don’t really have a choice.”

      I moved over to the tables. Deb and Lexie had scratches and bruises around their faces and necks, but neither had been roughed up to the extent Hollis had.

      “Next time, we totally need to listen to Raven,” Lexie said.

      Deb managed a slight nod. “She was right. She said not to trust Gina.”

      “Her name’s Layla.”

      “Whatever her name is, she set us up,” Deb said.

      I nodded and reached out a hand, squeezing Lexie’s fingers.

      “What did they do to you?” I asked.

      “Nothing, yet. They ambushed us down in the tunnel.”

      “And Raven escaped,” Layla said, moving over, dragging her machete across the edge of the table, making a horrific screeching noise. “The bitch used that fancy sniper rifle of hers to kill five of our people.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I said.

      “Maybe you’ll be glad to hear this.” Layla motioned to Lexie with her machete. “Go on and tell him.”

      Lexie held my look. “If you don’t tell them where the vaults are, they’re going to do things to us.”

      “Terrible things,” Layla said, her lower lip upturned, miming a sad face.

      “The terrible things have already happened,” Deb said, giving no ground to Layla. “There ain’t nothing you can do to me that hasn’t already been done.”

      “There are things worse than death, hardcase,” Layla said.

      “Don’t tell them shit,” Deb replied.

      “Yeah, don’t do it, Nick,” Layla said. “I mean, the others will only feed your friends to the zombies piece by piece while they’re still alive for funsies, but yeah, don’t tell them shit.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Been there, done that,” Layla replied before flicking a finger at the guards, who grabbed my arms, bound them, and dragged me off.
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      I was tossed into a space near the top of the museum, what had once been an employee’s office. There was still a computer on a deck and a foamboard pinned with pictures of an Indian woman with her arms around a man and a little girl, smiling, in better times.

      Below this was another photo of the little girl, a golden retriever dog, and the words: “You’re Golden.”

      For some reason, this got to me and I turned away as a lump formed in my throat. My hands were still pinned behind my back, my fingers pressed together, feeling the loop of metal around my wrist that Raven had given me.

      My feet were unbound, however, so I was able to waddle over to a nearby window and stare down at the darkened city streets. I wondered whether Raven had made it out of the tunnels and if she was still out there with her sniper rifle, looking for a little payback.

      There was a knock at the door and Layla appeared with several of the Madam’s guards. They were carrying food, what passed for good eats after the apocalypse by the way: snack bags, small mounds of nuts, candy bars and even several of the better MREs, like chili and macaroni, and cheese tortellini.

      “Food fit for a post-apocalyptic king,” Layla said.

      They set the food down on the desk and Layla opened a bottle of water for me.

      I stared at the food and then she grabbed a handful of nuts and ate them. “In case you were wondering whether they were poisoned.”

      “I didn’t think they were,” I replied. “Who the hell would want to smoke the last man in town?”

      Layla’s face fell. “Don’t overestimate your value.”

      “There’s a reason you’re doing this.”

      “Sure is,” Layla replied, holding up a candy bar so I could take a huge bite. “You have something the Madam wants.”

      “She thinks I have something.”

      “Do not fuck with the lady, Nick. She holds all the cards.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because contrary to what you might think, I am not evil.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “I could’ve killed you at any point before,” she said, helping me drink from the bottle of water. “Back there in that room when you were naked with your back to me? I could’ve crossed you over like this,” she said, setting the bottle down, snapping her fingers. “But violence, even well-intentioned, always rebounds upon oneself.”

      “I’ll remember that the next time Xan and the Madam’s fun bunch are kicking my ass.”

      “Just give the Madam what she wants and then you and the others can join us.”

      “Just like that?”

      Layla nodded.

      “You already double-crossed us before. Why should I trust you?” I asked.

      “Because I’m the only chance you’ve got. Now eat as much as you can. You’ve got an appointment with the lady in a little while.”
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      Belly full, I met up with the Madam and her guards who were standing near a window on the museum’s second floor. At the sound of my footfalls, the Madam turned around to face me. Then she pointed at the zombies on the streets below.

      “In a weird way those things out there are not our mortal enemies,” she said.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not the way they see it.”

      She smiled. “If you think about it, they’re merely our…competition.”

      “For what?”

      “Resources and real estate.”

      I scrunched my nose. “I’m guessing you disagree,” she said.

      “You’re making it sound like you’re just running a business or something.”

      “Well, we deliver goods and services to everyone who lives in this building, so in a sense we are selling a product.”

      “What kind of product?” I asked.

      “The most important kind there is. Hope.”

      I stared at her and she threw up her hands. “And do you know what that makes the residents of this community?”

      I shook my head and she smiled ear-to-ear. “Customers. And what do customers care about?”

      “Not being eaten?”

      “No, solving problems.”

      She signaled for me to follow her and I did as we coasted over a catwalk, passing rooms where a mostly female workforce was busy preparing food, sorting weapons and other goods, tending to the sick, the ill. All of the kind of things that you might see in a well-run refugee camp for instance.

      “Why are you showing me all this?” I asked.

      “Because I want you to see that we’re building something real here,” the Madam replied.

      “I think Hollis and my friends downstairs might disagree.”

      The Madam’s face fell. “I’ve always believed that conflict breeds innovation, but in this case our interrogation methods with your friends were admittedly too…robust initially, and for that I apologize.”

      “Is ‘robust’ Latin for brutal?” I asked.

      She sighed. “I want to move past all of that. The past is over and I want all of you to remain here and thrive. I want you to help us rebuild a shattered city.”

      “But first I have to help you, right?”

      “We have to help each other.”

      Off my silence, she manufactured a broad smile. “There are some people who go down to the altar of life with one heavy bag and they leave it and then there are others who go down and come back with two. Do you understand what that means, Nick?”

      Hell no, I didn’t, but I nodded anyway.

      “Think about what we’ve talked about and what you’ve witnessed and I’ll see you in my quarters at five p.m.,” she said with a wink. “Don’t be late.”

      I watched the Madam disappear in the other direction and was then ushered into a windowless room where I was left alone, fighting to come up with a way out of my predicament.
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      Elton-fucking-John. Turns out that was the Madam’s favorite singer.

      How did I know this?

      Because after snarfing down the food provided by Layla I was taken to her lair, an exhibition room on the second floor of the building that had been emptied of displays.

      In place of the insects and mummies was a bed, a table piled high with medical treatises, and a single stuffed primate that stood in the corner like a sentry.

      The Madam was next to the primate, dancing by herself, gliding gracefully across the floor and silently mouthing the words to the song as it came to an end. She slid to a stop and wiped a few pearls of sweat from her forehead, an unsettled expression gripping her face.

      “I didn’t take you for an Elton John fan.”

      The Madam laughed joylessly. “Why wouldn’t I be? I’m not an animal.”

      She motioned to the guards to close the door as Elton’s Your Song began playing. “I find that music helps to take the edge off,” she said. “These are immensely stressful times.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Her head tilted toward three framed items obscured by shadows, that were hanging from the far wall.

      “Do you recognize those?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “They’re the Three Charters of Freedom. The Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights.”

      “Copies?”

      “The originals,” she replied, a glimmer in her eye. “They were supposed to be transported to the government’s secret facility at Mount Weather, but the couriers never made it that far. They were killed when the power went out. Do you remember when that happened? When that first blackout hit and the only thing you could hear was the sound those things were making, like some kind of demented mantra?”

      “I’ve blocked it all out,” I said, trying to raise Slade on my internal comms to no avail.

      “Well, I haven’t. You can’t imagine how bad it was during those first few weeks,” she added. “There were so many of those things on the outside and so few of us in here.”

      “But you made it.”

      She smiled grimly. “That’s the history of all women, isn’t it? Surviving in a world turned upside down by men. It’s a cycle, Nick, but one we’re going to break.”

      She looked intently at me. “Are you familiar at all with genetics and evolution?”

      “Other than what I learned in school, not really.”

      “It’s a fascinating area to study.”

      I nodded, playing along, thinking this was an awfully long windup. God only knew what the pitch was going to be.

      She moved over and stared at the stuffed primate. “There’s this area on a bend in the Congo River.” She placed a finger on the primate’s head. “And on that island live the bonobos. They were originally thought to be chimps, but now we know that they’re an entirely different species.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because our ancestors, chimps for instance, were and remain incredibly violent. But something happened with the bonobos, a kind of domestication syndrome is what some call it. They were able to come together and decrease their own reactive aggression.”

      “How?”

      “Two things. First, they put the ladies in charge. Apparently, when you get a bunch of females together they inevitably canoodle, which results in the release of something called oxytocin, the trust hormone. Second, they discovered that when the females bonded they discovered the necessity of killing all of the incurably violent individuals, i.e., the males of the group, which would give rise to a kind of self-domestication. Basically, the violence would end once the men and all other enemies were eradicated.”

      “But there are some men in here. I saw a few downstairs.”

      She nodded. “Our group is diverse. There are a handful of men, and most of the women are not what you’d call neuro-atypical.”

      “You’ve got a lot of people singing to your hymns,” I said.

      She laughed at this. “Think of it as a giant hive.”

      “What does that make you? Queen bee?”

      She wagged her finger at me as if I was a naughty boy.

      “I’m not going to dignify that with a response. Suffice it to say, we’ve created a little village here, but one that’s threatened by those monsters outside.”

      “There’s not much you can do about them,” I said.

      “What if there was?”

      “You can’t kill them all.”

      The Madam smiled. “Can’t I?”

      She moved over to the desk, opened a drawer and pulled out something small that she closed her fingers over. Then she turned and held her closed fist out.

      “Guess what it is?”

      “Well, we just met, so if it’s a wedding ring and you’re proposing…”

      Her fingers spread like a flower blooming to reveal a thumb drive.

      The very same, bent thumb drive we’d found at the first vault.

      The same one I’d tried to destroy.

      “Look familiar?”

      I shook my head, but she read the expression on my face.

      “One of my girls found this in the vault you showed Layla.”

      “There was a lot of stuff in there.”

      The Madam smiled and dropped the thumb drive on the ground, her tone hardening. “See, that’s the interesting thing about technology. It’s not unlike the zombies. You think it’s dead, but there’s still some functionality hidden deep inside.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “We were able to access some of the information on that,” she said. “Not all of it, however, because someone took the liberty of destroying part of it. We also know two other things. We know about the first vault under the Ellipse, for instance.”

      I remained silent and expressionless.

      “And we also know someone downloaded the full information that was on the thumb drive. We know about the existence of a second vault, but don’t yet know its location.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Elton’s Candle in the Wind began playing and the Madam reacted, closing her eyes and sashaying past me, somehow sinister and threatening even as she danced by herself.

      “Are you nervous, Nick?”

      “Should I be?”

      “Ask me one question. Anything.”

      “What’s your real name?” I asked.

      She giggled. “Once a name, always a threat...”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I can’t answer that question,” she answered.

      “Why?”

      “The situation isn’t right.”

      She danced by herself for another ten or fifteen seconds and then stopped, her eyes pinballing around in her head, making her look like she was capable of almost anything.

      “Do you know what’s in that last vault, Nick? The one whose location we don’t know?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      She laughed. “I have reason to believe there is a weapon there. What I like to call an ‘FH’ weapon.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Fuck humanity.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “In the days before the city fell, the decision was made to place a neurotoxin called ‘Shiva’ somewhere in the city as a last resort. If the city was on the verge of falling, the agent would be disbursed, exposing everyone in the District of Columbia.”

      “But that wouldn’t work. The zombies are already dead.”

      She held my look, her right eye twitching manically. “From what I’ve parsed out, there is a next-gen nerve agent in Shiva that disrupts the signals shared between the nerves via neurotransmitters. You see, once the pathogen contaminates the body, death follows. But the pathogen is sneaky. It hijacks the medulla and reanimates the full corpus, which means the zombies still have some functioning nerves in the brain, specifically in the areas that direct them how to move, hunt, and kill. Shiva could potentially eradicate these functioning nerves, wiping the zombies out. It would be like Sarin gas on steroids, and the beauty of it is that it doesn’t even need to be breathed in. All that’s necessary is that there be some form of exposure.”

      “But they’re already decomposing. If you just wait another year or two, they might all be gone.”

      “I believe autolysis, the process by which the enzymes of cells begin to consume the cells, has been stopped in some or all of the zombies.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “No postmortem decay.”

      “But that’s just a guess.”

      “A highly educated one.”

      “And what happens to the real people out there once you unleash that weapon? The ones hiding in the buildings and underground that are still alive?”

      “Nothing is sacred to the Angel of Death, Nick, and no distinctions are made.”

      I understood what she was saying, and the revelation made perfect, horrible sense. The crazy bitch was basically talking about releasing something that could kill every living thing on the outside of the museum. The Madam must’ve read the change in my look because she grinned broadly. “You get it now, don’t you? I mean, you’re not an incredibly bright man, but the light bulb just winked on, did it not?”

      She began dancing by herself again, repeating in a sing-songy voice, “Why should I fear the Angel of Death, who waits for me at the portals of the sky, ready to kiss away my struggling breath.”

      I knew then that the Madam was completely, absolutely batshit crazy. She wanted to destroy the world and needed my help to do it.

      She danced over next to me and stopped. Her eyes turned black like a shark’s.

      “Take your clothes off.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “I insist.”

      “I’m kinda expensive, so I’d like to see the money before I strip.”

      “Take your fucking clothes off!”

      Reluctantly, I did as ordered, shrugging off my clothes, feeling like a slab of meat as the Madam inspected my body. She made eyes at me, caressing my chest, kissing me on the neck, sliding her hand down my thigh to cup and stroke my dick, but I didn’t return any of it.

      Even when she lowered her shirt to expose her beautiful breasts, I turned away. The Madam was nuts and had brutalized Hollis. There was no way in hell I was gonna take a roll in the hay with her.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked.

      “I’m not feeling it.”

      She grabbed my balls and squeezed hard. I winced. “You can’t force me to do this,” I said.

      “You’ll do as you’re told or your friends will suffer. You can’t even imagine what we’ll do to them.”

      She laughed and traced a design on my stomach. I was worried she was either going to suck my dick or bite it off. Then she stopped. Her eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets.

      She could see something under the skin on my arm—the spot where I’d injected myself.

      “What is that?” she asked, grabbing my wrist.

      “Nothing,” I said, pulling it back.

      “GIVE ME YOUR GODDAMN ARM!”

      She reached for it and without thinking, I threw an elbow that caught her in the nose. Blood flowed and she shrieked as I grabbed my clothes, climbing into them as the Madam produced a whistle and blew. The doors flew open.

      Four guards bulled in and immediately swung on me.

      I ducked under the first guard’s punch and kicked her in the stomach. The second one I socked in the jaw, and the third one was downed with a karate-chop to the neck.

      I began bobbing and weaving, fighting for my life, when someone brought a heavy object down against the back of my head, concussing me with sufficient force that I bit down on my tongue. The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth as the women pounced on me.

      The Madam was soon standing over me, leering down like a fairy-tale giant. Her face was a bloody mask of rage.

      “Get Xan and tell her to be ready!” she screamed.

      “For what, ma’am?” one of the guards asked.

      “For an extraction session with this…husk of a man.”

      She brought her boot down on my hand, pinning it to the floor, exposing the filament that lay just under the skin.

      “You’re going to release that bio-weapon aren’t you?”

      The Madam’s head tipped back and she laughed. “I’m going to save the world by killing everything and you’re going to help me. What do you have to say about that?”

      “Not much, aside from ‘go fuck yourself.’”

      The Madam blew her whistle again and the guards hauled me away.
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      I was dragged kicking and screaming through the museum as the Madam’s followers pointed and jeered me.

      Xan was visible at the end of a corridor, clutching a small attaché case.

      She gestured for us to follow. Soon, another door was thrown open and I was flung into a room that was lit by a single lamp in the corner.

      Xan followed us in.

      “I thought I might never see you again,” I said. “But God obviously has stopped answering my prayers, because here you are.”

      She smiled, moved close and tapped a finger on my nose, her breath notched with what smelled like rubbing alcohol. “We’re gonna see how tough you are without your little power suit.”

      “Shark cage.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “That’s what I called it. The shark cage.”

      “Whatever you called it, it’s gone now.” At my reaction, she laughed. “Didn’t you know? Once we nabbed you and the others, we paid a visit to the church. We burned the fucking place down, killed the cats, and trashed your suit.”

      I spat in her face.

      She wiped the spittle from her cheek, licked it, then knuckle-punched me in the forehead.

      The blow sent me reeling, but also rebooted my inner HUD, which reappeared along with Slade.

      “So…looks like things could be better,” Slade said.

      “Thanks for showing up.”

      “What did I miss?”

      “They want to know where that third vault is.”

      “What’d you tell them?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Good man,” Slade said.

      “Yeah, well, this good man is about to be tortured into revealing all unless you can come up with an idea.”

      “Ideas are great, but weapons are better.”

      “I’ve got neither.”

      “You’ve got a weapon, Dekko. Check your wrist.”

      While Xan fussed with the latches on her attaché case, I scooted up against the back wall. I wriggled my fingers, feeling the loop of wire that Raven had given me.

      “It’s just a piece of wire,” I said.

      “That’s all it is now. Unwind it.”

      “My hands are bound.”

      “Your hands are, not your fingers.”

      With some effort, I reached my fingers down and somehow found a way to remove the loop of wire from around my wrist, holding it between the tips of my fingers. I remembered Raven’s words, about how sometimes in life all we need to get by is something as insignificant as a loop of wire.

      The wire was pinched between my fingers and it seemed, at first blush, as delicate as a strand of spun gold.

      “Fold the wire in sections,” Slade said.

      I kept my eyes on Xan and folded the wire, working my fingers, rubbing my wrists against the bindings until they were scraped raw and bloody.

      “Do it again,” Slade said.

      I did, and he ordered me to fold it three more times until the wire had taken on some small measure of heft. And then, on my own, I twined one end into a point.

      “You’re a fucking magician, Dekko. You just turned a loop of wire into a knife.”

      The latches on the briefcase popped open to reveal a dozen instruments and gizmos, including some shiny ones with glimmering, razor-like blades fitted in foam and what looked like a tiny butane torch. Xan removed an exceptionally large scalpel and ran a finger down the blade.

      Her eyes swung up to meet mine. “You have never experienced true freedom until you have stalked and killed something,” Xan said.

      “Yeah, that’s lovely,” I said.

      Xan’s eyes became glassy. “There comes a point when you’ve done things, when you’ve reached the point that your mind is no longer telling your body what its limits are. When that happens, when you enter that state, I swear you are capable of anything.”

      We traded a long, terrifying look and I made sure to position my body so that she couldn’t see what I was doing behind my back. My hands were so slippery from the blood that I was able to maneuver them a little better now. With some effort, I was certain I’d be able to slip them free from my bindings.

      “You’re not going to do it,” I said, gulping.

      “Do what?” she asked.

      “Stab me. And you know why?”

      She shook her head.

      “It’s too personal.”

      “Is that right?”

      I nodded. “Which is why people prefer guns and bombs. They don’t have to get their hands, literally dirty.”

      “That’s an interesting theory, but it ignores one very important thing,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I love getting my hands dirty.”

      In one swift movement, she vaulted over and plunged the blade into my thigh.

      The pain was instantaneous and excruciating, but I barely reacted.

      I clenched my body and willed myself against all odds not to scream. Given all that had happened since the world ended, all that I’d experienced, my pain threshold was much higher.

      She withdrew the knife as a tiny red rivulet dribbled to the floor.

      Her reaction showed that she was shocked by the paucity of blood.

      “We’re supposed to be better than the things outside,” I said.

      She moved several feet away from me and held up the blade. “Says who? When the machines stopped and the lights went out, all the old ways fell by the wayside. We are in a new time, Nick. We are in a state of fucking nature. We make our own rules and decide what’s right, now. Our word is the law.”

      My hands suddenly slipped free, but I didn’t move them.

      I couldn’t. Xan was too far away. I needed to do something. I needed to draw her to me.

      “How long’s it been?” I asked.

      This took three seconds to register with her. Then she glanced from the blade to me. “Since what?”

      “Since you’ve been with a man?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Hey, I know it can be a touchy subject sometimes...”

      She glared at me. “Who says I need one?”

      “I’m just asking.”

      She huffed. “You’re not my type, asshole.”

      “Why? Because I’ve got all my teeth?”

      She breathed through her nose. “Fuck you.”

      “That’s precisely what I’m talking about. Maybe a little vertical jogging would do you some good. Take the edge off and help you with what are obviously some pretty serious anger management issues.”

      Her eyes pinched and she reached in the briefcase and removed a larger, longer scalpel. “You’re just asking for it, now,” she said.

      “I’m just engaging in a little real-talk. ‘Cause if I’m being completely honest, Xan, I think all of this, all of your anger is a result of sexual frustration. No offense, but you haven’t had any dick in a long time and it’s getting to you.”

      She stomped forward, scalpels in hand, probably intent on slitting my throat.

      She made it to within a few feet of me.

      “Time for some final words, dickhead,” she said, licking her lips, ready to finish me off.

      “May I quote Lou Reed?”

      “Who?”

      “The singer.”

      “What about him?”

      “There’s a line in one of his songs, Sweet Jane, that I really love.”

      “What the fuck is it?”

      “‘Villains always blink their eyes.’”

      She stood slack-jawed, her eyes enlarged, as I brought the piece of sharpened wire around. She blinked and then—

      WHAM!

      I plunged the wire into her left eye, which exploded like a mashed grape.
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      A soul-shattering howl erupted from Xan’s mouth. She staggered like a drunken person, hands outstretched, hunting for purchase as she dropped the scalpels and pawed at the wire that jutted from her gory socket while screaming and cursing me.

      Struggling, she pinched the wire and pried it free along with a gobbet of her eyeball. Blood jetted from the wound. I rose and kicked her as hard as I could. She flew into the far wall, hitting her head and sliding to the ground, unconscious.

      “Good boy,” Slade said. “Now grab those goddamn scalpels.”

      I did. Then the door burst open.

      The Frankenstein-sized guard barreled in and slipped on Xan’s blood. Down she went, and down went those scalpels.

      I jammed them into the base of her neck and she sputtered and coughed like a dying engine.

      She groaned and fought to extract the scalpels as I grabbed the machine-pistol she was carrying.

      “Let’s go!” Slade shouted.

      Slade guided and I ran, ducking through the space on the other side of the door as screams and shouts echoed in every direction.

      Entering a darkened office, I ducked behind a desk, watching the shadows of the Madam’s guards as they beelined toward the torture room.

      I waited until they’d passed then exited the office and moved toward a stairwell.

      One way went up, another way went down.

      “Go up,” Slade said. “There’s a freight elevator accessible from the roof. You can probably take that down to the loading dock at the back of the building.”

      “What about Hollis and the others?”

      “They’re big girls, Dekko. They’ll have to manage. You need to live to fight another day.”

      “I can’t do that, Slade.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because I don’t leave people behind.”

      Gun at the ready, I headed straight down, taking the steps three at a time. I felt light on my feet, hyperaware of every sight and sound.

      One of the Madam’s guards appeared, running the other way. I clubbed her in the jaw, knocking her to the ground, then grabbed her pistol and kept on going.

      Exiting onto the floor where Hollis was kept, I picked my way through the exhibition halls. Three guards spotted me but I didn’t hesitate to shoot them down with my machine pistol, spraying bullets, shattering the cases holding the diorama and stuffed animals.

      Hollis was still chained inside her case. She raised her head weakly. I fired a burst from my pistol, blasting the case open. Then I undid her bindings and she fell into my arms.

      “What took you so long?”

      I smiled and wiped a greasy hank of hair away from her face. “Can you walk?”

      “Barely.”

      “Can you shoot a gun?”

      “Absolutely.”

      She gimped over and grabbed a machine-pistol from one of the dead guards, along with a magazine of ammunition.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Down to get the others.”

      Down the stairs we went, clubbing and strafing our way to the bottom. We reached the lowest level of the museum, the one that was long and wide, demarcated by clusters of storage items.

      The guards here were ready for us. They took cover and fired. I moved between the bullets, using my internal HUD to dip and dart, calculating angles, positioning myself to shoot back.

      An incoming round nicked my cheek. I touched it, surprised when it came away with only a tiny smear of red.

      “I’m getting better and better with the nanites,” Slade said. “I can heal a wound in minutes that would’ve taken two weeks before.”

      “Great.”

      “Just don’t get shot in the head.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      I zoomed in on the zombies attached to the treadmill apparatus. A quick burst from my gun freed them from their chains. They immediately went on the attack, flushing out the guards.

      One of them pounced on a reed-thin female guard, pinning her to the ground and ripping off her ears.

      Another zombie grabbed a squat guard by the arm, wrenching her sideways and then drawing her into its terrible embrace before sampling the flesh on her exposed shoulder.

      In seconds, it was impossible to tell the zombies from the guards, they were so closely intertwined.

      Hollis used the pandemonium to her advantage. She was still hobbled by all she’d endured, but nevertheless drifted methodically forward in a half-crouch, picking off the guards and zombies one by one.

      One thing we made sure to do was grab as many weapons as we could off the fallen guards. In the movies nobody ever does this, which never made any sense to me. I’d be damned if I was going to leave a perfectly good assault rifle lying around.

      We pressed our attack, freeing every prisoner we encountered, exhorting them to grab whatever weapons they could carry and run or take the fight to the bad guys.

      “GO!” I screamed at them. “RUN!”

      I snatched a magazine of ammunition off a dead guard, along with a canister topped by a metal ring. The stenciling on the side of the canister was illegible so I couldn’t tell whether it was a smoke bomb or some sort of grenade. Slade didn’t know either.

      We ran past the rooms where the Madam’s women had been experimenting on the Woken. The women were gone, but the zombies were still there. We freed them, wanting to cause as much chaos as we could.

      Footfalls echoed overhead. A chorus of gunfire rang out somewhere behind us. It sounded like every able-bodied person in the building was coming downstairs to confront us.

      I smiled at the thought of the Madam’s people hunting us down, only to be confronted by the freed prisoners and zombies.

      “You’ve got four minutes, maybe less,” Slade said.

      “Until what?”

      “Until you’re confronted with overwhelming firepower.”

      We ran to the end of the hallway and I remembered the three armed guards I’d seen before, the ones fronting the black-curtained area in the rotunda. I signaled for Hollis to stop, then pulled the pin on the canister I’d taken from the dead guard and flung it into the rotunda.

      The canister exploded with a pyrotechnic flash, sending up ribbons of heavy smoke as gunfire broke out. It was obvious the guards were still there. We crept forward, communicating with hand signals.

      Nearing the end of the hallway, we waited for the smoke to build and then charged forward!

      I dove left and Hollis slid straight ahead.

      Muzzle-flashes outed our potential ambushers, who were positioned off to the left. We responded with fire, our bullets stitching the guards, who collapsed in a heap.

      Rising, we tracked back to the white curtain, the one with the hastily-constructed walls of bare drywall nailed to wooden beams. Deb and Lexie were still there, still lying on their backs, strapped to the metal tables by a series of yellow nylon straps.

      “I had a feeling that was you,” Lexie said as we freed them.

      “How’d you know?”

      “I figured only Nick Dekko would be stupid enough to try and shoot his way out of a building from the bottom up,” Deb said.

      “Nice to see you, too.”

      She smiled. We freed the pair, handing each an assault rifle as I studied the space. Something blinked on my internal HUD and I zoomed in on a door above a raised platform at the back of the rotunda.

      “Which way?” Deb asked.

      “Maybe if we ask nicely the Madam’ll let us leave through the front door,” Lexie offered.

      I pointed at the door above the raised platform. “There’s the only way out.”

      “Incoming!” Slade screamed.

      A whining sound echoed off the walls followed by a blast that gathered into a concussive BOOM! that rocked the rotunda.

      The walls shook, the air filled with debris, and a section of the roof collapsed.

      In the smoke and confusion I saw two things: Deb and Hollis skittering toward the rear door above the raised platform, and Lexie, lying near the black-curtained space, separated from the rest of us, out of sorts and bleeding from a shrapnel gash on the side of her head.

      “RUN!” Slade screamed.

      He meant after Deb and Hollis, who’d opened the door and were getting away.

      I paused, then galloped toward Lexie.

      Red laser beams shot down the hallway and bullets buzzed the air as I covered my head and slid on my stomach. Rolling over, I stole a glance sideways and saw Layla. She was standing alone, seventy or eighty feet away, staring at me over the barrel of her rifle, the red light from her laser sight cleaving the gloom.

      I measured my breaths, waiting for her to do it. Waiting for her to cut me down.

      Instead of putting a round between my eyes, however, the barrel of her rifle tipped up.

      She fired a shot. The bullet intentionally flew high and wide. She lowered her gun and stood there, staring at me. For whatever reason, she’d decided not to cross me over and for that I was grateful. I rolled over next to Lexie.

      “Can you move?”

      She nodded.

      We rose and quickly surveyed the rotunda. There was no way we’d be able to make it to the rear door. I motioned for Deb and Hollis to leave, which they did, vanishing from sight.

      Grabbing our weapons, we retreated toward the black-curtained space. I grabbed the heavy material and yanked it free to reveal a darkened passageway, this one oversized to presumably accommodate moving heavy equipment and supplies.

      We took shelter in the passageway, which widened into a broad maintenance corridor.

      Shimmying under sections of exposed conduit, we crept beyond an assemblage of heating and cooling equipment. Shouts and more gunfire sounded from behind as we pressed ourselves against a concrete wall and waited. The voices faded, and we moved down a ramp that ended at a set of titanic black double doors.

      “What’s behind that?” Lexie asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      I kicked open the doors and darkness greeted us. We paused, allowing our eyes to acclimate to the scant light.

      Lexie headed in first and a few pulse lights snapped on overhead. The space on the other side of the double doors was octagonal and seemed almost as large as an airplane hangar.

      The ceilings were twenty feet tall and roll-up doors were visible at the back. The rest of the room was littered with parts and pieces from what looked like industrial machinery, along with military-grade weapons.

      I saw the remains of several helicopters, the turret from a tank, the undercarriage of a large troop transport, and the deformed belly and fuselage from a jet fighter.

      We tiptoed through the wreckage.

      “There’s only one way out,” Slade said.

      I fixed a look on those roll-up doors. “We need to hurry,” I said.

      I took a step and that’s when a pulse of amber light caught my eye. It was coming from the far side of the room.

      Lexie saw it, too.

      “What the hell is that, Slade?”

      “Unknown, but you need to keep moving.”

      I couldn’t help but think it was another way out and so I ran with Lexie, following the beam of light. The closer we got to the far side of the room, the more I noticed that there was something there.

      Two joints in the wall. The light was shining between one of them.

      There was something behind the wall.

      Lexie reached the far side’s wall and slipped her fingers into one of the joints. I did the same with the other joint and we slid two sections of the wall back to reveal a concealed, sunken room. It lay at the bottom of a staircase and was illuminated by several ceiling lights. In the middle of the room was a colossal object surrounded by scaffolding that was hidden under the biggest tarp I’d ever seen.

      “You need to run, Dekko!” Slade shouted.

      I had to know what was under the tarp, so Lexie and I maneuvered down into the sunken room, grabbed it, and pulled it back.

      What was concealed under it took my breath away.
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      There was a machine hidden under the tarp. A mechanized fighting machine. What I’d called a mech back in my gamer days.

      This one wasn’t as large as the ones in Pacific Rim, but it was pretty fucking impressive nonetheless. A gasp escaped from my mouth as I took in the metal monstrosity, which was olive in color, and stood nearly fifteen feet tall.

      The legs on the mech were as large as pier pilings, the arms laden with cannons and rocket-pods. There was a turret and cockpit on top that was big enough to fit one, maybe two people.

      “Holy shit,” Lexie whispered.

      Holy shit, indeed. This mech made the shark cage and even the mechs we’d seen outside the Capitol building look like seventh-grade science experiments.

      The sound of boots on concrete reverberated from behind me. We searched for an exit and found a hatch at the back of the room. Lexie grabbed the handle and pulled open the door, ducking into a corridor that hopefully led to the outside.

      I moved to do the same and Slade shrieked for me to dive out of the way, but I reacted a second too late. There was a crack, the rush of air, and then a thud as a bullet shredded my right calf. My leg buckled, and I fell back in a heap.

      “LET’S GO, NICK!” Lexie screamed.

      Hands down, I tried to push myself up, but another bullet tore through my left ankle and back down I went, this time for good. There was blood everywhere but I felt very little pain, which I attributed to a rush of adrenaline and/or to Slade and the nanites.

      I concentrated, searching for Slade, hoping for some AI-generated words of wisdom, but nothing came.

      “GO!” I shouted at Lexie, who raised a hand and then ducked and ran.

      Turning back, I saw figures flooding into the room, led by the person who’d shot me down. It was Xan. Her eye was covered by a gore-stained bandage, her lips pulled back, exposing her teeth. She raised a pistol with both hands and I dropped my weapons.

      Another figure appeared behind her. Madam Secretary. She was clad in a tight camouflage outfit, complete with a thick, black tactical vest, and looked ready to do battle.

      “Come on,” I said to Xan, holding up my fists. “Put down the gun and let’s settle this, man to man.”

      Xan’s good eye squinted, taking aim at me.

      Madam Secretary pushed the barrel down. She clucked her tongue and Xan dropped the pistol, then surged toward me. Her first punch caught me in the jaw.

      My head snapped back and I laughed, and then she went to work on my midsection, throwing a series of hellacious jabs that stole my air. This went on and on for several minutes. I sputtered and coughed and feigned being in great pain. She leaned into me and I spat in her face before she backhanded me, splitting my lip open.

      Collapsing onto my side, I upchucked a mouthful of spit and blood, and a single tooth that rolled around on the ground.

      The Madam stood next to me.

      “Look at you,” she said, disgust in her eyes. Then to her followers, “LOOK AT HIM!”

      Murmurs followed from the other women who surrounded me.

      “We know why we’re here!” the Madam Secretary thundered. “We know what our purpose is! To be an island, a safe place in the middle of a raging sea that is at the forefront of making this city great again! We are a bulwark against the hordes that are trying to wipe out everything we know and hold dear! We know who we are, but what about this man? He’s not like us, is he?”

      The other women nodded and a few shouted, “Damn straight!”

      The Madam stared at me, her anger subsiding. “We assume they share our values and our mandate, but that’s not always the case, is it? Sometimes people have…ulterior motives. This man has come here and committed violence in our house because he’s jealous of what we have.”

      “Kill him,” somebody said, softly at first, then louder. “KILL HIM!”

      The Madam shook her head, silencing the others who had bloodlust in their eyes. She stooped before me. “I had such high hopes for you, Nick.”

      “That’s exactly what my teachers used to say.” I smiled. She didn’t.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      “Much,” she replied.

      She motioned with her hand and two guards grabbed my arms and hoisted me up. I caught sight of Layla near the back of the room. She looked down, then away, unwilling to hold my gaze. I knew that even if she wanted to help, there was nothing she could do.

      “I don’t think you realize just how much pain you’ve caused our community,” the Madam said as one of the other guards handed Xan a butcher knife.

      “Just trying to give back,” I said, blood dribbling down my mouth.

      “Typical male of the species,” she said, disgust in her voice. “Totally oblivious to the sorrow you’ve brought into the world.”

      “Spare me your bullshit, lady. You’re worse than those fucking things outside. At least they don’t know any better.”

      She wanted to spill my blood, I could tell that by the way her beady little doll’s eyes seemed to blacken. Instead of striking out, she closed her eyes and smiled. “We broke into the second vault a few hours ago.”

      “Good for you.”

      “We’ve got one more of those,” she said, pointing at the mech. “Do you know what they are?”

      “Props from the next Transformers movie?”

      She ignored this. “They were originally designed for defensive purposes. A next-generation battle machine that was going to protect the city. A defender. We’re going to do something a little different with them. But first, we need to get into that third and final vault.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Give us the information.”

      “I don’t have any information.”

      “GIVE US THE GODDAMN FUCKING INFORMATION!” the Madam roared, red-faced with anger.

      I gave no ground, convinced that she wasn’t the kind of woman who wanted to get her hands dirty. She’d scream and yell and command one of her underlings to smack me around and then maybe I’d partake of a dance or two up in her room. Hell, maybe I’d sing a fucking Elton John tune for her. The Bitch is Back perhaps.

      Xan whispered to her and another guard grabbed my arm and exposed the flesh to reveal the filaments under the skin.

      The Madam stared as if it were an item of unparalleled beauty. Then her face tightened in shock and anger.

      “My God,” she whispered. “The truth is not in you, Nick.”

      I searched her face for something at that moment, a modicum of sanity, maybe a little empathy, but all I saw was the distance in her eyes. She was looking at me but seemed to be staring right through me, if that makes any sense at all.

      Time and sound seemed to slow.

      You know how in movies and TV shows the hero never suffers a gruesome wound? How he or she always seems to find a way, at the last second, to avoid the bullet or blade? Yeah, that didn’t happen to me.

      Two of the guards held my arm out and the Madam screamed as Xan’s ginormous butcher knife came down, struck my flesh, and kept on going. The fucking thing cleaved tissue and bone like it was smoke, divesting me of everything on my right arm three inches below the elbow.

      The cascade of blood that spurted from the wound was Technicolor red. It splashed the ground, and I felt it rolling down my new stump, warm and sticky. Then, as quickly as it came, the blood stopped pumping, which shocked the Madam and the others assembled.

      I held up my stump to see a forest of gossamer-thin filaments dangling from the bloody meat.

      Slade was right, whatever I’d injected had populated inside of me. I didn’t know whether that was good or bad, but it appeared to have saved my life.

      Whatever shock the Madam had been experiencing quickly subsided, and she grabbed my shoulders and leaned into me. “Alexandria Jones,” she whispered.

      I did a double-take. “What?”

      “Alexandria Jones is my real name, but my friends call me Sandy.”

      The words had barely left her lips when she produced a gun, a dark, oily, thick-barreled pistol.

      I knew at that moment that I’d been wrong about her. She didn’t mind getting her hands dirty after all.

      Before my brain could process that I no longer had a good portion of my right arm, the Madam jammed her gun into my ribs and whispered, “In a country of the blind, the one-eyed woman is queen.” Then she pulled the trigger.

      Boom.

      Just like that. The impact was like being struck by a sledgehammer.

      Stars exploded behind my eyes and my feet left the ground, the blast knocking me back five or six feet. I landed on my ass, the funk of cordite heavy in the air.

      I wasn’t dead, not yet anyway.

      The gaping black-rimmed rent in my chest made a strange sucking sound and a hissing smoke rose from the hole. I just laid there in raw shock, gurgling, a bubble of blood on my lips, absolutely baffled by the shooting.

      The last thing I remembered was hearing the cold laughter of Madam Secretary, Xan, and the others. Then the Madam said the Book of Life was closing on me, and that her goons were to go out and hunt Hollis and the others. Then they’d go search for the third vault and find the weapon to wipe out all life in the city.

      I wanted to fight back but couldn’t move a muscle.

      Everything suddenly went cold, a sickening sense of disconnection seizing me. All of my enhancements, my virtual switches and internal programs were corrupted as my body shut down. Slade finally came back online and said something, a jumble of incoherent words that I couldn’t make out.

      Then I slipped down within myself, as if I were tumbling into a hole in the ground, and then my life winked out like a blown candle.
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      It was cold. So fucking cold. Like being at the bottom of a freezer. And there was pressure on my chest, as if someone had strapped a safe to my pecs and dropped me in a river.

      That’s when it all came back to me.

      I’d been shot. I’d been jettisoned into the great void. But how the hell was I experiencing anything if I was dead?

      Then everything leaped toward me, like a movie that had been sped up. A cosmic projector played back moments from my life in dizzying flutters and flashes.

      There I was as a child, maybe five or six, running around the basement of my home with my best friend Michael Bruciak.

      There I was sitting in the living room, hands over my ears, listening to my mother and father argue about all the stupid, trivial little things that always seemed to consume them.

      There I was playing centerfield in high school, and then strolling uneasily into my girlfriend’s bedroom for the first time. Birthdays, holidays, all the good and bad times of my life rolled forward, slowly picking up speed.

      And then the images sped up once again and there was a pixilated flash.

      Something deep inside me stirred to life, as if my body was a machine that had just started up. Blood roared in my ears. My lungs filled with fresh air. Moisture filled the small areas around my eyes, the margins of my lips.

      I knew I was back. Somehow, some way, I wasn’t dead.

      There were rumbling sounds all around me, hushed voices, and a ceiling only a few feet above me. I was in a machine of some kind. One that was being driven through the city.

      I was in so much pain that I couldn’t even flick my eyes, so I closed them and blacked out again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke to the sound of footfalls.

      Everything was dark and without definition, but I heard the slapping of boots on solid ground. I was being transported through a set of oversized doors, held by my arms.

      The blackness was so complete that I couldn’t even make out who was transporting me. An eerie orange light soon silhouetted everything and a smell filled the air, the unmistakable odor of rotting, burning flesh. My eyes watered, narrowing to slits, and I made out something far above me. What looked like enormous rows of seats and above those, banks of dormant lights. Where the hell was I?

      Somebody laughed and another person fired up a match and said it was time to get it over with.

      I didn’t know what that meant, but I began swinging.

      The people carrying me were swinging my body back and forth and then I was flung into the air and landed on something warm and wet and gooey. I slid down and came to a stop. The impact and my weakened state ushered me, once again, into unconsciousness.
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      Sweat. Searing bolts of pain. Early-morning sunlight.

      I woke with a start, squinting, teeth chattering. I was lying on my back and the sun was glaring. My right arm came up to shield my eyes, and that’s when I noticed part of it was gone.

      The bleeding had stopped and the flesh had somehow healed itself, but my right arm ended at a welted stump.

      That’s when it all came back to me. The interrogation by Madam Secretary, Xan lopping off my arm just below the elbow, the bullet in my chest.

      Speaking of chests, mine was throbbing, a pressure above my ribs as if a rotund guy was squatting there. I used the fingers on my left hand to explore the area where I’d been shot. There was a hole in my shirt but as with my arm, the entry wound had healed, although the flesh remained pinkish and tender to the touch.

      There was a far-off sound, a voice, distant as if calling to me from the bottom of a well.

      “A-k -p …ake-up….wake up!” Slade screamed.

      “I’m up,” I replied.

      “Christ, kid, you scared the shit out of me. It was touch and go for a good hour or so. Thought you were a goner for sure.”

      “That makes two of us. My chest hurts like hell.”

      “That bullet nearly ripped out your right atrium.”

      “What?”

      “It almost blew out your heart. You missed death by two millimeters, not to mention the infection that set in. Once you take a bullet and lose a limb like that, the wounds get filled with all kinds of debris.”

      “What happened to the nanites being able to heal me?”

      “You’re gonna owe ‘em a bonus, because they’ve been working overtime.”

      “Yeah, I guess…I mean—”

      “Feel pretty good for a dead guy?” Slade asked, finishing my thought.

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s because we pumped you full of every opiate and breakthrough pain suppressor known to man.”

      I held my pig-skinned stump up for a closer inspection and saw a metal nub in the middle along with what looked like tiny wires, metal and rubberized, protruding from the flesh.

      “What are those?”

      “Modifications,” Slade said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “You really want to know?”

      “I’ve got wires sticking out of my goddamn arm, Slade!”

      “I had to do what was necessary to save your life!”

      “Jesus, what does that mean?”

      “I bred a microelectrode array, one in which the surrounding neuropil grew into the main electrode. It was more stable and allowed myelated axons to flourish using implanted amplifiers.”

      “In fucking English!”

      “I helped you to evolve.”

      “Electronically?”

      “More like…biomechanically.”

      I didn’t know whether to thank him or curse him.

      “Look, kid, the bottom line is when you lost part of your arm it didn’t impact my ability to still operate within you. The downside is that the bullet that bitch fired severed some of the key neural links, which means some of your abilities have been downgraded. Your vision may be spotty, the HUD may be glitchy, and sometimes my voice won’t be audible.”

      “How’s that last one a downside?”

      “Ha ha. Show a little gratitude, okay? You’re alive because of what I did.”

      The enormity of this slowly sank in.

      “I…thank you, Slade.”

      “You’re welcome, but promise me you won’t look to your right.”

      “Why?”

      “Just…promise me.”

      I did and bit back a scream.

      There were bodies all around me, hundreds, maybe thousands of zombie bodies in various states of decomposition.

      For a moment it seemed like they were alive, a writhing mass of gray flesh like a ball of snakes. Then I noticed that it was gravity gently shifting them, the bodies slowly sliding down toward a fire, a vast expanse of smoldering embers and ash that flared at the center of a massive hole in the ground.

      I knew where I was: the burn pit I’d witnessed back on the deck with Gina. The one housed inside what was left of RFK stadium.

      “They left me here to burn,” I said.

      “Speaking of which, you need to move.”

      He was right, of course. I needed to move because I could feel myself slipping down the greasy, slick mountain of defiled flesh. If I didn’t move fast, I was gonna be fricasseed in about five minutes.

      I swung my stump around, searching for purchase, and it punched through the chest of a nearby zombie. There were no polite words for the odor that emerged from the ghoul’s chest, but it curled up my nostrils and teared my eyes.

      My left hand snapped out, grabbing the thigh of a female zombie, then I slammed my stump into another’s neck and braced my feet until I was able to push off. In seconds I was climbing, unsteadily, but making good progress even as the corpses continued to slough off down toward the fire.

      It was only when I’d ascended ten or twelve feet that the true scale of the burn pile became evident. The best I could surmise was that the fire was situated at or around the stadium’s midfield and the bodies ringed it, reaching as high as the third or fourth level of seating.

      That’s right, the field—the entire fucking football field from endzone to endzone—was heaped with the remains of zombies and what looked like the victims of Madam Secretary’s purges. I could tell this because some of the deceased still had their coloring, the blood splotching their bodies was crimson, and their eyes were still glassy.

      “Can you see?” Slade asked.

      “Yes.”

      My vision flickered and flashed and the internal HUD reappeared along with the icons. There was a path forward, highlighted by yellow lights, a trail that Slade had calculated for me.

      “Do you see it?” he asked.

      “I do now.”

      “Follow that path and don’t stop.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m sensing something.”

      “What?

      “Movement.”

      “That’s the bodies sliding down.”

      “Yeah, but what’s causing it?”

      “Gravity.”

      “Move, Dekko,” Slade said, some steel in his voice. “Now.”

      I quickly got my bearings and found my legs, arms out, picking my way over the trail that led to what appeared to be the only exit out of the place.

      “Don’t look back,” Slade said.

      “Stop saying that shit, you’re spooking me.”

      “That ain’t necessarily a bad thing.”

      Of course, I did look back and that’s when I saw the first sign of real movement. An arm shot out of the hillock of rotting flesh. Then another arm and a head pulled itself out of the muck.

      I double-timed it, the HUD flashing, showing me movement all around, the trail literally coming alive.

      “RUN!” Slade shouted.

      Leaning forward, I threw myself into a sprint, keeping my eyes glued on the trail.

      Most of the zombies underfoot were little more than human flotsam, but a good number were still animated. They heard my footsteps or smelled my blood and began pulling themselves up, swinging their arms, biting at the air. I danced between them, hurdling gaps in the mountain of flesh, slipping, but never completely losing my footing.

      The exit from the field was only seventy or eighty feet away. I was going to do it.

      I was going to make it.

      And then a hand clipped my ankle, and I lost my balance and fell toward a spindly man with pipe-cleaner arms and no lower jaw who was reaching up to give me a hug.
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      The vaguely insectile man grabbed me bodily in his long, greasy arms. Agony was etched in the thing’s withered face, air hissing through his missing teeth. Its mouth moved and it bellowed a choking growl.

      Marshalling my strength, I shoved the monster back before it could plant its upper teeth in my soft flesh. Torquing my body, I ripped clear of the zombie even as a dozen more pushed themselves up from the pile. Their tongues poked out of their mouths and they had me fixed in baleful glares.

      The monsters’ blackened lips pulled back in horrible leers as they clucked their tongues and advanced from every direction with determined gaits.

      I searched the ground for something, anything, to use as a weapon, and finally pried a leg bone free from a ransacked corpse, swinging it like a club.

      The nearest zombie, a big brute with filmy-gray eyes, swung at me. His brethren took delight in this, howling and moaning. I brought my bone club down across his skull, splitting it open as a runny gray gore sheeted the thing’s face and chest.

      “Get the fuck back!” I shouted, even as a note of helplessness crept into my voice.

      I bashed another one in the face, the thing falling, mewling in a pool of its own blood, then gut-stabbed a third, feeling the bone slide through layers of muscle and cartilage, before four more shoved me back.

      The zombies’ sheer bulk was enough to tip me over.

      Caught up in the delirium of the moment, I lost my footing, tripping, but managing to break my fall. The bone club slipped out of my fingers, disappearing through a hole in the pile o’ bodies.

      The penny-bitter smell of blood was everywhere as the zombies converged. Slade shrieked, the static squeal from my internal comms almost rupturing my eardrums.

      Sheer instinct, that’s the only thing that saved my ass.

      I threw up my arms and unlimbered a few nasty punches with my left hand, beating back the first herd of zombies as more of them descended like a pack of ravenous dogs. I blocked the first one, knocking it back, then kicked the next one so hard in the chest that black fluids spewed all over me.

      More and more of the saucer-eyed beasts came at me, levering themselves out of the mountain of corpses, a legion of snapping teeth and talon-like hands. The sound of their maniac snarls reached a crescendo. I dropped onto my haunches, faced with bumper-to-bumper zombies when—

      WHAP! WHAP! WHAP!

      A snapping sound echoed, followed by a humming sound, and then a series of thudding notes like a fist being repeatedly driven into thick flesh.

      The zombies fell where they stood, blood and teeth exploding, holes punched through faces and foreheads.

      What the fuck was going on?

      “We’ve got an echo,” Slade said. “A live one.”

      Shooting fully upright, I ran forward over a body-clogged path, covering the remaining distance through hell’s maw to the exit in several seconds.

      Someone was waiting. A solitary figure studying me over the barrel of a still-smoking rifle. A figure hidden inside a set of form-fitting, bluish-white body armor with moldings fitted around the elbows, knees, and shoulders.

      I recognized her immediately.

      “Is that who I think it is?” Slade asked.

      “You better believe it.”

      Even though her head was partially concealed by a sheath-like helmet that resembled a hoodie, I knew it was my old friend from back at Fort Detrick.

      It was Scarlett James.
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      The hoodie was pulled back and Scarlett shook loose her hair. She lowered the rifle. Her eyes went huge, then narrowed.

      “Jesus, is that really you?” she gasped.

      “Jesus is one person I’ve never been mistaken for. You look awesome,” I said.

      “I’ve lost a few pounds on my new diet.”

      “Which one?”

      “The one where there’s nothing to eat and you’re constantly running, trying to avoid getting eaten.”

      We hugged and I held her, shocked that she still smelled of vanilla mixed with freshly cut flowers.

      “How did you find me?” I asked.

      “All will be revealed,” she replied, stealing a glance at my stump. “In the meantime, I think it’s time to rock and roll.”

      Scarlett pointed, and I looked back over a shoulder to see some of the Woken desperately making their way toward us. She shot them and then we threw ourselves into a rapid spin and took flight, running across a concourse.

      “Check your HUD,” Slade said. “And tell Scarlett I said hi.”

      “I’m on it,” I said, scanning the internal HUD to see movement off to our right and left. Several dozen figures were visible.

      Scarlett looked back. “Who the hell are you talking to?”

      “Slade.”

      “Excuse me?

      “He’s kinda inside of me.”

      “Should I even ask how that’s possible?”

      “Nope. He says hi, by the way.”

      The icons on my HUD began blinking as Slade calculated a path for us down a stairwell wreathed by metal fencing that led to a landing. If we hauled ass, we might have a chance to slip past the zombies that were gaining ground.

      Against the din of shouts and shills from the zombies we hit the stairwell. The ghouls broadsided the metal fencing on either side, threatening to bring everything down.

      Most of the Woken were nude, but I did spot several zombie football players and at least one big-breasted zombie cheerleader, their tongues poking through the metal loops.

      Taking the steps three at a time, we jumped onto the landing and pushed our way through a high-gate security turnstile that blocked the only exit out of the stadium that I could see.

      Scarlett fired several shots from her rifle, bending a few of the turnstile’s metal prongs, disabling the apparatus.

      The zombies on the other side were unable to get through as we crabbed back and edged around the side of the stadium, taking shelter behind a quintet of overturned food trucks that had been pried open like clam shells and torched.

      “Spill the beans, lady,” I said, stopping to catch my breath. “How’d you end up back inside the stadium?”

      “Just happened to be in the neighborhood,” she replied. “I spotted a cordon of cars last night, which is a damned unusual thing these days, and followed. Then I saw these women exit their rides, carrying a single body into the stadium. I figured somebody worth devoting that much time to had to be important.”

      “That’d be me.”

      “What the hell did you do to them?”

      “The question should be, what’d they do to me.”

      I stepped back and flashed my shirt, showing her the place where I’d been shot.

      Her face fell. “Jesus. Seriously? You took one in the chest?”

      I nodded.

      “How…how are you even alive?”

      “Slade saved me.”

      “How?”

      “Well, I used this advanced medical device that I found at the bottom of a secret military vault to inject Slade, and a collection of nanites and other goodies into my body.”

      “Now that is something you don’t hear every day.”

      “It’s all true.”

      She registered this, her eyes straying to my stump. “Who gave you that?”

      “Same person who shot me. The lovely lady that runs this city.”

      “Let me guess. The one who calls herself Madam Secretary?”

      I nodded. “How’d you know?”

      “Word on the street.”

      “How long have you been in town?”

      “Twelve hours, give or take, and I must say, it’s become quite a rough neighborhood. You’ve got the Woken on one side and those fucking gangbangers on the other. I took one of them hostage and she told me all about Madam Secretary.”

      “She kidnapped my friends.”

      “What kind of friends?”

      “The female kind.”

      Scarlett suppressed a smirk. “I should’ve known.”

      “We’ve got to go and save them before the Madam and her people find it.”

      “Find what?”

      “The Doomsday vault.”
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      I spent the next several minutes explaining to Scarlett everything that had transpired over the last few days. How I’d first encountered Hollis, ventured to the casino, bonded with the ladies, and traveled to D.C., only to be ambushed by Madam Secretary and her followers. Scarlett was most worried about what may or may not be at the bottom of vault number three.

      “So, you’re saying they’ve got a friggin’ bioweapons vault buried underground?”

      I nodded. “And I was the only one with a map. It was implanted in my arm.”

      “Which is why they chopped off most of it?”

      Another nod from me. “The good news is, I know where the vault is. The bad news is that the Madam knows where it is now, and she’s got a mech.”

      “What the hell is that?”

      “A Next-Gen Musculoskeletal Strike Suit,” Slade said, which I repeated to Scarlett.

      “Excuse me?”

      “One badass mechanized fighting machine.”

      “Like yours?”

      “Like that times a million.”

      Scarlett was thinking furiously as she stalked about. “From what I can see, the Madam has a decent number of people under arms.”

      “Easily two hundred if not more.”

      She pursed her lips. “Two hundred against us.”

      “Don’t forget about Hollis, Deb, Raven, and Lexie.”

      “Lexie?”

      I nodded. “Don’t let the name fool you, she’s a killer.”

      She smiled. “You’ve definitely got a type, Nick.”

      “Yep, they’re all like you: lovely and lethal.”

      Scarlett smooched me on the cheek.

      “So where are these pistol-packin’ gals?”

      “My guess is somewhere over there,” I said, gesturing back toward the heart of the city.

      “Okay, so…six against two hundred, not including the eighty thousand zombies that are still left in the city.”

      “Well, we’ve also got Slade, so there’s that…” I said, trailing off.

      She sighed and smacked her hand against the side of her head. “What do you propose we do, Mister Dekko?”

      “I propose we run the gauntlet, link up with the ladies, and beat the Madam to that vault.”

      “We’re gonna need some weapons if you want to do that.”

      “Have anything in mind?”

      A look of recognition knitted her face. “I saw something I think you’re going to want to see.”
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      Scarlett crooked a finger, bidding me to follow her across the street where we began tracing a trail of torn paper.

      Paper that had been ripped out of a notepad.

      Hollis’s notepad.

      The paper didn’t mean anything to Scarlett, but I picked the pieces up, stuffing them in my pocket along with the remnants of the pad, which had been partially torn in half. I rolled up what was left of it and stuffed it in a pocket, following Scarlett around an overturned ice cream truck to find the remains of a machine that lay in the dust at the edge of Independence Avenue.

      It was the shark cage. Or what was left of it. The suit lay in a twisted heap that resembled some sort of avant garde sculpture.

      “Are you seeing this, Slade?”

      “I’m silently screaming,” he replied. “Fuckers trashed my life’s work.”

      “Is any of it salvageable?”

      “That all depends,” he said.

      “On what?”

      “On how much real damage they did to it.”

      I took a knee and over the next several minutes, Scarlett and I hunted through what was left of the shark cage, holding pieces up so Slade could scrutinize them.

      The battery was destroyed as was most of the circuitry, pistons, gyros, and other devices that powered the suit. The weapons systems had been gouged and dented, but Slade was convinced the two cannons were salvageable.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Slade said.

      “I get scared when you get those,” I replied, stepping away from Scarlett who was prying the cannons from the rest of the wreckage of the shark cage.

      “Remember that briefcase?” Slade asked.

      “The one that slipped down into the sewer?”

      “If we’re really lucky, that other syringe, the one with the amber fluid, wasn’t broken.”

      “You said not to use it.”

      “No, I said the syringe contains some straight-up superhero shit and is not to be used unless all hope is lost.” At this he paused for dramatic effect and added: “Right now, all hope is fucking lost, Dekko.”

      “What happens if I find that syringe?”

      “You stick it in your arm and level up to heights unimagined even by those who play video games in their mothers’ basements. You can literally become a human fighting machine.”

      “I can become a flesh-and-blood mech?”

      “You know it.”

      “Do I have any other choice?”

      “Aside from letting the woman who tried to murder you snuff out the whole city and your friends, the answer is no. What’s it gonna be?”

      I looked over at Scarlett and somewhere deep in my mind, an idea began to take shape. “Do you have any transportation?”

      She nodded. “Why?”

      “Because I’ve got a plan.”
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      My master plan was not precisely what Slade had in mind. Instead of merely going back for the briefcase, I had something a little more dastardly in store for the Madam.

      We would head back and grab one of Layla’s stashes of explosives, and then use them to destroy the barricade on the Whitney Young Memorial Bridge, the structure that spanned the Anacostia River.

      “What’s on the other side of the barricade?” Scarlett asked.

      “An ungodly number of zombies.”

      It took several seconds for everything to register and then Scarlett smiled. “In other words, our own personal army, huh?”

      “Yep. And we’re gonna lead ‘em right down into the middle of the city.”

      It took a few moments to convince Slade, but eventually he recognized the value in using the zombies to sow confusion, disorienting and disrupting the Madam so we could potentially slip past her and grab whatever was in the bottom of that third vault before she did.

      We pried the cannons off the shark cage and carried them, along with two sections of the ammunition belts that were still usable, down the street toward a partially-collapsed parking garage.

      At the back of the building’s shell was a pimped-out, three-wheeled motorcycle with an urban camouflage paint job on the sides and a smiley face painted on the front.

      “What is it?”

      “A Polaris Slingshot XLP,” she said. “It’s a new model.”

      “Where’d you get it?”

      “The showroom floor of a dealership near Bethesda,” she said, smiling, helping me lower the cannons and ammo belts onto a rack at the rear of the bike. Scarlett stretched a series of tie-downs, lashing the equipment to the bike’s rack.

      “It’s a hybrid,” she continued, running her hand down the side of the bike in spokesmodel style. “The exterior is one giant solar panel, it’s got a hundred eighty horses under the hood, Tweel airless tires, and a pretty kickass navigation system and stereo.”

      “Sweetness. How’d you drive it up here?”

      “I’ve got a secret way in and out of the city.”

      “What way might that be?”

      She pointed at the ground.

      “Bullshit.”

      She grinned “I found a way to drive it underground.”

      I raised an eyebrow and she pointed up the street.

      “There’s a reservoir over by Howard University and a huge group of vaults, almost thirty acres worth, that acted as a filtration system for the city’s water in the early part of the twentieth century.”

      “Love the history lesson, but why should I care?”

      “Because those vaults are connected by tunnels. Really big tunnels.”

      “Big enough to drive a motorcycle through?”

      She smiled, and I shook my head. “Jesus. You actually used the tunnels to drive through the city?”

      “Know a better way to avoid prying eyes?”

      I grinned, admiring her resourcefulness. She climbed behind the wheel and I slid into the quilted passenger seat, sinking into the supple leather.

      “Beats running around in your shark cage, huh?”

      I nodded. She juiced the engine.

      “Hold on.”

      I did, moving aside an oversized Hello Kitty backpack on the floorboard as she jammed her foot down on the pedal. The bike spit gravel and shot off around the parking garage, rumbling up and over a pile of debris.

      With Slade guiding us from a city map he’d downloaded earlier, we hooked a right and sped down Independence Avenue, then cut back through a warren of side streets that crisscrossed Lincoln Park.

      We zipped past pods of startled zombies, honking the horn, weaving by concrete barriers, abandoned cars, and the remains of the old world.

      What was amazing was how so many of the neighborhoods remained intact. There were no lights on and no signs of life, but many of the rowhouses were untouched, almost as if the owners had simply gone out for a bite to eat and never returned.

      Rumbling down Eleventh Street, we looped out onto Pennsylvania Avenue and drove down toward Seward Square.Once there, I directed Scarlett to the statue of Olive Risley Seward.

      “What’s so important about that chick?” Scarlett asked.

      “She’s got a secret.”

      I jumped out of the Slingshot and made my way over to the statue. Then I grabbed the edges of the base and exposed the hidden niche, lifting the cache of explosives up for Scarlett to see.

      “Hot damn,” Scarlett said with a smirk.

      Nodding, I lifted the explosives. “Time to bring the noise.”
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      It was obvious that the Whitney Young Memorial Bridge had been the scene of savage fighting. The roadway had been gouged by blast craters in so many places that it looked as if had been struck by a meteor shower.

      Huge flocks of carrion crows roosted on the fire-blackened remains of tanks and armored personnel carriers, picking over what was left of hundreds of sunbleached corpses that lay where they fell on the road, the bridge, and in a small manmade island of bodies that stretched halfway across the river. I remembered the ladies telling me that toward the end of the fighting in the city, the military had simply bulldozed the zombie corpses into the water.

      Most of the bodies were black, bloated, or slowly turning to jelly, which meant that our boots made a stomach-churning slurping sound once we parked the Slingshot and began wading through them, headed toward a razor-wire-wrapped mountain of twisted stanchions that rose forty feet into the air from the middle of the bridge.

      The portion of explosives in my hands was approximately the size of two cellphones positioned side-by-side. The rest, a portion half that size, had been left back in the motorcycle, hidden in the glovebox in case we needed it later.

      “Do you know how to detonate that?” Scarlett asked as I held the explosives tight against my chest.

      I shook my head. “I was hoping you did.”

      “See that yellow stick?” Slade asked. I glanced at the explosives and saw something sticking out that was the width of a pencil.

      “I see it.”

      “That’s a detonator. Do you know what happens if a bullet hits that?”

      “Big boom?”

      “Actually, a mini-boom which in turns sets off the more-volatile explosives stored inside, leading to a really big boom.”

      I nodded and swapped looks with Scarlett. “You’re gonna have to shoot this thing.”

      “No problemo.”

      “Stop!” Slade shouted.

      I did and held out a hand, grabbing Scarlett before she took another step.

      “Check your HUD.”

      My internal HUD was filled with objects up ahead that glowed.

      “What are those?”

      “Mines,” Slade said. “The whole bridge is boobytrapped.”

      “What is it?” Scarlett asked.

      I pointed to the olive-colored metal disc under a zombie body she was about to step on.

      “Mines,” I said. “All over the place.”

      “This just keeps getting better and better.”

      “Stay here,” I said. “I’ve got this.”

      “You do?” Slade asked.

      “Not the reassuring response I was hoping for.”

      “There are a lot of boomsticks up ahead, bud,” he said.

      “And only one of you. You’re gonna guide me, sensei.”

      “Okay, deep breaths,” Slade said. “Deep breaths.”

      I fortified myself with a few breaths, then started forward, guided by Slade and my HUD, tiptoeing past what Slade said was a toe-popper mine lodged near the edge of a dead soldier’s arm, then stepping over two anti-personnel mines slotted near a circle of sandbags.

      A loop of rusted wire dangled from one side of the bridge to the other, fixed to a railing that rose above a middle pier. I stopped in front of the wire, which was six or seven feet away, admiring a half-dozen tiny black circular, plastic cased mines that drooped from it like demonic Christmas ornaments.

      “I’ve seen those before,” Slade said. “VS-50AR mines.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “Well, they differ significantly from the older VS-50s which required sustained downward force of approximately ten kilos to fire the spring, cock the striker, and blow the mine.”

      “What about these?”

      “These are likely the electronically-fused versions, which means they’ve got mercury tilt switches. You so much as breathe on those puppies and they’ll blow your head off.”

      They weren’t the only problem, of course.

      There were mines on the ground and the railings, which meant I would have to maneuver myself like a contortionist to reach the barricade, which was only twelve feet away.

      “You can do it!” Scarlett shouted from behind which did little to reassure me.

      I tuned Slade out and followed my HUD, stepping over the first batch of mines, then moving sideways, sucking in my stomach to avoid another explosive fixed to the side of an overturned machine gun on a tripod.

      Then came the loop of wire, which forced me to drop low and crawl over only to see a length of wire positioned knee-high just on the other side.

      On my belly, I crawled like a snake under the wire then pushed myself up until I was standing in front of the barricade, breathing hard, face pearled with sweat.

      Scarlett clapped. I breathed deeply, smelling the stench of the zombies. Only a few feet of melted metal separated us from an army of the dead.

      I reached out my one good hand and touched the barricade. It pulsed with life.

      The sounds of the zombies were now audible. There was a hole through the barricade, barely bigger than a half-dollar. I looked into it. A zombie looked back. The thing’s unblinking obsidian eye was visible on the other side, locked on me.

      This triggered a reaction in the monsters. They began hooting and hollering like apes at the zoo and I felt vibrations beneath my feet as the bridge began to sway. The explosives began to jostle and I was terrified that the zombies’ movement might detonate them.

      I placed the explosives in the middle of the barricade then retraced my steps, crawling and sliding around the mines until I’d rejoined Scarlett.

      We ran back up to the Slingshot and she ordered me to get behind the wheel, which I was all too happy to do. I’d been daydreaming about driving the bike since the moment I saw it.

      She removed her rifle and laid it across the nose of the Slingshot. She held a finger up as if to judge wind currents then sucked in a breath, squinted, and gently squeezed the trigger.

      There was a crack, then a whining sound as the bullet flew from the barrel and jackhammered into the explosives, creating a concussive BAM! and then a series of smaller BAMS! as the mines were triggered.

      “You might want to get down,” Slade said.

      “Why?”

      “The shockwave!”

      I grabbed Scarlett and pulled her down, covering the two of us as the detonation rolled right over our position.

      The pressure from the blast pressed us to the ground and lifted the Slingshot several inches off it. My ears popped as the blast ricocheted off several distant buildings.

      Looking back, I saw the explosives had taken the top off the bridge. Debris mushroomed hundreds of feet up into the air and the middle portion of the structure was swallowed by a greasy orange cloud.

      Hundreds if not thousands of the dead were incinerated or pulped by the blast as smoke billowed out over the Anacostia River.

      We waited. And waited. And then we sensed movement.

      Huge chunks of the upper part of the bridge were partially collapsed, but some of the structure, including a single span that was little more than a few lengths of rebar gobbed with sections of charred concrete, remained.

      That was enough.

      The remaining zombies, and there was a never-ending sweep of them seemingly stretching from the bridge many miles back into Anacostia proper, began surging forward. Some fell into the holes created by the explosion, but many more made it across.

      Scarlett hopped back into the Slingshot. “What happens next?”

      “We do like any good generals. We lead our army into battle.”

      I throttled the Slingshot and let out the clutch, spitting grit out behind us as we burned rubber, heading down toward the location of the third secret vault, the one hidden near the Washington Monument.
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      Here’s the thing about explosions.

      They’re loud. Really fucking loud. So loud that they tend to grab the attention of anybody in the surrounding area.

      We learned that the hard way because as we thundered away from the bridge and down over North Carolina Avenue, the surrounding neighborhoods teemed with flesh-eaters who’d been roused from their slumber. They were emerging from the rowhouses, alleys, and backyards, spilling into the streets, cutting us off.

      Scarlett climbed into the back of the motorcycle and fished around through the materials she had stashed there. She pushed aside some canned food, MREs, clothes, water, and weapons, including a flare gun, pistols, ammunition, and then she pulled out a weapon with a short stock and a hefty circular cylinder planted in the middle that she said held forty-millimeter grenades.

      “I’ve nicknamed it Whup Ass,” she said. I nodded. She pulled back the primer on the weapon as the cylinder rotated. “You know how some people say that vengeance is the Lord’s?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, fuck that,” Scarlett said. “Vengeance is ours.”

      She reached a hand down to power on the bike’s audio system. “Time for some fighting music.”

      She cranked the stereo and Abba’s Dancing Queen began blaring.

      Her face fell. “Okay, wrong song,” she said blushing. She tapped the stereo, amped the volume, and moved her head in time to The Prodigy’s Breathe.

      “That’s more like it,” she said, standing and opening fire with her weapon, the recoil so powerful that it nearly knocked her out of the Slingshot and onto the street.

      I still had no idea what kind of projectile or round was housed inside of the Whup Ass, but the nickname was entirely appropriate. The gun belched fire and every zombie within sight vanished in a black spray, the surrounding buildings and cars pockmarked by what looked like industrial-strength buckshot.

      A phalanx of zombies appeared up ahead of us and I monkeyed the wheel. “HOLD ON!” I shrieked, driving up onto the sidewalk.

      “HARD RIGHT!” Slade shouted and I stiffened my grip on the wheel as Scarlett held on for dear life, the music still echoing.

      The fact that I only had one hand made driving a little more difficult, but I soon got the hang of things, hooking my stump around the wheel as we veered down into an alley, scraping the sides of it, friction sparks showering us as Scarlett fired back at our pursuers.

      Next, we swung hard left, accelerating, barely making it past a covey of ghouls who leaped off a fire escape at us.

      “How are we looking, Slade?”

      “Not good. Take the next right!”

      I did, spinning the wheel, flooring the Slingshot up Tennessee Avenue and racing up the ruined gauntlet as Scarlett picked off a few attackers with her gun.

      But, by the time we reached Florida Avenue three things had happened: the song was over, Scarlett was out of ammo, and it was clear we were trapped.

      A delegation of the dead was frantically marching from east to west down New York Avenue, and the zombies we’d emancipated from the other side of the Anacostia River were tearing across the city, moving inexorably to link up with them.

      Guess who was trapped in the middle?

      The Woken were only a few hundred yards away and closing.

      “Your little plan to get the attention of the zombies worked,” Scarlett said.

      “Yeah, a little too well. Got any bright ideas?”

      She positioned her rifle over a shoulder and pointed. “Drive.”

      Scarlett said she had a plan so I stood on the gas and the Slingshot ripped up and over New York Avenue before coming to a stop in a dead-end alley flanked by a warren of wounded, red-bricked, commercial warehouses.

      “This is it?” I asked. “This is your bright idea? Stopping in a dead end?”

      The moans and guttural shrieks of the zombies filled the air, rising in anticipation and excitement as they neared us.

      Scarlett lifted a pistol and aimed at a dented, metal warehouse door that was crisscrossed with several heavy, padlocked chains. She fired a shot. Missed.

      “If you plan was to ring the dinner bell, Scarlett, mission accomplished…”

      “Cool your jets,” she said.

      Another shot. This one obliterated a lock.

      I craned my head to see that the road we’d just driven over was aswarm with zombies, their withered arms raised to the sky as if in prayer.

      Two more shots and the other padlocks were blown off the door which shifted open, just enough to reveal a pitch-black space on the other side.

      “What’s behind door number one?” I asked.

      “If I’m right, it’s our only way out.”

      “Don’t even tell me—”

      She nodded. “We’re going down the way I came in, Nick. Now drive.”

      The zombies neared the Slingshot, close to enough to spit at us as I thumped the gas pedal and the Slingshot rocketed off through the door.
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      The area on the other side of the door was blacker than the bottom of a well at midnight.

      I flicked on the Slingshot’s high beams and breathed a sigh of relief because there was a landing.

      A landing that quickly ended at a broad stone staircase.

      Before I could tell Scarlett to hold on, we were cruising over the lip of the stairs and thumping down them.

      It was like going over the top of a rollercoaster.

      The Slingshot bucked and bounced violently, the shocks squealing, the two of us nearly popping out of our seats.

      “The explosives!” I shouted, pointing to the glove box.

      In the fractional moment before we drove off the end of the stairwell, I managed to armlock the wheel to the left—

      Willing the machine away from a concrete column.

      We landed hard in the middle of a broad tunnel and revolved once before coming to a stop. Scarlett reached over and popped open the glove box. The explosives were still in one piece, as were we. She removed the blasting cap and pocketed it.

      “Holy shit,” I said, gasping for air.

      “I can’t believe we made it,” Scarlett said, closing the glove box.

      I did a read of my internal HUD, measuring the distances in the tunnel which was wide enough to accommodate the Slingshot. There were drifts of sand here and there, likely the remnants of the materials used to filter the water, but nothing we couldn’t drive around.

      “What do you say, Slade?”

      “Look behind you.”

      I rose from my seat and stared back up the stairwell just as the zombies literally tore the door from its hinges.

      Like a tsunami, they crashed over the landing and down the stairs as I dropped into my seat and juiced the Slingshot.
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      Guided by my barely-functioning internal HUD and my enhanced vision which came and went, I piloted the Slingshot down through the tunnel, zipping left then right to avoid obstacles, slowing in some places, accelerating in others. The zombies were pursuing which meant I needed to drive at a breakneck pace, the walls soon becoming a blur. That’s when it happened.

      We crested a berm of sand, caught some air, and landed hard on the other side, skidding on a patch of mud that was as slippery as black ice.

      The Slingshot spun out, bounced off one wall and came to a stop at an odd angle, stuck against the far wall and a rusted piece of metal machinery that had fallen through a hole in the roof.

      I leaped out of the bike and surveyed the situation. The motorcycle was pinned under what looked like a turbine.

      “Give me a hand!” I screamed.

      She did, and we clenched the edge of the Slingshot, trying to jostle it free.

      A humming sound echoed off the walls. Then something else. The slapping note made by bare feet on the tunnel floors. Next came the stench, the rancid funk of the dead, filling the space and burning our eyes.

      I could see them now in the spooky dimness. The blurred outlines of the zombies. They were windmilling their arms, chopping the air, throwing themselves down the tunnel.

      Pure terror filled me as I grimaced, struggling to move the Slingshot.

      “You’ve got fourteen seconds,” Slade said.

      “That’s ten more than we’ll need,” I answered. “ONCE MORE!” I yelled to Scarlett. “WITH EVERYTHING YOU’VE GOT!”

      We dropped low and deadlifted the motorcycle away from the turbine.

      “Go, go, go!” Slade shouted.

      Scarlett clambered back into the Slingshot and I paused, noticing something in the sand. An enormous, rusted hammer with a traditional head on one end that was three inches wide, and a huge cutting edge on the other end that resembled a tomahawk. I grabbed the hammer and swung into the Slingshot. We took off, following the contours of the tunnel as it wove under the city streets.

      “Where’s the exit?” I asked Scarlett over the whine of the engine.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Where do we get out?”

      She shrugged. “I dropped into the middle of the tunnel! I don’t know where it ends!”

      “Slade?”

      “I’ve searched my databases and I don’t know where the exit is either,” he replied.

      Fucking fantastic. We were driving under the streets of Washington, D.C., and had no idea how to get out!

      We rounded a bend in the tunnel and I stomped on the brakes. The Slingshot skidded to a stop in front of a wooden barricade that looked like a series of commercial pallets wedged in place.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “The way out,” Scarlett said.

      “Do we have time to rip it down?” I asked Slade.

      “Negative.”

      “Which means—?”

      “It’s time to cowboy the fuck up.”

      Using my stump—an awkward shifting technique I’d had to learn on the fly—I slammed the Slingshot in reverse, the motorcycle swerving back down the tunnel toward the approaching zombie horde.

      Jolting to a stop, I shared a final look with Scarlett.

      “You ready?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      She shielded her eyes and I geared the Slingshot, mashing the gas pedal down as the motorcycle accelerated, slamming into the wooden barricade.
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      We hit the wood and kept on going, hitting the front end of a concrete ramp just on the other side. Scarlett was properly seat-belted, but I wasn’t. The bike bottomed out on the ramp and I was thrown forward. My face met the steering wheel and cartilage gave way as the impact flattened my nose.

      Spikes of pain shot through my face as the Slingshot skidded up the ramp, the airless tires somehow still functioning, spinning, launching us forward. Blood poured from my rebroken nose as we zoomed up the ramp toward another object.

      Square.

      Rusted metal.

      A flimsy barrier full of holes and on the verge of collapse.

      “PUNCH IT!” Scarlett screamed.

      That’s exactly what I did, the Slingshot accelerating, punching a hole through the sheet of metal.

      The nose of the Slingshot was ripped clean off by the impact, the tiny windshield shattered, but we’d made it back up onto the street.

      The bike was still functional even as sections of the front bumper tore away in a cloud of sparks as we gouged to a stop in the middle of the intersection of Massachusetts Avenue and Sixth Street.

      “You’re bleeding,” Scarlett said, blotting my split nose.

      “I ain’t got time to bleed,” I replied.

      “Don’t be an ass,” she said with a smile. She reached in the glove box, pulled out a few napkins and gently wiped the blood away from my nose and mouth.

      “You are a total hot mess,” she said, leaning in to kiss me as I kissed her back.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Don’t thank me, you were the one who did the fancy driving back there.”

      “I meant…thanks for saving me back at the stadium.”

      “I’ve seen so much death and destruction it feels good to actually save a life.”

      “How was it outside of the city?” I asked, sawing the wheel, driving slowly down Maryland Avenue.

      “Not much better than here.” She lowered her pistol and ran a finger down the barrel. “After I left you at Detrick I headed west, following I-70. There were less of the Woken out in the country.”

      “Run into anybody that wasn’t dead?”

      “A few people,” she said. “Stragglers, mostly.”

      “Any intel?”

      “Nothing rising above rumors.”

      “About what?”

      “Bullshit. Mumbo-jumbo. A few people talked about something happening down around Miami, a secret government lab with a cure, others talked about sea-steaders and safe cities out in the water, and a few more mentioned seeing strange lights in the sky.”

      I let up on the gas and the motorcycle coasted down the street. “Lights as in…helicopters?”

      “Yeah. Maybe. Why? Have you seen something?”

      I nodded. “Last night over the city.”

      Scarlett took this in. “So maybe someone has a helicopter or two. That’s not all that unusual.”

      “These were military.”

      “There may or may not be something over the Pennsylvania line,” Scarlett said. “Not too far away from Camp David. A military installation. A secure location that was set aside to house the honchos in the event of a catastrophic event.”

      “I’m pretty sure this qualifies.”

      “It’s called Raven Rock.”

      “You think that’s where the helicopters are coming from?”

      She shrugged. “Who the hell knows?”

      “Maybe they’ve already reconstituted society somewhere else,” I offered. “Maybe they’re out there watching us, waiting for the zombies to die off.”

      “Which means—”

      “We’re all expendable.”

      I spotted the Library of Congress and it dawned on me that we were close to Saint Peter’s Church.

      We spun in the middle of the street to see that the road in front of us, Independence Avenue, was heavy with zombies.

      In order to cross it, we’d need to draw the monsters off. Scarlett popped the glove box open, removed the explosives and held up the blasting cap, smiling wickedly.

      I reversed the Slingshot slowly back down the street, taking a mental inventory of everything in sight, including all of the abandoned cars and trucks, searching for the right home for the explosives.

      “Can you see any of this?” I asked Slade.

      “I’m following along.”

      I spotted a Mercedes rammed into a light pole. “Nope,” Slade said.

      Next was a pretzled SUV. “Not that either.”

      Beyond that were several sedans and a handful of mashed Smart cars and tiny e-cars. “Definitely not those.”

      At the end of the street was a larger vehicle, an overturned truck with landscape signage stenciled along the doors. “Bingo,” Slade said.

      We exited the Slingshot to see that the cabin on the back of the truck still held a collection of plastic milk cartons filled with plastic bladders of gasoline, sacks of fertilizer, and a few pints of motor oil.

      Bingo, indeed.

      Scarlett placed the explosives in the middle of everything, inserting the detonation cap and positioning it so that it would be visible from the street.

      I rotated the wheel and drove down to the next intersection and then Scarlett leaned back across the rear seat, beautiful ass thrust up into the air, and readied her pistol.

      She stared down the barrel of the gun for what seemed like an eternity, then fired a shot that pinged off the detonator cap, incinerating the landscaping truck.

      Which, in turn, sent a section of the truck’s cab pinwheeling through the air—

      Nearly crushing the Slingshot, which I maneuvered out of the way at the last second.

      The explosion had the desired effect, drawing off nearly all of the zombies that had been massing on Independence Avenue.

      We doubled back and drove down Third Street, passing the Library of Congress. We were only a quarter mile or so away from the briefcase’s location, but there was something I had to do.

      We crossed Independence Avenue and motored silently down Second Street. I could see it in the distance. What was left of it, that is. Saint Peter’s church, where we’d first met Gina/Layla.

      The Madam was telling the truth.

      The building was in ruins, tendrils of smoke still rising over it. I slowed the motorcycle, scanning the building shell.

      “Why are we stopping?” Scarlett asked.

      “Because this is where we stopped right before everything went to hell.”

      I pulled the Slingshot over, grabbed the hammer and jumped out, climbing over a few charred beams, mounting a brick-and-stone wall that had collapsed as a result of what had obviously been a calamitous fire that had spread to a nearby building, which had been reduced to ashes.

      “Where are you going?” Scarlett shouted, grabbing her Hello Kitty backpack, following me.

      “To check on somebody.”

      “Why?”

      I looked back. “Because I promised a friend that I would.”

      I thought of Lexie and how I’d agreed to make sure that Stevens was okay. I picked through the debris and my stomach knotted when I found the first one. The blackened remains of what was clearly a cat. Then another, then three more.

      I nosed around, but there was no sign of life anywhere. Saddened, I was readying to call it quits when I heard a thump coming from under the still-smoking remains of a pew.

      I used the hammer to chop and pick away pieces of the pew to reveal a pocket, a space that had not been touched by the fire.

      The four cats inhabiting the space were so tightly packed that they could barely move around. I was delighted to see that Stevens was with them. His coat was ratty and one ear appeared to be fire-singed, but otherwise he seemed unharmed.

      I knelt and clucked my tongue and Stevens leaped into my arms, purring, rubbing his head against my chin.

      Scarlett cocked an eyebrow. “I take it that’s a female cat?”

      “Nope, his name’s Stevens. He belongs to Lexie.”

      She rubbed the scruff of his neck and he purred.

      I dashed back to the motorcycle, grabbed a few MREs, then returned to the cats and opened them. We fed the cats and made them as comfortable as we could. Then I slid Stevens into Scarlett’s Hello Kitty backpack as we re-entered the Slingshot.

      We drove down, headed toward the back of the Cannon Building.

      The sewer was just up ahead, I could see it, only a few feet beyond a few bloated zombie corpses.

      “How are we looking, Slade?”

      “Six nines uptime, chief.”

      “That’s good?”

      “That’s very good.”

      Pulling up at the edge of the street, I grabbed the hammer and exited the motorcycle, sprinting toward the opening to the sewer.

      Scarlett shadowed me as we moved toward the sewer. “So, let me get this straight. We risked our asses to come to a sewer?”

      “Yes.”

      “A…sewer?”

      I nodded and dropped to the ground. “Hold my legs.”

      She did, and I set the hammer down and squirmed into the opening which was four feet long but several inches shy of two feet high. This meant I’d have to literally force my upper body between the sections, which I did, the concrete rubbing the flesh on my back raw.

      As you’d expect, the interior of the sewer was dark and smelled of methane.

      My pupils expanded, adjusting to the conditions. There was a drop-off of three feet, then a stack of refuse at the bottom of the sewer, the rotting remains of several corpses, a clot of dead rats and—

      The briefcase! It was there! Resting on top of a section of moldering fabric.

      “I see it!” I shouted.

      “Hurry!” Scarlett replied.

      Grimacing, I swung my good arm down, my finger dancing off the edge of the briefcase.

      I pressed my hand and my stump against the inner sewer wall and squirmed, extending my hand as far as it could go. My fingers pinched around the briefcase. I had it!

      That’s when the moldering fabric shifted to reveal something else. A grinning zombie face. The fucker had been hidden down under the trash the entire time.

      Before I could react, the thing’s mouth snapped out like a snake—

      WHACK!

      Closing like a vice around my hand.
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      I pulled back, slamming my head against the roof of the sewer, losing my grip on the briefcase.

      The zombie shook my arm like a dog with a chew toy and then its mouth popped free. By some stroke of luck, the ghoul had only bitten down on the metal nub where my hand used to be.

      The monster spat out some of the filaments, which weren’t to its liking. It drew back, readying for another bite and I thrust the nub into its face, shattering bones. This allowed me sufficient time to reach down, grab the briefcase and haul it out.

      “PULL ME BACK!” I shouted.

      Scarlett grabbed my legs and pulled me free an instant before the zombie struck again. My chin skidded along the blacktop, but I was alive and out of the sewer.

      “Success!” I shouted, rolling over and climbing to my feet, flashing the briefcase at Scarlett, who I thought would be overjoyed to see it.

      She wasn’t. Instead, she was pointing at a familiar face.

      It was the Frankenstein-sized female guard I’d shanked with the scalpels back at the museum. She wasn’t dead, but was apoplectic with rage.

      There was a red-stained bandage around her neck, and she was holding a shotgun. Behind her were eight other guards, several of whom I’d seen at the museum. I searched their dead-eyed faces and held my hands up.

      “We meet again,” the guard growled.

      “Look, if it means anything, I’m kinda sorry about before,” I said.

      “You fucking stabbed me.”

      “I didn’t mean to...”

      “With two scalpels.”

      “Are you still holding onto the anger?”

      “Shut the fuck up and put that briefcase on the ground!”

      I set the briefcase down.

      “Now get on your knees and face the ground,” the guard said, racking the shotgun. “I got something for you.”

      “If it’s a prize or a gold star, I’ll pass.”

      “Down on the goddamn ground! Now!”

      A final look was exchanged between me and Scarlett.

      “Any words of wisdom, Slade?”

      “Don’t get shot.”

      “What are the odds you can revive me a second time?”

      “Pray she doesn’t put a round in your head or your heart.”

      “I’ll be sure to ask her not to.”

      A glare suddenly blinded me, forcing my eyes shut. It was a flash of light coming from down the street. The others didn’t see it, but I did.

      What the hell?

      “Don’t look now, but there’s something behind you,” I said to the guard.

      She smirked. “Don’t try that bullshit with me.”

      I heard something. A disturbance in the air which wavered, like a fish moving through the current. I sensed that there was something flying toward us at an incredible speed. A black dot that seemed to curve mid-air.

      Instinctively, I grabbed Scarlett and ducked as—

      WHAM!

      The bullet slammed into the back of the big guard’s head, shattering it like a waterlogged pumpkin.

      Gore spattered us as her body slammed to the pavement. The other Vrah reacted as more bullets split the air, expertly-placed shots that dropped all of the Vrah but one.

      There was only one person capable of such feats and when I rose, I saw her running down the street.

      It was Raven. She was shouldering her sniper rifle and waving for us to take cover. Behind her were Deb, Lexie, and Hollis. All of them were alive!

      Stevens leaped from Scarlett’s backpack and scampered over to Lexie as the sole surviving Vrah scrambled away from us. Deb and the others fired at her, but she was able to take cover behind a dump truck and scurry toward the Metro station.

      “What the hell do you call that?” I said to Raven, pointing to the survivor. “You missed one.”

      She laughed and I saw that she bore fresh scars on her face and arms. Nothing that serious, but it looked she’d been in a scrap or two. “Fuck you too, Dekko.”

      I wrapped my arms around her. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “Same here.”

      She stepped back, and Lexie and the others hugged me. “I thought you were a goner,” Lexie said.

      “That makes two of us,” I said, lifting my stump for all to see. “They managed to take a part of me.”

      “We saw them carrying your body out of the museum, Nick. You had a hole in your goddamn chest.”

      “He couldn’t save my arm, but Slade saved me the first time, and then Scarlett saved me a second time after the Madam’s ladies dumped me at RFK.”

      Deb favored Scarlett with a look. “New friend?”

      I shook my head. “Old one. From back at Fort Detrick. This is Scarlett, the OGZS, the original zombie slayer.”

      Introductions were quickly made. I discovered that the ladies had managed to escape from the museum shortly before my premature death, evaded the zombies, and hooked up with Raven, who’d been hiding inside the U.S. Capitol.

      “We’ve got a serious problem,” I said.

      “Something besides the zombies and the gangbangers?” Raven asked.

      I nodded. “The bitch in charge, Madam Secretary, knows where the third vault is.”

      “So, let her have it,” Raven said. “She goes one way and we’ll go the other.”

      “It’s not that simple. There’s something at the bottom of the vault,” I replied.

      “What?”

      “A Doomsday weapon.”

      “That is exactly the opposite of what I wanted to hear,” Raven said, smacking her hands together.

      Lexie held a hand up. “Doomsday as in…”

      “Boom, everybody goes bye-bye,” I said, finishing her sentence. “She wants to kill everything in the city. Zombies, people, anything that’s not part of her little group.”

      “Fuck that,” Deb said. “We need to stop her.”

      “How do you propose we do that?” Raven asked. “There are seven of us and probably two hundred or more of them.”

      I smiled. “I’ve got an idea.”

      Before I could mention my great idea, two things happened: the intractable odor of rotting flesh filled the air, and a shrill whistle sounded. As our shitty luck would have it, we were once again caught in the middle of the bad guys.

      On our right, stumble-running from near the front of the Cannon Building, was a battalion of zombies. On our left were dozens of Vrah emerging from the subway, filling the city streets. Obviously, the one woman who’d escaped had gone back and secured some reinforcements.

      The zombies were one thing, but the Vrah looked very different from the women that Raven had just dispatched. For one, they weren’t carrying the usual assault rifles, shotguns, and a hodgepodge of pistols, revolvers, and baseball bats. These ladies were packing some serious heat, including grenade launchers, miniguns, and flamethrowers, and several of them were dressed in some of the very same exosuits we’d seen at the bottom of the weapons vault.

      Slade saw them too and remarked, “They’ve got the gear they stole from you and took from the first vault.”

      “My, my, my,” Lexie said, stroking Stevens’s head. “We’ve got zombies on the left and gangbangers on the right.”

      Deb pulled the slide back on her pistol. “Choose your madness.”

      “What do you think, Slade?”

      “I think you need to open that briefcase and fulfill your destiny.”

      I set it down and popped the latches, opening it to reveal the syringe with the amber fluid which was still intact, a miraculous thing given all that had happened.

      “What is that?” Hollis asked.

      “A secret weapon,” I replied.

      “What’s in it?” she asked.

      “Superhero shit.”

      A look passed between us.  “I’ve got something for you.”

      “A gift?”

      “How’d you know,” I replied, handing her the hammer I’d found down in the tunnel.

      Hollis hefted the hammer and inspected the huge cutting edge. “Just what was I was looking for,” she said with a smile. “How can I ever repay you?”

      “You can start by grabbing my arm.”

      She did, exposing the flesh, and then I held the syringe in my good hand, pulled back the plunger with my teeth, and jammed the needle into my arm.
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      I withdrew the syringe as a bullet fired by one of the Vrah hummed over our heads.

      “TAKE COVER!” Deb shouted.

      Gunfire rang out as we dipped low and looked for cover. Scarlett and the others returned fire in both directions, taking down the zombies and keeping the Vrah at bay.

      The next few seconds passed with no great fanfare. I held my arm up, waiting for something, anything to happen.

      “What’s the matter, Slade? I don’t feel anything.”

      “Give it some time.”

      A bullet ricocheted off a nearby sedan, nearly taking my jaw off. “We’re out of time!”

      I crouch-ran across the street, watching the Vrah use the soft exosuits they’d stolen from us to do a mad dash up the street, hopping over obstacles, alighting onto the sides of buildings where they stuck to the exterior with their synthetic adhesion gloves. The ladies did an admirable job trying to keep them at bay, but the Vrah were simply too numerous and too well-armed.

      Our attackers peppered the street with bullets and fired grenades that air-burst or landed on the road, sending up clouds of dirt and debris which obscured visibility. At the same time, the zombie ranks were increasing as more of the flesh eaters heard the weapons fire and came to investigate.

      Come on, come on, I thought, staring at my arm. Maybe the whole thing was bullshit. Maybe there was nothing powerful inside the syringe or if there was, it was inert.

      Suddenly, my arm spasmed, then began involuntarily moving, whipping back and forth like a snake. Then my legs began throbbing, visibly expanding, and I felt an odd body-wide bliss, a warmth spreading from my lower back up through the trapezius muscles at the base of my neck.

      “Your blood pressure is through the roof,” Slade said. “Are you feeling it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, yeah!” Slade shouted. “Now you’re getting juiced!”

      My arm rotated violently, like a pitcher throwing a fastball and then the flesh began rippling.

      “Get to the motorcycle!” Slade said. “You need to get those cannons!”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it!”

      I tore across the street, braving the incoming fire, and dove to the ground near the motorcycle.

      A bullet bounced off the motorcycle and I ducked before crouching and undoing the tie-downs that were securing the cannons and ammo belts to the bike’s rack.

      “Each cannon has a hundred and seventy-six individual parts,” Slade said.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because we need to focus on just one of them.”

      Against the clatter of weapons fire, the braying of our attackers, and the moans of the zombies, I set the cannons down across my legs which were bulging, as if I’d just done dozens of sets of heavy squats.

      Slade instructed me on how to quickly remove the gun’s housing, popping out a cross-pin that exposed a drive train on the cannons, a gear head, and motor, the thing that would actually power the weapon’s rotor, thereby rotating the barrels.

      Then I opened the minigun’s GCU—gun control unit—also known as the electronic controls system, the weapon’s brain. There were two 120-volt relays and a menagerie of gizmos, including a power switch, rate of fire selector (two thousand or four thousand rounds per minute), and a tiny, rugged power cord that had previously been connected to the battery on the shark cage.

      “We’ve got a problem,” I said. “How am I going to fire it? It runs on electricity.”

      “You’ve got multiple power sources within you.”

      “What?”

      “Trust me.”

      He told me to hold out my stump and examine the metal nub, and I did. There was something I hadn’t noticed before in the middle of it.

      A receptacle.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “A section of the supercapacitor I constructed inside of you.”

      “A super-what? I’m gonna kill you, Slade—”

      “We can discuss that later. Right now, you need to know that you’ve got a super-cool nanomachine on the inside that’s powered in perpetuity by an energy harvester. The harvester converts the heat and motion from your body into electricity that’s transferred to the supercapacitor which, in turn, pumps neutroceuticals and nanites into your tissue.”

      “What does all that mean?”

      “The more badass things you do, the more units or points you collect. For instance, you get five health units, basically five points, for every ten minutes of constant motion. You get two points for taking down an enemy with a physical act that generates kinetic energy, two for running in excess of fifteen miles per hour, and so on. More points gets you more neutroceuticals and nanites, which means you can control whether you want to become bigger, faster, stronger, and smarter.”

      “What happens if I get injured?”

      “You lose points. Oh, and you’re capped at a maximum of a hundred points in order to avoid overheating the supercapacitor.”

      Suddenly, I grew light-headed and my vision flickered like a video that’s been fast-forwarded, my mind growing chaotic. Statistics overloaded my temples in painful jags and things appeared before me that looked like holograms with rings of virtual command control signals. Then a waterfall of data flashed in front of me.

      I reached out to touch everything, but soon realized it was all virtual, an infinity of information, text, numbers, script-upon-script, complex mathematical formulae whipping past, everything funneled, downloaded into my gray matter.

      I slumped against the side of the motorcycle, the cannon in my lap. I looked up and saw Deb, Hollis, and the others wreathed in a halo of smoke from their weapons.

      I was in the middle of a fucking war zone, unable to assist, unable to fight back. And then something powerful stirred deep within me.

      My feet and limbs were on fire, my eyes rolled back, and my teeth started chattering so violently I thought they were going to shatter. And then I felt something else, what seemed to be a spirit or a presence pass right through me.

      “Wha-what’s g-going on?” I stammered as a haze of energy enveloped me.

      “You’re leveling up,” Slade said, his voice booming.

      I watched the underside of my arm stirring with antic life, as if a million worms were wriggling under the flesh, scurrying hungrily toward the metal nub. The skin split, little beads of blood dribbling down.

      A figure lumbered into view. A single zombie with a mohawk haircut. The ghoul had broken off from the pack. He spotted me and grinned as he hitched in my direction.

      I had twenty seconds, maybe less, before the thing was on top of me.

      The filaments in my arm emerged from their tiny slits, bloody and glistening, taking on the appearance of flesh. They quickly formed ribbons that became longer and wider, wrapping around each other. My face wrenched with revulsion as the shiny, flesh-colored ringlets crisscrossed my upper body, cocooning it, before wrapping around both arms and cannons, moving through openings on the weapons’ metal housing and fusing the guns to my arms. What was happening to me?

      “Slade! What the hell?”

      “You’re going through a metamorphosis!”

      “But I don’t want to!”

      The fleshy coils grabbed the power cords on both guns, covering them in a viscous substance, fusing them into one cord that was slotted into the nub on my arm. The surge of energy forced me to my feet and when I stood to my full height I felt taller, broader, and more powerful than I ever had in my life, the cannons feeling light, like extensions of my arms.

      And then there was my vision, mental acuity, and response time. There’s an old saying that for the best athletes in the world the game has a way of slowing down when it’s crunch time, when everything is on the line. That’s exactly what I was experiencing at that moment.

      I was hyperaware of every sight and sound, and events seemed to be playing out in super high-definition and in slow motion. Bullets fired by the Vrah were visible, highlighted, suspended in mid-air, slowing to a crawl.

      “Talk to me, Slade!”

      “Your BCI is now fully integrated with your sensory cortex. You’ve got enhanced dexterity, omni-awareness, and cannon fire control.”

      The zombie sprang forward in slow motion, arms outstretched, mouth opening to take a bit out of me.

      Here’s when things got exponentially cooler. Rather than having to pull a trigger, I focused on the act of shooting and that’s what happened. My internal HUD flashed to life, and a measured burst of fire was unleashed from the cannons that pounded the zombie in the head and chest, ripping the thing apart.

      Holy shit!

      “You did it!” Slade shouted. “The mind-machine connection is complete!”

      “What should I do now?” I asked, amped up and incredulous.

      “Whatever the fuck you want to do, kid. You’re growing into something that’s straight out of the Marvel Universe! Thank me later! Now go get those points!”

      Spinning, I ran across the street faster than a bolt of lightning, covering sixty feet in the blink of an eye, running at nineteen miles per hour according to an icon on my internal HUD, which revealed the following:

      

      
        
        Speed: +2

        Dexterity:

        Power:

        Kills:

        Health:

      

      

      

      I slid behind Raven and Deb, who ran her hand over the cannons that were now fixed to my arms. “What happened to you?”

      “I leveled the fuck up.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means it’s time to kick ass.”

      Whistling to everyone, I signaled for them to rise. I stood and took the fight to our enemies.
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      “FOLLOW ME!” I shouted, leading the others into battle.

      With a cry of anger, I bounded down the street, slipping the bonds of a mortal man, able to bypass rational thought and operate solely on instinct. Bullets and projectiles flew at me, but I was able to move around and under them or fire back and knock them out of the air. Targets populated my HUD and I squeezed off rounds that knocked them down where they stood. Every arm movement and resulting bullet from my cannons was perfectly aimed and deftly placed, my stats changing to reflect:

      

      
        
        Speed: +2

        Dexterity: +4

        Power:

        Kills:

        Health:

      

      

      

      I fired to the right and blew out the heads on a brace of zombies that were nearing Hollis, then weaved to the left and gutshot three Vrah before they could ambush us, my stats reordering to read:

      

      
        
        Speed: +2

        Dexterity: +4

        Power:

        Kills: +6

        Health:

      

      

      

      Then I dropped low, feeling the enhanced muscles in my legs slingshot me up onto a junked Metro bus as if I just been launched off a trampoline.

      “Whoa, whoa,” Slade said. “You’re still getting used to everything. Your ability will increase with time. Promise me you’ll take it slow.”

      “I promise.”

      I lied.

      Somersaulting off the bus, I grabbed a light pole and twirled around it like a stripper, spraying bullets, sending some freedom down range as my buddies back at Fort Detrick used to say. With just the power of my mind I unleashed my cannons, punching holes through cars, shooting two Vrah sniper positioned in the window of a nearby building, the glass exploding, showering the streets with little crystal nuggets.

      Slade was screaming, pointing out targets, but I tuned him out and mentally lowered the volume, my voice supplanting his, because the new and improved me was one step ahead. The icons on my HUD flashed and I willed a targeting reticle to life that danced from target to target.

      Turning in various directions, my cannons stuttered, spitting rounds that blew half-dollar-sized holes in buildings, the street, and anything in range. One of the rounds slammed into a flamethrower in the hands of a spindly Vrah fighter, setting off the flammable mixture housed inside her weapon. A bright orange blast of fire was unleashed that immolated several SUVs and a cluster of nearby Vrah fighters, who ran around like human torches.

      Another round chewed through a bald Vrah and kept on going, striking the grenade launcher of the woman hiding behind her and creating a secondary explosion that turned the two fighters into hunks of flesh that rained down over the street like confetti.

      I wasn’t the only one involved in the action, however. Off to the right, Raven was firing a series of pinpoint shots with her guided rounds that tore through the skulls of a dozen ghouls, knocking them down in a row. Deb and Lexie were blazing away with assault rifles stripped from the dead Vrah, the muzzle flashes from their weapons blinding as they lit up the zombies, buying time for Hollis, who was whacking several zombies down with her hammer, while Scarlett poured fire at the Vrah from a position near the bus.

      I surveyed the field of battle, adrenalized, my chest heaving, my muscles flexing. My biceps were twice their normal size, engorged and flexing, as I used the cessation of incoming fire to launch myself ten feet into the air.

      Firing at the Vrah as I dropped to the ground, I signaled for the others to follow my lead. Down the street I blitzed, locked in on my targeting reticle, firing on the run, taking down anything that moved. Two Vrah poked their heads out of a blind they’d made from a discarded dumpster and were shot through the foreheads for their trouble.

      There was a flash of light up ahead and I watched a rocket-propelled grenade come streaking toward me. I fired a shot that struck the projectile’s stabilizer fins, sending the thing shrieking sideways like a bottle rocket. It flew over us and air-burst over the pursuing zombie pack, eviscerating a grouping of them, buying us some time.

      Deb shot the person who launched the grenade and I riddled the truck the woman had been hiding behind with fire.

      My bullets twanged off the truck’s exterior and then—

      BOOM!

      An explosion obliterated the side of the truck and out of the smoke and fire slashed two of the Vrah, who were wearing the soft exoskeletons they’d taken from us. One of them was brandishing an axe and the other had a streetsweeper-style assault weapon.

      The streetsweeper opened fire and I shot the incoming rounds out of the air like skeet. The Vrah with the axe rampaged forward, swinging it. The axe head came down and I leaped over it. Landing, I punted the Vrah with the streetsweeper in the chest, knocking her back into the remains of the truck. She was instantly engulfed in flames and ran around, on fire, vanishing from sight.

      I spun in a three-hundred-sixty-degree rotation, firing at the woman with the axe who dove behind one of the few trees in sight, a massive oak that was planted near the sidewalk. Smoke wreathed the air as I worked to get an angle, running forward as the woman darted out from behind the tree. The axe came down again and this time I swept out my arms, grabbing it before it could slam into my shoulder.

      The woman holding the axe was strong. I was stronger.

      My newfound muscles flexed and I head-butted her, wrenching the axe out of her hands.

      She stumbled back, and I fired. Her chest took the brunt of the barrage and she collapsed, dead before she hit the ground. Without pausing, I instinctively wheeled around and flung the axe which flew through the air, end over end—

      WHACK!

      Slamming into the other Vrah, the one who’d been on fire and was now preparing to fire on me. The axe pinned the woman to the truck’s engine block.

      Aside from the moaning of the zombies and crackle of several small fires, all was silent. I couldn’t see through objects, but from every indication on my HUD, the battle with our attackers was over and I’d survived for ten minutes, which meant I was significantly stronger.

      

      
        
        Speed: +2

        Dexterity: +4

        Power:

        Kills: +24

        Health: +5

      

      

      

      I could feel a change coming over me. With every step, every punch, reaction, and jump, I was getting bigger and stronger. My mind was clearer, and my eyesight was precise enough that I could spot the tiny wings on a fly moving in slow motion as it dive-bombed one of the dead zombies.

      The zombies were still coming, but I was feeling supremely powerful and the Vrah were dead.

      Suddenly, something landed on the ground at the end of what was left of the truck. Apparently, there was a lone survivor hiding on the other side of the burned-out machine. Whoever it was had tossed a small pistol on the ground.

      I tromped forward, stepping over and around the bodies of twenty dead Vrah, ready to cut down whatever was hiding behind the truck if it didn’t give itself up. I called out and nothing responded. Nosing past the woman pinned by the axe and around the front bumper of the truck, I came face-to-face with the only surviving member of the Vrah attack.

      It was Layla. She was sitting on her haunches, machete in hand, surrounded by another three bodies of dead Vrah who were slowly coming back to life.

      I fired bullets into the heads of the reanimating Vrah as Layla stood.

      I heard footsteps and saw Deb aiming her rifle at Layla, grimacing, weighing her options. We exchanged a loaded look. “Don’t—do not shoot her,” I said as the other ladies arrived.

      “Why the hell not?” Deb asked. “She’s one of them!”

      “She fucking set us up,” Raven added.

      “She saved me,” I said.

      Deb peered down at Layla over the barrel of her gun. “Bullshit!”

      “She could’ve shot me back at the museum and didn’t, which allowed me to help you, Hollis, and Lexie. In a sense, she saved almost all of us.”

      Lexie nodded. “He’s telling the truth.”

      Deb held Layla’s look, and then it happened. Layla grunted and heaved her machete directly at Deb! The blade missed her and slammed into the skull of a revived Vrah fighter who was preparing to take a bite out of Deb’s neck. The newly-risen zombie fell to the ground.

      Deb blinked, realizing that Layla had saved her. Slowly she lowered her rifle as Layla tiptoed between the ladies to retriever her machete.

      “The fight’s over,” I said.

      Layla shook her head, wiping the zombie gore off on her pant leg. “It’s just begun. The Madam is on the move. She’s headed to the last vault.”

      Deb snatched the machete away from Layla. The two squared off, as if they were about to fight.

      “Give me my fucking blade,” Layla said.

      “Come and take it.”

      I stepped between them. “How many people does the Madam have with her?”

      “At least a hundred and twenty,” Layla replied, pausing, then adding, “and you’ve got six.”

      “There’s more than just six of us,” I replied.

      Confusion gripped Layla’s face. I pointed back up the street, which was swelling with zombies—thousands, tens of thousands of them—streaming down from Independence Avenue.

      “It just so happens that we brought our own army,” I said.

      Layla pointed back. “Yeah, that’s great, but the Madam’s got the streets from here to the monument booby-trapped and under guard.”

      “Which means?”

      “There’s no way you’ll be able to catch her without assistance.”

      “Assistance?”

      She nodded. “Someone to show you the way.”

      “What does the person who shows us the way expect to get in return? Forgiveness?”

      She held my look. “I don’t need your forgiveness, Nick, but I’ll take a little understanding.”

      “No,” Deb said, shaking her head. “No fucking way.”

      “We need her,” Lexie offered.

      “We can do it ourselves,” Deb replied.

      Layla offered Deb a hard, questioning glance. “Just like you could find Hollis on your own before?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” I said, grabbing the machete from Deb. “She’s showing us the way.”

      Deb stewed, but accepted the decision after the others agreed.

      Layla gestured. “I’ve got something to show you.”

      She jogged down the street and pointed to a white panel truck. The roll-up door on the back was open, showing that the truck was filled with weapons and gear, including several coils of ammunition that would likely work for my cannons.

      “Serious bonus points for this,” Lexie said, taking everything in.

      Raven was the first one inside. “Let’s weapon up.”

      “And then?”

      She held up a rifle and looked back. “And then we’re taking that bitch down.”
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      We decided on a simple course of action. With Layla guiding us, I’d lead the way along with Hollis. Meanwhile, the other ladies would follow us in the Slingshot which was severely damaged and leaking fluids, but still somehow drivable.

      If we were lucky, we’d be able to navigate through the city and catch Madam Secretary by surprise before she reached the Doomsday weapon. The wild card in the whole thing was the zombie horde. None of us knew how or whether they’d follow us or what would happen if we found ourselves in a protracted firefight with the Madam and the Vrah. Having the Vrah in front of us and the zombies behind was a huge risk, but it was one we were willing to take.

      We chose not to utilize the main sections of Independence Avenue between the Capitol and the National Mall on account of Layla detailing how the Madam had left behind small teams of armed gangbangers to guard the rear. Instead, we struck out across Virginia Avenue which would allow us to head slightly south, circumvent any ambushers and then, hopefully, surprise the Madam near the Washington Monument.

      The ladies initially had difficulty keeping pace as I glided down through the concrete jungle like a cheetah tearing across the Serengeti Plain.

      With my enhanced abilities, I leaped over buses with ease, bounded up the side of a high-rise, and then vaulted laterally onto an overpass. Hollis was directly below me and Layla was twenty yards away from her, both of them keeping watch in different directions.

      “Show off!” Hollis shouted from down below.

      Standing on the overpass, I studied the city and saw movement in the distance. Well over a hundred figures were trudging toward the Washington Monument. I could tell by the way the figures in the procession strode forward with measured steps that they weren’t zombies. If the Madam was part of the procession, however, I couldn’t make her out.

      “Do you see her?” I asked Slade.

      My vision zoomed in and then panned around. “Negative,” Slade said.

      “How many are there?”

      The targeting reticle on my internal HUD moved through the Madam’s army. “A hundred twenty-nine.”

      Dropping from the overpass, I moved over to Hollis who was twirling her hammer slash tomahawk.

      “I saw them.”

      “How far away?” Hollis asked.

      “A quarter mile, maybe less.”

      “How many?”

      “A shitload.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “I’ll lead the attack.”

      She took this in, running a finger down the cannons that were sutured to my arms. “I never did ask before, but when the hell did this happen?”

      I crossed my cannons over my pumped-up chest. “With Slade’s assistance, I decided to make a change.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “You like the new look?”

      “You’re definitely…bigger.”

      “In all the right places.”

      She rolled her eyes as we moved under the shadows of the overpass. “Why’d you decide to do it?” she asked.

      “Well, the syringe was in the briefcase and Slade said that if I injected it—”

      “Not that, you ding-dong,” she replied, shaking her head. “Why did you come back for me?”

      “I missed your sparkling personality.”

      “I’m being serious, Dekko.”

      “Well, I guess because…you’re my friend.”

      She shook her head. “You’re such a fool.”

      “Why?”

      “Because things are different now. It’s kill or be killed and you don’t risk your ass for anyone.”

      “You would’ve done it for me.”

      She stared at the ground and shook her head vigorously. “I would’ve left you down in that museum, Nick, that’s what I would’ve done.”

      “I know you and I don’t believe that.”

      “Then you don’t really know me.”

      “You put up a helluva front, lady, but I think I’ve got a pretty good idea of who you are.”

      She paused, and I sensed an opening. Before she could utter a response, I leaned in and kissed her on the lips. She was dumbstruck by this and for a moment I thought she might slug me in the jaw. Then she kissed me back, running her hands through my hair.

      “Am I still a fool?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but you’re my fool,” she replied. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “But let’s keep this between us, okay?” she asked. “Because if you tell anybody I just kissed you, I will totally have to kill you,” she said, playfully swatting my face.

      I reached down and removed the object I’d kept in my pocket, her rolled-up notepad along with the pages I’d retrieved from back outside RFK Stadium. She took the items in her hands, smiling, shocked.

      “Thank you,” she said as I held her hand.

      We looked back to see Layla and beyond her, the Slingshot, slowly rolling forward.

      I waved at Layla and she waved back.

      “Can we trust her?” Hollis asked.

      A world-weary sigh escaped from my mouth. “We’re about to find out.”

      I motioned to the ladies and then we briefly conferred. After explaining what I’d witnessed from my perch on the overpass, the decision was made to split up at the end of Virginia Avenue. The ladies would drive up Twelfth Street and Layla, Hollis, and I would continue onto Maine Avenue where we would advance to the north, swing around and surprise the Madam and the Vrah from the east as Deb and the ladies hit them from the west. If all went as planned, we’d be able to box the bad guys in and take them down before they ever reached the doomsday weapon, assuming they hadn’t already done so.

      “Big fucking ‘if,’” Raven said.

      “We don’t have any more choices,” I said, taking in the gazes of the others. “The world’s already been destroyed once. I’ll be damned if I let it happen again.”

      “What’s the signal?” Layla asked. “How will we know when to attack?”

      Lexie held up the flare gun that Scarlett had stashed in the back of the Slingshot. “When you see the rockets red-glaring, it’s time to come a-running.”

      Silence fell between us. Then Deb held her hand out. “Bring it in.”

      We each placed our hands on hers, everyone muttering a silent prayer, and then we broke our huddle.

      “I’ll see you guys again,” Raven said, hoisting her sniper rifle.

      “We’ll meet up in front of the Washington Monument,” I replied.

      “It’s a date,” Lexie said, smiling nervously, Stevens the cat peering at me from her backpack as she blew me an air kiss as we went our separate ways.
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      Layla, Hollis, and I moved swiftly up over Maine Avenue, encountering no resistance aside from a handful of zombies that we easily slipped around. My HUD was still wonky, but I scoped it anyway, measuring the distances between us and the rear of the Vrah procession. We were a quarter mile off and closing. I strained to spot the Madam, but couldn’t make her out.

      “What do you think, Slade?”

      “I think you need to be ready for surprises.”

      “Aren’t the surprises all over?”

      “Hardly. There’s a reason someone like the Madam rose to the top of the food chain. She’s cunning, willing to do almost anything to survive.”

      “Sounds like some others I know.”

      “If that was a veiled reference to us, we’re not killers. Sure, we might’ve put a few zombies down, but there’s a difference between us and them. We don’t have malice in our hearts.”

      I noted this as a feeling of fury gathered and rose inside me. “Speak for yourself, ‘cause when I find that bitch, I’m going pay her back for what she’s done to everyone.”

      “Stay frosty,” he said. “I need you in your zone.”

      “I’m touched by your concern for my well-being.”

      “I’m concerned about mine, too, pal. Don’t forget that if you die, yours truly dies as well.”

      “You can’t quit me, my AI friend.”

      “We are inextricably intertwined, so don’t let us down.”

      I powered Slade down as the three of us picked up the pace, running between the trees growing on the edge of the Tidal Basin. The Washington Monument loomed in the distance, the Madam’s army approaching it from the east. They hadn’t spotted us yet as we kept low, maneuvering through the collection of abandoned cars that littered the two lanes of asphalt.

      We took cover under a final overpass.

      While Layla and Hollis checked their ammunition and weapons and readied themselves while waiting for the signal from Lexie, I climbed the edge of the overpass which provided a view of the downtown cityscape.

      The zombies were on the move.

      Sweeping across the city, a ragged army, some naked, others swaddled in rags, filling up every road, artery, and thin bend of asphalt. Its nucleus appeared to be the core of the zombies we’d freed from the barrier on the bridge.

      We’d better hope the battle was quick, because in less than thirty minutes a delegation of the undead would be all over us.

      Dropping back to the ground, I moved to Layla who was near the edge of the overpass.

      “How’s it looking out there?” she asked.

      “Hairy.”

      “Revs on the move?”

      I nodded.

      “How many?”

      “There aren’t enough bullets in the world to put them all down.”

      “We’re bringing everybody to the party, huh?”

      Another nod from me.

      “What made you do it?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “Back at the museum when I was breaking out. You had a chance to put some lead between my eyes, but you didn’t.”

      “Maybe I didn’t feel like wasting a perfectly good bullet…”

      “That the only reason?”

      She pursed her lips, kicked at the ground, and sighed. “The only benefit to this whole thing is that it’s brought some clarity.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My grandmother used to say that chaos places things in stark relief, makes it easier to see things for how they really are. To discern good from bad. I guess I figured that maybe you’re one of the good ones. Maybe that’s why I didn’t shoot you.”

      “What about you?”

      She laughed. “The jury’s still out on me. I mean, I’m fucked up in my own way, but I was never like the Madam and the others. I did lots of bad shit in the past, but I never dug darkness masquerading as knowledge and I’m damned sure not a nihilist.”

      “Why the hell did you fall in with her to begin with?”

      “Because it wasn’t always like this and in the beginning she wasn’t nuts. She was just this super-smart lady who was trying to help people, to build an oasis in the middle of all the death and dying.”

      “What happened?”

      “Things got comfortable, I guess. I got in a routine and was so grateful that someone gave me food and shelter that I turned a blind eye when she started killing people. I was just like the others, hoping like hell that she was a good person, a shepherd tending her flock.”

      “If she was the shepherd, who were the sheep?”

      She didn’t answer, but her expression spoke volumes.

      A moment passed between us and then I handed Layla her machete.

      “You sure you want to do that?” she asked.

      “At some point we’ve got to start trusting each other again.”

      She smiled and took the blade from me, slicing and dicing the air.

      A keening whine suddenly sounded, followed by a firecracker-like pop somewhere above us. We nosed out from into the open and saw the red flare exploding above the Washington Monument.

      It was time to attack.
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      I led the advance out from under the overpass.

      The three of us juked across Independence Avenue, through a stand of trees, and ran up onto the Washington Monument’s grounds, a hundred and six acres of raised, slightly sloping grass that encircled the phallic monument itself, a five hundred and fifty-four-foot-tall stone obelisk, the tallest in the world, that loomed in front of us.

      We crested the hillside and my mind raced, calculating options, evaluating targets, considering all possibilities.

      “You there, Slade?” I asked.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Have you fully rebooted me?”

      “Yes, the serum in that second syringe allowed me to recycle things twice.”

      “How am I looking?”

      “Right as fucking rain.”

      Icons began swirling on my internal HUD, reams of imagery and information blurring past including my vital statistics followed by shots of the ground ahead, coordinates and vectoring, illuminated paths and avenues of attack, and quick cuts of everyone and every target within sight.

      The Vrah were almost directly between us and Deb, Lexie, Scarlett, and Raven, who were approaching from Fifteenth Street.

      They’d already excavated something in the ground because I saw a brace of Vrah fighters standing near a set of black metal doors that they’d pried loose from the earth.

      They’d already located the final vault.

      What was more unnerving, however, was that I could see another group dragging a green metal crate out of the ground.

      Slade zoomed in and I scanned the yellow stenciling on the side of the crate, which included a number of biohazard markings.

      “Is that the Doomsday weapon?”

      “All signs point to yes,” Slade replied.

      “Then we’ve got a serious problem.”

      “Just one?”

      “What happens if someone hits that damned thing with a bullet or a bomb?”

      “Just make sure you don’t.”

      I barely had time to consider this because the Vrah had spotted us. They screamed, gesticulated, and opened fire.

      Urging Hollis and Layla to be mindful of the Doomsday weapon, we took up positions and traded fire with the enemy. Bullets kicked up little geysers of dirt as I broke into a rapid duck-and-run, cruising laterally, keeping my reticle positioned away from the metal crate while firing salvos from both cannons. The rounds from my guns stitched the five Vrah around the crate crimson, sending them crashing to the ground, while the others scattered. My HUD now reflected:
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        Dexterity: +8

        Power:

        Kills: +32
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      Realizing the Doomsday weapon had to be secured, I plowed ahead, but there was no cover on the monument grounds, not even a mound of dirt or a tree. I squeezed off another burst that sent rounds dancing across the chests and shoulders of three gangbangers as another one fired a rocket-propelled grenade propelled by a long smoke trail. The explosive curled up and then sliced down at an odd angle. It blasted apart fifteen feet away, sending a torrent of dust and fragments in every direction. Grit splashed my eyes, momentarily blinding me.

      “Back, back!” Slade shouted.

      “I’ve got to get to the metal crate!”

      “GET BACK AND ROLL TO THE LEFT, DEKKO!”

      Falling to the ground, I immediately rolled to the left before coming up on all fours, scrambling further left as bullets chewed up the ground to my right.

      Looking up, the grit fell from my eyes and I took the measure of what lay before me, the monument grounds filled with rounds flying in slow motion in every direction.

      Off to my right, Hollis and Layla were engaged in a vicious battle. Hollis had traded in her hammer for an assault rifle, covering Layla who charged through the hazy light swinging her machete, taking off a hand here, slitting a throat there.

      Rising, I concentrated and shot down the incoming bullets and other projectiles, including another rocket that twisted sideways and slammed into the side of the Washington Monument. A section of the monument peeled off, chunks of marble, granite, and bluestone crashing to the ground, creating a partial barrier between us and the Vrah.

      Hollis and Layla ducked behind it. I ran up and over the pile of rubble, using it to vault into the air. My feet left the ground and I experienced a rush that’s difficult to put into words. A powerful kick of adrenaline flooded my body as I soared over the heads of the Vrah, landing on the ground behind them.

      First, I shot as many of them down as I could, then I turned my attention to the open vault and the Doomsday weapon.

      There was one last gangbanger protecting the metal crate, a tall, thin woman with dreadlocks who clutched two enormous pistols. She fired six shots.

      Slade called out the bullets and I reacted, lunging, ducking, and jumping over them, reacting to his commands like I was an avatar in a video game. More bullets were fired, but my senses were so heightened that the rounds looked like beach balls. I danced between these as well, moving to within a few feet of her.

      The dreadlocked woman was shocked.

      I was pissed.

      My cannons swung back and then came down, battering the woman across the shoulders before she could reload. Down she went. I grabbed the metal crate, stealing a glance into the black, fathomless space below the ground, the vault’s interior. I didn’t know what else was hidden inside and frankly, I didn’t want to.

      WHAM!

      My body jolted and I dropped the crate. Searing pain gripped my right thigh. Blood splashed. I’d been shot and lost five points, my HUD flashing:
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      “Slade! I’m hit!”

      “No shit! I’m working on it!”

      Absorbing the pain, I looked down to see that the incoming round had ripped away the fabric on my pants to reveal a bloody, dime-sized hole in my leg, just below the hip. A vigorous pulse of red leaped from the wound. Then it slowed to a dribble and stopped completely.

      Slade and his nanites had indeed worked their magic.

      Rising, I grabbed the crate and searched for the asshole who’d shot me. I spotted her—Xan! Bloody eye and all, she was gazing at me across the barrel of a sniper rifle. She smiled and fired another shot.

      I juked back, and the bullet breezed past my cheek. Not wanting to wait around for another shot, I charged her. She fired. The third bullet corkscrewed by, close enough to kiss, and I answered it with a single shot.

      The round from my cannon spiraled up into the barrel of her sniper rifle, causing the gun to explode back in her face.

      Xan’s face took on the appearance of raw meat, horribly mangled by the backblast. She staggered, toppling to the ground like a felled tree as I panned my cannons in every direction, sniping at anything else that moved. My HUD flashed, signaling movement, an attacker!

      Rotating around, I caught Xan as she lowered her shoulder and hammered into me. The blow knocked me back and she threw her head back, trying to scream with her face ripped off. Grabbing up a gun, she opened fire as I knocked the barrel away and punched her in the chest.

      Crumpling to the ground, she quickly regained her footing, then whirled and ran back toward the vault.

      I fired shots that tore through her shoulder and hip, but she kept running, diving down through the vault’s open doors, only to reemerge seconds later. There was an enormous grenade in her hand.

      Slade cued up my targeting reticle and I shot off her hand.

      The grenade, still gripped in her fingers, fell into the vault and detonated, vaporizing Xan and setting off a series of secondary explosions that destroyed the vault and birthed a pillar of flames that shot eighty feet into the air.

      Hollis and Layla joined me and I set the metal crate on the ground, watching the residue from the explosion lick the sky.

      “Guard it with your lives,” I said to the duo, gesturing at the crate.

      Then I struck out, surging away from them and the Washington Monument, drawing off a good portion of the Madam’s army while searching for any sign of the lady herself. Where the hell was she?

      Hurdling the bodies of the fallen, I saw just how many casualties the Vrah had suffered. The ground was littered with the dead, dying, and the soon-to-be reanimated dead. The monument grounds were a fucking abattoir.

      I flipped a middle finger at the Vrah and led the fighters on a looping course out and around the edge of the grounds, weaving between their bullets, firing back when necessary. The Madam’s goons couldn’t keep pace with me as I deftly bounded over cars and took cover behind trees.

      Circling around, I lost my pursuers and stood on the edge of the grounds. Deb, Raven, Scarlett, and Lexie were finally visible off in the distance, maybe seventy yards away. They were on their bellies, pinned down by twenty or thirty of the Madam’s warriors, but I had the angle on their attackers.

      The Vrah wouldn’t see me coming if I dashed up over the slope and fired on them from behind. Once that was done, we’d reunite, then take the fight to the remaining gang members before linking up with Hollis and Layla.

      It was a perfect plan.

      I moved like lightning as I covered the ground between me and the ladies, firing on the run. The sounds of battle were deafening, the clatter of small-arms fire mixing with the thud of grenades, explosives ordnance, and the cries of the wounded.

      A withering sweep of fire from my cannons kicked up puffs of dirt, the bullets starring a path across the ground that ended at the ranks of the Vrah. Six enemy fighters were immediately killed, and four more wounded.

      Deb, Lexie, Scarlett, and Raven pressed their assault from the other side and in seconds, the Madam’s army was caught in our crossfire.

      One of the surviving Vrah, an Asian woman with bowling ball-sized shoulders and a shag of purple hair, hoisted a combat axe and ran at me.

      I fired at her. She swung the axe. The blade somehow deflected the bullets. She accelerated, bringing the axe down in a sweeping, cutting motion. I held up one of my cannons to block the strike. The axe head sunk into the cannon, wedging in the metal.

      The woman tried to free the blade, but I wrenched it out of her hands and brought the other cannon around. I jammed the barrel of my gun in her stomach and fired a shot that sent her flying through the air, into the side of the Washington Monument where her body broke apart on impact, leaving a red smear on the stone.

      Elated by the ease with which I’d taken down the Vrah, I ran over to Deb, Raven, Scarlett, and Lexie, who were sweaty and grime-covered. Deb had a nasty wound on her shoulder that was dribbling blood. Scarlett’s forehead was lacerated and bloody. Lexie carried Stevens the cat in her arms, moving with a pronounced limp, while Raven spit out a mouthful of blood from a mashed lip.

      The four discarded the spent magazines of ammunition from their still-smoking weapons. The ground around us carpeted with bodies. Looking back over a shoulder, I saw Hollis and Layla moving through the smoke and dust. They were alive, carrying the metal crate which they set down and concealed amid a pile of dead Vrah. The Madam’s army lay in ruins, all of the fighters dead or seriously wounded.

      “You seeing this, Slade?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “It’s over. We kicked their asses.”

      “Hold that thought,” Slade said.

      I turned as something rose from behind the Washington Monument. A shroud of oily black smoke. A form—a very large form—flashed on my HUD and then I heard ominous sounds.

      The heavy rumble of an engine. The keening whine of pistons snapping together. And then I saw it striding out from behind the Washington Monument.

      A mech.

      The biggest fucking mech I’d ever seen. Specifically, the one I’d uncovered in the bowels of the Museum of Natural History, which was now being piloted by a person seated inside the bubbletop cockpit.

      Madam Secretary.
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      “Let me be the first to say it,” Raven offered, her jaw dropping. “What the fuck is that?”

      “Madam Secretary,” Layla answered, her voice whisper-quiet.

      “Inside her mech,” I added. “She had it hidden down at the bottom of the museum.”

      Deb glanced at me. “You knew about it?”

      “Yep.”

      “When were you going to tell us about it?” Hollis asked.

      “It was next on my to-do list.”

      Lexie stashed Stevens in her backpack and pulled the primer back on her grenade launcher. “Yeah, well, I’m from Texas. I’m used to big shit and the bigger it is, the harder it falls.”

      I prayed to God she was right because before we could react, the Madam’s mech advanced.

      A harsh, metallic whining note echoed as the machine swooped down on us and the icons on my HUD began blinking like a Christmas tree, reflecting, among other things, the fighting machine’s specialized armor, chain guns, cannons, and twelve-millimeter rockets.

      As it moved, I studied the machine’s legs, which were as wide as a dinosaur’s. Its hulking upper turret was plated by thick baffles.

      The thing stopped. Smoke rose from the back of it. I fixed a look on the Madam and she smiled demonically, pure, unadulterated homicide in her eyes.

      “You’re alive,” the Madam’s voice squawked over a loudspeaker bolted to the side of the mech.

      “You can’t keep a good man down, Sandy!” I rasped, holding my arms up.

      “Sandy?” Scarlett asked.

      “That’s her real name,” I replied.

      “Where’s the weapon?!” the Madam asked, obviously unable to see the concealed metal crate.

      “In a safe place!”

      “Hand it over!”

      “Come and fucking take it!” Raven screamed, flashing both middle fingers for emphasis.

      The Madam pointed back toward Fifteenth Street where several dozen of her goons, likely her rearguard, were visible, swinging toward us.

      “It’s over!” she shouted.

      “It’s just getting started,” Deb growled, bringing her gun up and tugging back on the trigger. We all did the same, firing on the mech all at once.

      The bullets pinged off the cockpit and the grenades from Lexie’s weapon bounced off the armored turret, leaving greasy black smudges on the baffles, but doing little other damage. The mech dodged left and came up on its feet, returning the fire with several rockets that exploded all around us, setting the ground on fire. I responded with my cannons, marching a line of bullets over the mech’s exoskeleton, which pinged and bounced off the thick baffles.

      It was clear that we’d have to find the machine’s weak spot, a place maybe below or on top of the turret where the armor wasn’t as thick.

      “SPREAD OUT!” I shouted. The ladies responded by breaking and running.

      I bobbed on my feet like a prizefighter.

      “You’ve got her right where you want her,” Slade said.

      “I do?”

      “She’s got size.”

      “How’s that an advantage for me?”

      “Size equals a limited range of motion.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “RUN RIGHT AT HER!”

      I moved left, the mech moved right and then I barreled forward, running between the thing’s mighty legs. The Madam trained her cannons on me, but I was already too far under her line of fire. I slid across the ground and noticed that my targeting reticle had centered on the underside of the turret, the mech’s belly, which I fired into.

      Most of the rounds bounced off the metal, but one or two punched through a soft spot as oil began spurting in thick ropes.

      Emerging on the other side of the battle machine, I shot at the back of the cockpit, managing to spiderweb the material before—

      WHAM!

      The Madam swung her arms like a battering ram, the metal fists jackhammering into my chest.

      The impact flipped me back on my ass, and I immediately lost additional points:

      

      
        
        Speed: +4

        Dexterity: +8

        Power: +6

        Kills: +40

        Health:

      

      

      

      “UP! GET UP!” Slade shouted.

      With much effort I shot to my feet, hurdling a line of bullets fired by the Madam’s cannons before they cut me in half.

      “TAKE COVER!” Slade shouted.

      Hands over my head, I darted in a zigzag pattern as a flock of rockets exploded all around me. Diving forward, I scrambled up behind the Washington Monument as the rockets and bullets from the mech shattered the stone behind my head. A chunk of rock ricocheted off the back of my head. I swayed drunkenly, my equilibrium supremely fucked. I was also beginning to lose the points I’d already stockpiled, my health ebbing:

      

      
        
        Speed: +4

        Dexterity: +8

        Power: +2

        Kills: +40

        Health:

      

      

      

      “WHERE IS SHE?” I asked, checking my HUD which vanished with a hum and crackle. “WHAT THE FUCK HAPPENED?”

      “THE BLOW FROM HER ARMS AND THE ROCK HITTING YOU IN THE HEAD SHUT THE SYSTEMS DOWN! REPEAT, THE SYSTEMS ARE DOWN!”

      I stood very still, trying to get my bearings as Slade continued to shout. The impact from the rock was jarring, echoing in my brain and gut, seeming to virtually short things out. My internal HUD and targeting boxes vanished and my vision was back to normal. What a perfect time to be absolutely, completely on my own.

      The steady tread of the mech’s mighty feet grew louder, becoming a deafening metal rattle.

      Time was running out. I had ten or fifteen seconds to come up with a plan, maybe less.

      I felt my muscles expand and contract and with all the suddenness of a shotgun blast to the face, I realized I didn’t need the HUD.

      All I needed was inside of me.

      Measuring my breaths, I readied to duel with the metal devil as I moved alongside the back of the monument, listening to the ticking and clicking of the mech as it stalked me.

      Then the machine let out a puff of smoke and I pounced, bringing my cannons up, ready to spring the ambush when—

      WHAM!

      Something chewed through the side of the monument, showering me with stone. It was a hammer! A metal warhammer held in the mech’s hands.

      The Madam squealed with delight over her loudspeaker, yanking the hammer free. Before I could get off a shot, the hammer came down again. barely missing my head.

      The hammer’s elongated head crashed to the ground, trenching the grass.

      I fell forward and pushed myself up, leaping over the hammer that came down again and again. Slade was barking out orders, but I couldn’t hear him. I was too focused on staying alive.

      Executing a lethal pirouette, I fired at the cockpit again, but the bullets impotently ricocheted off the mech’s ballistic glass. The Madam’s cannons responded, and a glancing round clipped my right arm, drawing blood before kicking up off my right cannon, disfiguring the barrel and disabling the weapon.

      Stunned by the blow, I used my injury-diminished speed to outrun the lumbering machine along the backside of the monument. My arm continued to bleed, my head throbbed, and I could feel the nanites working overtime to try and repair my injuries. Slipping forward, I danced to the left as the mech rotated and fired and cut off my avenue of escape with a flurry of rockets.

      The Madam was just playing with me now.

      Dust filled the air and another round clipped my shoulder, tearing out a nugget of flesh. Pain spiked and blood misted the air as I took a knee, checking my internal HUD which flashed back to life. I could see from the icons that I was down to one functioning cannon, low on ammunition, and running out of options.

      The mech reared up, preparing to stomp me into oblivion. The metal foot came down and I slid around, throwing my arms around it. The foot pulled back and came down again and again. In defiance of good judgment and physics, I held on for dear life.

      Even with my superhuman strength, my grip faltered. I was about to be dislodged when I spotted it.

      A thick yellow cable, barely six inches in length, on the side of the machine’s other leg.

      Apparently, it had originally been concealed within the machine’s armor, but the battling had jostled it free.

      Whatever the reason, I shot that cable and it sprayed yellow liquid like a severed artery. The effect was immediate as the mech listed to one side, its hydraulics fucked as I dove to the ground and muscled myself up.

      The metal monster drew back and began moved haltingly like a wounded animal, swinging its war hammer at me. The hammer came down again and again, gouging the earth, cleaving the air over my head and near my legs when—

      BAROOM!

      Something exploded against the rear of the mech.

      The blast shunted it sideways, allowing me to see Lexie and the ladies coming to the rescue!

      They directed fire on the mech, which allowed me to run forward and grab onto a section of metal rungs fixed to the back of the mech’s upper turret.

      The machine was becoming increasingly unbalanced, and as I peered through the cracked cockpit, I saw the Madam fighting the controls, struggling to toss me off. Holding onto the rungs with one hand, I heaved my cannon up and aimed at the Madam just as the mech came to a teeth-shattering stop.

      I simultaneously fired and lost my hold. My point-blank shots winked off the glass, but cracked the top of the cockpit, even as they missed the Madam.

      I hit the ground and did a face-plant, sliding forward through the grass, the cannons ripped from my arms. Lying there paralyzed like an insect in a glob of resin, I heard the shrieks of Deb and the others and felt the ground shudder as the mech moved forward.

      Rolling over, I stared up as the mech loomed over me.

      The Madam brought the war hammer back, ready to obliterate me when something sparkled out of the corner of my eye.

      A flash of light. A glint of silver. A blade.

      A machete.

      Layla’s machete knifed through the air and—

      WHUNK!

      Impaled itself in the Madam’s upper chest.

      I flicked a look at Layla, who was holding her hands, pointing back to the Madam who was slumped over the mech’s controls.

      The war hammer fell from the mech’s hands. The machine jerked wildly, striding past me as I shot to my feet and leaped onto it a final time. Unleashing a series of punches, I enlarged the hole in the cockpit and grabbed for the Madam who yanked the machete free from her chest in a great gout of blood.

      “You lose, bitch!” I screamed.

      “Not yet,” she said, a note of hysteria in her voice as she slapped a bloody hand down on what passed for the mech’s dashboard. Something exploded under her seat and we were jettisoned into the air.
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      The Madam was no dummy. There was an ejection seat in the mech, one last way to live to fight another day, and she’d decided to use it.

      With my hands wrapped around her, I was flung sixty feet into the air before a parachute blossomed. I wanted to beat the holy hell out of her, but was forced to wrap my arms around her midsection to prevent myself from falling.

      “Why would you do it?” she whispered, blood pooling between her teeth. “Why would you come back to save this lost city?”

      “Because there are still good people here.”

      She smirked and spat blood. “You’re wrong, Nick. So very wrong. There are none that do good here, no, not one.” She began laughing, cackling, bobbing her head to somewhere behind me. “Ever heard of mutually assured destruction?”

      I looked back to see that we were drifting, the parachute dragging us sideways. Back toward the approaching zombie horde, which was so numerous that it had attacked and run off the Madam’s rearguard before they could come to her rescue.

      “We’re all dead,” she whispered.

      I dove from the seat, falling twenty-five feet to the ground.

      The landing broke bones and damaged connective tissue in both knees as I fell to the ground in agony, waiting for the opiates to kick in while watching the Madam being buffeted by the wind, pushed toward the zombies who quickly grabbed the ‘chute and dragged her down. The ghouls tore into her, although she fought back and made a run for it. She didn’t get very far.

      I watched a bony hand rake across her face, pulling one of her cheeks clean off and then she was tackled by the zombies, who looked like ravenous animals as they savaged her body, tearing off pieces until there was no discernable human anatomy left.

      Struggling to my feet, I limped over to the ladies and that’s when we noticed what had happened. The zombies had encircled us.

      We stood together, backs to each other.

      “So, it looks like we completed the mission. We defeated the Madam.”

      “And got surrounded by zombies in the process,” Lexie added.

      “Remind me,” Deb said, bringing her rifle up and handing me another since I was without my cannons. “Who was the genius who came up with this plan?”

      “At the very least we gave our lives for a good cause,” I said.

      “I’ll remember that when I’m getting eaten, Nick,” Hollis offered.

      “Maybe Deb can go chat with them,” Raven said.

      Deb held up her hands and began clucking and trilling her tongue, but there was no discernable reaction from the zombies.

      “I don’t think they’re in the mood to talk,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, well, I hope they choke on us,” Layla offered.

      We stood side-by-side and back-to-back, all seven of us, ready to stage a last stand against the overwhelming zombie army. Just as we were preparing to go down in a blaze of glory, there was a sharp sound that rose from the midst of the zombie herd. A series of grunts. What almost sounded like guttural shouting.

      This was followed by movement as the zombies began stepping aside to allow something to pass through their ranks. We were ultra-tense, ready for anything and then I saw a familiar face in the crowd.

      The zombie we’d called Ocho. Henry Shusterman.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes, but there he was, slump-shouldered, eight-fingered, and weary-eyed. Head held high, he was still clutching his ID, moving to the front of the zombie procession and clucking his tongue. Deb clucked back and moved toward the flesh-eaters to greet him.

      “What in the holy hell is going on?” Scarlett asked.

      “I’ll fill you in later,” I replied.

      “Here’s hoping there is one.”

      The image of Deb moving steadily toward ten thousand or more zombies chilled my marrow. I was convinced they would pounce on her at any second, and then us, and then we’d spend the rest of our days shuffling around D.C., waiting for our bodies to slowly decompose.

      Deb stopped a few feet away from Shusterman. He raised his hand and Deb did the same. Then the zombie made a retching motion, as if he were about to vomit. It looked like he was trying to dislodge something stuck in his throat.

      Words.

      His intonation was hollow at first, like an echo rising from the bottom of a cavern. Then the vocalization slowly changed, becoming something more akin to metal rubbing against metal. But Deb found meaning in the sounds because she mimicked them, and, coupled with a series of hand gestures, began communicating with Shusterman.

      This went on for several minutes and at two points, Shusterman turned and barked something back at the other zombies.

      “It’s okay,” Deb said, shooting a look at us. “They understand.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “That we took down the Madam and saved the city.”

      “They understand all that?”

      “More or less.”

      “What happens now?” Hollis asked.

      “We go our separate ways,” Deb answered.

      She mumbled something to Shusterman, who nodded and flashed us an eight-fingered salute. Then he signaled for his brethren to follow him and I’ll be damned if they didn’t turn on their heels and do exactly as ordered.

      The zombies turned and began trudging off toward downtown D.C.

      “So…did that just happen?” Lexie asked, breathing a huge sigh of relief.

      “They realized the battle’s over,” Deb said.

      “Who won?”

      “I guess they did,” she answered, watching the zombies trudge toward downtown D.C. like a congregation of office workers returning to their cubicles after lunch hour. “The city is theirs, now.”

      “What about us?” I asked.

      Deb didn’t answer.

      She was too busy staring into the sky.

      Staring at the black specks that were slicing through the clouds as twilight descended.

      “What the fuck are those?” Hollis asked.

      “Helicopters,” Layla gasped.

      The same ones we’d seen before.

      Soon came the whop-whop of rotor-blades cutting through the air as the helicopters dropped low and circled around us, the rotor-wash kicking up clouds of dust and debris.

      There were men with cropped hair like Marines in body armor manning mini-guns on the sides of the copters and more obscured people concealed inside.

      The helicopters landed and out jumped five heavily-armed figures whose faces were hidden behind balaclavas. Leading them was a woman of indeterminate ethnic origin, tanned, tall, toned, and jarringly beautiful. Upon closer inspection I saw that she was a biracial beauty clad entirely in an urban camouflage-style hooded jumpsuit aside from her tall black boots, her chestnut-colored hair spilling from her hood as she pulled it back.

      Her eyes, patient like a hunter’s, hopped from each of us. Without uttering a word, she signaled back to the chopper and out marched two men in biohazard suits. They carried a metal staff with a device on the end that blinked orange.

      “Where is it?” The tall woman asked.

      “Where’s what?” I replied.

      She waved at what was left of the vault doors which were black and bent from the explosion. “We know it was breached. Where’s the object that was hidden inside?”

      I pointed back at the metal crate and the two men in biohazard suits approached and wanded it with the metal staff. The orange light turned green.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “We’re the cavalry,” the tall woman replied.

      “Doesn’t the cavalry usually arrive before the battle is over?”

      The tall woman smirked. “The battle might be over, but the war isn’t.”

      The two men in biohazard suits lifted the crate and began carrying it toward the helicopter.

      “There are things that need to be done so you’re free to come with us,” the tall woman said, walking toward the chopper. She stopped in front of Lexie, who was holding Stevens. The tall woman held out a hand. Stevens hesitated, then licked her fingers.

      “Where are you going?” Raven asked.

      “Does it really matter?” the tall woman asked. “Isn’t anywhere better than here?”

      She strolled forward and ducked her head, moving into the helicopter as I shared long, nervous looks with Raven and the others. Then it happened. Raven shouldered her gun and started moving into the helicopter. Then Lexie, and Hollis, and everyone else.

      “What do you say, Slade?” I asked, watching them go.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” Slade replied.

      I didn’t answer because truthfully, I didn’t know.

      My jaw set in a look of grim determination, I trekked across the grass and into the helicopter, plopping down on a metal bench next to the tall woman.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Sharla Frost,” she answered.

      “What do you do?”

      “Save lives. You?”

      “I take ‘em.”

      The helicopter lifted off the ground as some of those assembled inside the helicopter began tending to the others’ wounds.

      “What’s our destination?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Somewhere safe.”

      I watched the ground below us grow small as we rotated up then streaked off through the sky. I stared down at the broken city below us, hoping tomorrow would be better than today, and praying that we hadn’t traded one hell for another.
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      Thanks for picking up a copy of the second 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 3 as they head down to Miami to try and save the world.

      Villains can often make or break movies and books.  There are two primary villains in POX AMERICANA: the zombies (of course) and, at least in Book 2, the lady who called herself Madam Secretary. In creating the Madam, I tried to conjure up someone who wasn’t the typical villain you find in zombie movies and books. I struggled initially because I knew I didn’t want the Madam to be a military figure. Frankly, that’s been done to death, including in Day of the Dead and the great 28 Days Later. I also didn’t want a religious fanatic because that too has been done before and frankly, in my opinion, is lazy. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that if the world was gripped by a pandemic, the people who’d somehow find a way to stay on top would likely be the ones who ran cities in the days before, the bureaucrats. So that’s what the Madam is, a bureaucrat of sorts who finds herself in the right place at the right time, and quickly realizes the end of everyone else’s world is really the beginning of hers. She’s a true survivor but, not surprisingly, absolute power corrupts absolutely and she quickly becomes the de facto ruler of the city, using her minions to track down ever-more-powerful weapons to use against the zombies and anyone else that threatens her grip on power.

      Nick and the ladies get caught up in the Madam’s web and manage to turn the tables on her, but only after Slade saves Nick who’s shot point-blank by the Madam. Nick then gets reunited with Scarlett and finds a way to truly level up before leading the ladies to victory in a final battle against the Madam’s army. At the end of the book, the cavalry in the form of the enigmatic Sharla Frost appears, but you, dear reader, are left to wonder: is this a happy ending or just a terrifying new beginning? You’ll have to tune in to Book 3 to find out, but rest assured, it will involve some serious over-the-top action and hot times as Nick and the ladies travel down to Miami in the hopes of saving the world.
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            LIMINAL OVERVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Trapped in a magical 25th hour, an elite cop joins a team of beautiful, mystical creatures to save the world from the lord of darkness.

      What would you do if you found out there was a 25th hour?

      A time when all the rules of the physical world you’ve always known slip away, allowing the things that live in the shadows to come out and play?

      Kai Laughlin, an elite law enforcement diver, discovers the truth about the liminal hour after rescuing a beautiful, enigmatic woman named Celine from a harbor. Saving her life is only the beginning, however, as Kai discovers that Celine is being hunted by a race of mythological creatures that want what she has: parts of a machine called the Numinous that regulates the delicate balance between light and dark; this world and the next.

      Going on the run, Kai is forced to discover powers he never knew he had, develop a harem of sexy women, and team up with mythological creatures, and a potty-mouthed mage in the body of a cat in order to help Celine and her friends defeat the lord of darkness and save the world.

      Questions you might have:

      Will there be a cool story with lots of fantastical beasts like elves, selkies, sexy kitsune, hundred-handed Hecatoncheires, and all kinds of crazy action? Check!

      Will there be hot mythological women and monster girls? Check, check!

      Will there be spicy times involving our hero and said women? Damn straight!

      If you’re a harem junkie or a fan of movies like BRIGHT and NATIONAL TREASURE, reimagined by Cinemax of course, then this is for you! Pick it up today!

      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, hot warrior women and monster girls, 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, get ready for Liminal (A Company of Monsters - Book 1).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIMINAL PREVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Ever wondered how long it takes a human body to fall from a ten-story building into a river? Of course you haven't, because you're not insane.

      Two point five seconds, by the way.

      That’s how long it takes an average 160-pound male to drop a hundred feet, which meant that the guy next to me on the side of the building—a rotund, middle-aged businessman I’d nicknamed Pasty Dude—would probably be splashing down in two point three seconds, maybe a hair less.

      My name’s Kai Laughlin and you’re probably wondering how the hell I found myself teetering on a window ledge, peering down the façade of the venerable Alex Haversham Building.

      I’m a diver by trade, one of forty members of an elite dive team called Havoc 1, a sub-unit of the city’s Harbor Patrol. The desk jockeys call us Slurpers, mainly because we spend our time underwater or out on boats, patrolling two hundred miles of navigable waterways and another fifty miles of sewers and conduit. It’s a rough trade, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Most of my days are spent dredging bodies up out of the muck on the bottom of the city’s main river, but occasionally I get a chance to save somebody before they become chum.

      Enter Pasty Dude.

      On the morning in question, the day I first glimpsed Celine, I was heading down to the Candy Store, the windowless warehouse near the docks that Havoc 1 calls home, when I got the call.

      Seems there was a hedge fund honcho eager to take a short walk off a tall building.

      Being only two blocks away, yours truly was asked to talk him down.

      Lucky me.

      I say that because the Haversham Building is a rickety, spire-like structure built at the tail end of the nineteenth century, and looks down over a portion of the river that varies between twenty and seven feet in depth depending on the tide. Moreover, due to its age, its roof leaks, its windows stick, and the ledges outside of said windows are only eighteen inches wide, which was an issue since Pasty Dude had an ample midsection.

      “Here’s the dealio, friend,” I said, easing out onto the ledge, the window slamming shut behind me. A gush of wind bounced off the river, tickling the thick stubble on my face, whipping my unruly golden locks back and forth.

      Pasty Dude clutched a black attaché case tight to his chest like a life preserver. He wiped a few pearls of sweat from his forehead. “W-who are y-you?”

      “A cop.”

      “My name’s—”

      I waved a hand. “I don’t want to know your name.”

      He flung a look at me. “Isn’t that…you don’t?”

      I shook my head. "When you give a name, you create a bond, and I don't want to create any of those since the odds are neither one of us is going to live through this."

      A baffled look splashed his face. “But you…is this the proper protocol?”

      “The moment you stepped out of that window the protocol went away, amigo. It’s just you and me now. We’re kinda in uncharted territory.”

      “Who are you, really?”

      “A guy who usually pulls people like you out of that,” I replied, pointing to the river.

      “You’re really a cop?”

      “Think of me as Aquaman with a badge.”

      His lip quivered. “I don’t care because I’m jumping.”

      I wagged a finger, noticing that the ledge was slicked with algae or pigeon shit—I couldn't tell which—giving it the texture of polished ice. "Don't let me get in your way. Of course, I should mention that in my experience, the people who say they're jumping rarely do the deed."

      “Well, I am. Don’t try and stop me.”

      "Oh, believe me, I won't."

      His expressed hardened. “What kind of police are you?”

      “The kind that needs you to make sure you aim for the river when you jump. Taxpayers

      shouldn’t have to mop up what’s left of you if you miss that target.”

      “You’re an asshole,” Pasty Dude hissed.

      “I get that a lot. Now. Are you ready?”

      “Ready for what?”

      “Well, given the wind currents, our weight, and the coefficient of friction on our little ledge here, it's pretty much a given that we're both gonna fall. It's just science."

      Pasty Dude’s eyes widened. “You’re insane.”

      “Now you sound like my psychiatrist.”

      “I want out of here—”

      “Exactly!” I replied, pointing down.

      “I don’t mean that!” Pasty Dude said, stabbing a finger at me. “I mean I want off this ledge and away from you!”

      I grinned because the first step in talking someone down from a building is breaking through, snapping them back into reality. The specter of death often calls attention to the beauty of life, at least in my experience, so it was a very good sign that Pasty Dude was aware of his surroundings and eager to get the hell off the ledge. Of course, that’s when he took a step and I noticed he was wearing a pair of spiffy wingtips.

      His expensive shoes slid across the ledge and his bulk carried him sideways. Before I knew what was happening, he’d latched onto my wrist and we were falling off the building, our bodies tangled up like lovers. Luckily, I was able to grab his cannonball gut and pull him toward me.

      Two seconds, if you were wondering. That’s all it took for us to touch the water. We barely missed a pier and splashed into the river, feet-first.

      I'm used to cold. I grew up swimming in Lake Michigan just outside Glen Arbor, but the icy water sucker-punched me, causing every neuron in my body to figuratively flip me the bird all at once.

      Pasty Dude instantly went into shock.

      He sank like a lead weight in a three-piece suit.

      Luckily, I can hold my breath like nobody’s business so I kicked my feet and shot down after him. Visibility was down to four or five feet, but I saw a shadowy outline and reached out, grabbing the big man’s wrist as he burbled, mouth open, sucking down water. My feet hit a rock and I pushed us up, and that’s when I saw it.

      Saw her.

      A woman, crouching on the bottom of the river.

      I’d call her beautiful, but that’s a lazy word and just doesn’t do her justice. She was mesmerizing, ethereal, like some river goddess plucked out of a fairy tale book, her long mane of black hair spilling out behind her head as she sat there watching us.

      There was a flash of silver as something slipped from the woman’s hand. She mouthed something and kicked her legs.

      I blinked, and when I looked back she was gone.

      Realizing there were only a few seconds left, I scissored my legs and propelled us up toward the light.

      We breached the surface and Pasty Dude upchucked a mouthful of water, clutching me like an infant as I swam us back to shore while onlookers waved their arms and cheered.

      My older dive buddy and long-suffering partner Briggs was the first one to greet us, wading into the water in his wet suit. “You’re not even on the goddamn clock yet and you’re saving lives.”

      We both helped Pasty Dude up out of the water. “That’s called dedication,” I said.

      “That’s called making the rest of us look bad, ya bastard,” Briggs answered with a sly smile.

      A group of EMTs rushed over and bundled Pasty Dude in a blanket. His teeth were chattering, but I could tell he’d had a full change of heart. Falling out of a twenty-story building tends to do that to you. “T-thank you,” he muttered.

      “You’ve been given a rare gift,” I replied. “Make it count.”

      “Bill Ryker, that’s my name.”

      “Kai Laughlin,” I said.

      I was surprised when he gave me a hug, whispering in my ear, “Did you see her? The woman in the water?”

      Thrown by this, I hesitated, then shook my head and lied. “I didn’t see anything, Bill.”

      Truth is, I didn’t want to see anything down there because I’ve been seeing weird shit most of my life. Shadows that seem alive, disembodied faces, inanimate objects that appear to move.

      I’ve seen two people about my “condition:” a fortune teller and a shrink. The fortune teller told me I had a thin boundary and one foot on the other side, whatever the hell that means, and the shrink said I suffered from a kind of delayed PTSD on account of pulling so many jumpers out of the river. I don’t know who’s right, but the fortune teller’s cheaper and has a nice smile, so I try and see her at least once a month.

      Either way, I’d convinced myself I hadn’t really seen a woman down in the water. Bill Ryker nodded and headed toward an ambulance as the onlookers wished us well and dispersed.

      Briggs draped a blanket over my shoulders. “Next time you decide to go for a swim, remember to bring your gear, tough guy.”

      “There’s a special kind of feeling you get free-diving, Briggs.”

      Briggs nodded. “It’s called hypothermia.”

      We shared a laugh and trudged back up to a waiting tactical van, but I couldn’t shake the image of that woman. I turned and looked back at the river a final time, but nothing stirred.
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      Later that day, I joined the rest of our team for a debrief at the Candy Store. Since there are only forty Slurpers out of a citywide police force of thirty thousand, we're a pretty tight unit, basically like one big, dysfunctional family with shit-tons of scuba gear.

      Half of us patrol the water for jumpers and search for materials related to crimes, while the other half protects the city from the bad guys, constantly checking bridges and landmarks, working to thwart potential terrorist attacks and whatnot.

      I’m one of the heads of our river jumper team which means I’ve got to lug around ninety pounds of equipment, including a really cool heads-up display on my mask that’s synched to a sonar device, which is an absolute necessity since visibility in the river is usually down to only a few feet depending on conditions.

      The debrief over, Briggs and I headed out on one of the unit’s eight boats, a forty-foot fast craft we often used for afternoon sweeps. The boat bobbed in the middle of the river as we unfurled a length of mesh tethered to metal straps that we dropped into the river behind the boat.

      “Is this absolutely necessary?” I asked.

      Briggs nodded. “We’ve been asked to drag the river with extreme prejudice on account of another robbery last night.”

      “Jesus,” I replied, wondering if we might dredge up the girl I thought I saw. “There was another one?”

      “Don’t you read the paper, Locks?” Briggs asked, using the nickname he’d created for me.

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “Cause I’m not a hundred like you,” I replied, grinning. “Everything I need to know I get on my phone.”

      “Fucking millennials,” Briggs grumbled, dropping the mesh into the water. “Anyway, the perps hit another museum—”

      “Which one?”

      “One owned by that billionaire.”

      “Haven Barlow?”

      Briggs nodded.

      “The noted philanthropist.”

      “Philanthropist is just a fancy word for douchebag,” Briggs said.

      “The dude could buy and sell both of us…”

      “Doesn’t make him any less of a prick.”

      I smiled. He continued, "It was the museum that's got all the crap Barlow donated, those Pre-Meso-American exhibits or whatever they're called. The weirdest part is that they only stole one item but got spooked during the getaway and may or may not have discarded it in the river."

      I glanced at the mesh lowering into the soupy water. “Hence us.”

      Briggs sighed. “Hence us.”
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        * * *

      

      We dragged the river for an hour but didn't find the stolen item or the girl. After we docked, Briggs gave me the rest of the day off so I grabbed my backpack and headed home, strolling back to my third-floor walk-up in a formerly wounded part of the city that was now under siege by hipsters and people who enjoy paying ten bucks for a cup of fucking coffee.

      There was a nice breeze blowing in from the water and the sun dropped like a blood orange over the horizon, casting everything in an amber-colored light.

      Cutting down a side street, I shuffled past the city's largest library. Peripheral movement caught my eye.

      Stopping, I looked sideways and caught a glimpse of movement from one of the two lion statues standing watch near the library's front steps. The thing seemed to be licking its lips.

      My head dipped and when I looked back up it wasn’t moving. Spooked, I hustled on, threading across a plaza bounded by a small park and an immense sweep of apartment buildings.

      I kept my head down but couldn't help noticing the statue of the Greek Titan on the other side of the plaza. The bronze figure of Prometheus clutched a bolt of lightning and stood amidst a smattering of other historical soldiers and mythological figures: two Greek hoplites carrying a spear called a dory, a Roman legionary with a short sword, a cyclops, a minotaur, and two harpies.

      They were part of a display called Warriors and Monsters: Terrors and Wonders, and had been provided by several world-famous sculptors and financially supported by Haven Barlow, the city’s wealthiest person. Even though Briggs was probably right about Barlow being a supreme asshole, the guy helped prop up much of the city’s artist community. I figured that had to count for something.

      Whether it was a play of light or my imagination, Prometheus winked at me.

      Did I mention before that I see things?

      Yep, it was one of those days. I dashed across the plaza, slaloming between tourists and commuters, only hazarding just enough looks to make sure I didn’t collide with anyone.
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        * * *

      

      I breezed toward my apartment building and spotted Mrs. Krishack, a kind but nosy older lady who ran the bodega downstairs and was forever trying to set me up with one of her daughter’s friends. She offered me a huge smile and tucked a cigar in my pocket along with a small orange, something she said was done back in the old country as a sign of good luck.

      “You need to find yourself a nice girl to settle down with, Kai,” Mrs. Krishack said.

      “I settle down with a nice girl almost every night,” I replied with a sly smile.

      She blushed and wagged a finger at me like I was a naughty boy. Heading upstairs, I entered my efficiency which was just the way I liked it: deserted. The place was modest and unadorned and most importantly, there were no ghosts, no jumpers, and no statues coming to life. Just me and a few cold ones and "Da-sickest," my Fortnite alter ego slash gamertag. I leaned back, peering up at the flatscreen as I landed at Tilted Towers, looking to snag some loot and kick some ass.
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        * * *

      

      I snoozed for several hours but woke well after midnight, which happens when you’ve got a job like mine. The ebb and flow of adrenaline and the constant hypervigilance, not to mention the challenging conditions, often make it difficult to sleep through the night. I’ve always found swimming and running to be a tonic for insomnia, and when I’m unable to catch enough rack-time, I like to go for a run.

      The streets were deserted that night, just a few stragglers emerging from a row of after-hours watering holes down by the river as I galloped past. I was dressed in shorts and one of those pricey shirts that’s supposed to magically wick sweat away.

      Shooting down an alley, I blitzed across an intersection, straying from the shadows, darting between pockets of moonlight, sending my Fitbit into overdrive.

      I’d spent so much of the last three years as a Slurper exploring every nook and cranny of the city, both aboveground and below, that I had a sixth sense about which path to take. Somehow, deep in the backwaters of my mind, I knew which alley might be blocked this time of night, which street might be heavy with garbage cans, which sewer might be overflowing after a strong rain.

      I hooked a right near the All Hallows Church—the oldest house of worship in the city, a sprawling gothic structure of stained glass and stone—jogging down a sidestreet and making excellent time, getting close to setting a new personal record.

      Heart hammering in my chest, I accelerated, dropping into what Briggs said was my alpha zone: the moment where my mental and physical state merged to optimize my performance.

      Time and sound seemed to slow, and I’d blocked out all extraneous sounds.

      The only thing I was focused on was the endpoint.

      A pier that was visible up ahead.

      I was going to bound to the end of that pier and check my time and then I’d—

      A muffled scream suddenly ripped the night.

      Shadowy forms shambled out of a doorway, carrying something that was flailing, fighting for its life.

      I was twenty yards away, but I could see that the shadowy forms were three men roughly hauling a figure out of a building.

      I had to be seeing things because one of the men appeared to have several sinuous tentacles sprouting from his back.

      Partially concealed in the darkness, the trio dropped an immense crate of some kind on the ground, opened it and shoved the figure inside. Then they rolled it down to the pier and flung it into the water.

      Instinct took over as I dashed down a side artery I knew well, circumventing the goons and making for a ramp on the backside of a structure that housed a seafood canning company.

      Realizing I didn’t have much time, I flew down the narrow strip of blacktop, hit the edge of the ramp and went airborne, diving into the river.

      The water was frigid, briny, and black as pitch.

      My gaze swung to the left. I didn’t see the three men, but I did see what they’d tossed into the water.

      An egg-shaped container that was quickly taking on water.

      I swam forward as the container turned over one time, the woman inside letting out a gasp before it disappeared under the waves.

      I went under, diving like a submarine, angling my body to intercept the container.

      Under normal circumstances, I’d use a jackstay, a fifty-foot long line weighted down with blocks to help me pick my way along the bottom of the river, but I didn’t have one so I’d have to free-dive.

      Visibility was nil, so I had to rely on my instincts, realizing that whoever was inside the container had eight or ten seconds to live, maybe less.

      Frog-kicking, I sliced down while throwing out my hands, but couldn’t feel anything.

      One of the old principles of diving is, “when in doubt follow the bubbles,” and that’s what I did.

      I spotted some bubbles and dove toward them, and there it was.

      The container.

      Bringing my hands together, I kicked my feet again and cut through the water, slapping my hands against the outside of the container.

      It was smooth, but I found something, a joint, the section where the two halves of the container snapped together.

      Jamming my fingers into the joint, I grunted, tasting the river water, and tugged the container back up toward the surface.

      In seconds I was able to manhandle the thing back up and breach the surface, swimming behind the container as I pushed it back to shore.

      Stumbling onto a sweep of rocks, I pulled the container onto dry land, worried that whoever had chucked the thing into the water might still be around.

      All was quiet as I slid my hand down through the joint and popped the container open to reveal a figure.

      A woman.

      The very same woman I saw earlier on the bottom of the river.
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