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      THE LINE BETWEEN FRIENDS AND FOES IS A BLURRED ONE.

      

      They thought they’d found safe refuge, but Cole and Emily were wrong. Dead wrong. After fighting against all odds to reunite, they are, once again, forcibly separated. Surrounded by strange faces with possibly hidden motivations, husband and wife must figure out a way to get back to one another.

      

      For Emily, it’s a mystery wrapped in a concrete box. It begins to dawn on her that someone, somewhere has planned all of this, and they’ve just made her a part of it. To save herself and her unborn child, Emily will have to journey to the limits of her humanity, and possibly beyond.

      

      Cole, meanwhile, has managed to escape the jaws of death once again. If just barely. Wounded, bloodied, and left for dead, he rises stronger and more determined to find Emily and make their family whole again.

      

      But the world, it seems, has other plans for Cole and Emily…
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      Blood.

      There was so much blood.

      It was everywhere.

      The blood.

      So much of it.

      Blood.

      Blood.

      Because it was all about the blood.

      The blood that pumped through their veins. The ones that dripped from the eyes of the crazies.

      Humans and animals.

      Blood.

      So much blood.

      God, how could there be so much blood?

      Once upon a time, she’d found Cole bleeding to death and there’d been a lot of blood then, too. She was the one that had saved him. It was, even now, the best decision she’d ever made. He became the love of her life. She hadn’t expected that. Neither had he, to hear him talk about it. Which they rarely did. But when the subject did come up, she knew she’d picked the right man.

      Cole.

      He was bleeding.

      A lot.

      Dying.

      He was dying.

      Again.

      Oh God, he was dying.

      He was dying…
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      Waking up to the hammering was the worst part.

      Wait. Again? Why again?

      The earsplitting noise of power tools cutting and tearing apart Cole’s study to turn it into the baby’s room was a close second. She was already groggy and annoyed, and that was even before she got a look at herself in the mirror. She didn’t have much of a baby bump yet, but it was on its way. Most of her neighbors didn’t even know she was “preggers,” as Cole put it, though Don Taylor next door might have suspected something was up. Being the nice guy he was, Don hadn’t put his suspicions into words.

      Be careful of Don.

      She paused. Don? Why did she have to be careful of Don? The thought had just popped into her head, but she couldn’t fathom why. Don was nice. Heck, most of her neighbors were nice people. The neighborhood was a far cry from the world she used to inhabit, where “niceness” just meant they wanted something from you.

      …Or were about to stab you in the back.

      Or, sometimes (Most of the times?), both.

      Not that she thought anyone would be trying to stab her in the back these days. That was another life. Another world.

      Emily picked up the phone from the nightstand, but didn’t move right away. Instead, she stared down at it. For a second, she expected it to ring and Cole’s face to pop up on the caller ID.

      Except it didn’t, and he didn’t.

      Strange. She thought it was going to ring even before she reached for it.

      But it hadn’t, and didn’t.

      What’s wrong with me today?

      Emily put the phone away and left the master bedroom. She walked past Greg and Barnes, the two workers in the process of demolishing Cole’s office next door, and thought about taking a moment to enjoy the Bear Lake view from the balcony of the other bedroom at the back of the house. She decided she needed to get away from the noise and jogged down the stairs to the first floor instead.

      She got halfway when she glimpsed dark spots along the banister. Emily stopped and leaned in closer to get a better look.

      Was that blood? It looked like blood. Bright red, sticking to the oak.

      She glanced back toward the second floor, wondering if one of the contractors had cut himself and brushed against the wood while they were working. There wasn’t a lot of blood, so maybe they wouldn’t have even noticed as they hurried back and forth to finish the job.

      She sniffed the air.

      Yup. That was blood, all right. There was blood in the air. Not just the small drop on the banister, either, but farther downstairs, on the first floor.

      Why was there blood in her house?

      She hurried down and looked right toward the back hallway. Empty. She turned right, just as something cracked loudly outside her home.

      She froze in place.

      Emily would know that sound anywhere, even if she had difficulty reconciling her knowledge of it with its presence.

      Because it didn’t belong. Not here. Not now.

      Gunshot.

      That was a gun—

      Crack-crack-crack!

      Gunshots.

      She should have turned around and went back up the stairs. Better yet, spun right and ran toward Cole’s backroom. It was, at the moment, the safest option.

      But she didn’t.

      She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t.

      Instead, Emily moved toward the front door. It was closed, but unlocked. Because there had been no need to lock it. Even if she weren’t alone—which she wasn’t, with the two contractors upstairs—she wouldn’t have locked it anyway.

      Not here. Not now.

      Not now.

      She locked the door and was pushing the deadbolt into place (Just in case) when a flicker of movement out the corner of her eye drew her attention. It came from somewhere beyond the window to her right.

      Emily ran over and looked out and saw something she didn’t think she’d ever see in her life. (Not now. And not here. Not now and not here.)

      Don Taylor was in the street, raining blows on the mailman’s head with a gardening hoe. Don was her unemployed neighbor, so the man spent most of his time gardening. She and Cole joked that Don always found time to busy himself in his yards, tending to flowers and weeding, because it was a great excuse to get away from Nancy, his wife.

      The weapon that kept flashing in the sunlight was no ordinary tool. It was nearly 14 inches of stainless steel that ended in a sharp 4.5-inch blade and curved to one side like the point of a sword. It was a combination hoe and weeder and appeared ridiculously dangerous, especially in the hands of her forty-something unemployed neighbor.

      “That’s more of a kusarigama than a gardening hoe,” Cole once said when he saw Don toiling away in his garden.

      “A what?” she had said.

      “Kusarigama. It’s something a ninja would use. But theirs has a sickle and chain for longer attacks. This one doesn’t.”

      “Maybe he forgot the chain and lost the sickle,” Emily had said, and they’d both had a good chuckle over it.

      She wasn’t laughing now as she watched Don obliterate the mailman’s head with the gardening tool/weapon. There were no signs of Nancy, and maybe that was for the best because she didn’t have to witness her husband striking his victim until there was nothing left but a puddle of broken bones and torn flesh and flowing blood—

      Another figure blinked in the corner of her eye.

      She turned right and picked up Mrs. Landry, all 250 pounds of her, lumbering across the empty streets. She was covered in blood, and so was the steak knife in her right hand. There was no doubt where she was headed: Right for Don, who was oblivious to her approach.

      Emily opened her mouth to scream out Don’s name, but it was too late. Mrs. Landry had reached her target and was plunging her knife into Don’s back. The former CPA let out a scream that didn’t sound like it had come from a human being. He jumped up from the remains of the mailman and whirled around, even as Mrs. Landry pulled the knife out of him.

      Blood, a lot of it, arced through the air, the sunlight glinting brilliantly against the amazing redness. There was something surreal about the color. Maybe even unnatural. Was blood supposed to be that bright red and so…mesmerizing?

      Emily was the only one pondering that question, because her two neighbors were too busy trying to kill one another. Before Mrs. Landry could strike a second time, Don flung himself into her and the two of them collapsed into the pavement.

      Wait. This isn’t right.

      This was all wrong. Not that her neighbors were trying to murder each other, or that she was hearing gunshots, but this wasn’t how it was supposed to happen.

      This? What is this?

      She didn’t know. She just knew that this wasn’t right. Everything about it was wrong. But how did she know that? How—

      The roar of a car engine pierced her ears and broke her out of her thoughts a split second before the source appeared in the edge of her peripheral vision. The car was moving too fast for Emily to get a good look at the driver, but whoever it was didn’t seem to be in control of the vehicle as it plowed into Don and Mrs. Landry as they stood in the street, slicing into each other’s flesh with their blades.

      Now that’s something you don’t see every day, Emily thought as her neighbors launched into the air, somehow going in different directions—Don flew back toward her front yard while Mrs. Landry went the other way, landing in a mound of her own flesh on the sidewalk. Emily thought she could hear the old lady’s head cracking like a watermelon as what seemed like a bucket’s worth of blood splashed the concrete around her.

      The SUV kept going, blasting past Emily’s house and the landing body of Don Taylor. The driver was a woman with wild blonde hair; she was clutching the steering wheel with both hands, mascara running down her face. Emily could see all of that because the driver-side window was down.

      It was Carol Miller. She was a housewife whom Emily had met a few times, including at a community picnic about two weeks ago. She was a nice enough woman. Down to earth.

      Or she was, anyway, because there was nothing down to earth about the woman in the SUV as it sped off. Emily thought the other woman might have been screaming, or shouting, or crying as she drove, her vehicle swerving dangerously around in the two-lane street.

      Bam! as Carol Miller sideswiped a Bentley parked two houses down.

      Not that that stopped the housewife. She kept going, when something—someone—raced across the well-manicured yard of one of the houses farther up the street. Emily was too far away to see who the man was, but there was no missing the all-denim outfit he was wearing. As she watched, the man threw himself at the speeding vehicle without any regard whatsoever for his own safety.

      The figure somehow managed to hit the windshield—only to bounce off it like a human cannonball.

      Well, that didn’t work.

      The attempt didn’t stop the SUV, but the impact must have done enough to surprise Carol, because it made her jerk on the steering wheel and the vehicle swayed left and right even more erratically than before. Carol didn’t regain control fast enough, and the runaway car slammed headfirst into the side of a red Honda parked along the curb.

      The SUV’s horns blared as the car idled, its front hood crumpled while smoke began shooting out from underneath. Emily couldn’t tell if Carol was badly hurt or not, but something had pressed the horn, and kept it pressed.

      Emily started moving toward the door, the need to get out there and rescue Carol racing through her mind.

      But she only made it halfway before she stopped.

      What was she doing? It wasn’t her job to go out there. She was a housewife, too. Just like Carol Miller and dozens of other women in the gated community. Like Mrs. Landry. Even like Don Taylor, who may or may not have been dead. It wasn’t her job to risk her life. Not anymore. Not anymore.

      She took a step back, away from the door, and her hand went down to her stomach.

      The baby. She had to protect the baby.

      Whatever happened, she had to protect—

      Crash! as one of the windows behind her shattered.

      She turned in time to see an arm reaching through the gaping hole in one of the glass panes and groping for the lock.

      Was that Don? How was he even still alive?

      She backed up—and stumbled into one of Cole’s golf clubs. It clattered on the floor and hadn’t settled yet before she snatched it up. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was heavy and steel and would do plenty of damage if used correctly. And she knew how to use it correctly, if not for its intended purpose.

      She walked back to the window even as the invading hand found what it was searching for and unsnapped the lock.

      Emily stepped in front of the window and looked out.

      It was, as she had expected, Don. Blood dripped from his forehead and a gaping hole in his right cheek. More blood poured from his back, where Mrs. Landry had done a number on him. Even more flooded down the front of his shirt where their mutual neighbor had slashed him repeatedly.

      It was Don, but it wasn’t Don.

      Not really.

      Not anymore.

      He stared back at her from the other side of the broken window. His nostrils flared, the veins along the sides of his neck pulsating like worms squirming underneath skin. The bloodied hoe was clutched in his left hand, but all Emily could focus on were the tendrils of blood dripping from his eyes.

      They were bloodshot. No, more than that. The scleras were completely red, as if an ocean of fire had drowned out his irises, leaving no room. It wasn’t natural. She’d never seen anything like that because it wasn’t natural.

      Up close, her neighbor’s chest heaved as his heart pumped out of control, too much blood being forced through his system. She saw the results: adrenaline charging through his body, powering the forty-something into some kind of…

      What?

      Rage?

      Craze?

      What was she seeing? What—

      Don reached for her, and she swung the golf club.

      Emily wasn’t a pro or even a decent amateur golfer. She didn’t know how to play the sport and didn’t care to learn. Neither did Cole, but he’d indulged because it was part of doing business. A week with Roger at the country club five miles from their house, and Cole had become a serviceable golfer. That was her Cole. He could adapt. He was always so good at that.

      Crack! as the metal head shattered the bones in Don’s forearm, exactly where she’d aimed.

      She expected a cry of pain or at least some kind of acknowledging scream, but Don just jerked his hand back out the window. She prepared to strike again, but Don didn’t give her the chance.

      Her neighbor took a step away from the window and glared at her. If she didn’t know better, she would think the man was accusing her of something.

      “Don, what the fuck are you doing?” Emily asked.

      He didn’t answer. He didn’t even seem capable of responding.

      “Are you insane? Where’s Nancy?” she asked. Then, again, louder this time, “Where’s Nancy?”

      Strips of fleshy things clung to various parts of Don’s front shirt. The mailman…and maybe pieces of someone else. Mrs. Landry, perhaps. Maybe even Nancy, whom Emily couldn’t see anywhere out there.

      “Don, what—”

      He turned and fled before she could finish. He ran across her front yard, jumping over the remains of the mailman (Jesus, there wasn’t very much left), and into the street. She wondered where he was going.

      Mrs. Landry. He was going for Mrs. Landry.

      Or was he?

      The large housewife was already back on her feet and hobbling away. Her right leg looked fine, but there was nothing “fine” about the left one. It was broken and twisted, and she was dragging it up the street like the useless appendage it had become.

      No, Emily was wrong. Mrs. Landry wasn’t fleeing Don. And likewise, Don wasn’t going after her. So what—

      Something growled.

      Behind her.

      She whirled, choking up on the golf club, ready to swing.

      A dog stood in a patch of shadows cast by the afternoon sunlight. She couldn’t see most of it, but she could tell it was big, and its fur was as dark as the night and drool dripped from its teeth as it growled at her. There was something very odd about the sound it made. As if the noise was coming from deep, deep inside its soul.

      The animal stepped out of the shadows.

      It was a big dog. A Labrador with bristling black fur and massive canines that dripped saliva to the tiled floor. Its fur was matted with red specks, some of which flicked free as it moved. But it was its eyes that Emily couldn’t look away from.

      They were red. Bloodshot. Just as Don’s eyes had been earlier.

      But there was only one dog, thank God. She could deal with one dog. She had a weapon. Sure, it wasn’t much of one, but it was something. Later, once she dealt with this thing—whatever the hell it was; whatever had turned its eyes bloodshot like Don’s—she would figure out how the animal had gotten inside the house in the first place. Had she left a door open? Had the contractors?

      Emily tightened her grip on the golf club and prepared to swing.

      Then the dog stopped.

      And it didn’t move for the longest time.

      It growled.

      No, not the dog. Not the one in front of her. The new sounds came from behind and slightly to the right of her.

      She looked over in that direction with one eye, keeping the other one on the dog in front of her.

      It was another animal. Just as big as the first, but gray instead of black.

      It was a wolf.

      A wolf? Why is there a wolf here?

      The animal’s gray fur seemed to move in waves, the hairs wet with blood.

      How did it get inside?

      The door behind it was still closed. How had it found its way in? How had the dog, for that matter?

      The wolf growled louder.

      Then the dog joined it.

      Emily took a step back—then another one—until she bumped into the wall.

      Cornered, with nowhere to turn.

      No, that wasn’t true. She could jump out the window. First, she’d have to open it. But that wasn’t impossible. She just had to turn and do just that, and as long as the animals fought each other instead of making a run for her—

      She looked from the dog to the wolf, then back again.

      They were staring at her. And just her. As if the other didn’t even exist. As if they were working together.

      This can’t be possible.

      This isn’t possible.

      Isn’t it?

      Heavy breathing filled her ears half a heartbeat before warm breath struck the back of her neck.

      She whirled around—and stared into Don Taylor’s bloodshot eyes. Red and dancing with wild flames, as if birthed from the pits of Hell itself.

      Her neighbor let out a loud scream just before he lunged, headfirst, into the window, smashing it into pieces and sending shards of glass flying everywhere.

      From somewhere behind her, the dog let out a vicious bark that was joined by the wolf’s as they converged on her from both sides.

      Man, dog, and wolf.

      Blood filled their eyes.

      And soon, it filled hers, too, until all she could see was blood.

      An ocean of it.

      Everywhere…
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      Cole, bleeding.

      The sun above them, blinding.

      The wolves below them, growling.

      The rooftop metal, radiating heat.

      Then voices.

      Not hers.

      Or Cole’s.

      Others.

      Other people’s voices.

      “Jesus!” they said.

      “Holy shit!” someone else said.

      “Get outta the way! Get outta the way!” another one screamed.

      Three voices. Three people. All excited.

      Or confused.

      Or afraid.

      Or all three.

      She was too busy moving, moving, moving to pay very close attention to who was saying what. There was no time. There was no time. She was in instinct mode. It was the same reflexes that had helped her survive all those years in the field. The same reaction speed that saved her life when Don Taylor tried to kill her.

      …when Don Taylor tried to kill her…

      Images of bloodshot eyes flashed across her mind as she scrambled on top of the squirming body and struck it in the face.

      Once, twice, three times.

      Bone broke and blood flitted, some of it clinging to her knuckles. The much-bigger body underneath her continued to squirm, the face turning slightly so that blood poured out of his nostrils and onto the hard concrete floor.

      She would have kept hitting the man if something hadn’t grabbed her cocked right arm and held it in place. She tried to pull it free, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Relax!” The voice came from behind her. It wasn’t one of the three she’d heard earlier. Or maybe it was. Her senses were frayed, every part of her locked into fight-or-flight mode, and it’d always been the first and never the latter.

      And why had they told her to relax? This was no time to relax. This was a time to fight. To survive.

      …to survive…

      “Goddammit, lady, relax!” The same voice. Male. Growling louder now. Agitated. Like a dog.

      No, not like a dog.

      Like a man.

      A human man.

      And not in the way Don Taylor had growled at her. As far as she could remember, Don had never said a word as he murdered his way through their neighborhood until, finally, he ended up at her house.

      “Grab her other arm! Grab her other arm!”

      Someone did just that, tingling, cold fingers wrapping around her left arm.

      “Pull her off ’im! Pull her off ’im!”

      The person giving all the commands was the same one that had told her to relax. He was apparently in charge. For a brief second, she thought it might have been Cole, but it wasn’t. She would know Cole’s voice anywhere, and this wasn’t her husband. And if it wasn’t Cole, then it could only be an enemy.

      She rose from the larger body she’d knocked to the ground. It wasn’t because she couldn’t resist the pulling arms—not that she could, really, but she could have given them a run for their money. No. She was letting them pull her up, giving the appearance of surrendering so they would allow, no matter how momentarily, their grips on her arms to slacken…

      There!

      Emily spun, kicking a tall, lanky kid between the legs. That freed her left arm.

      A brunette in her early thirties with a bob haircut stumbled away from Emily. The woman’s face was covered in sweat, large eyes widening even further. If Emily didn’t know better, she’d think the woman was scared of her.

      Oh, who was she kidding? That was exactly it.

      “Hey!” The same voice that had been giving orders earlier. Still in command. Which meant she had to take him down to take over. There could only be one alpha in the pack, and she was going to be it.

      Emily whirled around to confront the speaker. The man had continued to hold onto her right arm through the whole ordeal, but Emily had expected that. She struck out with her now-free left hand, fingers forming a fist, and nailed the supposed alpha in the solar plexus.

      Her target was much bigger and stronger and taller than her, but she’d put down bigger and stronger and taller opponents. And this one was no exception.

      The man let go of her arm and staggered back, pain flashing across his tanned face. He wore faded denim jeans and a long-sleeve blue work shirt. The only thing missing on the big man was a tool belt and safety helmet, though he did have the name Klein stenciled across a name tag. The front of his shirt was partially covered in black and red stains.

      No, not all stains. The black liquids were, but the red was something else.

      Blood. That was blood.

      So much blood…

      The squeaking of shoes behind her.

      She spun to confront it.

      Another woman, this one in her early twenties, jumped back, throwing her hands up toward Emily. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Relax, lady. Just relax.”

      Emily didn’t relax—her hands were still clenched into fists at her sides—but she didn’t attack the other woman, either. Instead, she did what she always did when confronted with a dangerous situation.

      There were six of them in the room with her. Four were men, and the two still-standing ones were helping the skinny kid she’d kicked in the crotch and the one she’d knocked to the ground back up to their feet. It was easier to get the kid up because he couldn’t have weighed more than 110 soaking wet. The man Emily had struck in the face, and whose blood still dripped from her right fist, was more of a challenge for the duo. One of the two still-standing men was in his fifties and didn’t look to be in exceptionally good shape. The other one was the same one Emily had struck in the chest. The supposed alpha. He had managed to stay on his feet.

      “Okay? Okay?” the woman with her hands raised in front of Emily said.

      Emily stared at her but didn’t say anything. She continued to gather data. Step two, because step one was pretty damn obvious: Survive. Survive at all costs.

      The man in the work shirt and the woman with the bob cut had maneuvered behind her, leaving the others scattered around her. Two in front. Two in the back. And two more to her right.

      Six people in all, inside a room with her.

      …inside a room with her…

      “Relax, relax,” the same woman was still saying. “We’re not the enemy. We’re not the enemy here. Okay? Okay?”

      Emily wanted to tell her that no, it wasn’t okay, that this was far, far from being okay, but instead of wasting her breath, she glanced around and got a quick look at her surroundings for the very first time.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      She was in a room. Not small, but also not big. Fifteen-by-fifteen feet on all sides, give or take, with shiny metal plates for walls stitched together with bolts. The floor was made of rough concrete that looked as if it hadn’t been properly cured before being put to use. A row of bright halogen lights on the ceiling provided plenty of illumination. Too much. All the lights were practically blinding.

      Her “roommates” looked just as confused as she was to be here. The ones that weren’t grimacing through pain that she’d inflicted on them, anyway. The big man, the apparent alpha, had steadied himself against a wall, while the one she’d pummeled to the floor was still on one knee, trying to catch his breath. The younger of the two women was kneeling next to him, stanching his broken nose with a rag. The kid appeared groggy from her kick, but otherwise fine. Or as fine as you could get after getting kicked in the nuts.

      Emily resisted the urge to touch her belly, to make sure everything was fine. It had to be. She didn’t feel any different than when she was last conscious.

      She hoped so, anyway.

      “Okay?” the young blonde woman said to the man with the broken nose.

      The man shook his head. “Hell no.” Then he glanced past her and at Emily. “What the fuck, lady?”

      “It’s okay, you’re okay,” the woman said to him.

      “Hell no, I’m not okay! She nearly killed me!”

      “She was scared. We all are.” She looked up at Emily. “Right?”

      Emily didn’t bother with an answer. It was clear now that these people were not the threat she’d assumed they were upon waking up. They were civilians, without a single capable fighter among them. Even the men, as big as they were, could be taken down with a precise strike or two (or three).

      Content she wasn’t in any danger, she walked away from them and toward the only door in the place instead.

      “Hey, where you going?” the man with the broken nose said. “We’re talking to you.” Then, when she didn’t respond, “Hey!”

      “It’s okay, let her go,” the young woman said. “She’s just doing what we all did.”

      Emily stopped in front of the door. There was no doorknob or lever or anything that looked like it could be used to open the slab of metal. But there was absolutely no doubt this was a door. And right now it was the only way in or out.

      “Can’t open it,” the woman with the bob cut said. She had kept her distance, as if afraid Emily might come after her. Not that Emily blamed her, after her “introduction” to the group. The woman still had one hand on Klein (if that was his real name) to steady him. “We tried. It won’t open. We don’t even know how to open it.”

      “Who is we?” Emily asked.

      “Us,” she said, nodding at the others.

      Emily turned around to look at them.

      They stared back at her.

      Six to one.

      It wasn’t great odds, but she’d gone up against worse numbers. And that was before the end of the world.

      …the end of the world…

      “Where am I?” she asked them.

      “We don’t know,” the blonde woman said as she helped the big man up from the floor. “We woke up in this place just like you did.”

      “Except we didn’t start kicking people in the balls,” the kid said. He cringed as he said it, as if reliving that moment.

      “She was just defending herself, Jeff,” the young woman said.

      “If you say so,” the kid, Jeff, said. He didn’t appear to be in a forgiving mood.

      Not that Emily gave a damn. She’d acted out of instinct and didn’t regret any of it.

      “I’m Stacy,” the young woman said. She nodded at the one next to her, holding her cloth against his broken nose. “This is Fisher.”

      Fisher grunted. “We’ve met.”

      “Belinda,” the woman with the bob cut said. “This is Klein.”

      The oldest man in the room raised a tentative hand. He was slightly balding, wearing a sweater vest and the kind of pants that had gone out of style decades ago. He was pushing thin reading glasses up his nose as he spoke. “Paul. You can call me Paul.”

      “What’s your name?” the woman, Stacy, asked her.

      “Emily,” she said.

      “Do you, uh, know where we are, Emily?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, that was a big waste of time,” Jeff said. He walked over to one of the walls and sat down. The teenager slipped both hands around his bent knees and closed his eyes. “Someone wake me up when we find out who put us in here, and why. And oh, ask them when we’re gonna get lunch. I’m starving.”

      “I guess it was too much to hope she might know something,” the oldest of the four men said.

      “Told you we shouldn’t have woken her up, Pops,” the kid said. He reached down and rubbed his crotch, not caring if anyone was watching, which they were. “Would have saved me a world of hurt, I know that.”

      “Relax, kid. The fact they’re working means you’re okay.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      Emily turned back to the door.

      The construction was just as ugly as the rest of the room—a single slab of steel bolted into place. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think this whole place was put together at the very last second.

      Except that didn’t make any sense.

      Not that any of this made any sense whatsoever.

      She once again resisted the temptation to reach down and touch her belly. Her pregnancy wouldn’t show for a few more weeks even if, in her mind, it was prominent. But that was just in her mind. For now.

      “Do you know how you got here?” Stacy, the blonde, asked as she walked over to stand beside her.

      Emily shook her head. “No.”

      “Neither does anyone else. What was the last thing you remember?”

      I was on the rooftop of Anton’s warehouse, trying to keep my husband from bleeding to death.

      Emily said out loud, “I was home.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “Why?”

      “Just trying to piece together everything we know. Maybe we can figure out how we got here. Or even where here is.”

      Emily looked over at the other woman.

      Up close, Stacy was pretty and there was a softness to her. Not just her face, but everything from head to toe. She radiated caring, which was…odd. Stacy stood just close enough to Emily, but not so close as to alarm her. Her hands were at her sides, a sign of openness. Belinda and the others weren’t quite so open.

      “What about you?” Emily asked.

      “I was in a basement,” Stacy said. Her face paled slightly. “Then I was here.”

      “What were you doing in a basement?”

      “Probably the same thing you were doing at your house.” She glanced over at the others. “And everyone here. Staying alive.”

      “Bloodshot eyes,” Belinda said. She had leaned back against the wall, looking more tired now than when Emily first saw her. “They all had bloodshot eyes, didn’t they?”

      “Different story, same tune,” Jeff said from across the room.

      “How long have you been here?” Emily asked them.

      The others exchanged a look. Emily had a feeling her question was something they’d heard before…and didn’t have the answers to.

      “What?” she said anyway.

      “We don’t know,” Stacy said. “It could have been days. Weeks. Months. Or maybe hours.” She shook her head and, for the first time, wrapped her arms around her chest and might have shivered slightly. “We don’t know. We just don’t know.”
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      Six people locked in a room with her. She knew their names but not much else. That wasn’t entirely true. She could make out some things about them from the way they were dressed and acted and even spoke.

      Emily had settled down against the wall next to the door, with the other six to the right, left, and in front of her. That gave her a perfect view of everyone in the room with her. They weren’t a threat now, but that didn’t mean they still couldn’t become one in the next few seconds, minutes, hours, or days.

      Days? God, I hope I’m not still here in days.

      Stacy sat to Emily’s right. The young woman with the blonde hair was obviously intelligent. She’d even taken a leadership role of sorts, though not overtly to threaten the masculinity of the two big men. Emily had been around plenty of smart women, and Stacy was one of those. Her clothes were baggy cargo pants, tennis shoes, and a jacket over a white T-shirt. Casual and “young,” but there was a reason for that. Since the blood infection turned the world upside down, Emily had changed her own clothes for the practical. The others would have done the same. Well, most of them, anyway.

      Fisher was next to Stacy. If there was one person Emily had to keep a careful eye on at all times, it would have to be Fisher. He wasn’t quite as big as Klein—6’1” or so to Klein’s hulking 6’5”—but he had the other two remaining males beat by a good margin. Certainly, the lanky Jeff or the frail-looking Paul wouldn’t stand a chance in a fistfight. Not that Fisher looked as if he was ready to throw down with any of them, including her. Late thirties, wearing a black T-shirt underneath a leather jacket. He sat on the floor next to Stacy, nursing his broken nose. His blue eyes occasionally stared daggers at Emily when he didn’t think she noticed. The two were just inches apart. A couple. Which made Emily wonder exactly how long it’d taken them to develop that relationship.

      Jeff was to the left of her. There wasn’t much about him to think about. Sixteen, maybe seventeen, and too young and too thin to be much of a danger. Maybe half-black, half-white. Definitely biracial. His clothes—dirty Nike sneakers speckled with dry blood and black jogger pants—didn’t really tell her too much about him, and though he wouldn’t be getting over what Emily had done to him anytime soon, he didn’t appear to be really holding a grudge beyond the first few minutes of her waking up. At least, he wasn’t sneaking glances at her the way Fisher was.

      Paul was the oldest in the group. The sweater and golf pants screamed retiree, though he was too young for that. Going bald, but not quite there yet—maybe five or ten more years to go—and quiet. He sat next to Jeff, but not in the Stacy and Fisher kind of way.

      Klein was in front of her. Mid-thirties. A laborer. Maybe a machinist. Definitely someone who worked with his hands. His face was grizzled, lips pale, but his eyes were soft and gentle. Like most physically intimidating men, Klein was very aware of his size and did whatever he could not to scare people. Especially women. He’d only grabbed Emily because she was beating up Fisher. The fact he was still wearing his work shirt told her he’d been caught up in the first days of the event while at that work and either hadn’t had time to change or didn’t think it mattered. He flicked at dry dirt clinging to the soles of his well-worn boots.

      And, finally, there was Belinda. She sat next to Klein. The only one wearing clothes that screamed office girl. Unlike Emily and Stacy, Belinda hadn’t bothered to change her wardrobe. Maybe she didn’t have to. Emily had a feeling a girl like Belinda always had someone to white knight over her safety. She was pretty enough, in a classy sort of way. Belinda had gorgeous green eyes, complementing soft lips that gave off a cherry shade of red. Her looks were something she’d clearly kept up with despite everything that had happened. Which was odd, but Emily supposed it helped to find her constant white knights.

      For the longest time, no one said a word. The only sounds were their breaths. There wasn’t even any noises coming from outside the room. Nothing whatsoever to hint at their location or even if there was anyone beyond the steel-plated walls. But of course there had to be, because someone had brought them here.

      The question was who?

      And why?

      “Does anyone have a watch?” Emily finally asked.

      All six pairs of eyes turned to her as if they were caught by surprise. Not by the question, but the fact that she had spoken up at all.

      “No,” Stacy said first. “That’s why it’s so hard to think about how long we’ve been here.”

      Emily nodded. She didn’t have to ask the young woman to elaborate. She’d noticed it almost right away once the chaos stopped and she had time to sit down and contemplate her predicament. There was no way to tell time inside the room. Not only that, but time itself felt elusive, and she couldn’t be absolutely sure how long it’d been since she woke up. Or, for that matter, how much time had passed since they all settled down to their individual parts of their prison—and that was exactly what this was—and became lost in their private thoughts.

      Time.

      There was something…odd about time in here. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but it was there, like the tune to a song she was convinced she knew but couldn’t identify. It was maddening, and at the same time, frightening.

      “They took our watches,” Jeff said. “I had me a nice G-shock, too. Gold.” He managed a slight grin. “Gold-plated, anyway.”

      “I wasn’t wearing a watch,” Paul said. “Haven’t worn one in a few years now, actually.”

      “How come?” Klein asked from across the room.

      “How come what?”

      “How come you don’t wear a watch anymore?”

      The older man shrugged. “Who wears watches anymore these days?”

      “Me,” Jeff said. “Well, used to.”

      “Besides you, son.”

      “What about your glasses?” Emily asked.

      “Ma’am?” Paul said.

      “Your glasses. They took everything I had on me, but you still have your glasses.”

      “Now that you mention it,” Paul said. Then, as if inspired by the mention of them, pushed his eyeglasses further up the bridge of his nose.

      “They left you your glasses,” Emily said. “Why?”

      “I couldn’t tell you, ma’am.”

      “They were on the floor next to him,” Stacy said. “Why? You think there’s something about them that could help us?”

      Emily shook her head. “Just curious why they did him the favor of leaving his glasses when they took everything else from us, including our watches.”

      “You don’t think it was an oversight on the part of whoever did this to us?” Stacy asked.

      “I don’t know,” Emily said, but she thought, Except I don’t believe in coincidences. And I believe in courteous jailers even less.

      “Back to the original topic. I had a watch on me, too,” Fisher said. He looked over at Stacy next to him. “What about you?”

      She shook her head. “I had a phone.”

      “You didn’t wear a watch?”

      “Like Paul, I haven’t worn a watch since the iPhone came out.”

      “I did,” Belinda said, “but it was, you know, just fashion.”

      Of course it was, Emily thought.

      She said, “Who was the first one to wake up?”

      “Me again,” Stacy said.

      “And everyone was already here when you did?”

      “Yes. Fisher woke up next. Then Belinda, Klein, Jeff, Paul, and then you. In that order.”

      “Why?” Emily asked.

      “Why what?”

      “Why did I wake up last?”

      “I have no idea. I thought you might know.”

      Emily shook her head. Just another question that she needed to find the answer to. One among many. So, so many at the moment.

      Right now, though, she had other riddles to solve. “Does anyone have any idea how long we’ve been here?”

      “That’s the other thing,” Stacy said.

      “Which is?”

      “I can’t really tell how long I’ve been here. Or even when I woke up.”

      “At least two hours,” Klein said.

      “Are you sure about that?” Fisher asked him.

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Klein didn’t answer the second time quite as quickly.

      Finally, he said, “I think it’s been two hours.” He looked to Stacy as if for confirmation.

      She pursed a smile. “I don’t know. It’s…murky.”

      “Yes, time feels weird in here,” Belinda said.

      “Yeah, very weird,” Stacy said. “It was the first thing I noticed. Time seems… I don’t know how to phrase it.”

      “Give it a shot,” Paul said.

      “It’s weird, like Belinda said.”

      “Fluid,” Emily said.

      Stacy looked across the room at her. “Yes. Exactly. Time feels fluid in here. That’s the best way to put it.”

      “Makes no sense,” Jeff said.

      “None of this makes any sense,” Klein said.

      “You think you’ve been here for two hours,” Emily said to him. It wasn’t a question.

      “Maybe,” the big man said. Emily noticed that he didn’t have even a little bit of the confidence with which he’d first answered her.

      Emily said to Stacy, “He says two hours. What do you say?”

      The other woman shook her head. “I couldn’t even begin to answer you. Like everyone says, time is…weird in here.”

      “Ditto that,” Jeff said, peering out from between his bent knees. “And I’m starving. Anyone got food?”

      “No, kid, sorry,” Paul said.

      “Dammit.”

      Paul turned his attention to Emily. “You have blood on your clothes.”

      “So do you,” Emily said.

      “So do all of us,” Klein said. He glanced at the others as if for confirmation.

      “Yes,” Stacy said. “We all have blood on us.”

      “Where was everyone before they woke up here?” Emily asked.

      Again, they exchanged looks, as if they’d never considered the question until she raised it. She found that odd—or maybe she shouldn’t have. Civilians weren’t always the most curious of people. The phrase ignorance is bliss was a common go-to reaction to most things they were afraid to ask.

      “I was in a basement,” Stacy said.

      “My shop,” Klein said.

      “Police station,” Belinda said.

      Police station? Emily thought. Now how did that happen?

      Belinda had the answers, but she didn’t offer them. No one, besides Emily, apparently, was curious enough to ask her to expound.

      “My apartment,” Paul was saying.

      “An RV,” Fisher said.

      “Dumpster,” Jeff said.

      Emily looked over at the teenager. So did everyone else.

      “What?” Jeff said. “I was hiding, okay? There were two of those maniacs chasing me. It was the best spot I could find at the time.”

      “No one’s judging you, Jeff,” Paul said.

      “Sure feels like it,” the kid said.

      Emily fought back a slight smile.

      “What about you?” Stacy asked her.

      “I was home,” Emily lied.

      “Where’s home?”

      “Arrow Bay.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Just outside the city limits. Next to Bear Lake.”

      Stacy stared at her in silence.

      “What?” Emily said.

      “I’ve never heard of Bear Lake,” the young woman said.

      “It’s just a few miles outside the city.”

      Stacy shrugged before turning to Fisher. “You know where that is?”

      Fisher shook his head. “Never heard of any Bear Lake,” he said, looking back at Emily almost accusingly.

      Oh, who was she kidding? There was no almost about that stare.

      Emily narrowed her eyes back at him. “Maybe you should get out more.”

      “I do,” Fisher said. “I’ve just about traveled this entire country. Seen every state and slept on every strip of road. And I’ve never heard of Bear Lake.”

      “Where is this lake, exactly?” Klein asked.

      Emily turned to him. “I already told you, it’s just outside the city limits.”

      “Yeah, but what city?”

      She stared at him.

      The big man returned it.

      So did everyone else: They were watching her now, and Emily didn’t like it. She didn’t like it one bit. She was the one asking questions, trying to collect evidence, and to suddenly find herself the focal point was, to put it mildly, annoying.

      “What about you?” she asked Klein instead. “What city were you in before you woke up here?”

      “Anaheim,” Klein said.

      “What?” Fisher said.

      “Anaheim,” Klein repeated.

      “That’s in California.”

      “Yeah, I know it’s in California. So?”

      “I was in North Dakota before I woke up in here.”

      Klein stared at Fisher, who returned it in kind.

      “What the fuck?” Klein finally said.

      “I was in Chicago,” Belinda said. Her voice had dropped to almost a whisper, as if she were afraid of being overheard.

      “Oh, fuck,” Jeff said. He hadn’t tried to lower his voice.

      “Seattle,” Paul said.

      “Austin, Texas,” Stacy said. “I was hiding in a friend’s basement before I woke up here.”

      “And you?” Emily asked Jeff.

      The kid lifted his head out from behind his bent knees. “Miami. Miami friggin’ Florida.”

      Emily turned to look at the others. They were doing the same—not just at her, but each other. Back and forth, then back and forth again. Everyone was wearing their confusion on their faces.

      Confusion, and fear.

      A lot of fear.

      After what seemed like an hour of silence, Jeff gave voice to what was on all of their minds: “Holy fuck, this is creepy. Where the hell are we?”
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      Nothing made sense. Not that things were making sense before she woke up here, but they had made some sense.

      Mostly.

      But now, sitting in a fifteen-by-fifteen room with six strangers, sense had just flown the coop. Cole’s absence made things worse. There was no clarity to anything—where they were, how she had gotten here, or even how long it’d been since she and Cole scrambled up that ladder to the rooftop of Anton’s warehouse.

      Absolutely nothing.

      Emily hated not knowing. After discovering the pattern with the blood, she thought she’d gotten a better understanding of what was happening to the world. Not the complete picture by any stretch of the imagination, but some of it.

      Some.

      Now, she wasn’t so sure.

      It’d been twenty or so minutes since anyone last spoke. No one had moved from their spot. Stacy remained next to Fisher, Klein next to Belinda, and Paul next to Jeff. It was almost as if each person had chosen their ally and wasn’t going to break from their choice. Which was something Emily found odd, because they hadn’t been here for very long. Not long enough to develop alliances. It took more than a few hours to know who you can trust with your life. At least it did, to her.

      Or was she wrong? Had they been in here longer than she thought? Was it days instead of hours? Or weeks instead of days?

      No, it couldn’t have been weeks. Or even days. She wouldn’t still be alive if she’d been unconscious for that long. Humans needed sustenance to survive. Even coma patients were fed intravenously.

      Unless…someone had been keeping her alive until she could be delivered here.

      But that was a crazy thought.

      Wasn’t it?

      Maybe.

      Maybe it wasn’t.

      That was the problem. (One of many.) Anything was possible. Just like it’d been days (Weeks? Months?) ago when all of this madness began. The possibilities were wide open, and along with them, every potential scenario she could think of. Unfortunately for Emily, she could think of a lot of them. That was, after all, her job before she took up the role of housewife and, soon, mother.

      …and, soon, mother…

      Again, she resisted the urge to reach down to feel her growing belly. It was well-hidden behind her clothes, but that wouldn’t last for very much longer. Soon, she would show, and there would be no keeping it from these people. These strangers. Would they take advantage of it?

      Maybe.

      Maybe not.

      That was, again, the problem. The not knowing. She hated the not knowing most of all.

      The ambiance inside the room didn’t make it any easier. The floor was cold, hard concrete while the walls and ceiling were cold, hard steel. The air was chilly, and all of them had their arms across their chests now for warmth. Sitting for a long time was uncomfortable; but then, so was standing. Everything was uncomfortable.

      It’s a prison. It’s supposed to be uncomfortable.

      She knew that now without any doubt. They were prisoners, in a prison. Except she didn’t know where, why, or maybe more perplexing of all, when.

      That last part shouldn’t have made any sense.

      Then again, what did make sense?

      Nothing.

      Not a goddamn thing.

      They had lights, but nothing to see with. Just each other and the seemingly haphazardly-put-together room. This prison.

      How had she gotten here?

      Who had brought her here?

      Why had they done so?

      Someone had gone to great pains to remove her from Anton’s warehouse (and Cole) and brought her here. That same someone had done it to the others as well. Seven people, from seven different states. Was that on purpose? Or just coincidence?

      Emily didn’t believe in coincidences.

      Stacy and Fisher had gotten cozier since everyone had gotten lost in their own thoughts. The young woman was resting her head against his broad shoulder and might have fallen asleep. She hadn’t opened her eyes for a few minutes. Jeff was still hiding behind his bent knees—Emily wondered how long he could keep up that position before his joints ached; then again, he was just a kid—while Paul continued to stare up at the ceiling as if he could find a way out if he looked long and hard enough. Belinda and Klein remained near each other, but there wasn’t the closeness between them that Stacy and Fisher had apparently developed.

      “Well, this sucks.” That was Jeff, finally breaking the silence. The teenager unfurled his long legs and splayed them on the hard floor. “Anyone wanna play charades?”

      Paul chuckled. “You want to play charades?”

      “Sure. Nothing else to do.”

      “I’m not very good at charades,” Belinda said, smiling slightly.

      “Me neither,” Klein said.

      “I’m pretty good,” Fisher said.

      Stacy lifted her head off Fisher’s shoulder and yawned. “I’m in.”

      “Great,” Jeff said. “I’ll start.”

      The teenager got up and stretched. It took a while, considering how long he’d been curled up on the floor. Emily thought she could hear joints crackling—

      The clack from slightly behind and to the left of Emily startled her.

      It startled the others, too.

      Fisher, sitting directly across from Emily, was the first one to jump up to his feet. Stacy, who’d been sitting next to him, was so shocked by the big man’s surprisingly quick reaction that she almost tipped over onto her side. A hard thing to do since she was sitting at the time.

      Emily, for her part, scrambled to her feet, turning and taking two, then three quick steps back as she did so. Her eyes zeroed in on the steel-plated door, expecting to suddenly find it wide open.

      But it wasn’t.

      Instead, a small, rectangular opening had appeared in the center, about two-thirds of the way up. It formed some kind of slot that she hadn’t noticed earlier had been closed. Or maybe she hadn’t noticed because it hadn’t been there before. Was that possible?

      Anything was possible. Anything.

      Emily heard footsteps behind and to the sides of her. The others were moving to get a better look. One of them was Fisher, whose breath she could feel pushing against the back of her neck. She wanted to turn around and tell him to give her space, but didn’t. He, like the others, had every right to gather in front of the door and see what was happening just as much as she did.

      The small opening looked like a mail slot—about 8 inches wide and 3 inches high—and there was a sea of black on the other side, as if she were looking through a straw at a wide, dark ocean. She expected to hear something that reminded her of the outside world coming through, but there was none of that.

      There was just…darkness.

      …and silence.

      “Now that’s not spooky at all,” Jeff said from somewhere to her right.

      “That’s pretty spooky to me,” Belinda said on her left.

      “I was being funny.”

      “This is no time for that, son,” Paul said.

      “Everyone’s a critic.”

      “Shhh,” Fisher said. “I’m trying to listen.”

      “To what?” Klein asked.

      “I don’t know. That’s why I said trying to listen.”

      Emily wished they’d all shut the hell up so she could concentrate. There was a total lack of anything coming from the other side of the rectangular opening that was disturbing. Not that everything wasn’t already, but this added another level to what already existed.

      A heavy presence appeared to her right just before Fisher rounded her frozen form to get a better look. She thought about reaching out to grab him, to tell him to hang back until they knew what was happening, just to be safe, but didn’t.

      She needed to know, just as Fisher did, and it was better he find out than her. It wasn’t a particularly pleasant thought on her part, but Emily had learned long ago that sometimes you didn’t always have to take the risks, especially when there was a big, strong man around to do it for you.

      Besides, she had a baby to think about.

      “Be careful,” Stacy said from somewhere in the back.

      “Hang back, everyone,” Fisher said as he moved closer to the door. He didn’t have to really bend, but he leaned in anyway to see straight out the slot in front of him without getting right up next to it.

      “Man, be careful,” Jeff said. “No telling what’s out there.”

      “I said shhh,” Fisher said.

      He turned around and glared at them. At Jeff, mostly. Fisher didn’t look especially menacing with his bruised and purple nose, but he was the biggest one in the room by far, and that still counted for something.

      “Hang back. Let me see what’s out there,” the man said. “Let me deal with this.”

      No one said a word as Fisher turned back around and walked closer to the door. No one spoke, but Emily could hear their noticeably quickened breathing and heartbeats. She assumed she was similarly affected, but couldn’t be sure. She was too focused on Fisher as he got closer, and closer still, to the opening.

      She was reminded of something from a horror movie. The only thing left was for an alien parasite to leap through the hole and clamp down on Fisher’s face, dooming the big man. Fisher would then scream as he viciously thrashed about, trying to get the creature off him before it could burrow into his skull and then the brain on the other side.

      All those things flashed across her mind’s eye, but Emily kept quiet. She needed to know. Just as the others did. And if Fisher was volunteering—nay, demanding that he be the one to find out—then who was she to argue?

      “God, Fisher, be careful,” Stacy finally said, her voice coming through as barely a whisper.

      Fisher held up one hand, either to acknowledge her worry or to silence her, as he finally reached the door and leaned in even closer to the opening. The big man pressed one palm against the steel door and peered out.

      Emily held her breath. So did everyone around her. No one—not Paul and Jeff to her right, or Klein and Belinda to her left—had ventured past the invisible line that stretched out from Emily’s shoulders. Stacy was still somewhere behind her, not that she glanced back to confirm.

      They watched Fisher look out through the hole. Which he did for, seemingly, endless hours.

      Finally, Fisher pulled back from the opening and straightened up before turning around to look at them.

      “Well?” Klein said. “What do you see?”

      “Nothing,” Fisher said.

      “What do you mean, ‘nothing?’”

      Fisher shook his head. “Nothing. I don’t see a damn thing.”

      “You must see something.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You blind?”

      “Not the last time I checked,” Fisher said. He narrowed his eyes back at Klein, as if daring the other man to keep their back-and-forth going.

      “Let me see,” Klein said and hurried forward to get a look. Fisher moved away to let him access the door and look out.

      “What a dud,” Jeff said.

      “What were you expecting?” Paul asked.

      “I dunno. Something exciting, maybe?”

      “I think, in this case, a lack of excitement is just what the doctor ordered. I don’t know about anyone else, but I’ve had enough excitement to last a few lifetimes.”

      “But there can’t be nothing out there,” Belinda said. “Right?”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” Paul said. “But then, nothing about any of this makes any sense. I mean, nothing was making sense before, but, well…” He paused briefly, before continuing. “I thought things couldn’t get any worse. This proves me wrong.”

      “Hey, at least no psycho with bloodshot eyes are trying to murder us,” Jeff said. “I’ll take this over that any day of the week.”

      “You have a point, son,” Paul said.

      “It’s been known to happen,” the kid said.

      “Klein?” Belinda said. She’d taken a step forward, just enough that Emily could finally see her out of the corner of one eye. “What do you see?”

      Klein pulled his head away from the door, before turning around and shaking his head at them. “He’s right. There’s nothing out there.”

      “I told you,” Fisher said.

      “How is that possible?” Paul asked.

      “I don’t know, old timer. It just is.”

      “There’s nothing?” Belinda said.

      “Nothing,” Klein said. He didn’t bother to hide the confusion on his face.

      “You mean, it’s dark out there?” Stacy asked.

      “Yes,” Klein said. “Sort of.” He glanced at Fisher, standing next to him. “It’s a little hard to explain.”

      “There’s just…nothing out there,” Fisher said. From the expression on his face, Emily could see he was still trying to figure out what he’d seen. Or, in this case, not seen.

      That did it. Emily fought through her caution and moved over to them. The two men parted for her, which was surprising because she had expected at least one of them to hold her back because it might have been “too dangerous.” She wondered if they would have done exactly that to Stacy or Belinda; maybe both men were still smarting from her attack on them earlier.

      She leaned toward the slot and peeked out.

      There was nothing out there but a sea of black, just as Klein and Fisher had said. She understood now why they’d seemed so perplexed by what they’d not seen. The lack of something—anything—made absolutely no sense. There had to be something out there.

      Didn’t there?

      “Emily?” Stacy asked.

      She pulled slightly back. “They’re right. It’s pitch black. Like looking into a universe without stars.”

      “Wow, that’s some imagery,” Paul said.

      “What now?” Belinda asked.

      Emily straightened and started to turn around when there was a second clank.

      She whirled back toward the door, as did Fisher on her right and Klein to her left, as…

      …the door…

      I was right, Emily thought.

      …slowly opened…

      This is a horror movie.

      …by itself…

      And I’m stuck inside it with no way out.
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      “Don’t do it.” That was Jeff, somewhere behind them, saying the most obvious thing you’d expect someone in a horror movie to say.

      “Why not?” Paul, asking the obvious question in return.

      “Um, have you ever seen a horror movie, old man?” Of course it would be Jeff who would liken this to a horror movie, just as she did.

      “Not really my type of genre, son.”

      “Well, I’ve seen way more than I should, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned from them, it’s to never ever ever walk into a dark room. Especially one on the other side of a door that just opened by itself.”

      “We have to find out what’s out there.”

      “Which part of the door just opened by itself didn’t you understand, you old fart?”

      “He’s got a point.” Stacy, chiming in.

      “Gee, thanks.” Jeff again.

      “I mean, why did it just open by itself? How did it do that?”

      “It didn’t.” Fisher, standing in front of Emily. He’d said it with just enough conviction that Emily thought he might actually believe it.

      The big man stood next to Klein, the two of them having moved forward to put themselves between Emily and the door as soon as the steel slab had begun opening wider. She hadn’t asked them to do it and was surprised they had reacted so quickly.

      More knights in shining armor. Yay for me.

      The last person who had put himself between her and harm’s way was Greg. As far as Emily knew, the former contractor was dead. The last she’d seen of him was inside Anton’s warehouse, lying on the ground, covered in blood and bites. For his sake—and considering the number of wolves in the building with him at the time—she hoped he was long dead before she took her eyes away and fled the warehouse.

      The guilt over Greg was still there, but she’d pushed it all the way down to focus on the more important matter at hand: Saving herself and her unborn child. Right now, that was her goal. Right now, that was her only goal.

      Jeff wasn’t wrong when he said walking through the door and into whatever was waiting on the other side was possibly the dumbest thing any one of them could do. It wasn’t that the door had opened by itself, as the kid had said. Like Fisher, Emily didn’t believe that for one second.

      No. Someone had done that. Someone they couldn’t see. And it was that person that they had to be worried about.

      She expected and was ready for—her hands formed fists, and had been for the last minute or so—a man or woman with bloodshot eyes, blood dripping down their cheeks, to rush in at them as soon as the door swung fully open. Hell, she didn’t think they’d have to wait even that long.

      But no one charged inside.

      No one.

      And nothing.

      That didn’t put her mind at ease for even a little bit. She’d learned from Don Taylor and her former neighbors back at Bear Lake that the infected didn’t lose their intelligence once they turned. They retained the ability to think, to strategize. Not that she thought they had gotten smarter or anything, but they hadn’t become dumb as rocks, either. Which made them dangerous. Very, very dangerous.

      Whoever was out there wouldn’t reveal themselves to seven people that could fight back. Even a crazy with enough adrenaline pumping through their veins for an entire army wouldn’t be able to take on all seven of them at once. Especially the two big brutes standing in front of Emily right now.

      It had been, as far as she could tell, about two minutes since the door opened, revealing the absolute nothing beyond the rectangular opening. Like with the open slot earlier, Emily couldn’t see anything out there except…black.

      Pitch black.

      There was also no sound and no hints that there were people outside. Nothing that even remotely sounded or smelled or felt like a presence, human or otherwise. Normal or infected.

      Just…nothing.

      That lack of anything was why neither Fisher nor Klein had moved. The same for Emily and the others behind her. For the longest time, no one said a word. The only sounds were their shallow breathing.

      Anxious. Afraid. And at the same time, intrigued.

      She wasn’t quite sure what she was looking at. It wasn’t night outside. No, it was more than that. There was an emptiness beyond the opening, a kind of eerie nebulous ocean, that just felt…wrong.

      It was strange. That was the word. Strange.

      Very, very strange.

      “Someone’s fucking with us,” Klein finally said, with conviction and more than a little bit of irritation.

      “Yeah, I think we all came to that same conclusion,” Fisher said. “The question is, what do we do about it?”

      “Who says we have to do anything?”

      “Come again?”

      “They want us to play along. Why should we?”

      Fisher glanced over at Emily and the others, as if looking for help. Before anyone could offer it, he had turned back to Klein. “What are you getting at?”

      Klein shook his head. “I don’t want to play.”

      “Play?” Paul said from the back. “Play what? What’s out there?”

      “I don’t want to play anymore,” Klein said.

      “So what are you gonna do?” Fisher asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “That’s right. I’m not going to do anything.”

      Again, Fisher looked to Emily and the others for assistance.

      “We can’t just do nothing,” Belinda said. Then, with more than a little tinge of uncertainty, “Right?”

      “We can’t stay here forever,” Stacy said.

      “Why not?” Klein said.

      “Well, for one, we don’t have any food or water. Or haven’t you noticed?”

      Klein may or may not have noticed, but he didn’t let that persuade him. Or maybe he just realized he’d made a mistake but wasn’t yet willing to accept defeat.

      “I don’t care,” he said.

      “You don’t care?” Stacy said. “What do you mean, you don’t care? You have to care.”

      “No, I don’t. I don’t care.”

      “You should care,” Fisher said. “We’re all in this together.”

      “Then you play their games, because I’m not going to.”

      Klein turned and walked away. A puzzled Fisher looked after him. Emily knew what they both were feeling. She shared Klein’s resignation, but also understood Fisher: Even if she didn’t want to play along, what choice did they have?

      Emily watched Klein walk to the back of the room and sit down at about the same spot Fisher had sat in not too long ago. The big man splayed his legs out in front of him, closed his eyes, and seemed to drift off. But of course he hadn’t. No one could go to sleep that fast.

      She exchanged a look with Stacy, who had wandered over to stand next to her. Then Belinda, behind her. The well-dressed woman gazed over at Klein, as if trying to decide whether to join him or remain where she was. She was currently undecided.

      “Uh, are we just gonna stand like this all day?” Jeff asked.

      “Well, he’s not entirely wrong,” Paul said, looking back at Klein.

      “You want to take a seat too, old timer?”

      “I wouldn’t mind.”

      “You’ve been sitting for hours already. Or I think it’s been hours. Can’t really tell. This place is…wacky.”

      “That aside, sitting’s better than standing.”

      “So sit. No one’s stopping you.”

      “Maybe later.” Paul gave the teen a noncommittal shrug. He had probably come to the same conclusion that Emily had: He didn’t want to play, but wasn’t sure if he had any choice.

      “That leaves one other question,” Jeff said.

      “What’s that?” Belinda asked.

      The kid pointed at the door. “Do we close it or leave it open like that?”

      Fisher looked back at the door. Then, in a voice that convinced Emily the big man had temporarily—regardless of how short a time period it was—forgotten it was open behind him, said, “I guess we should close it.”

      “Can we?” Stacy asked.

      “Huh?”

      “Someone opened it.”

      “So?”

      “I mean, someone opened it for a reason. Are they just going to let us close it back up?”

      Fisher turned back to the door again. “Only one way to find out.”

      “Not it,” Jeff said quickly. Then, when everyone glanced over at him (except for Klein, who hadn’t opened his eyes back up): “What? What’d I say.”

      “I’ll do it,” Fisher said.

      “Good idea. He’ll do it.” Then, just barely hiding it under his breath, “Whew. Didn’t think that would work.”

      Fisher scowled at the kid. “Don’t be a smartass.”

      Jeff held up two hands in surrender, but wisely didn’t say anything else.

      Fisher walked the short distance over to the opening, one hand reaching toward the side of the steel door.

      “Fisher, wait,” Emily said.

      Or she started to say. She got the man’s name out, but before the wait part could leave her mouth, a scream startled her.

      Emily turned—along with everyone else.

      It was Klein. He was still sitting on the floor, but had slumped over while they weren’t looking. His face was buried in his hands, and Emily could only see the top part of his head. He was screaming, his body writhing violently as if thousands of volts of electricity were being shot through his body.

      Paul and Jeff, the two closest to Klein, rushed back. Emily did too. She nearly bumped into Belinda as the other woman scrambled to get out of her path.

      Stacy, for some reason, walked toward Klein.

      “Stacy,” Emily said. “Stop.”

      Either Stacy didn’t hear her, or she didn’t care because she didn’t stop. She kept moving toward Klein, reaching out a hand toward him.

      Not that Klein noticed. He was rocking back and forth, still screaming. It was a piercing, pained scream. A hellish, elongated shrill that shouldn’t be possible coming out of a man as big and strong as Klein.

      “Klein,” Stacy said. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      Klein stopped moving.

      He also stopped screaming.

      He remained bent over, his face still hidden from them. That was when Emily noticed the small patch of red on the back of Klein’s arched neck. It had slithered down the sides, moving in jagged fashion, and disappeared into his shirt collar.

      Blood. It was blood. Something had pricked Klein’s skin while he sat.

      “Stacy,” Emily said, just before Klein lifted his head.

      “Aw, fuck my life,” Jeff said. Whispered. Or maybe he’d squeaked it out.

      Emily didn’t blame the kid, because she was seeing the same thing he was. The same thing all of them were.

      “Get back!” Fisher screamed. “Everyone get back now!”

      Klein’s eyes were red. Bloodshot. Strands of red wetness dripped down his cheeks even as veins along his face pulsated underneath the skin. His mouth was clenched, the teeth pearly white against the suddenly pinkening flesh of his face.

      A maniac’s grin, impossibly wide, spread from cheek to cheek.
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      Three feet.

      That was all that stood between a startled Stacy and a lunging Klein.

      Three feet.

      Thirty-six inches, give or take.

      It wasn’t very much space at all, but Emily could have still dodged Klein easily. Or, if not easily, then capably. Cole could, too. Even Fisher or Jeff or Paul or, hell, maybe even Belinda might have been able to.

      But not Stacy.

      Because the young woman was in no man’s land—caught between what she was seeing and doing something about it. Emily could see Stacy’s legs buckling as Klein jumped up from the floor and toward her, firing like a rocket at a diagonal angle. It was an amazing trick. The type of movement that shouldn’t have been possible…

      …unless you were a maniac with adrenaline pumping through your veins at a few thousand miles a heartbeat. Not that Emily knew that was the exact speed of Klein’s current infection, but it was probably a decent guess.

      Not that it was going to matter very much to Stacy, because three feet—or about thirty-six inches—wasn’t going to save her.

      In the next split second, Emily tried to decide what to do. To achieve those ends, she did what she always did. She considered the steps:

      Step one: Know your objective.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      Step three: Formulate a plan.

      And finally, step four: Execute that plan.

      Step one was the same it’d been since all of this began, however many days ago that was: Stay alive. For her. For Cole. For her baby.

      Step two was right in front of her: Klein was going to reach Stacy before any of them could get in his way, and he would likely kill her. Or if not, then greatly injure her. The crazies weren’t just faster; their speed revved up to seemingly supernatural levels by the flows of adrenaline, but that same adrenaline also made them seemingly (though not really) invulnerable to pain. Gunshots in the right places—say, the head—put them down quickly. But shoot, hit, or stab them in any other non-vital locations, and they kept coming. They could get to Klein in time to prevent him from killing Stacy, but she would still suffer. And how many of them would it take to stop the big man? Fisher might be able to do it. Might. Maybe all of them, together, could do it. Maybe.

      Step three was foggy. It would depend on her priorities—save herself and her baby, or try to save Stacy. Did she know Stacy? No, she didn’t. She didn’t know her or the other people in the room from Adam or Eve. They were strangers to her and she to them. Would they voluntarily put themselves between her and Klein if she were in Stacy’s shoes? Who knows. That was a question that couldn’t be answered at the moment, and right this moment was all that mattered.

      Step four…

      …Emily took a step back, away from Stacy, as Klein reached her.

      Or almost did, if Paul hadn’t thrown himself into the charging crazy’s path. The two men slammed into the floor together.

      Paul.

      Paul?

      That was surprising. Emily had expected Fisher to jump in to save Stacy, but of course he would have had to be fast to achieve that. Not only that, but the man, as far as Emily knew, was still behind her, and he’d have to get past her first to get to Stacy before Klein reached her. And there was no way in hell he could do that.

      Paul, on the other hand, stood closer to the young woman. So did Jeff, but it was the bespectacled Paul who took the, literally, dive.

      The two bodies sprawled onto the hard concrete floor, landing with a loud—and to Emily’s ears, pained—thwump! that seemed to bounce dully off the steel-constructed walls. Klein, not surprisingly, was the first one to his knees. He snapped up from the floor with the kind of ferocious agility that could only be possible for a world-class athlete, something that he wasn’t even close to being. But this wasn’t really the same Klein Emily had been seeing the last few hours.

      Minutes? Was it hours or minutes?

      Goddammit, time was weird in this place…

      But instead of going for Stacy, stumbling away from him, mouth slightly agape, the crazy whirled on Paul, who was, now, a closer prey. Paul was on his back, groping around for—

      His glasses. Paul had dislodged his eyeglasses during the save. Instead of turning to face the real threat—the nearby Klein—the older man was desperately palming the floor for his glasses.

      “Get back, get back!” That was Fisher again, shouting behind her. The big man snatched Stacy by the arm and pulled her out the corner of Emily’s eye.

      Emily remained focused on Klein, the thoughts He’s going to kill Paul, and I can’t save him. I can’t save any of them because I have to save my baby first.

      I’m sorry. I’m sorry…

      Paul screamed as Klein fell on top of him, the much bigger and stronger man immediately raining blows down on his victim’s face. Paul kept screaming as blood filled the air, and Emily thought she heard what might have been bones cracking. Then Klein grabbed Paul by the hair and lifted his head up from the floor, and he was about to slam it back down when Fisher threw himself into Klein, knocking the other man off Paul’s writhing body.

      Paul remained on the floor, bleeding. He was bleeding so much. Emily didn’t know how one man could bleed so much in such a short amount of time. She could still recognize his face, but his nose was broken and blood poured from his cheeks and forehead where Klein’s knuckles had cut through the skin.

      “Oh Jesus, oh Jesus.” That was Jeff, saying the same two words over and over like a Buddhist chant, as if he might achieve something if he said them often and loud enough. He was wrong.

      Emily didn’t bother with her own chants. She watched Klein and Fisher struggling on the floor, the two men attempting to get the upper hand. Fisher was by far the bigger of the two. He might have even had ten pounds over the crazy.

      And it wasn’t going to matter at all.

      Emily knew that without having to think about it. Fisher’s extra weight and height wasn’t going to do a bit of good. Because Klein wasn’t Klein anymore. Hell, he wasn’t even a man anymore. She’d seen it in Don Taylor and Mrs. Landry and all her other neighbors in Arrow Bay Colony.

      Klein was something else now. Something more. Something worse.

      It didn’t take long for Klein to get the upper hand. One moment Fisher was on top, trying to pin Klein to the floor by his arms, and the next, Klein had reversed their positions. Emily might have thought the man was a proficient wrestler, and maybe he was, but he didn’t have to be. At this very moment, Klein was just stronger, faster, and crazier.

      Fisher was going to lose. And it was going to be bad.

      Then, once Klein was done with Fisher, he would turn his sights on them.

      On her.

      Klein wasn’t growling like a rabid animal, but there was a sound coming out of him that wasn’t distinctly human anymore. Blood from his eyes dripped down onto Fisher’s cheeks, the other man turning his head to get away from the droplets. But taking his eyes off Klein just allowed the crazy to get more of the upper hand, and soon Klein had gone in for the kill—he gripped Fisher along the sides of both eyes and turned his thumbs into weapons.

      Fisher screamed. He screamed like a man about to have both eyes gouged out of their sockets. Not that Klein gave a damn. The maniac’s grin that had appeared on his face moments ago had gotten wider. His lips were cracked and bleeding, so Fisher hadn’t completely missed on his blows, not that that was going to save him.

      “Stop it! Stop it!” That was Stacy, shouting. The young woman had taken a few steps toward the fight but, because she wasn’t a complete moron, hadn’t continued all the way. She seemed poised between jumping into the fray and turning to run.

      Emily wanted to tell Stacy that demanding Klein “stop it” wasn’t going to work. Klein wasn’t listening. He only had (bloodred) eyes for Fisher, squirming underneath him. Klein had straddled his target’s waist, and he must have gotten heavier since his infection because it didn’t look as if Fisher could get him off, not that the other man stopped trying. Fisher’s legs thrashed, but they looked more like spasms than a coherent attempt to dislodge his attacker.

      “Stop him!” Stacy again, shouting at the top of her lungs. “Someone stop him! Oh God, someone stop him before he kills Fisher!”

      Emily took a step back. Just one. It was involuntary, and she didn’t realize she was going to do it until she did it.

      She thought about the baby inside her and could hear Cole’s voice in her head: “Save the baby, sweetheart. The baby is all that matters!”

      He was right. She had to protect their child. She had to ensure her unborn baby’s survival. That was what mattered. That was all that mattered.

      Then why was she moving forward instead of back?

      The solution came to her like a sudden ray of light piercing through a cloudy sky, even as Fisher continued to scream and Stacy did the same, begging someone to stop Klein before it was too late. The room had suddenly turned very cold, and the hairs along Emily’s arms stood up and every inch of her exposed skin pickled. Adrenaline poured through her veins, urging her forward against her own instincts to flee, to save herself, to save her child.

      Her eyes shifted, seeing everything, but not the one thing she needed.

      A weapon.

      She needed a weapon. It was the only way she could fight Klein. This wasn’t about saving Fisher, it was about stopping Klein. About putting him down like the rabid dog he’d become.

      There.

      Paul’s eyeglasses.

      It lay just a few feet from the man himself, who hadn’t moved from his spot on the floor where Klein was forced to abandon him. Paul bled profusely from cracked lips and the broken nose. His right eye was black and purple and both were open, even though Emily didn’t think he could see anything. It was hard to see when you were dead, after all.

      Emily went for the eyeglasses.

      One of the lens was cracked, and both thin metal temples were bent. She would have grabbed something else if she had the choice, but she didn’t.

      Goddammit, she didn’t.

      So it was the eyeglasses or bust.

      So make it work!

      Fisher had his hands up and was striking Klein in the face and chest—he was throwing wildly, with no real targets, just trying to get the crazy off him—but it wasn’t working. Maybe that was because Fisher couldn’t see what he was aiming at. Klein remained on top of him, thumbs digging, digging into Fisher’s eyes.

      And Fisher kept screaming.

      And so did Stacy.

      And maybe Belinda and Jeff, too.

      Concentrate on the threat!

      The threat was obvious. There was only one.

      Klein.

      Emily moved toward the crazy, going up to him from behind, beyond his peripheral vision. She wasn’t even sure if that was necessary. Did he even care that she was still in the room with him and his victim? Or that the others hadn’t gone anywhere either?

      No, it didn’t look like it. Klein only had bloody eyes for Fisher.

      Poor screaming, bleeding Fisher.

      Paul’s eyeglasses, like many, had metal temples that could be manipulated if you knew where to push. Emily did that now, straightening up one of the tips, then gripping the frame by the longer part as if it were the handle of a knife.

      Fisher continued to scream, his hands now grappling with Klein’s outstretched arms in further attempts to escape. It wasn’t working. He was a dead man.

      Or he would have been, if Emily didn’t grab Klein by the hair—they were damp and matted with blood (Probably Paul’s, or Fisher’s, or maybe some of his own.)—and lifted his head up, then back as far as she could. Only then did Klein abandon Fisher and raise his hands to grab at her.

      Emily didn’t give him the chance to fight. Once Klein’s head was exposed to her, she maneuvered her right hand in front of his face, then stabbed inward with Paul’s eyeglasses.

      Klein grunted (She was expecting more than a grunt, but that was all she got. Klein’s response was akin to someone stepping on a piece of Lego.) and swung backward with his arms. But Emily had already let go and was jumping back. She retreated, but not very far. Three steps. It was enough space to set herself and launch forward.

      Crack! as the toe of her sneakers (Thank God she’d changed into something more practical) connected with Klein’s lower chin and his head snapped up and backward. Either his jaw had broken, or something else had come loose. Not that it mattered, because the blow did its job and sent Klein collapsing back to the floor on his back.

      But he wouldn’t stay down long.

      Not for very long at all.

      Emily jumped on top of him, straddling him the way Klein had done Fisher just seconds ago. Her eyes locked with his. Or his left remaining one, because she’d stabbed him in the right with the temple of Paul’s glasses and there was just a bloody, squishy mess there now. Whatever had infected Klein and flooded his eyes with blood, it now had a place to go: Out of the hollow mess that used to be Klein’s right eye.

      Klein lifted one hand as if to ward her off, but she slapped it away with her left while plunging down with her right.

      Plop! as the temple’s end popped Klein’s remaining left eye.

      This time, the crazy did scream.

      So that’s what it takes, huh? she thought even as she pushed down on the glass frame and the tip sank deeper into Klein’s eye socket.

      But it wasn’t going to reach its final destination without some help. So Emily cocked back her right hand, then drove it forward and down, striking her palm into the top of Paul’s glasses and plunging the glasses in even deeper.
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      She wasn’t sure when Klein finally stopped moving, but parts of his limbs were still spasming when she slammed her palm into Paul’s eyeglasses for the last time. How many blows had it taken to get the temple all the way through the eye socket and into the brain? Two? Three? Five? She’d lost count, but it’d seemed to take forever. For a while, she didn’t think she’d ever reach the promised land.

      Until, finally, Klein lay still.

      But Emily didn’t completely believe the crazy. She remained where she was, straddling his waist, hands still clenched into fists at her sides. Her right was covered in thick, red wetness, but her left had been mostly spared.

      Heavy breaths hammered up from her lungs and out her gasping mouth. She didn’t remember the last time she’d had to exert so much effort to kill another human being. No, that wasn’t entirely true. There was that time in Beirut…

      But that was before.

      Before she left the life for Cole.

      Before she became pregnant.

      Before.

      But here she was, again. It wasn’t exactly the same thing, but it was close. Certainly, it resulted in the same outcome: A man dead at her hands. Her hands. It was easier to forget when she had a gun or a knife or a golf club. It was more difficult to cast aside the images when she’d used another man’s eyeglasses as a weapon to end the life of another man.

      No, she was going to remember this for a while.

      So be it.

      Emily stumbled up from Klein’s body, willing herself to slowly but surely control her breathing at the same time. She kept one eye on the crazy, expecting him to leap back up like Michael Myers or Freddy Krueger.

      Gradually, Emily became aware of heavy breathing behind her. Heavier breathing than her own. She turned around.

      The others were staring at her.

      Stacy was kneeling next to Fisher, using the same handkerchief Fisher had used to stanch his bleeding nose earlier to do the same to his eyes. Both of them. Fisher’s pained groans were the only real sounds other than their heavy breathing. His head turned slowly left and right, like a blind man figuring out why he couldn’t see anymore. There was a pool of blood underneath his head; Stacy had kneeled over them but hadn’t seemed to notice. Or, if she did, she didn’t let the wetness along the legs of her pants get to her.

      Belinda was standing next to Paul, who lay still on the floor. There was a big patch of blood underneath his head, too. Unlike Stacy, Belinda wasn’t tending to Paul. Either she didn’t know how or— No, that wasn’t it. Belinda wasn’t doing anything because Paul was dead. Emily couldn’t see his chest moving underneath his clothes.

      “Holy shit,” a voice said.

      Emily turned to her right. Jeff. The kid stood against the wall looking back at her, same as the two women. Except where Stacy and Belinda appeared frozen in shock by what they’d seen, there was something on Jeff’s face that Emily didn’t like. The teenager looked almost…impressed?

      “What?” Emily said.

      “You killed him,” Jeff said.

      “And?”

      “You used Paul’s glasses and you killed him. Shoved it right into his brain. Holy fuck. That’s probably the most awesome thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Emily wasn’t quite sure how to reply to that.

      Instead, she turned back to Stacy. “How is he?”

      Stacy shook her head back at her. She didn’t have to say anything else. And maybe she didn’t want to because Fisher might overhear. He might have been blinded, but his ears were still working fine.

      Emily looked to Belinda. “Paul?”

      The other woman shook her head, too, but she answered with an uncertain, “I don’t know. I don’t think… I don’t know.”

      Emily walked over and crouched next to Paul and felt for a pulse. She shouldn’t have bothered. Her original diagnosis was correct. He was dead. Klein had pounded his face into black and purple and red bruises, then slammed his head into the concrete floor. It was that last part that had ended Paul’s life.

      “Is he alive?” Belinda asked.

      “No,” Emily said.

      “Oh.”

      “Hey, guys?” Jeff said.

      Emily glanced back at him. The kid had unglued himself from the wall and was standing slightly closer to them. Not too much closer—maybe he was afraid of her—but more than the last time she’d looked. She saw where he was looking and followed his gaze.

      The door. It was still open. Except this time the hallway on the other side was no longer dark. It was flooded with bright lights, revealing more of the same steel construction that made up the room around them. At least, the parts she could see through the opening.

      Jeff, of course, was the first one to voice the obvious. “So, uh, looks like we have lights, guys.”

      Stacy stood up, leaving Fisher to move groggily around on the floor next to her. She looked toward the door, then over at Emily. The other woman didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. Emily could read the question on her face.

      “What should we do now?”

      It was the same on Belinda, who took a quick step away from the door.

      “What should we do now?”

      “Now what?” Jeff said, voicing what the other women wanted to say but didn’t. He was looking at Emily as he said it.

      “Why are you asking me?” Emily said.

      “Because you did that,” the kid said, pointing at Klein.

      “So?”

      ‘Because you did that,” Jeff said, as if that should explain everything.

      Emily guessed it did.

      She said anyway, “You’re the only man left now.”

      “That’s not true. Fisher’s still alive.”

      Barely, Emily thought, but didn’t think Stacy would appreciate that.

      She said out loud, “You’re the only one still standing.”

      “Oh, that,” Jeff said.

      “So what are we going to do, Jeff?”

      “Huh?”

      “What are we going to do now?”

      The teenager shook his head. “Hell if I know.”

      “Great,” Emily said.

      She turned and began moving toward the open door.

      “Emily, wait,” Stacy said from behind her.

      Emily didn’t wait, and Stacy didn’t try to stop her. Which was just as well, as Emily didn’t feel like fighting her off. Besides, she was too busy wiping her hands on her clothes to get rid of Klein’s blood. She’d forgotten what it felt like to have so much blood on her, but the memories were all coming back. That seemed to be a common theme these days.

      Emily wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but a long hallway to the left of her and a solid block of concrete to her right wasn’t it. There were lights evenly spaced along the ceiling, giving her plenty to see with.

      A tentative voice came from back inside the room. “Emily?”

      She didn’t answer. Emily was too busy waiting for something to happen, for someone to jump out at her.

      Something.

      Anything.

      The hallway to her left seemed to go on forever, but of course that was impossible. She thought she could just make out other steel doors on the left and right of the corridor, but she’d need to get closer to be sure. And there may or may not be something at the very end.

      Maybe.

      Or not.

      Only one way to find out…

      Again, from behind her: “Emily?”

      She looked back into the room at Stacy, standing just slightly inside.

      “What’s out there?” Stacy asked.

      All it would have taken for the young woman to find out was to take a couple of steps forward. She didn’t do that, though (Smart girl), and instead stood where she was, waiting for Emily to answer.

      “I don’t know,” Emily said. “There’s just a long hallway on one side and another wall on the other.”

      She returned her focus to that same long hallway, unwilling to take her eyes off it for too long. Because something, or someone, was going to jump out of the darkness at her. She knew it. She knew it.

      And yet…

      “Should we go out there, too?” she heard Belinda asking.

      “Go ahead,” Jeff answered. Like Belinda, neither speaker came close enough to the door for Emily to glimpse their movements out of the corner of her eye. There was still just Stacy brave enough to stand behind her.

      “What are you going to do?” Belinda asked.

      “Stay here,” Jeff said.

      “With them? With him?” Emily wasn’t sure if the well-dressed woman was talking about Fisher or Klein with that last part. Him could be either men.

      “Yeah, there’s that…” Jeff said.

      “We can’t just leave Fisher,” Stacy said.

      “Do we have any choice?” Belinda said. “Can he even see?”

      “I’m not sure. But we can’t just leave him here.”

      “Not sure if we can help that,” Jeff said.

      “We can.”

      “How you figure?”

      “We can stay with him.”

      “For real?”

      “Yes.”

      “No offense, but we just met.”

      “He saved Paul’s life.”

      “And I’m sure Paul’s thankful for that, but he’s dead. What do you think, Belinda?”

      “I think I want to see what’s out there,” Belinda said. “I don’t fancy staying in here forever.”

      Footsteps, just before Belinda followed up on her words by appearing next to Stacy at the door. She peeked out. First right at the nearby wall, then left up the seemingly endless hallway.

      “What do you see?” Emily heard Jeff asking.

      “It’s just a long hallway, like she said,” Belinda said.

      “That’s it?”

      “Yes.”

      “There’s no one out there?”

      “No.”

      “Are you su—”

      “Oh, shut up. Stay here, if you want,” Belinda said before she stepped outside into the hallway behind Emily.

      “Wait for me,” Jeff said, followed by the quick patter of footsteps as he ran over. “You coming?”

      “No,” Stacy said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t look sure.”

      “I’m sure. You can go if you want, but I’m not leaving Fisher behind.”

      “I don’t think you can help him.”

      “Just…go.”

      There was a brief pause before Jeff said, “Sorry.”

      Stacy didn’t respond.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Emily watched the kid peering out like a groundhog trying not to get its head cut off.

      “Yup. That’s a long hallway of nothing, all right,” Jeff said. “Not scary at all. Nope. Not even a little bit.”

      The kid’s got a way with words, Emily thought with some slight amusement. It almost made her not want to punch him in the face. Almost.

      As far as she could tell, there was at least 100 meters between where she stood and where the hallway ended. But even that was a wild guess, because she had no idea if there even was an ending. For all she knew, this was some kind of endless maze, more of the “game” that Klein had refused to play.

      Klein…

      The fact that he’d been infected after refusing to “play” made her wonder if one had something to do with the other. Or was she trying desperately to find correlation in two separate incidents?

      But she knew one thing for certain: Klein had turned. After surviving the initial infection, he turned anyway. That shouldn’t have happened. How did that even happen? And if Klein could turn, could they? Could she?

      Emily put a hand down on her stomach. Could the baby?

      “Emily?” Belinda said. “What now?”

      “Yeah, what now?” Jeff chimed in.

      In lieu of a verbal answer, Emily acted. She took a couple of steps up the hallway, just far enough to put her hand on the open door and pull it toward her slightly. She wanted to get a better look at the other side. Except there wasn’t anything to look at. Certainly, nothing that even remotely appeared to be a handle or key card or any kind of latch on either side of the steel slab. She couldn’t even find a latch on the door itself or a striker plate of any type on the doorframe.

      For a second or two, Emily stared at the door. It didn’t make sense. Doors had latches and levers to open and close. But this one… This one didn’t have a damn thing. So how had it stayed closed? For that matter, how had it opened by itself?

      “What do you see?” Belinda asked.

      “The door,” Emily said.

      “What’s wrong with it?”

      “There’s no way to open or close it from either side.”

      “Huh?” Jeff said. “I don’t get it. Then how’d the door open? Who opened it? How?”

      “You don’t get it, do you,” Belinda said.

      “Get what?”

      “You don’t get it yet. Klein got it. But you still don’t get it.”

      Jeff sighed. “Feel free to explain it to me like I’m five.”

      “It means Klein was right,” Emily said before Belinda could reply. “Someone is playing games with us. Someone is pulling strings. They built this place and put us here. And now they’re running us around like mice.”

      “Why would anyone do that?” Jeff asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’ll ask them when I meet them.”

      Emily stared up the hallway. The long and empty hallway.

      “Man, this is not good,” Jeff said. “I mean, it wasn’t good before, but it’s way even more not good now.”

      Emily looked over at the kid and smiled. “You think so, Jeff?”

      The teenager returned her gaze with a puzzled expression. “Why? You think this is good? ’Cause it don’t look good to me.”

      Emily wanted to laugh. Not at Jeff, specifically, but at this entire situation. She’d been in some absurd circumstances in her life before, but this one was…something else. She didn’t know what that “something” else was yet, though.

      And Klein was very much correct when he said someone was toying with them. Now, that same someone wanted them to walk down the corridor to whatever awaited on the other end. With that in mind, the smart move was to go back into the room with Stacy and Fisher. Except that was exactly what Klein had done before he was infected. They hadn’t talked about blood types—the topic had never come up, and Emily doubted any of them knew why they’d survived the infection that had claimed most of the world’s population—but if she had asked, she would have gotten the same answer: Everyone in that room had O negative blood type.

      And yet, Klein had turned anyway.

      How?

      But that was just one of many questions she had to answer. She thought she knew one thing for certain: Klein was right. Someone was messing with her.

      And when she found who it was, she was going to mess with them right back.
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      About ten feet and thirty seconds later, Jeff said, “Hey.”

      Emily stopped and turned to look back at him. The kid was holding out a pen toward her. It was plastic, cheap, with teeth marks along its length. Clearly, Jeff had made good use of it in the past.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “It’s a pen.”

      “I can see that, but why are you giving it to me?”

      The teenager shrugged. “I was holding onto it—you know, just in case—but I get the feeling you’d be able to use it, uh, better than I ever could.”

      Emily smiled and took the writing instrument. It wasn’t a knife or a gun or anything just as dangerous, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. She’d upgrade to something better—more lethal—the first chance she got, but right now, this would do.

      The pen housed blue ink with an equally blue rubber grip at the front of the barrel that felt surprisingly thick. She clicked the push button at the end, and a fine point slid out of its housing. Sharp enough to pierce flesh or pop an eyeball. Not that she needed something too sharp for the latter, but the quality of the piece surprised her. She’d expected the ink to flood out as soon as she clicked it.

      Emily retracted the point and slipped the pen into one of her back pockets. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Jeff said. “Just, uh, don’t point that sharp end at me.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      She turned around and continued leading the way. Slowly, because there was no point in rushing. For all she knew, it was pitch black on the other side of the corridor. Or maybe there was no other side. There could just be…more concrete floor and metal walls and bright ceilings.

      She shivered slightly at that last thought.

      Jeff was somewhere behind her—far enough that she couldn’t feel his breath against the back of her neck, for which she was grateful—while Belinda hung even farther back. Stacy, of course, had stayed behind in the room with Fisher. Emily didn’t envy the woman, but she had to admit, she felt a grudging respect for her. Stacy had never said what she did before all of this, but Emily wouldn’t have been surprised to learn it was something in the health field. The woman seemed to really care about Fisher’s well-being. Emily couldn’t say the same and didn’t feel much regret about abandoning him. She didn’t know the man. Just like she didn’t know Klein or Paul.

      Or Jeff and Belinda, for that matter, but she kept those thoughts to herself.

      The only sounds were the soft tap-tap-tap of their shoes’ soles against the hard floor and the buzzing of the lights above them. And there were their heartbeats. Emily could hear her own, along with Jeff’s and Belinda’s behind her. Or maybe that was all Jeff’s, beating loudly for both of her companions.

      …her companions…

      Emily wasn’t sure how long that was going to last. Neither the boy nor the woman had anything significant to offer her besides possible sacrificial lambs. Though maybe she should give Jeff a pass; he did, after all, contribute the pen that was in her back pocket. Sure, it wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was something. And right now, something was better than nothing.

      “Man, it just keeps going, doesn’t it?” Jeff was saying behind her.

      “What?” Emily heard Belinda say. The woman had definitely put some space between them, because her voice was noticeably more distant than Jeff’s.

      “I said, it just keeps going,” Jeff said.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “But that can’t be right. Right?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Man, this is weird.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Man, this is weird.”

      “I was kidding, Jeff.”

      “I wasn’t,” Jeff said.

      The kid was right. This was weird. It seemed like one long hallway in front of them with the room they’d woken up at the very end. There was nothing between it, and whatever was out there besides a steel plated door that had no mechanism for opening or closing. And that wasn’t even the oddest part of all this.

      Klein’s right. This is a game. Someone’s playing with us.

      No, not playing. Toying with us.

      Emily gritted her teeth. She didn’t like to be toyed with. Not one goddamn bit. But for now, she had to play. For now...

      She had expected other doors leading to more rooms farther up the hallway, but was surprised to find none. There were indentations that had, from afar, appeared to be doors, but on closer inspection, were not. Either they were the only room in the entire place, or…

      Someone’s toying with us. We’re being played.

      This had all the makings of an elaborate setup. The whole strangers-in-a-room; a long, dark hallway; and nothing. A big, fat nothing. She was still thinking about what had happened to Klein. He’d survived the origins of the infection and yet became infected. Why? How?

      So many questions. She had so many questions.

      After about five minutes of walking, she still hadn’t encountered another door. Nothing to her right or left, at her feet and above. And Emily looked hard at the walls, too, still expecting to find something that resembled the creases of a door similar to the one that had opened to let them out. Something, anything to signal that they weren’t the only ones here.

      But was that what she actually wanted? Did she really want there to be other prisoners besides them? It would be nice to know they weren’t the only ones there, the only playmates to whoever was behind this. Then again, more people meant more potential threats. She didn’t fancy the latter at all.

      “Hey, guys?” Jeff, behind her.

      Emily stopped and turned around. The teenager was standing just a few feet away and staring at her. Belinda was a good two or three yards behind him. Emily thought about telling her to make up the difference but decided it didn’t matter. If things went south, she didn’t need—or want—the other woman either right next to her or in her way. It was a cold, calculating decision, but she had to do it. She was fighting for more than just her own life.

      “What?” Emily said.

      “Should we go back?” Jeff asked.

      “Back where?” Belinda said.

      “Back to the room.”

      “You can,” Emily said. “But I’m not.”

      “But there’s nothing up there.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “We’ve been walking for ages.”

      “It’s only been a few minutes, Jeff,” Belinda said. There was just a hint of annoyance in her voice.

      “Feels longer,” the kid said.

      “Well, it’s not.”

      “I know. That’s why I said it feels longer. See the diff?”

      “No.”

      “Well, there is.”

      “Go,” Emily said. She was getting sick of Jeff and, unlike Belinda, didn’t try to hide it. “You’d be safer with Stacy and Fisher.”

      “You think so?” Jeff asked, apparently just as clueless when it came to detecting sarcasm as he did everything else.

      “Sure,” Emily said, and turned to go.

      “Hey,” Jeff said.

      She ignored him and kept walking.

      “Hey, come on,” Jeff said. “Let’s talk about this.”

      She didn’t stop to talk about this. A part of her was glad to be rid of the kid. Except for the pen, he hadn’t really been very useful.

      Heavy footsteps behind her.

      Emily looked back and was surprised to see Belinda jogging after her. It must have been a while since the other woman had to exert so much effort, because she was already out of breath despite the short distance.

      “Wait for me,” Belinda was saying.

      “Oh, man,” Jeff said, before he, too, jogged over to rejoin them.

      Emily sighed. And here she thought she was going to be rid of the kid. Or, importantly to her mental state, rid of his mouth.

      “From now on, shut up,” she said to them, but mostly to Jeff.

      The teenager opened his mouth to respond, but caught himself and just nodded instead.

      Belinda didn’t say anything, either because she thought Emily’s comment was meant for her, too, or she just didn’t have anything to say.

      Emily turned back around and continued walking.

      And walked…and walked.

      A minute later, and the hallway hadn’t ended.

      Five minutes later, and it was the same.

      Ten…

      Twenty…

      “How long have we been walking?” Jeff finally asked. Emily wasn’t sure what was more surprising—that the kid had gone against her command for him to shut up or that it’d take him this long to do it.

      “Twenty minutes, at least,” Belinda said.

      “Twenty minutes?” Jeff said. “Feels like an hour.”

      “It hasn’t been an hour.”

      “Again, that’s why I said feels like an hour.”

      Emily pictured Belinda rolling her eyes somewhere behind her, but didn’t glance back to confirm. She walked on instead, because at this point, what else was she going to do?

      The hallway continued, as did the walls to the left and right of her. The lights, as well, remained spaced out every 10 yards or so, its humming the only other sound other than their footsteps and breathing.

      “I wonder what Stacy’s doing now,” Jeff said. Emily wasn’t sure who he was talking to—Belinda or her, or himself. Or maybe he was just talking for the sake of talking.

      “Shhh,” Belinda said.

      “Why?”

      “Just shhh.”

      “That’s rude.”

      “Jeff.”

      “Yes?”

      “Can you be quiet for more than two minutes at a time?”

      “That’s a silly question. I was quiet for way more than just two minutes before—”

      The sound of machinery whirring, followed by blinding white light in front of them—from somewhere farther up the hallway, though Emily couldn’t tell how much farther—finally shut Jeff up.

      So that’s what it takes?

      Even as she thought that, she’d reached back and snatched the pen from her pocket and had clicked the fine point out of its housing. She palmed the writing instrument so it was hidden, with the back of her palm facing the blinding white light and whoever might be on the other side.

      Here we go…

      She lifted her other hand to shield her eyes even as she heard Belinda and Jeff scrambling against the hard floor behind her. She wasn’t sure where they were going or what they were doing, but they were really being loud about it. Or maybe that was just her senses running on overdrive as they sensed danger.

      The whirring noise was the result of metal gears grinding against one another. Something, somewhere in front of her, in that pool of white light, was moving. Had it always been in front of her? If so, how had she missed it? From what she could tell, whatever it was, it couldn’t have been more than ten, maybe less than that, yards ahead.

      How did I miss that? How did I miss that?

      She was still trying to figure that out when the light began to dissipate.

      Emily palmed the pen tighter, ready to make use of it for all it was worth. She was again reminded that it wasn’t much of a weapon, that in terms of lethality, it didn’t have much to it. But then again, neither had Paul’s eyeglasses, and she’d made pretty goddamn good use of those. By comparison, a pen with a sharp point was an upgrade.

      Or, at least, that’s what she told herself.

      And it worked to boost her confidence.

      A little.

      Slowly, very slowly, she could see again. Except all there was to see was a glowing, rectangular—

      Opening.

      Another opening in the shape of a door.

      The machinery she’d heard whirring was this thing in front of her. There hadn’t been anything before that. Had it just blinked into existence?

      She straightened up—she’d went down into a slight crouch without realizing it—and could hear Jeff and Belinda doing the same behind her. They were breathing hard, just like she was, anticipating what was to come next.

      Here we go…

      “Where’d that come from?” Jeff asked.

      Emily didn’t bother answering him.

      “I think I’m blind,” Jeff said. “Anyone else blind?”

      “Shhh,” Belinda said.

      “Okay, okay. Geez.”

      Emily ignored their back-and-forth and began walking toward the opening. It couldn’t have been more than twenty yards in front of her, though it seemed farther somehow.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Jeff called after her. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to walk toward the light?”

      Emily didn’t reply. He wasn’t wrong. Walking toward an opening that had appeared out of nowhere was a very bad idea. The smarter move would be to turn and run back to the room where she’d woken up. They were mice in a maze, being led around by an unseen hand.

      But that was the problem. The mice could stay where it was and not play the game, but it would also not find the cheese. And if it didn’t find the cheese, it would starve to death.

      Emily had no intentions of starving to death.

      And she sure as hell wasn’t going to make her unborn child suffer the same fate.

      So she kept moving toward the light, steeling herself for what she’d find on the other side. Knowing that this was the game—this was the plan of whoever was behind this—and yet, and yet, unable to stop herself from playing it.

      Because she had to find out. And to do that, she had to play the game to the very end. If only Cole was with her. All of this would be so different.

      If only Cole was with her…

      Cole, where are you? I need you right now, sweetheart. I need you in the worst way. So where the hell are you?
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      “Is he dead?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. He’s just hurt.”

      “He looks more than ‘just hurt.’ He looks dead.”

      “Well, he’s not, so stop saying it.”

      “I’m just saying what everyone’s thinking.”

      “No, you’re not. No one’s thinking that. Right? Right?”

      He wasn’t dead, but he wished he were. No, that wasn’t true. He didn’t wish he were dead, because a dead man couldn’t throw himself into the joys of fatherhood. Which was something Cole didn’t think he’d ever get the chance to do, but here he was…

      …which was where, exactly?

      Dead. Not dead. Somewhere in-between.

      Bleeding a hell of a lot, that was for sure.

      “Tell us something we don’t already know, chum,” the Voice said.

      The Voice. The goddamn voice. Even in near-death, Cole couldn’t rid himself of the nuisance.

      It laughed. “Now you’re just being mean. Face it; you like me.”

      No, I don’t.

      “You need me.”

      No, I don’t.

      “Then why am I still here?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “What’s the matter? Truth got your tongue?”

      Oh, fuck off.

      The Voice laughed because it could afford to. It was entirely in his mind. If Cole were to try to laugh like that, he would probably lose a few extra pints of blood. That was something he couldn’t afford right now. Heck, he couldn’t even give up a pint.

      Half a pint.

      Less.

      Way, way less.

      “Just lay back and let them do all the work, chum,” the Voice said. “It’s not like you have a choice anyway.”

      The Voice wasn’t wrong about that last one.

      “Just the last one?” it said in response, somehow managing to both laugh and snort at the same time. But of course it could do that. It didn’t really exist, after all, and if it didn’t really exist, then it didn’t have a corporeal tongue that had to obey the laws of the universe.

      “Someone’s going off the deep end,” the Voice said.

      You?

      “Do you think it’s me? Or you?”

      Let me think about it.

      “Don’t think too long, chum. You’re already hanging on by a thread. And that thread is getting weaker and slimmer and thinner by the second.”

      The Voice. The stupid voice.

      But damn if it wasn’t right.
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        * * *

      

      He drifted in and out of consciousness, never quite sure where he was or who were hovering over him, or talking. The voices were familiar, but he couldn’t always place them. They often overlapped, too many people trying to get a sentence in but never letting each other finish. Or, at least, that’s what it sounded like. He could have been wrong.

      He probably was wrong.

      Reality was elusive, and Cole spent as much time trying not to cough up blood as he did staying awake. After a while, he realized it was just better not to try either things and let the blackness come.

      The Voice, unfortunately, refused to leave him alone even then.

      “You’re really hurting my feelings now,” it said.

      Bullshit.

      “I have feelings, too, you know.”

      No, you don’t. You don’t even exist.

      “Now that’s just mean!”

      Oh, shut up and die.

      “You first,” it said, laughing uncontrollably.
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        * * *

      

      Voices.

      More voices.

      Not the Voice, but others. Too many for him to pick through. All he knew was that none of them were Emily’s.

      What happened to Emily?

      Where was she?

      How did he fail her so badly?

      “Being mostly dead didn’t help,” the Voice said.

      Shut up.

      “Why?”

      I’m trying to think.

      “You’re doing a lousy job of it.”

      I said shut up.

      The Voice laughed, but it did shut up. For a while, anyway.

      Cole used the momentary respite to focus on the faces gathered around him. He was lying down on something soft. Maybe a mattress. Or blankets. Or clothes. The what didn’t really matter, just the softness of the material underneath him.

      He was still bleeding, but not bleeding out. That was good. Bleeding out was bad. Really bad.

      “Master of understatement, this guy.”

      I thought I told you to shut up?

      “You say lots. I don’t always listen.”

      It didn’t feel like he was bleeding out anyway, but he could have been wrong. After all, it wasn’t like he could turn his head or even look down at the rest of his body. He was stuck staring up, because turning in any other direction hurt too much.

      “That’s a bad sign.”

      You’re a bad sign.

      “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      Sure it does. It’s you that doesn’t make sense.

      “I beg to differ. I make perfect sense.”

      Faces came and went. Some soft, others hard. Black hair. Blond hair. Oval shaped. Square. Light, pale skin. Dark skin. Sharp nose. Squatty nose.

      And voices. The voices continued.

      Talking.

      About him.

      About Emily…
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        * * *

      

      “You need to stop the whole fading in and out routine, chum. One of these times, you might not wake up again.”

      That’s not going to happen.

      “And why is that?”

      Because I need to stay alive. I need to find Emily.

      “Why don’t you try making the first part happen first.”

      I need to find Emily…

      “You’re a broken record.”

      …need to find Emily…

      The Voice sighed. “It’s like talking to a wall. Only less constructive.”

      So stop.

      “I can’t.”

      Why not?

      “Because you need me to.”

      Do I?

      “Yes.”

      I don’t believe that.

      “You don’t believe a lot of things, but that doesn’t make them less true.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe he’s still alive. He’s lost so much blood.” Zoe. That sounded like Zoe.

      “Never underestimate a man’s stubbornness when there’s a woman involved.” Bolton. He was sure of that. The gruff voice couldn’t have belonged to anyone other than the chopper pilot.

      “I think it’s more than that, old timer.” Dante. The kid.

      “What else is there?”

      This one was harder to pinpoint. Male. Was it Greg? No, not Greg. Greg was dead. Cole had seen his body as he was running out of the warehouse after Emily.

      …running out of the warehouse after Emily…

      “Emily!”

      He sat up. Or tried to. He might have made it, if large and calloused hands didn’t grab him and push him back down against his will. He resisted. Or tried to. It wasn’t a fair fight whatsoever.

      “Whoa there, son, you’re gonna pop your stitches.” Bolton, hovering over him, more facial hair than Cole remembered.

      There was a second figure next to him. Not Dante or Greg, but a stranger. One wearing Army BDUs. Twenties. A crew cut. Cole searched for a name tag on the man’s front chest, but couldn’t locate one. Clearly a soldier, once upon a time, but perhaps not anymore.

      “Do what the old man says,” the ex-soldier said. He glanced back. “Doc. He popped a couple of stitches.”

      “I told you, I’m not a doctor.” Zoe, appearing between Bolton and the soldier. She looked haggard, blonde hair wrapped tightly in a severe ponytail behind her. Her hands were speckled with red paint.

      No, not paint.

      Blood.

      His blood, in all likelihood.

      “I thought you were a doctor,” the soldier said to Zoe.

      “I’m not,” Zoe said.

      “You put him together pretty good for a civilian.”

      “I’m lucky I didn’t end up killing him.”

      “Well, that’s disheartening,” the Voice said as it laughed.

      No shit.

      So it was Zoe that had been taking care of him. He would have preferred Emily, who had actual military training, but as the saying went, beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      Zoe disappeared from his view, only to reappear on his left side. There was a slight prick against his shoulder.

      “I see a lot of pricks,” the Voice said.

      That’s not what I meant.

      “What did you mean?”

      You know what I meant.

      It laughed.

      “What did you give him?” Dante, somewhere in the background. Or maybe closer. It was hard to tell. Cole couldn’t see the kid anywhere, probably because he was in his wheelchair and beyond Cole’s limited visual range.

      “Sedative,” Zoe said. “I have to knock him out again to fix his bandages.”

      “Man, he’s really bleeding,” Dante said.

      “He should be dead,” the soldier who wasn’t a soldier anymore said as he took a step back, brown eyes gazing at Cole intently. Measuring him. Maybe wondering if Cole was an asset or more of a hindrance at the moment.

      “I think we know the answer to that one,” the Voice said.

      Asset, Cole thought.

      “Um, that wasn’t what I was thinking.”

      Shut up.

      “Well, he’s not, and he’s going to stay that way even if it kills me,” Zoe was saying. She’d spoken with confidence and authority. Cole wondered how she could do that since he felt as if he were dying all over again.

      He closed his eyes, because keeping them open was just too damn difficult.

      “Make sure you wake up, chum,” the Voice said.

      That’s the plan.

      “And we all know everything’s been going according to plan these days, right?”

      The Voice laughed, but Cole didn’t. He was too busy trying not to die. It was a lot harder than it should have been.
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        * * *

      

      Humans.

      Then wolves.

      What next? Did he really want to find out?

      No, he didn’t. But he’d have to, because he needed to find Emily. To do that, he had to get better. And to get better, he had to stop bleeding. To that end, he remained on his back, trying to move as little as possible.

      He woke up once or twice (or dozens?) throughout the ordeal, and each time there was a different face hovering over him.

      Zoe. Her daughter, Ashley. Bolton. The soldier. Even Dante, leaning over the side, so not really “hovering.” They mostly ignored him and conversed with one another. That is, when there were more than one of them in the room at a time. Usually it was just one or two.

      Fiona never showed up. Or Savannah, the kid whom Emily had saved back at Arrow Bay. Maybe they were dead, like Greg. Or maybe they didn’t feel like looking in on him. Savannah, he could understand, but Fiona’s absence was surprising.

      “Maybe she doesn’t like you as much as you like her,” the Voice said.

      Maybe.

      “Or maybe she’s deader than a doorknob.”

      Let’s not go there.

      “Why not? Greg’s dead. Lots of people are dead. Why can’t she be dead, too?”

      I’d rather not think about it.

      “You should think about it, chum.”

      Why the hell should I?

      “Because this is the real world. And in the real world, people die. Even the ones you like. Like Emily.”

      No.

      “It’s possible.”

      No.

      “It’s—”

      No!

      A face appeared above him. Zoe. She looked older than the last time he’d seen her. There were a few more wrinkles, and he saw crow’s feet that weren’t there before.

      “Pain?” she asked.

      He shook his head. Or thought he did.

      “What?” she said.

      The Voice, he thought. It’s annoying the fuck out of me.

      But he said out loud (or managed to squeak, which was more likely), “Emily. Where’s Emily?”

      Zoe shook her head. “We don’t know. We thought you might have an idea.”

      Cole stared up at her. Why did she think he would know? He’d been unconscious…

      No. Not the entire time. He remembered…

      …what did he remember?

      “Cole!”

      Emily’s voice, coming back to him. Not now, but before. After escaping the wolves. After climbing up onto the rooftop of Anton’s warehouse. Emily was there with him, saving his life. Stanching his bleeding. Keeping him alive.

      Then she was gone.

      No, not gone.

      Taken.

      Emily had been taken from him.

      He remembered now. Flashes, with no details, but he remembered the important part. The vital takeaway: They’d taken Emily, and he’d seen it happen. Uniformed figures. Not quite BDUs. Something different. He couldn’t recall how different exactly, but just knew that they were unfamiliar. She’d called out his name as she was dragged away. Men. Strong men. More than one, because she’d fought every inch of the way, but they’d still taken her anyway.

      The realization came rushing back in a tidal wave of shock and anguish and misery.

      Cole opened his mouth and screamed, and probably tore his stitches all over again.

      “Dammit. Back to square one,” the Voice said. “Let’s try this all over again, shall we?”
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      “Tell me everything.”

      “There’s not much to tell.”

      “Tell me everything anyway.”

      Zoe was sitting in an old wooden rocking chair that had probably been through hell and back but had managed, somehow, to remain in one piece. She had given him a bottle of lukewarm water and got up to help him drink from it every now and then. He wanted to tell her he didn’t need her assistance, but that would have been a lie. Just breathing hurt.

      He had lost track of time and didn’t know how many times he’d awakened to be fed or, like a wilting plant, watered. He only knew that he got stronger every time he saw Zoe. Eventually, he was able to sit up on the cot they’d laid him on and rest his head against a cold, hard wall. It was better than lying down. There was never anything quite like being flat on your back and unable to do anything about it that really drove home just how useless a man could be.

      They were inside an office of some type, with a large battleship of an oak desk to the right. (Zoe sat to his left.) During a couple of his waking moments, Cole had seen one of the others sitting watch behind that desk. The soldier, Cameron, and Bolton. Sometimes it was Zoe’s daughter, Ashley. Dante also did his share of sitting watch over him. There was an M4 rifle lying across the desk, with backpacks and pouches that were speckled with dirt and blood.

      The room was chilly because the walls didn’t have any insulation. He knew they were inside some kind of warehouse the first time he could keep his eyes open for longer than a few minutes. For a moment, he thought they were back at Anton’s, but that wasn’t the case. Bolton had landed his chopper on the rooftop of some kind of machine shop, one that they were able to barricade themselves inside. According to Zoe, they’d had some trouble with a few stray crazies, but not the kind of full-scale attacks they’d endured back at Anton’s.

      That was pretty much all Cole knew of his current surroundings, but the fact he was still alive, and so were the others, meant they were safe. (Mostly.) Besides Zoe, her daughter, Bolton, Dante, and Cameron, there was no one else. Both the young women, Fiona and Savannah, had died outside of Anton’s. The rest of Cameron’s former grunts, too, had perished, but Cole didn’t know their names and didn’t care to find out.

      He should have been sad about the loss of Fiona (not so much Savannah, whom Cole didn’t really know that well), but he wasn’t. He was too occupied with other things, like staying alive and finding Emily.

      “There’s not much to tell,” Zoe was saying. “After we left, we took a vote and decided to go back for you and Emily. I guess after what happened to Fiona and Savannah, we didn’t feel like losing you two, too.”

      “And Emily?” he asked. He knew what had happened to her—she was taken—but he wanted to confirm it anyway that watching her being taken from him wasn’t some part of a fevered delusion as he lay dying on that hot rooftop.

      “We don’t know,” Zoe said. “When we got there, there was just you left. Emily was gone. Bolton…”

      “What?” he said when she didn’t finish.

      “He thought she might have fallen down and the wolves took her away.”

      “She didn’t. She didn’t fall.”

      “No?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      Zoe stared at him, the unspoken question on her face as clear as day: “How do you know that?”

      “She didn’t fall,” he said. “She was taken.”

      “Taken?”

      “Yeah.”

      “By who?”

      “I don’t know. Men. They took her.”

      Zoe didn’t say anything.

      Again, he could see it on her face: “How do you know that?”

      He didn’t blame her, given his condition. He was almost dead. More dead than alive, if he wanted to be perfectly honest about it. He accepted that now, once he had some time to think about it and, more importantly, seen the wounds on him. Or most of the wounds, since the majority of them were covered up with bandages. The heavy stink of medical ointment lingered in the room, and every inch of his limbs tingled where the medicine had been applied, which was most of him.

      As he had guessed during one of his earlier conscious moments, it was Zoe that had kept him alive. When he’d asked her how she’d managed it, she had been very honest: “Mostly luck. No, that’s not true. It was all luck. And Dante helped a lot.”

      “Dante?” he’d said.

      “The kid knew more about cleaning wounds and all the other life-saving stuff than any of us. Even more than Cameron.”

      Cole had nodded. That made perfect sense. Not only was he a sponge for knowledge, as he himself had confessed when they first met, but Dante’s guardian, his aunt, was also a nurse who regularly brought work home with her. It was also thanks to Dante’s aunt that Cole wasn’t squirming in pain at the moment. Cole was half-asleep even now, swimming in the gentle waves of calmness afforded him by plenty of painkillers the kid had squirreled away before they left his apartment.

      “We didn’t see anyone,” Zoe was saying. “We only found you on that rooftop.”

      Cole didn’t try to convince her. The truth was, even he had some doubts. Had he actually witnessed what he thought he did? Maybe he was wrong—

      No. I’m not wrong.

      “You sure, buddy?” the Voice asked. It’d kept quiet all this time, and only now spoke up. As always, at the most inopportune time.

      Yes, Cole answered himself.

      “You were pretty out of it. Bleeding gallons of blood tends to make one see things.”

      I saw it.

      “You’re starting to doubt yourself.”

      I saw it. She was taken.

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” It laughed. “Oh, my bad. I am you.”

      Cole ignored it and said out loud to Zoe, “The wolves…”

      “They were gone,” she said. “There were no signs of them.” She paused again.

      “What?”

      “They took the bodies.”

      “The bodies?”

      She nodded. “All of them. Even the ones inside the warehouse. That’s why Cameron was able to retrieve the weapons and medical supplies. They didn’t take those with them.”

      “The wolves took the bodies?”

      “It must have been them. There were signs they were dragged away.” She cocked her head slightly. “The crazies don’t do that, right?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “That’s what we thought. So it has to be the wolves.” Then, “What do you think they want with them?”

      “Food.”

      “Oh.”

      By the surprised look on her face, she hadn’t thought of that. Cole wondered why. What else would the animals want with bodies? Even crazy, they had to eat.

      “That’s a disturbing thought,” Zoe said even as she shivered noticeably.

      “What did you think they did with the bodies?”

      “I’m not sure. I guess…” She shrugged. “Maybe I just didn’t want to think about it. Those wolves… I thought the dogs were dangerous, but those wolves…” She paused again. “You saw them, right?”

      “I fought them.”

      “Right. I forgot.”

      I didn’t, Cole thought. I won’t. Ever.

      He didn’t think he would ever forget about anything that happened at Anton’s warehouse. LARs had been a bust, their best shot at shelter gone up in flames. While he was underground, trying to get back up to the surface, Emily was fighting for her life. It wasn’t exactly what they had planned when they brought everyone over.

      “More amazing examples of understatement, chum,” the Voice said.

      Cole heard the sound of wheels on a steel floor before the office door opened and Dante rolled himself in.

      The kid beamed at the sight of Cole. “Look who’s up and wakey! Thought you were gonna die on us, my man.”

      “Dante,” Cole said.

      “That’s my name, don’t wear it out.” The teenager stopped at the foot of his cot and leaned back in his chair. “Man, I for sure thought you weren’t gonna make it. Bolton and me had a bet and everything. I lost.”

      “Thanks for the confidence, kid.”

      “Hey, you were mostly dead and bleeding all over the place. I didn’t know a guy could bleed so much. I’m still in shock you’re alive.”

      “Zoe tells me I have you to thank for that.”

      Dante grinned. “Meh. She did all of the hard work. I just sat around and blabbed until my gums got tired.”

      “He’s being too modest,” Zoe said. “I really couldn’t have done it without him.”

      “Meh,” the kid said again.

      Cole managed a smile. “Thanks, kid.”

      Dante nodded and might have actually blushed. Of course, that could have been the sunlight coming through the room’s high window flashing against his dark skin.

      “Where are we exactly?” Cole asked.

      “Somewhere in Colorado,” Dante said. “Bolton looked for a place to touch down, and this was the best we could find. It’s not completely in the middle of nowhere, but there wasn’t a lot of crazies around.”

      “You guys fought them off?”

      “Well, Bolton and Cameron did. I mostly just chillaxed.”

      “How long have we been here?”

      “Zoe didn’t tell you?”

      “He didn’t ask,” Zoe said.

      “Two weeks,” Dante said. “We’ve been surviving on the stuff we found before we reached Anton’s place and the rations Cameron’s guys brought with them from their base.” The teenager leaned forward slightly. “Can’t believe you’re actually alive, dude. I swear, you’re more bandages than skin right now.”

      “Dante,” Zoe said.

      “What? It’s true.”

      “Two weeks?” Cole said to Zoe.

      She nodded. “How do you feel?”

      “Good.”

      “That’s a lie.”

      “Better.”

      “That’s more believable.”

      “Kinda hard not to feel better after how we found you,” Dante said. He looked over at Zoe again. “Does he know?”

      “About what?” Zoe said.

      “The others.”

      “Fiona and Savannah.”

      “Yeah.”

      “He knows,” she said somberly. Then, looking back at Cole, “What about Greg? Did you see what happened to him?”

      “Last we saw him, he’d run back into the warehouse for you guys,” Dante said.

      “He’s dead,” Cole said.

      “You saw it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Dang. We figured he’d died, but we weren’t sure. I mean, people have survived worse. Look at you, for instance.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “How—” Zoe started to say, but stopped herself.

      Maybe, like Cole, she came to the same conclusion that how someone died didn’t matter; they were just gone. It was for that same reason Cole didn’t bother asking how Fiona and Savannah, or Cameron’s fellow ex-soldiers, had lost their lives. Because it didn’t matter; dead was dead.

      Dante went suddenly quiet, but didn’t look away. Cole waited for the kid to say something about Emily. Cole wouldn’t be surprised if the teenager and the others had discussed this subject already and decided not to broach it unless he did so first. They would have done it for his benefit, trying to spare him further pain.

      “The soldiers,” Cole said. “The ones I saw in the warehouse. Only one of them survived?”

      “Cameron,” Zoe said. “The others didn’t make it.”

      “We barely made it,” Dante said. “Fiona—” He stopped short, before finishing, quietly, “We barely made it.”

      “But you still came back for me,” Cole said. “Why?”

      “Why?” Dante said.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “You really have to ask?” Zoe said. She sounded almost hurt.

      Cole shook his head softly. “No.” Then, “Thank you.”

      “You did the same for us,” Dante said. “We were just returning the favor.”

      “Oh, if only they knew just how many times you almost left them behind to fend for themselves,” the Voice said, its loud, cackling laughter reverberating inside Cole’s head.
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      Emily.

      He whispered her name to himself and thought about her whenever he opened his eyes and just before he drifted off each night. And in many cases, during the day. Sleep came and went, along with everything else.

      But especially Emily.

      She was out there, somewhere. Someone’s captive. That same someone had come to Anton’s warehouse, climbed up to the rooftop (or however they’d gotten up there), and taken her from him. Someone had done that.

      Who? Why? When?

      The when was the only thing he could even remotely begin to make an educated guess on, thanks to Zoe.

      “There was about an hour from when we took off and came back,” she’d said when he asked.

      She’d also told him about the vote they’d had about returning but hadn’t elaborated, and Cole didn’t ask her to. He already had a pretty good idea. Zoe and Dante would be for returning; Bolton and the soldier, Cameron, might not have been. He didn’t blame them for whichever way they voted. Bolton had seen Fiona and Savannah fall, while Cameron was the sole survivor of his ragtag military unit. So it was a fifty-fifty duel; that is, unless Ashley got a vote, too. He could see something on Zoe’s face that looked like relief when he didn’t ask for details. Maybe he’d been wrong about her? Had she voted No?

      But it was a moot point now. And in the here and now, Emily was missing. That was all he cared about.

      “One hour,” Cole said.

      Zoe nodded. “Maybe a few minutes, more or less, but around there. One hour.”

      One hour.

      It was more than enough time for someone to swoop in and take Emily away. Any longer, and he probably would have died of his wounds anyway had the others not shown back up when they did.

      One hour.

      It wasn’t a very long time, but when life and death hung in the balance, it might as well be an eternity.

      Emily.

      He would find her, no matter—and whatever—it took. He would scale heaven and dig into hell to reach her and their unborn child. No one was going to stop him.

      “What about you, chum?” the Voice asked.

      No one, that is, except himself. Because right now the only thing keeping Cole from flying back to the warehouse and searching for clues to Emily’s whereabouts, to her captors, was him. His wounds. His sorry physical state.

      “What about your mental state?”

      There was nothing wrong with his mental state.

      “Methinks someone’s being overly generous to himself,” the Voice said with its usual cavalier laugh.

      I’m fine.

      “So you keep saying. Or, should I say, thinking.”

      Saying he was fine and being fine was not the same thing. His body didn’t care that he thought he was in tip-top shape because it knew for a fact that he wasn’t. That was driven home when he tried to get up from the cot on his own power, only to fall straight to the floor on his face. He was still down there, almost an hour later, when Zoe came in to check on him.

      After that, someone was always with him. Zoe, Dante, and even Ashley took turns making sure he didn’t try another stupid act. Cole wondered what the teen girl would have done if he’d tried to get up when it was her shift. Probably run to tell her mom. Dante could probably physically stop him. Cole was stronger than the kid, but not at the moment.

      So he slept, took his medicine, grimaced away the pain, and waited. It was all he could do. Bide his time. And heal. He couldn’t go back to Anton’s to look for clues to Emily while bedridden, but that desire was greatly negated by his inability to even stand up.

      It sucked.

      It really sucked.

      But he couldn’t do anything about it. That was the worst part.

      Eventually, after a few days (Or was it weeks? He’d lost count of the hours, never mind the days; night and day blended in together after a while) he tried to get up again. Zoe objected, but he pressed on anyway, and finally succeeded, though not without great pain, in finally getting out of bed. After that, he climbed off the cot—hiding his pain when the others were around and letting it show on his face when they weren’t—whenever he could and took his time walking around his room.

      There was a window to one side of the office that, the first time he managed to stay on his feet for longer than a few seconds, he used to look out at the rest of the warehouse. They were inside a two-story building that housed a large number of machinery along the sides and back of the floor. Most of those bulky objects sat unattended, the last time they had been put to use weeks ago when all of this madness began. The same time the world came crashing down on Cole’s dreams of a new life.

      “No use crying over spilled milk, chum,” the Voice said.

      It was right. For once.

      “Hey. That’s not a compliment.”

      Get used to it.

      The Voice laughed.

      There were three ways into the warehouse, according to Dante—a front and side door, and a large retractable hangar door that rolled up onto the ceiling and could be opened to allow large vehicles inside for loading and unloading. Both the doors were heavy metal and were easily secured. As for the hangar door, it would have taken a tank to knock it down. All in all, this was probably the most secure building they could have found in short notice.

      Cole spent the rest of the day trying to not fall as he walked the short distance from one side of the office to the other, and then back again, to care. His legs were still weak even after a few dozen tries, feeling more like limbs made of jelly instead of strong bones and muscle. Staying upright for more than a few minutes at a time was a struggle, but Cole forced himself to do it. There was no choice. He could either lie in bed and deteriorate or get the hell up and learn to be who he was again.

      Emily.

      She was out there, somewhere. Taken from him.

      “Unless you were delusional,” the Voice said.

      I wasn’t.

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      He did, because he couldn’t accept any other explanation. Emily had been taken, and he had to find her. It was either that or lie down and die.

      And he wasn’t about to lie down and die.

      No goddamn way.
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        * * *

      

      Time was a blur, but all Cole cared about was that he was getting stronger and could stay on his feet longer with every passing day. Soon, he was able to leave the confines of his room where he’d been cooped up for, according to Dante, the majority of two weeks. It didn’t feel all that long to him, but then again, he’d spent most of it drifting in and out of consciousness. And when he was awake, he was staring at the colorless ceiling.

      The upper floor of the warehouse was ringed by a long, continuous catwalk that joined the four rooms, one on each corner of the building. Cole had been kept toward the back, where whoever ran the place, going by the paperwork left behind, busied themselves during workdays. The cot he’d been recuperating on had been discovered inside a closet, folded up and ready for use by whoever, he guessed, decided to stay at work overnight. Cameron and Bolton occupied one of the other three rooms, while Zoe and her daughter took another one. Dante had his own place, which was the smallest by far. Not that the kid complained.

      “Better than having to roll this chair over people’s legs,” Dante said. “This way, if I fall, at least no one can see me. Now that would be embarrassing.”

      It didn’t surprise Cole at all that Dante had managed to stay alive when even the able-bodied Fiona and Savannah had succumbed. Dante just knew how to survive. He’d been doing that all his life, and this new world they’d found themselves in was just another obstacle to overcome. The kid was doing that, and then some. What Cole wouldn’t give for a Dante with working legs; the kid would have been a hell of an ally.

      After they’d returned to Anton’s, Bolton and the others had retrieved the weapons and supplies that Cameron’s fellow soldiers had brought with them. Cole stood looking at them now, occupying most of the surface of the large table he’d been walking past for the last few days.

      Two rifles, a trio of handguns, and stacks of ammo. The MREs were almost all gone, but a few remained. A knife and a machete, and a web gun belt that Cole slipped on now. He’d had one, but Emily had stripped it off while they were on the rooftop. It felt good to be armed again, even if he only had a SIG Sauer 9mm in the holster. He bypassed the rifles for now, mostly because he didn’t feel good enough about his ability to lug around the extra weight.

      A few more days…

      Over one of many quiet nights, Cameron retold the story of how he and Stoner, their impromptu leader, along with a few other soldiers, had managed to escape the bloodbath at Fort Benton. Cole tuned out most of the details, but the bottom line was that it hadn’t been pretty. Then again, nothing was since Donnie had tried to kill him in the backseat of his car.

      The ex-soldier spent most of the daytime on the rooftop, standing sentry against the sun and wind. There hadn’t been an attack by a crazy since that first night the group arrived. Not that any of them believed there wasn’t one (or two, or a hundred) in the area. That was just wishful thinking, and they were all beyond those kinds of fairy tales. The one thing that made the infected so deadly was their cunning; they weren’t stupid, and the very definition of stupid was to attack in broad daylight against a man with a rifle. That, and while others lurked in the background, ready to pounce on not just Cole and the others, but other crazies, too.

      They were out there, all right. Waiting.

      Waiting…

      Luckily for Cameron, the crazies didn’t use guns, or he might have gotten picked off. The young man didn’t take any precautions against a long-range attack as he stood guard. Cole wanted to tell him they had more to fear than just the bloodshot eyes out there; there could be a survivor who wanted what they had.

      But maybe he shouldn’t have been too concerned about that, either. They didn’t have very much to take. Not anymore. Dante’s Lunchables were long gone, and by the time Cole could walk on his own power, so were the MREs that had been rescued from Anton’s. They were now down to two bottles of water, and only one was half full. Two cans of beans and one corn made up the remainder of their rations. It was slim pickings.

      “Better than starving,” the Voice said. “But they could last longer if you got rid of the others.”

      Cole ignored its suggestion.

      “I’m just saying.”

      You can stop.

      “I’m looking out for numero uno. You, me, and us.”

      You can really stop now.

      “Just saying,” the Voice said anyway.

      It could just say all it wanted, but he wasn’t about to listen. Cole owed these people. Bolton, Cameron, Zoe, and Dante. Even the kid, Ashley. They’d come back for him when they didn’t have to. Certainly, Bolton and Cameron hadn’t had to, and they could have easily overruled Zoe and Dante.

      That is, if it was Zoe and Dante that had voted in favor of returning. Cole still didn’t know, though of course all he had to do was ask. But he didn’t, maybe because it just didn’t matter anymore. What’s done was done. Decisions had been made and this was the result: Him, still alive, trying to mend up so he could go back out there to find Emily.

      “Is that what you’re going with?” the Voice asked.

      Yeah, it was.

      “Suit yourself. Ignorance is bliss, as they say.”

      It was, and Cole was fine with it. Besides, he had other things to occupy his mind, such as how they were going to survive beyond the next few days. The others hadn’t been able to locate any food in the building; at least, none that was still edible. Which left them with…whatever was out there that they could salvage.

      Before he could figure out how exactly they were going to find more food, Cole had to get a better lay of the land. That meant climbing up the metal stairs at the back and up to the rooftop. It took him two tries, but he finally reached the top without running out of breath. Thankfully, neither Zoe nor Dante were around to see him struggling with the ten or so feet.

      “You’re getting old, chum,” the Voice said.

      It’s the injuries.

      “Is it?”

      Yeah.

      “Okay, then. We’re going full-tilt with the ignorance is bliss mantra, I see.”

      It laughed, but Cole ignored it.

      Cameron was crouching near the edge of the rooftop, looking out at the surrounding town with his M4 slung over his back. The Bell chopper was parked on the south end, with the rooftop access building opening up onto the other side. Thankfully, crazies couldn’t fly, though they could climb. The only reason they hadn’t tried to, Cole guessed, was Cameron’s presence. Or, more specifically, his guns.

      The young man glanced over as Cole stepped out onto the rooftop, letting the door slam shut behind him. That wasn’t on purpose; the wind surprised him, sending the metal door into its frame with a loud clang!

      “Be a little louder, why doncha,” the ex-soldier said. “I don’t think they heard you from across the city.”

      Cole didn’t bother with a reply. He limped his way over to another side of the rooftop and glanced out, getting his first real look at the area outside the warehouse.

      Bolton had set them down in the outskirts of a small town called Sugarton, about 30 or so miles from Fort Benton, where Cameron had come from. It hadn’t escaped the ex-soldier that they were so close (though really, they weren’t that close) to his old haunting grounds, given what he’d had to do in order to survive the day of the initial infection. Maybe that was why Cameron spent so much time up here. Cole wondered if the kid was hoping to catch a glimpse of a familiar face or two running around down there. They weren’t exactly a stone’s throw away from the Army base, but you could walk from one place to the other. Of course, walking that much distance, in this day and age, was suicide.

      The warehouse was part of a local business called Johnson Steel, and it was situated in a back road. A used car lot flanked it to one side, and a series of strip malls made up another one. Tarred rooftops dotted the landscape in every direction. The reason Bolton had chosen the warehouse was its generous rooftop space and the fact it was two stories tall. Not quite tall enough for Cole’s liking, but compared to the choices Bolton had, the best he could do at the time.

      It was impossible not to smell the decaying bodies of humans and animals that littered the alleys and streets and sidewalks whenever the wind shifted. And it shifted now, blowing the stink directly to him. They were on the outskirts of the city, far from where the majority of Sugarton’s population congregated. Cole didn’t even want to think about how bad the stench was in the cities these days.

      He covered his mouth and nostrils with his hand. He couldn’t make out anything moving out there. Not that he was delusional enough to think the crazies had killed themselves off. Despite the body count—the ones he could see from up here and the ones he couldn’t, but could easily smell—there would be survivors.

      That was the problem. (One of many.) Like Cole and his companions, the crazies that had managed to stay alive since the beginning of the infection would be the toughest of the bunch. Or maybe the smartest, or the biggest, or the strongest. Regardless of how they’d survived, they had, which made them formidable.

      “Just like us,” the Voice said.

      Yeah, just like them.

      “Of course, we’ve seen better days.”

      Yes, he had.

      Cole took his hand away from his face and breathed in some (slightly) less pungent air. The wind had shifted again.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Cameron said. The ex-soldier had stood up and swung his rifle until it was in front of him instead of behind his back. His hands were on the weapon, as if he expected to start shooting at any moment.

      “Bolton told you about the food?” Cole asked.

      “Yup. Need to find more.”

      “That means going out there.”

      “Yup.”

      “That means you and me.”

      Cameron finally glanced over at him. “You and me?”

      “Yeah.”

      The kid smirked. “No offense, old timer, but you can barely stand.”

      “I can stand just fine,” Cole said.

      “Whoa. Almost believed you!” the Voice cackled.

      Cameron, on the other hand, didn’t almost believe him. “Seriously. Can you even pull that gun?”

      “You wanna find out, kid?”

      “‘Kid?’ Did you just call me ‘kid?’”

      “How old are you?”

      “Old enough.”

      “Spunky little bastard, isn’t he?” the Voice said.

      “It has to be the two of us,” Cole said. “I think you already know that. Unless you’d rather go out there with Dante and his wheelchair.”

      “Ouch. That’s mean.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “There’s Bolton…”

      “Can’t risk Bolton.”

      “How’s that?”

      Cole nodded at the chopper parked across the rooftop. “We need him for that. You, me, and the others. But we can afford to lose you and me.”

      “I don’t wanna get lost out there, man.”

      “You won’t, as long as I’m watching your back.”

      Cameron stared at him in silence for a while, looking Cole up and down and not trying to hide it.

      “I don’t think he believes you,” the Voice said.

      Finally, Cameron said, “I’m not dragging you back here.”

      “Good,” Cole said, “because I’m not dragging your ass back here, either.”

      Cameron smirked again. “They said you’re some kind of badass. Zoe and Dante.”

      “Is that what they said?”

      “Yeah. I’m wondering how much of a badass you really are.”

      “We’ll go tomorrow morning. Be ready.”

      He didn’t wait for Cameron to respond. Cole turned and walked back to the rooftop door. He could sense the soldier looking after him, maybe trying to figure out just how much of a liability Cole was going to be down there in the streets. If the kid only knew how much it hurt Cole just to walk without limping, or how difficult it was to keep himself from tipping over by the suddenly shifting winds…

      “What he won’t know won’t hurt him,” the Voice said.

      Exactly.

      “But it might definitely hurt us.”

      There’s that.

      “Not that we’re going to let that stop us, are we?”

      Nope.

      The Voice laughed. “That’s my boy.”

      Oh, shut up.
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      “Don’t die.”

      Quiet. I need to concentrate.

      “While you’re busy doing that, try not to die.”

      I might just die if you don’t shut the hell up and let me focus.

      The Voice, of course, laughed in his ears. Or inside his skull, which was probably more likely. But it did, mercifully, go silent.

      No one had been especially enthusiastic about Cole journeying out into the neighborhood to find supplies. Truthfully, Cole found the lack of confidence a bit irritating, not to mention more than a little insulting. Not that he blamed them, if he wanted to be honest about it. He was a “walking bandage,” as Dante put it.

      Zoe had her own not-so-flattering description of his current state, but by then Cole had tuned them out as he got ready. That meant familiarizing himself with the AR-15 rifle that one of Cameron’s fellow ex-soldiers had left behind when they were dragged away by wolves. It was a nice weapon with a half-loaded magazine. Cole refilled the mag and slipped two spares into one of the pouches around his waist. Fortunately, while they lacked in sustenance, they had plenty of firepower. He tossed two more spares for the SIG Sauer into another pouch and filled the rest of the available spaces with emergency items.

      Bandages, first-aid kit, and painkillers.

      That last item came in handy as he geared up. He’d downed two an hour earlier, then took two more before he stepped out of the warehouse with Cameron. The soldier led the way, moving with the kind of practiced ease that Cole was glad to see. The last thing he needed, or wanted, was a green grunt in uniform. While Cameron might think Cole was the potential liability, Cole, of course, thought the other way.

      “A little lacking in objectivity, aren’t we?” the Voice had questioned.

      Maybe just a little.

      “Or a lot.”

      Maybe that, too.

      “I knew it!”

      Cole had changed clothes again. He had a couple of complete wardrobes to spare, from when they were scavenging big box stores on their way to Anton’s. He’d already used up one of them when the others changed him into it while he was unconscious. Cole donned a new pair of wrinkled cargo pants and a long-sleeve shirt, then put on the last pair of socks.

      No one had talked about washing their clothes, even though the others had been wearing the same shirts and pants (not to mention undergarments) for a while now. They had found soap in one of the bathrooms, but they couldn’t afford to waste what little water remained. So for now, they made do. The fact that they were all smelly helped to fend off any embarrassment about hygiene.

      Cameron hadn’t objected to Cole being on the mission ever since their talk on the rooftop a day ago, but Cole could sense the kid watching him closely throughout the day and well into the next morning. The young man was either satisfied with what he saw, or he didn’t think he had any choice. (“Definitely the latter,” the Voice said.) Certainly, Dante couldn’t go out there. Neither could Zoe nor her daughter. And Bolton… Well, the chopper pilot was probably the most valuable member of their current motley crew, and losing him would be the worst thing that could happen to them.

      Which was why when he had the chance, Cole said to Zoe, “You ever wanted to learn how to fly a chopper?”

      She’d given him a wide stare in response. “No. Why?”

      “Maybe you should.”

      “Should what?”

      “Learn to fly.” Then Cole had looked to Bolton. “You think you could teach her?”

      The pilot had shrugged noncommittally. “It’s not rocket science. I suppose I could teach just about anyone.”

      “What about me?” Dante had piped up.

      “Yeah, that’s probably not going to happen, kid. Sorry.”

      “Dang.”

      “You really think I could learn to fly your chopper?” Zoe had asked him.

      “Why not,” Bolton had said, as if they were talking about learning how to ride a bike.

      “Yeah, why not,” Cole had said, hoping it would encourage Zoe to give it a try.

      When there was time and they weren’t on the verge of starvation, Cole himself wanted to learn. Neither he nor Zoe would become aces anytime soon, but maybe they could be just good enough where their ability to escape into the air didn’t completely rely on one man’s health.

      Until then, Cole had other business to attend to. Namely, staying alive. Which meant locating food and water to replenish their dangerously dwindling supplies.

      “What supplies?” the Voice said.

      Exactly, Cole thought as he moved along the alley wall after Cameron.

      They stuck to the shadows, staying as far away from any streams of morning sunlight as possible. There wasn’t a lot of it—the sun had just barely risen in the horizon—but enough to see with the naked eye. Which meant that anyone out there could see them in return.

      Cole may or may not have shivered at the thought of crazies hiding in the shadows, just waiting, waiting all this time for one of them to poke out their heads.

      There was nothing exceptional about the alley they were in, but it was well-hidden from the street. That was thanks to the two floors of the warehouse to Cole’s left side and an auto body shop to his right. The extra height of Johnson Steel allowed them to scope out the alley for any crazies that might have been lying in wait. Even now, Bolton and Zoe were on the rooftop, (hopefully) hidden from view and keeping an eye out for threats. Both Cole and Cameron had a radio clipped to their hips, and a single squawk was the clue they were in trouble and should retreat. Until then—and only then—they stayed radio silent.

      The alley, like the rest of the city, brimmed with the undeniable stench of death and filth and rot. By focusing on just how awful and miserable and on the verge of extinction the human race was at the moment, it kept Cole from thinking about the pain that rippled across every inch of his body with every step he took. Even using the pistol grip underneath the rifle’s barrel hurt for some reason. Cole wanted to think it was all psychosomatic, but maybe he was just trying to pretend he had made the right decision by being out here in the first place.

      “‘Trying?’” the Voice said.

      Cole ignored it and continued following Cameron toward the end of the alley. They were heading to the rear instead of the front, toward the streets. There were too many open areas on the other side, with plenty of spots for a crazy to have camped out ever since the group arrived in the helicopter. Not a single infected in the area could have missed that.

      The jagged side of the building’s brick, scraping against his back, also contributed to taking his mind off the pain. He’d seen what he looked like underneath his clothes and the bandages that kept him, for all intents and purposes, in one piece. It wasn’t pretty. At least he still had his looks, so there was that. Those damn wolves had gotten him in the arms and legs and other places, but they’d spared his face.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, the Voice cackled.

      Cameron, in front of Cole, stopped and, without looking back, whispered, “You still back there, pops? Not dead yet?”

      “Get on with it,” Cole said through gritted teeth.

      Cameron either chuckled or smirked, or did a sound that was too dismissive for Cole’s liking. But the man got on with it and continued toward a big blue Dumpster. Or the paint used to be blue. It was too faded to really tell for sure now. Directly behind that was a chain-link fence that separated the alley from yet another back street. From his daily scouts, Cameron had concluded the rear of the area would offer the path of least resistance.

      “You can climb, right?” Cameron whispered.

      He was referring to the Dumpster. The only way out the alley and onto the other side was over the fence behind the big trash bin. Cole knew that already and was irritated by Cameron’s question. If Cole didn’t think he could do it, he would have stayed behind.

      “Can you do it?” the Voice asked.

      Yes.

      “Let’s see.”

      Fuck off.

      “You didn’t answer me,” Cameron said.

      “Yeah,” Cole said.

      “You—”

      “Ask again, and I’ll leave you in that Dumpster.”

      This time, Cole was sure the ex-soldier chuckled. “Yes, sir,” the man said before he peeked around the back of the Dumpster to make sure there wasn’t anyone back there lying in wait for them.

      There wasn’t, because Cameron pulled back. “Cover me.”

      “Go, already.”

      The soldier slung his rifle and climbed up the big object. The twin lids were closed, so he didn’t have to watch his step. The closed doors also kept the stink inside, not that it would have made much of a difference.

      Like most commercial trash bins, this one was 6 feet wide and 4 feet tall. Not exactly Mt. Everest. Cole had scaled higher and rougher terrain. Of course, he was never as gimpy as he was now.

      “Should have stayed back at the warehouse,” the Voice said. “It was nice and warm. But nooooo.”

      It had a point.

      “You sound surprised.”

      Sometimes.

      “Psst. I’m full of points, and don’t you forget it!”

      He focused on Cameron as the younger man made it onto the top of the Dumpster and stared over the fencing. He must not have seen anything that alarmed him, because he grabbed the top of the fence—it jingled flimsily—and vaulted over and onto the other side. The kid landed smoothly (“Wish you could do that, huh?” the Voice said.) and immediately unslung his rifle to sweep the grounds.

      Cole followed, but not before glancing back down the alley to make sure a crazy or two (or ten) hadn’t stormed inside while he wasn’t looking. It occurred to him that he’d allowed a good ten, maybe fifteen seconds to pass since he checked the other side.

      It was the pain. Cole was spending too much time trying to control it that he wasn’t paying attention to the job at hand.

      “Yeah, that’s the ticket.”

      It’s the truth.

      “Sure it is.”

      Cole ignored it and climbed up the Dumpster, then followed Cameron over to the other side. To his own surprise, he landed in a slight crouch, with just enough pain pulsating through his limbs, from his legs all the way up to his skull, to remind him of the kind of shape he was in. But it was better than falling over and onto his face and eating a mouthful of broken teeth against the filthy cement floor.

      Cameron glanced over as Cole landed next to him. “You good?”

      “Stop asking and go.”

      The soldier nodded and went. Cole followed, every step sending needles up his calves, past his knees, and into his thighs. He thought about popping two more painkillers, but decided against it. He only had four left, and there was a good chance he might need all of them later on tonight to recover.

      “You won’t need them tonight if you don’t make it to tonight,” the Voice said.

      That’s not going to happen.

      “Says you.”

      That’s right. Says me. I’m in charge here.

      “Really,” the Voice said. It was, rightfully, unconvinced.

      The target was a grocery store half a block away. Cameron had spotted it from the rooftop and had been watching it closely for the last few days, ever since it became obvious their food supply wasn’t going to last for very long. Not that any of them expected the place to house a treasure trove of food just waiting to be picked up, but the chances of there being something useful was worth the risk.

      And they were taking a big risk. There was no denying that. Not that they had any choice. There was no denying that, either.

      Cole smelled it before Cameron even saw it: A body.

      Or half of one.

      A woman, her torso impaled against the side of a store’s brick wall. A long metal pole jutted out of her chest, where it had been plunged weeks ago. Long blonde hair cascaded over her face, obscuring her eyes. A sharp nose poked out from the filthy strands like a unicorn’s horn. Skinny arms hung at her sides, the head itself lolled slightly to one side. She’d been wearing a silk blouse when she died. As for what kind of pants… Pieces of intestines hung from her severed waist, the rest of her either chewed or stripped—or chewed then stripped—from her after death. A dry, bloody puddle underneath her showed signs of animal paw prints on it before disappearing up the alley.

      “Fuck me,” Cameron whispered as he stopped to gaze at the body.

      “Keep going,” Cole said.

      The soldier didn’t go right away. He stared at the woman for a few seconds too long. Cole didn’t know why. Dead was dead, and this woman was long dead.

      Finally, Cameron got moving again. Cole could hear the man’s gloved fingers tightening around his rifle, the fabric making a distinctive squeezing sound. Low, but still audible. Once, twice, three times. Cole didn’t do the same with his AR. As gruesome as the woman’s remains were, he’d seen worse.

      A hell of a lot worse.

      “You starting to have second thoughts yet?” Cameron asked.

      Cole considered telling the kid to shut it because he was making too much noise. Not that he was shouting, but given how deadly quiet the city was around them, everything that came out of his mouth was unnecessary.

      “No,” Cole said softly.

      Now shut the hell up, he wanted to add, but didn’t.

      “Kid’s a talker,” the Voice said. “Just talks and talks and talks. That’s so annoying.”

      You don’t say.

      It laughed. “Touché.”

      Cole could make out rays of sunlight beginning to reflect off the windows of buildings and snaking around the corners of the structures all around them. They were losing the early morning hours, and with it, the shadows. Cameron must have come to the same conclusion, because the kid began to move faster.

      “So that’s what it takes, huh?” the Voice said.

      I guess so.

      They were flanked by brick walls, but only the one on the right featured a steel door. Some kind of side entrance/exit. The door was closed, but there was a lever, and nothing that looked like a lock. Just to be safe, they’d brought along a crowbar that Cameron had shoved into his back waistband.

      They were moving toward the door when Cameron suddenly dropped down to one knee. Cole did likewise, the sudden movement causing him to grimace as pain exploded through every one of his limbs.

      Fuck me.

      In front of him, Cameron cocked his head slightly, before whispering, “You hear that?”

      Cole didn’t, at first, but then—

      “What the hell is that?”

      It was a voice—not his or Cameron’s, but someone else’s. At first, Cole thought someone was talking from behind the door they were headed toward, but that wasn’t the case. The sound was coming from in front of them. From the streets.

      Cole glanced quickly over his shoulder to check their six o’clock. All clear.

      For now.

      Cole looked forward as the voice from the streets grew louder and, slowly, clearer.

      “…anyone out there?” it said. “Hello. Is anyone out there?”

      It was a woman’s voice, blaring out of a speaker.

      “Hello. Is anyone out there?” it said again, so loud that Cole thought Zoe and the others could probably hear it all the way back at Johnson Steel. “Hello. Is anyone out there? Is anyone out there?”
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      “The warehouse. I need to go back there,” Cole said.

      “We already went through this,” Bolton said. “She wasn’t there when we went back for you. There were no signs of her.”

      The signs are there. You just missed it.

      But Cole said out loud, “I need to see for myself.”

      “You think you’ll find something we missed?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” the chopper pilot said. “I can’t afford to waste the fuel.”

      “How much do you have left?”

      “One more round trip, and that’s it. If I spend it taking you back there, it’s either come back here one final time or go somewhere else. Either way, that bird’s got one round trip left in her.”

      “I need you to take me back there, Bolton.”

      “Again, kid. That’s a no-can-do. The fuel, remember?”

      “The airfield,” Cole said.

      “Say what?”

      “The airfield back at Anton’s. Did you forget?”

      Bolton’s eyes widened. Apparently he had forgotten. Not about the airfield’s existence, but the planes and helicopters sitting there, waiting for rich occupants that never came back. Or if they did come back, not the way they’d left.

      “Well, shit,” the pilot said.

      “You did forget.”

      “Nah, I just…” He shook his head and grinned. “Yeah, kinda forgot about that. Good thing one of us ain’t going senile yet.”

      “When I come back with the supplies, I want you to take me back there.”

      “So it’s just you and me going there?”

      “Yeah. I won’t ask the others to risk their necks.”

      “But you’re fine risking mine?” the pilot asked with a chuckle.

      “You have me watching your back, Bolton,” Cole said. “That’s the safest place you’re going to find in this entire world.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh what a tangled web we weave, when we first learn to make promises we can’t keep,” the Voice said even as it howled with laughter inside Cole’s head.

      We’re not done yet.

      “Not yet. Emphasis on the yet.”

      We’re not done yet, Cole thought again as he listened to the sound of a woman’s voice. In a city as dead as Sugarton, it was unmistakable and undeniable.

      “You’re hearing this, right?” Cameron asked.

      “Yes,” Cole said.

      “Good. I thought I was going crazy there for a sec.”

      Cameron wasn’t going crazy because Cole could hear it, too: A female voice repeating the same prerecorded sentence over and over again, broadcasted through some kind of speaker that was getting closer to their position.

      And then, the equally unmistakable sound of a car engine, clear as day.

      …clear as day…

      Not just for Cole and Cameron, but for any crazies out there that still had a pulse. Even if there weren’t any around their immediate area, the presence of the vehicle—not to mention that booming voice—would start to draw them like moths to a raging flame.

      Cole glanced back down the alley, expecting a crazy to barrel out of the shadows at him. But as before, there was nothing back there.

      At least, not yet.

      …not yet…

      “Hello. Is anyone out there?” the voice (not that Voice) boomed. It sounded even closer now. “Hello. Is anyone out there?”

      “Should we answer it?” Cameron asked.

      “Hell no,” Cole said, getting up. “We’re going back.”

      The ex-soldier stood up, too, but glanced at Cole with a confused expression. “Back where?”

      “The warehouse.”

      “Job’s still not done.”

      “The job won’t be done with that car out there bringing crazies to us. This place will be swarming with them pretty soon.”

      Cameron’s eyes widened. “Yeah, that’s a good point. We should go.”

      The ex-soldier took the first step forward to do just that when the door—the same door they were headed toward—behind him burst open, its metal frame slamming into the wall with such a loud BANG that Cole thought it might have been a gunshot.

      And it was loud.

      Too loud.

      It wasn’t the crazies, plural, that he was expecting, but a crazy. Bloodshot eyes zeroed in on them as the man made a beeline for Cameron. The infected’s hair was slicked black as if he’d used too much grease on it. Cole had no idea why the man would continue to do that now, days after the world went to hell.

      “Hey, some of us care about our appearances,” the Voice said.

      Shut up, I’m focusing.

      “I’m just saying. You could stand a little maintenance yourself, what with the bandages and wounds and whatnot.”

      I said, shut up!

      The crazy wore sandals, which looked absurd for such a big man. Not to mention the rest of his getup, including a white, blood-splattered apron with World’s Greatest Chef stenciled in cartoony letters. He was clearly looking at a man who made his living butchering animals for housewives.

      “And now he wants to butcher you.”

      …with a meat cleaver gripped in one bloody hand.

      Cameron whirled back around and lifted his rifle at the speeding crazy. The man only had bloody eyes for Cameron (“Better him than us!”) as he charged, streaks of sunlight blinking rapidly off the heavily dented cleaver in his hand.

      “Wait!” Cole said, lunging for Cameron to keep him from firing, the thoughts, Don’t bring more crazies here, don’t bring more crazies here! running through his mind as he did so.

      Too late. The loud pop! of the soldier’s rifle echoed in the alleyway even as the crazy’s head snapped back.

      But he didn’t go down.

      Cameron had gone for a headshot and missed, though not entirely. The 5.56 round had glanced off the butcher’s right temple, jerking his head in that direction. But it wasn’t a killing shot.

      The young man knew it, too, because he began shooting. Again and again and again.

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Three shots, all of them going into the crazy’s chest as the man was halfway to him. Cameron’s would-be killer collapsed to the filthy alley floor, where he lay awkwardly on his side gasping for breath like a fish out of water. The meat cleaver had clanged away from his outstretched hand as he struck the hard pavement.

      “Goddammit,” Cole said.

      Cameron whirled around. “I probably shouldn’t have done that.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have. You just told them exactly where we are.”

      “I know. Shit.”

      Cameron didn’t say anything more, but he didn’t have to. Cole could read it in his eyes: He was suddenly very unsure. Of himself, of the mission.

      There was no way around it now. The mission was a scrub, and they hadn’t even ventured more than 100 yards from the warehouse. The whole thing was a fuckup before they could really get started. In a split second, everything had gone from bad to worse.

      Bad because that stupid car—it was still getting closer, that voice asking if “is anyone out there” continuing to broadcast loudly—was still coming, obliviously drawing more crazies to them. Matters had been made worse now by Cameron’s gunfire.

      Cole remembered asking the soldier if his group had brought suppressors with them before they started off this morning, but they hadn’t. Not that it would have made any shots they took completely silent, unlike in the movies. At the very least, it was a modest reduction in decibels, which was all-important when it came to what was supposed to be a stealth mission.

      “Stealth?” the Voice asked. “You call this stealth?”

      I said it was supposed to be a stealth mission.

      The Voice laughed. “Time to boogie, chum. I bet those boys are coming right now as we speak.”

      And that stupid car, still approaching, getting closer…

      “Hello. Is anyone out there?”

      Getting louder…

      “Hello. Is anyone out there?”

      “Let’s go,” Cole said.

      “The mission—” Cameron started.

      “It’s fucked. Let’s go.”

      The soldier sighed, and they both turned to go—

      Two dogs, brown and white fur matted with thick red blood—and they looked fresh, too—appeared in the alleyway between them and the safety of Johnson Steel. Red eyes burned as they crossed the pools of shadows, drool flitting from their mouths. The animals opened their mouths to show off their fangs as they galloped forward, cutting the distance between them and Cole with amazing speed.

      For a second—just a second—he was hypnotized by the way they moved. So fast, and almost in sync. They didn’t bark, but he thought they might have growled. A low rumbling, menacing growl.

      Cole would have either resorted to the butt of the rifle or slung it and drew the knife at his left hip to defend himself. But he didn’t because Cameron had already fired and alerted every nearby crazy to their position. Everyone and every thing, like these two rabid creatures.

      So Cole pulled the trigger.

      He hit the first dog, and it let out an almost startled yelp as it skidded on the floor before crashing on its side.

      The second one kept coming.

      Movement out of the corner of Cole’s right eye as Cameron stepped up next to him and took aim. Cole beat him to it, firing a second shot.

      The incoming dog’s snout exploded in a shower of blood and bone and fur as it, too, dropped 15 feet from Cole.

      From behind them: “Hello. Is anyone out there?”

      And getting closer…

      “Time to hump it, soldier boy,” Cole said.

      Cameron took off, running forward and jumping over the dead dog. Cole was right behind him, but not before glancing back toward the street—

      A shadowy black figure appeared around the corner about 50 yards ahead. Still too far for Cole to make out details, but whoever it was, they were moving fast.

      “Maybe you should wait around to introduce yourself,” the Voice said.

      No, I don’t think I will.

      “So rude.”

      Cole turned and continued running back toward Johnson Steel, but instead of hopping over the dead dog like Cameron had, he went around the animal. It wasn’t like there wasn’t room. The alleyway had plenty of space to maneuver—

      Clang-clang! from in front of them.

      Cameron slid to a stop even before he reached the first dog that Cole had shot. The soldier lifted his rifle to aim, and Cole was going to ask him what he was about to shoot at when he saw it.

      Another crazy had appeared on the other side of the fence they’d scaled earlier. The loud banging was the man jumping up onto the Dumpster to get over the fence that separated the two alleys.

      Pop-pop! as Cameron fired.

      The crazy was in the process of leaping over the fence when Cameron’s bullets struck him. The man somersaulted through the air and landed with an echoing and painful-sounding crunch!

      If they’d made a lot of noise before, it was worse now. There was absolutely nothing in the area that would have been able to ignore their gunshots. Even though Cameron hadn’t seen any crazies in the area before their mission, the presence of these two, along with the dogs, was proof that they were around and were hiding, biding their time. They were smart that way.

      …presence of these two…

      No. Not two. Three.

      Cole glanced back as the third crazy continued its pursuit. It was a woman, long skinny legs wrapped in black joggers. Her tennis shoes squeaked loudly against the alley floor as she ran, and the woman—if she could even still be called that—showed off the kind of purposeful strides that would make Usain Bolt jealous. Long and loose brunette hair cascaded around her head like some kind of parachute as she drew closer to him, the machete in her right hand pistoning up and down, up and down as she sprinted.

      Thirty yards.

      Twenty-five…

      Damn, she was fast.

      Cole lifted the rifle to aim—

      The woman stopped on a dime and dived to her left.

      Pop-pop! as Cole fired and both rounds pinged! into the steel door that the butcher had come out of earlier. The door hadn’t stopped the 5.56 rounds, but it might have diverted—

      A pale white face popped out from behind the door, and the woman squinted across the alley at Cole. Fresh blood dripped from her right cheek, so Cole knew that he hadn’t missed completely.

      Pop-pop-pop! as Cameron stepped up beside Cole and unleashed his remaining magazine into the door, stitching it from left to right, then up and down for good measure. If Cole thought their gunshots had been loud before, Cameron’s M4 on full-auto was impossibly loud now.

      The crazy had vanished just before Cameron started shooting.

      The door, badly damaged, swung open, revealing…emptiness on the other side.

      Cameron stopped shooting only when he had to reload. He also didn’t bother picking up the spent magazine. “I think I got her.”

      “Wanna bet, sport?” the Voice said.

      Cole didn’t know if Cameron had “got” the crazy or not, and he didn’t care. They’d been inside the alley for too long, making too much of a nuisance of themselves.

      And that fucking car was still coming, the voice still broadcasting:

      “Hello. Is anyone out there?”

      Cole turned to go, Cameron moving alongside him. He kept the rifle ready as he ran, ears wide open for sounds other than the car approaching from somewhere behind them.

      “Hello. Is anyone out there?”

      “Hello. Is anyone out there…?”
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      “Well, that was a bust.”

      No shit.

      “No. No shit.”

      I was being facetious.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      You know everything I know.

      The Voice laughed. “So you admit it. I’m you.”

      No.

      “No?”

      You’re not me. You’re the part of me that shouldn’t exist.

      “That’s still you.”

      It’s not.

      “I guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree.”

      I don’t agree.

      It laughed even harder. “What are you, a comedian now? That’s my job, chum!”

      The stupid Voice wasn’t completely wrong in its assessment. This was a bust. Worse still, the mission had only served to focus the attention of every crazy in the area onto them. Including the ones that weren’t already watching them. Of course, it wasn’t all their fault—or all the gunshots they’d let loose to save their skins, to be exact—but that damn vehicle broadcasting the message played its part.

      “Someone deserves a nice kick in the ball sacks for that,” the Voice said.

      Someone certainly did. The only upside Cole could think of was that the car had drawn most of the crazies to it, which allowed Cameron and him to escape back into the warehouse unmolested. Besides the ones they’d already shot and killed, there was no one in their path back to safety. That had spared Cole the need to exert himself further. His entire body was already shaking, telling him in no uncertain terms that it’d been way, way too premature for him to have gone out in his condition. Not that Cole was in any mood to thank the driver of the vehicle anytime soon.

      Bolton was waiting for them at the side door, another one of the rifles at the ready. They knocked using the prearranged knocking patterns they’d cooked up earlier, and the door snapped open to reveal the pilot’s grizzled face. “You guys okay?”

      Cole and Cameron quickly slipped inside, the chopper pilot closing and then locking the door behind him. The door itself was solid steel, so it would take a large crazy with an even larger hammer to break his way in. To keep it sealed while no one was watching it, they’d stacked shelves and other assorted heavy objects against it. Because the crazies didn’t work together, it was extremely unlikely they could break the barrier down by themselves.

      “Still in one piece,” Cameron said.

      “Just barely,” the Voice said.

      Barely is good enough.

      “For now.”

      Yeah. For now…

      “No supplies?” Bolton asked.

      “We never made it,” the soldier said.

      “I heard shooting.”

      “That’s why.”

      “Well, that sucks.”

      “It wasn’t just us. There was someone else out there that helped ruin the party.”

      “Yeah, we know,” Bolton said.

      He walked past them to take the lead. Cameron and Cole exchanged a curious glance as they followed the older man. They had to weave their way around the maze-like interior of the warehouse and its giant blocks of heavy equipment. The sticky cement floor squeaked underneath Cole’s boots, and the air was thick with sweat and grease and oil. The building was large enough that it took them a while to reach their destination.

      “What’s going on?” Cameron asked Bolton.

      “You need to see it for yourself,” the pilot said.

      “What are you talking about, Bolton?” Cole asked. Had something happened while he and Cameron were shooting their way back? They hadn’t been gone that long.

      “Better you see it for yourself,” the older man said.

      They stepped around something that looked like a heavy-duty steel press and out into the wide-open front half of Johnson Steel.

      “Mother,” Cameron said.

      The ex-soldier wasn’t calling for his mom. The mother he was referring to was an expression of surprise. He had every right to be, because there was something in the warehouse that hadn’t been there when Cole left:

      A black matte armored vehicle that looked like a cross between a bus and a van. Its tires were hidden behind steel plates to protect it, while six windows looked out on each side. The front windshield was speckled with blood and dirt and mud and God knows what else; there were spiderwebbed cracks along one side, but the entire thing was still very much intact. Dry red and black and brown spots were smeared over the slick engine bay and front grill, which gave the impression of a battering ram, complete with a winch. Cole eyeballed the monster at about 28 feet long, 8-something feet wide, and maybe 10 feet high.

      It was an APC—armored personnel carrier. Not military, judging by the paint job, but likely designed for civilian law-enforcement. There were protected spotlights all around and some kind of camera system on the top of the front cab that could turn 360 degrees. Two built-in speakers that were part of a larger PA system jutted out from the rooftop.

      “So that’s the loudmouth,” the Voice said.

      Yup. That was the loudmouth, all right. And what a loudmouth it was, too.

      The APC’s sides, like its front, had seen a lot of action. Dry (and some fresh) blood splatters covered the dark metal plates. There were minor divots and scratches from external attacks, but nothing had been able to punch through. The vehicle likely weighed a shit ton, which was probably why that engine powering it was an impressive beast.

      “What the fuck is that?” Cameron asked as he, Bolton, and Cole walked over to join the others.

      The “others” were Zoe and Ashley, mother and daughter standing with two strangers Cole had never seen before. Dante was also there, but he was moving around the APC in his wheelchair, exploring every facet of the machine. Cole glimpsed more movement inside the vehicle, visible through the windows. The two front doors were opened, but no one else came outside to greet them besides the two talking with Zoe.

      “That’s an armored personnel carrier,” Cole said.

      “I’ve never seen an APC like that,” the soldier said. “That’s law-enforcement?”

      “I don’t know. Definitely civilian.”

      Zoe looked over at them. “You guys okay?”

      “Yeah,” Cameron said. Then, without missing a beat, he nodded at the two newcomers and said, “No thanks to them. Entire mission’s FUBAR because of that thing.”

      The couple was a man and a woman, both in their thirties. They wore similar clothes—cargo pants, T-shirt underneath a black jacket, and sneakers. The man was dark-skinned and Hispanic, and stood at least a head taller than the woman, who was blonde with green eyes. Pretty, but not quite on Emily’s level.

      “Biased much?” the Voice said.

      He probably was.

      “Probably?”

      He definitely was.

      “There you go, chum.”

      The way the two newcomers stood next to each other told Cole they were more than just friends.

      “Sorry about that; we didn’t know,” the man said to Cameron.

      “This is Deke and Annette,” Zoe said. “Did you guys see them out there?”

      “No, but we heard them,” Cole said.

      “And so did every crazy in the area,” Cameron added, with that same unsubtle You almost got us killed tone.

      “Again, sorry about that,” Deke said.

      “What the hell did you think you were doing, running around out there with your speakers blaring?”

      “Looking for other survivors,” the woman, Annette, said. She didn’t look nearly as “sorry” as Deke. Then again, even Deke hadn’t looked all that sorry.

      “Forget about their little faux pas,” the Voice said. “Check out the ride.”

      Cole did just that, walking to where Dante sat in his chair looking over the armor plating along the side of the vehicle.

      “What kind of armor is that?” Cole asked the kid.

      “Heck if I know,” Dante said. He banged a fist on the vehicle, yielding a pair of loud but noticeably dull thuds. “But it’s strong.” He stuck a finger into a divot; it’d been put there by something metal and very sharp. “And tough. Way tough.”

      Cole glanced back at the two newcomers. “What is it? It doesn’t look military.”

      “It’s not,” Deke said. “It was in my garage when all of this started. City police equipment.” He shrugged. “Didn’t seemed like anyone was going to come back for it, so I confiscated it.”

      “They’re from Kansas,” Zoe said.

      “Kansas?” Cameron said.

      “Kansas City,” Annette said.

      Cole felt eyes tracking his movements from inside the APC. It wouldn’t surprise him to learn that Deke and Annette had backup waiting to pile out just in case things went south. He didn’t really blame them. They were, after all, initiating first contact with another group of survivors. Well-armed group of survivors, at that.

      He walked back over to rejoin the others while Dante continued on with his inspection. “What did you find out there?”

      “Same thing you folks did, I’m guessing,” the woman said. “A lot of blood and death and crazies.”

      “Is that a helicopter I saw on the rooftop?” Deke asked.

      “That she is,” Bolton said.

      “Haven’t seen one of those in a while.”

      “Haven’t seen one of those, either,” Bolton said, nodding at the APC. “Question.”

      “Yes?” Annette said.

      “You folks got any food?”

      Deke grinned. “Depends. You guys like Lunchables?”

      “Did someone say Lunchables?” Dante said, rolling over to where they were gathered, already licking his lips.
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        * * *

      

      Deke and Annette had Lunchables—stacks of them, in four large cardboard boxes—along with two more survivors. Just as Cole had suspected, they had remained inside the APC in case things went sour fast. Thankfully, it didn’t, because Cole was already thinking about all the things he could do with the vehicle, along with people who had experience with it.

      “The armor is B7 level,” Deke said.

      “Does that mean something?” Dante asked.

      “It means that beast can stop just about any kind of bullet,” Cameron said. “How fast is she?”

      “There’s a 320 horsepower Cummins diesel engine under the hood,” Deke said. “Don’t let the size and protection level fool you; it’s a lot faster and more agile than you’d believe. Got us out of some pretty hairy situations in the early days. And that was before we really figured out what it could do.”

      They sat around a long metal table on one side of the warehouse, feasting on Lunchables. Cole didn’t think cheese and crackers and chunks of ham could possibly taste so good. Besides the packaged meals, the newcomers carried other types of nonperishables, picking up supplies as they went. There was enough space in the back of the APC for 16 fully grown adults, so space hadn’t been an issue for them.

      The other two in the vehicle were Mark and George, both adults. There were no kids in the group. (“Thank God. I’ve had enough of my fill of kids,” the Voice said.) Of the two, George looked as if he’d handled a gun before, while Mark…not so much.

      “Where are you guys headed?” Bolton asked as he picked flakes of bread out of his beard. Cole thought sooner or later he was going to have to shave that thing off. It wasn’t just unsightly, it was now unhygienic.

      “Nowhere in particular,” Deke said. He and Annette did most of the speaking, which was probably why they’d taken the lead during the first encounter. “We’re just driving around looking for survivors. We figured we’d end up in the West Coast sooner or later.”

      “And then?” Cole asked.

      “Then I guess we head back toward the East Coast.”

      “I dunno about that last part,” Mark said. He was young—mid-twenties—with short blond hair and freckles. He wore fingerless gloves and, like the others, wore a gun belt with a pistol in the holster, along with pouches for ammo and supplies.

      “Well, it’s an ongoing discussion,” Deke said with a slight smile. “Might hang around the Pacific Ocean when we get there. We don’t know yet. Nothing’s written in stone.”

      “I guess you could say we’re just making it up as we go,” Annette said.

      “Pacific Ocean might be nice this time of the year,” George said. He was the oldest in the group by far. Early fifties, tired. The man looked like he wanted to lay down and go to sleep for a good hour or two. He stood against the wall watching Dante and Ashley showing off their Lunchables stacking abilities. Cole wondered when was the last time he’d seen kids this giddy about packaged food.

      “That chopper of yours; it has fuel?” Deke was asking Bolton.

      Bolton flicked at some more crumbs off the front of his shirt. “Yeah, but she’s running low. I need to refuel the first chance I get.” He looked over at Cole. “We got a plan for that, though. We were hoping to fill up with supplies before, but that ship might have sailed with you folks showing up.”

      “Again, sorry about that,” Deke said. “But at least something good came out of it.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      “Well, we found each other.” He grinned, showing very pearly white teeth for a man who, Cole guessed, probably spent a lot of time around engines and grease.

      “How did you know we weren’t infected?” Zoe asked. “You guys took a really big risk heading for us instead of keeping going.”

      “You kidding, right?” Annette asked her, with a look that said the answer should be obvious.

      Apparently it wasn’t to Zoe, who said, “No.”

      “You guys were standing two feet apart on the rooftop waving your arms, trying to flag us down, instead of trying to gouge out each other’s eyes.”

      Zoe laughed. “Oh. Right. Good point.”

      “The chopper,” Deke said. “How do you guys plan to refuel it?”

      “A place called LARs, not far from here,” Cole said. “It has a refueling station.”

      “How far?”

      “Thirty minutes, tops,” Bolton said.

      “Dangerous?”

      “What’s not these days?”

      “Good point. What I’m getting at is, there’s a private airstrip about ten miles southeast from here. It’s out there all by itself, surrounded by flat lands. You would be able to see a crazy coming for miles.”

      “We drove past it coming into the city,” Annette added.

      Cole exchanged a glance across the table with the others.

      Bolton saw the question on his face and shrugged. “No idea.”

      “You didn’t see it from the air?” Deke asked.

      “We came from the north, and it was dark at the time,” Zoe said.

      “Well, it’s there. There’s nothing out there but the airstrip, which is probably why we didn’t run across one crazy until we reached the city. I don’t know this LARs place, but pretty sure it’s a lot safer.”

      Bolton chuckled. “Sounds like a plan.” He grinned at Cole. “What do you think, kid?”

      “I need to get to LARs,” Cole said.

      “I can take you there after I refuel. After that…” He shrugged. “Sky’s the limit.”

      And Emily, Cole thought, wondering just exactly how he was going to convince Bolton to keep looking for Emily along with him after that. He needed the chopper pilot. More importantly, he needed the man’s bird.

      “You’ll convince him,” the Voice said.

      How?

      “You’ll find a way.”

      Tell me how.

      “You have a gun, don’t you?”

      Yeah, I do, Cole thought even as he smiled across the table at Bolton, who was stuffing more Lunchables into his mouth and, not surprisingly, getting more crumbs stuck in his beard.
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      “You can barely walk.”

      “I walked just fine. I even ran.”

      “Barely.”

      “Barely is not the same as not being able to.”

      Zoe sighed. “You’re really stubborn, aren’t you?”

      “Just a little,” Cole said.

      She might have rolled her eyes, but Cole couldn’t see it. Zoe was behind him, replacing the bandages along his arms. She’d already finished the ones below his legs and back. Cole didn’t know the wolves had managed to slice through his clothes with their claws until he woke up with gauze all over his body. Everything hurt then, and still did, now. But at least now he had painkillers to help with the pain.

      Zoe was right about one thing: He’d barely made it back with Cameron. Throughout the hour or so they’d spent talking with the newcomers, he’d been gritting his teeth, sucking back the pain. It wasn’t exactly easy, but then, nothing was these days. Cole was used to pain; but even so, he’d been happy to hurry back to his room and lay down. That was where Zoe found him a few minutes later.

      For someone who had never seen the type of violence she’d encountered the day of the infection, Zoe had become surprisingly adept at ignoring all the blood and, Cole was sure, not-very-pretty wounds he’d suffered at the claws, fangs, and God only knew what else of the wolves back at Anton’s. She’d done an extremely good job of caring for him, from cleaning his wounds to patching him back up. The woman was full of surprises.

      Cole had gone from being slightly embarrassed, sitting in his boxers in front of her, to not caring. She’d seen way more than him in his undies.

      “How many painkillers did you take?” Zoe was asking him. She’d begun work on the back of his neck; he could feel tingling from the medical ointment. The whole room was filled with the smell, but both of them were used to it by now.

      “As much as I needed to,” Cole said.

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “Enough to make it back.”

      “Cole…”

      “Are you worried we’ll run out?”

      “No.”

      “Then what?”

      “I don’t think taking that many painkillers in such a short time is good for you. Or anyone, for that matter.”

      “I’m not anyone.”

      This time, he did catch her rolling her eyes off the corner of his. “You’re just a man, Cole. Sure, you’re tougher than most, but you’re still just a man.”

      “I won’t take any more.” Then, slightly under his breath, “Unless I have to.”

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “That didn’t sound like nothing.”

      “Are you almost done?”

      “Not yet. But you can put your pants back on while I finish up.”

      He slipped his cargos back on, wondering what Emily would say if she found out another woman had seen him in his skivvies. More than that, actually. (Or, well, less than that.)

      Outside the room, he could hear the others talking. Bolton, Cameron, and the newcomers. Deke and Annette were doing most of the speaking, while George and the kid, Mark, stayed mostly quiet. He couldn’t quite make out what they were discussing and didn’t really care. He was focused on the mission at hand.

      “Did you talk to Bolton about learning to fly the chopper?” he asked Zoe.

      “You were serious about that?”

      “Yes. You didn’t think I was?”

      “I wasn’t sure.”

      “There’s no reason you can’t learn.”

      “Really,” she said. It wasn’t exactly a question.

      “You know how to drive a car, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “It’s the same concept.”

      “Is it?”

      “Basically.”

      “Basically, huh?” she said. This time she sounded overtly dubious. Then, before he could say anything else, “Why don’t you learn?”

      “I will, when I have time.”

      “We have nothing but time.”

      You may, but I don’t, Cole thought. He said out loud, “You should leave with Deke and the others. They have plenty of space in their vehicle.”

      Zoe didn’t say anything. She had finished with his neck and was finishing up with his back. He flinched whenever she dabbed cold ointment on the still-sensitive wounds. Cole hadn’t actually gotten a good look at all the gashes back there, and he didn’t want to. Seeing the state of his arms and legs was bad enough.

      “Ignorance is bliss, right?” the Voice said.

      In this case? Yeah.

      “As long as you can walk and shoot.”

      Exactly.

      “But not exactly run.”

      No, not exactly.

      Then, when Zoe still hadn’t replied, Cole said, “Zoe.”

      “What?”

      “You should leave with Deke and the others. You, Ashley, and Dante.”

      “Just the three of us?”

      “Bolton and Cameron, too, if they decide to ditch the chopper. But I don’t think they will. At least, not Bolton. And Cameron probably realizes the value of being high in the sky with all those crazies down there.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I need to find Emily.”

      “You don’t even know where she is.”

      “That’s why I need to find her.”

      “You don’t—” Zoe started but didn’t finish.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Say it.”

      “Nothing.” She handed him his shirt and walked over to the desk where all the first-aid and medical supplies were stacked in piles and began putting them away.

      “Zoe,” Cole said as he slipped his shirt back on. Fortunately, Zoe wasn’t looking at him, which allowed him to grimace as he did so.

      “Now that would have been embarrassing,” the Voice said. “Almost as embarrassing as lying here for the last two weeks and change like a useless loser while she cleaned you up.”

      Yeah, almost.

      He continued. “You should go with them. You can’t stay here forever, and you don’t want to be out there with me.”

      She put away the scissors she’d been using to cut the bandages and looked back at him. “Why not?”

      The question caught him by surprise. “Why not?”

      “Yeah. Why not? We started this together, and it’s been working out pretty well so far.”

      Cole had to smile at that. He didn’t think their current situation was anywhere near “working out.” But maybe he had a different idea of what constituted a good situation. For him, anything good included Emily, and she wasn’t here right now. So there was nothing good about this.

      Zoe was staring at him, waiting for him to answer. Cole wasn’t quite sure how to. What he really wanted to tell her was, “I can’t afford to have you and the kids running around out there with me while I look for my wife. I can’t afford the liability. I need to be at my best. Especially now, when I’m not at my best.”

      But the only thing that came out of his mouth was, “You should leave with the others.”

      “You already said that,” Zoe said.

      “It bears repeating.”

      “We’d rather stay with you. And Bolton. And Cameron.”

      “What if Cameron leaves with them?”

      “You think he would?”

      “I don’t see why he wouldn’t. That APC is a hell of a lot more comfortable than a chopper. Not to mention fuel for it is easier to find. They could theoretically be rolling around the country in that thing and never have to fight another crazy unless they want to. It’s as close to a tank as you’re liable to get out there.”

      “But it’s still on the ground. The crazies can’t get to us in Bolton’s chopper.”

      “No, but the chopper has to come down sooner or later.”

      She sat down on a chair and lapsed into silence. But she didn’t look away from him.

      “It’s the smart thing to do,” Cole said. “For your sake. And Ashley’s and Dante’s, too.”

      “You think Dante will leave with us?” Then, quickly, “If we decide to go?”

      “Yes,” Cole said without hesitation.

      “You sound so sure.”

      “Dante’s not an idiot. He knows he’s better off in a car than in a helicopter.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t want to abandon you. I don’t.”

      “You’re not abandoning me.”

      “Aren’t we? If we were to leave?”

      “No.”

      He wanted desperately to tell her that she and the kids were a liability to him out there. And that was where he had to be. Out there.

      He said instead, “You should go, and don’t think of it as abandoning me. I want you to go.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you want us to leave you?”

      “It’s safer.”

      “We’ve been pretty safe with you.”

      “Not in my current condition.”

      “What condition? You can walk.” She smiled, adding, “Run, even.”

      He returned it. “It’s safer. For you. For Ashley.”

      Zoe sighed. He knew the mention of Ashley’s name would get her to focus on what was more important to her.

      “Maybe,” Zoe said. “They don’t even know where they’re going. They’re just going to drive around the country.”

      “Anywhere’s fine, as long as it’s inside that armored beast.”

      “So you’ve made up your mind? You want us to go with them?”

      “Yes. It’s the smart play.”

      She stood up and walked over to the window and looked out. From up here, she could see the others on the first floor.

      “They have plenty of supplies,” Cole said. “Food and water and ammo. When they run out, they’ll be able to replenish relatively easily. One of our biggest advantages is that the crazies are loners. As long as that never changes, they’ll stay away from something as heavily armored as the APC.”

      “You’ve really thought about this,” she said. She sounded even a little…what? Sad? Maybe.

      “Yes,” he said as he picked up his sweater and pulled it on with a grunt.

      “You okay?” Zoe asked, turning back to him.

      “Just a little sore.”

      “A little?” the Voice said.

      “That sounded more than a little,” Zoe said.

      The Voice laughed.

      Cole said, “Maybe a lot sore.”

      “You should get some rest,” Zoe said.

      “I will. And you should leave with the others.”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      “Good.”

      “When do you think they’ll leave?”

      “I don’t know, but whenever they’re ready, you should be in that APC with them.”

      “I’ll talk to Ashley and Dante.”

      He stood up. “I’m not going to be 100 percent for a while. That doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice you and your daughter’s safety to take care of me.”

      “You know I won’t do that. I’ll do anything before I ever do that. Ashley is my life.”

      “Good. So you know what you have to do.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “It is.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Zoe…”

      “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t say anything else.”

      Zoe walked over to him.

      “Zoe,” he said.

      “Thank you,” she said, before she kissed him on the lips, then turned and hurried out of the room.

      Cole looked after her in silence.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” the Voice said even as it laughed hysterically inside his head.

      But it wasn’t wrong. Cole had not seen that coming.
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      Bolton was waiting for him on the rooftop, having come topside to prep his helicopter for takeoff. Cole was surprised the pilot had been so agreeable about this little mission of theirs, but maybe he underestimated just how much Bolton hated the idea of having a nigh-close-to-being-empty tank of gas.

      He was still thinking about that kiss with Zoe— No, not with Zoe, by Zoe.

      “What’s the difference?” the Voice asked.

      There’s a difference.

      “Wanna fill me in?”

      No.

      The Voice laughed. “As if you can hide your innermost thoughts from me. Have you forgotten where I live, chum?”

      Don’t remind me.

      “I have to. That’s my job, remember?”

      In your opinion.

      “In both of our opinions, since I’m you, and you’re me. See how that works?”

      I can’t win, can I?

      “Of course not. So why do you keep arguing with me?”

      Cole sighed. He would have thought that after all this time he would get used to it roaming around inside his head, privy to everything that crossed his mind, and knowing everything he thought but didn’t say. Or, in many cases, couldn’t say. The Voice was a constant—one of the few in his life—that he thought he’d gotten rid of, but it’d only been lying dormant.

      Waiting, waiting for the right time to pop up and ruin his life.

      “Oh, now that hurts my feelings.”

      I doubt it.

      “Hey, I have feelings.”

      Since when?

      “Since forever.”

      Cole grunted. “Oh, shut up.”

      “You talking to me?”

      Cole turned around to find Dante sitting in his wheelchair just inside the room. The kid was looking at him strangely.

      “No,” Cole said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s good, because for a moment there I thought I’d gotten on your bad side without realizing it.” He grinned. “One of the reasons why I thought you might be trying to get rid of us.”

      “‘Us?’”

      “Me, Zoe, and Ashley. Not so much Cameron. I don’t think you like him very much. I don’t blame you; I don’t, either. Kinda an asshole, if you ask me. Then again, my opinion of him might be cloudy just a tad. He did try to throw me off the chopper.”

      Cole turned around to look at Dante. “He what?”

      Dante chuckled. “Back when we’d just left Anton’s. I think ol’ Cameron thought I might be a liability.” The teen smirked. “Wonder what would ever give him that idea?”

      Cole smiled, then turned back around. “I’m glad he didn’t.”

      “Me too.”

      Cole picked up the SIG Sauer pistol from the table where he’d laid it down after cleaning it and the other weapons. Everything looked to be in good shape, signs that Cameron’s crew had taken care of them—or maybe whoever was in charge of them back at the base before they were grabbed by the survivors—but you could never be sure. Better safe than sorry.

      “I’m not trying to get rid of you guys,” Cole said.

      “No?” Dante said. “Sure feels that way.”

      “It’s not. It’s just better this way for everyone.”

      Dante tapped one of his wheelchair’s wheels. “You must be happy; don’t have to deal with me and this contraption anymore.”

      “I didn’t say that, Dante.”

      “You don’t have to. Not that I blame ya. I mean, who wants a cripple running around? Or, er, rolling around?”

      “He’s got a point,” the Voice said.

      I thought I told you to shut up?

      “Since when have I done what you wanted?”

      Good point.

      The Voice cackled.

      Cole said out loud, “You’ve been more of an asset than a liability.”

      The kid didn’t answer right away. Apparently, Cole’s words had caught him by surprise.

      “He’s not the only one,” the Voice said.

      Cole ignored it and said, “Don’t ever let anyone tell you that you’re not useful. We wouldn’t have survived this long without you.”

      The kid chuckled. “Now I know you’re just being silly.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Tell me one thing I did that was worth dragging my sorry butt around everywhere.”

      “Lunchables.”

      “Lunchables?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, I’ll give you that. What else?”

      “You need something else?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      “I don’t.”

      “No?”

      Cole shook his head. “No.” He turned back around, then walked over and stuck his hand out toward the kid. “Watch out for the girls. They’re your responsibility now.”

      Dante nodded somberly. He shook Cole’s hand with a determined look in his eyes that Cole had never seen before. “I will. You got my word, boss.”

      “Good. I’m counting on you.”

      “What’re you gonna do after this side trip with Bolton?”

      “Look for Emily.”

      “I hope you find her.”

      “I will.” He nodded at the teenager, forcing as much conviction as he could muster, “I’ll find her.”
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        * * *

      

      The others were busy, which was for the best. Zoe and her daughter were on the first floor. Along with Cameron, the trio was moving their things from the warehouse into the APC. Cole wasn’t very surprised that the ex-soldier had decided to tag along with the newcomers. Cole would have done the same in his army boots. They weren’t going to leave right away; Deke and the others wanted to spend the night in the building first, to stretch their legs after the last few days of constantly being on the move inside their vehicle. The APC was much roomier than your average car, but it was still sleeping inside a car.

      As he walked along the catwalk toward the other side of the warehouse to reach the rooftop access, Cole thought he could feel eyes on him. Maybe Zoe, or Ashley, or Cameron. Probably not Cameron. The former soldier couldn’t care less about where Cole went next or why.

      “Turn around and find out,” the Voice said.

      He kept walking.

      “Don’t be afraid.”

      He wasn’t afraid. It was just better this way.

      “Smells like fear to me.”

      You’re wrong.

      “Am I?”

      Yes.

      “I don’t think so.”

      You think too much. That’s the problem.

      The Voice laughed. “I’m only thinking things that you want to say, chum. Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      Cole adjusted the tactical pack over his back and shifted the carbine around. The rifle, along with the sidearm, came with extra magazines and two boxes of bullets. He was also carrying supplies that Deke’s group had been kind enough to offer. Cole didn’t say no and neither did Bolton.

      He was still surprised the old pilot had decided to go back to Anton’s warehouse with him once they refueled the Bell at the nearby airstrip.

      “I’m not much for cramming myself into a truck,” the older man had said.

      “It’s an APC,” Cole had said.

      “Same difference. I prefer being up there.”

      “You could still go with them. Follow along from the sky.”

      “I’d have to come down sooner or later.”

      “You’d have to do that anyway.”

      Bolton had shaken his head. “It’s about the freedom, kid.”

      That was all Bolton had said on the subject, which was good enough for Cole. The truth was, he needed the pilot more than the other man needed him, so Cole was thankful he had a ride back to Anton’s. Bolton hadn’t said what he would do after that—whether he would stick around or head off immediately. Cole hadn’t asked. Right now, the goal was to return to the site where he last saw Emily. Everything after that would depend entirely on what he found.

      “Or not find,” the Voice said.

      I’ll find something.

      “You hope.”

      I will.

      “Keep telling yourself that. Oh wait, you already are,” it said, laughing.

      The Voice was wrong. Cole couldn’t afford to think that way. He had to believe there would be something left that the others had missed. After all, they wouldn’t have known what they were looking for. Not that he did, but Cole had more incentive to find something. Anything.

      He was still feeling eyes on his back as he climbed up the stairs to the rooftop. His boots clanged loudly against the metal steps, drowning out the voices from the first floor below.

      Someone laughed. It sounded like Zoe. Or it might have been Ashley. All he had to do to find out for sure was to stop for a second and look back.

      He kept climbing.

      “Chicken shit,” the Voice said.
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        * * *

      

      It was windy on the rooftop, a chilly breeze ripping at Cole’s face just as he stepped through the access door, the gravel crunching underneath his boots. He turned right, feeling rough pebbles flicking off his pants legs as he did so. There were clouds above him, and the sky had turned a ghostly gray.

      “Storm’s coming,” the Voice said.

      Looks like it.

      “Is it safe to be flying in a storm?”

      It’s not here yet.

      “But is it safe?”

      Depends on how bad of a storm it is, Cole thought, wondering if Bolton, who had been up here for the past hour prepping his chopper, had noticed the approaching conditions. But of course he had; it wasn’t like you could miss the winds and darkening sky.

      It was odd coming up here and not seeing Cameron perched on one of the rooftop edges. Cole was so used to seeing the kid that not having a guard on constant alert made him slightly hesitant. Not that there was any reason to be. They were two floors up, and the crazies hadn’t shown an ability to climb yet. Or if they could, they hadn’t done it for fear of getting shot. That, or expose themselves to others. Infected or not, the crazies weren’t stupid.

      The Bell sat in the same spot as all the other days, waiting about twenty meters on the other side of the roof. Cole walked over to it. He could see Bolton already inside the cockpit, leaning over the instruments.

      “She good to go?” Cole shouted over, raising his voice slightly over the rising wind.

      Bolton didn’t answer him.

      “Bolton!” Cole said.

      Again, the pilot ignored him. Cole was pretty sure the older man could hear him despite the slight wind. If the chopper’s rotors were already running and the engine was blaring, then Cole could understand why Bolton didn’t hear his query.

      “How rude,” the Voice said. “Chopper pilots. Can’t live with them, can’t live without them. Amirite?”

      Cole was halfway to the chopper when he noticed that Bolton hadn’t moved at all. At first, Cole thought the man was leaning over his aircraft’s front equipment, doing whatever it was that pilots did in preparation for a flight, except…

      …he wasn’t moving.

      And hadn’t moved since Cole spotted him. Bolton wasn’t so much leaning forward in his seat as he was draped over it.

      …draped over it…

      “Bolton!” Cole shouted, his right hand moving toward his holstered sidearm as he did so. With his left, he clenched onto one of the backpack’s straps, very well aware of its life-saving contents.

      Cole was five meters from the chopper when he saw sunlight glinting off bright wetness along the front cockpit’s windshield.

      Blood.

      It was blood.

      A lot of it.

      Cole unslung the backpack and ran forward, ignoring the pain that shot up both legs from the sudden movement. He pushed on. Bolton hadn’t moved since Cole saw him, and there was probably a very good reason for that.

      “He’s dead,” the Voice said.

      You don’t know that.

      “He’s deader than a doorknob.”

      You don’t know that!

      “Don’t I?”

      Cole went around the chopper and toward the opened side hatch—

      A flash of white colors as a body lunged out of the aircraft and into him, knocking him back and to the floor. Dozens—or hundreds?—of pieces of sharp gravel pricked every part of his body, but Cole was too busy trying not to lose the gun in his right hand.

      “Don’t lose the gun!” the Voice shouted.

      Yeah, thanks for that!

      The Voice was cackling as Cole looked up at a woman in white jogging clothes, wild black hair cascading around her like some cape. Large eyes, the scleras surrounded by a sea of bloodred, danced in the sunlight, even as cracked and bleeding pale lips twisted into a malicious snarl.

      It was the same woman from the alley. The same one that Cole and Cameron had taken shots at. Cole remembered Cameron saying he thought he might have hit her. Cole hadn’t been so sure.

      Now, looking up at the woman that had already killed Bolton—Cole knew that because there was fresh blood on her chin and white clothes—he knew for a fact that both he and Cameron had missed.

      And now he was going to pay the price for it.

      “Look out!” the Voice screamed.

      Cole lifted his free left hand toward the woman as a metal rod, one of its ends grinded crudely into a sharp point and red with, in all likelihood, Bolton’s blood, plunged toward him at a dizzying speed.

      “Oh, that’s gonna hurt!”

      Cole fired the SIG while his right elbow was still buried partially in rooftop gravel. Not that he needed to have aimed, because they were almost face-to-face. Even so, his first shot didn’t land on its intended target—it streaked past the woman’s left cheek, taking a big chunk of flesh along with it. More blood flicked through the air and against Cole’s own cheeks.

      But the near-miss had distracted her enough that she had her own near-miss. Cole grunted as the plunging rod grazed his left wrist, nearly going right through it, and instead slammed with an echoing thunk! into the rooftop two inches from Cole’s head. Blood from the small cut flicked at his face, but most of the red stuff was coming from the woman’s eyes as she flung herself side to side above him, grunting like one of the wolves from Anton’s place.

      The woman scrambled to pull the rod out of the roof when Cole turned his wrist slightly and pulled the trigger. His second bullet went into her open mouth—not really where he was aiming for, but it was good enough—and exited the back of her skull, spraying blood and bone and hair across the side of Bolton’s chopper in the background.

      The woman’s lifeless body flopped off Cole and landed with an unsatisfying thwump on the rooftop next to him.

      Cole lay back and stared up at the blackening sky. The wind had picked up noticeably, and his left hand was killing him. He thought he could hear blood dripping from his palm to the gravel. He turned his head slightly to look at the woman.

      Bloodred eyes stared back at him accusingly.

      Then something wet fell from the sky and hit him in the forehead.

      Then another one landed on his cheek, smearing the woman’s blood.

      Then into his slightly open mouth as he gasped for breath.

      Water.

      Raindrops.

      The first boom! of thunder, seemingly from the other side of the city. It was followed by another.

      Then another.

      “Well, that’s not foreboding at all,” the Voice said with its usual laughter.

      Cole closed his eyes, trying to figure out what he was going to do now that Bolton was dead and he had no clear path to Anton’s warehouse.

      “We’ll think of something, chum,” the Voice said. It sounded uncharacteristically sympathetic, which worried Cole more than just a little.

      The Voice laughed, but it didn’t try to deny it.
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      “So what are you gonna do now?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How are you gonna get back to Anton’s?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Well, that’s no good.”

      “Yeah,” Cole said.

      That discussion with Dante had happened an hour ago, and he was just as clueless now as he was then on how to proceed. He still didn’t have a single clue how he was going to reach Anton’s without the helicopter. Well, that wasn’t entirely true; he still had the chopper, just no one to fly it. It was too bad Zoe had never gotten the chance to learn from Bolton.

      “You could always hump it,” the Voice said.

      Not if he expected to get beyond the city limits. The best he could muster was a few blocks before he was swarmed by crazies. And if this morning had proved anything, it was that the bloodthirsty infected were still out there. Not that he had any doubts, but they sure as hell had reminded him of that fact.

      “Patient little cockroaches, aren’t they?” the Voice said.

      Yes, they were.

      “You could always take the APC.”

      No, he couldn’t.

      “Why not?”

      For one, the people it belonged to (“Doesn’t exactly belong to them, does it?”) wouldn’t just allow him to take it. They had their own plans; ones that didn’t involve him returning to Anton’s and looking for clues to Emily’s whereabouts.

      “Who says you have to ask their permission?”

      That was true. And yet…

      “Just do it.”

      He couldn’t.

      “Why not?”

      Yeah. Why not?

      “Listen to Michael Jordan and Nike. Just do it, chum.”

      Just do it? Could he?

      “Just do it, chum. Just do it.”

      Cole stood still, looking down from the second-floor catwalk at the others below. They were huddled down there with the exception of Dante, who was sitting in his wheelchair next to Cole. Zoe and Ashley were helping the newcomers load what little supplies they still had into the parked APC while Cameron stood guard somewhere on the rooftop above. After what had happened earlier with Bolton, they didn’t want to take any more chances another crazy would find its way up here before they evacuated the place.

      They’d found out that the crazy jogger had managed to scale the side of the building. The woman’s hands were flayed almost to the bone from the effort because she hadn’t used gloves. She’d climbed up like Spider-Man (Spider-Woman?) and laid in wait for Bolton. The pilot had arrived first to prep the Bell for takeoff. From what they could tell, there had just been the one crazy.

      One, it turned out, was more than enough to ruin Cole’s plans.

      “What’s that they say about the plans of mice and men?” the Voice asked.

      Cole ignored it and said out loud to Dante, “You should go get ready. They’re almost done.”

      The teenager was peeking over the railing when he pulled his head back slightly. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “You’re not coming with us?”

      “No.”

      “I thought after what happened to Bolton…” The kid let the rest go unsaid.

      But he had a point. How the hell was Cole going to reach Anton’s warehouse without a chopper or a heavily armor-plated vehicle?

      “You’re not,” the Voice said, “unless you take that APC and point it where it needs to go.”

      He could do that, but it would be bloody.

      “Who cares, as long as it’s not our blood.”

      But did it have to be?

      “Yes.”

      No. Not really.

      “It’s the only way.”

      He could avoid it.

      “How so?”

      All he had to do was convince the others to change directions and head north instead of west.

      …convince the others to change directions…

      That was the trick, wasn’t it?

      “Use that slick tongue of yours,” the Voice said.

      What slick tongue?

      “Oh, my bad. Wrong person,” it said, laughing.

      Cole grunted.

      “You said something?” Dante asked.

      Cole turned to look at the kid. “I have to go back to Anton’s. I need to find out what happened to Emily.”

      “But you don’t have Bolton’s chopper anymore.”

      “I know.”

      “So how are you gonna get there without all those bloodies trying to get up close and personal with you?”

      “I don’t know the answer to that one yet.”

      Dante stared at him. The teenager was saying, without words, the same thing everyone had, including Cameron, Zoe, and even her daughter, Ashley. They all thought he was crazy, and they were probably right.

      “Take the APC,” the Voice said. “You need it.”

      I can’t.

      “Take it.”

      I can’t.

      “Take it!”

      He sighed and glanced down at the first floor again. Of the newcomers, he’d pegged Deke and George as the most dangerous. Mark was too young, and the woman, Annette, was a wildcard. She looked as if she could handle herself, and she’d likely proven that since all of this began just by surviving this long, so he had to consider her a threat, too.

      “You gonna do it?” the Voice asked.

      He hadn’t decided yet.

      “So why you gauging threats?”

      Because…

      “We need that APC. You know it and I know it. It’s the only way to get to Emily.”

      That wasn’t true. Even if he were to reach Anton’s, there were no guarantees he’d find anything that would point him to where Emily’s abductors had gone.

      “Better than just standing here holding your nuts.”

      The Voice had a point.

      “I have lots of points, chum.”

      Don’t get ahead of yourself.

      It laughed again, even as Cole watched Ashley disappear into the APC and Zoe climb out. She was sweaty and wiping her hands on her pants. She must have sensed him staring, because she glanced up and gave him something that almost looked like a pitying smile.

      He gave her a wave back and watched her return to work. They’d probably be done in less than an hour. Then it was wait until morning.

      And after that…

      “The APC will be gone,” the Voice said.

      He couldn’t do anything about that.

      “You sure?”

      Yes.

      “You sure?”

      He didn’t answer the Voice so quickly the second time.

      The squawk of a radio, followed by Cameron’s voice. “How’s it going down there?”

      Cole looked over as Dante unclipped the radio from his hip and pressed the transmit lever. Since Cole wasn’t leaving with them, most of his duties—and Bolton’s—had been transferred over to Ashley and the kid.

      “It’s going,” Dante said into the radio. “Any more freaks topside?”

      “All clear up here,” Cameron said. “I guess that crazy was the only one that figured out how to climb the wall.”

      “I still can’t believe she did that.”

      “Believe it, kid. So how much longer?”

      Dante leaned toward the railing and shouted down at Zoe, “Hey. Cameron wants to know how much longer?”

      Zoe glanced back up at him. “Thirty minutes. Tops.”

      The teenager pressed the two-way radio. “Zoe says thirty minutes max.”

      “Roger that,” Cameron said. “I’ll be down in twenty, then we’ll seal this place up tighter than a nun’s asshole.”

      “Roger Roger,” Dante said before putting the radio away.

      “‘Roger Roger?’” Cole said.

      Dante grinned. “I saw it in a movie once. Thought it sounded cool. The movie? Not so much.”

      Cole nodded absently and returned his gaze to the first floor.

      The Voice was right. He needed that APC. There was no other way to reach Anton’s in one piece. Could he convince the others to change directions? To delay their westward trip for a day or two? The problem was that he’d tried, but Deke wasn’t having any of it, and what Deke said, apparently, went for the others as well. He was leader of the pack. The alpha.

      “So how do you take over the pack?” the Voice asked.

      You take over as alpha. That was how.

      “So do it already. Emily needs us.”

      Cole didn’t respond.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      He remained quiet.

      “Do it.” Then, even louder, “Just do it!”

      Cole sighed.

      “What’s wrong?” Dante asked.

      Cole shook his head.

      “What are you thinking?” the kid asked.

      “I need that APC,” Cole said.

      “For what?”

      “To reach Anton’s.”

      “I thought you already asked Deke and he said no.”

      “Yeah, he did.”

      “So…”

      Cole turned around. “Stay here.”

      “What?” Dante said, spinning around in his wheelchair as Cole walked quickly past him. “Hey, where you going?” Then, when Cole didn’t answer him, “Cole? Cole!”

      Cole reached the stairs and climbed down, boots clanging loudly against the metal rungs. He had his rifle slung over his back, but Cole didn’t unsling it. Instead, he let his right hand hang at his side, close to the holstered pistol.

      Zoe was standing in front of the APC with hands on her hips, sweat along her brows, when Cole reached the first floor. She looked surprised to see him down there. “Changed your mind?”

      “No,” Cole said.

      “Cole!” Dante, shouting from the second-floor catwalk.

      Cole continued to ignore the kid, but Zoe didn’t. She glanced up at the teenager before refocusing on Cole. “What’s going on?”

      He continued walking.

      “Cole?” Zoe said. “What’s going on?”

      He walked past her. Zoe turned to look after him, but Cole wasn’t focused on her anymore. He was looking at the large vehicle as Deke stepped outside, drawn by all the shouting.

      “Changed your mind?” Deke asked.

      Cole shook his head as he continued walking toward the man. “No.”

      “So…what’s going on?”

      “I need the APC, Deke.”

      “What?”

      “I need the APC.”

      Cole saw it in Deke’s eyes—he knew what Cole’s intentions were. Which probably explained why he suddenly reached for his own holstered pistol.

      Unfortunately for him, Cole was ready for it.

      Bang!
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      Cole hadn’t fired.

      Neither had Deke (even if he had, somehow, beaten Cole to the draw, which he hadn’t).

      Instead, the gunshot had come from above and to Cole’s left. From the second-floor catwalk.

      From Dante.

      “Dante?” the Voice said.

      Dante? Cole thought.

      “Hey, I said it first!”

      Oh, shut up.

      Cole had his gun out of its holster, but it was only half-raised. Deke hadn’t managed to even draw yet. Now, both of them turned toward the source of the gunshot.

      Dante, seated in his wheelchair, a Glock in his hand.

      “Well, well, well. Didn’t see that coming.”

      The kid looked down at them, his face as serious as Cole had ever seen it. The teenager had only fired one round, and it’d struck the concrete floor somewhere between Cole and Deke and ricocheted off somewhere. Cole might have found the bullet’s eventual landing spot if he’d searched for it, but at the moment he was just a little too stunned to do anything.

      So was Deke.

      “Okay, now that I’ve got everyone’s attention,” Dante said. “Let’s all calm the fuck down and chat this out, shall we?” He motioned with his gun as his eyes settled on Cole. “Put it back in, Cole. And I ain’t talkin’ about Little Cole, know what I mean?”

      Cole didn’t.

      “He’s just a kid,” the Voice said. “You can take him. He probably can’t hit the broadside of a barn with that thing.”

      You willing to risk my life on it?

      “Well…”

      That’s what I thought.

      Cole slid the SIG Sauer back into its holster and took his hand off the weapon.

      Dante turned to Deke. “Likewise for you, mister.”

      Deke squinted back at the teenager.

      “Come on, I got the high ground here,” Dante said. “I might miss with the first, second, and third shot, but I probably won’t miss with the whole mag. But hey, what do I know; it’s not like I shoot people for a living. Then again, this thing”—he gestured with the gun in his hand—“ain’t exactly rocket science, is it?”

      By now, the others had piled out of the APC behind Deke. The woman, Annette, and the other two men in the group, George and Mark. Ashley remained inside, but she did peek out from one of the windows to see what was happening. Smartly, the kid hadn’t ventured out to join what was clearly shaping up to be a powder keg of a situation.

      “That’s one smart kid,” the Voice said.

      Yeah, she is.

      “Too bad she might get killed in the crossfire.”

      Don’t say that.

      “Just sayin’.”

      You can stop.

      “It could happen.”

      Shut up.

      Cole heard movement behind him. Zoe. She’d been back there the entire time, not making a move or even a peep. Like Cole and Deke, she was probably more than a little surprised by what had just happened.

      While he hadn’t finished the draw, Deke hadn’t taken his hand off his weapon’s butt. Cole could see the gears turning behind the man’s eyes as he played the odds over in his head. Maybe Deke was suddenly even more brave now that George, Mark, and Annette had come outside to join him. All three, like their leader, were armed and scanning the warehouse trying to figure out what had happened.

      Eventually, the three realized it was Dante, and everyone glanced up at the kid.

      “What the hell’s going on out here?” George asked. He had a big, booming voice that was made even bigger and more booming when they echoed off the building’s metal walls.

      “Fuck me dead,” the Voice said. “Three against one. I do not like these odds one bit, chum!”

      Cole didn’t either, but it wasn’t like he had any choice. He’d made his move and there was no going back now.

      …no going back now…

      “Everyone stay calm,” Dante said. Or shouted. Half-shouted. “We just need to get on the same page here, that’s all.”

      Deke hadn’t said a word—and he also hadn’t taken his eyes off Cole after the initial diversion up to Dante. “You want the APC?”

      “Yeah,” Cole said.

      “You can’t have it.”

      “I’m gonna take it.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” George asked.

      “What’s he saying, Deke?” Annette asked.

      The only one who hadn’t spoken up was Mark. The kid remained quiet. Cole couldn’t tell if he wanted to run back into the APC and hide or draw.

      “Forget him,” the Voice said. “Focus on the other three. Focus on Deke.”

      It was right. He had to focus on Deke.

      “I don’t have any choice,” Cole said.

      “The hell you don’t,” Deke said.

      “Deke?” Annette said. “What’s going on? What’s happening?”

      “Oh, shit,” George said, because, like Cole, he figured out what Deke was going to do before Deke did it.

      The leader of the newcomers went for his gun.

      Cole did too, reaching for his SIG. But he’d lost the element of surprise, and now it was a simultaneous draw.

      Annette and George did the same, but Mark stumbled back, a look of shock on his face.

      Bang! as a second shot rang out.

      Cole froze, the SIG in his hand and pointed at Deke, whose own Beretta was pointed back at him. But neither one of them had pulled the trigger.

      Cole didn’t have to wonder where the second shot had come from. Neither did Annette and George, who turned to look up at Dante, their weapons turned to aim at him reflexively.

      “Goddammit, I said everyone re-fucking-lax,” Dante said.

      Mark, the only one without his gun in his hand, had taken a couple of steps back, as if he could disappear from the warehouse entirely.

      “Dante?” Annette said. She squinted up at him, as if she couldn’t believe her eyes.

      “You ain’t the only one, sister!” the Voice cackled.

      “Everyone, calm the fuck down!” the teenager shouted. “Last one who doesn’t lower their gun hand gets shot in the face!”

      Deke stared at Cole, who stared back at him.

      Annette glanced over at Deke. “Deke?”

      “Man, this is fucked,” George muttered.

      “You got that right,” Dante said. “Now, everyone, let’s calm the hell down. Everyone lower their gun. I ain’t asking, goddammit!”

      Cole did, but only when he saw Deke do it first. He let the SIG Sauer hang at his side, while Deke did the same with his Beretta. The other man’s eyes remained fixed on Cole. As far as Cole could tell, Dante might as well not even exist in Deke’s world. No one, but Cole.

      “Smart man,” the Voice said. “But we still gotta kill him. It’s the only way to take the APC. You know that, don’t you?”

      Cole didn’t respond.

      “Yeah, you know, all right. You know…”

      Seeing that everyone had lowered the gun, Dante did likewise, laying his Glock on his lap. “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere.”

      “What now, kid?” George asked.

      “Now we talk this through,” Dante said.

      “Talk what through?” Annette asked.

      “Ask him,” Deke said, nodding in Cole’s direction. “He’s decided he wants the APC.”

      George turned to look at Cole. “The hell he’s taking it.”

      Cole didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure what to say.

      Was there anything to talk about? They weren’t wrong. He wanted their transportation, and they weren’t keen on giving it to him. Instead of just Deke, there were now three others to deal with. Four, if he were counting Mark, which Cole didn’t. The kid looked shell-shocked. Cole would be surprised if he even knew what day it was.

      Cole’s initial plan—such as it was (The Voice laughed inside his head)—depended entirely on getting the drop on Deke and his companions. Once he took Deke out of the equation, he could deal with the others. George, next. Or maybe Annette. Mark wouldn’t have been too much trouble (and his response, now, only reaffirmed Cole’s initial assessment).

      Except none of that was possible now. The plan was out the window. Now, Cole had three people with guns to deal with. Four, if he were counting Dante, but he didn’t think Dante would shoot him.

      Probably.

      Again, the Voice laughed. “We’re doing a lot of hoping these days, aren’t we?”

      Whatever happened, Cole only knew one thing: He needed the armored vehicle to get back to Anton’s warehouse. He was a realist and knew he didn’t have a very good chance of making it on foot. Even if he could secure another vehicle, it wouldn’t have the same invincibility of that metal juggernaut squatting behind Deke, George, and Annette.

      No. It had to be the APC. That was all there was to it.

      “Let’s everyone calm down and put their guns away,” Zoe was saying. Zoe. She was still somewhere behind Cole. He hadn’t realized she hadn’t gone anywhere until she spoke up. “Please, we can work this out. Guys? Cole? Let’s talk, like Dante said. We can talk this out. Come to an agreement.”

      “He’s not taking the APC,” Deke said. Cole wasn’t sure if he was talking to him or Zoe over his shoulder.

      “Damn straight,” George said. “No one’s taking—”

      Cole wasn’t quite so sure anymore—

      “What the fuck is going on here?” a voice said. Loud. Coming from somewhere above and behind Cole.

      Cameron.

      The eyes that were glued on Cole went up and behind him—toward the back of the warehouse where, Cole assumed, Cameron had reappeared and was trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Cole had been expecting the ex-soldier down here minutes ago after the first gunshot.

      “Better late than never,” the Voice said.

      “Well?” Cameron was saying. “Someone fill me in, goddammit. What the hell is going on?”

      Cameron’s presence was a wild card Cole had anticipated, but at the same time, hoped he didn’t have to deal with. The question was, whose side would the ex-soldier take? Would it be Cole’s, or these people he’d known for less than a day?

      Cole held up his hands and took a step back.

      Deke’s eyes darted back to him. The Beretta was firmly gripped in his hand, pointed at Cole.

      “Everything’s fine,” Cole said. “Everyone do what Dante says and stay calm.”

      “The hell that’s gonna happen now,” Deke said. His fingers flexed around the grip of his handgun.

      “Everything’s fine,” Cole said again anyway, even as he continued backing up, both hands raised in the air, the SIG Sauer turned so Deke could see it, the barrel pointed up in a nonthreatening manner toward the ceiling.

      “No, it’s not,” Deke said. “Everything is not fine.”

      “Let it go, Deke,” Dante said from above.

      “Fuck no, Dante.”

      “Put your gun away, Deke.” That was Cameron, shouting from the second floor in the back. “Do it now.”

      “No.”

      “Deke,” Annette said, turning to face Deke. “Let’s calm down. We can talk this out.”

      “No way,” Deke said. “He—” And for just a fraction of a second, he took his eyes away from Cole. The gun in his hand didn’t exactly waver, but it did move just a little bit.

      Cole darted quickly to his right.

      Deke’s eyes widened.

      Cole shot Deke first, striking him in the neck. That was an accident. He’d been aiming for the chest—for the easier center mass shot—but he was moving and shooting at the same time, and accuracy wasn’t in the cards. But he’d hit Deke anyway, and the man swayed even as he pulled his trigger and the bullet zipped over Cole’s head and pinged off one of the walls behind him.

      “No!” George shouted, his own gun swiveling to retrain on Cole.

      But before Cole could shoot him, or George could shoot Cole, there was the barrage of pop-pop-pop! from the back.

      George pitched forward and landed face-first against the concrete, his gun clattering away from his outstretched arm.

      Annette was shooting at Cole, her eyes wide and her cheeks flushed red. But she’d fired in haste and with emotion, and her rounds went wide. Cole didn’t even feel them.

      Cole ignored Deke, who looked like a drunk trying not to fall as he staggered from side to side, one hand clutching the side of his neck as blood poured out from between his fingers. Instead, Cole concentrated on Annette, and before she could get off a better—more aimed—shot, he put two rounds into her chest.

      She crumpled to the concrete even as there was another pop! from behind Cole.

      Deke stopped moving and also slumped to the floor next to Annette. Blood flooded out from his neck wound and ran like a jagged ravine across the hard floor. There was blood everywhere. Most of it was Deke’s. Cole didn’t know a man could bleed so much, so quickly.

      Cole stared across the small space at Mark. The young man had never bothered to go for his gun and had both hands raised over his head. He looked back at Cole, his body shaking.

      And just like that, it was over.

      “Well done, chum,” the Voice said. “It couldn’t have gone any better if we’d actually planned it out.”

      It was wrong. It could have gone better. A lot better.

      “Everyone’s a critic,” the Voice said, laughing.
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      “Was this what you had in mind?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Well, you got it regardless.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “So what now?”

      “I’m going to take the APC and go look for my wife.”

      Cameron stared at him. Clearly, the ex-soldier hadn’t thoroughly considered Cole’s responses and was caught by surprise. Then, “Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” Cole said.

      “We got three bodies to deal with.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      “We don’t?”

      “We don’t. You do.”

      Cameron squinted. “How you figure that?”

      Cole didn’t answer right away. Instead, he turned around and continued inventorying what Deke and the others had loaded into the APC with them. More ammo, more weapons, and more food. Everything Cole needed to head back to Anton’s, look for Emily’s whereabouts, and find her.

      …and find her.

      It wasn’t just her, it was the baby inside her, too. They were, at this very moment, the two most important people to him. Not Deke. Not Annette. And certainly not George. It was admittedly a cold, soulless calculation of the situation, but it was necessary.

      “You trying to convince yourself now?” the Voice asked.

      I don’t have to. I know it.

      “Really?”

      Yeah.

      The Voice laughed. “Okay, chum. Let’s go with that, then.”

      Cole said out loud, “You can come with me or stay here. It’s up to you. Either way, I’m taking that armored car back to the warehouse.”

      Even though he couldn’t see Cameron back there, Cole thought he could feel the other man tensing noticeably at his terse answer. A part of him also imagined the man’s hand moving instinctively closer toward his holstered sidearm. If they had a shootout inside the vehicle, it would probably cause a lot of damage. And he really didn’t want to clean out the blood…

      “Take him out before he takes us out,” the Voice said.

      Not yet.

      “Why not? You gonna let him make the first move?”

      Yes.

      “That’s stupid.”

      I might need him.

      “For what?”

      A second gun.

      “If he doesn’t shoot you in the back first.”

      He won’t.

      “How do you know that?”

      Because he needs me as much as I need him.

      Cole straightened up from his kneeling position and turned around. Cameron was looking at him, his right hand just a bit too close to his Glock for Cole’s liking. But he hadn’t drawn the pistol yet.

      “For now,” the Voice said.

      Now is good enough.

      “What’s your next move?” Cole asked the man.

      “What?” Cameron said.

      “What’s your next move?”

      “My next move?”

      “It’s an easy question, Cameron. What’s your next move?”

      Cameron shook his head. It was very obvious to Cole that the soldier hadn’t considered that, either.

      “Not the sharpest tool in the shed, is he?”

      Maybe he wasn’t, but Cameron had something else Cole needed—military training.

      After a few seconds, the younger man said, “I don’t know.”

      “Exactly. You don’t know. So come with me.”

      “Back to that warehouse,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes.”

      “And then?”

      And then I go wherever the clues lead me, he thought, but Cole said, “And then we figure it out from there.”

      It was probably not what Cameron was hoping to hear, and it was only a half-lie.

      “Sounds like someone’s in denial,” the Voice said.

      Cole ignored it, as Cameron said, “That doesn’t sound like much of a plan to me.”

      “I guess he’s not as dumb as he looks after all.”

      “It’s not,” Cole said, “but it’s a plan. What do you have at the moment?”

      Cameron smirked, but Cole could tell it was only a half-hearted effort. “Let me think about it.”

      “You do that. But I’m leaving in one hour.”

      “Why an hour?”

      “Because I’ve already wasted days here. And I’m not going to waste more time if I can help it.”

      “You have it all plotted out? The route?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      Cole tapped his temple. Then, with finality in his voice, “One hour.”

      Again, Cameron squinted back at him, the annoyance fully on display. “One hour.” Then he turned and stepped through the open APC door.

      “Wow, that worked better than I thought.”

      Yeah, it did, didn’t it?

      “You sound surprised.”

      A little.

      “Or a lot?”

      Cole grinned, then went back to cataloguing. He should have felt like a piece of shit going through a dead man’s things, but he didn’t. There were other lives at stake that made all of this easier. Not easy, of course, but easier.

      He heard footsteps behind him and thought Cameron might have returned to finish the job, having decided Cole’s plan was shit after all and wanted the APC for himself, but the sounds were too light to be a man.

      “I can’t believe you did that,” Zoe said.

      Cole glanced over his shoulder at her. She stood just outside the door looking in at them. He’d seen that look on her face before: disappointment.

      “I had no choice,” Cole said. He went back to the work at hand.

      As far as he could tell, Deke and his friends had been very good at bringing just the vital things with them. The weapons and food would come in handy, and the armored walls of the truck would keep Cole safe on the trip. The fact that there wasn’t any heavy damage on the outside told him that the crazies saw just how foolish it was to attack the moving behemoth. That was good. Best-case scenario had him driving all the way back to his target, unmolested.

      “Didn’t you?” Zoe was asking him.

      “No,” he said.

      Cole wasn’t entirely sure what she wanted to hear from him. He’d done what he had to. That was it. End of story.

      “I think you did,” she said.

      “I didn’t.”

      “You could have asked them.”

      “I tried, remember?”

      “You could have tried to convince them.”

      “I tried, Zoe.”

      That shut her up. For a bit, anyway. “You killed them because you wanted what they had.”

      “To be fair, I technically only killed Annette. Cameron’s bullet finished off Deke after he shot George.”

      “You know what I mean, Cole.”

      He sighed. He didn’t want to have this talk. Not only was it pointless—what’s done was done and there was no going back now—but it was justified. Zoe might not believe it, and probably neither did Cameron, but Cole did. And that was all that mattered.

      Cole waited for the Voice to challenge that notion, but it didn’t. Instead, there was a strange quietness inside his head. He wasn’t sure if that was more disturbing than if the Voice had piped up with something useless.

      “You didn’t have to do it,” Zoe said.

      “Let it go, Zoe.”

      “Let it go? How am I supposed to just let what happened go?”

      “It’s done. I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

      “Just like that? It’s done? Because you said so?”

      “Yeah, just like that. Go get Ashley ready. We leave in one hour. You can be on the APC with us or not. It’s up to you.”

      “‘Us?’”

      “Me and Cameron.”

      “He’s going, too? After what you did?”

      “He has no choice. He knows it’s safer with me. Our two guns are better than his one.”

      “He didn’t say he was going with you.” She sounded a lot quieter that time. Cole imagined her still digesting the news.

      It wasn’t a total lie. He was pretty sure Cameron would tag along.

      Pretty sure.

      “He’s a soldier,” the Voice said, finally piping up. “He understands force multipliers. He knows where the better chance of survival lies. I wouldn’t worry about it, chum.”

      I hope you’re right.

      “I’m always right.”

      Since when?

      “Since forever,” the Voice said, with that characteristic laugh that annoyed Cole so much.

      “What about Dante?” Zoe asked.

      “He’ll come, too.”

      “You already asked him?”

      “No.”

      “Then how do you know he’ll go with you?”

      Cole sighed. He stopped what he was doing and turned around again. He met Zoe’s accusing gaze one more time and locked in. He really didn’t want to have this talk. He was tired of having this talk.

      “What choice does he have?” Cole said.

      Zoe’s eyes widened slightly. Not a lot, but enough for Cole to notice. He might as well have punched her in the gut.

      “The truth hurts,” the Voice said.

      Yes, it does.

      “So hurt her some more.”

      “What choice do you have?” Cole asked.

      Zoe’s face paled. “You’re a sonofabitch, you know that?”

      “Yeah, I know.” Then, turning his back to her, “One hour. Be here, or we’ll leave without you.”

      He heard footsteps as she walked away, the soft patter of her shoes’ rubber soles against the hard concrete floor like firecrackers for some reason.

      “That went well,” the Voice said.

      Well enough.

      “You gotta do what you gotta do, chum.”

      Yeah, I know. I know.

      It hadn’t really gone well, but it’d gone how he’d expected. Not everyone liked hearing the truth, but right now Cole didn’t have time to be gentle. As far as he was concerned, they could all come with him or none at all. Either way, he’d keep the APC.

      After all, he’d spilled blood for it, and he had to make that count for something. He just hoped that Emily could forgive him. He’d made a promise to her to leave all of this behind. He’d meant it at the time, too.

      “That was before the world went to shit,” the Voice said. “I’m sure she’ll understand?”

      Will she?

      “Of course,” the Voice said, but Cole couldn’t completely make himself believe it.
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      Gunshots.

      Followed by two seconds of silence.

      Then more gunshots.

      Dammit! Cole thought even as he darted out of the APC, barely having the presence of mind to snap up the AR he’d leaned against the open door. The SIG Sauer was safely tucked away inside his hip holster, so at least he didn’t have to worry about that.

      As soon as he was outside, he heard a familiar voice calling out, “Cole! I think that was Cameron!”

      Dante, rolling along the second-floor catwalk in his chair, the wheels scraping loudly against the metal frame for some reason.

      “He’s still on the roof!” the kid shouted.

      Cole didn’t reply. He was too busy running full speed across the warehouse floor, making a beeline for the stairs, where he jumped up it two, three steps at a time. He hadn’t needed for Dante to tell him where the shots had come from and what it meant.

      Cameron was up there, standing guard. And if he was shooting…

      “Not good,” the Voice said.

      I thought I was the Master of Understatement.

      “Hey, two can play this game!”

      “What are we gonna do?” Dante was asking him, even as the kid continued to roll along the catwalk in the same direction.

      “Nothing! You stay down here.”

      “Roger that.”

      “What’s happening?” Zoe, running out from one of the rooms behind Dante. “I thought I heard gunshots.”

      “Stay inside!” Cole shouted to her.

      “What—” she started, but he didn’t hear the rest. The bang-bang-bang of gunshots from the rooftop cut her off, followed by the clang-clang-clang as Cole jumped up the second set of stairs, this one to reach the access door above.

      The SIG Sauer was already in his hand as he burst out onto the rooftop, just in time to hear a piercing scream.

      Male.

      Cameron!

      Cole swept the open air, looking for a target. He saw nothing that he could shoot. The wind, noticeably stronger than the last time he was up here, whipped at his face. He blinked through strands of wild hair and pushed forward, the gun never lowering, forefinger next to the trigger.

      It was still bright outside, with at least three hours to go before sundown. That made things easier. At least there wouldn’t be a bogeyman to jump out of the shadows at him.

      He took a quick right turn, in the direction of Bolton’s parked chopper, and noticed the blood on the gravel immediately.

      Fresh, wet blood.

      Clink! as he kicked a spent shell casing with his boot—

      A body. Not Cameron’s. A crazy. Streaks of blood dripped from the man’s eyes. Twenties, but it was hard to tell with the gashes along his cheeks and—

      Bang-bang! coming from somewhere behind him.

      The fact that it was a handgun was worrisome. Why would Cameron switch from his rifle to his pistol after only firing a few rounds with the AR?

      He wouldn’t, was the answer. Not unless he had no choice.

      Cole didn’t have to go very far to find a second body. It lay spread out on the ground, one nice round hole in its forehead and another one just under the right eye. Blood sprayed the gravel behind and underneath it. The man was barefoot, wearing Hawaiian shorts and a T-shirt. The only thing missing was a surfboard; there was a crowbar on the rooftop, just out of reach of his outstretched fingers.

      Cole moved quickly past the man, the thoughts Where’d they come from? How’d they get up here without Cameron noticing? racing through his head. He had no time to answer them, or even look for answers. He was too busy moving, moving, moving.

      There. Cameron. Dying.

      A crazy was perched on top of him, straddling the ex-soldier as if his waist were a saddle and he a mechanical bull. Cole didn’t have to wonder if Cameron’s assailant were an infected or not even if he could only see the killer’s back. All he had to do was watch the man plunging—over and over and over—that Allen head screwdriver into Cameron’s face. Normal people didn’t do that.

      Cole couldn’t see Cameron from his angle, and he didn’t really want to, anyway. Cameron was dead. There was no doubt about that. The man’s body lay spread-eagle on the ground. The only movements from him were his hands, which twitched involuntarily whenever the crazy slammed the screwdriver into him.

      “Well, shit,” the Voice said. “So much for that extra gun you can count on.”

      Cole sighed and didn’t wait for the crazy to notice him. He was ten feet away, and it was an easy shot. He put a round through the man’s back, then when the infected started to turn slightly, pausing his onslaught of Cameron’s leftover face, Cole shot him in the right temple.

      The man slumped off Cameron’s body and didn’t move, blood flowing freely from not just the two holes that Cole had put into him, but two others in his chest that Cole hadn’t seen earlier. Cameron apparently had gotten his licks in, though not enough of them to save himself.

      The very loud and obvious crunching of plastic soles on gravel.

      Behind him!

      Cole spun just as a man charged across the rooftop toward him.

      Tall, rangy, and Hispanic. Some kind of soul patch, partially matted to his pale skin with dry blood, dangled from his elongated chin. He held a bloody hammer in one hand, the wooden handle covered over with flailing duct tape.

      “Where the hell did he come from?” the Voice asked.

      Good question.

      “I know, that’s my job, remember!”

      Cole took a quick step forward and squeezed off a shot. The crazy came to a stop but didn’t go down. Before he could resume moving, Cole shot him two more times, walking toward the man as he did so.

      The crazy toppled and Cole hurried past him, moving urgently to the edge of the rooftop where the infected had clearly been coming from. He saw more fresh blood on the gravel blinking underneath the fading sunlight.

      Cole reached the end of the roof and peered down cautiously.

      Sonofabitch.

      It was a ladder. A long aluminum extension ladder that could have gone all the way up to the third floor if the warehouse Cole were standing on had one. Whoever had laid it against the wall had kept the very top from poking up and becoming obvious. That was how they’d managed to sneak up on Cameron.

      So where the hell had the ladder been earlier, when the woman in joggers snuck up on Bolton? Cole had looked. So had Cameron. And they hadn’t found any way up besides scaling the wall.

      Movement, as a body ran down the alleyway in a streak of black pants and shirt. A kid. He couldn’t have been older than ten if those brown eyes, dripping with blood, were any indication as the boy stared up at Cole even as he fled past. He had a knife—some kind of switchblade—in one hand, and blood covered almost the entire part of his arm that jutted out from underneath the short sleeve.

      Cole lifted the SIG Sauer to aim, but didn’t pull the trigger. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t. The kid might have smirked at Cole as he reached the alley entrance and disappeared around the corner.

      “That was definitely a smirk,” the Voice said.

      Maybe.

      “You should have shot the little brat.”

      And waste a bullet?

      “What? You running low or something?”

      The Voice had a point, but Cole didn’t let it know that.

      It laughed. “Again, chum, I know everything you know!”

      Cole ignored it and grabbed the ladder and pulled it up. It wasn’t very easy to do; the ladder was extremely heavy and long, which made it cumbersome to maneuver. Toppling it into the alley floor below would have been easier, but it would have also allowed someone else to reuse it. And Cole was tired of having crazies sneak up on them on the rooftop.

      Finally, he was able to get the ladder all the way up. Cole dropped it and went to make sure the three crazies that had made it up were truly dead. You could never truly tell. He remembered one playing possum on him not too long ago…

      The one Cameron dropped hadn’t moved, and neither did the two Cole had taken out. He found Cameron’s rifle near the chopper and picked it up, then spent a few seconds thinking about going through the ex-soldier’s pockets.

      He decided against it and headed back into the rooftop access hatch instead. The sun was already low, casting an orange field across the city’s skyline. It would be dark soon. He was dreading that in the worst way.

      Zoe was waiting for him at the bottom of the rooftop stairs. “What happened?” she asked. Then, looking past him, “Where’s Cameron?”

      “He’s dead,” Cole said.

      He turned around and locked the door. The latch was strong enough to hold back a grown man, but might not be so effective against a sledgehammer. But he’d deal with that problem when he had to. He considered dragging another shelf up here, or using one of the desks in the offices, but it wouldn’t be worth the hassle. If anyone tried to break their way in, he’d know, and he’d be ready.

      “What happened?” Zoe asked again.

      “Crazies got onto the rooftop.”

      “How?”

      “There was a ladder.”

      “A ladder?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You said ‘crazies.’”

      He saw the question in her eyes. Cole shook his head. “I don’t think they were working together. More likely, one of them found a ladder and used it, and the others just took the opportunity to follow him up to the rooftop. They got the drop on Cameron. He managed to take one down, but the second one got to him.”

      “There were two?”

      “Three.’

      “So they can’t get up here again.”

      “Maybe. We’re only two floors up. They found a way up twice now. They could do it again. Better we all stay down here from now on, until we’re ready to leave.”

      Dante rolled over to join them, Mark walking alongside the teen. They both had their guns out and ready. Or as ready as they would ever be. Cole had no plans to put his life in either of the duo’s hands. That was a role he’d been hoping Cameron could fill.

      “That’s what you get for hoping,” the Voice said.

      Yeah, I know.

      “Dang, I was hoping we’d have Cameron on the road,” Dante was saying. He looked genuinely sad. Cole remembered Dante telling him that Cameron had once considered getting rid of him.

      “Guess the kid forgave him,” the Voice said.

      Or he knows we needed Cameron.

      “Or that, too.”

      “So what do we do now?” Zoe was asking.

      The three of them looked over at him.

      “We wait out the night, then travel tomorrow morning back to Anton’s warehouse,” Cole said. “There’s no point in risking traveling in the dark now.” He could tell Zoe had more to say, but Cole walked away before she could. “Get some sleep. I’ll keep an eye on the rooftop door throughout the night. Be ready to go in the morning.”

      Dante turned around as Cole walked past him. “What if they try to come in?”

      “Then we fight them off,” Cole said without stopping. “Worst-case scenario, we use the APC. It’s survived an entire city of crazies; it can brave a warehouse full of them.”

      That seemed to placate the others. Or, if it didn’t, Cole didn’t wait around to find out. He kept walking back to the office where he’d spent too many days recovering. And all the while, Emily was out there, somewhere. But to find her, he needed to get back to Anton’s.

      “One step at a time, chum,” the Voice said. “Or, should I say, one night at a time. ’Cause I have a feeling the buggers aren’t going to give us a peaceful last night here.”

      Cole sighed. He had the same feeling.
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      “Get in the APC. Get back to Anton’s.”

      Not yet.

      “Ah, you said ‘not yet.’ You didn’t say ‘no.’”

      Same difference.

      “Is it?”

      Yes.

      “I don’t think so. You’ve been thinking about it, haven’t you?”

      You’re wrong.

      “Am I?”

      Very wrong.

      The Voice laughed. “Again, chum, must I remind you that I’m you and vice versa?”

      Cole didn’t answer. He didn’t like the idea of the Voice being even remotely attached to who he was.

      No, scratch that.

      The Voice was who he used to be. The was part of him. The now him was different.

      “Keep telling yourself that,” it said.

      Shut up.

      “I’m just trying to keep you company.”

      You’re annoying me.

      “You didn’t say that when I was keeping you alive.”

      That wasn’t you. That was me.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      100 percent.

      It laughed again. “I think you almost believed yourself that time. Almost.”

      Cole grunted, when he heard the sound of a door clicking open behind and slightly below him. He glanced back and watched Dante rolling out of the APC in his chair, then looking around. Cole could just barely make Dante out; truth be told, he might not have been able to distinguish the kid’s black skin against the dark interior of the warehouse, but the slightly squeaking wheels of the chair gave it away and helped Cole to pinpoint the teen’s location.

      Should probably oil that, he thought.

      “Among other things,” the Voice said. “And by ‘other things,’ I of course mean dump the cripple, the single mom, and the useless teenager.”

      No.

      “You know it’s the right move.”

      I don’t know any such thing.

      “You want to find Emily or not?”

      I do.

      “Then dump the excess baggage. Let’s face it, Bolton and Cameron were the only decent warm bodies on hand. These three are wet sacks of useless.”

      Four. You forgot Ashley.

      “Yeah, her, too. Dump them all.”

      No, Cole thought, before walking closer to the railing. He looked down at Dante from the catwalk. The kid was rolling over to the bottom of the stairs that connected the first and second floor. They had found a slab of metal that worked perfectly as a ramp for Dante to roll up and down the APC. That allowed the teen to move on his own and didn’t require someone to carry him, and his chair, up and down.

      “You shouldn’t be outside,” Cole said. There was a slight echo to his voice that hadn’t been there earlier in the day. Maybe it was the night. Or maybe his hearing was just a little bit too hyper, noticing any and all sounds that might be a prelude to an attack.

      Dante craned his head to look up at him. “It was getting a little boring in there. The others didn’t bother to bring any entertainment with them.”

      “So what’s everyone doing?”

      “Sleeping.”

      “Which you should be, too.”

      “Like I said. It was boring. Plus, Mark snores.”

      “So do you.”

      “What?”

      “You snore.”

      Dante shook his head. “No, I don’t.”

      “Yeah, you do.”

      The kid’s eyes widened slightly. “You sure?”

      “No one ever told you?”

      “No.”

      “They should have. You sound like a runaway train.”

      “Dang,” Dante said. “I never knew that.”

      Cole was a bit surprised the others had agreed to retreat into the APC as he had instructed them. He’d expected an argument, but they’d obeyed without resistance. Even Zoe had gone into the vehicle with her daughter, followed by Mark and Dante. Mark had become Dante’s de facto pusher-of-the-wheelchair. As expected, the surviving member of Deke’s crew hadn’t given Cole any trouble whatsoever.

      “I guess he didn’t like them that much,” the Voice said.

      I guess not.

      “It’s not safe out here,” Cole said down to Dante.

      “And it’s safe in there?” Dante said.

      “Safer, yes.”

      “Meh.” The kid shrugged.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means”—he shrugged again—“meh.”

      “Kid’s got a way with words,” the Voice said.

      He’s got a way with something, all right.

      Cole said out loud, “You should head back,” before turning around and walking back to the wooden rocking chair he’d brought out from one of the offices. It made him feel like an old man, (“You are an old man,” the Voice laughed.) but it was better than standing in the same spot all night long.

      From this angle, he had a perfect view of the rooftop access door above the stairs. If the crazies were going to come in, they’d be using that point of entrance. The side door was heavily barricaded. Cole had made sure of that with Mark and Zoe’s help earlier. They’d done the same to the only other door at the front. The only other way in was the hangar door, and it would have taken something like the APC more than one try to break it down, and even then, that wasn’t a guarantee.

      Cole placed the AR rifle in his lap and leaned back in the chair. He should have grabbed one of the pillows and put it on the seat before sitting down. His butt was getting numb against the too-hard wooden slab. He could see Dante through the open holes in the catwalk’s floor, just sitting there in the dark.

      “I don’t think he’s going anywhere,” the Voice said.

      Give him a minute.

      “Give him two, but he’s still not going anywhere.”

      Cole sighed, and called down, “What’s on your mind, Dante?”

      “Are they out there?” Dante asked.

      “You already know the answer to that one,” Cole said. “So what’s really on your mind?”

      Dante didn’t respond right away.

      “That obvious?” he finally said.

      “Yes.”

      “The others…”

      “Which others?”

      “Earlier today.”

      “You’ll have to be more specific,” Cole said, even though he already knew who Dante was referring to. Deke, Annette, and George. Who else? What had happened would have been ingrained into the kid’s mind. Despite everything he’d seen until now, watching Cole shoot three people (“Well, technically just two,” the Voice said.) that had come in peace and offered their friendship was something you didn’t just brush off.

      “It’s not like he can do anything about it,” the Voice said.

      That was true, but Dante could cause problems in other ways.

      “Like what?”

      I don’t know. Let me think about it.

      “Just dump the kid. I’ve been telling you that since we met him.”

      I didn’t then, and I’m not going to now. So you might as well stop saying it.

      The Voice snickered. “If I did that, what kind of conscience would I be?”

      Is that what you are? My conscience?

      “Well, I’m not not your conscience. As to what I am, exactly? That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

      Like you keep saying. I’m you and you’re me. So, theoretically, I should already know the answer.

      “Sure about that?”

      Yeah.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Why wouldn’t I be?

      “You haven’t been you a lot these days. These years, if we’re being honest.”

      There’s a reason for that.

      “Emily. Of course.”

      She means everything.

      “What if she’s dead?”

      She’s not dead.

      “You don’t know that. They took her. Whoever ‘they’ are. Left you for dead on top of that roof, too. Now that’s a hell of a way to treat us. Almost makes a disemboweled voice want to get a little revenge.”

      “The others,” Dante was saying from below him. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      Cole sighed. He didn’t feel like arguing about this; he hadn’t, with Zoe, and still didn’t, now with Dante. But he didn’t think he was going to be able to escape this conversation forever. At least, not if he planned on keeping the kid around.

      The Voice cleared its throat.

      Oh, shut up, Cole thought.

      “We could have talked to them,” Dante was saying. “Convinced them.”

      “I tried, remember?”

      “You could have tried again. I could have backed your play. Zoe—”

      “I tried,” Cole said, cutting the kid off. “I tried, Dante. What happened…happened. There’s no going back. Just deal with it.”

      Dante sighed and looked down at the floor. “We could have still talked to them,” he said, more to himself than Cole.

      “Go back inside the APC, Dante. You don’t want to be out here if anything happens.”

      “Yeah, I guess not,” Dante said. He turned around and began rolling back toward the parked vehicle.

      Cole watched him disappear back into the APC, then heard the door clicking shut. The others hadn’t come out the entire night. Even Zoe had given up talking to him. And Mark, well, he still hadn’t said a word about what’d happened. At least Cole could be thankful for that.

      He looked over at the stairs leading up to the rooftop access door. It was as dark and cold and quiet as it’d been since sunlight faded and darkness overwhelmed the city outside the warehouse walls. If there were anyone even still alive out there—someone not crazy—Cole couldn’t hear a peep from them. How was it possible all the crazies could stay so quiet?

      “Because they’re hunters,” the Voice said. “The most dangerous of the most dangerous. The weak ones died off already. It’s just the big dogs now. And big dogs didn’t get to be big dogs by being stupid.”

      The Voice was right, of course. Cole had come to that same conclusion a while back. So had Emily and the others. They weren’t dealing with packs of unthinking creatures here. The infected retained their intelligence. Cole didn’t know if they’d gotten smarter—he didn’t think so, though—but they certainly hadn’t gotten dumber.

      And that, coupled with their primal desire to do nothing but kill, made them almost…

      “What?” the Voice prompted.

      Scary.

      “Hey, we’re not chopped liver ourselves, you know.”

      No, we’re not.

      “We can handle this. All you have to do is dump the cripple and the women. We can use the kid Mark. Sorta like a pack mule.”

      No.

      “Okay. Keep the kid and the woman, then. It can get lonely out there at nights, you know.”

      “Shut up,” Cole said out loud.

      Cole put his hand on the AR lying across his lap and flexed his fingers to get the blood flowing. He wanted to doze off in the worst way, and the only reason he didn’t was because he’d laid off the painkillers. Not that the meds made him drowsy or anything, but he needed the pain from his injuries to stay awake. And every part of him still hurt, from his toes to his legs to his waist to his chest to his head. If anything, they’d gotten worse since this afternoon, almost as if his body were trying to punish him for putting it through its pace before it was ready.

      “Take the meds,” the Voice said.

      No. I need to stay awake.

      “You can stay awake and still take the meds.”

      No.

      “You want to.”

      No.

      “Who are you kidding here? It’s gonna be a long night, chum.”

      Cole sighed before reaching into one of his cargo pants pockets and taking out the bottle of painkillers. The container had been pretty light earlier in the day, but was full again now after he’d inventoried the APC.

      “You mean plundered?”

      Cole ignored it and downed one pill.

      “Just one?”

      He took a second one.

      “That’s my boy,” the Voice said.

      Cole sat back and closed his eyes for a bit. He was fully awake still, but the Voice was right; it was going to be a long night. But that was okay. He would rest when they were on the road and safe in the confines of the APC. The best-case scenario would be to do what Deke and the others had; travel by day and find shelter at night, while staying inside the vehicle for extra security. He could do that all the way to Anton’s, and then beyond.

      It was a good plan.

      “We should thank Deke,” the Voice said. Then, with a chuckle, “Oh. Never mind.”

      Cole sighed, and whispered, “God, I hate you,” to the cold darkness around him.
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      Thump!

      It wasn’t very loud. In fact, it was very soft. Like someone hitting a part of their body against something metal. Something unyielding. Coming from below him.

      The first floor? No. There was no one down there. Not out in the open, anyway.

      Clang!

      Again, coming from beyond the first floor.

      What was beyond that?

      Underneath it.

      This time it wasn’t flesh, but metal on metal. And it sounded way louder and even echoed for a bit.

      A second. Maybe half a second. Long enough for Cole to know he wasn’t going to get through the night undisturbed.

      “We got company!” the Voice shouted in a singsong voice.

      No shit, Captain Obvious.

      What was under the first floor? A sewer system? Of course. Where else would the bathroom water go? It would have had to be connected to some kind of pipe that fed the waste to the city’s sewers.

      He should have realized that before now.

      “Shoulda, woulda, coulda,” the Voice said.

      You’re not helping.

      “I beg to differ.”

      Stop begging.

      “Haha, funny guy. Not.”

      Whoever was down there wasn’t being very subtle. Either that, or they were making a lot of noise on purpose. But he didn’t think so. More likely whoever or whatever was making their way underneath the warehouse was doing it in the dark. Could the crazies see in the dark? Probably not. Or, at least, not any better than they could before the infection.

      “You’re assuming,” the Voice said. “And we both know what happens when you assume, don’t we?”

      No. What?

      “I’m not falling for that one. I was born at night, chum, but not last night!”

      The others were back in the APC, sound asleep. Or they were the last time he checked about an hour ago. That left Cole alone with his thoughts…and the crazy moving around underneath the warehouse.

      Of course it had to be a crazy. Who else—what else—would be skulking around down there at this hour?

      “Whoever it is, it’s doing a pretty bad job of it.”

      Maybe that’s the point.

      “Come again?”

      Maybe they want me to notice.

      “And why would they want that?”

      Cole shrugged. To himself.

      The Voice laughed. “Watch yourself. You’re starting to physically respond to an imaginary voice. That’s the second sign of dementia right there.”

      What’s the first?

      “Talking to yourself.”

      Shit, Cole thought even as he rose from the rocking chair. He stretched his legs, slapping at his thighs to get the blood flowing again, all the while staring through the holes in the catwalk at the floor below.

      He couldn’t see anything down there except darkness, with the big, squat APC near the front. The metal beast was easy enough to make out even without lights. There were no high windows for moonlight to fill the spaces, but his night eyes had adjusted enough for Cole to make out what he needed to.

      Not that he could see much of anything down there, much less the hidden intruder’s position. But they were down there, and on the move. If he was right about the sewer system, then they’d be headed for the bathroom at the back.

      “They got Bolton and Cameron,” the Voice said. “There’s just you left now, chum.”

      You forgot the others.

      “No, I didn’t. I’m just counting the useful ones.”

      What about Mark?

      “You trust that kid?”

      No, but…

      “But what? He saw you shoot his friends in cold blood. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s not thinking about ways to pay you back right this second.”

      The Voice had a point.

      “Of course I have a point. You best sleep with one eye open when he’s around, that’s all I’m saying.”

      The others…

      “Are useless. Let’s face it, you’re the only reason they’re still alive now. And you’re gonna be the only reason they stay alive. The kid, Mark, on the other hand…”

      Sleep with one eye open, Cole thought.

      “Exactamundo,” the Voice said.

      Cole flexed his fingers again against the smooth side of the AR that hung from a sling across his body. It was cold. Colder than it should have been. The whole building was.

      He glanced down at his watch, the hands glowing in the semidarkness.

      3:11 a.m.

      He hadn’t realized it was that late when he opened his eyes to the sounds.

      Cole would have rather been inside the vehicle on the first floor than up here by himself. Hell, he’d rather be in there than anywhere by himself, but especially surrounded by the spacious warehouse. But he couldn’t, because the crazies had found their way onto the rooftop more than once now. And while the APC was safe, its tires were vulnerable to an up-close-and-personal attack.

      Besides, Cole clung to his advantages.

      “Advantages? Since when do we have those?”

      The biggest one, perhaps, was the proven knowledge that the crazies didn’t cooperate with one another. They were loners. Killers at the purest level. If they ever found themselves in the same room, they were as liable to hack each other to pieces as they were him.

      “And what’s the other one?”

      He could always retreat into the APC. Yes, he might lose the tires, but he wouldn’t lose his life.

      “Good point.”

      It happens.

      The Voice laughed. “Don’t be so humble.”

      Cole ignored it and focused on listening for sounds from below him.

      He couldn’t hear anything anymore. Which meant…what? Either whoever was down there had realized how loud and clumsy they were being and went quiet. Or maybe they’d already reached their destination.

      Again, that would be the bathroom. It was the only possible way in or out of the warehouse that didn’t involve doors.

      But how?

      “Maybe you should go find out,” the Voice said.

      That was a good idea.

      “I know. That’s my job.”

      Cole smirked as he moved, as quietly as humanly possible—which wasn’t very quiet at all, given that he was moving on metal catwalks—toward the stairs. He went down on tiptoes, very aware of every clang the metal made as his boots touched down.

      One after another, after another…

      “As quiet as a mouse in a whorehouse,” the Voice said with a laugh. “Or is that a church? I get the two establishments confused sometimes.”

      He was much quieter now that he was on the solid first floor and didn’t have any trouble staying silent as he made his way toward the bathroom in the back corner. The door was open, and the toilet was visible from his approach. A sink to one side and not much else. The room was the size of a small closet and that was probably being too generous. It wasn’t exactly the cleanest part of the warehouse, but it served its purpose.

      The smell got to him first as he moved closer. That was unavoidable. They simply couldn’t afford to flush the toilet after using it, so everyone just had to deal with the stench.

      “Better stinky than dead,” the Voice said.

      That’s one way to put it.

      “What’s the other?”

      Better not stinky and not dead.

      “Well, you can’t have everything, can you?”

      No, Cole guessed not. So what else was new? He thought he’d gotten everything he wanted, and more, when he found Emily. And then—

      “Hey, pay attention, chum!” the Voice shouted.

      Cole did.

      He was almost at the open bathroom door—breathing through his mouth as he neared it—when one of the tiles in the middle of the room began moving before suddenly popping loose from the floor.

      “Bingo!”

      A darkened blob of something appeared, rising out of the square hole like a submarine’s periscope breaking the water’s surface. At first, Cole thought it was some kind of human-size potato—a Mr. Potato come to life—but minus all the details like a nose, eyes, and hair.

      Then the “potato” turned, slowly, in Cole’s direction. Cole saw light-blue eyes widening as they locked eyes on one another.

      Cole almost pulled the trigger, but didn’t. At the very last millisecond, he jerked his finger away from the trigger but didn’t take it out of the trigger guard.

      It wasn’t a crazy. He could see the white scleras around the eyes staring at him. It was impossible to miss. They were the only white things in the entire darkened bathroom.

      “Oh, shit,” Mr. Potato said.

      Cole didn’t answer. He also didn’t lower the rifle and kept it pointed at the man’s face. He might not have been a crazy, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a danger, either.

      “Like Deke and the others?” the Voice asked.

      Not exactly.

      “I know. I was being sarcastic.”

      The blue eyes stared back at him, the mouth slightly agape.

      “Well?” a voice whispered. Not Mr. Potato. It had come from somewhere below him. “What’d you Oh shit for?”

      “There’s a guy,” Mr. Potato said, still staring back at Cole. Even in the dark warehouse, he wouldn’t have been able to miss the AR pointed at him.

      “What guy?” the voice said.

      “I dunno. A guy. He’s pointing a gun at me.”

      “Oh, shit,” the voice said.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Is he gonna shoot you?”

      “Well, he hasn’t shot me yet.” The man continued to stare at Cole, before saying to him, “You gonna shoot me, dude?”

      “Maybe,” Cole said.

      “That’s not a yes,” the man said.

      “It’s not a no, either.”

      “Point taken.” Then, looking around the room, “Dude, it’s rancid. What’s the stench?”

      “You’re in a bathroom.”

      “That explains it,” Mr. Potato said.

      “Get up here,” Cole said.

      “You might shoot me.”

      “I might do that anyway.”

      “True.” Mr. Potato sighed. “Let’s make a deal.”

      Cole hadn’t stepped into the bathroom. He remained where he was, a few feet from the open door. It was close enough that he wouldn’t miss if he decided to pull the trigger after all. “What kind of deal?”

      “You don’t shoot me, and I tell you what’s going on out there.”

      “I know what’s going on out there.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      The man shook his head. He also might have grinned. “Trust me, dude. No, you don’t. I know what’s really going on out there. Question is: Do you wanna know? If the answer’s yes, don’t shoot me. If it’s no…” He might have shrugged. “Oh, well. I’ve lived a pretty good life.”

      Cole thought about it. The “truth?” He already knew the truth.

      Didn’t he?

      “Don’t we?” the Voice chimed in.

      He thought he did, but maybe he didn’t.

      Cole lowered the rifle.

      Mr. Potato sighed with relief.

      “Well? Did he shoot you yet?” the voice below Mr. Potato asked.

      “Not yet,” Cole said. “Get up here, and let’s have a chat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “So what’s going on out there?”

      “End of the world.”

      “Besides that.”

      “That’s not enough for you?”

      “I already know it’s the end of the world. I can see that just by looking outside the window. But you said you knew why it’s the end of the world.”

      “Did I? I don’t recall that.”

      “Don’t fuck with me.”

      Mr. Potato, whose real name was Jason, swallowed. Cole saw the lump go up and down his throat, a sure sign that he’d realized his wit—such as it was—wasn’t going to get him through this conversation. If he didn’t know he was already wasting Cole’s time, the man did, now.

      Jason hadn’t come out of the bathroom floor alone. He’d been accompanied by a woman named Elle. She was, according to Jason, the reason why Cole had heard the sounds earlier—Elle, not accustomed to moving around in total darkness (unlike Jason), had bumped into a loose pipe; then, when turning, struck that same pipe with the metal wrench she had stuffed into her front waistband like some kind of sword.

      Not that Cole feared the 20-something woman and her choice of weapon. She was a small, frail thing; barely five feet, if that, and looked malnourished from the top of her blonde-haired head to her oversize army boots. Cole wanted to tell her that if she wanted to stay quiet—which was a good idea these days, especially out in the open—that a heavy pair of boots was probably not the best of ideas.

      Jason had the better sense to trek in some Air Jordans and a windbreaker. The man had come out of the sewer system below the warehouse with a machete that looked as if it’d gotten plenty of use recently. Jason was just slightly taller than Elle—though not that much taller—and definitely wider than he was tall. Not muscular, but just on the right side of the not-quite-a-slob scale. How both of them had managed to survive this long was a mystery to Cole. Neither one looked especially good in a fight.

      The two of them were wearing black camo paint that they’d salvaged from a store a few miles back during one of their trips. They still had those on now as they answered Cole’s questions, looking like stage actors in terrible blackface.

      And they stank. The sewage radiated from their heads all the way down to the toes of their shoes. Neither one seemed particularly concerned about that, so Cole guessed they must have gotten used to the stench by now. He wasn’t, and neither were the others who had come out of the APC to join him in the interrogation.

      “We only move at night,” Jason had said. “It’s safer.”

      “Safer?” Dante had said. His voice was slightly muffled because he had a handkerchief wrapped around his mouth as he talked.

      Zoe and Ashley were similarly covered up. Mark had gone back into the APC in a hurry, as if he didn’t want to remember Jason’s and Elle’s faces too closely.

      “Can you blame him? After what you did to his friends?” the Voice said.

      Cole didn’t answer that one.

      “You don’t have to. The silence says it all, chum.” Then it laughed mockingly.

      The fact that Jason and Elle had found a way into the warehouse from below made Cole realize the building wasn’t nearly as secured as he’d first thought. Or as Bolton and Cameron had initially assumed, either. Of course, the attacks they’d suffered by way of the rooftop had attested to that. Cole just didn’t know there was another potential point of entry.

      Even though Jason swore they didn’t see a single crazy down there tonight, or indeed on any other nights he and Elle had gone about their scavenging adventures, Cole didn’t feel like taking the chance. He couldn’t afford to. To nip that potential problem in the bud, he’d replaced the tile in the floor and dragged a heavy shelf to place on top of it. He’d added about 300 or so pounds of weight by way of power tools to keep it in place. Not the most foolproof plan, but enough to give him the early warning to hightail it back to the APC should the need arise. The tile Jason had popped loose was some kind of façade to cover up a manhole-size opening in the floor. Cole wasn’t entirely sure why it was there, and didn’t particularly care.

      Now, he sat around the first-floor warehouse watching Jason and Elle closely. They stood shoulder to shoulder, as if afraid they’d get separated. Jason was a good 10 years or so older than the woman, but it was pretty obvious they’d been together long enough to trust one another with their lives. In terms of time—a few weeks, tops—it wasn’t much, but then, these weren’t normal days.

      “Tell me what you do know,” Cole said to the newcomers. “Don’t make me regret not popping you when I had the chance.”

      Jason grinned. Or tried to. It came out forced at best. “What’s going on out there isn’t what you think.”

      “What do you think I think it is?”

      “Huh?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Right. Anyways. People going crazy. Some kind of virus? Disease? Who knows. But it’s not that.”

      “What is it, then?” Zoe asked. She stood with her daughter slightly behind Cole, either afraid to get too close to the newcomers…or him.

      “Let’s pretend we didn’t notice that,” the Voice said.

      Yeah. Let’s.

      “It’s something else,” Jason said. “Something that isn’t natural.”

      “None of this is natural,” Cole said. He tapped the trigger of the AR slung in front of him impatiently. Not that he was really impatient; it was a good nonverbal cue to Jason that he should get to the point already.

      “Yeah, I know,” Jason said. “What I’m saying is, what happened out there, it happened for a reason. You get me?”

      “No,” Cole said.

      “Not a clue,” Dante said.

      “You’re talking gibberish,” Zoe said. “What do you know?”

      “Just tell them,” Elle said to Jason.

      “Yeah, just tell us,” Dante chimed in.

      Jason focused on his companion. “They probably won’t believe me.”

      “Why not?” Elle said. “I do.”

      “Yeah, but you’re you, not them.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Me neither,” Dante said.

      “Just spit it out,” Cole said. He was genuinely losing his patience now.

      Jason turned back to them, but he focused on Cole. Even through the black paint, Cole could see the seriousness suddenly overtake the shorter man’s face. “Have you ever heard of Project Red Book?”

      Cole squinted back at him.

      “You have,” Jason said. His own eyes widened. It might have been shock, or surprise, or confusion. Or maybe all three. “You know what it is. Wow. You’re the first one I’ve ever talked to about this that knows what Project Red Book is.”

      “What’s he talking about, Cole?” Zoe asked. “What’s Project Red Book?”

      Jason grinned. “You were in the military, weren’t you?”

      “He used to be,” Dante said before Cole could answer. “So what’s this Project Red Book?”

      “It’s the reason all of this is happening,” Elle said. “At least, that’s what Jason says. And I believe him.”

      “Why?” Zoe asked.

      “Huh?”

      “Why do you believe him? Did you know him before all of this?”

      “Well, no. We met after it happened.”

      “So you don’t know him. Not really.”

      Elle seemed to think about it for a moment before answering. “I know him enough. And I believe him.”

      “Back to the topic at hand. What is Project Red Book?” Dante asked Jason. “Sounds classified-y.”

      “It is,” Jason said. “Really classified-y. As in, if you know what it is, and you tell someone, you’d probably get a visit from the U.S. government and men in black suits and dark shades.”

      “You mean MIBs? Men in black? That type of stuff?”

      “Exactly.”

      “So if it’s so secret and dangerous to talk about, why are you talking about it now?”

      “You’ve been outside, right, kid?”

      “Your point?”

      “I don’t have to worry about getting a visit from MIBs anymore because there isn’t an Uncle Sam left to send them.” He turned back to Cole. “This is Project Red Book. It has all the signatures of it.”

      “Do you know what he’s talking about, Cole?” Zoe asked.

      “Yeah,” Cole said. “But this isn’t that. This isn’t Project Red Book.”

      “It is,” Jason said. “I’m telling you. It has all the signatures of it.”

      “Like what?” Zoe asked.

      “Everything. Everything we came up with. It’s happening. Step by step. Someone is turning Project Red Book into reality.”

      “Cole?” Zoe again, with more urgency in her voice this time.

      Cole shook his head. “Project Red Book doesn’t exist. Fiction thriller writer stuff.”

      “You’re wrong,” Jason said.

      “Prove it.”

      “All right,” Jason started to say, but before he could finish, there was a loud, echoing BAM! from somewhere on the second floor.

      Cole knew exactly what it was.

      The rooftop access door.

      Someone was trying to come through.

      Something.

      “It’s about time they made their move,” the Voice said. “I was getting bored.”

      Cole wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

      “Oh, it’s not,” the Voice said, laughing.

      Before the others could say anything, Cole shouted, “Back into the APC!” He faced Jason and Elle. “You two, follow them, but not before you clean up.”

      “Clean up?” Jason said.

      “We have some water,” Zoe said, just before she turned and ran back to the armored vehicle.

      “What’re you gonna do?” Dante said to Cole.

      “Make sure they don’t get in. Now get moving!” Cole shouted even as he ran to the stairs and hopped up the steps three at a time.

      He reached the second-floor catwalk in no time and arrived at the bottom of the ladder up to the rooftop door just as another resounding BAM! shook the walls around him. The metal grates underneath his boots seemed to vibrate under the impact.

      “Someone definitely wants to come!” the Voice said.

      The good news was that it was someone, and not someones. Cole could deal with one crazy easily enough even without the rifle. But he had the AR anyway, so why not use it? The only thing he wasn’t sure about was whether to let the crazy in first. In order to do that, it would have to break down the door. And if that happened…

      “Would really make it easier for the others to try their hand,” the Voice said.

      Exactly.

      “So don’t let the dumb-dumb ruin the door for us.”

      Cole hopped up the steps, slinging the rifle over his shoulder and drawing his sidearm as he did so. The pistol would be way handier at close quarters.

      Another massive BAM!

      Some kind of metal object striking the door. If the other crazies in the area hadn’t heard it before, then they would have now. If Cole were lucky, another maniac would be on the rooftop and attacking the first one just about—

      BAM!

      “Or not.” The Voice laughed.

      He grabbed the lever and prepared to yank it down, pull the door open, and shoot whoever was out there, when he heard the distinctive sound of a scream, followed by a very solid thunk! as something else—something smaller than the first object—striking the door.

      Then there was silence.

      Cole stood still, gun in one hand, the door’s lever in the other. He listened, but there was nothing to hear. Except for the wind. He was sure he could hear the wind moving out there, skipping gravel across the rooftop.

      What had happened? Why did the crazy stop? Or maybe he didn’t, and someone else stopped him. Someone else took advantage of the man or woman’s momentarily distracted state and attacked from behind.

      “Serves him right for trying to ruin our day,” the Voice said.

      That’s one way to put it.

      “What’s the other?”

      The other one can pick up—

      BAM! as the same object that had been striking the door did it once again.

      Cole took one quick step, then another back.

      BAM!

      Then again: BAM!

      “Welp. Might as well get it over with,” the Voice said.

      Yeah, might as well, Cole thought as he reached for the door lever again. He got a good grip, lifted the SIG Sauer to chest level, finger in the trigger guard, and yanked the door open.

      “Showtime!”
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      It was an old man, with hard, gray eyes that seemed to bore into Cole’s soul. He was sporting the kind of wicked smile that made Cole wonder if the man hadn’t killed previously even before all this madness overtook all his senses.

      Not that Cole spent too much time thinking about that. His first shot went into the man’s chest as the crazy was lumbering inside, trying to push aside the battered steel door with one hand even as he cocked back his right, along with the spiked baseball bat inside it. What looked like nails jutted out of various points of the Louisville Slugger; it was haphazardly put together, but apparently very effective if all the fresh blood dripping from it were any indication.

      The man stumbled halfway through the door, but didn’t go down. Cole hadn’t expected him to, either. The adrenaline that rushed through their veins, that drove them into a state of bloodlust that bordered on madness (“Bordered on?” the Voice asked. “Pretty sure these suckers already crossed the line and back.”), pushed him through the pain of a bullet in his chest.

      “You missed the heart,” the Voice said. “Shoot for the heart, and he’ll go down for sure.”

      The Voice was right, of course; a shot to the heart would end the man’s life in the blink of an eye, regardless of how much adrenaline he had coursing through his body. Except that was easier said than done. Cole was good with a gun, but he wasn’t that good. There were a lot of variables that went into shooting a man in the all-important artery. For one, not everyone had their hearts exactly in the same spots, some—

      A roar came out of the crazy’s mouth as he stumbled through the opening, the bat still cocking to swing. All it would take was one strike and Cole was done for. Or if he wasn’t, then he’d wish he were with those nails digging into his face.

      Bang! and the crazy faltered a second time, pausing momentarily with one foot inside the warehouse and the other still outside.

      The crazy stopped but, again, didn’t go down. He did seem to blink, though, as if remembering what pain was for the first time.

      Cole moved the gun slightly upward and pulled the trigger a third time. The man’s brains sprayed the open air behind him as he fell backward and out, landing on the hard gravel with a hard crunching sound.

      “The door. Get the door,” the Voice said.

      Cole rushed forward and grabbed the dead crazy’s legs and tossed them outside so he could close the door. It was pitch-black out there, with a second body not far away. A big, burly man in painter’s clothes. There wasn’t much of his head left as he lay spread-eagled. Freshly dead.

      “Close the door so that doesn’t happen to us!” the Voice shouted.

      Right. The door.

      He reached for the lever and pulled the door closed.

      Except it didn’t close. It was damaged. The strike plate was dangling off the frame, and the latch was missing.

      Shit.

      Shit, shit, shit, shit.

      “That’s not good,” the Voice said.

      No shit, Sherlock.

      “Just being helpful.”

      You’re not.

      “I beg to differ.”

      Stop begging, and tell me what to do.

      “So you’re asking for help now?” The Voice laughed. “That’s a first.”

      Well?

      “Say pretty please.”

      Oh, go fuck yourself.

      It laughed again. “Again; you do know that I’m you, right?”

      Cole did know that, but at the time it seemed like the right thing to say. Besides, if the Voice didn’t know, then he didn’t know, since it was just his subconscious anyway.

      “You sure about that?” it asked.

      The darkness in front of him, from the edge of the rooftop, flickered. Cole glanced over and lifted the SIG Sauer just as the crazy appeared, jumping out of the shadows as if the night itself was spitting it out.

      A man in a tattered suit and dress slacks, loosened tie flashing in the cold night air as he ran in a straight line toward Cole. A weapon of some type in one hand, but all Cole could focus on was the tie. Why was the man still wearing his tie? It’d been days since he was infected, so why didn’t he just take it off?

      “Why don’t you ask him?” the Voice said.

      I don’t think I will.

      “So shut up and just shoot him already.”

      Bang-bang! and the man lifted into the air as if something up there had snatched him off his feet and slammed him back down on the sheets of loose gravel. A knife clanked its way along the pebbles before settling nearby.

      “That was close.”

      No, it wasn’t. The man had only managed half the distance to Cole before he could pick him off.

      “Seems closer than that. My bad.”

      Your “bad?”

      “What? Don’t the kids still say that?”

      I have no fucking idea.

      Cole grabbed the lever and slammed the door shut. Or as much shut as he could get it since the deadbolt was also gone, along with just about everything else that made the door useful.

      “Maybe you can find them on the floor and glue them back in place,” the Voice said.

      You’re not helping.

      It laughed. “I know. But it was funny, right?”

      No, it wasn’t.

      “Let’s agree to disagree.”

      Cole sighed. The best he could do was squeeze the door back into place, but all it would take was a hard wind to push it open. Which, in this case, there were plenty of outside. And it was howling loud, too, as if Mother Nature herself knew that the end of the road was on the horizon for him.

      “Buckle up, Cherry Pie, we ain’t dead yet!” the Voice said. “Even if we can’t close the door, they still gotta come in one at a time. And then there’s the thing parked behind us on the first floor, remember?”

      Right. That was his big advantage. He’d almost forgotten about that.

      “Good thing I’m here.”

      Let’s revisit that another time.

      It laughed even as Cole jumped down the stairs. He’d just landed on the final rung, then stepped off it, when there was a loud bam! from behind him.

      He spun back around, gun at the ready.

      A woman in a pencil miniskirt with a big slit in it staggered inside, her blood-drenched white blouse the only thing Cole could really make out in the semidarkness of the second floor and the darkened rooftop behind her. There was no mistaking the woman’s maniacal grin and the knife in her hand. She righted herself, then lunged at him, flying down the steps like a missile. He’d never seen someone move so fast, so recklessly.

      “What are you waiting for, a written invitation?” the Voice asked.

      Waste of bullet.

      “How you gonna shake her, then?”

      Watch and see.

      “Oh, I’m watching, chum. I’m watching.”

      Cole sidestepped at the very last second, and the woman—moving too fast, the adrenaline giving her unnatural speed—slammed into the railing, was unable to stop herself, and went right over it. She might have let out a startled gasp as she plummeted—

      Crack!

      “That sounds like a skull just turned into watermelon,” the Voice said. “Well done. Got rid of the threat and saved a bullet. I’m impressed.”

      Cole looked down just long enough to confirm that the crazy was down and out. She was down, but he wasn’t quite sure about the out part. She was still moving, right hand inching along the ground to where her knife lay. The rest of her body seemed immobile. If she weren’t paralyzed—except for her twitching right arm—he’d be surprised.

      He glanced up at the APC. So close, and yet so far away. He could make out Zoe behind the front windshield. Next to her was either Dante or Mark or one of the newcomers. It was a little hard to tell because of the spiderwebbed glass. They were looking back at him, maybe wondering why he hadn’t already hightailed it into the safety of the vehicle.

      “That’s a good point,” the Voice said. “Time to go.”

      Not yet.

      “When, then?”

      When we’re out of choices.

      “You mean you have choices now?”

      Plenty.

      “How so, chum?”

      Cole turned around to look up the stairs at the wide-open access door above. He could hear the wind howling on the other side, but no indications another crazy was on the verge of attacking. No crunching of gravel or heavy breathing or screams. He should have been happy with that, but it just made him more paranoid.

      “Paranoia keeps us alive.”

      It makes us paranoid.

      “Same difference.”

      He didn’t know how the crazies had managed to scale the walls, but they’d done it. Who knew how many more were on the way? But to get to him, they’d have to fight their way through each other first—

      The loud—very, very loud—sound of engines starting up behind him.

      What…?

      Only a vehicle parked inside a cavernous warehouse with steel walls could generate that type of sound.

      Oh, mother…

      Such as, say, an APC with a hemi for an engine.

      …fucker!

      Cole turned back around once more, expecting something worse.

      It wasn’t worse, it was the worst thing that could have happened.

      The APC was backing up toward the front hangar door, which was in the process of sliding open. Who had opened the door? Who was driving the vehicle? And why?

      “You’re fucked,” the Voice said. “Fucked harder than fucked, actually. Royally fucked, almost.”

      Cole couldn’t disagree, even as he bounded for the stairs down to the first floor, watching as the APC he’d fought so hard to get—killed to take possession of—backed into the opening. Pitch-black darkness on the other side, except where the APC’s red rear lights extended.

      Who the hell was driving it? Zoe? Dante? Mark? Had Mark taken control? Or maybe it was the two newcomers. Was this all a trick to take the vehicle from Cole? If so, it’d be ironic.

      “A tragedy is more like it,” the Voice said.

      Either/or.

      “Definitely more tragedy.”

      Cole jumped the last three steps and ran toward the heavy vehicle even as it began to turn into the street outside. Whoever was driving—and Cole couldn’t see past the bright headlights flooding his eyes—was doing a decent enough job maneuvering, even if they did almost crash into the side of the building during the escape.

      …during the escape…

      Cole ran faster, the SIG Sauer in one hand, the thought, “It’s not Zoe. It can’t be Zoe. She wouldn’t do this,” flashing across his mind.

      “Why can’t it be her?” the Voice asked.

      It’s not her.

      “Why not?”

      It’s not her.

      “When did we end up in Egypt?”

      Egypt? Cole thought, even as he made up half the distance between him and the open hangar door.

      “Yeah, ’cause you’re spending an awful lot of time in the river Nile these days, chum.”

      Cole might have snickered. He wasn’t sure. He was breathing too hard, every stride shooting pain through his joints.

      Pain. Shit. The meds were starting to wear off.

      Shadows, as crazies ran past the still-moving APC and into the warehouse. Two of them. One on each side of the retreating vehicle. They ignored it (“Smart fuckers. They know they can’t do anything to stop it,” the Voice said.) and came right for Cole.

      He slid to a stop and immediately backed up, even as the truck drove off, its engines roaring in the formerly quiet night. It was possibly the only loud, inhuman noise in the entire city at that very second.

      “Heads up,” the Voice said.

      I see them.

      “Not the ones in front of us. The ones behind us.”

      Oh, fuck me, Cole thought as he turned, just in time to see two crazies bounding down the stairs from the second floor. He wasn’t entirely sure if they were chasing one another or just trying to be the first to reach him.

      Not that it mattered, of course. One crazy was the same as two, or three…

      …or four…

      The SIG Sauer bucked in his hand as he moved, shooting one, then the another.

      But they kept coming anyway. Through the open door on the first floor and from the rooftop access on the second.

      “Well, this didn’t go as planned,” the Voice said, even as it laughed.

      Not that Cole could hear it, because his eardrums were filled with screams and gunfire and his own ragged breathing.

      He kept moving, and shooting.

      Then he was punching and kicking.

      The clinking of empty shell casings ricocheting off the warehouse floor.

      Screams from crazies as they hacked at one another.

      Out of bullets. He switched to the rifle.

      Not just shooting now, but swinging the AR like a club.

      And yet they kept coming…

      …and coming…

      Then, seemingly from another planet, the very distinctive sound of the APC’s engine in the distance, piercing through the cacophony of death and blood and screams in his immediate surroundings to reach his ears. It was getting farther away. Fading…

      …fading…
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