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      THE REAL FIGHT TO STAY ALIVE BEGINS.

      

      They survived the first five days of what might very well be the beginning of the end of the world as they know it. Man has become its own worst enemy, driven insane by an unknown infection that has claimed much of the globe. The infected will target anyone and anything in their path in order to satiate a never-ending bloodlust.

      

      For Cole and Emily, reuniting against all odds was a miracle. Now, they’ll have to face the leftovers of a ravaged planet.  Fortunately, they’re more than equipped to handle whatever is thrown at them.

      

      Or so they thought.

      

      The answers to “what happened” lies somewhere out there, but for Cole and Emily, along with the handful of survivors depending on them, getting through the next day—then the ones after that—is all that matters for now.

      

      Their goal is to find a safe haven from which to regroup. That’s where LARS comes in…
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      “It’s literally in our blood,” Emily said. “That’s the only reason none of us were affected by whatever happened to the others.”

      His wife, the love of his life—who, just three days ago, he didn’t think he’d ever see again even if he wanted badly to believe otherwise—was holding court. The twinkle in her eyes that he hadn’t seen for a while, ever since her Army days, was clear as day. Or it was to him. It probably wasn’t so much to the others.

      “Our blood?” Zoe asked.

      “Do you know your blood type?”

      “O negative.”

      “I’m surprised you know. Most people don’t.”

      “I only know because Ashley was in the hospital a few times when she was younger and I had to get a blood test just in case I needed to donate some to her.”

      “And your daughter’s?”

      “Same. O negative.”

      “So am I. So are Greg and Savannah and Cole.”

      “Damn,” Cole said, because it’d never occurred to him that their blood had anything to do with why they had been spared. But he had to admit that it made perfect sense. Or as much “sense” as anything could these days.

      Blood was the common thread. His. Emily’s. The others. It didn’t take long for Bolton and Dante to confirm their own blood type. Both O negative. The only person who didn’t know hers was Fiona.

      The twenty-something shrugged embarrassingly when everyone turned to look at her. “Does everyone know their blood type?”

      “Not everyone,” Emily said. “I’m pretty sure half—if not more—of Americans don’t know their blood type.”

      “Yeah, I only know mine because I’ve been in and out of the hospital like forever,” Dante said.

      “Same here,” Savannah said.

      “I gave blood not too long ago, or else I wouldn’t know either,” Greg said.

      “I was in the Army, and you kinda had to know in case you got wounded in the field,” Bolton said. “So don’t worry about it, little lady.”

      None of that seemed to make Fiona feel any better. “I guess.”

      “Since the rest of us are O negative and we weren’t affected, I think it’s a safe bet you’re O negative, too,” Emily said. She turned to Cole. “But we can find out for absolutely sure at LARS.”

      Cole nodded.

      “Awesome. Finally, we get to good ol’ Lars,” Dante said. “I’ve been dying to know all about him.”

      “Sounds like a European pop band,” Greg said.

      Savannah smiled over at him. “You listen to Europop, Greg?”

      The contractor blushed in the semi-dark interior of the Bell helicopter where they were gathered, just past midnight. Cole’s eyes had already adjusted to the darkness so he could see Greg fine when he answered.

      “Every now and then. Hey, I have eclectic tastes, what can I say?”

      “LARS,” Emily said. “Not a person. A thing. L-A-R-S. All capital letters. It stands for Last Resort Station. Once upon a time, it was the pet project of someone in the Pentagon. There was an administration change, the money dried up, and the people running it went private. They found civilian investors willing to continue the work, and they’ve been at it ever since.”

      “Sounds pretty rad,” Dante said.

      “It’s something, all right,” Cole said.

      “So this LARS is the salvation you were promising us?” Bolton, sitting across the seats from Cole, asked. Cole wasn’t sure if the chopper pilot looked angry or amused. It was hard to read with the man’s thick beard. His grizzled face, the product of decades of hard living, didn’t help.

      “Yes.”

      “I seem to remember you saying it was back at that house of yours.”

      “It is.” He nodded at Emily, sitting next to him.

      “Her?” Zoe asked.

      Emily nodded. “I was attached to the project during its government days. During that time, I became close to some of the people behind it. Specifically, the head researcher.”

      “They used to be lovers,” Cole said.

      “Oh,” Zoe said.

      “Yikes,” Dante said.

      “Awkward,” Savannah said.

      Fiona and Bolton, for some reason, both lifted their eyebrows in amusement at the same time. Cole couldn’t help but notice the fact they were sitting very close to one another and had been ever since they settled down for the night.

      Emily pursed a smile and gave him a Gee, thanks for that extra information that absolutely none of the others needed to know, sweetheart glance.

      He grinned back at her.

      “Unfortunately,” Emily said, looking back at the others.

      “Not the best of times, I take it?” Greg asked.

      “Not quite,” Emily said, and didn’t say anything further.

      The others, thankfully, respected that.

      “So, back to LARS,” Bolton said after a while.

      “LARS,” Cole said. “If there is one place that can survive this—whatever this turns out to be—it will be LARS. All we have to do is get there, which shouldn’t be hard with your chopper.”

      “And then?”

      “Then we wait this out.”

      “We can do that there?” Zoe asked. She was overtly more hopeful than the others. Cole didn’t blame her; it wasn’t just her life at stake, after all. The girl sitting next to her, who looked like a mini version of Zoe, was the reason for that.

      “That’s the entire reason for its existence. The only reason.”

      “I didn’t even think of LARS until Cole mentioned it, but he’s right,” Emily said. “It is our best option right now.”

      “What if we get there and it’s gone?” Bolton asked.

      “It won’t be.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Convince me.”

      “It’s designed to withstand something like this.”

      “Something like this?” Bolton said. “We don’t even know what something like this is.”

      “No, but that’s the point of LARS. The name says it all. Last Resort Station.”

      “Yeah, the name does kinda speak for itself,” Dante said with a chuckle.

      Greg joined him. “Kinda, yeah.”

      Emily looked from one face to the other. “Unless, of course, someone has a better idea besides just flying around until we run out of gas?”

      No one said a word.

      “So LARS, then,” Greg finally said.

      “Okay, now that we’re all full of hope and shit, let’s eat,” Dante said. “Who wants some Lunchables?”
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t be a hero.”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      “You, sweetheart. I’m talking to you.”

      “You sure? Because I thought you said ‘Don’t be a hero.’”

      “I did.”

      “Ah. I thought the reception was cutting out there for a moment.”

      “That’s happening, too. You’re breaking up every third or fourth word.”

      It was the same for him. The two-way all-band portable radio they’d “liberated” from a box store yesterday was built to function under the most rugged environments, but it wasn’t exactly made for this. This being underground, with multiple stories of thick concrete between him and where Emily was at the moment.

      “Soon this might be impossible,” Emily said, though what actually came through the radio in his hand was Soon…be im…ble. But he was able to piece together what she had intended to say anyway.

      She said something else, about him being on his own.

      “Don’t worry, just keep the coffee hot for me when I get back,” Cole said into the radio. “I won’t be long.”

      “What did you say?” Emily asked. “I didn’t catch—” but the rest was cut off.

      Dammit, Cole thought. He didn’t ask her to repeat it, though. She was already worried. Letting her know that he could hardly hear her would just make it worse.

      “Like she doesn’t already know,” the Voice said somewhere in the back of his head. “If you can barely hear her, she can barely hear you too, genius.”

      The Voice had a good point.

      “You sound surprised.”

      Let me focus.

      “What’s stopping you?”

      You.

      “I beg to differ.”

      He said into the radio, “I’m almost there.”

      “…careful,” Emily said. She said a lot more than that, but careful was all he got. Then, “…really…breaking up…”

      “I think she said she’s breaking up with you,” the Voice said.

      Oh, shut up.

      The Voice laughed. “Hey, just trying to keep you on your toes, chum.”

      Cole clipped the bright neon green radio to the belt around his waist and prepared himself mentally and physically for the task at hand.

      The mental part was tricky, even though he’d readied himself for this since he stepped into the elevator. Even before that, actually. He’d spoken to Emily about what to expect. Of course, thinking he knew what was waiting for him down here and actually finding out what was waiting for him could be entirely two different things.

      Fortunately, the physical side of things was simpler. But then it’d always been for Cole. It was usually the rest of the ops—the “thinking” parts—that got him into trouble. When he acted—when he just did what was necessary and let God sort out the results—was when he was most in his element.

      “I seem to recall I have a little something to do with that,” the Voice said.

      Cole didn’t disagree, even if admitting it—even if just to himself—was painful.

      The Voice snorted. “It’s nice to finally be appreciated.”

      Cole took a quick step back as the elevator finally stopped and the doors slid open with a painfully soft swoosh sound, to reveal a long corridor constructed of smooth metal walls and enough reinforced steel to withstand a nuclear blast.

      And then some.

      “That’s why you’re here, right?” the Voice said.

      Yes, it was.

      “So what are you complaining about?”

      He wasn’t, but there was a part of Cole that thought LARS might not be the sanctuary he’d promised the others. But Emily had been convinced he was right, and she knew this place—and the man behind it—way better than he did.

      And from what he could see, still standing inside the open elevator, she was right.

      LARS was everything he had hoped for, and more.

      “Score one for the wifey,” the Voice said. “Whatever would you do without us?”

      Without you? A lot.

      “I’m hurt.”

      Really.

      “Nah, just kidding,” the Voice said, laughing.

      Cole took his first step outside the elevator and into what Emily called the entry hallway. A low, rumbling hum that ran through seemingly every inch of the construction—the ceiling, the floor, and the walls—greeted him. The facility’s power source was still running in the background, which was why the corridor lights were still active. That was a very good thing, because he didn’t have any night-vision equipment on him.

      He’d expected the power to still be on after they found the elevator operational. Of course, it could have just been running on some kind of emergency generator, but five days into what appeared to be a total national power grid meltdown had made everyone very optimistic about what he’d find down here.

      “Optimism killed the cat,” the Voice said.

      That’s not the saying.

      “You sure?”

      Yes.

      “Hmm, I must be misremembering, then.”

      You do that a lot.

      The Voice laughed. “I’m getting old, chum. Both of us are.”

      That was true, but even old him could still do a lot of things with a Remington shotgun at his disposal. The pump-action police weapon was what Emily had been carrying when he found her. He also wore a pouch behind him, with extra shells for the weapon. The Glock holstered on his right hip was a nice little backup. And if all else failed, he had the hunting knife on his left.

      The radio at his waist squawked, and he heard Emily’s voice talking through what seemed like a hurricane of static. “…see?”

      Cole took one hand off the Remington to unclip the radio. He felt fine doing it since there was absolutely nothing—and no one—in the thirty yards between where he stood, in front of the elevator, and the three-way intersection on the other side of the entry hallway.

      He pressed the transmit lever on the radio, even though he had very little faith Emily would be able to hear everything. “I’m in the facility now. Power is still running. Lights are on. But there’s no welcome wagon.”

      Heavy static accompanied Emily’s response. “…hear you…lights…people?”

      He sighed. This was going to be tough. They hadn’t had very much faith in the radios. As powerful as they were designed to be, they couldn’t penetrate ten stories of solid concrete. And yet, they’d hoped—hoped—to use the elevator shaft to cheat.

      “Cheater cheater, pants on fire,” the Voice said.

      Cole ignored it and said into the radio, “No one. Nada. It might just be me down here right now.”

      He lowered the radio and waited for a reply. It didn’t come.

      Cole tried again. “Emily. Do you copy?”

      This time he did get something. “…copy…breaking…careful…”

      Shit, Cole thought. He clipped the radio back on his waist, and for about a second or two—or maybe five or ten—considered reversing course and heading right back up to Emily. If he couldn’t keep radio contact with her, then he was on his own. That was okay; he’d done that before. It was the thought of leaving Emily up there, after going through all the trouble to reunite with her again, that left a big hole the size of a fist inside his gut.

      “Do it,” the Voice said.

      What?

      “Turn around and go back up. You know it’s the right call.”

      I can’t.

      “Why not?”

      I came down here for a reason. They’re depending on me.

      “Fuck the others. Emily’s all that matters.”

      That’s what I meant.

      “Huh? You said ‘them.’”

      Emily and the baby.

      “Oh,” the Voice said, before it started laughing. “And here I thought I was the hardass!”

      Cole sighed and pushed all the doubts down, then threw virtual dirt over them. He’d come down here to do a job, and goddammit, he was going to do it.

      “That’s the spirit!” the Voice said. “It’s a good thing you have me. I’m always around to lend a hand.”

      Cole wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

      The Voice cackled. “It’s definitely a good thing. Trust me.”

      Yeah, no, Cole said as he reached down and turned off the radio. The last thing he wanted was to have it squawking while he was in the middle of a life-and-death situation, and stealing his concentration. He couldn’t see a single soul down here other than him, but that didn’t mean it would stay that way.

      The Remington felt comfortably heavy in his hands. So did the Glock on his hip and the knife on the other. The extra shells and mag were also a fine feeling.

      “And me,” the Voice said. “Don’t forget me. What am I, chopped liver?”

      Around him, the generator continued to hum, the vibrations that resulted easily felt even through his boots. All signs that LARS was the safety they’d sought. Now all he had to do was make sure he could bring his wife and unborn child down here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2. Emily

          

        

      

    

    
      “Check this out. LARS—Last Resort Station—is a state-of-the-art facility designed to withstand any calamity that can be wrought by man, nature, or any otherworldly events.”

      “‘Otherworldly events?’ What does that mean?”

      Dante shrugged. “I dunno. I guess alien invasions, or maybe mole men from the center of the Earth?”

      “‘Mole men from the center of the Earth?’” Fiona smirked. “Are you just making all this up, Dante?”

      “Of course not.” The teenager tapped the pamphlet on the table in front of him. It was from a stack they’d found in the drawers. Brochures for prospective investors. “It’s all here in black and white. That’s how they’re selling this place. A last resort against, literally, anything and everything. Not sure if they considered some kind of virus that affects only those with a particular blood type, though.”

      “That’s not true,” Bolton said.

      “What isn’t?”

      “You said it’s a ‘virus that affects only those with a particular blood type.’ It’s the opposite. It affects every blood type except the one we got.”

      “Ah,” Dante said. “I stand corrected.” Then, grinning, “Or sit corrected, if you really want to be pedantic about it.”

      Zoe smiled. “Glad you’re having fun with all this, Dante.”

      “Hey, if you can’t have fun with the end of the world, then what can you have fun with?”

      “That’s one way to look at it,” Savannah said.

      “What’s your take?”

      “We should all be crawling into our own private little corners and crying ourselves to sleep.”

      “Sure, we could do that…”

      “I hear a but coming.”

      “…we could do that, but where’s that gonna get us? Whatever’s happened has already happened. Nothing’s gonna change the last three days.”

      “Five days,” Greg said.

      “Well, four and some change,” Dante said. “Technically, we’re still in the fifth day.”

      “If we were to get pedantic about it,” Zoe said with a smile.

      Dante made a “gun” with his fingers and pretend-cocked the “hammer” at her. “Exactamundo.”

      Bolton, the chopper pilot, chuckled. “He’s technically correct.”

      “Technically, sure,” Greg said.

      “Let me see that brochure,” Zoe said.

      “Why? You wanna invest?” Dante asked. “One cool mil gets you a single bunk bed along with a kitchenette.”

      “You’re shitting me,” Greg said. “That much?”

      “That’s the basic package. Throw in another five mil, and you get your own entertainment center. Another ten and you get a personal toilet.”

      “Fuck me,” the contractor said. “How much for a hard floor and a tarp to sleep on?”

      “Never mind that,” Fiona said. “I wanna know what ‘wrought’ means.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Savannah said.

      Emily half-listened and half-ignored the others chatting behind her, their voices like characters from a TV sitcom someone had left playing in the background. She could hear every word but was mostly focused on the bright neon two-way radio sitting on the desk in front of her. It was her only link to Cole, and because of that, it was the most precious thing in all the world right this second. And the damn thing barely worked. Well, that wasn’t true. It worked, just not well. Not that she thought it would, given the ten floors of solid concrete between where she sat and where her husband was currently.

      As she eavesdropped (Was that really what she was doing?) on the others, Emily thought it funny they’d only become acquainted a few days earlier when all of this began. To hear them talking—her group and Cole’s—she might have thought they were old college chums that had reunited. They were that comfortable with one another. In her experience, when you put strangers in an intense situation together, they either bonded or exploded. These five had elected for the former. That was the good thing about combat (maybe the only good thing); it didn’t matter where you came from, how different your background was, once the bullets started flying all that mattered was staying—and keeping each other—alive.

      She resisted the urge to grab the radio and say Cole’s name. He had gone dark more than two minutes ago, even though it felt like two eternities, one after another, and she didn’t want to squawk him if he was in stealth mode. God only knew what awaited him down there. That was the worst part—the not knowing. They both hated it. She, more than him, because her job had always been to know what others didn’t.

      “Are you sure about LARS?” she had asked him last night when they had a moment alone together, with the others sitting inside the Bell chopper nearby.

      The helicopter was parked on the rooftop of the same big box store where they’d found the radios and other necessary supplies. Everything except more guns and bullets. That was one of the disadvantages of living in a state with tight gun laws. If they were in Texas, things would have been different.

      “No,” Cole had said. “But I don’t know where else to go. You have anything better?”

      She’d shaken her head. She hadn’t thought about LARS, or the man responsible for it, for a long time now. But it made perfect sense as their destination. LARS’s entire existence was to survive something like this—even if they didn’t quite know what this was yet.

      “So, LARS,” she’d said.

      “Why not?” he had said with that cavalier smile of his. Or it was supposed to be cavalier, anyway. She knew better.

      “Well, for one, it could be gone.”

      “Or it could be there and doing exactly what it was designed to do.”

      “True.”

      “Fifty-fifty?”

      She had shrugged. “You’re more optimistic than I am.”

      “One of us has to be.”

      “Since when has that been your job?”

      “Since this,” he’d said, placing his hand over her stomach and smiling that bright smile that told her, without a shred of doubt, she’d made the right choice when she decided to give up everything to marry this man.

      That was last night, and this morning she was stuck up here while Cole was down there. At least he had lights and the proper equipment to get the job done. She hadn’t caught everything he’d said because of the heavy static interrupting their connection, but she’d managed to piece together enough of his broken sentences.

      “He still dark?” Dante asked as the teenager rolled over to sit beside her.

      She smiled at the kid. “It’s only been a few minutes.”

      “Really? Feels longer.”

      “Don’t worry, Cole knows what he’s doing. This is actually what he’s good at.”

      “You mean going into an underground facility all by himself with everyone waiting up here for him to signal that everything’s hunky dory?”

      “Something like that.”

      Dante grinned. “I’m not sure any of us would have made it without him.” Then, looking back at Bolton, who was playing rock paper scissors with Ashley across the room, “Well, maybe except for Grizzly Adams there. He seemed to be doing all right before he met up with us.”

      Emily glanced over at the others.

      They were huddled inside a building dubbed The Welcome Room, according to one of the brochures, which was really just a big warehouse converted from a 120 feet x 240 feet airplane hangar, and was longer than it was wide. It was big enough that whenever they walked along its concrete floor, there was an accompanying echo. The building sat on top of the LARS main facility ten stories below and was the only way to access the structure. A single elevator, in the center and near the back, was the sole entry/exit point. Everything up here was sparse, with only two offices to one side—the one they were in now and a smaller one nearby—and enough space to host a few hundred guests and, maybe, the luxury cars they’d come in. That is, if they hadn’t arrived by private plane or chopper and parked them in the airfield outside.

      The whole thing was very theatrical, which was exactly Anton’s style.

      Anton.

      It was a name she didn’t think she’d ever say again—and really, hadn’t yet; at least not out loud—ever since she left the Army for the private sector. She didn’t even think she’d ever see the man again. But here she was, sitting at the very heart of his pride and joy. Or, well, above it, anyway.

      She could see the lone elevator that led down to that pride and joy right now. It looked more like an all-chrome version of Doctor Who’s TARDIS time machine, and was easily visible from the office thanks to the glass walls that ringed the room. There wasn’t much to it—and at the same time, it was a sight as it sat on hard concrete floors while surrounded by big and tall walls, easily dismissed as inconsequential in any other setting except this one. Anton’s version of creating buzz for the civilian investors because the military version of LARS was not nearly as dramatic.

      The lights didn’t work, but they didn’t need them anyway with the large, high windows along the top of the place, allowing in plenty of sunlight. All the windows, for some reason, were opened, and they were unable to find controls to close them back up. There had to be, because no way could they be opened and closed manually each time. That would have been much too time-consuming; not to mention someone would have had to climb up there to do so, or use a very, very tall ladder. For now, the plentiful lights provided by the open windows were a benefit, as were the free-flowing air they let in. Of course, things would be different when it got dark.

      Emily was surprised—though she didn’t say it out loud, and neither did Cole, who felt the same but also didn’t say it out loud to the others—to find the elevator still operational. That was a very good sign, because it got power from the facility below. And if that was still running, then they hadn’t come all the way here for nothing.

      The compound itself sat in the middle of nowhere. Literally, in this case, with the closest hint of civilization a good ten miles in any direction. That was the small town of Terry Flats, which had seen its boom come and go nearly a century earlier. From the air, Terry Flats hadn’t been very much to look at, but they hadn’t exactly hovered over it to get a better look. It could have been teeming with crazies, as Cole called them, for all they knew.

      Anton’s dream project was situated in the middle of 50 acres of sun-blasted and cracked earth. The hangar was part of a private airstrip that had been abandoned a while back; helicopter landing pads had been added recently and, from what they could tell when they arrived, used regularly. It wasn’t hard to find the place once you got past the rolling hills that surrounded it, but if you didn’t know where to look, you might have driven right by and been none the wiser of its existence. Anton had chosen the spot carefully.

      For Emily, it hadn’t been difficult to locate. She knew where it was because Anton had sent her the coordinates and kept her up to date on its construction even after he had gone private with the project.

      “He wants to impress you,” Cole had said when she told him about Anton’s correspondences.

      “What do you mean?” she’d asked, as if she hadn’t already known but just didn’t want to admit.

      “Maybe he thinks you’ll go back to him if you find out LARS has become a reality.”

      “He knows better than that.”

      “Does he?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Emily hadn’t answered that one quite as quickly. Did she know that? Her relationship with Anton had been…complicated. Maybe even more complicated than it was with Cole, and that had been pretty damn complicated.

      That was the last time they’d spoken about Anton, even though he continued sending her updates through her old e-mail account. It was a throwaway—what people in her old business used to call dead drops; or, well, a virtual version, anyway—and she had thought about deleting it but had never gotten around to it. It was still the best way for friends from her old life to reach her. Anton just happened to be one of them.

      And now here she was, back in his life.

      If he was even still alive. She didn’t know Anton’s blood type. Maybe he might have told her once, but she didn’t remember it. Was he even still alive under all the cement? Even if he wasn’t, it didn’t mean coming here was a waste of time. LARS was more than one man, and it was the place they had come for, not the people running it. Emily was expecting to see a crazy or two waiting for an unwitting victim to stumble into their path when they moved from the airfield to the warehouse but was surprised to find none. There wasn’t even any blood inside or around the building, or hints of a single fight. The area was deserted, as if everyone had simply picked up and left for the day, then never got around to returning to work.

      Well, this isn’t ominous at all, Emily remembered thinking as soon as they touched down, Bolton parking his chopper alongside two others. Besides those aircrafts, there was an unoccupied Gulfstream jet nearby, so someone had arrived at LARS before they did. The question, then, was that before, or after, everything went to shit?

      “He used to be a badass, right?” Dante was saying.

      Emily looked over at the kid. She’d never asked, but she assumed he was fifteen—possibly sixteen, but definitely no older than that—and never once gave her the impression he was confined to his wheelchair. Even though, of course, he was. But there was a big difference between allowing your limitations to limit you and overcoming it. Dante had done the latter a long time ago, and Cole had confirmed it.

      “Who?” Emily said.

      “Cole,” Dante said. “The way he handled himself, I wouldn’t want to mess with that dude of yours.”

      Emily smiled. She’d never heard anyone refer to Cole as that dude of hers before. “He’s something, all right.”

      “He used to be in the Army?”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “He didn’t talk much. Except about getting home to you.”

      She smiled again. She couldn’t help herself. She’d been 100 percent sure Cole was on his way back to her ever since all of this began, but to have it actually come true was some kind of miracle. In a city that was tearing itself apart at the seams, to know there was still one man she could count on was more than she could have hoped for.

      “I’ll let him tell you when he’s ready,” Emily said.

      “Fair enough,” the kid said. “What’s—” Dante started to say.

      He never finished because they heard the radio squawk and Cole’s voice, badly distorted with static, coming through.

      “Emily…there?”

      She grabbed the radio and could hear the others hurrying over at the same time behind her. She pressed the transmit lever. “Cole. I’m here. What’s the situation down there? Are you okay?”

      “…news and bad…” Cole said.

      Dante gave her a puzzled look. “News and bad?”

      She shook her head, but instead of wasting time filling him in, said into the radio, “Are you okay? Cole. Are you okay down there?”

      “…hear you…” he said.

      “You can’t hear me?”

      “…shit…” He said something else, but the rest was lost in static.

      “Cole, come in. Cole.”

      “…dead…”

      “Did he just say ‘dead?’” someone said behind her. It was male and sounded like Greg because Bolton, the only other male behind her, had a much gruffer voice. She could have turned around to confirm but didn’t have the time.

      She said into the radio instead, “Cole, can you repeat? Can you repeat that last one?”

      “…dead,” he said again.

      “Dead? Who’s dead?”

      “…all dead…”

      “All dead,” a voice said behind her. Fiona. She sounded scared. “We all heard that one, right?”

      “Yes,” Zoe said.

      “Shit,” Bolton said.

      Emily tightened her grip on the radio so much that her fingers turned pale. She leaned in closer. “Cole, what’s happening? What’s dead? Are you okay?”

      “Wait,” Cole said. “Something—” The boom! of a shotgun blast in the background rang through the two-way loud and clear.

      Emily jerked away from the radio reflexively, and someone behind her gasped. It was either Zoe or Fiona, or possibly Savannah. Because it couldn’t have been her.

      At least, she didn’t think it was her, but she could have been wrong.
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      He hadn’t been all that impressed with LARS as they circled the area in Bolton’s chopper. It was big and flat, and aesthetically a sore on the eyes. It was an entirely different story once Cole stepped out of the elevator and into the first passageway. The first, because according to Emily, there were more waiting for him. He had a general idea of what to expect, but even so, Cole was a little caught off guard by just how…nice the place looked.

      “It went from being a practical bomb shelter to housing soldiers and government officials during the end of the world to a luxury refuge for the superrich,” Emily had said when she was filling him and the others in on what to expect down here.

      The others, of course, were all for that. Anything with the word luxury sounded a lot better than military bunker, which was what LARS had been during its governmental days. It had changed a lot since then, and there were things even Emily didn’t know about; as a result, she couldn’t warn him beforehand.

      For one, the place looked good. Damn good.

      Cole could see himself living down here for months, maybe years, without ever missing the outside world. Okay, so maybe that last part wasn’t entirely true, but what he was confronted with as he made his way down the entry hallway was better than what he’d been expecting. Even though he knew he was getting more “luxury getaway” than “doomsday prepper,” he was still pleasantly surprised.

      The metal walls were a smooth white, as were the floors and ceiling. Bright LED lights powered by the same background power source that was responsible for the ever-present humming around him led the way.

      “We teleported onto the set of Star Trek or something?” the Voice asked.

      Yeah, Kirk would love this.

      “Kirk? I was thinking more Picard.”

      I’m a TOS man.

      “Really?”

      Yeah. You didn’t know?

      “Who are you kidding? You do remember that I’m you, right? And that I know for a fact you like Next Generation more.”

      Whatever, Cole thought.

      He was relieved that he wasn’t going to have to move around in the dark. He had brought a flashlight, attached to the barrel of the Remington, just in case. Instead, he got something that looked ripped out of a science fiction TV show.

      He kept the shotgun flashlight turned off as he took his time through the hallway. He could see the end up ahead. Another 20 yards. His footsteps barely made any sounds as he moved. The absence of noise, other than the humming, was…eerie.

      An arrow decal on both sides of the walls, floor, and even the ceiling for some reason, indicated he should walk straight to the end. As if he could have done anything else. There were no doors, just slick and bright metal walls on both sides of him.

      As he moved, Cole thought about turning around and heading back to the elevator. It was the fifth time he’d considered the option. Emily was up there, and he had no way to contact her. No, that wasn’t entirely true. He had a way, but it wasn’t a very reliable one. And right now, unreliable might as well be nothing.

      So why didn’t he just turn around and run back now?

      “Sounds like a good idea to me,” the Voice said.

      It’s not.

      “How you figure?”

      I came down here to do a job. And I’m going to do it.

      “Is that job dying?”

      I’m not going to die.

      “Famous last words.”

      There’s no one down here.

      “You think so?”

      I don’t see or hear anyone.

      “Doesn’t mean there isn’t anyone down here.”

      They would have shown themselves already.

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” The Voice laughed. “Never mind. I just remembered: You are me.”

      The Voice laughed again, but Cole forced it into the background in order to concentrate on the task at hand instead.

      Fifteen more yards to the intersection up ahead.

      Fourteen…

      Thirteen…

      His ears were open for any sounds other than his own breathing, which managed to pierce through the constant humming somehow. There was a slight jolt of adrenaline, but not enough to cause him to hurry. Instead, he took it slow.

      Easy does it.

      Easy does it...

      “Speaking of adrenaline,” the Voice said. “Remember?”

      Yes, he remembered. There was no way he’d forget. Not after the three days he’d gone through to get back to Emily.

      Was it possible LARS was actually empty? That seemed somehow…illogical. At the very least, there should have been guards topside, either inside or outside The Welcome Room to keep uninvited people out. Except there hadn’t been. There was no one to keep an eye on the only way down here. There weren’t even any signs they’d been around the place in recent days.

      The whole thing smelled wrong.

      “Among other things,” the Voice said. “You know what else doesn’t smell right? You coming down here alone. Talk about rotten ideas.”

      He didn’t have any choice. It was either come down here alone or bring the others with him. And of course by others, there were really only two viable candidates: Emily and Bolton.

      Emily was a nonstarter. He wasn’t about to risk her life down here.

      As for Bolton… Well, Cole still didn’t know what the chopper pilot was capable of. Sure, he was a vet, but it’d been decades since he was flying birds for the U.S. Army. The man hadn’t touched a gun in just as long a time, and Cole just didn’t feel comfortable having someone who hadn’t owned a firearm, never mind used one, for that long to watch his six.

      So it was just him.

      “You. The big, dumb idiot,” the Voice said.

      It was the only choice.

      “Was it?”

      Yes.

      “You sure?”

      Absolutely.

      The Voice laughed. “Say it again and maybe you’ll actually believe it this time.”

      It didn’t matter what the Voice thought. Cole knew why he was down here, ten stories from Emily and the others. He accepted the risks. Besides, he’d been down here for at least a good five minutes, and there still hadn’t been any signs of people. And despite the quiet—or maybe because of it—the elevator’s arrival would have made a lot of noise.

      So where was everyone? How many could be lurking around the place?

      “Anywhere from ten to fifty,” Emily had said when he asked her how many could be down here.

      That was a pretty big number. Even ten, the best-case number, was just a tad too big for comfort. (“Just a tad?” the Voice asked. “I’d say it’s a mite huge, chum.”) Not that Cole expected everyone that was down here when the shit went down to still be alive. Not all of them would have O-negative blood type, which was the only clue as to why any of them were spared the infection that had claimed Donnie and all the others five days ago.

      “How many people have O negative blood?” Zoe had asked last night after Emily told them why she thought none of them were affected.

      “About 7 percent, give or take,” Dante had said before Emily could respond. Then, when everyone had turned to look at him, the teenager grinned almost embarrassingly. “I read a lot, okay? Plus, the whole going in and out of hospitals thing. You tend to pick up a few useless facts most people don’t feel is all that important. Being, you know, useless facts and all.”

      “Dante’s right,” Emily had said. “It’s around 7 percent of the world’s population.”

      “So that means what? 7 percent of us weren’t affected five days ago?” Fiona had asked. “So how come there’s so few of us out here?”

      “That’s easy to explain, little lady,” Bolton had said. “If they’re anything like us, they were trying to figure out what was happening while at the same time trying to survive those psychos. Chances are, most of them died by the hands of their loved ones. Those that weren’t O negative.”

      “I guess that makes sense.”

      Cole had laughed inwardly at that. Yeah, like any of this makes any sense, he had thought, before exchanging a look with Emily that told him she was thinking the same thing.

      Because none of this made any sense. The truth was, they still didn’t know anything about what was happening out there, never mind the why of it. At the moment, Cole didn’t care, either. Right here and now, he just wanted to keep his wife and unborn child safe. That, more than anything, was why he was down here all alone with a shotgun, a Glock, a knife, and an annoying voice nagging at the back of his mind.

      “Now, now, is that any way to talk to your savior?” the Voice asked.

      You’re not my savior.

      “Aren’t I? What am I, then? Please do tell.”

      A wet stain on the soles of my conscious.

      “I don’t think that was a compliment.”

      You’re right.

      “Meh. I’ll talk to you again when you’re in a better mood.”

      The Voice might have scoffed, but Cole was too busy focusing on the end of the corridor—a three-way intersection—to give it any attention. The big, yellow arrow decal on the floor in front of him had morphed into two separate arrows, each pointing in a different direction. The word STAFF accompanied the arrow pointing left while GUESTS pointed right—

      Cole stopped.

      He could smell it even before he saw it.

      Blood.

      It was in the air, tickling at his nostrils and making the skin along his cheeks itch.

      Old blood, too. Not that he could tell how old, but it’d been here for a while, tainting the corridor with its presence.

      “So much for an empty LARS,” the Voice said.

      Yeah, so much for that.

      Cole changed up his grip on the Remington and quickly replayed the presence of all the essentials on his person: The shotgun in his hands, the Glock in a hip holster on his right side, the knife in its sheath on his left; extra shells for the shotgun in the pouch tapping behind his waist. Oh, what he wouldn’t give for a spare mag for the Glock…

      This was the type of situation where he should have been perspiring, but he wasn’t because of the cool breeze blowing through the air vents along the ceiling. LARS had gone through many redesigns to accommodate its new private financing, one of which was a level of comfort that rivaled a shopping mall. Not that it was cold down here, but it was…cool.

      Cole took a breath before stepping forward toward the intersection and quickly looked left, then right. His finger was on the trigger of the shotgun the entire time, ready to pull should anything lunge at him.

      Nothing did along the left passageway.

      Same with the right.

      But he found the source of the stink.

      Or sources.

      There were bodies on both sides—left and right—and they were eviscerated. Men and women in gray work overalls lined the floors, some sitting with their backs against the walls. All of them dead. Cole knew that last part because they didn’t open their eyes or move when he revealed himself.

      More than a few were armed with bladed weapons. Some of the ones with their faces turned to him had bloodshot eyes, but others didn’t. In all, he guessed maybe a dozen people were spread out on both sides of the hallway, almost as if they’d all started running for the exit at the exact same time…and never made it.

      Cole took his left hand off the forend of the shotgun to unclip the radio, then raised it to his lips. He spoke into it. “Emily. You there?”

      He released the transmit lever and waited for a response.

      One second.

      Five…

      He tried again: “Emily. Come in. Are you there?”

      This time there was a reply from the tinny speakers. “…here…situation…okay?”

      He could barely make out her voice, but he’d picked up those three words. At least he thought those were the words. He could have been wrong.

      “I got good news and bad news,” he said into the radio. “Which you want first?”

      There was no answer this time.

      “Emily…”

      Nothing.

      “Shit,” he said out loud, when the radio squawked.

      Emily’s voice, the worry coming through loud and clear even through all the static: “…come in…”

      He waited for her to continue, but there was nothing else. Either she’d finished talking, or he’d lost the rest of it.

      “Well, this is frustrating,” the Voice said.

      No shit. Thanks a ton, Captain Obvious.

      He pressed the transmit lever on the radio again. “I got dead bodies down here. I repeat: I got dead bodies.”

      He let go of the lever and heard right away: “…repeat…last…”

      That was it. That was all he got.

      Because for some reason he thought it would work—or maybe he was just so annoyed he couldn’t help himself—Cole banged the radio against the wall. It produced dull thud sounds but very little echo. Either the walls were extremely thick and protected against sound—which was likely the case—or the radio was designed to be that durable—

      “Cole…” Emily’s voice, coming through the radio. Still static-filled, but at least he could hear her again. “…dead?” she said.

      Static overwhelmed the rest of Emily’s words.

      Cole sighed and was tempted to slam the radio against the wall again.

      But he didn’t, and said into the radio instead, “Wait,” when he thought he saw something flickering on one of the bodies sitting against the wall in front of him.

      The eyes. Had the man’s eyes just flickered for an instant?

      “Something—” Cole said into the radio when one of the “dead” workers in gray overalls snapped wide awake and lunged forward at him. The man managed to grab onto his right ankle and yanked, sending Cole sprawling to the floor.

      The shotgun, still clutched in his left hand, discharged accidentally.

      Boom!

      He landed on his back even as the “dead man,” who wasn’t dead at all, crawled toward him like some kind of crab monster, something sharp and covered in a coat of red paint (“Blood. That’s blood, chum,” the Voice said.) in his right hand, flashing before Cole’s eyes.

      Cole was moving the shotgun to fire when the psycho, blood-red eyes wide open against the bright LED lights above them, lifted the sharp something—it was a piece of long metal sharpened into a blade, the “handle” covered with duct tape like some kind of prison shiv—to plunge back down.

      Boom! as Cole fired again and the man’s right arm, at the elbow, vanished in a shower of buckshot.

      The psycho seemed to pause momentarily before glancing down at what was left of his hand. It was just a stump now, blood dripping from the mangled flesh and shattered bone sticking out of his elbow. There was a look of…was that confusion?...on the man’s face, as if he had difficulty processing what had happened. He had been bleeding, dry blood caking most of his forehead and chin from some kind of scalp wound, some of the wetness joining in with the blood that leaked from his right eye.

      He couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old.

      Boom! as Cole fired a second time and half of the man’s head came undone, chunks of brain and bits of bone and buckets of blood splashing the bodies in the hallway, while the rest splattered the wall like some grisly painting gone terribly wrong.

      The boom! of the third shot, in the confines of the facility’s corridors, should have left Cole’s ears ringing (he’d been too busy trying to get a grip on the situation to fully “hear” the first two) but it didn’t. Like his footsteps and every other sound in the place, even the blast from a pump-action shotgun had resulted in a muted, almost wet popping echo. Loud still, but not nearly as ear-splitting as it should have been.

      Cole quickly scrambled to his feet and racked the Remington, even as something metal clanged! loudly behind him.

      “Heads up! You’re not out of the woods yet!” the Voice shouted.

      He spun around just in time to see a woman, also wearing gray overalls, land on top of a dead body. She sprang to her feet and ran at him, a sharp blade glinting dangerously in her right hand. A bandolier, homemade from a belt and more duct tape, hung across the front of her body, the makeshift “loops” stuffed with even more of the sharp instruments gripped tightly in her hand.

      Blood that covered her face flicked off her pale white skin as she charged at him with a wildness he’d only seen in animals. Of course, the fact that she’d been lying in wait inside the air vent all this time, waiting for a victim to cross her path, made her way more intelligent than any wild animal he’d encountered.

      “Just shoot her already,” the Voice said.

      Cole did, pumping most of the buckshot into her chest and knocking her off her feet. The woman slammed down to the floor, making the same muted noises that his footsteps had as he traversed the entry hallway.

      “The radio,” the Voice said. “Don’t forget the radio.”

      Shit. The radio.

      It was on the floor behind him. Cole walked quickly over and snatched it up.

      “Whatever would you do without me?” the Voice asked.

      Be a lot happier, probably.

      “Ouch. That hurts.” Then, with an annoying chuckle, “Just kidding.”

      The radio looked fine even though he’d dropped it. There were no cracks in the neon case that he could see, and when he pressed the transmit lever, he got a squawk.

      Now, if only it worked…

      “Emily, come in. Emily, can you hear me?”

      He waited again.

      Five seconds…

      Ten…

      “Emily,” he said into the two-way again. “Come in. Can you hear me?” Then, probably a little louder than he’d intended, “Emily!”

      “Now you’ve done it,” a voice responded.

      What the hell?

      The voice wasn’t Emily’s, because it hadn’t come through the radio.

      “Way to get all of their attention, big guy,” the voice said.

      For a second or two—okay, maybe it was more like five or ten—Cole thought the Voice had somehow transported itself from inside his head to outside it, and he was thinking about what a terrible thought that was.

      But it wasn’t the Voice.

      It was a voice, just not that Voice.

      Besides, the words he could hear with his ears (Right? I’m not going crazy, am I?) were clearly being spoken by a woman.

      “You should probably run now,” that same woman said.

      Run? Run where?

      Footsteps, coming from the Guests side of LARS, echoed. That was followed by loud huffing, as if he were listening to a mountain of a man coming toward him. Images of Gargantuan and how hard it had been for Cole to put the beast down flashed across his mind’s eye.

      Cole didn’t run, though. Instead he held his ground and lifted the Remington, and waited.

      A red face peeked around the corner all the way down the corridor. All Cole could really see was one bloody eye, but it was clearly a man. A big man. He might have been just as big as Gargantuan, except Cole would have to see the rest of him to be sure.

      The man was not giving Cole a good look—or an easy shot at him—as he snuck a peek instead of running headlong down the passageway.

      Cole was lifting the shotgun when the face vanished.

      “He’s not the only one,” the female voice said. “And they’re not all going to hang back like he did. You should definitely take my advice and run.”

      He was sure it was a voice outside his head now, even if he couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Cole glanced around, trying to find the source.

      Speakers. There had to be speakers somewhere along the walls, because the voice was echoey and not quite natural-sounding. Something was transmitting it.

      But he couldn’t find whatever that something was.

      What the hell is going on here?

      He couldn’t find the woman, or what she was talking to him through, but apparently it wasn’t the same for her. “Yes, I can see you. I can also see them.”

      Them? he thought.

      As if she could read his mind, the unseen voice said, “Them. The ones with blood-red eyes. Yes, there are more of them down here. Which is why you should run now, before it’s too late.”

      Cole glanced behind him just to make sure another crazy hadn’t snuck up on him while he was busy with the first two.

      There was nothing back there.

      For now.

      “I assume you came down here for a reason,” the female voice said, “or you would have run back to the elevator already.”

      “Someone knows way too much about us,” the Voice said. “I don’t like that.”

      Yeah. Me neither.

      He began backing up, before turning and stepping over the psycho he’d just killed. Then he went around a woman sitting with her back against the wall, a fork buried in her neck and a spoon in her right eye.

      “Good choice,” the unseen female voice said.

      Where was it coming from? It seemed to originate from all around him and, at the same time, nowhere.

      “Welcome to LARS,” the woman said just before a door in front of him, on the right side wall, slid open.

      Cole stopped too quickly and nearly slipped on some coagulated blood on the floor. He spun around, looking for things—or people—to shoot.

      The same lone bloody orb that had peered at him from the Guests side of the corridor had returned. It was staring back at him from across the distance.

      “Get in already,” the female voice said, “before more of them show up.”

      “She’s got a point,” the Voice said.

      It could be a trap.

      “It probably is. But what the hell? You got a shotgun, right?”

      Yeah, I do.

      “Besides, she’s right; if you wanted to run back to the elevator, you would have already. But you didn’t, because you came down here for a reason, and that reason hasn’t gone anywhere.”

      The Voice was right.

      Goddammit, it was right.

      Cole turned around and stepped through the open door with the shotgun at the ready. The door slid closed behind him with a soft, almost elegant swooshing sound.

      “Good call,” the unseen voice said. “Now, let’s get down to business, shall we?”
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      “What are we going to do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “He might be in trouble.”

      “Maybe.”

      “So what are we going to do?”

      She didn’t answer the question the second time. Instead, Emily stood up from the chair she’d been sitting on for way too long and left the office.

      “Emily,” Zoe said, chasing after her. “Do we go down after him?”

      She didn’t answer the other woman and continued walking.

      “Emily!”

      She stopped and turned around. Zoe, running after her, barely kept herself from running right into Emily.

      “Stay here,” Emily said.

      “Where are you going?” Zoe asked.

      She glanced over at the elevator. “I’m going after him. But I need you to stay here with the others.”

      Zoe shot a quick look back at the office. The others had stayed behind but were all either looking out the windows or the open door at them, waiting for some kind of resolution. They looked scared. Even Bolton and Greg. Emily didn’t blame them one bit; they’d seen what Cole could do, and if he was in trouble…

      “You’re going down there by yourself?” Zoe asked her.

      “It’s better that way,” Emily said.

      “One of us should go with you.”

      “Who?”

      Zoe struggled for an answer. She finally said, “I don’t know, but one of us. You can’t go down there alone. If Cole’s in trouble—and he’s probably the most capable man I’ve met yet—then it must be bad.”

      Emily looked at the older woman for a moment, remembering all the things Cole had told her about the civilians. Her husband had given her a thorough rundown on every single one of them, intel gathered from the first three days of the infection.

      Zoe and her daughter Ashley had been with Cole the longest. After that, Dante and Fiona had joined their group. Bolton was the last member, and Cole knew the least about him. Not that either Emily or Cole needed to know all that much about Bolton. They’d met hundreds of guys like him—ex-vets that had adjusted pretty well to civilian life but still maintained some of that Army gruffness about them that they would never be able to fully discard.

      Emily was still trying to decide what to say to Zoe when Greg came outside. The former contractor—she guessed he was still a contractor, just not a working one at the moment—had the look of a man who had already made up his mind when he said, “I’ll go down with her, Zoe. You stay with the others.”

      Both Emily and Zoe looked back at him.

      “You sure?” Zoe asked.

      Before Greg could answer, Emily said, “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?” Greg asked.

      “I’m going down alone.”

      “The hell you are.”

      Greg put his hand on the Glock in his front waistband. He was touching it with his left hand because his right was still heavily bandaged and bundled up in a makeshift sling. They didn’t have nearly as many guns to go around as Emily or Cole would have liked. That was partly Emily’s fault as she’d rushed to the chopper with Savannah and Greg when Cole arrived, and had forgotten all about the extra weapons and ammo in the three bags inside the backroom of the house. At that moment, with the crazies swarming around them, getting the hell out of Arrow Bay had been all that mattered.

      “Greg,” Emily said.

      The big man shook his head. “I’m going down there, and you can’t stop me.”

      “You can barely do anything with your left hand.”

      “I can do enough.” He drew the pistol from his waist as if to show her that he could. “It doesn’t take much to use this thing. Even with my left hand.”

      Emily thought about all the bullets Greg had wasted at her house trying to hit some of the psychos.

      She shook her head. “You need to stay up here. I can’t afford to look after you, too.”

      Greg might have blushed. Or maybe he flinched. She wasn’t sure, but he definitely looked as if she’d just slapped him in the face.

      “I’m sorry,” Emily said, and turned to go.

      “Emily,” Greg said.

      “Stay up here with the others. I’ll be back with Cole.”

      She walked quickly toward the elevator, determined not to waste more time arguing with Zoe and Greg. She heard footsteps behind her and figured it was Greg, since Zoe wouldn’t have been that loud—

      A scream, coming from outside the building.

      Emily stopped and turned toward the twin hangar doors on her left, all the way across the warehouse.

      Greg, just a few yards behind her, did the same. “Was that a scream?”

      “Yes,” Emily said.

      “Was that a scream?” Zoe said, running over to join them. “I thought I heard someone scream.”

      Emily didn’t answer her. She ran toward the doors instead.

      It was easy to tell that Anton had chosen what was supposed to be an airplane hangar as his entry to the LARS facility below. There were two massive double doors in the middle at the front. Both of which were closed, with Emily and the others having entered through a much smaller side door to the right of them.

      Emily ran toward that lone entrance/exit now, the Glock already in her hand. She could hear Greg behind her, his breathing just as loud as his footsteps. Zoe may or may not be somewhere behind him, but Emily didn’t glance back to confirm.

      Sunlight from the large windows that ringed the entire structure provided all the light they needed, but she was dreading still being here—or at least up here—when night fell. That, though, was up to what Cole did ten stories below them now.

      Cole.

      I’ll be right with you, sweetheart, just as soon as I deal with this.

      The hangar doors ran on power that didn’t exist, so they couldn’t be opened from outside or inside. Fortunately, the side door was easier to pry open. They’d done it while keeping the locks intact so they could close it back up later. But just as it’d been easy for them to break their way in, she had no illusions it would be any more difficult for someone else who wanted to come in.

      “Emily, wait! Wait, dammit!” Greg, behind her.

      She didn’t wait. Greg was still playing the knight in shining armor even though he was the one in distress right now with his gimpy right arm. She didn’t remind him of that, of course; men would be men. Even Cole had ordered her to stay up here with the others instead of taking her down below with him, despite knowing she was the most capable person available to watch his back. She’d only acquiesced because of the baby growing inside her, that only she, Greg, and Cole knew about.

      She was almost at the door when something struck it from the other side—a loud, echoing thump! that was followed by a long, shiny object piercing through the sheet of metal.

      It wasn’t exactly a sword and not quite a spear, but maybe a combination of the two. All Emily knew was that it was long and sharp, and it cut through the door like butter and kept pushing in for at least a foot before finally stopping. Fresh, bright blood dripped from the edge even as someone, again, screamed outside.

      “Emily! Don’t open that door!” Greg, still shouting behind her.

      Open the door? Emily thought. She had no intentions of opening the door. Did Greg think she was stupid?

      Emily slid to a stop five feet from the front wall, and Greg almost collided into her but managed to stop himself just in time.

      The big man was out of breath. “Don’t open the door. We don’t know what’s out there.”

      “I know,” Emily said.

      “You know?”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Good. That’s good.”

      They both stared at the door as the spear-sword-whatever-the-hell-it-was disappeared back through the hole it’d produced, leaving behind dripping blood on the slick, smooth surface. They waited for more screams, but there were none. Whatever had happened out there, it had either run its course, or—

      “You hear that?” Greg asked.

      “Yes,” Emily said.

      She looked up toward the nearest high windows. They were as open now as when they’d found them. Because of that, she was able to hear a growing noise from outside.

      It was getting louder…and closer.

      “What is that?” Greg asked.

      “Run!” Emily shouted, just before she turned and did just that.

      Greg followed suit (Thank God), and the two of them sped up even as the sound grew even louder.

      It was an engine.

      A very loud engine that was getting closer.

      …and closer!

      Emily saw Zoe, still across the warehouse from them. The single mother seemed stuck in place, unable to decide whether to run toward them or away from them.

      “Get back to the office!” Emily shouted at her. “Get back to the office!”

      Zoe didn’t wait to hear why she should flee. She just did.

      Emily looked past her and at the others, (unfortunately) piling out of the office near the back. Or, at least, everyone that could walk. Dante was nowhere to be seen, probably because he couldn’t squeeze through all the bodies in front of him while confined to his wheelchair.

      There was puzzlement on Bolton’s face as he took one, then two steps in her direction.

      Emily opened her mouth to scream for Bolton to retreat when the source of the growing engine crashed into one of the hangar doors behind her. The entire warehouse, from foundation to roof, shook against the impact.

      “Don’t stop!” she shouted at Greg. “Keep going!”

      Greg nodded and did just that, but Emily stopped and turned around. She needed to know what had happened, needed to take stock of what she was dealing with.

      Step one: Know your objective.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      Step three: Formulate a plan.

      And finally, step four: Execute that plan.

      “Jesus Christ,” Emily whispered under her breath.

      Or maybe she had just thought the words in her head. She wasn’t entirely sure what she did—or didn’t do—because she was too busy staring at what had come through The Welcome Room.

      It was a semi-trailer truck, hot-rod red “fire” decals along its sides, parked on top of the crumpled metal heap that used to be one of the two large hangar doors.  The vehicle was missing the trailer in the back, and whoever was behind the wheel had gotten it into their head it was a good idea to try to batter down the massive steel structure with the semi.

      It’d worked—mostly.

      A thick swatch of afternoon sunlight poured into the warehouse. The semi’s front grill was badly damaged, smoke wafting from underneath its hood, which now looked more like an accordion. The big truck looked as if it were in the process of using the battered-down door as some kind of jumping ramp but had gotten stuck in mid-leap.

      Emily looked for the driver, but couldn’t see him or her through the shattered front windshield. She gripped the Glock tightly at her side, ready for just about anything. The last time she’d faced psychos, none of them had driven vehicles. Cole and the others had said the same thing—the infected seemed more than willing to run around killing as many people as possible. They didn’t even use guns, for whatever reason.

      “Emily!” Greg, behind her. “What are you doing?”

      Even as he called out the question, the semi’s driver-side door creaked open and a man jumped out. The driver had to jump out because of the truck’s raised height. It was a man wearing torn denim jeans and a striped, long sleeve work shirt. He landed in a crouch on the hangar door buried underneath his vehicle.

      Emily took a step, then three more toward the semi, raising the Glock to fire, the thoughts Secure the door. Secure the door at all costs! racing through her mind.

      The semi’s engine had shut off, and she could smell spilled diesel fuel filling up the building. It was a good thing there wasn’t a fire, or they’d really be in trouble. Not that they weren’t already in trouble in the first place.

      “Don’t shoot!” the driver of the truck shouted. He sprang up to his feet and stuck out both hands toward her.

      Emily’s eyes searched for the telltale signs of infection, but instead of two scleras swimming in a sea of blood, she saw wide brown eyes staring back at her.

      “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” the man shouted.

      Emily looked past him and out the warehouse. She couldn’t see anyone or anything outside, but what were the chances the man was alone? What were the odds he’d made it to the facility in that big and shiny and oh-so-loud truck of his without a single one of the psychos noticing and following?

      Then she remembered the screams and the spear-sword thing that had left a hole in the door next to the now-wide-open entrance into the warehouse.

      Emily didn’t lower her gun as she moved toward the man. “Stay there! Don’t move! You move, and I’ll shoot your eyes out!”

      The man’s eyes bulged. He was young—maybe early twenties—with long, shaggy brown hair. She imagined him riding broncos at a county fair somewhere, not bashing his way into a private warehouse in the middle of nowhere with a semi. Was that even his? No, she didn’t think so. What would a man in his early twenties be doing with a semi?

      “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!” that same man said now, his arms still raised. Then, glancing over his shoulder, “They’re coming.”

      “What?” Emily said.

      “Who’s coming?” Greg said as he caught up to her, his own pistol gripped tightly in his left hand.

      “Them,” the man said. “Them.”

      Emily and Greg exchanged a glance, and she saw the puzzled look on Greg’s face. He had no idea who the man was talking about, even though it was obvious. At least it was to her.

      Emily turned back to the idiot that had just knocked down their door. “How many?”

      “How many?” he said.

      “How many are coming?”

      “All of them,” the man said breathlessly. “All of them.”
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      “Fucked or just screwed?”

      Shut up.

      “I’m just asking questions.”

      You ask too many questions.

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      I thought your job was to be a royal pain in my ass?

      “That, too. But this is my primary job.”

      I’m getting really sick of you.

      The Voice laughed. “You say that now, then you always end up thanking me later.”

      You remember things way differently than I do, Cole thought even as he looked around the room.

      He was in some kind of employee lounge, and he only guessed that part because he’d turned left and run toward the STAFF area of the facility instead of GUESTS. The presence of lockers along the walls, not to mention the chipped tables, a small kitchenette, and cheap metal chairs contributed to that conclusion. Posters with blocky letters proclaiming BE PROFESSIONAL and THE GUESTS ARE ALWAYS RIGHT took up space on the walls. It wasn’t an especially big room, but could easily accommodate twenty or more people at one time.

      Like the hallway, Cole couldn’t find anything that looked like security cameras or intercoms anywhere. He did find four bodies greeting him upon entry.

      “This company needs better health benefits,” the Voice said.

      Cole couldn’t exactly disagree with that.

      Puddles of days-old dry blood were scattered across the floor, but when Cole pointed his shotgun at each and every one of the figures, none of them popped up like the one in the hallway had. Only two of the bodies had bloodshot eyes, while the other two didn’t.

      “Looks like a fight,” the Voice said.

      Yeah, looks like it.

      “So, who won? Or lost?”

      Good question.

      “I know, right?”

      Shut up.

      Some of the lockers were open, but most of them were closed. Names, written on brown tape, were stuck on each of the locker doors as if a place like LARS couldn’t afford something more elaborate for its employees.

      With no obvious threat, Cole took a second or two to check the radio again. He didn’t think it would work, but it was worth a try. If nothing else, he just had to make sure.

      The radio squawked when he pressed the transmit lever, which was a good sign.

      “Emily,” he said into the radio. “You there? It’s Cole.”

      There was no response, which was not a good sign.

      He tried again anyway: “Emily. Come in. Emily.”

      Nothing.

      Not a damn thing.

      “Don’t worry about it, chum, it’s not like Emily doesn’t know how to handle herself,” the Voice said.

      The Voice was right. (“Of course I’m right,” it said.) It didn’t make him worry for her well-being any less, though. He’d made Emily stay topside to keep her safe until he could make sure the underground facility was the sanctuary they’d been hoping it was.

      That was the plan, anyway.

      Now, he had lost contact with her. Maybe temporarily, maybe permanently. Worse, he was stuck in a room with God knew how many crazies outside waiting for him to poke his head out in order to cut it off. Because that was exactly what they’d been doing all this time—waiting for someone to come down that elevator.

      “And you just happened to be the idiot,” the Voice said. “Let’s try to avoid that in the future, shall we?”

      Yeah, let’s.

      Cole put the radio away—it didn’t work now, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t work later—when he heard, “You did pretty good out there. Let me guess: Ex-soldier?”

      Cole searched for the origin of the voice. But like back in the hallway, there were no hints to where it was coming from.

      That was frustrating. Incredibly frustrating.

      As if she could hear his thoughts, the female voice said, “It’s in the walls.”

      “The walls?” Cole said.

      “The speakers you’re looking for. They’re inside the walls. You can’t see them because that’s the point. Along with the cameras.”

      “What cameras?”

      “Again, the cameras you can’t see, because—”

      “—they’re inside the walls,” Cole finished.

      “I guess you’re not as dumb as you look.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “I like her,” the Voice said, laughing.

      “The cams topside turned off to conserve power, but they switched back on when you tripped the sensors inside The Welcome Room,” the female voice said.

      “Sensors?” Then, “Let me guess: The sensors we couldn’t see.”

      “Again, not as dumb as you look.”

      “I take that back. I think she’s insulting us,” the Voice said.

      She’s definitely insulting us.

      “I knew it!”

      Cole continued to scan the walls and ceiling for signs of a hidden camera or speaker. He came up as empty this time as he did the first, second, and third time. It was annoying not being able to see who he was talking to.

      “Who are you?” Cole asked.

      “Selina,” the voice said. “But you can call me Sal.”

      “Sal? S-a-l or s-e-l?”

      “S-e-l would be more like sell.”

      “So S-a-l, then.”

      “Bingo.”

      Young, Cole thought. I’m talking to a kid. Or someone in their twenties.

      The question was, was that good or bad?

      “Let’s wait until we meet her face-to-face first to decide,” the Voice said.

      “So what are you doing down here?” Sal was asking him. “And how did you know about LARS in the first place?”

      Cole didn’t answer right away. Instead, he crouched next to the body closest to him. A man in his twenties, wearing the same gray overalls as the other LARS staffers he’d seen in the hallway. Or, at least, Cole assumed the man was in his twenties because it was hard to tell from just one half of his face. The other half had been caved in by a wrench that lay nearby. GRIFFIN was written on his name tag. The part of Griffin’s face that Cole could make out was frozen in shock.

      “That’s the problem with psychos,” the Voice said. “They’re always jumping out at you when you least expect it.”

      Among other problems, Cole thought.

      “Anton,” Cole said out loud as he stood up.

      “Anton?” the woman who called herself Sal said. “What about Anton?”

      “That’s how I know about LARS.”

      “I see.”

      Cole walked over to the next body. A woman in her thirties, also wearing gray overalls. DAWSON was stenciled across her name tag. Unlike Griffin, she had blood-red eyes that stared up at the ceiling and at Cole as he hovered over her. She lay very close to Griffin, and there were blood splatters on her clothes. Either she’d killed Griffin and then gotten murdered in turn or…What did it matter? She was dead. They both were.

      “Dead as a doorknob,” the Voice said.

      “Do you?” Cole asked out loud.

      “Do I what?” Sal said.

      “See.”

      “It’s not rocket science. You’re not one of our investors, that’s for sure. That means you knew Anton from his government days. Which then means you’re definitely ex-soldier. Probably ex-Army. You don’t look like a leatherneck.”

      “What does a leatherneck look like?”

      “Not like you.”

      Cole smirked. “Who are you?”

      He finished his exploration of the employee lounge with the final two corpses. They leaned against the lockers almost side by side. Coagulated blood pooled underneath them, gathered where they had bled out. The one with bloodshot eyes had a knife embedded in his neck while the other one, with blue eyes, had gotten stabbed through the abdomen by a screwdriver. Repeatedly. From what Cole could see, the uninfected employee had tried to crawl away, only to give up before dying from blood loss.

      “I already told you,” Sal was saying through the invisible speakers.

      “I mean, who are you really?” Cole said.

      “The woman who just saved your life.”

      Cole thought about going through the lockers. What were the chances LARS allowed their employees to carry weapons down here?

      “Really?” the Voice—the one that spoke inside Cole’s head and that only he could hear—asked.

      Probably not.

      “That’s open to debate,” Cole said out loud.

      “No, it’s not,” Sal said.

      “Sure it is. I had it handled.”

      “Not from where I’m sitting.”

      “Are you?”

      “Am I what?”

      “Sitting.”

      Cole heard a slight chortle. That was for his benefit, because Sal didn’t have to broadcast it.

      “Didn’t you hear that standing desks could lengthen your lifespan?” Sal asked.

      “Must have missed that study.”

      “It’s true. I’ve lost ten pounds since I started using a standing desk.”

      “Good for you. I’m guessing there’s a lot of empty standing desks around you right now.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that I just had to blow away two of your coworkers and saw even more dead ones outside?”

      “That’s entirely possible.”

      “So who are you, and why are you still alive when everyone in this place has turned psycho?”

      Sal didn’t answer right away.

      “What’s the matter?” Cole asked. “Psycho got your tongue?”

      “Is that what you call them?”

      “Psycho. Crazies. Same difference.”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t really matter what we call them. They’re still infected.”

      “You know about that?” But do you know why?, he wanted to ask but didn’t. Cole figured he’d keep as much secret as he could, doling out only what he needed to in order to get himself out of this mess.

      “Shouldn’t have put yourself into this mess in the first place,” the Voice said.

      That boat’s sailed.

      “You could have retrieved it. Remember, you decided not to run right back to the elevator.”

      I couldn’t leave. I had a job to finish.

      “Excuses.”

      Good excuses.

      “Still excuses.”

      “Helloooo,” Sal was saying from somewhere behind him in a singsong voice meant, he was sure, to annoy the shit out of him. “You saw the body count out there? I’ve been living with that for the last five days. Though it feels like five years down here.”

      “You know what’s happened aboveground?”

      “We get CNN down here, too. Even more channels than what you’d normally get up there, actually.”

      “Is that good?”

      “Not for productivity, no.”

      “So what’s the point? What do you want with me?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “How could I know the motives of a strange voice coming through a bunch of hidden speakers?”

      “It’s simple: I want to get the hell out of here.”

      “So why haven’t you?”

      “Helloooo. Have you seen what’s out there?”

      Cole smiled. “You need me.”

      “I need that shotgun of yours. And that pistol. And whatever you got inside that pouch.”

      “She can definitely see us,” the Voice said, as if Cole still had any doubts.

      “No, you need me,” Cole said.

      “Whatever gave you that silly idea?”

      “Say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “Say that you need me, and not my weapons, to get out of here.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because if you don’t, then I won’t help you.”

      “I don’t need your help.”

      “Sure you do.”

      “No way, no how.”

      “If you didn’t, then you’d have made your way to the elevator already. But here you are, stuck ten floors below the surface, waiting for someone to come rescue you.”

      The speakers remained quiet.

      “Am I right?” Cole asked.

      More silence.

      “Say it,” Cole said.

      “Say what?” Sal said.

      “You know what.”

      “No.”

      “Yeah, you will.”

      “I’m not going to say it.”

      “Say it.”

      “No.”

      “Say it!”

      Silence.

      Five seconds went by.

      Ten…

      “Say it,” Cole said again.

      “Okay, maybe I do need you to get me out of here,” Sal said.

      Cole grinned triumphantly.

      “But you also need me to get back up there to your friends,” the woman finished.

      “What?”

      “The elevator…”

      “What about it?”

      “I shut it off,” Sal said. “And I’m the only one who can turn it back on. Without me, you’re stuck down here.”
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      The man that had just turned their little haven in the middle of nowhere into a big, vulnerable hotspot almost got himself killed. The only reason he didn’t, as far as Emily was concerned, was because she had other things to worry about.

      More precisely, other crazies.

      The twenty-something man was running toward them, having been given the “go-ahead” by Emily to do so. She hadn’t actually verbalized the permission, but she assumed that was what he interpreted her lowering her gun hand.

      “Who’s coming?” Greg, walking briskly next to her to intercept the new arrival, was asking. “What are you talking about? Who’s coming?”

      “Bloodies,” the man said. “Bloodies!”

      “Bloodies? What the hell’s a bloody?”

      Emily didn’t know why Greg was still asking the question. It was damn obvious who the man was referring to. What else could bloodies even reference but the psychos (as Greg nicknamed them) or crazies (as Cole had)? It was the eyes. The bloodshot eyes and burning scleras that birthed this new name, among many.

      Instead of replying to Greg, the newcomer twisted around in mid-stride and pointed back—

      —just as the first one emerged through the wide-open space between the now-useless semi-truck and the warehouse wall.

      “Him!” the driver shouted. “Him, and more like him! Bloodies! Fucking bloodies!”

      The “bloody” was a tall, lanky man in a plaid long-sleeve shirt and well-worn Levi. Both articles of clothing were covered in dirt and dark spots that Emily didn’t have any trouble recognizing as blood. He was holding something that looked like a combination sword and spear in his right hand as he burst through the gaping hole and into the building.

      …a combination sword and spear…

      The same bladed object had pierced the side door earlier, spilling someone’s blood on the other side, only seconds before the semi “knocked” on their door.

      “Fuck my life,” Greg said almost breathlessly.

      Emily didn’t waste her breath. Instead, she lifted her gun.

      The psycho slid to a stop, bloody red eyes widening at the sight of the Glock, and Emily remembered what Cole had said:

      “They’re crazy and bloodthirsty and they’ll chop you into a million pieces, but they’re not stupid,” he’d said last night when they were gathered inside the parked Bell, waiting for morning sunlight to finish the trip to LARS. “As far as I know, they’re not any stupider than they were before the infection.”

      “Are we sure about that?” Bolton had asked.

      “About which part?”

      “That they’re not smarter?”

      “You mean, did they get smarter after being infected?” Zoe had asked, sounding almost…what was the word?...terrified, maybe, by the mere suggestion.

      “Yeah, I guess I am,” Bolton had said.

      “I don’t think so,” Cole had said, and he’d seemed pretty sure of it.

      Cole was definitely not wrong when he said the crazies were insane but not stupid. The man charging into the warehouse was proof of that. As soon as he saw the Glock in her hand, he skidded to a dead stop and was trying to turn around when she shot him.

      Her round struck him in the scapula and spun him.

      As he fell to the floor, Emily ran forward and shot him again, this time in the small of the back. The crazy struck the floor and tried to get up. She wasn’t sure how—he was already bleeding from both wounds—but he wouldn’t stay down. He also maintained his grip on that spear-sword of his. It looked like a flagpole, one side of it grinded into a lethal point.

      The man snapped a quick look over his shoulder, one bloody-red eye glaring at her.

      She shot him in the face.

      He collapsed and, this time, stayed down.

      “The chopper. Which one’s yours?” That was the semi’s driver asking Greg behind her.

      “What?” she heard Greg say.

      “The chopper you came in. We need to get to it. We need to get the hell outta here.”

      Emily walked quickly back over to them. She could see Bolton and the others piling out of the office in the background. Everyone except for Dante and Ashley, who stayed behind.

      She focused on the driver. “How do you know about the chopper?”

      The young man turned around. “What?”

      “The chopper. How do you know about it?”

      “I saw it flying over Terry Flats this morning.” He looked from Greg to Emily. “What? You didn’t think anyone saw you?”

      Emily exchanged a look with Greg. She imagined he was thinking the same thing: Goddammit!

      “Who else saw us?” Emily asked the driver.

      “Everyone with eyes in Terry Flats,” the man said.

      Emily looked back to the wide, empty spaces around the parked semi. They still had one standing wall, but it was useless without the other one.

      She turned to face the driver again. “What’s your name?”

      The man stared at her as if she were speaking in a foreign tongue. “Huh?”

      “Your name. What’s your name?”

      “Tommy. Tommy Lansing.”

      “Okay, Tommy Lansing. When you said they were coming—the bloodies—how many are you talking about? How many is ‘all of them?’”

      “Maybe it wasn’t all of them, but it looked like all of them.”

      “From town?” Greg asked.

      “Yeah. It was kinda hard to miss your chopper up there. I just got here first because I was in the big rig and hauling ass. I don’t know why, but the bloodies don’t drive. Maybe they forgot how.”

      No, they didn’t, Emily thought, remembering how Cole had phrased it:

      “It’s about the thrill of the kill. They don’t use guns or long-range weapons. They prefer melee weapons. Knives. Bats. Swords. It’s primal. I’ve never seen anything like it, and I’ve seen more than most people.”

      And Cole wasn’t bragging about having seen more than most people. He was just stating a fact.

      “We gotta get outta here,” Tommy from Terry Flats was telling anyone who would listen, including Bolton and the others as they finally hurried over to join them. “Where’s your chopper? We gotta get in that thing and take off.”

      “Is that why you came here?” Greg asked him.

      “Well, yeah. No one comes all the way out here. There’s nothing—” He suddenly stopped and glanced around, as if seeing the warehouse for the very first time. Then, noticing the lone elevator, “Is that an elevator?”

      “Yeah, it’s an elevator,” Bolton said. He peeked past Emily at the dead psycho before focusing on her. “We in trouble?”

      “I think so,” Emily said.

      “Of course we are,” Savannah said. She crossed her arms over her chest and shivered slightly. “So what else is new?”

      “What about Cole?” Zoe asked. She was looking at Emily.

      Emily was about to answer when they heard a bloodcurdling scream from outside the warehouse. It was much louder than the last scream, mostly because there was now a big hole in the wall to add to all the opened high windows surrounding them.

      Screaming. Painful screaming.

      And it seemed to go on for minutes but was probably just a few seconds before…nothing.

      Silence, again.

      Except for the combined thumping heartbeats of everyone in the warehouse, that is.

      “So, uh, where’s your chopper?” Tommy asked as he looked from one face to the next. “We should really get going before the rest of them get here.”

      “How many?” Emily asked.

      “Huh?”

      “How many is ‘all of them?’”

      Tommy seemed to think about it for a moment.

      “It’s not a hard question, kid,” Bolton said, sounding slightly annoyed. He was much more intimidating than Emily with his haggard, lined, and heavily bearded features.

      “Ten, maybe twenty,” Tommy finally said. “I didn’t stop the truck to count. But there was a lot of them.”

      “What were they doing?” Emily asked.

      “Running.”

      “Running?” Greg said.

      “Running here,” Tommy said. “All of them. They were keeping their distance from one another, but I was weaving all over the place and caught sight of at least ten of the suckers.” He looked back at the dead psycho Emily had shot. “He was one of them. I recognize that spear of his.”

      “And another one just went down,” Dante said. He had finally joined them in his wheelchair. Ashley hadn’t followed him out, maybe because Zoe had ordered her not to.

      Off the others’ puzzled look, Dante continued. “The screaming we just heard? That’s another one down for the count.”

      “So two down and at least seven left,” Greg said.

      “Three down,” Emily said.

      “Three?”

      She pointed back at the side door. A beam of sunlight shot through the hole that the dead psycho’s spear-sword had punched through earlier.

      “Oh,” Greg said.

      “We should be going,” Tommy said. “So where’s that chopper? It’s one of the ones parked out there, right?”

      “Forget about the chopper,” Fiona said. “We’re not leaving until everyone’s back.”

      “Huh? Who’s missing?”

      All eyes—with the exception of Tommy’s—turned to Emily.

      She looked away from them and toward the elevator.

      “Someone’s down there?” Tommy asked. “What the hell’s down there? I didn’t even know this place was occupied.”

      Flickering motion out of the corner of her left eye made Emily spin around, the Glock snapping up, just as a black-clad figure darted between the semi and the wall and disappeared out of view onto the other side.

      “What was that?” Greg asked. “Did anyone see that?”

      “They’re here,” Tommy said. “So we should really be going now, guys.” Then, not trying to hide the fear, “Please?”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Emily said. “Not until Cole comes back.”

      “Damn right,” Bolton said. “We’re not leaving anyone behind.”

      “Seriously?” Tommy said.

      “Fucking right seriously, kid.”

      “Oh, man, I should have stayed in town.”

      Greg walked the short distance over to stand next to Emily. He clenched and unclenched his fingers around his own Glock. “So what’s our next move?”

      “We keep them out,” Emily said.

      “We should follow Cole down the elevator,” Zoe said.

      “She’s right,” Bolton said. “That’s the smart move.”

      “You guys crazy or what?” Tommy said. “The smart move is to get in that chopper and take off!”

      “That’s not happening, son. I won’t leave anyone behind. And the last time I checked, I was the only one who could fly that bird.”

      “Oh, fuck me.”

      Bolton turned to Emily. “Zoe’s right, though. We should follow Cole down. It’s gotta be safer down there than it is up here. Or will be, pretty soon.”

      Emily shook her head. “If we all go down there, we might not be able to come back up.” She looked back at the wide gap in the warehouse. “They already know we’re in here. The ones Tommy saw, and who knows how many else. The Bell made a big impression.” She shook her head again, maybe to convince herself more than the others the second time. “We stay up here and keep them out until Cole comes back.”

      “That’s, uh, a pretty big hole that Tommy boy here just punched into our wall,” Greg said.

      “Sorry about that,” Tommy said, almost meekly.

      “Idiot,” Fiona said.

      “Hey!”

      “Well, you are.”

      “I guess…”

      Emily looked over at Greg. “I need you to do me a favor.”

      The former contractor nodded. “Anything.”

      “I need you to give that gun to Bolton.”

      Greg’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “You’re no good with your left hand,” she said. “We both know it. And we’re running out of bullets.” She looked past Greg and at Bolton. “You were in the Army.”

      “That’s right,” the chopper pilot said. “But I was never very good with a gun.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’ll still be an improvement over Greg.”

      She turned back to Greg, remembering those three days when the big man did everything possible to keep her alive because she had guilt-tripped him into doing so. She should have felt bad about what she was saying and doing now, but she didn’t. She couldn’t afford to.

      Step one: Know your objective.

      Keep everyone alive until Cole could return or could be rescued. Either/or.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      They were surrounded by psychos. How many was up in the air. As few as seven, but probably more than that.

      Step three: Formulate a plan.

      Protect the integrity of the warehouse at all costs.

      And finally, step four: Execute that plan.

      Put the guns and their limited ammo in the hands of people who could use them. If not expertly, then more efficiently. That meant her and Bolton.

      “I’m sorry,” Emily said, her face softening somewhat as she locked eyes with Greg.

      The contractor pursed a smile before turning and handing the Glock to the pilot. “Here, old timer.”

      “You sure?” Bolton asked even as he took the gun.

      “She’s right. I can’t shoot for shit with my left hand.”

      “So how are we going to keep those crazies out exactly?” Zoe asked.

      Emily looked back at the battered truck parked on top of the fallen door. “The semi,” she said to Tommy. “Will it run?”

      “Uh, I don’t know,” Tommy said. “Engine died as soon as I got inside.”

      “You didn’t try to turn it back on?”

      “I didn’t see the point.”

      Greg was standing beside her again. “What’s the plan, boss lady?”

      Emily looked over and smiled at him. He returned it without missing a beat—and without the hurt she’d seen before.

      Instead of answering him, she walked over to the dead psycho and tried to pull the spear out of his hand. The man refused to let it go even in death, but she was able to pry it free with some extra force.

      She returned and handed the weapon to Greg. “You’re going to watch my back while I see if that semi is really dead or not.”

      “That’s the plan?”

      “Is that really the best plan?”

      “Depends. What’s yours?”

      “Run into a corner and hide. But I don’t think that’s gonna work.”

      She grinned. “No, probably not.”

      Tommy groaned. “Oh man, I should have stayed back in town.”

      “Yes, you should have, idiot,” Fiona said, just before she punched Tommy in the shoulder hard enough to make him stumble back.

      “Serves you right, dude,” Dante said.

      Tommy didn’t say anything, but he rubbed at his shoulder and put his head down.

      “Why the hell did you bash down the door in the first place?” Fiona asked him.

      “That wasn’t the plan,” Tommy said.

      “So what was the plan, genius?” Savannah asked. She sounded almost as annoyed as Fiona. Or, at least, on par.

      Tommy shrugged. “I drove past the airfield first, but I didn’t see anyone at the choppers. When I rounded back around to the front doors, I saw some bloodies were already outside trying to kill each other.” He lowered his voice when he finished with, “I didn’t want to risk exposing myself to them.”

      “Moron,” Fiona said.

      “I’m sorry, okay?”

      “You should be.”

      Emily turned away from them. She unclipped the two-way radio from her waist and tossed it over to Zoe. The single mother wasn’t ready for it and almost dropped it. “I need you to keep trying to reach Cole.”

      “What if he doesn’t answer?” Zoe asked.

      “Just keep trying.”

      Zoe nodded, but the expression on her face told Emily that she, like Emily, wasn’t very hopeful.

      Emily looked at the others. “There has to be a way to make contact with the people underground. Look through the offices again.”

      “What are we looking for?” Dante asked.

      “A landline, maybe. Or intercom. Some kind of communications device that we might have missed the first time we searched the place. There has to be a way for the people up here to keep in contact with the ones below.”

      The others nodded mutely, but as with Zoe, Emily didn’t find anything on their faces that appeared even remotely confident.

      Bolton walked over to where she stood. “We really gonna do this?”

      “Yeah, we are,” Emily said, looking back at the opening around the parked truck and the pool of sunlight pouring freely into the place.

      So much for a hidden sanctuary in the middle of nowhere...
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      “You should make up your mind quickly,” Sal said through those same hidden speakers that Cole hadn’t been able to find then and still couldn’t now. “Your friends look like they’re going to need your help pretty soon.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Your friends. The ones upstairs in The Welcome Room.”

      Cole tensed, Emily racing across his mind.

      As if the invisible Sal could read his mind—or maybe she could see the sudden tenseness on his face—the woman said, “Yeah. Her, too.”

      “‘Her?’” Cole said even though he already knew who Sal was referring to. But he’d asked anyway, because he needed to know more. Or, if nothing else, get a better feel for just how much Sal could see and hear from wherever she was hiding.

      “Your wife,” Sal said.

      “I don’t have a wife.”

      “Nice try. I can see the rings on both of your fingers.”

      Cole smirked. “What else can you see?”

      “Enough to tell you that if you don’t come and get me the hell out of here, you won’t be able to return to your wife and friends fast enough to do them any good.”

      Cole glanced at the door behind him. It was closed, but there was a latch for him to pull it open. Could Sal lock it from wherever she was, the same way she’d opened it for him?

      Again, as if she could read his mind, Sal said, “You can open it from inside. But you’d still need me to turn the elevator back on.”

      “I didn’t need you to come down.”

      “You came down it because I let you. I turned on the power to the elevator. But I can just as easily shut it off, which I’ve already done.”

      Emily, Cole thought again.

      “So here’s your choice, big man,” Sal continued. “You can come rescue little ol’ me and take me up there with you or be stuck down here with me and all those blood-red little monsters running around waiting to stab you in the face. All the while, your wife and your friends are fighting for their lives without you. So what will it be?”

      “Not much of a choice, is it?” the Voice said. “Unless she’s lying about shutting off the elevator.”

      And what if she’s not?

      “Like I said: unless she’s lying.”

      Can I take that chance?

      “Beats the hell out of me.”

      You’re no help.

      “I beg to differ. I’m a lot of help.”

      Cole grunted.

      “I take it that’s you agreeing?” Sal asked. “Or did you just burp?”

      He ignored the question and walked over to the nearest locker and opened it. Or tried to. It was locked and wouldn’t budge. He thought about breaking it open but didn’t want to risk damaging the Remington.

      Instead, Cole moved on to the next one. It, too, was locked.

      “Where are you, anyway?” Cole asked the invisible Sal.

      “Nearby,” Sal said.

      “Where, nearby?”

      “Do we have a deal or not?”

      “Yeah, we have a deal.”

      “Until we find you and put a nice little hole in your face, you conniving little bitch,” the Voice said. “Right?”

      Cole didn’t answer the Voice.

      “I said, right?”

      He managed to pull the fourth locker open but didn’t find anything inside that was of any use. Stinky clothes, socks, and a spiral notebook with surprisingly decent real-life drawings of, he guessed, the artist’s fellow employees. They were all wearing the same uniforms in the pictures.

      “What are you doing?” Sal asked.

      “Looking for something useful.”

      “They’re facility employees, spud, not soldiers. They don’t have anything you can use unless you can use smelly briefs.”

      She wasn’t wrong. He opened more lockers and found more than one pile of stinky undergarments. Apparently the people that worked down here spent very little time in the laundry room. If, that is, it even had one. He assumed it did. Probably.

      “What’s happening aboveground?” he asked, closing an empty locker and moving to the next one.

      It was locked, but the two after that weren’t. Not that he found anything worth stealing in them either. The closest was a metal protractor among some construction tools.

      “Someone just drove a semi into one of the doors,” Sal was saying.

      Cole froze. “What?”

      “Someone knocked down one of the hangar doors with a truck.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “I shit you not.”

      “Fuck.”

      “That’s what your wife and the others said when it happened.”

      Cole gave up on the lockers and stared across the room at the door again. On the other side was the hallway, then the elevator; and Emily was ten stories beyond that.

      “And now?” he asked.

      “They’re formulating a plan to keep the blood-crazed maniacs out. Your wife already plugged one of them.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “They’re all okay. For now.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “What’s happening now?”

      “Look, you wanna stand there and listen to me give you a blow-by-blow account of the action, or you wanna get this show on the road and come get me already, so you can run up there and rescue your friends and wifey? With the former, you’re wasting our time and theirs. What’ll it be?”

      “You said someone drove a semi into the warehouse?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I didn’t hear a thing.”

      “You wouldn’t. Which part of ten-stories-down-and-built-to-withstand-any-calamity-known-and-unknown-to-man don’t you understand?”

      “She’s got a point,” the Voice said.

      Yeah. A point.

      “But we’re still gonna shoot her in the face when we meet her, right?”

      Cole didn’t respond.

      “Right?”

      Cole said out loud, “How do I find you?”

      “First, you go outside through the same door you came in,” Sal said.

      “And then?”

      “And then, you try not to die as you head over to where I’m waiting.”

      The Voice laughed inside Cole’s head.

      He grunted out loud. “And you’ll be able to see me? You can see the entire facility?”

      “Mostly.”

      “What does that mean? ‘Mostly?’”

      “There are blind spots.”

      “How many blind spots?”

      “Enough that this isn’t going to be easy for you. You’ll probably have to shoot your way to me. Then, shoot your way to get us back to the elevator. Like I said: It’s not going to be easy.”

      “She’s definitely asking to get shot in the face,” the Voice said.

      Cole walked back to the door but didn’t grab the latch. Instead, he stared at it for a moment, trying to come up with a better plan. Emily always had a four-step solution to solving any problem:

      Step one: Know your objective.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      Step three: Formulate a plan.

      And finally, step four: Execute that plan.

      The first step was easy: Get back up to Emily.

      The problem was that, as much as he wanted to only do that, he couldn’t just abandon his original purpose. He’d come down here with a clear mission: Discover if the facility was safe for Emily and the others to join him. He couldn’t very well run back up to Emily and bring her down here while there were still crazies roaming about. Even if he wanted desperately to do just that. Besides, to eventually get back up to her, he needed to get the elevator operational again. And to do that, he needed to reach Sal.

      So why not kill two birds with one stone?

      “What about Emily in the meantime?” the Voice asked. “You heard what the conniving bitch said. She’s in trouble up there.”

      Emily can handle herself. Besides, she’s got the others.

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

      She can handle herself.

      “Okay, then. I guess you don’t have to worry about her, huh?”

      Cole didn’t answer.

      “That’s what I thought,” the Voice said.

      Cole opened the pouch behind him and counted the remaining shotgun shells.

      Five.

      He had five left, including the four he’d already reloaded the Remington with. Of course, he still had the Glock, but it was loaded with its one and only mag. Emily and Greg had the rest ten floors above him.

      “We’ll make do. We always have,” the Voice said.

      Cole said, “Once I step outside, which direction do I go?”

      “Left,” Sal said. Then, with just enough obvious doubt in her voice to leave Cole worried, “I mean, right. Coming out the door, you would go right, not left.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes.” There was a moment of silence. It was just two seconds but it might as well be an eternity because of what it represented—Sal’s uncertainty.

      “Sal?” Cole said.

      “Yes, I’m pretty sure about that.”

      Cole sighed. “You better be.”

      “I am.”

      “How many of those crazies are between you and me?”

      “Three. At least three that I can see. I told you about the blind spots, right?”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “So, three, with the possibility of more.”

      “How many more?”

      “A dozen, give or take.”

      “A dozen?”

      “That’s actually good news.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Two days ago there were almost thirty of them down here, but they’ve been killing each other off at a good clip. I was hoping they’d finish the job, just leave me alone down here, but the survivors are getting smart. Hiding. Waiting.”

      “Like the one that was playing dead in the hallway,” Cole said.

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “You knew he was playing possum, didn’t you?”

      “No.”

      “She’s lying,” the Voice said.

      “You’re lying,” Cole said.

      “I’m not,” Sal said. “He looked pretty dead to me. Until he jumped up and tried to stab you in the face, anyway. He totally fooled me, too.”

      “I still don’t believe her,” the Voice said.

      It’s not like we have any choice.

      “Yes, we do. We can exit this door and run right back to the elevator, and back up to Emily.”

      You heard what she said about that.

      “She could be lying.”

      And what if she’s not?

      “But she could be lying.”

      The Voice had a point. What if Sal was lying? Could she really shut off the elevator from wherever she was hiding?

      There was only one way to find out for sure…

      “Okay,” Cole said. “So turn right as soon as I step outside. Then what?”

      “The coast looks clear from there and about halfway to me,” Sal said.

      “‘Looks clear?’”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “So you’re not sure.”

      “I told you—”

      “Blind spots.”

      “Exactly. Plus, Darwinism.”

      “Darwinism?”

      “You don’t know what Darwinism is?”

      “Survival of the fittest.”

      “The ones that are still alive are the fittest of the bunch. The weak ones got killed off days ago. The ones out there, waiting for you and me, are the alpha predators. So when I say this isn’t going to be easy, you should believe me.”

      “You didn’t have to convince me of that. I already know.”

      “Right, you were out there when all of this began. Must have been a hell of a scene.”

      “It was something, all right.”

      “I only saw it on the news, but it looked like the end of the world.”

      “It is.”

      “What is?”

      “The end of the world.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Yeah, it’s that bad.”

      “So maybe I should stay down here instead.”

      “You probably should.”

      “But I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “One, I’m running out of food and water. And two—well, that’s it. I’m running out of food and water.”

      “How many days of supplies do you have left?”

      “How many days does nada give me?”

      “Come again?”

      “I don’t have any supplies.”

      “You said you were ‘running out’ of food and water.”

      “I meant, I’ve run out of food and water.”

      Cole sighed.

      He thought Sal might have chuckled through the speakers, but he couldn’t be completely sure.

      “Let’s get going, big guy,” Sal said. “Ain’t none of us getting any younger. And your friends aboveground definitely ain’t getting any safer while we’re down here chatting up a storm.”
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      “Are you sure you want me to watch your back?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why not Bolton?”

      “I need Bolton to keep the others safe.”

      “But he’s got the gun.”

      “I don’t need a gun to watch my back. I need you swinging that big spear thing. Can you do that?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Don’t say ‘maybe.’ I don’t need ‘maybe,’ Greg. I need ‘yes.’ I need a confident ‘yes.’”

      “Yes.”

      “Show me.”

      Greg did, swinging the makeshift spear side to side with his left hand. The bloodied metal swooshed each time. Emily paid attention to the force of the swings and decided she’d made the right choice. Even with his weak hand, Greg had enough power to make use of the weapon. It was originally half of a much-longer flagpole that had been whittled down and sharpened into a foot-long blade at one end.

      “How’s that?” Greg asked.

      “You’ll do,” she said.

      He might have rolled his eyes. “Gee, thanks.”

      Emily grinned. “The name of the game here is to defend the warehouse and conserve as much ammo as possible while doing it.”

      “That’s where this comes in handy,” Greg said, holding up the spear slightly.

      “Yes.”

      “You sure—”

      “Yes,” she said before he could finish. “Don’t ask again.”

      “Okay, okay. Geez.”

      She looked toward the semi-truck in front of them, looking very much like a metal whale beached on top of the toppled door. Somehow the rest of The Welcome Room had remained intact even with the impact. She wasn’t sure if that was because the warehouse was that well-constructed or if the door itself wasn’t.

      Then she thought about Cole.

      Be right with you, sweetheart. Just hold on for a bit.

      She might have been more worried about Cole if she didn’t know him as well as she did. The things that Zoe, Fiona, and Dante had seen of Cole wasn’t everything her husband was capable of. They’d only seen the recently-out-of-retirement man, not the Cole in his prime that she knew. She was worried about him, yes, but she was more worried about them, up here.

      “What’s the plan again?” Greg asked when they were within a few yards from the truck. He’d lowered his voice noticeably and she could see him tensing up slightly out of the corner of her eye.

      “Watch my back,” Emily said.

      “And then?”

      “And then nothing. Just make sure no one comes up behind me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Okay,” he said, not that she fully believed him.

      Greg was a big man, much stronger than her or any of the others, including Cole and Bolton, but he was also gimpy right now. But the phrase “Beggars can’t be choosers” kept coming to mind.

      Glass crunched underneath her shoes as they got closer to the truck. Sprinkles of fragments from the semi’s pod mounted lights were scattered around the impact site. The grille, along with the front hood, resembled a giant accordion in its currently crumpled state. The bumper was lying five yards to the right of the vehicle, along with one of the side mirrors and the right-side exhaust that had been knocked loose. The fuel tank was intact, which was why she couldn’t smell an abundance of leaked diesel in the air. There was some but not enough to worry her that the tank had been punctured by the collision and was a danger to them. The remaining exhaust was bent backwards and embedded in the roof of the cab. Both front wheels, resting at a noticeable incline on top of the downed hangar door, were flat. The windshield, shockingly, was fully intact.

      Nevertheless, the state of the truck looked a hell of a lot worse up close. She didn’t have very much faith the big red machine would start up when she climbed inside and grabbed the keys that, according to Tommy, were still in the ignition where he’d abandoned it.

      “Be careful,” Greg whispered as she rounded the damaged front hood and moved toward the driver-side door.

      The metal box underneath the open door had fallen loose, exposing the tools inside. The step up was slightly bent but not enough that she would have trouble navigating it and reaching the vehicle. Not that she jumped into the semi right away.

      Instead, Emily completely rounded the vehicle, the Glock whipping up to take aim at…

      …nothing.

      There wasn’t a crazy or psycho or, as Tommy called them, bloodies anywhere immediately outside the warehouse. Not that she expected to see one so obviously exposing himself. They were too smart for that. The dumb ones had died off the first four days, leaving only the most dangerous of them.

      She looked out at the massive field of open land beyond, along with the surrounding hills in the background looming like patient sentries underneath the bright afternoon sun. The only sounds came from the wind that washed across the flat ground, whipping dirt and tumbleweeds across the opening before her.

      Not that Emily allowed her inner alarm bell to go quiet at the somewhat peaceful sight. Or even lower its decibel one tiny bit.

      Because they were out there. Tommy had seen them coming. There was absolutely no way there were only three of them—the one she’d shot, the one that man had killed, and whoever had unleashed the second scream. Emily couldn’t see the other two bodies from inside the warehouse, but she had no doubts if she stuck her head outside and glanced around she’d find them nearby.

      Somewhere behind her she could hear Greg fidgeting, the soles of his work boots squeaking slightly as he shifted back and forth. He was nervous. Of course he was nervous. He had every right to be. She was nervous. But the gun in her hand allowed her to calm down.

      Somewhat.

      She glanced back at Greg, meeting his eyes. He looked as if he’d been waiting for her to do just that for a long time now, and when she finally did, he might have breathed a sigh of relief. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe because he was relieved she didn’t see anything out there. Emily just hoped Greg didn’t think they were completely out of the woods yet.

      She backtracked slightly until she was next to the open driver-side door. Emily grabbed a piece of the slick metal frame and pulled herself up, careful to avoid cutting herself on the twisted remains of the metal steps.

      The keys were exactly where Tommy said they were, sticking out of the ignition. Emily settled inside the vehicle’s plush upholstery. The interior was just as red and bright and shiny as its exterior paint. Either the owner really liked red or—no, there was no or. The guy—and it was a guy, given the half-naked picture of a woman with massive boobs clinging to a stripper pole dangling off the rearview mirror—had a thing for red.

      Emily took a breath, then switched the Glock from her right hand to her left before reaching for the keys and turning it.

      Nothing.

      She got nothing.

      The semi didn’t even try to roll over.

      It didn’t do anything.

      Not a damn thing.

      Shit.

      Emily looked out the front windshield at Greg, standing near at the front hood of the truck. He was expectant, waiting for her to turn the engine, and not knowing that she’d already done so and got nothing. The deflated look on the former contractor’s face when she shook her head told Emily that her guess was right.

      The loud creak! of the passenger door as a man with red eyes jerked it open.

      “Emily!”

      Greg, shouting, but she was too busy aiming the pistol across her lap and pulling the trigger. The loud bang! of the gunshot in the close confines of the semi was way louder than it had been earlier when she’d shot the first psycho.

      Emily wasn’t very good with her left hand—most right-dominant people weren’t—but her target was close enough, and she’d had plenty of time to somewhat aim that she hit the man in the right shoulder.

      He spun slightly, lost his grip on the door, and fell off the step, disappearing from view. A thump! as he landed against the floor.

      A flash of activity outside the windshield, and Emily turned as a woman in white joggers and a hoodie tackled Greg and drove him to the floor. The spear flew from Greg’s hand and rolled away even as the woman scrambled to get on top of him, a bloody screwdriver glinting against a ray of the sunlight in her right hand.

      Emily scrambled out of the plush semi seat and jumped through the open driver-side door, bypassing the steps completely. It was a mistake, and she knew it as soon as she landed on the dented hangar door and lost her balance, then almost went down face-first.

      Fortunately, she managed to retain her footing just in time, even as she careened forward and hopped off the bent sheet of metal resting crookedly between the semi and the warehouse floor.

      She couldn’t see the woman in the jogging suit’s face as she fought to get on top of a struggling Greg, but what were the chances it wasn’t covered in blood? Or, at least, had blood dripping from her eyes?

      Not a chance in hell, she thought as the woman squirmed like a cat in heat even as Greg grabbed her arms to keep her from plunging the screwdriver into his chest. Fresh dust on her clothes flitted from the woman’s white joggers and hoodie sweatshirt as she squirmed, arms and legs and body moving wildly.

      The woman was so much smaller than Greg that it made Emily wonder how in the world she’d managed to broadside him like a linebacker and put him on the ground. Not that she spent more than half a second wondering before she raised the gun and—

      “Behind you!”

      Dante, shouting as he ran—no, rolled forward at a blazing speed in his wheelchair—across the warehouse floor. She wasn’t sure what he was doing—

      Wait. What did he say?

      Behind me?

      Emily turned just in time to see the crowbar coming straight for her head. She ducked, heard rather than felt the air parting as the steel tool sliced by above her head and clanged! against the open truck’s door. Sudden heat as sparks filled the space above her head.

      She stumbled backward, lifting the Glock.

      A boy—he couldn’t be older than fourteen—charged at her, his clothes, like that of the woman’s fighting with Greg, covered in a thick layer of dust from his journey across Terry Flats to the warehouse. He was wearing a black Metallica T-shirt and torn jeans, but all Emily could see was the blood dripping from his eyes, which were stretched impossibly wide.

      A kid. He’s just a kid.

      He’s just a kid!

      She shot him anyway.

      The boy was pulling back the crowbar to swing again when the round struck him. For a second or two—or maybe three, possibly four seconds—he looked down at the hole in his chest that hadn’t been there earlier, almost as if he couldn’t understand what it was. At that moment, he looked incredibly young, and innocent.

      Then he looked up at her, just before he collapsed.

      A wild ear-piercing scream came from behind her.

      Emily spun around just as the jogger jumped up from Greg, still lying on the warehouse floor on his back. The psycho had dropped the screwdriver because she needed both hands to pull the spear out of her body.

      The spear that Greg had lost when the jogger jumped him.

      The same spear that…

      …Dante had picked up and run through the psycho. The kid was rolling back in his wheelchair, staring at the woman with that too-familiar look. Emily had seen it before in young soldiers that just realized they’d ended the life of another human being for the very first time. It was shock and exhilaration and a knowledge that things were going to change forever for him.

      The woman staggered up from Greg and stumbled around, both hands gripping the spear as she slowly and painfully pulled it out of her an inch at a time.

      One inch…then another…

      …then another…

      Blood dripped from her eyes and chin and chest as she weaved around the warehouse, reminding Emily of a drunk trying to regain her equilibrium and failing miserably.

      Finally, the jogger gave up pulling the last foot or so of the spear out of her body and collapsed onto her side, the blood-smeared portion of the flagpole that wasn’t embedded in her clanging loudly against the concrete.

      The threat in front of her gone, Emily turned around to make sure no one had creeped up on her in the meantime. The Glock in her hand was rising, ready to shoot.

      But there was no one in front of her.

      No one outside, either.

      Then, remembering: The psycho. The one she’d shot when she was in the truck and heard him falling.

      Emily ran forward, then rounded the hood of the semi, passing a stunned Greg as Dante tried to help him up.

      “Get back!” she shouted at both men.

      “Where are you going?” Dante asked.

      She didn’t answer him. Instead, she finished going around the crumpled hood of the semi and onto the other side, ready to shoot anything that moved.

      There was no target, but there was blood on the floor. The psycho was gone, but he’d left a trail of red dots as he fled back through the opening on the other side.

      “Everyone okay?” Bolton was asking as he and the others arrived as a group.

      Emily backed up but didn’t take her eyes off the open field in front of her.

      Two more down, and a third missing. How many more were out there, waiting for their chance to strike? Or how many more hadn’t reached them yet?

      Emily turned when she finally reached the others. “The office. We need to go back to the office. It’s not safe out here.” She looked over at Greg, now back on his feet. “Are you okay?”

      The contractor tried to smile but failed miserably. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I was supposed to watch your back. I didn’t do a very good job of it.”

      “You did fine,” she said. Then, before he could continue feeling sorry for himself, Emily turned to Zoe. “Were you able to reach Cole?”

      Zoe shook her head. “No. I’m sorry.”

      “Let’s head back to the office,” Bolton said. “More of them will be coming.”

      “Got that straight,” Tommy said. “We should head to the chopper right now. Am I right?”

      “No,” Emily said.

      “Are you serious? Why the fuck not?”

      “I already told you, kid, we don’t leave people behind,” Bolton said.

      “That’s right,” Emily said. “We don’t leave anyone behind.”

      She looked back at the semi and the two wide-open spaces on both sides of it. There was another massive gap on top too, but she didn’t think a psycho would bother coming from that direction, not when there were two perfectly easier options available.

      “Can we think about going down to where Cole is, then?” Savannah was asking them.

      “Yeah, I second that,” Fiona said.

      Dante cleared his throat. “Um, I hate to be the bearer of bad news—or, well, even badder news, in this case—but I don’t think the elevator is working anymore.”

      Emily glanced back at the teenager. “What did you say?”

      “The elevator,” Dante said. “I don’t think it’s an option anymore.”

      “What are you talking about, kid?” Bolton asked.

      Dante looked at him, then over at Emily. “While you and Greg were up here, I rolled over to get a better look at the elevator. There’s a red light on the console that wasn’t there before, along with a blinking message that says OUT OF OPERATION.” Dante shrugged. “Now, I could be wrong, but I’m assuming that means the elevator is, you know, out of operation.”
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      The problem with taking turn-by-turn directions from Sal as he navigated the staff portion of LARS was that Cole wasn’t the only one who could hear her. Sal could only communicate through the hidden speakers, which meant anyone within earshot could eavesdrop.

      Not that Cole thought he could skulk his way from the employee lounge to Sal’s location without obstacles. For one, there was that sneaky devil in the guest portion of the facility, probably still waiting for him to poke his head back out.

      “How do they survive down here?” Cole had asked Sal before stepping outside the lounge.

      “What do you mean?” Sal had said.

      “I mean; where do they get their food? Water?”

      “Here, there, everywhere. LARS isn’t lacking for sustenance.”

      “You are.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to prepare for the end of the world. I’ve been surviving on candy bars and Gatorade for the last four days, and let me tell you, my stomach is not happy.”

      “She’s not happy?” the Voice piped up. “Remember. We shoot her in the face when we find her.”

      I need her to restart the elevator first.

      “After she restarts the elevator. I thought that was obvious.”

      Yeah, well…

      “Let me do the thinking from now on, okay?”

      Oh, shut up.

      The Voice laughed, and while it did so, Cole must have made an overt expression because Sal said, “What is it?”

      “What?” Cole said.

      “Your face. What’s with the face?”

      “I’m just getting ready for what’s out there.”

      “Is that how you get ready? By looking constipated?”

      “Don’t be a smartass.”

      He thought he might have heard Sal chuckling through the speakers. “Okay, tough guy. Let’s get going. You ain’t getting any younger, and I ain’t getting any safer down here.”

      Unlike the Voice, Cole wasn’t quite sure how he felt about being manipulated into doing Sal’s bidding. (“Seriously? You’re not sure? I’m you, idiot,” the Voice said.) He didn’t really blame her for her actions; in her shoes—a girl down here, alone, surrounded by murderous maniacs—he might have done the same.

      No, that wasn’t true.

      He would have done the same.

      Just as Emily had before he’d reached her. She’d told him all about using Greg, the big contractor, to help her get through the ordeal.

      “I feel a little guilty about it even now,” Emily had said when they’d had a moment to themselves.

      “You shouldn’t,” Cole had told her.

      “I can’t help it.”

      “You can.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “Yes, it is,” he’d said, putting his hand over her stomach. “To save this, anything and everything is on the table. Then, now, and every day after.”

      She’d looked at him with those knowing eyes of hers before nodding. “Anything and everything.”

      “Anything and everything,” he’d repeated.

      Anything and everything, he thought now as he faced the door.

      “You ready?” Sal asked.

      “Yes,” Cole said.

      “You remember what I told you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Everything? Every step?”

      “Mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “I’m sure you’ll correct me if I take a wrong turn. You’ll still be able to see me, right?”

      “Mostly,” Sal said.

      Cole smirked. “That’ll have to do. Besides, how big is this facility, anyway? It can’t be that easy to get lost.”

      “Is this a trick question?”

      “What is?”

      “‘How big is this facility?’”

      “No. That was a real question.”

      “It’s big.”

      “How big?”

      “Big enough to make it a very comfortable living for 100 rich assholes with too much money to burn when the end of the world comes calling. That answer your question?”

      “Not really, but it’s good enough.”

      “So. Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Then let’s do this.”

      “Let’s,” Cole said.
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        * * *

      

      The swoosh as the door opened was still registering in Cole’s mind as he stepped outside into the hallway. He blinked, wondering if the lights outside had gotten brighter since the last time he was out here but quickly dismissed that. The lights were just as bright inside the employee lounge.

      He turned right, then left, ready to slip his finger into the trigger guard and fire at the sight of anything moving.

      There was nothing moving.

      “Psychotic, but not stupid, remember?” the Voice said.

      That was exactly what he was counting on as he swiveled right again and moved up the corridor, using the shotgun as a deterrent to an attack between here and Sal’s location. Not that he thought it would do that for the entire trip. The crazies might not have gotten any dumber since their infection, but they were still bloodthirsty, and he’d seen more than a few take chances to draw that blood.

      Blood in the hallway tickled at his nostrils while Cole counted the bodies he’d walked past earlier.

      All there and accounted for.

      “You sure about your math?” the Voice asked.

      Yes.

      “Sure?”

      Pretty sure.

      The truth was, he hadn’t actually counted, but it felt like every dead and unmoving body was accounted for, including the one that had been playing possum. And there, the woman that had come down the vent.

      “Pretty sure, huh?” the Voice said, laughing.

      Pretty, pretty sure, Cole thought before focusing back on the task at hand.

      There were twenty yards in front of him with another three-way intersection at the end. Sal was up there, somewhere.

      He took the first step forward.

      Then another one.

      Cool air from vents along the walls brushed against his exposed skin, making some of the hairs along the back of his neck tingle. The ever-present hum of the background generators that continued to power the facility accompanied him. There was something very calming about it, almost hypnotizing.

      “Let’s keep our eyes on the prize, chum,” the Voice said. “Steady as she goes. Peepers up and earholes wide open.”

      You’re not helping.

      “Of course I’m helping. That’s what I do, remember? I help.”

      Cole didn’t respond. Sometimes he wondered if the crazies were any crazier than him—

      The tap-tap-tap of bare feet against the cold, hard floor filled Cole’s eardrums just before the figure swung around the corner directly in front of him.

      It was a woman in a pink silk nightgown, one spaghetti strap dangling off a creamy white shoulder, the other one just barely holding on. He wondered why she didn’t just take the dress off and go naked; it wasn’t like the crazies cared about modesty anymore.

      Or did they?

      “Is this really the time to be thinking about this?” the Voice asked.

      No, probably not.

      “So shoot her already.”

      He could have, but he didn’t. Because he didn’t have to—at least not yet. The woman was still a good twenty yards—now nineteen—now eighteen—away from reaching him and becoming a real threat.

      Right now, she was just a curiosity.

      She was barefoot, dry blood clinging to both legs from the soles all the way up to her thighs. How exactly had she ended up that way? As she got closer, the bloody red eyes became more obvious. The fires that had consumed both scleras glistened like waves of blood as she ran, full steam, at him.

      Her weapon of choice was a steel ice pick that, like her eyes, gleamed as it traveled underneath the hallway lights. Unlike so many weapons Cole had seen brandished by the crazies, this one wasn’t coated in other people’s blood. In fact, it was downright pristine, as if the woman spent an awful lot of time cleaning it into a fine polish after every use.

      “It’s not gonna be so clean once she shoves it through your gut, chum,” the Voice said.

      No, it wouldn’t be.

      Not that Cole gave her a chance to do that. He pulled the trigger when she was five yards away.

      She spun as the buckshot struck her, her momentum causing her to seemingly jump slightly into the air and almost do a pirouette.

      Cole racked the Remington and immediately whirled all the way around, waiting for another crazy to use the opportunity to attack.

      But there was nothing behind him.

      Or, well, nothing alive and moving, anyway.

      He turned back around and continued, when the hairs on the back of his neck spiked and he spun all the way around again, just in time to spot a single bloody red eye all the way down the corridor staring back at him.

      Cole tightened his finger on the trigger.

      The eye disappeared behind the turn.

      “That’s Fred,” a voice said outside his head. Sal, talking to him through the invisible speakers. “Fred McAllister. He’s a mean one. Bagged himself four victims in just day one. If there’s an alpha predator out there, it’s him.”

      “What did Fred use to do?” Cole asked.

      “Fred McAllister? Fred the Chef?”

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “You never heard of him?”

      “No.”

      “He’s world famous. Chef to the stars. Had his own reality TV show and everything. Anton brought him down here to wine and dine a couple of potentially big investors. Don’t ask what he did to those same investors when all of this went down. It wasn’t pretty.”

      None of this is pretty, Cole thought as he snapped a quick glance toward the corridor nestled between him and where Fred McAllister, chef to the stars, was hiding—the one with the elevator at the end.

      And Emily, beyond.

      Just ten floors up. Though, right now that distance might as well be ten miles.

      “You should get a move on,” Sal said, again as if she could read his mind. “Your friends have their hands full up there. They’re probably going to need your help pretty soon.”

      Cole wanted to shoot back a threat of his own but bit his tongue. This wasn’t the time.

      “So when is the time?” the Voice asked.

      When we reach her, Cole thought.

      “I like the sound of that! So let’s not keep her waiting.”

      Not yet.

      “What?”

      I have to do something first…

      “Which is?”

      Cole didn’t answer the Voice. Instead, he sprinted back down the corridor—away from where Sal had instructed him to go.

      “I think you’re going the wrong way,” the Voice said, laughing.

      In no time he was back at the three-way intersection, and after snapping a quick peek around the corner just in case a crazy had taken the opportunity to lay in wait for him inside the entry hallway, he made the turn.

      There, the elevator at the end.

      Cole ran toward it.

      He could make out red letters on the elevator panel. That hadn’t been there before. He couldn’t quite make out the words, but they slowly came into focus as he neared:

      OUT

      OF

      OPERATION.

      He tried pressing the call button anyway.

      Nothing happened.

      The elevator didn’t move.

      OUT OF OPERATION continued to blink back at him.

      Fuck.

      “I’m starting to think we have a trust issue here,” Sal said from somewhere above him. Surprisingly, he didn’t detect anything that sounded like anger in her voice.

      “Well, you gave it a shot,” the Voice said. “I guess she was telling the truth after all. That sly bitch.”

      I guess so.

      “You’re wasting time,” Sal said.

      “So it’s settled; we shoot her in the face,” the Voice said.

      Cole didn’t answer, but he did grind his teeth as he turned around, then proceeded back up the hallway.

      “Agreed?” the Voice asked.

      Agreed, Cole thought.
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      OUT OF OPERATION.

      Three words, all in red, blinking on the small display above the single button used to call the elevator. There was an arrow on that button pointing down.

      Because down was the only way to go.

      Down was where Cole was right now.

      “So what’s the plan?” Greg asked.

      The plan? she thought.

      The plan is not to die.

      The plan is to keep my unborn baby safe.

      The plan is to get to Cole.

      The plan is to find a safe harbor to wait this out.

      The plan…

      The plan…

      The plan is…

      “…the same as before,” Emily said, turning around to face Greg and the others. “We keep the crazies out of the building until Cole returns, or we find a way down to him.”

      “With just two guns?” Zoe said.

      “Two guns and this,” Greg said, holding up his spear.

      “A spear?” Fiona said.

      “Hey, it worked for cavemen,” Dante said. “Should work for us just as well, if not better. I think Greg’s stronger than any caveman.”

      Greg chuckled. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

      “Um, sort of?”

      “Good enough.”

      “Just don’t swing that in my direction, big guy,” Savannah said.

      Greg pursed a smile. “I’ll do my best.”

      Bolton didn’t join in with the others. Instead, he was staring at Emily. She didn’t have to ask him what he was thinking: “You really think we can do this?” was probably running through his mind, because it was running through hers, too. Unlike the others, she and Bolton had been to war; they understood what defending a stationary base meant. The rest didn’t have a clue.

      “We should be flying outta here by now,” Tommy was saying.

      Emily turned to him. She was growing increasingly annoyed hearing the twenty-something from Terry Flats say the same thing over and over. Sick and tired of it.

      “Shut up,” she said.

      Tommy lifted both eyebrows. “I’m just saying—”

      “Nothing,” Emily said, cutting him off. “You’re not going to say anything else from now on unless I tell you that you can. Until then, you shut the hell up. It’s your fault we’re in this position.” She pointed at the semi across the warehouse. “That’s you. That’s all you. You just made this a hundred times harder. Do you understand?”

      Tommy opened his mouth as if to argue, but closed it back up. That was smart of him, because Emily was in no mood for his bullshit.

      “Good,” she said. She faced the others again. They were watching her closely, waiting for instructions. “Zoe will take the kids into the main office. Bolton, Greg, Tommy, and me will stay out here. Everyone understand?”

      Zoe nodded. “Understood.” She held up the neon green radio. “I’ll keep trying to reach Cole.”

      “Yes, you do that.”

      Zoe’s daughter, Ashley, saluted Emily.

      Emily smiled at the kid before turning to Dante. “I need you to go over everything in the offices. Try to figure out a way down to the facility. There has to be a way. Maybe someone left a blueprint lying around that we can use. Anything.”

      “I already did,” Dante said. “We already did.”

      “Do it again.”

      “But—”

      “Do it again,” Emily said.

      Dante swallowed a bit and nodded.

      “What about us?” Savannah said, indicating herself and Fiona.

      “Help Dante,” Emily said.

      “What else?” Fiona asked.

      “That’s it for now.”

      “I can do more.”

      Can you? Emily wanted to ask but said out loud instead, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She turned to Zoe again and nodded. The older woman returned it. Emily was expecting some kind of resistance and was glad she didn’t get any. Then again, after everything Cole had told her about the single mother, maybe Emily shouldn’t have been so surprised. Zoe knew exactly where her priorities lay—keeping Ashley alive at all costs. Emily couldn’t exactly say that she blamed the other woman; she would do the same thing in her shoes.

      And she would, once Cole’s child was outside of her.

      They watched the women and Dante head back to the bigger of the two offices. No one said anything for a while, and the only sounds were Tommy shifting his boots back and forth. He was either nervous or afraid. Probably both.

      Finally, she turned to Greg, before directing his eyes to the elevator nearby. “Can you do anything about that?”

      “Like what?” Greg asked.

      “Open the paneling up and see if you can get it working?”

      Greg didn’t even think about it. “I’d need tools, which I don’t have. Even if I did…” He shook his head. “I could wire a house for you, but I wouldn’t know a thing about computers. Hell, I’d probably just end up damaging it, and I’m not sure you’d want that.”

      “I don’t.”

      “That’s what I figured.”

      Emily didn’t bother asking Tommy if he had any skills to assist them. She wasn’t sure the idiot knew how to do much of anything except make very bad decisions, like driving a semi-truck into a warehouse at full speed.

      “It could be worse,” Bolton said.

      “How so?” Greg asked him.

      “We could be out there instead of in here.”

      Greg chuckled. “There’s that, I guess.”

      “I should have drove away,” Tommy was saying mostly to himself.

      “Yeah, you should have, kid,” Bolton said. “It’d have saved us all this hassle—”

      A scream from outside pierced the afternoon air and seemed to shake the walls around them. They all turned toward the semi at the same time, even as the scream faded. A man, in pain. It’d been one long sound, then nothing.

      “Another one bites the dust,” Greg said.

      “As long as it’s one of them and not one of us,” Bolton said.

      “That’s the trick, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, that’s definitely the trick.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll keep killing each other until no one’s left,” Tommy said.

      Bolton snorted. “You really think that’s going to happen?”

      “Why not? They were doing a pretty good job of it back in town. After they took out all the other infected people, they concentrated on each other. You should see them, like kids playing hide-and-seek. Except when they found someone, it was blood and guts and death.” Tommy might have shivered unwittingly. “It was fucking crazy.”

      “How’d you managed to stay alive through all that?” Greg asked.

      “Luck,” Tommy said. “And I guess I’ve always been good at staying out of people’s way.”

      The thoom! of something striking metal echoed. Unlike the scream earlier, this one had come from—

      Emily glanced all the way toward the other side of the warehouse. She knew from earlier recon that there was another side door back there. The only other way in, besides the two massive hangar doors and the smaller entry next to them. Like the one up front, the side door was made of a half-inch slab of galvanized steel. Tough but not invincible, which she already knew after the psycho punched his spear through the other one earlier. The Welcome Room wasn’t exactly designed with maximum security in mind. That was what the facility ten floors underneath it was for.

      Another echoing thoom!, this one seemingly louder than the first.

      Emily began half-walking and half-running toward the source of the attack. “Bolton, Tommy! Get to the front! Don’t let any of them in!”

      “What are you gonna do?” Bolton said.

      Tommy, standing next to him, looked too flabbergasted to say anything.

      “Keep whoever’s knocking out!” she said. Then, turning to Greg, “Come on!”

      Greg didn’t say anything and instead just ran after her. She almost smiled; apparently the contractor was getting used to her bossing him around.

      She broke out into a fast run. They were already in the middle of the warehouse when the impacts began (Thoom! again, as metal struck metal) so there were only forty feet left for them to run. Close enough that Emily could see the steel door trembling against its frame as—

      Thoom!

      Then Greg was next to her, his longer legs allowing him to catch up. He was breathing hard, the spear/sword going up and down in his left hand. He didn’t say anything and instead kept pace beside her. She glanced over at him anyway and got something that almost looked like a wink back. Emily couldn’t help herself and smiled.

      A final thoom! and the door swung open and crashed into the wall.

      A hulking figure, like something out of a bad nightmare, appeared on the other side. A long, matted black object—some kind of battering ram—was hanging in front of him. The man was wearing dark black clothes and a trench coat, the fabric covered in splatters of red and brown. (The red was blood; the brown was the dust of the surrounding land.) It was an unusual getup; not to mention extremely uncomfortable for the sunny conditions outside.

      But it was the man’s face that caught her off guard and made her slide to a stop and lift the Glock to aim. Or what little of the man’s face that she could see, anyway, because she couldn’t see very much: He was wearing a gas mask, the breathing apparatus jutting out from underneath from his chin like twin horns. The sight was made more confusing because the man’s coat came with a hood that he had thrown over his head, covering almost the entire top.

      She searched for bloody eyes behind the lens of the gas mask, but it was an impossible task. The man was standing in the open doorway, bright sunlight silhouetting his massive frame so dramatically that she wondered if he had planned his entry for this exact reaction. If so, did he know that she was armed? That she was about to shoot him?

      Maybe he did and maybe he didn’t. All she knew was that she couldn’t take any chances. Besides, the man didn’t just knock, he’d battered his way in, and that was all the confirmation she needed of his hostile intentions.

      “What the fuck is this?” Greg said. Or whispered. Or gasped. It was one of those.

      Emily didn’t answer. She was too busy taking aim from less than ten yards away.

      She shot the man in the chest. Twice. It was easy from this distance.

      The man stumbled backwards, then seemed to fall out of the open doorway, almost disappearing from view before she could put another round into him at about the same general vicinity of her first shot.

      “The door!” Greg said just before he ran forward.

      Emily opened her mouth to shout his name, to tell him to get back and wait for her, but it was too late. The contractor was already halfway to the open door. She ran after him, but he had a good head start—

      Greg slid to an abrupt stop in front of her. She nearly collided with him but stopped just in time.

      “Greg, what—”

      Whispery metallic clank-clank! sounds from in front of Greg cut her off.

      She looked past Greg’s frame as a green can of some sort rolled toward them, having sailed through the open doorway.

      It was a canister.

      Yellow— No, not yellow. Olive drab colored.

      She’d seen it before.

      She’d seen it a lot before.

      Emily grabbed Greg’s left arm from behind and shouted, “Get back! Get back!”

      Greg turned, the shock and confusion on his face as clear as day. She was dragging him back with her even as the can stopped rolling behind him and she heard the whoosh! as the first plumes of smoke began discharging. Soon, the entire warehouse would be covered in whatever color—

      Green. It was green smoke.

      A lot of it, too.

      That single can of smoke grenade would continue to spew clouds of thick green for 50 to 90 seconds. But if they could outrun it, they could avoid its effects.

      More metallic clank-clank noises as another one landed in front, then skipped right past her. Whoever had thrown it had done a hell of a good job. Maybe the kind of throw that would have made a Major League Baseball pitcher proud.

      All Emily knew was that the can was in front of her one second and then behind her. She glanced after it, spotting Bolton and Tommy at the open hangar door running back toward her and Greg.

      “Don’t!” she shouted. “Stay where you are! Cover the door! Cover the door!”

      She wasn’t sure if they understood or if they could even hear her, because the can in front of her sparked and made a whoosh! sound just before smoke flooded out of it.

      Yellow smoke this time.

      Emily turned to keep from running headfirst into the thickening clouds. It was a mistake, because she’d forgotten all about Greg. She’d let go of his arm, but he was still chasing after her from behind. For a second, anyway, until he crashed into her and they both went down. Emily landed on his chest and chin, but even as she dealt with the pain, all she could think was, Don’t lose the gun! Don’t you dare lose the gun!

      She didn’t, and managed to roll over onto her back.

      Not that it did any good, because all she could see was…smoke.

      There was smoke everywhere.

      Green and yellow smoke, merging to form orange clouds.

      Somewhere nearby someone was coughing.

      Her. It was her.

      Or maybe Greg.

      Both of them?

      Emily forced herself up into a sitting position, her left hand tugging at her shirt collar to get the fabric around her mouth and nose for protection. It didn’t help. Her eyes stung, tears falling down her cheeks in streams.

      And she was coughing, choking on the smoke.

      So was Greg, somewhere else in the thick fog.

      It wasn’t just smoke, but there was something in it. Something that was making her choke on her own tongue.

      She blinked through the tears as figures emerged out of the smoke in front of her. Dark figures—no, not the figures themselves, but their clothes. Like the one that had knocked open the door. They were wearing…

      BDUs?

      Were they wearing BDUs?

      Why were crazies wearing BDUs?

      No, not crazies, she thought because they didn’t move like infected people. The fact that they seemed to be in some kind of formation was proof they weren’t crazies, because crazies didn’t cooperate. And she was definitely looking—even if it took every ounce of concentration she had—at people that were clearly working as a team.

      “I’ll take that,” a voice said just before a gloved hand appeared from somewhere behind her (How’d he get behind me?) and wrestled the Glock from her trembling hand.

      The person had taken the gun so easily from her.

      How? How?

      Maybe she could have figured out the answer if she wasn’t too busy falling to the concrete floor and simultaneously trying not to cough her lungs and every other bodily organ out through her mouth.
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      “Dead man walking.”

      You’re not helping.

      “You always say that.”

      It’s always true.

      “I beg to differ.”

      Beg all you want; you’re still not helping.

      “You’re just not listening to me, that’s all. Big difference.”

      Be quiet. I need to concentrate.

      “Then you should probably stop talking to yourself,” the Voice said before breaking out into one of those annoying spurts of laughter that made Cole’s blood boil.

      But the Voice was right. He was just talking to himself—or thinking to himself, if he really wanted to be pedantic about it—because there was nothing in front, behind, or around him.

      No, that wasn’t entirely true.

      There were plenty of things—most notably, psychos—in front, behind, and around him. It was just that he couldn’t see them right now. They were hiding, waiting for the right moment to jump out and gut him like a fish.

      “Now that’s going to hurt,” the Voice said.

      The ones still roaming the underground facility had survived the first four days of whatever had befallen the earth. The weak ones were dead and gone. Cole could see two of those in front of him right now.

      Two men, both dead for days now. If flies and insects could have invaded the airtight hallways of LARS, they would have been all over the bodies. Instead, there was just the inevitable stench of death in the air, pricking at Cole’s exposed skin as he weaved his way around the puddles of dried blood.

      Both bodies belonged to LARS’s service team. He knew that by their gray overalls and name tags. One had suffered a massive blow to the head, the weapon that had killed him shattering the skull and allowing chunks of the man’s brain to fall out. He was gripping a Phillips head screwdriver in one hand. His victim—and also killer—was on the floor in front of him barely a few feet away. A ball-peen hammer lay just beyond his grasp. His stomach was covered in dried red wetness.

      They’d been there for a while. Days. Maybe even the very first day.

      Unlike last time, Cole didn’t just assume both men were really dead. He made sure by prodding them, the muzzle of the shotgun ready to blast should they open their eyes or do anything other than lie there.

      They were both truly dead, so he moved on.

      “You sure they’re dead?” the Voice asked. “Really, really dead?”

      Yes.

      “Sure?”

      Yes.

      “Sure, sure?”

      You’re really not helping now.

      The Voice laughed, but Cole tuned it out.

      Another three-way intersection was coming up, this one with signs indicating CONTROL ROOM to the right and MAINTENANCE on the left.

      Cole turned right, replaying his conversation with Sal in his head.

      “How many were down here when everything went down?” he’d asked her.

      “Twenty-one,” she had said. “That’s counting the staff and residents.”

      “‘Residents?’”

      “The rich assholes that were here when it all went down.”

      “How many of those?”

      “A dozen. Anton was throwing a big bash to introduce them to the facility. They came by helicopters and were supposed to stay for a few days. His goal was to show them what LARS had to offer. All the comforts and luxuries of aboveground, minus all the bad stuff.”

      “‘Bad stuff?’”

      “You know. Poverty. Poor people. Et cetera.”

      Cole had laughed. “He said that?”

      “Just my interpretation. He was a little more diplomatic about it. I think the words he used were ‘general masses.’ LARS was supposed to be Rich Boy Floyd’s escape when the shit hit the fan, and he couldn’t count on the police or government to protect him anymore. I’m pretty sure that’s even in the brochures. Minus the ‘shit’ and ‘fan’ part. Probably.”

      What Sal had said and what Emily had told him made sense. The one thing Cole had learned about the affluent and privileged was that they didn’t like being forced to conform to the majority mob. Which was always almost the middle class and poorer. The wealthy, in every country he’d ever been in, was always the minority. And they knew it, too.

      “And to think, you would have joined their ranks after selling RistWorks,” the Voice said.

      That wasn’t entirely true. His bank account would have grown substantially, but Cole wouldn’t have considered himself “rich” by any stretch. Well off, yes, with more than enough for Emily and himself and their kids.

      “Kids?” the Voice said. “Let’s try to focus on keeping the one still inside Emily alive first, shall we?”

      Yeah, that was a good idea.

      “Of course. I’m full of good ideas.”

      Since when?

      “Since forever.”

      Cole snorted out loud. He hadn’t done it on purpose and immediately regretted it.

      It was the first noise other than the soft taps of his shoes against the polished tiles and the forever present hum of the facility’s power source in the background. It wasn’t really that loud, but it seemed so anyway in his mind.

      He waited for Sal to chastise him through one of the wall’s many hidden speakers, but she didn’t. Either she hadn’t heard it or she was aware of how tenuous his position was. Which was to say, any conversation that he could hear could also be heard by them.

      “Twenty-one,” Sal had said. “That’s counting the staff and residents.”

      Cole hadn’t bothered to ask her how big LARS was in order to accommodate so many psychos without them having already finished each other off in four days. The answer was obvious: LARS was big.

      And it had to be, so the rich investors could bide their time down here in luxury while the rest of the world went to shit. Cole couldn’t exactly blame them; it was the same reason he and the others had made their way here, after all. LARS was a sanctuary from the outside world; the refuge that they needed as they regrouped and tried to figure out what had happened.

      “It’s an attack,” Emily had said to him. “It has to be. I can’t believe it’s anything but that.”

      “Why?” he’d asked her.

      “The way it was coordinated. And it was coordinated. The power grid went down the same day. Communications went dead. Just like that,” she’d added, snapping her fingers. “That doesn’t happen by accident. Not with all the cell towers out there and all the satellites orbiting in space. No, this was an attack, Cole. A highly coordinated one.”

      Cole hadn’t thought about that, mostly because he hadn’t had the luxury to think about the why any of it was happening. Concentrating on getting to Emily had been his entire universe four days ago. And it still was, now.

      “This is only the beginning,” Emily had added. “Whoever is behind this, they’re only getting started.”

      That had sent shivers up and down his spine. After everything he’d seen, everything he’d been through, the thought that this was only the beginning was…terrifying.

      “Probably shouldn’t be thinking about that right now,” the Voice said.

      The Voice was probably right.

      “Probably?”

      Possibly.

      “Oh, come on. Now you’re just being vindictive.”

      Maybe he was, but Cole didn’t have time to argue with a nonexistent (“Come on!”) voice that only he could hear. He was too busy making another turn—he’d lost track of what number this was—with the Remington leading the way like it had the previous half hour or so.

      Had it been half an hour since he started this trek?

      Maybe less than that.

      Maybe more.

      Maybe—

      “Focus!” the Voice shouted.

      Cole stopped thinking and did, even if there wasn’t much of anything to focus on but a long and brightly lit hallway with blood on the floor and walls. He wasn’t sure how much farther he’d waded into the facility, but it seemed and felt as if he’d reached the heart of it. If nothing else, the generators that continued to churn in the background had gotten noticeably louder.

      He was getting closer to it.

      It was one long hallway in front of him—another thirty yards—with two doors on the right and two more on the left. One of those rooms housed the generators that were keeping the facility’s lights on.

      And there, yet another three-way intersection at the end.

      He had no idea what to expect once he reached here and neither had Sal. This was one of her blind spots. She didn’t know what had happened to the cameras, but they weren’t working. Or, as she put it, “It’s dark. It’s just a big black hole in there.”

      Now, as he stood at one end of the corridor and looked across it, Cole figured out why all Sal could see was “a big black hole.”

      There was some kind of dark marking on the wall near the ceiling at the very end of the hallway. It looked as if someone had splashed black paint on a very specific location, for a very specific purpose.

      “Where are the cameras?” he’d asked Sal back in the employee lounge.

      “In the walls,” she’d answered.

      “In the walls?”

      “That’s right.”

      “In the walls, where?”

      “Most of them are high up, near the ceiling, pointed down the corridors.”

      “I didn’t see them.”

      “You wouldn’t. Anton’s idea of hyper security. A.k.a., Big Brother. The cameras are everywhere.”

      “Can’t be everywhere if you have blind spots.”

      “True. There are no cameras in some of the private quarters, but they’re in every single hallway. They’re buried inside the walls. They’re a part of the walls. Which is why I can’t figure out how I still have blind spots.”

      Cole turned to look at the wall directly behind him and understood why Sal had blind spots:

      There was black paint on this wall too, near the ceiling about where a hidden surveillance camera would be perfectly positioned to watch the entire corridor. It was thick paint and had hardened since it was splashed in place, likely days ago. No wonder all Sal could see was “a big black hole.”

      He turned back around and walked past the first door. It was on his left, with the word SUPPLIES stenciled in capital letters on a plaque. The door, like the other three, were closed. The supply room had a satin nickel lever that was partially covered in dry blood, and there were no sounds coming from the other side.

      He passed it by, eyes already moving to the next door.

      This one was marked INVENTORY (“Wait. Isn’t that the same as supplies?” the Voice asked.) and its own satin nickel-plated lever was untarnished. As Cole approached it, he spotted blood on the floor. A small pool that had leaked from the other side of the room and into the hallway underneath the door.

      Cole continued on, stepping around the blood, with the shotgun in front of him.

      Four doors. Two were behind him now. Two more remained in front of him.

      And Sal, around the corner.

      “Sounds easy enough,” the Voice said.

      Yeah. Sounds easy enough.

      “I was making a joke.”

      Were you?”

      “Obviously.”

      Well, I didn’t get it.

      “Everyone’s a critic.”

      Cole glanced up at the black splotch on the wall in front of him. Closer, it appeared to be the same black paint as the one he’d seen up close on the other side. Someone had known exactly where to put them in order to black out Sal’s cameras. They couldn’t get to the equipment themselves because they were buried inside the walls, with just a tiny hole—so small that Cole hadn’t been able to detect it even after learning of their existence—for the lens to look through. So they’d done the next best thing: Covered them up.

      Someone who knew where the cameras were. Exactly where they were.

      “Who knows about the cameras?” he’d asked Sal.

      “Everyone in Anton’s main technical staff,” she had said.

      “And how many is that?”

      “Five.”

      “Including you?”

      “Including me.”

      “What happened to the other four?”

      “Two are dead. I don’t know what happened to the other two.”

      “What about Anton?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I don’t know. He sorta…disappeared when all of this started.”

      “But he was down here at the time. Hosting the bigwig investors.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you haven’t seen him since?”

      “No.”

      “And that’s not strange to you?”

      “Of course it’s strange to me,” Sal had answered, sounding more than a little annoyed. “But it’s not like I can do anything about it from in here.”

      Anton, Cole thought now.

      It had to be Anton.

      Or one of the two people in his “main technical staff.”

      “Who cares,” the Voice said. “It’s done. Let’s move on.”

      Yeah, who cares, Cole thought as he approached the third door.

      Two down, and two to—

      “Cole,” Sal said through one of her invisible speakers, “behind you!”

      He spun around just as a white-clad figure pulled its head back behind the corridor fifteen yards away. The man had moved too quickly for Cole to see more than just one blood-red eye.

      “It’s the chef,” Sal said.

      “The fucking chef,” the Voice said. “It’s always the fucking chef, isn’t it?”

      Cole stared down the corridor, his forefinger rubbing against the trigger guard of the Remington. It’d been a while since he felt like the hunted instead of the hunter. And that was exactly what was happening now. He was being stalked by a killer, and Cole didn’t like that feeling one bit.

      “Where is he?” Cole asked.

      “Still there,” Sal said. “Sorry. He came out of nowhere. He’s really sneaky.” Then, sounding alarmed, “What are you doing?”

      She had sounded alarmed because Cole had slung the shotgun and drawn the Glock, and had begun stalking back toward the corner.

      “Yeah, what are you doing?” the Voice asked.

      Cole didn’t answer.

      “Cole!” Sal said. “What are you doing?”

      “Answer the lady, Cole,” the Voice chimed in.

      Cole didn’t. He didn’t respond to either one of them.

      He was too mad to.

      “Aw, goddammit,” the Voice said, because it knew that Cole was mad.

      No, he was more than mad.

      Cole was pissed.

      If Fred the Chef wanted him, then Fred the Chef was going to get him right fucking now.
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      The pop-pop-pop of semiautomatic weapons fire snapped Emily up from the floor where she was lying.

      “Whoa, relax. Relax.”

      She opened her eyes and looked to her left.

      Greg, also sitting on the floor nearby. He reached over with his left hand as if to keep her from—

      She nearly toppled back down, but Greg’s large hand grabbed her flailing arm first and kept her mostly upright. She was unsteady, even though she was sitting down. The warehouse floor was hard against her butt, and so was the wall behind her.

      The warehouse. She was still in the warehouse.

      “What happened?” she asked. Or croaked. She worked saliva around in her mouth to get rid of the arid taste. “I heard shooting.”

      “I did, too,” Greg said. “It’s going on outside, as far as I can tell. They’re shooting at the crazies.”

      “‘They?’”

      “The ones that hit us with those smoke bombs.”

      “What happened exactly?”

      “I’m not entirely sure.”

      She felt better and nodded at him. “I’m okay now.”

      “You sure?”

      No, she thought but said, “Yes.”

      She wasn’t fully okay, but enough that she could sit by herself without fear of falling sideways back to the floor. Her head hurt—there was a slight continued pounding somewhere in the back of her skull; or maybe it was everywhere in her skull—and her body ached. Other than that she was okay. Mostly.

      Emily cleared her head—or as much of it as she could—and glanced around her. They were inside an office. One of the two inside Anton’s Welcome Room. The smaller of the two, not the large one where the others were.

      The others. Where were the others?

      There was just her and Greg inside this one and no signs of Bolton or Tommy or Zoe or Dante or anyone else.

      “The others,” she said.

      The big man shook his head. She hadn’t noticed it the first time, but he looked as if he’d just woken up and didn’t get the chance to wash his face or brush his teeth. His hair was disheveled, and she could see him trying to fight through his own cobwebs. Whatever aftereffects of the smoke that had paralyzed and knocked her out was happening to Greg, too. But being bigger and stronger, he’d woken up before her.

      “I don’t know,” Greg said. “It was just the two of us when I woke up.”

      “How long ago?”

      “I’m not sure. A few minutes? A little more than that?”

      Emily looked down at her watch, but it was gone.

      “They took mine, too,” Greg said.

      Their watches weren’t the only thing the attackers had taken. Her Glock was gone and so was Greg’s spear. They had been disarmed but not bound and gagged, which was a little surprising. Why would anyone that went to such great lengths to break their way into the building, then take them by force, skip such an obvious step?

      She stood up—or tried to.

      Emily lost her balance and would have fallen right back down if Greg hadn’t been there to, again, grab her. He’d shot up to his feet like a missile even though she didn’t think he was 100 percent, either. She was proven correct when he reached out and shoved one hand against the nearest wall to keep himself upright and her along with him.

      Emily gave him a thankful nod before looking out the windows.

      Like the other, bigger office, the top half of this one was glass walls, allowing her to see outside at the rest of the warehouse without trouble. She wasn’t sure she liked what she saw, though.

      There were men in The Welcome Room that hadn’t been there before. They wore olive drab BDUs—battle dress uniforms—similar to what soldiers wore. In fact, they were identical. These men looked like soldiers, but there was something not quite right about them.

      She focused on the one standing closest to her, just outside the office. Like the others, he wore boots, a web belt with ammo and supply pouches, and a holstered sidearm. A gas mask dangled from his belt at the back. He carried a standard military-issued M4 carbine with an ACOG scope on top.

      The guard stood five yards or so from the only office door, keeping eyes on both offices at once. She guessed they didn’t have a need for more than one sentry considering the unbalanced distribution of guns in the building at the moment. As much soldier vibe as the man gave off, Emily couldn’t find an American flag patch on his shoulder.

      Two others, wearing similar gear, stood sentry near the wrecked semi, while two more were camped at the elevator bank. They were talking, but of course she didn’t have any chance of eavesdropping.

      Emily looked past her guard at the other office. Thanks to the surrounding glass wall she could see that the others were all in there, including Bolton and Tommy. They all looked to be in healthy conditions, even the two men that had been caught in the smoke with her and Greg.

      Zoe, standing near the door with her arms hugging her chest, must have sensed Emily because she looked over. The older woman waved awkwardly, and Emily returned it. Greg, standing next to her, did too.

      “They’re okay,” he said.

      “Looks like it.”

      “Bolton and Tommy?” Then, spotting the two men among the others, “There they are. Why’d they separate us from them?”

      Maybe because I shot one of them, Emily thought, remembering putting two rounds into the big hulking figure that had knocked open the side door with, she was sure of it now, a battering ram. The kind used by police. She had no idea where he’d gotten that. Then again, she had no idea where his compatriots got their BDUs and weapons, either.

      Someone whistled.

      It was the guard. He had noticed they were up and alert and was whistling to the two men at the elevator.

      Both men turned around, and one of them started walking over.

      “You think he’s the boss?” Greg asked.

      “Probably,” Emily said.

      The possible “boss” of the group was a tall man with broad shoulders. He was halfway to them when Emily heard more pop-pop-pop of semiautomatic weapons fire from outside. The man kept walking, never breaking his stride once.

      “There’s more of them outside,” Emily said.

      “Yeah,” Greg said, kneading his forehead with the knuckles of his left hand.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My head’s pounding. Feels like a drumline’s going crazy in there.”

      “Go sit down.”

      “I’ll be all right.”

      “Greg…”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, sterner than she was used to hearing from him. As if he realized it himself, Greg flashed her a quick smile. “I’m fine,” he said in a softer tone this time.

      She nodded, not wanting to argue with him.

      Emily turned to watch the boss of this civilian gang of heavily armed men as the man reached them. He had grays along his temples and light blue eyes that scrutinized her back through the office glass wall. Like the others, he didn’t wear a name tag and there was an absence of the stars and stripes patch on his shoulder.

      The man opened the door and stepped inside.

      Up close, she was able to confirm the lack of a name tag or any ranking insignias. If he were an American soldier, he’d stripped all hints of it away.

      “Up and at ’em, I see,” the man said.

      His voice sounded familiar. It took Emily a few seconds to figure out just why.

      “I’ll take that,” a voice had said just before a hand did exactly that to her Glock. Even though the man had spoken from behind a gas mask and the words were slightly distorted, there was no mistaking the country good ol’ boy accent.

      “Who are you people?” Emily asked him.

      “Right to business, then?” the man said.

      “Why not?”

      He shrugged. “I was hoping for some exchange of pleasantries first.”

      He walked toward her, and Emily instinctively took a couple of steps back.

      Greg, next to her, did too.

      The man stopped and chuckled. “Let’s face it; if we’d wanted to hurt you two, or your friends in the other room, we would have done it before either one of you woke up.”

      “Who are you?” Emily asked again. “And what do you want?”

      “I’m Stoner,” the man said. “These are my guys.”

      He indicated the others outside the office. Every one of them—including the one standing guard—seemed occupied with their assigned tasks. The man at the elevator, Emily saw, had managed to open the paneling and was peering at the wiring inside with a flashlight. Emily hoped he didn’t destroy everything in the process.

      The pop-pop! of two rifle shots echoed, and this time Emily was able to pinpoint exactly where they were coming from: Above her, on the rooftop of the warehouse.

      Stoner had snipers on the rooftop picking off psychos in the area.

      “Yours, too?” she asked him.

      The older man nodded. He had a good twenty years on Greg and maybe fifteen or so on Cole. He was in excellent shape, from what she could see, and could probably give Greg—even if he had both arms—a real fight.

      “We’ve taken the building,” Stoner said. “And it’s going to stay that way until we figure out how to make that elevator work.” He glanced out the office at said elevator, before turning back to her. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      “About what?” she said.

      “How to make it work.”

      “No. It wasn’t working before you barged in here.”

      Stoner looked from Emily to Greg. “Is she right?”

      Greg nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I see.”

      “You know about this place,” Emily said.

      Stoner returned his gaze to her. “Do you?”

      “LARS.”

      He smiled. “Yes. LARS.”

      “How do you know about LARS?”

      “How do you know about it?”

      She sighed. “This is getting us nowhere. Why don’t you just tell me what you want, and we’ll figure out how to go from there.”

      One corner of his mouth tugged up into a grin. Apparently the man found this whole thing very amusing, which only made her more annoyed.

      “What I want is ten stories down,” Stoner said. “And I assume that’s what you want, too, or you wouldn’t be here. So let’s work together and figure out how to achieve that goal.”

      Another series of pop-pop-pop echoed from above them. This one went on for a few seconds, much longer than the previous gunshots.

      Stoner unclipped a black two-way radio from his side. He waited for the shots to evaporate before pressing the transmit lever. “Give me a sitrep, Hawkeye.”

      The radio squawked, and a male voice replied through the speaker, “Nothing much, boss man. Just keeping the crazies on their toes.”

      “That’s all fine and well, Hawkeye, but stop wasting bullets. It’s not like we have an unlimited supply, you know.”

      “Roger that. Hawkeye out.”

      Stoner put the radio away and gave Emily a slightly exasperated shake of his head. “Ran into a gaggle of them on the road here. As much as they were taking out each other, and we were helping, there’s still a good twenty or so keeping us busy.”

      “Where did you guys come from?”

      “Benton, Colorado. You?”

      “North.”

      “You’re not going to tell me?”

      “No.”

      Stoner chuckled. “Okay, suit yourself.” He looked out the window at the elevator. “So, tell me what happened with the elevator?”

      Emily didn’t. At least, not right away.

      Instead, she weighed her options.

      Step one: Know your objective.

      Stay alive until she could rescue Cole. Or he could return to rescue her. Either/or.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      Find out as much as she could about Stoner and his men, and their real agenda. Was he lying about LARS? Did he have an ulterior motive? She had to find out.

      Step three: Formulate a plan.

      Don’t give him anything he could use against her, but get as much out of him as she could.

      And finally, step four: Execute that plan.

      “There’s an Army Mountain Division stationed just outside of Colorado,” Emily said. “Fort Benton, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “And how do you know that?” Stoner asked.

      “I watch a lot of TV.”

      “Is that right?”

      “What happened to your division? And why are you running around out here without the stars and stripes and name tags on your chest?”

      For the first time, Stoner’s face darkened. The affable good ol’ boy personality he’d been trying to sell vanished along with it.

      “It’s gone,” Stoner said. “Whole damn division’s gone.” He nodded at the men scattered outside in The Welcome Room. “This is all that’s left.”

      “There were more than 10,000 soldiers in that mountain division stationed at Fort Benton,” Emily said.

      Stoner shook his head. “Not anymore.”
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      “You’re going the wrong way.”

      No, I’m not.

      “Yes, you are.”

      No, I’m not.

      “Yes, you are!”

      Cole didn’t bother replying the third time. He took the corner, leaving enough space that Fred the Chef couldn’t hack at him as he made the turn. The Glock moved in front of him, both hands on the weapon, forefinger slipping into the trigger guard and resting against the suddenly very cold trigger.

      The tap-tap-tap! of footsteps, fleeing!

      Cole moved faster, turning, turning.

      There, a white-clad figure racing away from him. The man was already halfway to freedom when Cole fired, striking him in the right shoulder.

      Fred twisted slightly as the round struck him, but he never slowed. He was a third of the way down the corridor when Cole pulled the trigger again and something fell off Fred’s head.

      The chef slid, his shoes fighting for purchase against the slick floor as he made the turn. Cole didn’t fire a third shot but he did run after the man.

      “Wrong way,” the Voice said. “Still the wrong way!”

      Cole ran until he reached the “something” that had fallen off Fred.

      It was an ear.

      A big chunk of an ear.

      “I think he heard you,” the Voice said, laughing.

      Good one.

      “Yeah, I thought so, too.”

      The piece of flesh lay in a small pool of deep dark-red blood that seemed to ripple underneath the bright ceiling lights like a worm that had been sliced in half but, somehow, was still alive.

      “Well, you got some of him, at least,” the Voice said.

      At least.

      “Wanna finish him off?”

      Fuck yes, Cole thought as he stepped over the ear, flexing his fingers around the grip of the Glock.

      “Hey, big guy,” a voice said. Not the Voice, but Sal’s. “You’re still going the wrong way.”

      Cole stopped.

      “Oh, so when she tells you to stop, you stop,” the Voice said. “But when I tell you, it’s never-you-mind. I should feel insulted, shouldn’t I?”

      “You should hurry,” Sal said from somewhere behind him. Or in front of him. Above him? Goddammit, where were those speakers?

      Before Cole could ask her Why:

      “Your friends in The Welcome Room could really use you right now.”

      Emily, Cole thought as he turned and began walking up the hallway.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Let’s just say they’re not the only ones up there anymore,” Sal said. “A bunch of new dudes just arrived, and I don’t think they’re in the mood to negotiate.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You can’t hear that, huh? Of course you can’t hear.”

      “Hear what?” Cole said, unable—and unwilling—to hide his annoyance.

      “Gunshots,” Sal said. “There’s a real party going on up there. You better hurry, unless you wanna be late.”

      Goddammit, Cole thought as he moved faster, turning—

      It was an axe. A fireman’s axe with a curved wooden handle and a bright-red head that ended in a sharp blade. It sliced through the air, aiming for Cole’s head. Or his neck. Or chest. Some part of him. Not that its destination mattered, because all it had to do was land on just about any part of him and he was finished.

      Fortunately for Cole, he smelled the man coming and stopped a split second before he glimpsed the elongated shadow on the floor. He ducked as the axe slashed the cold hallway space above his head. The sharp edge might have taken a dozen or so strands of hair as it missed him by just a few inches.

      Cole was half-lunging up and half-jumping back—he wasn’t sure how any of it was possible—even as he squeezed the trigger on the Glock, held at almost waist level.

      The first shot hit the psycho in the side of the neck, but the second one missed, pinging off the ceiling a few yards down the corridor. Blood spurted from the man’s neck as he lunged after Cole, the axe already swinging again, this time in the other direction.

      Cole retreated quickly, the pointed pick end of the axe coming within a foot from digging into his chest. Not quite as close as when the weapon almost took his head off, but it sure as hell felt closer.

      He shot again, this time striking the man in the right cheek, the round exiting and ricocheting off the wall farther down the hallway with another echoing ping! Blood poured out of the psycho’s wounds as he pushed forward, indifferent to the two bullets Cole had already put into him.

      “Not to be pedantic, but you only got one in him,” the Voice said.

      Oh, shut up!

      Bloodshot eyes flared in front of Cole, growing in size at an exponential rate as the man continued to push his attack. Dark black lips, dry and cracked, slithered into a sinister snarl underneath a full mustache. Late forties, wearing the same gray overalls as all the LARS staffers he’d encountered so far. The name TOLBERT was written on the man’s name tag.

      The fire axe in Tolbert’s hands, which he gripped like a baseball player choking up on a bat to hit the mother of all home runs, had seen plenty of use. The wooden handle was chipped in random spots—with more than a few dents that looked to have been put there by something sharp—and Cole had trouble telling where the red of the metal head ended and the blood of its victims began.

      Geysers of red flowed freely from Tolbert’s neck and cheek as he charged, the bloodlust in his eyes flickering against the bright facility lights. If the man even knew that he was wounded or gave a damn, Cole couldn’t see it on his face.

      Tolbert rushed forward, the axe cocking back to deliver a devastating blow. It might have chopped right through Cole if it connected.

      If Cole had allowed it to connect.

      But he didn’t, and fired the Glock again.

      He didn’t even have to aim the third time. Tolbert was so close that Cole could feel the warm breath of the man’s ragged breathing against his face and hear the thump-thump-thump of Tolbert’s adrenaline-charged heartbeats.

      The round struck Tolbert almost in the center of the face, obliterating the nose and spraying the mustache underneath with even more blood.

      But the man kept coming.

      How the hell was he still coming?

      “Goddamn, this guy won’t die!” the Voice shouted.

      Another bullet snapped Tolbert’s head back.

      “That did it!”

      And another one, just for good measure, slammed into the psycho’s already-jerking chest and the man dropped.

      “Should have saved that last bullet,” the Voice said.

      Had to make sure.

      “So are you sure now?”

      Yup.

      Cole stumbled back anyway until he was leaning against the wall to keep upright. He took a moment to catch his breath even as he watched Tolbert lay in front of him.

      Dead. Dead as a doorknob.

      “Hey, that’s my line,” the Voice said.

      Blood oozed from underneath Tolbert’s head and body. There wasn’t much of a face left, but of what remained Cole swore the guy was still…staring back at him.

      “Well, that was dramatic,” Sal said.

      Cole snapped out of it and looked up and down the hallway. Both hallways.

      “Fred,” Cole said. “Where did he go?”

      “He’s gone,” Sal said.

      “Gone where?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t find him on the cameras.”

      “More blind spots?”

      “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

      “She’s not sure,” the Voice said. “Now that’s not very comforting.”

      No shit, Captain Obvious.

      The Voice laughed as Cole stepped over Tolbert’s motionless body and headed back up the hallway. The Glock felt very light in his hand, and with good reason. He’d wasted two rounds trying to pick off Fred the Chef. Then six more on Tolbert.

      Shit. He’d wasted six rounds on Tolbert.

      That left him with…

      “Not much,” the Voice said.

      No, not very much. Nine total rounds, to be precise.

      “Sure, if you wanna be an asshole about it,” the Voice said.

      He did, because every bullet counted. At least he still had the Remington.

      Cole holstered the Glock and unslung the shotgun. Four rounds, plus the final two he had in the pouch behind his back. Six total. That, combined with the Glock, gave him fifteen “rounds” in all.

      “Glad we still know how to count,” the Voice said.

      Fuck off.

      The Voice snorted. “Then who will keep you company?”

      I can think of plenty of options.

      “Like who? Sal? Speaking of, we still gonna shoot that bitch in the face when we finally meet her, right? After she shows us how to get the elevator working again, I mean.”

      Cole didn’t answer.

      He paid attention to the hallway ahead. Tolbert had come out of the second door on the right. Cole knew that because the door was wide open and he could hear the machinery inside churning away. If he had any doubts where the facility’s main generators were located before, he didn’t anymore.

      So what was Tolbert doing in there? Hiding? Waiting for someone to walk by so he could pop out like a Jack-in-the-box and take a swipe at them with his fire axe?

      Cole stopped and glanced back at the axe. It lay next to Tolbert, the handle still resting in one of his open palms.

      He could use that axe. But did he want to lug it around?

      No, he didn’t. Not unless he didn’t have any choice.

      And right now, he still had choices.

      “You do?” the Voice asked. “You know something I don’t?”

      Plenty.

      “Do tell.”

      Maybe later.

      Cole sneaked a look through the open door when he reached it. The lights were off inside—Tolbert apparently liked the dark—but there was no missing all the heavy machines. This part of the hallway was also shaking even more noticeably than the rest of the facility. The room was massive, maybe bigger than the employee lounge—the only other room in the place Cole had seen inside—by a good five to ten times. It was hard to properly gauge the dimensions in the semidarkness.

      He pulled the door closed. He wasn’t sure why, maybe because he didn’t like the idea of a psycho going in there and destroying the equipment. Not that he thought they would. The psychos weren’t mindless crazies; they, too, would realize the stupidity of destroying the only thing keeping LARS running while they were also down here.

      “You’re clear from here on out,” Sal said from somewhere around him.

      Cole made a face at nothing in particular.

      “No, really,” the woman said. “I can see the rest of the way.”

      “No more blind spots?”

      “No.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Of course I’m sure. Why wouldn’t I be sure?”

      “Just wondering.”

      “It’s not like you have any choice,” the Voice said.

      Nope. I don’t.

      “Or do you?”

      No, I don’t, Cole thought, thinking about what Sal had said about what was transpiring in The Welcome Room right now while he was stuck down here.

      “Your friends in The Welcome Room could really use you right now… Let’s just say, they’re not the only ones up there anymore. A bunch of new dudes just arrived, and I don’t think they’re in the mood to negotiate.”

      He moved with urgency, reaching the corner and peeked left—empty—before turning right, when the lights above and around him flickered.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Then it went dark.

      The fuck? Cole thought.

      “Now what?” the Voice chimed in.

      That’s what I said.

      “Nuh-uh.”

      Cole quickly flicked on the flashlight taped underneath the Remington, his breathing suddenly quickening.

      “Lucky we brought the flashlight,” the Voice said.

      I brought the flashlight. You didn’t do shit.

      “Semantics.”

      Cole took two quick steps back into the hallway, where he could have a long corridor between him and anything—or anyone—that might make a run at him in the dark. He finally stopped after a few yards because he’d noticed something else, too. It was hard not to.

      The room with the generator.

      It’d gone quiet.

      For that matter, the entire facility had gone deftly silent.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” the Voice said. “Get it? Sound? Because we can’t hear anything? Oh man, I kill me.”

      I’d like to kill you, too.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      Don’t I?

      “Ouch.”

      Cole thought he heard footsteps behind him and spun, the flashlight beam washing across the floor, then quickly the walls.

      Nothing. Just a long hallway.

      He was trying to gather himself, willing his heartbeat to slow down, when one of the lights directly above him started to flicker, showing signs of life. Then all the other bulbs in the hallway did the same thing, before they all turned on one by one. Soon, he was grimacing against the suddenly bright lights again.

      The generator room behind him, too, was loud once more.

      “Oh, in case you were wondering, that’s the other reason you need me to get the hell out of here fast,” Sal said from behind her invisible speakers.

      “What happened?” Cole asked.

      “LARS isn’t as complete as Anton wanted his potential investors to think.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “I’ll draw you some Cliffs Notes on a napkin when you get here.”

      Cole sighed. Did he have any choice?

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

      Cole headed back to the intersection, turned right, and proceeded down the final leg without hesitation. His destination was a silver-chromed door at the end. It wasn’t until he got closer that he could read the plaque on it: CONTROL ROOM.

      “Makes sense,” the Voice said.

      Right. Like anything makes sense anymore, Cole thought as he proceeded up the corridor, stepping around multiple dry bloody boot prints that led toward the control room before backtracking later.

      A lone body lay near the door on its chest and face. It didn’t move as he walked toward it, not that Cole took any chances. He kept the Remington at the ready, hoping he didn’t need to waste another shell until he started making his way back to the elevator.

      The body belonged to a man in yet another gray LARS staffer uniform. He’d been dead for a while, the blood that pooled underneath him having long turned into a sticky substance. His right hand was stretched out along the floor, the fingers still gripping a Phillips head screwdriver even in death. But it was the back of the man’s skull that caught Cole’s attention. There was a big, jagged hole there, where something hard and metal had punched its way through—repeatedly. No doubt the man’s killer was the owner of those bloody boot prints Cole had run across earlier.

      Swoosh! as the chrome door slid open in front of him before he even reached it.

      Cole tensed, the Remington rising to take aim.

      “Took you long enough,” a voice said.

      Cole stepped inside, taking it cautiously because he didn’t have any choice. There was blood on the floor, which made it slippery. Days old, leading across the room and to a woman sitting in a swivel chair in front of a wall of monitors that showed, from what Cole could tell, various parts of the LARS facility.

      Early thirties, short blonde hair, torn jeans, and a T-shirt with a giant letter P in the middle of a white box outline. The blood, he couldn’t help but notice, led right to her. One of her legs was heavily bandaged with duct tape.

      “I hope you can carry an extra 100 pounds, big guy,” Sal said, “’cause I’m not gonna be able to run to the elevator on my own. I’m, uh, not too mobile these days.”

      Cole sighed, while the Voice laughed hysterically.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14. Emily

          

        

      

    

    
      “You think it’s true?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “Yes.”

      “You answered those two pretty fast.”

      “After everything we’ve seen and been through, you still have doubts?”

      Greg shook his head. Emily could see him struggling for the right words. Or maybe he already knew what those were but just didn’t want to say them because speaking them out loud would be akin to accepting them. Denial, after all, wasn’t just a river in Egypt.

      As for Emily, she didn’t have the luxury to even entertain those thoughts. She had to deal with the facts at hand. That was what she was good at.

      “I don’t know,” the big man said. “It’s just that…” He paused for a bit. Then, “How many did you say was in a division?”

      “Ten thousand and up.”

      “Jesus. Ten thousand men. Gone, just like that.”

      “That’s not entirely true.”

      “No?”

      “That ten thousand men up and vanished. I’m guessing a good portion of them are still out there looking for someone to kill.” She glanced out the window at Stoner, talking to the ex-soldier that had been fiddling with the elevator since he arrived. “The rest of them are in here with us.”

      Greg didn’t say anything for a while. The former contractor stood next to her, hands in his pockets as if he didn’t know what to do with them. She could practically hear the gears inside his head turning, trying to process everything he’d just heard, and coming up…lacking.

      “Ten thousand men,” he finally said.

      “If this thing is affecting everyone whose blood type isn’t O negative, that’s a good 93 percent of the population. 93 percent is…a lot to fight.”

      “So how do you think Stoner and his guys made it?”

      Emily looked from Stoner to the two men watching the gaping holes around the semi at the front of the warehouse. They stood calmly, weapons at the ready, leaving just enough distance between them and the ways in to pick off anyone or anything that tried to come through. The only other entrance—the side door that Stoner’s men had assaulted earlier—had been re-barricaded. Luckily, they hadn’t destroyed it when they made their dramatic entry but had just knocked the deadbolt out of place.

      Her gaze fell on their guard standing nearby. He was younger than the rest by far—early twenties, with the same buzz cut as the others—and didn’t seem to have moved very much since she first saw him. But it wasn’t his youth that she focused on; it was the rifle he was cradling while he ate from a bag of MRE using a titanium spork that was part of a multi-tool set.

      “Emily?” Greg said when she didn’t say anything.

      “The crazies don’t use guns,” she said. “Stoner and his guys did. That’s how they made it.”

      “I forgot about that. You think it’s true what Cole said? About why they don’t use guns?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s a good theory. Then again, that’s all any of us has, right? Just theories?”

      “I guess. But you’re way better at this than I am.”

      “What is ‘this?’”

      “Solving problems.”

      “I guess I should be; I used to do it for a living.”

      Emily watched Stoner and the other guy at the elevator talking. From their gestures and the disappointed look on Stoner’s face, Emily guessed he hadn’t gotten very good news.

      Greg figured out the same thing, because he said, “I don’t think they got the elevator to work.”

      “I don’t think they did.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not—”

      The pop-pop of two quick rifle shots cut him off.

      Greg glanced up at the ceiling—not that he could see Stoner’s men up there, the one called Hawkeye and his spotter/partner, Green Arrow. Those weren’t their real names, but Emily hadn’t been the one to figure that out.

      “Comic book characters,” Greg had said.

      “What is?” she’d said.

      “Hawkeye and Green Arrow. They’re comic book characters. Superheroes. One’s from DC, and the other’s from Marvel. They’re sharpshooters, though they mostly use trick arrows. Unlike other superheroes, they don’t have any superpowers besides the ability to be really good at hitting things with a bow and arrow.”

      Emily had shaken her head. “I don’t know what any of that means.”

      Greg had smiled. Sheepishly, maybe a little embarrassed that he knew what she didn’t.

      Not that the real names of Stoner’s men mattered. The fact that they weren’t wearing their American flags and name tags were all the hints she needed that they had shaken off their U.S. Army responsibilities. That, in a way, made her not completely trust them. (Not that she even slightly trusted them to begin with, though she was leaning toward the old standby of “Trust, but verify.”) Stoner’s group gave her vibes of Bowman, Barton, and Chrisman—three cons that had been impersonating cops when all of this started.

      The same thought occurred to Greg. “You really think they’re ex-soldiers?” he’d asked her as soon as Stoner left them.

      “Yes,” she’d answered quickly.

      “Why?”

      “It’s not that hard to tell. Soldiers give off a vibe.” She’d nodded, certain then, and still certain now. “He’s not lying about that. As for the rest… I don’t know. So let’s stay on our toes until we know for sure one way or another.”

      Greg had nodded. She didn’t think she had to add that last part, especially after what had happened with the three fake cops, but it was better to be sure than assume. After all, assuming sometimes led one to being an ass.

      Pop! from above them.

      Then, about five seconds later, Pop-pop-pop!

      “I hope those superheroes are getting good shots and not just wasting bullets,” Emily said.

      “Maybe they have too many bullets,” Greg said.

      “You can never have too many bullets.”

      “I was kidding.”

      “I wasn’t,” Emily said, remembering just how few bullets she and Bolton had before Stoner took their guns away from them.

      …and how many bullets did Cole still have, ten floors below them?

      She clenched her teeth as the frustration bubbled to the surface.

      Cole. He was down there by himself, and the only thing between them was an elevator that wasn’t working.

      “Emily, what—” Greg said when she opened the door and stepped outside.

      The young man guarding them turned around, his spork, with a big chunk of beef in its teeth, halfway to his mouth. “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “I need to speak to Stoner,” Emily said.

      The ex-soldier dropped his MRE, and pieces of beef and gravy splashed the concrete floor, some coating the noses of his boots. The guard was too busy unslinging his rifle and moving it from behind him to in front of him to care about the mess.

      “Stop!” he shouted.

      She did, but looked past him and across the warehouse.

      Stoner, hearing the commotion, had glanced over.

      “We need to talk!” Emily shouted at the older man.

      Stoner might have narrowed his eyes at her but didn’t say anything.

      Behind her, the office door opened again, and Greg stepped outside. That only made their guard tense up even more, and the young man slipped his forefinger into the rifle.

      Emily thought, Bad trigger discipline, kid.

      “Stop!” the guard shouted, this time at Greg, somewhere behind her.

      Emily glanced over her shoulder at the contractor. “Stop, Greg.”

      Greg’s eyes widened slightly before moving over to the ex-soldier.

      “It’s okay,” she said. She turned back to the young man with the M4 rifle that could kill both of them where they stood with a simple trigger pull. Emily looked past him again and shouted at Stoner, “We need to talk! Now!”

      This time, she was sure Stoner smirked as he began walking over.

      Quick flurries of motion from behind the guard. Emily glanced over at the bigger office nearby. Zoe, Bolton, and the others had stood up and walked over to a window to look over at the commotion.

      She focused on Bolton. The chopper pilot appeared ready to burst out of the room and attack the guard standing in front of Emily, with his back turned to the real dangers.

      Emily discreetly shook her head at Bolton.

      Or she thought she was being discreet, anyway. Except the ex-soldier standing in front of her saw it and spun around to glare across at Bolton.

      For a second or two, Emily had the chance she had been waiting for. She could have lunged at the guard and knocked him down, then taken his rifle. Or the Beretta M9 pistol on his right hip. Then there was the knife on his left…

      But she didn’t.

      Right now, the smarter move was not to fight Stoner and his men, but to work with them. Besides, it wasn’t like she was going to get very far even suddenly armed. Even if Greg, still behind her, could also grab one of their guard’s weapons, it was still two of them against Stoner’s four.

      And those were only the ones in the building. There were the non-superpowered superheroes Hawkeye and Green Arrow on the roof to deal with, too. If Emily had learned anything during her army days, it was never to take the fight to an enemy that had the high ground.

      So Emily did nothing, and waited for her young guard to finally realize he’d looked away from her and Greg for too long, and quickly turn back around.

      She smiled at him and got a puzzled What are you smiling at? grimace back.

      “What?” the young man said.

      “Nothing,” Emily said. Then, looking past him at the approaching Stoner, “You want to get down there.”

      “Tell me something I don’t already know,” Stoner said.

      “I want to get down there, too.”

      “And? I’m waiting for the punchline.”

      “No punchline. But we can help each other.”

      “You already told me you don’t know how to get the elevator working.”

      “That’s right.”

      Stoner put a hand on the young guard, who lowered his rifle and took a step back. The young man looked more than just a little relieved to be given the command to stand down as he faded into the background.

      “Well?” Stoner said to Emily. “I’m waiting.”

      “How many of you are there?” she asked. “Six? That’s not a lot. How many crazies are out there? More than six, at last count.”

      That was only partially true. Stoner did have just six men with him, but she had no idea how many maniacs were running around out there waiting to come in and kill them. But she figured Stoner didn’t know that, and his sentries on the rooftops must have already informed him there were, if not an exact number, then a lot.

      “I’m still waiting,” Stoner said.

      “You have six men and more guns than you know what to do with,” Emily said. “I think you and I both know we’re not a threat to you. We both want the same thing: LARS. That’s the ultimate goal.”

      Stoner didn’t say anything, but he also didn’t interrupt her.

      “We can help each other,” Emily continued. “You can double your numbers by joining forces with us. Against us, you’re fighting on two fronts.”

      “It’s not much of a fight on one front,” Stoner said. He hadn’t said it with anything that even remotely looked like arrogance, either.

      No, he was just stating a fact.

      Not that Emily had lain down and accepted it. “Maybe, but do you really want to be constantly watching us? Or would you rather have every able-bodied man doing something to keep those crazies out?”

      “You?” Stoner said. Then, looking past her, “And him?”

      “Me, him, the two men in the other office. Not to mention the three women.”

      “What about the kid in the wheelchair and the girl? They’re going to help, too?” That time, Stoner did smirk a little bit.

      “Hey, don’t underestimate Dante. He’s pretty fast in the wheelchair.”

      Stoner glanced back at the others—Bolton, Zoe, the rest—looking at him from inside the other office.

      Then, turning back to Emily, “You used to be Army, didn’t you? Let me guess: Army Intelligence?”

      Emily smiled. “Maybe.”

      Stoner looked around the warehouse. First, at the two men guarding the semi and wide-open front, then at the one working on the elevator. Finally, his gaze settled on the young man standing behind him.

      His hard eyes eventually fell back on Emily. “We saw choppers and a Gulfstream parked nearby. Does one of them happen to be yours?”

      “One of the choppers,” Emily said. “The Bell.”

      She’d considered lying but decided it wasn’t necessary. Stoner came here to access LARS, not to escape from it.

      She nodded across at Bolton. “He’s our pilot.”

      Stoner glanced over. “I don’t think he likes me.”

      “Well, you did bust into the warehouse throwing smoke grenades around.”

      The ex-Army man chuckled. “Yeah, I guess we did do that.”

      “So what’s it going to be?” Emily asked. “Are we allies or enemies?”

      “Depends,” Stoner said.

      “On?”

      “If I give you back your gun, you promise not to shoot me in the back the first time I turn around?”

      Emily smiled. “I’ll think about it.”

      Stoner chuckled again before reaching behind him. He took out the Glock he’d taken from her and held it toward Emily. “Truce.”

      “Truce,” Emily said, taking the pistol back.

      She thought she heard Greg sighing with relief somewhere behind her.

      “Now,” Stoner said, “how do we get down there? We both came here for LARS, right?”

      “Right,” Emily said.

      “Um, I might have a way,” a voice said behind them.

      Both Stoner and Emily (and she assumed, Greg too) looked over at Dante, rolling out of the other office door with Fiona holding it open for him.

      “That’s Dante,” Emily said.

      “You know how to get down there?” Stoner asked the teenager.

      “I think so,” Dante said.

      “You think so, or you know so?”

      Dante shrugged. “It’s an idea.”

      “Let’s hear it, Dante,” Emily said.

      “We can use the other elevator down,” Dante said.

      “What other elevator?” Stoner said.

      “The same one they used to take the big stuff down to the facility below.” He nodded at the lone regulation-size elevator in the center of the room. “Didn’t you notice that that’s kinda small? That’s strictly for show, like the rest of this place.”

      Emily hadn’t thought of that.

      Then, exchanging a quick look with Stoner, found that he hadn’t thought of it, either.

      “Which means,” Dante continued, “there has to be another way down. One that’s way, way bigger than the one we can see. All we have to do is find it.”
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      “The generators you’re hearing in the background right now aren’t the finished product,” Sal said. “They’re temporary. Did you go inside the room with the big machines when you passed it earlier?”

      “It didn’t occur to me to,” Cole said.

      “Well, if you had, you would have seen an impressive state-of-the-art generator that’s supposedly powered by a combination solar panels system, a nearby hydro complex, and just for good measure, wind turbines. You know, because rich people give a rat’s ass about the environment and shit.”

      “‘Supposedly?’”

      “That’s the plan. Except Anton didn’t have the money yet. Everything he had, he spent on making this place look like the Starship Enterprise. The corridors, the lights, The Welcome Room. It’s all for show. The generator you walked past is nothing fancy. It’s running on power packs that will shut down in, oh, a day or two.”

      As if on cue, the lights around them flickered once, twice, then shut off.

      “Like that,” Sal said from somewhere in the dark.

      “Shit,” Cole said.

      “Exactly.”

      The chair Sal was sitting on squeaked, not that Cole could see her. It would take a few more seconds—maybe minutes—for his night eyes to settle. He tightened his grip on the Remington anyway just to be safe.

      “The blackouts will keep happening until the entire unit shuts down,” Sal said. “It started two days ago. Quick, sporadic bursts at first. But it’s getting longer now. When it finally craps out, we’ll be walking around in the dark. And oh, did I mention we’re going to need the generators running to keep the ventilation working?”

      She hadn’t, but she didn’t have to. Cole knew how underground bunkers worked. They all needed some kind of ventilation system to recycle the air, otherwise there would be nothing to breathe.

      It took another thirty or so seconds for the lights to come back on. As before, Cole hadn’t been able to detect the generator’s constant hum while it was dark, but could, now that it was running once more.

      “It’s shutting down periodically in order to reset its systems,” Sal said, now visible again in front of him.

      “How long?”

      “I don’t know. A day. A week. But one of these days, those lights will go off and they won’t come back on. Anton’s plan was to implement his nonstop power system once he had enough money to do so. He had high hopes the civvies that got caught down here would have big enough wallets to make that happen.”

      “He was hoping, huh?”

      “Hope springs eternal, as they say. Though I’m starting to think that’s all bullshit.”

      Cole looked back at the door, trying to imagine the others’ faces when he eventually told them that he’d led them to a shitshow. LARS was supposed to be their refuge, their hidden escape from the craziness of the outside world.

      “Sorry,” Sal said. She sounded genuine.

      “For what?”

      “You came here for a reason. This was clearly not it.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Cole said. “It definitely wasn’t this.”
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      “100 pounds?”

      “Why?”

      “100 pounds?”

      “Okay, maybe not 100 pounds. Maybe 110.”

      “110?”

      “115. Geez, kick a gal in the crotch when she’s down, why doncha.”

      Cole wasn’t entirely sure about 115, either. It was probably a little bit…slightly north of that. Not that Sal was a big girl, but it’d been a while since he had to carry anything heavier than a 50-pound rucksack around for longer than a few minutes. And this was definitely going to take more than a few minutes. At least, if he wanted to be cautious and avoid getting killed on his way back to the elevator.

      “We definitely want to avoid that,” the Voice said.

      Definitely.

      “So let’s dump her and continue on our own.”

      Can’t do that.

      “Can’t, or won’t?”

      Can’t, Cole thought without hesitation.

      Oh, he’d thought about it. More than once. Seriously thought about it, too, but in the end there was just no choice because Sal didn’t give him any.

      He’d had two options that he could see to deal with Sal: Make her turn the elevator back on, then return to it on his own; or bring her with him like she wanted. He was prepared to follow through on his promise of the latter, but that was before he saw her condition. Except he couldn’t exercise the first option, because it wouldn’t have worked.

      “I can open it from here or at the elevator,” Sal had said. “Either option requires an override code. Which I happen to know and you don’t.”

      “At the elevator?” Cole had said. “All I saw was a button pointing up.”

      “You can slide the panel open.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “I should be; I helped install the damn thing. Hell, I helped install most of the electronics in this place. How do you think I survived this long? Sheer dumb luck?”

      There was nothing about Sal he would call “dumb.” She was clearly a smart woman despite the teen-heavy aesthetics of her wardrobe. She’d considered all the angles when she made her offer to help him; she knew exactly how to get him to do what she wanted: Help her escape LARS.

      “We could just, ahem, interrogate the code out of her,” the Voice had offered.

      Can we?

      “Sure, why not. We’ve done it before.”

      He had, but if there was one thing Cole had learned about (torture) interrogations—enhanced or otherwise—it was that you couldn’t really count on the results. At least, not when your life—or someone else’s—was at stake. (And right now it was both his and Emily’s lives on the line.) People who were in pain and who just wanted that pain to stop at all costs will tell you just about anything to achieve that end.

      So he’d agreed to follow through on his part of the deal: Take Sal back to the elevator. It was not the most optimal choice (The Voice had laughed at that. “Optimal, huh? This ain’t even 10 percent optimal, chum.”), but it was his only choice.

      Whatever happened, he had to get back up to Emily.

      “We’ve seen this movie before, haven’t we?” the Voice said.

      That didn’t matter to Cole. If he had to do it a hundred times, he would: Because getting to Emily and the child growing inside her was all that mattered then, now, and in the future.

      Fortunately for him, he didn’t actually have to carry Sal on his back. He couldn’t, anyway, given the dangers waiting for them between the control room and the entry hallway. According to Sal, there were seven crazies left that she knew of, that she’d spotted roaming the corridors in the last five days.

      “Seven, that you know of,” Cole had said.

      “Exactly.”

      “So there could be more.”

      “There could be.”

      “How many more?”

      “If I knew that, I wouldn’t have told you there were seven that I know of.”

      And that was how their conversation on the subject ended. Sal had kept track of the crazies as much as she could using the surveillance cameras, but there were blind spots that she still couldn’t see. Not just the ones where the hidden cameras were smeared on purpose with thick black paint but other parts of the facility that didn’t have eyes, such as some of the private quarters.

      “How many private quarters?” he’d asked.

      “Two. Both belonging to Anton.”

      “Anton.”

      “Yeah, Anton. No surprise, but he didn’t want cameras watching him while he slept or, ahem, did other things in his private abode.”

      “He has two quarters?”

      “One where he sleeps and the other where he works out. He’s a bit of a fitness freak. But also a bit of a germophobe. So he has his own personal gym. I guess he doesn’t like sharing his sweat with other people, even his really rich clientele.”

      Seven crazies. One of them was Fred the celebrity chef. The others were a combination of LARS staffers and the clients that had been down here, being wined and dined by Anton and Fred, when the shit hit the fan.

      “Four staff, including Fred, and three civvies,” Sal had said.

      Cole hadn’t bothered to ask her for specifics about the survivors. He was going to shoot, stab, or kill anyone that stood in his way between the control room and the elevator. The only one that would survive his path back up to Emily was Sal.

      “For now,” the Voice said.

      Cole hadn’t answered that.

      “Right?”

      He remained mum.

      “Oh, come on,” the Voice said. “She played us like a fiddle. She at least deserves a bullet to the other leg for that.”

      The Voice was probably right (“Probably?” it said, laughing.), but Cole couldn’t afford to think that way. He had to simply accept what he had to do and proceed like there were no other choices.

      Because, frankly, there weren’t.

      Sal had survived the initial day of the infection by a combination of sheer luck and skill, weaving her way from where she was—the generator room, two corridors down—and over to the control room while everyone was busy killing each other. Or killing the ones that weren’t infected. She hadn’t gotten to her current location scot-free; a crazy got her in the thigh with a screwdriver. Three times.

      “His name was Ronald,” she said, “and he would have gotten me a fourth time if Pete didn’t jump on his back and started bashing his head in with a hammer. You might have seen Ronald outside there.”

      Ronald, of course, was the dead body outside the control room with half the back of his skull missing and most of his brains coating the floor.

      Sal had managed to stanch her bleeding with a towel from a small connected bathroom, then found a roll of duct tape to seal the wounds. She’d been smart enough to clean the wounds first.

      “How’d you know about duct tape?” Cole had asked.

      “Huh?” she’d said.

      “Duct tape. How did you know it’d work?”

      “I didn’t. It was the only thing I had available. This reminds me to tell Anton to put a first-aid kit back here.”

      The duct tape was wrapped tightly around her right thigh, with another towel placed between the sticky side and her skin. Sal, like Dante, Zoe, and even Fiona, knew how to stay alive even if they didn’t have all the skills that Cole or Emily did.

      To allow Sal to move (so he didn’t have to carry her), Cole had created a crutch for her using the arm of the chair she was sitting on then attaching it to a broom handle he’d found in a small closet. The duct tape that had saved Sal’s life came in handy again, and he used it to fuse the two parts together.

      “Whoa, you totally MacGyver’ed it,” Sal had said when he handed her the finished product.

      “Mac-what?”

      “MacGyver. You know. That guy from that TV show who could make things out of anything?”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      “You don’t watch a lot of old TV, do you?”

      “You do, apparently.”

      “Yeah, well, try getting stuck down here for months at a time. You figure out pretty fast that TV Land is the best channel evah.”

      He wasn’t sure who MacGyver was, and Cole couldn’t “make things out of anything,” but he thought he had the next best things: A pump-action shotgun and a Glock pistol. Of course, whether he’d still have all the ammo for them between the control room and the elevator was another story entirely.

      While he was creating Sal’s crutch for her, Cole tried the radio again. He shouldn’t have bothered. He got only static.

      “What’s that?” Sal asked.

      “It’s a radio,” Cole said, clipping the two-way back to his hip. It didn’t work now, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t work later. The thought of tossing his only link to Emily left him cold.

      “Yeah, I can see that,” Sal said. “Who’re you trying to reach? Your friends in The Welcome Room?”

      “Yes.”

      “Which part of ten floors of solid concrete don’t you understand?”

      Cole sighed. “So how exactly do you communicate with the guys upstairs?”

      “There’s an intercom system in the elevator paneling.”

      “I didn’t see anything.”

      “You also didn’t know there was a hidden compartment in the paneling, either,” Sal said.
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        * * *

      

      They stepped outside the control room with Cole leading the way. The outside corridor was just as empty—except for Ronald, the dead man with the missing back half of the skull, on the floor—as the last time he’d seen it. Bright lights buzzed above him, and the generator in the nearby room hummed, providing the ever-present trembling along the walls, floor, and ceiling.

      But no crazies.

      Not yet.

      “All clear?” Sal asked from somewhere behind him.

      “All clear,” Cole said.

      “For now,” the Voice said.

      Cole ignored it and stepped outside, then over Ronald’s lifeless body. He kept his ears open and his eyes forward, fully expecting a crazy to round the corner thirty yards up ahead at any second.

      Clink!

      Cole spun around.

      “Oops,” Sal said. She had kicked the screwdriver in Ronald’s hand with the other end of her makeshift crutch. She flashed him a slightly embarrassed grin. “Sorry.”

      “She’s going to get you killed,” the Voice said. “You’re not going to make it to the elevator to even turn it back on. She’s going to get you killed first. You know that, don’t you?”

      Maybe.

      “Oh, there’s no maybe about it, chum. It’s going to happen.”

      Don’t be so pessimistic.

      The Voice laughed. “I’m just trying to keep you on your toes.”

      Yeah, well, you’re doing a pretty shitty job of it.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll do better.”

      Good. Now shut up so I can concentrate.

      “Yes, sir!”

      The Voice might have laughed, but Cole was too busy turning around and moving up the corridor.

      Tap-tap as Sal followed, the tapping noises echoing each time she placed the bottom end of her crutch against the floor. The wooden stick would have made an even louder sound if he hadn’t wrapped another towel around it, then duct taped the fabric into place. It would also keep Sal from slipping by giving her better traction control.

      He hoped it was enough, because if not…

      No, he couldn’t think about the if not part. It had to be enough, because he had to get back to Emily.

      Not in an hour.

      Not two hours.

      But now.

      “What the hell is happening up there?” he’d asked as he stood in front of the wall of monitors. It was the surveillance system that Sal had been using to keep tabs on him and everyone else still running around LARS.

      There were ten monitors—five on top and five more on the bottom—embedded into the wall. Each one was the size of an average computer monitor. The control board could toggle between different cameras with the push of a button, but that wasn’t all it could do. One of them controlled the elevator, but if Cole thought he could back out on his deal with Sal, she quickly corrected him.

      “I put a passcode on the controls, in case you were wondering,” she had said.

      He had grunted, all the while focusing on two of the monitors: They showed different angles of the warehouse aboveground; what Emily had called Anton’s Welcome Room.

      And Cole didn’t like what he saw:

      Emily and Greg were inside the smaller of the two offices, while the others were milling about in the larger one. There were men in BDUs walking around the building, armed to the teeth. The only comfort Cole could find was that both Emily and Greg—but especially Emily—looked fine. Or, at least, he couldn’t see any obvious injuries on her. The others, too, appeared unharmed.

      But there was nothing about what he was seeing that he liked. And that pretty much convinced him he had to get back to Emily as soon as possible, even if he had to carry Sal on his back.

      Luckily for him, he didn’t have to do that. Not that it was going to make the task on his hands any simpler. But then again, he was used to doing things the hard way. That was how he’d lived most of his life. At least, until he met Emily. She’d changed more than just his life; she’d altered his future.

      Emily…

      Cole peeked around the corner and took in the hallway with the generator room.

      Empty.

      That was good. He wasn’t looking forward to shooting his way to the elevator so soon. Not with his currently limited ammo supply.

      Six shells for the shotgun, and nine bullets for the Glock.

      Fifteen “rounds” in all.

      Cole stopped next to the corner.

      “What’s wrong?” Sal asked behind him.

      “Nothing,” he said.

      “Why did you stop?”

      “I’m thinking.”

      “About what?”

      About how I’m going to get the both of us to the elevator and aboveground without neither one of us dying.

      He said out loud, “Nothing. Let’s go.”

      “You first,” she said.

      He smirked, not that she could see it. He went around the corner, the Remington leading the way. The Glock felt heavy on his hip, but the pouch with the two spare shells behind his back was light.

      Much, much too light.

      “Eyes on the prize,” the Voice said. “We’ve been in worse jams, remember?”

      Yes, we have.

      “And we got through all of those, didn’t we?”

      Yes, we did.

      “So we’ll cross this bridge, too, even if we have to kill everyone in our path.”

      Yeah, Cole thought, even if I have to kill everyone in my path…
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      “He’s on the other side?” Stoner asked.

      Emily nodded before putting the radio away. She’d gotten it back from Zoe and had been trying to reach Cole. He hadn’t responded. She wasn’t sure if he could even receive her. Or, for that matter, if he was even still alive down there.

      Don’t think like that. Cole’s still alive.

      He’s still alive…

      “What’s your blood type?” she asked Stoner, hoping to steer the conversation away.

      “Why?” Stoner said.

      “Just answer the question.”

      “Hey, who’s the one with the bigger gun here?”

      Emily rolled her eyes, purposefully letting him see it even while she fed new 9mm rounds into her half-empty magazine.

      Stoner and his men had arrived with enough ammo and guns to weaponize a small town. Fortunately for her, they weren’t stingy with the good stuff. The extra rifles, handguns, and bullets were in rucksacks piled up on a table. There was a specific bag carrying enough MREs to last a few weeks, along with more of the gas canisters that Stoner’s men had tossed into the warehouse earlier. Everything was military-grade, which made perfect sense since they were all ex-soldiers until very recently.

      The leader of those men was chuckling. “All right, tough lady. My blood type’s O negative. Why?”

      “So is mine.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes. So is Greg’s. And Bolton’s. Dante’s. The others, too.”

      That was mostly true. She didn’t know Tommy’s blood type, but it was a good bet he was O negative just like the rest of them.

      Stoner’s eyes widened slightly. Not by very much—probably because he didn’t want her to see his surprise—but it was enough to indicate just that: surprise.

      “And?” he said anyway, even though she suspected he already knew what the revelation meant.

      “This thing that happened,” Emily said, “it’s not affecting anyone with O negative blood. You, me, and the others.”

      She looked out the office window at Cameron, the young man who had been standing guard outside earlier but was now walking around the warehouse with Greg and Tommy. The others—mostly the women—were still inside the bigger of the two offices nearby, with the exception of Zoe, who was outside with Dante.

      They were all looking for that hidden way down to the LARS facility below, going on the hope that one actually existed. But the more she thought about it, the more she was convinced it did. After all, how did Anton get all the machines and heavy equipment where they needed to be? The elevator in the center of the room was regulation-size. There was no way you could transport the supplies needed to run a place like LARS using it, even if you were to do it one at a time. Even if that were possible, it was too time-consuming and inefficient. And if she knew anything about Anton, inefficiency wasn’t one of his traits.

      Emily was, meanwhile, reloading her Glock from Stoner’s ammo bags. The ex-soldier had carried them inside with the others—enough to arm everyone in The Welcome Room, including Ashley. Not that they gave the kid any of the weapons. Even Dante didn’t get one, and hadn’t asked for one. Which was a good thing, because, as Cole would say if he were here, the only thing more dangerous than the enemy was a friendly with a gun who wasn’t trained to use it. They were just liable to shoot you by accident as they were to help out.

      There was also a half-full pouch of the gas canisters that Stoner had hit her and the others with that Emily had taken some interest in. She made a mental note of its location, just in case.

      She finished reloading the magazine and put the Glock away. “My husband is O negative, too. You starting to see the pattern here?”

      Stoner nodded. Maybe even a little reluctantly. “Way too much coincidence.”

      “Right. And I don’t believe in coincidences.” She picked up one of the extra M4s that Stoner’s group had brought with them and slung it. “Whatever happened out there, it has everything to do with blood. Literally, in this case.”

      “Some kind of virus?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “What else do you know?”

      “So you believe me?”

      Stoner shrugged. “It’s the best explanation I’ve heard so far.”

      “What else did you hear?”

      “Nothing. Me and the boys were too busy staying alive on our way here to go hunting wild geese.”

      “How did you know about LARS?”

      “You don’t think the DOD knows when an ex-Army project goes private? I saw plans and pictures of this place years ago when they first started construction on it. We’ve been keeping tabs on it ever since.”

      Emily nodded. That made perfect sense. The Department of Defense always kept an eye on their former projects just in case the brains behind them decided another government might be more inclined to fund their defunded work. She wouldn’t have been surprised if Anton had to get permission to go private, which would entail taking all the blueprints with him. Originally government-sponsored blueprints.

      She walked over to the nearest window and looked out at the others. Stoner’s men—the ones inside the warehouse—had warmed up to her group. She had a feeling that the fact they were all men, and there were two pretty single girls in Emily’s group, had a little something to do with that.

      She glanced back at Stoner, peering down at one of the LARS brochures that Dante had found in the other office, as if he could discover the hidden doorway that may or may not exist from one of its pages.

      “The man I shot. Is he dead?” Emily asked.

      Stoner glanced up at her. “What?”

      “The man I shot. The one that assaulted the door.”

      The ex-soldier shook his head. “That was Hawkeye.” He jerked a thumb toward the ceiling. “He’s up there with Green Arrow.”

      “So he’s not dead?”

      “The last time I checked.”

      “I shot him.”

      “It’s a good thing he was wearing a MOLLE plate carrier. We thought he was crazy to be carrying it around in the heat. Turns out, not so much. Nice shot, by the way.”

      “No wonder you’re in such an agreeable mood.”

      “How’s that?”

      “I didn’t kill one of your men. If I had…”

      “You thought I’d be pissed off?”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      Stoner shrugged. “First time I met any of these guys was five days ago, when all of this started.”

      “Is that why none of you are wearing name tags?”

      “That’s one reason.”

      “What are the other ones?”

      “As far as we know, the U.S. government is gone. No chain of command, no official rank, no nothing. So who cares who we were or what we did before all of this?”

      Emily had to admit, he made a good point. The world had changed irrevocably five days ago. She didn’t know just how much yet, but nothing would ever be same again.

      “What did you hit us with earlier?” she asked him.

      “The gas?” Stoner said.

      “Yes.”

      “Something the boys in the Army lab cooked up. Name’s as long as your arm, but I never took the time to memorize it. Supposed to knock someone out without leaving any lasting harmful side effects.”

      “Does it work?”

      He grinned. “You tell me.”

      “I think it works. I had the craziest headache when I first woke up, but…” She touched her temple. “It seems to be gone now. And I don’t notice any lingering effects.”

      “So I guess the lab boys did a good job after all. It was still experimental the last time I saw the reports. We never really got a chance to put it to work in the field besides some controlled demos.”

      “What were you, a colonel?”

      “Why? You think I look like an officer?”

      “I know you were an officer. I just don’t know your rank.”

      “What makes you think so?”

      “Officers know about upcoming experimental Army projects. Your ordinary soldier wouldn’t have a clue until they showed it to him.”

      Stoner nodded. “You’re right. I was an officer.” He straightened up and walked over to stand next to her. “Not that it matters anymore.”

      “It matters some. Those men out there still consider you their commanding officer.”

      “Out of habit, I’m sure.”

      They looked out at the others, still searching for the elusive door. There was the occasional pop of a rifle shot from above them, but they were far and few. Emily had a feeling Hawkeye and his fellow superhero were only trying to let the crazies know they could still see them, and an attack would get them killed.

      “What if it doesn’t exist?” Stoner finally asked.

      “What if what doesn’t exist?”

      “This bigger door down to the facility.”

      “It exists.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just know,” she said, but thought, God, I hope it exists. She added out loud, “We just have to find it.”

      “You want to get to your husband,” he said, and she caught him sneaking a glance down at the radio on her hip.

      “Yes,” Emily said.

      “What if he’s already dead?”

      Emily shot him a quick, hard look.

      Stoner shrugged. “Think about it. He went down, what, hours ago? And he hasn’t come back up. Maybe he’s already dead. Met some crazies down there.”

      “He’s not.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “You hope. It’s not the same as knowing.”

      “You haven’t met Cole.”

      Stoner squinted at her. “He that good?”

      “He’s better.”

      “And of course, you’re not biased at all.”

      “Of course.”

      She could tell Stoner wasn’t convinced. Not that she gave a damn. He wanted to get down there to enjoy the promised safety of LARS just as much as she did, and he would do whatever it took to achieve that. For now, they both had the same goal.

      For now.

      “You should consider the possibility that he’s not coming back up,” Stoner said.

      “I don’t have to do a goddamn thing,” Emily said.

      Stoner grunted, and she guessed he had a clever little comeback ready for her. Except he didn’t get the chance to use it, because the radio on his hip squawked and they heard Hawkeye’s voice, shouting, “Shit, Green Arrow’s down! Green Arrow’s down!”

      Or, at least, Emily guessed the man was going to shout “Green Arrow’s down” for the second time, but she could only hear the second mention of “Green Arrow” before the radio went quiet.

      Stoner didn’t wait to find out what had happened. He was already bursting through the office door and running toward Minor, the guy who had been fiddling with the elevator earlier. Late thirties and the oldest one in Stoner’s group after Stoner himself.

      “Minor!” Stoner shouted.

      Minor, still parked at the elevator with Dante, glanced over.

      “Outside with me now!” Stoner shouted. Then, taking off running, the man looked over at the two ex-soldiers guarding the semi across the building, “Hold the line!”

      The two men nodded back.

      Emily chased after Stoner, and they ran past Minor and Dante, making a beeline for the side door that Hawkeye had forced in earlier. Minor appeared behind her, his heavy footsteps like explosions on her heels.

      Emily turned until she was backpedaling and locked eyes with Dante, still at the elevator. Minor’s form blurred past her, but she ignored him and focused on the teenager. “Stay inside! Understand? Keep everyone inside!”

      Dante nodded back and turned around in his wheelchair.

      Bolton and Greg were already running across the building to intercept her. They had been busy on the other side with Cameron but had easily heard the commotion.

      Emily didn’t wait for them to catch up. She spun back around and ran after Stoner and Minor. She unslung the M4 as she did so, slowing down just enough to pull back the charging handle and slipping it off safe.

      As she ran, Emily couldn’t help but notice that they couldn’t hear any gunfire from above them. Considering what Hawkeye had screamed through the radio, there was a good chance that meant the two snipers had been caught by surprise. And if Green Arrow was down and Hawkeye hadn’t gotten a shot off in the aftermath…

      It wasn’t good.

      It wasn’t good at all.

      Stoner had probably deduced the same thing, because he was running like a madman toward the side door, with Minor close behind him.

      After Hawkeye bashed his way in with the police ram, the ex-soldiers had barricaded it back up with a pair of metal shelves and a desk from the bigger of the two offices. It wasn’t nearly strong enough to keep anyone in for any length of time, but it was more than enough to give them early warning should a crazy try to enter.

      Stoner and Minor were grabbing pieces of the office furniture and tossing them aside now, working with the kind of urgency that told her they were well-aware of the shit that was going down above them.

      Pop-pop-pop! from behind her.

      Emily skidded to a stop and whirled around, looking toward the source of the gunfire.

      The front doors.

      Specifically, the downed hangar door with the semi parked above it. Stoner’s other two guys, Lewis and Pecks, were shooting at a crazy as he burst through the opening. Bullets pinged! off the side of the truck as the man bobbed and weaved, getting almost inside before Pecks finally landed a shot to one of his legs.

      The crazy stumbled and fell, and was trying to get up when Lewis ran up to him and, almost at point-blank range, shot him in the head. Even from across the warehouse, Emily could see blood and brains splattering as the bullet exited the man’s chin and pekked! into the concrete floor.

      But Lewis had made a mistake. He’d gotten too close to finish the infected man off. Before, he’d kept a good distance from the opening—twenty or so yards. It was one reason why both he and Pecks had been having so difficult a time hitting the moving crazy.

      Now, Lewis was turning around when a figure in black jogging pants and a T-shirt covered in dust and red splashes appeared behind him. The man made a beeline for Lewis.

      “Behind you!” Pecks shouted.

      Lewis turned. He got off a shot, striking the crazy in the side of the face. It probably hurt, but it didn’t stop him.

      Pecks was running toward the other man when Lewis went down screaming. Emily was too far away to see what the crazy had used to fall Lewis. She couldn’t even see the man’s eyes from this distance, but there was no mistaking the ferocity and speed with which he was moving and attacking. He was infected.

      “Jesus Christ,” a voice said. Minor, appearing behind her all of a sudden. He had unslung his rifle and was about to take off to help Pecks and Lewis.

      “Get back here!” Stoner shouted.

      Minor stopped and looked back at the former officer, and was opening his mouth to ask (Emily guessed), What about Lewis and Pecks? when the door in front of Stoner burst open, knocking the last shelf that had been pressed against it to the side.

      A large man wearing lime-green overalls covered in blood and dust and sticky-colored liquid that Emily couldn’t identify roared inside. He was swinging a sledgehammer as he charged for Stoner.

      “Watch out!” Emily shouted.

      Too late. Stoner turned just as the crazy struck him in the chest. Emily physically flinched with her entire body at the loud, echoing thwack! of the hammer landing. Stoner flew backward like a rag doll.

      Emily took aim and pulled the trigger, even as The Welcome Room erupted into a cacophony of gunfire, screams…

      …and more screams.
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      Seven that Sal knew of.

      Seven.

      It wasn’t too big of a number. He’d had to contend with worse. Hell, not more than five days ago, he was essentially fighting off an entire city of crazies.

      So compared to that, seven was a godsend.

      At least, that’s what he told himself.

      “One!” the Voice shouted when the Remington boomed! and a hole the size of Cole’s fist appeared in the chest of a woman in gray LARS overalls. She had turned the corner, rushing at him with a bloody hammer, drops of red flitting from her eyes. She didn’t get more than two feet from the time he spotted her to when he put her down.

      “Six to go,” the Voice said.

      That Sal knows of.

      “Right. I thought that was implied.”

      One down and six to go…that Sal knew of. The phrase kept repeating itself inside his head.

      Six to go…that Sal knew of.

      There was also something else that continued to nag at the back of Cole’s head: Where is Anton?

      “I don’t know, he vanished,” Sal had said when he asked her before they left the control room.

      “How did he vanish, exactly?” Cole had asked.

      “The last time I saw him was three days ago, two days after everything went down. He was busy chopping up one of the civvy investors with a meat cleaver. Don’t ask me where he got the cleaver.”

      “And then?”

      “And then nothing. He vanished.” She’d snapped her fingers.

      “Just like that?”

      “Well, I don’t mean he poofed and disappeared into smoke or anything.” She had paused then.

      “What?” Cole prompted.

      “He looked up at the camera and smiled.”

      “The camera?”

      “Anton knows where all the cameras are. He’s one of the few people that does.”

      “Including you.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Who else knows?”

      “Brad and Jennifer. They’re also in on the gig.”

      “And what happened to them?” Cole asked, thinking about the paint he’d seen splashed over where the cameras in the hallway were, and wondered how many other “blind spots” Sal couldn’t see were similarly “blacked out.”

      “Dead,” Sal had said.

      “Both of them?”

      “Yup.”

      “How certain are you?”

      “I saw them both go down myself. Brad turned, but Jennifer didn’t. One of the mechanics killed her. You might have seen her; she was one of the bodies just outside the entry hallway.”

      He’d probably had, but Cole couldn’t confirm or deny, not having known what Jennifer looked like then and still didn’t, now.

      “So Anton’s running around out there somewhere,” he’d said.

      “It’s possible. Like I said, I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him since that moment. And every day I check the body count on the cameras. He’s not among them.”

      Anton.

      Where the hell was Anton?

      Was he dead somewhere, in one of Sal’s blind spots? It was very much possible. After all, someone had to have put that black paint over the cameras.

      “That’s Crissy,” Sal said behind him as Cole stepped over the lifeless body of the woman he’d just shotgunned. She lay splayed on the floor, eyes wide open and staring up accusingly at him as he passed her by. JANNERS was written on her name tag.

      Cole didn’t respond to Sal’s identification of the woman. The fact that she knew Janners’s first name meant they were friends. Or if not buds, then acquaintances.

      As if to confirm his thoughts, Sal said, “I liked Chrissy. She was cool. Always brought me extra sandwiches from aboveground. She knew I didn’t get the chance to go up often. Damn, you really shot her.”

      Cole wasn’t sure what really shot her meant. He’d shot her, yes, but how did you really shoot someone?

      Shot was shot, just like dead was dead.

      “She’s definitely shot, and dead,” the Voice said.

      Definitely.

      He concentrated on the turn that Janners had taken. He had been keeping track of their progress and knew they were halfway to the elevator. There hadn’t been any crazies until now, probably because they either knew he was well-armed and didn’t want to expose themselves to getting killed or— No, that was it. There was no or.

      “Crazy as fuck, but not stupid, remember?” the Voice said.

      Of course he remembered. He was the one that came up with that particular theory.

      The Voice laughed. “You know, sometimes I think you forget that I’m also you.”

      I haven’t forgotten.

      “You sure? Because sometimes I get the feeling you have.”

      You’d be wrong.

      “Okay, chum, if you say so.”

      “Almost there,” Sal said—half-whispering—behind him. “Two more turns, and we’re at the final hallway.”

      Cole nodded, even though he already knew that. “Stick close.”

      “I’m sticking close,” she said, the tap-tap of her makeshift crutch the only sound other than the soft falls of his shoes against the polished floor.

      Them, and the hum of the generator in the background. That presence, besides his burning desire to get the hell back to Emily as soon as possible was a constant companion since he came down that damn elevator.

      “Cole!” Sal shouted.

      Cole’s eyes snapped left, then right—but didn’t see anything in front of him. They were halfway to the end of the corridor, with only one door in the way, and it was up ahead—

      “Behind you!” the Voice shouted.

      Cole spun in a wide circle, going around Sal at the same time, and settling behind her—or in front of her now that she had also turned—and facing the other side of the brightly lit passageway.

      A large man wearing nothing but his boxers was rushing toward them, a long metal pipe, the silver speckled with dry blood, cocked back in one hand. His face was round and so was his generous belly, which poked out obscenely from his naked front as he lumbered forward with all the grace of a woolly mammoth.

      Cole was momentarily shocked he hadn’t heard the man coming. It’d taken Sal calling out for him to even know someone had snuck up behind them. How the hell had someone this big done that exactly?

      Then Cole saw the man’s feet. He wasn’t just naked except for his boxers; he was also barefoot. That probably helped him stay stealthy, keeping him “hidden” against the tap-tap of Cole’s own footsteps and Sal’s crutch, not to mention the hum of the generators.

      Cole fired, then quickly racked the shotgun. The empty shell flicked through the air and ricocheted off a wall. It ended up landing on the floor about the same time as the big man’s right arm.

      Shit, Cole thought. He’d been aiming for the chest, but the crazy had bobbed at the last second, and Cole got more of his right shoulder and arm instead.

      The detached arm, along with the pipe in it, plopped to the hallway floor.

      The now-one-armed man kept coming, blubbery legs pistoning as fast as they could while his face twisted and contorted into something that almost looked like a sneer. Blood gushed out of the stump that used to be his right arm, splashing the floor and wall.

      “Oh, gross.” Sal groaned somewhere behind him.

      It was pretty gross, yeah, but Cole had seen worse. Much worse.

      He fired again when the big man was within five yards, and this time didn’t miss his intended target.

      Dark red paint erupted on the crazy’s chest just before he stopped moving and collapsed sideways to the floor. Blood slurped out of his stump and torso, creating a ridiculously large pattern of free-flowing red waves underneath. Then, quickly, it began flowing around his wide form.

      Cole took a quick step backward to avoid the blood. He racked the shotgun, then quickly grabbed the last two shells from the pouch behind him and shoved them home.

      Four.

      He had four shells left. That, combined with the nine rounds in the Glock, gave him just thirteen rounds in all.

      “Jesus Christ,” Sal was saying as Cole turned around to face her. She was staring at the dead man with the kind of shocked expression that belied the fact she’d been seeing something like this in the hallways around LARS for the last five days.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I thought I’d be used to this by now.” She shook her head. “I guess there’s a big difference between seeing it on the screens and in real life. I mean, I saw Pete get his head hammered in, but I’m not sure I remembered how I felt then. This…”

      “Don’t think about it,” Cole said as he stepped around her to take point again.

      “Easy for you to say.” Then, watching him pass her, “How do you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “What you just did.”

      “What did I just do? Defend myself?”

      “No. Kill someone. I mean, yes, defend yourself, by killing someone.”

      “It’s easy. You just pull the trigger,” the Voice said.

      Cole said, “You do it because the alternative is to let them kill you. Given that choice, it’s not a big decision.”

      “I guess not,” Sal said. “I don’t think I can do it. I mean, take a life.”

      “You can, if you don’t have any choice.”

      “It’s that simple?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you’ve done this before?”

      “Why are you asking me this?”

      “I’m just making conversation.”

      “This isn’t the time. Now come on.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Then again, after seeing how you handled yourself when you first got down here, I don’t know why I’m surprised.”

      “Says the woman who blackmailed you like a real pro,” the Voice said.

      Cole had to keep that in mind. Sal was a lot of things, but she wasn’t above taking advantage of every opportunity presented to her in order to stay alive.

      “No offense,” Sal said.

      The Voice laughed, but Cole said, “None taken.” Then, “Let’s go.”

      Sal followed behind him, the soft tap-tap of her crutch keeping pace with his own footsteps.

      “Two down, five to go,” the Voice said. “At least, five that you know of.”

      Five, that I know of…

      “This is going to be fun.”

      I wouldn’t exactly put it that way.

      “Oh, come on. You know this is what you do best. Don’t kid yourself.”

      Cole didn’t answer. He focused on the turn up ahead instead.

      “The silent treatment again?” the Voice said. “That is so immature.”

      As he approached the corner, Cole did what he’d done for the last three turns—he made a wide arc so he could see if anything was hiding on the other side of the bend before they could see him. Sal, like before, hung back far enough that she didn’t get in his way if he needed to engage someone, but still close enough that he could protect her if a crazy did what Boxers had done earlier and snuck up on them from behind.

      There was no one in the corridor. At least, no one alive. The two bodies he’d seen when he first traversed the same area were still there, along with fresh tracks of blood. Those were likely made by Fred the Chef when he retreated after Cole almost took him out. Cole had spotted blood drops leading from the turn into the generator hallway, but there were more here for some reason.

      “Watch out for Fred,” Sal said when Cole relaxed slightly.

      He nodded. He liked that she was being more than just a helpless passenger on his quest back to the elevator. She was more alert than he’d expected, and if she hadn’t heard Boxers coming…

      “You might be dead right now,” the Voice said.

      I would have heard him coming eventually.

      “You think so?”

      I’m not deaf.

      “But you didn’t hear him until she called your name.”

      It was only a matter of time.

      The Voice chortled. “You trying to convince yourself or me? Never mind. Since I am you, it’s a moot point.”

      Cole grunted.

      “You say something?” Sal asked.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “I thought you said something.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You sure? I thought—”

      “I didn’t. Now come on.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said in an obviously mocking tone.

      “Should have shot her in the face when you had the chance,” the Voice said.

      Cole sighed. He was starting to agree with the Voice more and more.

      Sal followed behind him as he went down the corridor, passing the two dead bodies and fresh blood tracks that Fred the Chef had left in his wake.

      Two more corridors, and they would reach the elevator.

      Two more corridors, with five more crazies still out there.

      Five more that he still knew about, anyway.
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      FUBAR.

      That was what this was.

      FUBAR.

      Fucked Up Beyond All Reason.

      Stoner, the ex-soldier, knew exactly what FUBAR was without her having to explain it to him, except he was too busy trying not to die right now to give a damn.

      For that matter, they all were.

      Including her.

      She did her best to block out the gunfire and screams while she concentrated her fire on the crazy standing over Stoner, lifting the sledgehammer above his head to deliver a second—and likely, final—blow to the older man.

      A shock of white hair, sweat dripping down his face. The crazy had wild eyes that bulged as blood dripped from them and onto Stoner’s prone form. The soldier was done for. Or he would be, unless Emily did something to save him. He had taken the full brunt of his attacker’s hammer in the chest and was probably suffering from internal bleeding right now. That is, if his entire chest cavity hadn’t already caved in on him and was suffocating him. Or worse.

      Was there really something worse than that?

      Five days ago, Emily might have said no, but these days she didn’t know.

      She squeezed off a burst from ten yards away, and the crazy’s already blood and dust-splattered lime-green overalls turned wet. She landed two shots—both punching holes into the man’s chest—while the third round flew past his right shoulder and vanished out of the wide-open side door behind him.

      The man stumbled, as if shocked by what had happened. He glanced down at the blood dripping from his chest before falling to his knees. The heavy sledgehammer—its metallic frame equally drenched in red—clanged loudly to the hard and unyielding concrete floor next to him.

      Emily walked up and fired a fourth shot, striking the man in the forehead.

      The crazy seemed to lean backward, but instead of going down, he remained in an awkward kneeling posture, his head lolled back behind him while his neck faced the warehouse ceiling. That pose was probably painful, if the man wasn’t already dead.

      And dead men didn’t feel.

      She ran toward Stoner even as the gunfire and screams and squeaks of the others moving around the building around her continued to explode in her ears. She concentrated on the ex-soldier as he struggled to get back up, failing badly.

      Stoner had laid back down when she reached him, sliding down to one knee to help him while looking up and over at the others for the first time since everything went, as Cole would say, tits up.

      In the next five or so seconds, Emily ran through her options based on what she saw.

      Step one: Know your objective.

      It was the same as it’d always been since all of this began: Keep everyone alive.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      It was FUBAR. Royally FUBAR. The crazies were coming into the warehouse in waves, and the only reason they hadn’t overwhelmed Bolton, Greg, and the others yet was because they were just as intent on killing one another as they were her people and Stoner’s. It was almost as if they’d been waiting out there all this time before finally launching their attack. If she didn’t know better, she’d think every single one of them was in on the same tactical plan.

      But of course, she did know better, and this wasn’t any kind of coordinated effort. They had simply bided their time, waiting for the perfect opportunity to assault the warehouse—and each other.

      Like moths to the flame…

      Bolton, Greg, and Tommy were rushing back to the offices in the back where the women had already fled. Minor was joining them, backpedaling as he picked off crazies launching kamikaze attacks on his position from multiple sides. The ex-soldier smartly didn’t shoot at the infected that were too busy murdering one another. He was conserving ammo.

      As for Pecks and Lewis, Emily couldn’t locate them among the throng of thrashing figures and spilling blood. Crazies were coming through the two wide openings that flanked the embedded semi as if the sunlight outside were vomiting them into The Welcome Room, one after another.

      Where the hell had they all been hiding up till now? Were they always out there, chasing each other around? That had to be it, because she could remember Hawkeye and Green Arrow taking shots at them.

      Hawkeye and Green Arrow.

      They were probably dead. How, she had no idea. Maybe a crazy had snuck up onto the roof behind them. That was possible. Stoner had told them the two men had used an escape ladder just outside the side door to access the top of the warehouse. Not that their current state had any impact on her. They weren’t going to be much help to her and the others down here even if they were alive.

      Step three: Formulate a plan.

      She needed help. Stoner was out of it. If he wasn’t dead, then he was pretty damn close.

      “Get up, Stoner!” she shouted at him. “Get up!”

      He blinked at her, like someone trying to swim through a deep sleep and failing miserably.

      And Cole wasn’t here. He was still stuck ten floors down. Maybe dead, like Stoner had said, but she didn’t believe it. Cole had made it back to her when all the odds were stacked against him, and he wasn’t about to let ten measly stories stop him now. Not her Cole.

      Not her Cole.

      So how did she get everyone to safety?

      And finally, step four: Execute that plan.

      She didn’t have a clue. She knew what she had to do, just not how.

      And that was the problem.

      One of many.

      One of so, so many.

      “Emily!” someone shouted.

      Dante, outside the bigger of the two offices. Zoe was holding the door open behind him, either waiting for him to go in or having let him out. Dante was staring at her—and pointing.

      Pointing? Why was he pointing?

      Behind her!

      Emily whirled around, the M4 rifle turning with her. It wasn’t exactly an easy thing to do, given that she was on one knee and had to spin completely around. But she did it anyway even as her right oblique screamed in pain as she contorted it without warning.

      A crazy, running at her from the open side door.

      She was falling on her ass as she fired. It wasn’t so much the recoil, because there wasn’t really much of one—at least, none that surprised her—but more that she was incredibly unsteady on her bent legs. She’d fired, pulling the trigger as fast as she could, even as she fell clumsily, the thoughts Oh Jesus, girl, what is this, your first time firing a rifle?

      Her first couple of bullets missed the charging man—young, maybe early twenties, wearing a torn white T-shirt covered in grease stains and blood, his hair sticking out in one of those ridiculous “man buns” above his head—by a good foot. The rounds sailed past his head and pinged! off the metal wall behind him just above the open door.

      The rest of her shots, while she was halfway down to the floor, were better. They struck the young man in the right shoulder and he twisted slightly.

      But he didn’t stop.

      Not that she expected him to. The infection that spiked his surge of adrenaline gave crazies the speed, strength, and durability of meth heads. This one, who was probably someone’s son or husband or brother, was going to keep coming until he reached her and drove that tomahawk in his hand right into her skull. Like every other weapon she’d seen wielded by a crazy, the black matted object was covered in the blood of previous victims.

      And she was next.

      Or she would have been, if she didn’t continue pulling the trigger even as she landed on her butt as he was almost on top of her.

      Pop-pop-pop!

      The young crazy careened forward, his momentum driving him even as another round splattered his right eyebrow and exited the back of his skull. The bullet kept on going, pinging! off the wall behind him.

      The body slammed into her, the top of his head coming a fraction of an inch from colliding with her chin. Fortunately, she jerked her body slightly to one side at the very last second, and it only grazed her chest. The crazy rolled over, then smacked into the floor next to her with a sickeningly wet-sounding thwump.

      She was picking herself back up, feeling like an idiot for having fallen on her ass, when footsteps exploded behind her. She scrambled, turned, and was ready to shoot when Greg and Tommy appeared, both men out of breath.

      “Emily!” Greg shouted.

      “Stoner!” she shouted back. “Get Stoner!”

      Greg nodded and grabbed the by-now-clearly unconscious Stoner and attempted to pick him up. Except Greg still only had one good arm, and it was his left one at that. Thankfully, Tommy wasn’t a complete idiot and quickly grabbed part of Stoner, and the two men managed to lift the ex-soldier up from the floor. By his sagging appearance, Emily didn’t have very much hope Stoner was even still breathing.

      And frankly, she didn’t have the time to check his vitals. She was already on her feet, looking toward the open side door. It was as wide open now as before, but nothing and no one was coming through.

      Not at the moment, at least.

      She thought about running to it and putting the barricades back in place, but that would have taken too much time. And she wouldn’t have been able to do it all by herself, not with Greg and Tommy occupied with Stoner.

      Instead, she looked back toward the front entrance, at the slew of bodies on the ground and even more still on their feet. Crazies were stabbing each other with bladed weapons and whaling away at more victims with blunt objects. It was a battle royal, if she’d ever seen one, but thank God they all seemed to be concentrated near the front and center of the warehouse.

      But how long before they got through that carnage of flesh and blood and knives and made their way to the back toward her and the others?

      She wasn’t going to wait to find out.

      Emily turned to Greg and Tommy as they heaved the unconscious Stoner up and over Greg’s broad shoulder.

      “Go!” she shouted. “Get back to the office!”

      “What about you?” Greg asked.

      “I’ll cover you.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll cover you. Now go!”

      He nodded and turned to go, Tommy carrying Greg’s rifle, that he’d gotten from Stoner’s people, behind him.

      “Help me,” Greg was saying to Tommy.

      The teenager gave him a confused look.

      “Don’t let him fall,” Greg said.

      Tommy put one hand on Stoner’s limp body as they began half-running and half-walking back to the offices.

      Emily followed, M4 in hand, looking as often behind her as she did on the crazies killing each other on the other side of the building.

      They were still going at it. Screams bounced off the warehouse walls, mingling with the thwacks! of blades sinking into flesh and the crunch! of blunt weapons tearing through muscle and bone.

      She had lost count of the number of moving and unmoving bodies in The Welcome Room. Two dozen? Three? Jesus. How many of them had flocked to LARS when they flew over Terry Flats? Were more still biding their time outside, waiting for an easier target? The crazies weren’t stupid. Some of them would be smart enough to wait for the chaos to subside before showing themselves. The ones that had survived this long had done so for a reason: Like her former neighbor Don Taylor, they knew when to strike and when to hide.

      “Emily.” Greg’s voice in front of her.

      She looked over and realized she had allowed Greg and Tommy to get too far ahead.

      “Come on,” Greg said.

      Emily hurried to catch up. “Go, go.”

      He nodded and turned around to do just that.

      They were walking past the elevator in the middle of the warehouse when Emily froze and looked over.

      The three words she’d been expecting to see on the elevator panel—OUT OF OPERATION—blinking in red letters were no longer there. Instead, there was a green arrow pointing up.

      The elevator was operational again, and someone was coming up.

      Cole, Emily thought, even as she took a step toward the elevator.

      It had to be Cole. Who else would it be?

      “Emily!” Greg, behind her, shouting.

      She glanced back at him. “Go!”

      “What are you doing?”

      “The elevator. Someone’s coming up.”

      Greg and Tommy stopped and turned completely around to stare as if they didn’t quite believe her.

      Emily refocused on the elevator.

      The green arrow was accompanied by numbers.

      8…

      7…

      6…

      “Who is it?” Greg asked.

      “I don’t know,” Emily said.

      5…

      4…

      “What do we do?” Tommy asked.

      Emily didn’t answer. She was too busy staring at the elevator.

      It had to be Cole.

      It had to be.

      3…

      2…

      Pop-pop-pop from nearby, and Emily turned to see Bolton and Minor firing their M4s at a couple of crazies that had broken free from the battle royal who were charging across the warehouse at them. Both fell a few yards apart from one another.

      A loud, echoing ping! as the elevator arrived behind her, snapping Emily’s attention back to it.

      She turned just as the doors opened.

      Slowly.

      So, so impossibly slowly.
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      “Cole!”

      “I see him,” he said calmly a second before he fired.

      The boom! of the shotgun blast was still ringing in his ears as the crazy crumpled to the floor in a puddle of blood and guts.

      Cole racked the pump-action, the number two echoing inside his head.

      Two more shells before the shotgun ran dry.

      Two more shells before he was down to the Glock and its nine rounds.

      He walked forward and over the body, careful to avoid the dead man’s expanding pool of blood. The buckshot had caught the crazy—he was wearing another gray LARS overalls—in the chest and chin, shredding most of the latter and leaving a mess behind.

      “Sorry, Ritchie,” Sal said as she tap-tapped her way after Cole. “If it makes any difference, I forgive you for hitting on me all those times.”

      Cole didn’t bother to ask Sal about her history with Ritchie. Sal wasn’t an entirely unattractive woman, and being down here day in and day out would no doubt put her in the crosshairs of her more Romeo-inclined male coworkers.

      Ritchie had charged out of one of the rooms with a knife in his hand. Before Cole had even shot him, the man was already bleeding from multiple wounds that he’d tried to stanch with strips of clothing.

      “How many does Ritchie make?” the Voice asked.

      Cole didn’t know. Between the generator hallway and their current location, the next to last corridor before he would reach the elevator, he’d lost track.

      He stopped briefly in the middle of the long hallway and glanced back at Sal. “How many was that?”

      “Huh?” she said.

      “How many crazies so far?”

      “Oh.” She thought about it for a second or two. “Three. I think.”

      “You think?”

      “Three,” she said, this time with more confidence. Then, sounding way too sarcastic for the situation, “You don’t remember?”

      “I lost count.”

      “You lost count of how many people you’ve killed since the control room?”

      “Yes.”

      “Jesus.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not sure how I would ever lose count of something like that.”

      “You haven’t been where we’ve been, done what we’ve done, and fucked up what we’ve fucked up, chum,” the Voice said, laughing.

      Cole agreed with that sentiment but all he said out loud was, “So, four left.”

      “Yes, I think so,” Sal said. Then, quickly, “I mean, AFAIK.”

      “What?”

      “AFAIK.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?”

      “I thought you’d know. Who doesn’t know what AFAIK mean?”

      “Us, apparently,” the Voice said.

      “Let’s go,” Cole said out loud, and turned to continue down the corridor.

      Besides the soft tap-tap-tap of Sal’s crutch behind him, Cole could feel her warm breath against the back of his neck. She’d gotten closer since the last hallway, and he resisted the urge to tell her to give him some space. He didn’t, because he didn’t want her to give him too much space. As long as she was behind him instead of in his way, he could live with her nearness. It also meant he wouldn’t need to cover as much space if a crazy popped out behind her and he needed to defend their sixes, too.

      “Almost there,” Sal whispered behind him.

      “Shhh,” he said.

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Shhh,” he said again.

      “Okay, okay. Geez.”

      “She’s trying to get you killed,” the Voice said.

      No, she’s not. She’s just nervous. And she has every right to be.

      Cole had seen it before—too many times to count. Sal was making smartass remarks to keep herself from losing it. He didn’t blame her one bit; she was just a civilian, after all. He, on the other hand—

      The squeaking of tennis shoes from behind them!

      Cole spun, moving around Sal’s suddenly tensed body as she attempted to turn to look behind her while at the same time not slipping on her crutch. He beat her to it, just as the crazy came around the corner and cut the ten or so yards between them to six, five, four—

      Boom!

      The man, wearing white Jordan sneakers with khaki cargo pants and a white dress shirt, lost his balance and flipped into the air, before landing back on the floor with a dull-sounding thump! The flathead screwdriver in his right hand fell and clanged on the tiles before rolling away.

      “Cole!”

      He glanced over his shoulder just as—

      Fred the Chef. He was charging with the kind of inhuman speed that would make a cheetah proud.

      “There he is,” the Voice said. “There’s that pesky little bugger!”

      Cole had no idea where the man had come from, but he was suddenly running down the corridor at them. Cole hadn’t heard him coming, but Sal had. Unfortunately, Fred was already around the turn and halfway to them before Sal did that.

      Seven yards…

      Six…

      Five…

      Cole whirled around, racking the shotgun.

      “Final shell!” the Voice shouted. “Numero lasto, chum!”

      The ejected shell flicked through the air to Cole’s left as he moved past it, lifting the shotgun to take aim—

      Sal screamed as Fred collided with her, and the two of them went down in a pile in front of Cole.

      Shit!

      Cole took aim, but Fred was on top of Sal, plunging his long knife into her over and over and over again.

      No! No!

      “The code!” the Voice shouted. “She’s got the code!”

      The code to the elevator. Without Sal, he couldn’t turn the damn thing back on!

      Without Sal, he couldn’t get back to Emily!

      Without Sal…!

      Cole was inches from pulling the Remington’s trigger and emptying the last shell, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. Fred was squirming on top of Sal, their bodies banging against one another. If he fired now, Cole was just as liable to hit Sal on the bottom as he was Fred on top of her.

      He quickly slung the shotgun and drew the Glock.

      Fred’s eyes snapped up, blood-red scleras expanding at the sight of Cole. The corners of the man’s lips jerked into a snarl as he leapt off Sal’s twisting and bloody body.

      “Jesus Christ, she’s done for! She’s done for!” the Voice shouted.

      Cole got off a shot—bang!—and saw something that looked like a piece of Fred’s temple snapping loose and flying across the hallway, just before the crazy slammed into him and knocked him off his feet the way Fred had done to poor Sal earlier.

      Sal.

      Poor Sal.

      “The code to the elevator!” the Voice shouted. “Don’t forget the code to the elevator!”

      Shit. The code. Shit!

      But he couldn’t do anything for Sal right now. He was too busy trying not to die himself.

      No wonder Sal didn’t stand a chance against the chef. Cole felt as if he’d been struck in the chest by a runaway train. Only this locomotive was heavier and stronger and way denser, if that was even possible.

      “Oh, it’s definitely possible, ’cause it’s happening!” the Voice said. It wasn’t laughing, though. Which made perfect sense, because this was in no way a laughing matter.

      Not one damn bit.

      Fred was on top of him, already rising to do to Cole what he’d already done to Sal (Sal. Shit! Sal!). Blood dripped from that sausage-like thing that used to be his right ear, that Cole had shot off earlier.

      “Finish him!” the Voice shouted. “This time, don’t miss!”

      Damn right, Cole thought, and lifted his right hand to shoot the motherfucker in the face, because there was no way he was going to miss this shot at point-blank range.

      Wait. Where was the Glock? Where was the goddamn Glock?

      He didn’t know where it was, but it wasn’t in his hand. Getting tackled by Fred—all 200 or so pounds of him, not to mention the extra speed and meanness the adrenaline coursing through his body had given him—had jolted the pistol from Cole’s hand. To make matters worse, he hadn’t realized it until now.

      “You’re fucked!” the Voice said.

      No, I’m not, Cole thought as Fred stabbed down with his knife.

      It was one of those amazingly sharp and almost beautiful chef’s knives. Fourteen inches of gleaming steel with a black handle. Somewhere between three inches in height and an inch or more in width. It was slick with the blood of its victims (Sal’s, most recently. Shit. Sal. Sal! She had the code to the elevator! He needed that code to the elevator!), but somehow still managed to glimmer and glint under the bright hallway lights.

      “You’re fucked!” the Voice shouted again, but Cole didn’t have time to reply the second time. He was too busy lifting his left hand as the knife came down—

      —and went into, then through, his left forearm.

      The point exited about two inches out the other side of his arm, bright red blood dripping from its razor-sharp point.

      Cole didn’t scream. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel any pain, because he felt a lot of pain as the knife went through his skin and came out the other side. It was just that he forgot to scream because he was so shocked by what he’d just done to keep Fred’s weapon from going through his face where it had been clearly aimed.

      Fred must have been just as stunned by Cole’s action, because he paused and didn’t do anything for a heartbeat.

      Or maybe two heartbeats.

      Possibly one and a half.

      Before the man could snap out of it, Cole got his right arm—the one that didn’t have a knife protruding out of it—underneath the chef’s armpit. He jerked up and sideways as hard as he could, and Fred flipped slightly up and to the side, pulling the knife out of Cole’s left arm with him as he did so. This time, Cole did remember to scream as the knife slid out and blood spurted from both holes in his forearm and sprayed him.

      But his own adrenaline was fueling Cole’s actions, and he scrambled to his feet, reached down, and went for the knife on his left hip. He didn’t bother looking for the Glock. It was probably somewhere in the hallway still, he was sure of it, but searching for it would have cost him what little advantage he’d bought himself.

      Fred was picking himself up from the floor, the knife clutched in his left hand scraping loudly against the smooth tiles. He was halfway up and turning when Cole ran at him just as the man had done to him seconds earlier.

      “What’s good for the goose is good for the gander, fucker!” the Voice laughed.

      Cole reached the chef to the stars before the man could completely right himself and, using a combination of his bleeding left arm and momentum, knocked Fred across the small distance of the hallway and into the wall on the other side.

      Instead of letting Fred bounce back, Cole continued pushing forward, giving the man no time to recover.

      Cole’s first stab went into Fred’s left rib cage.

      The second one was around the same area, only an inch higher and farther to the right of the first wound.

      The third and fourth one—both of which really started the blood flowing—went into either the first or the second hole, widening the existing wound. Frankly, Cole didn’t really get a good look at where he was stabbing. He was simply stabbing.

      One, two, three, four times in quick succession.

      Not that Fred went down.

      Oh no.

      But Cole already knew that. The last five days had prepared him for Fred’s response, which was to slash at him.

      Cole stepped back, and the chef’s knife swooshed harmlessly across empty air. Before Fred would right himself for a second attempt, Cole slipped behind him and stabbed with the knife again.

      One, two, three times in the back.

      Fred arched his upper torso under the assault and stumbled forward, then tried to turn around. He did it slowly, like a drunk trying to regain his equilibrium. Cole almost felt sorry for him.

      Almost.

      Cole took a single step back and waited. He didn’t do anything until Fred had turned completely around and he could see the blood flicking from the man’s eyes.

      Then Cole sank the tactical knife into Fred’s left temple, burying the steel almost all the way up to the hilt. The chef grimaced, eyes squinting at Cole. Blood slithered down his cheeks from his eyes, reaching his chin where they comingled before dripping to the floor.

      Fred collapsed in a pile next to Sal.

      “The gun,” the Voice said. “This is a perfect time to look for it, don’t you think?”

      The Voice was right.

      “Of course I’m right!”

      Shut up! Cole thought as he frantically searched the floor for—

      There! It was only a couple of feet from where he stood.

      Cole snatched up the Glock, then hurried back to where Sal lay. He scanned the hallway as he did so, looking up and down in case a crazy (How many were left? He’d lost count. Dammit, he’d lost count again!) took advantage of the chaos to launch its own assault.

      But there was no one behind or in front of him.

      Cole slid to his knees next to Sal and grabbed her head. She was coughing up blood, her glassy eyes filled with tears. Her hands gripped her stomach where Fred had plunged his knife into her so many times that Cole couldn’t even begin to count.

      Sal was bleeding. She was bleeding a lot.

      “She’s a goner,” the Voice said.

      No, she’s not.

      “She’s a goner. Look at her.”

      Not yet…

      “Face it!”

      No!

      Cole leaned down and locked eyes with Sal. Her lips were moving, as if she wanted to say something but didn’t have the strength to even form the sounds that made those words.

      “The code,” Cole said. “What’s the code to the elevator?”

      She squinted back at him as if confused.

      “The code, Sal,” Cole said, the desperation coming through despite his best efforts. “What’s the code to the elevator?”

      A glint of recognition. She understood.

      He hoped.

      “The code,” he said again. “What’s the code?”

      Her mouth trembled again, pale and bloody lips quivering. He waited, but heard nothing besides pained wheezing.

      He leaned down even closer, taking his eyes off the hallway around him to focus on her. “The code, Sal. The code. What’s the code to the elevator? I need the code. Please.”

      She whispered.

      “What?” he said.

      She whispered again.

      Then she closed her eyes, and her body went slack.

      Cole didn’t waste time checking her vitals. She was dead. She’d stopped breathing. Her entire body was motionless from head to toe.

      He struggled to his feet—his legs were heavier than usual—and stumbled his way up the hallway. He gripped the Glock tightly in his right hand, his left leaving a bloody trail behind him.

      Oh, right. His left arm. It was soaked in blood.

      His blood.

      “Might wanna get that looked at,” the Voice said.

      He stopped briefly next to a dead LARS employee and undid a handkerchief the man had wrapped around his neck. Cole took a second—or five, maybe ten—to tie the cloth around his left arm, covering up the two holes Fred had put into his forearm.

      The result was decent, given the circumstances. At least he wasn’t bleeding all over the place. He was already feeling a little woozy, which told him he had been bleeding freely until now.

      He scrambled back to his feet, and Glock in hand, ran down the hallway.

      Cole took the corner with wild abandon, not giving a goddamn if another crazy was waiting for him.

      How many were left?

      One?

      Two?

      Ten?

      He’d lost count. Even the Voice had, because it didn’t pipe up.

      It didn’t matter. Ten or twenty, Cole would kill them all if they stood between him and the elevator. When he ran out of bullets, he’d use the knife. And when the knife dulled, he’d use his fist.

      One way or another, he was getting back aboveground.

      He was getting back to Emily.

      Cole went around bodies and blood when he could, jumped over them when he couldn’t. He was moving faster than he should be given his condition, but couldn’t stop or slow down. A pounding headache accompanied him all the way to the entry hallway, where he turned and—

      There. The elevator at the end.

      Cole kept expecting crazies to come out of every door and shadow, but they didn’t. It was just him. Maybe he’d killed all of them after all.

      Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

      Oh, who gave a shit. There was the elevator.

      Get to the elevator!

      He slid to a stop.

      Blood on the floor. Fresh blood, too, that hadn’t been there before.

      He stared.

      Bloody bare footprints. A man’s. Cole could tell that much from the size and shape.

      He flexed the Glock in his hand and scanned the hallway.

      Empty, with just the elevator at the end.

      The elevator!

      He ran again, reaching the elevator quickly. Cole reached for the panel to slide it open and punch in the code that Sal had given him with her dying breath—

      He froze.

      The panel was already open, and instead of the OUT OF OPERATION in red letters he’d seen before, there was now the familiar green arrow. Someone had already pressed the call button and left a bloody fingerprint behind as proof. Someone who either knew Sal’s code or—

      No. It couldn’t have been that. Sal had only told Cole.

      So how…?

      “…I helped install the damn thing,” Sal had said by way of explaining how she knew so much about the facility’s operations.

      So who else knew as much as she did?

      The same person who had overridden her code and was in the elevator now, headed up to The Welcome Room.

      A number “7” appeared on the panel.

      Then: “6”

      “5”

      “4”

      “3”

      “2”

      “1…”
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      The ping! of the elevator doors opening was loud. Surprisingly loud inside a warehouse that was, at that very moment, covered in the blood of the dead and the grunts and screams of the dying.

      And yet, Emily heard it as if it were a gong banging away to get her attention. Not that it needed to. She was already moving toward it even before the numbers stopped on “1” to signal that the elevator had arrived.

      She was halfway to the elevator when Greg shouted out her name from somewhere behind her. Or was it to the right of her? She couldn’t tell because she was concentrating so hard on the elevator as its doors slid open.

      Cole.

      It had to be Cole.

      Who else could it be?

      It had to be—

      —not Cole.

      It was a man—tall and lean, bloodied eyes peering out at her from underneath unkempt strands of dark hair—but it wasn’t her husband. He was nude from head to toe, deflated penis hanging between muscular legs. He was pale-skinned, or would have been obviously so if most of him wasn’t covered in layers of red film. Not all of it had dried. There was some still fresh and dripping from one elbow and calf as he strode out of the elevator.

      It wasn’t Cole, but not a total stranger, either.

      It was someone from her past.

      The smirk on his face gave it away. She would recognize it anywhere.

      “Anton?” she said.

      The name came out in an almost whisper, and she wasn’t sure if he could even hear her. She wasn’t sure if she had even said it out loud or if it was all in her head.

      Whether he heard or not, Anton did see her because he ran right for her. He was holding something in his left hand—because Anton was left-handed—and the long skinny metal glinted as it slipped into a ray of sunlight pouring down from the high windows around them.

      It was an ice pick—almost seven inches in length with half of that making up the stainless steel section. The end was wooden, and Anton gripped it with blood-smeared fingers as he charged.

      …as he charged…

      …right at her!

      She was stunned, unsure how to react. She’d expected the elevator doors to open and reveal Cole.

      But instead it was Anton.

      Anton…but not really Anton.

      “Emily, shoot him!” a voice shouted.

      Who was shouting at her?

      Who—

      Anton, charging.

      The grin on his face.

      The bloodlust in his eyes.

      He was going to kill her. He was going to end her the way Don Taylor had tried to do days earlier.

      Because this wasn’t Anton anymore. This was someone else.

      Something else.

      “Emily!”

      She lifted the Glock, but even as she did so she knew it was too late. She’d moved too close to the elevator and had hesitated for too long. Two seconds, tops. Maybe two and a half. Either way, it was one second too long because Anton was almost on top of her.

      The Anton she knew was never the most athletic of men. But then again, this wasn’t the Anton she knew. This was the infected version. One being driven by pure killer instinct, adrenaline flooding up and down his veins giving him the ability to do things—like move with speed and athleticism—that he normally wouldn’t have been able to.

      And she had hesitated.

      Too long.

      …too long…

      Something struck her from her blind spot and threw her sideways and to the floor.

      Anton?

      No, not Anton.

      Greg!

      She landed on her side, banging the radio clipped to her hip underneath her against the hard ground as the big contractor fell on top of her. Greg’s weight threatened to crush her like cinderblocks. Emily might have screamed from the pain—first from Greg’s tackle, then striking the unyielding warehouse floor—if she wasn’t so shocked at having been broadsided. She’d been expecting Anton to hit her—or, more precisely, for that ice pick of his—but the blow had come from her side instead of in front.

      Emily looked up and over at Anton as he stood not more than five feet away. He stared at her, seeming almost as surprised as she was that Greg had come out of nowhere to snatch her out of his range.

      For a heartbeat or two, she thought he might come after them to finish what he’d almost started, but instead he turned and fled.

      No, not fled.

      Anton ran toward a crazy in denim overalls and jumped on top of the much bigger man’s back and began plunging the ice pick into the side of his neck. Blood spurted, joining the pools that had already collected from one side of The Welcome Room’s length to the other.

      It was a bloodbath with bodies everywhere and the gray concrete turning red with free-flowing blood.

      “You okay? You okay?” Greg was asking her as he helped her up with his lone good arm.

      “Yes,” Emily said. Or grunted out. She hadn’t felt the pain earlier but couldn’t say the same now that the shock had worn off.

      She followed Anton with her eyes as the man she knew, that she once loved, moved on from the crazy in denim to run his ice pick into the back of a woman in black joggers that was in the process of trying to finish off another crazy she’d gotten on the floor. The woman howled in pain and tried to slash back at Anton with her machete, but he jumped back to dodge her. Then, that insane grin on his face, went back in for the kill.

      “Let’s go, let’s go,” Greg was saying.

      Emily tore her focus away from the gory scene. She didn’t want to see Anton like this. It’d been hard enough to watch Don Taylor and her other neighbors back at Arrow Bay running amok, but Anton…

      She used to love this man. Maybe she still did, if not in the same way she loved Cole. But Anton was a part of her life. He had been a big part of it years ago, but those feelings had lessened dramatically as her future with Cole took shape. Over the years, Anton had made contact, filling her in on the status of LARS as it went from a government-funded project to a civilian version. Through it all, she always knew he was only using the “updates” as a thinly veiled excuse to keep in touch with her.

      And here he was now, as naked as the day he was born, stabbing his ice pick so many times into the woman in black joggers’ neck that Emily was afraid the head might fall off. His penis, which, disgustingly, had started to become erect, swung wildly between his legs as he killed the woman. And through it all, that same twisted grin on Anton’s face remained, as if it were pasted on and not the result of anything remotely natural.

      “Emily!” Greg, shouting at her.

      She snapped out of it and turned to him. He was tugging at her arm, trying to get her to move.

      Why?

      Oh, right, because she was cemented in place.

      “Come on!” Greg shouted.

      She nodded and began moving. Only then did Greg let her arm go. The contractor took off, running back to where Tommy was standing, struggling to keep Stoner’s limp body upright. Apparently Greg had passed the ex-soldier off to him.

      Emily found the offices near the back, where the others were waiting inside the bigger of the two rooms. Bolton and Zoe were the only two outside, both of them holding pistols, though only the chopper pilot looked as if he knew what he was doing with one in his hands.

      Even as she followed Greg, who had grabbed Stoner from Tommy and tossed the man over his shoulder again, Emily thought, Where are we going? The office? And then what?

      And then what?

      The truth was, with the crazies now in the warehouse with them, there wasn’t any place that was safe. The offices would be a temporary sanctuary but wouldn’t last. There was only one door in and out, and the upper half was all glass. Once they barricaded themselves inside, there was no way to keep the crazies out.

      It was a bad move, and the tactician in her, that looked at every situation and evaluated each one as impersonal as possible, knew it.

      She stopped. “Greg!”

      The big man was in mid-stride when he glanced back. Tommy had already run forward and reached the office. Bolton was looking over at them, maybe wondering why she had stopped.

      “Not the office,” she said.

      “What?” Greg said. Confusion spread across his face. It was flustered and red, either from the heft of Stoner’s weight or the situation. Probably both in equal measures.

      “Not the—” she said when she felt the air shifting behind her.

      Greg shouted, “Watch out!”

      But he didn’t have to because she was already turning, the Glock swinging up.

      A man—barely a teenager—in Converse sneakers and torn jeans was running at her with a baseball bat. There was a knife sticking out of his back, and blood spurted from a gash in his neck and the right side of his cheek. He was leaving a jagged trail behind him as he ran, either oblivious to his wounds or—

      No, that was likely it. He just didn’t care about them, because he only had eyes for her.

      Ten yards…

      Nine…

      Eight…

      Emily shot him in the chest and the boy fell, the bat falling to the floor and clattering away. The bullet went through the crazy’s body—it was thin, barely developed—and streaked across the hallway and struck a wall all the way on the other side.

      She spun back to Greg. “Not the office.”

      “What?” Greg said. The confusion on his face only got wider.

      “Not the office. It’s a death trap.”

      She glanced around.

      Crazies to the left of her. Crazies to the right. Even more crazies in front.

      It was madness, and that was putting it mildly. She was looking at two, maybe three dozen infected still on their feet and trying to murder each another. Stoner’s people were all gone, except for Minor and Cameron. They stood near the office, rifles in hand, looking uncertain if they should pick off the crazies around them or try not to be noticed.

      Step one: Know your objective.

      Stay alive and keep everyone alive, too. Especially the baby inside her. She wasn’t too concerned about Stoner and his ex-soldiers, but the others were her responsibility. Hers and Cole’s. She was the reason they were here in the first place.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      They were fucked. FUBAR. The warehouse was overrun, and sooner or later the crazies would turn their attention to them. Right now they were busy killing one another, and as long as they found a victim, they didn’t care who it was.

      But that wouldn’t last. Eventually one or two—or more—of them would start searching for additional prey.

      And Cole. Goddammit, Cole. He was stuck ten floors down. That is, if Stoner wasn’t right and the love of her life wasn’t already dead. There was nothing she wanted more than to believe her husband was still alive and fighting his way up here. But Anton—there, raging against a big man in cowboy boots with his ice pick, near the parked semi—had beaten Cole up here.

      What did that mean? Was Cole dead? Was he hurt?

      She didn’t know. That was the problem. She didn’t know.

      But she knew one thing for certain: They were all dead if they stayed here.

      Step three: Formulate a plan.

      The helicopter. It was the only option. She hated it, but it was the right choice. Not the one she wanted—God, it wasn’t that by a few million miles—but it was the one she had to make.

      For her sake.

      For her baby’s.

      For everyone’s.

      She turned back to Greg, then Bolton. The pilot was still waiting outside the office with Zoe. Her eyes rested on Dante, in his wheelchair, peering over the windows inside the office back at her. Fiona and Savannah, and the girl Ashley, stood around him.

      Waiting.

      They were waiting for her to make a decision.

      To save them.

      She glanced back at the elevator.

      No Cole.

      Where was Cole?

      And finally, step four: Execute that plan.

      “The helicopter,” she said, running toward Greg.

      “What?” Greg said.

      “We’re leaving this place.”

      “What about Cole?”

      “We’re leaving!” She looked past Greg and at Bolton, and shouted, “Get everyone to the helicopter! We’re leaving! We’re leaving this place now!”
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      The lights around him flickered once, twice…

      …then darkness.

      “You’re fucked.”

      I’m not fucked.

      “Yes, you are.”

      No, I’m not.

      “You’re arguing with yourself.”

      So why don’t you shut the hell up and let me work?

      The Voice laughed, but it faded quickly into the background as Cole concentrated on the pitch blackness around him.

      Pitch blackness, because he’d thrown away the Remington and the flashlight taped to the barrel. Now why the hell had he done that?

      He’d run out of shells, that’s why. It wasn’t that the shotgun was too heavy to carry with him even empty, but it would have just dragged him down. Maybe it wasn’t a 50-pound rucksack, but the extra weight was something he didn’t need or thought he could afford.

      “Regretting that now, aren’t you?” the Voice asked.

      The answer to that question was obvious.

      “It’s back in the hallway. You can still go and get it.”

      He could, but the problem was the lack of lights. To retrieve the flashlight, he’d have to move in the darkness.

      And that would expose him to an attack.

      “One left,” the Voice said. “Or two. Three? I don’t remember, either.”

      You’re not helping.

      “I disagree.”

      Cole grunted, switching the Glock from his right hand to his left while he temporarily wiped the wetness off the palm of his left hand. Wetness. Sweat and blood. The former was all his, but the latter was his and Sal’s.

      She was dead. Back there in the hallway, where he’d tossed the shotgun. He wished he could have said this was the first time he’d seen a woman get killed before his eyes, but it would have been a lie. War didn’t give a damn about gender. He’d found that out across multiple continents and during more firefights than he cared to remember.

      After the lights went out, the elevator had also stopped while it was on its way back down to him because he’d pressed the call button. The last time Cole looked at the panel, it had just switched from “5” to “6,” meaning the elevator was now probably stuck somewhere between those two floors. Without power to run the lights, there was also no power to run anything else, including the elevator that was going to take him back up to The Welcome Room and Emily.

      The worst part—and there were a lot of worst parts right now—was that Cole didn’t know what was happening up there. The last image of Emily was her inside one of the two offices with Greg, the contractor that had braved the first few days of this craziness with her. The not knowing drove Cole crazy.

      And now he was standing in the dark, waiting for the generators to kick back on.

      How long had it been? Five seconds? Ten? How long had it taken the lights to return the last two times they went off? About thirty seconds, maybe?

      Thirty seconds later, and he was still surrounded by darkness.

      Fuck.

      A minute later, and nothing had changed.

      Double fuck.

      The Voice laughed. “You sure have a way with words, chum.”

      A sound—a squeaking sound—from somewhere in front of him, on the other side of the entry hallway. Not inside the entry hallway itself yet, but approaching.

      Someone was coming.

      At least, he hoped it was just one someone, and not someones.

      “Relax. The crazies are lone wolves, remember?” the Voice said.

      Cole hoped it was right. Just in case, he retreated until his back was pressed against the cold steel elevator doors. At least he didn’t have to worry about anything sneaking up behind him, not with the elevator stuck between floors.

      He squinted, forcing his eyes to adjust to the darkness before they were ready. It worked…somewhat. He still couldn’t see very much, but it was a lot better than last time.

      He glanced down at his watch. The Patek 5146G was a gift from Emily for his last birthday. White platinum case with a black alligator strap. What made it important were the lumed hands that tick, tick, ticked in the dark. He was glad she’d chosen the 5146 instead of the 5396, which didn’t have lumed hands and would have left him staring at nothing.

      Instead, he was able to see that an entire minute had passed since the lights went out.

      And it was still dark.

      Triple fuck.

      The Voice laughed, even as something Sal had told Cole came back to the forefront of his mind:

      “The blackouts will keep happening until the entire unit shuts down. It started two days ago. Quick, sporadic bursts at first. But it’s getting longer. When it finally craps out, we’ll be walking around in the dark.”

      It was the “when it finally craps out, we’ll be walking around in the dark” part that kept echoing in his head even as he peered down the narrow corridor in front of him. There was an awful lot of open space. Having the elevator at his back also allowed him to keep tabs on it without having to look at it; if it started moving again, he’d be able to feel the vibrations.

      He peeked at his watch again.

      Two minutes since the lights went out.

      “Quick, sporadic bursts at first. But it’s getting longer now. When it finally craps out, we’ll be walking around in the dark.”

      Cole reached up and swiped at some dampness on his chin. He couldn’t see it, but he was sure it was blood. Again, probably Sal’s and his own. His left forearm, where Fred the Chef had nearly sliced his arm off, throbbed uncontrollably from time to time. He’d forgotten all about it until the pain reared its head.

      “Really? How did you forget about that?” the Voice asked.

      He didn’t know, he just had.

      Squeaking from somewhere in front of him again.

      Cole flexed his fingers around the grip of the Glock.

      “Relax. There’s plenty of space between you and him,” the Voice said. “Or them, in case they’ve learned to team up.”

      That’s not going to happen.

      “You never know.”

      You’re not helping.

      “Again, I dis—Watch out!”

      The darkness shifted and morphed into a living, moving thing in front of him.

      A figure, appearing in the hallway.

      A man?

      A woman?

      Did it matter?

      Cole fired and heard the bullet ping! off the far hallway, setting off a small spark at the other end.

      He’d missed!

      He knew he’d missed, because the figure was still coming, the shadows in front of him seeming to twist and turn but always moving forward, the squeak-squeak-squeak! getting louder and louder with each one.

      He fired again and heard a second ping! as the bullet ricocheted off another part of the far hallway. Except this time the muzzle flash of the gunshot gave him a glimpse—albeit a blink-and-you’ll-miss one—of the incoming crazy.

      It was a woman, wearing black pants and a black shirt. She must have smeared her face with some kind of dark grease, which explained why she’d managed to camouflage herself so well within the dark corridor. Not that those things hid her crazed eyes. Cole couldn’t see anything that looked like a weapon on her, but he didn’t believe for a second she was running at him barehanded.

      For one, she was tiny. Maybe barely five feet.

      But fast.

      Fast enough to, literally, dodge his bullets by weaving side to side as she gained ground.

      Cole began squeezing off shots, oscillating his fire from left to center to right—

      Click! as the Glock’s slide snapped back and stopped moving.

      There was the thwump! of a body falling in front of him. Close. So close. Something sharp and metal clanged! to the floor and rolled for a few seconds before stopping.

      Cole lowered the Glock.

      The empty Glock.

      He’d wasted five bullets killing a barely-5-foot woman running around in the dark.

      “Someone’s rusty,” the Voice said.

      He sighed. The Voice was right. There was no reason he should have wasted all those bullets to kill one person, never mind a woman.

      Cole put the gun away—empty or not, it could still prove useful if he found spare 9mm rounds—and drew the knife. He walked over to the body—he could just make out her outline—and crouched next to it.

      The woman had definitely smeared grease on her face; he could smell it in the air. She had long hair and there was a fresh hole in her right cheek, which told him he hadn’t missed her completely before landing the killing shot. The culprit was the bullet in her chest that had pierced her heart. A long screwdriver with a plastic handle lay nearby.

      He was still looking at the woman when the lights above him flickered once, twice—then came back on.

      “About fucking time,” the Voice said.

      On cue, the elevator behind him started back up.

      Cole hurried over, watching as the number on the panel changed from “6” to “7.”

      “8”

      He took a quick step back, switching up his grip on the knife. It was a long tactical blade, good for close-quarter combat. Of course, he’d rather have a gun, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      “9”

      He got into position, ready to fire like a missile at anyone who wasn’t Emily—or a familiar face—when the elevator doors opened.

      The panel display struck “10,” followed by the familiar ping! as the doors began to part.

      Cole lunged—

      —into an empty elevator.

      There was blood on the metal floor that hadn’t been there when he was last inside the elevator. The person that had left it behind had also marked the panel with bloody fingerprints, most of the blood having coagulated over the lone arrow pointing up.

      A flash of movement from outside the elevator, back in the corridor.

      A crazy with cartoonishly wide eyes raced through the hallway. He had a meat cleaver in one hand, torn and blood-splattered clothing rippling around him as he charged.

      “Where’s he going?” the Voice asked.

      I don’t have a fucking clue, Cole thought as he pressed the up button.

      The elevator doors began to close, prompting the crazy to run faster.

      And faster still.

      “You think he’ll make it?” the Voice asked.

      Fuck if I know, Cole thought, even as he tightened his grip on the knife and waited, just in case the man did make it.

      He was fast. Damn, he was fast. In the blink of an eye, he’d already made up half the distance between them.

      “Usain friggin’ Bolt, this guy,” the Voice said.

      Cole took a quick step back as the elevator doors began to slide close and—

      Thoom! as the crazy slammed into the steel slabs on the other side.

      The elevator started ascending, and the number on the panel changed to “9.”

      “Close but no cigar, chum,” the Voice said, laughing. “Now let’s hope the power doesn’t go off while we’re headed up.”

      Don’t jinx it.

      “I’m just saying.”

      You can stop.

      The Voice snorted but didn’t say anything else.

      Cole took a moment to check his wound. He was bleeding again, but not enough to get his attention. He wiped the blood along the back of his palm on one of his pant legs, then swiped at some sweat across his brow.

      The elevator continued to move, if too slowly.

      “8”

      Why was it so damn slow?

      “7”

      He was pretty sure it was faster the last time.

      “6”

      But he could be wrong.

      “5…”
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      “The helicopter!” Emily shouted. “Get to the helicopter now!”

      “What about Cole?” someone asked. She wasn’t sure who it was, but it was one of the women.

      “Get to the helicopter!” she said again.

      “But what about Cole?” someone else asked. Another woman, but not the same one.

      It was either Zoe or Fiona, or both of them. It couldn’t have been Dante or Greg, or Bolton. And certainly Tommy—along with Stoner’s remaining soldiers, Minor and Cameron—wouldn’t have asked. As for Ashley and Savannah, they were too far in the back to be heard.

      “Goddammit, get to the helicopter!” Emily shouted before turning around to look for, then zeroing in on, Bolton.

      The chopper pilot was staring at her as if she were speaking in Greek. Or maybe he just couldn’t believe what she was telling him, because frankly she couldn’t believe it, either.

      What about Cole?

      What about Cole?

      “Get them to the chopper,” she said, gritting her teeth at Bolton. “Do you understand?”

      Bolton nodded back at her. “Yeah.”

      “Do it. Now.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Bolton said. He turned to the others. “You heard the lady; let’s vamos, folks! Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!”

      They went. Grudgingly, in the case of Zoe and Greg.

      But they went nonetheless. It was a good thing they did, because she had no time to push them in the right direction. She watched them heading for the side door, Greg carrying the unconscious Stoner over his shoulder as if the former colonel (or whatever his rank had been) was little more than a child. Bolton led the way, Minor and Cameron watching their six as they went.

      Emily didn’t follow them. Instead, she ran in the other direction, her mind full of Cole.

      I’m sorry, sweetheart.

      God, I’m so sorry.

      There was a quick burst of gunfire behind her. She glanced back over her shoulder.

      Cameron, the young soldier, had fallen behind the others. He’d done it for a reason. There were two crazies writhing on the ground not more than five yards from him. He’d shot them both, wasting way too many bullets doing so for her liking.

      “Come on!” Minor said, running back to Cameron.

      The two of them ran after the others.

      Emily turned and finished running to the smaller of the two offices. Her goal was sitting on the counter where she last saw them: The pouch with the experimental gas canisters. She hadn’t seen anyone carrying it earlier and knew it would still be in here. Both Cameron and Minor had grabbed the ammo bags and weapons, though, which was smart of them. Thank God she still had a spare for the Glock.

      She snatched the pouch from the counter. It felt light. Too light. Six gas canisters shouldn’t have been that light. Or maybe that was just her paranoia playing tricks on her.

      “It was still experimental the last time I saw the reports. Never got a chance to put it to work in the field,” Stoner had said.

      He should really have added “Until now,” because he had deployed them in the field. She and Greg had been the guinea pigs.

      And the gas had worked. That was all she cared about. They had knocked her and Greg out.

      And if it worked on them…

      The pop-pop-pop of more automatic gunfire, this time coming from outside the warehouse. The others, already moving toward the airfield and Bolton’s chopper.

      She hurried outside—and nearly lost her head. And she would have, if the doorframe hadn’t gotten in the way.

      It was a machete, the blade dented from the guard all the way up to the point. It was covered in a thick lather of blood and would have chopped her head off at the neck as she reached the door if it hadn’t embedded itself into the doorframe with a loud, resounding thwack! first.

      The person behind the long blade—a young woman in dirt and blood-covered white tennis shoes and a pink shirt that was about two sizes too tight for her, with the word SEXY written in cursive letters across the chest and over her plentiful breasts—looked just as stunned by what had happened as Emily did. The woman’s eyes leaked blood that dripped down rosy red cheeks as they widened to comical proportions, reminding Emily of those highly exaggerated animated characters from Japan.

      The woman was trying to pry the machete out of the wooden door—at least a full inch of it had gone into the frame—when Emily took a step back, drew the Glock, and shot her twice in the chest.

      Emily jumped over the still-spasming body and ran in the direction of the side door. She glimpsed Minor and Cameron through the open door. They hadn’t gone nearly as far as she’d thought, because she could still see them. The others were nowhere to be seen, including Bolton. The two soldiers were firing while standing back to back. She could see sunlight glinting off their spent shell casings as they flicked through the air.

      Even as she ran, Emily grabbed the first gas canister from the pouch and pulled the pin. It hissed, and before the smoke could begin to discharge—she figured she had five seconds, maybe less—Emily threw it as hard as she could. It sailed in a wide arc through the air before landing between four crazies trying to murder one another.

      The pop, followed by the plume of, this time, red smoke.

      How appropriate, Emily thought even as she reached for the second canister—

      —a ghostly figure burst through the cloud of quickly expanding smoke in front of her like some kind of demon from the bowels of hell.

      And maybe that was exactly what it was, just masquerading as a man in his forties, wearing a ripped tweed jacket and dust-stained dress slacks. Emily imagined reading glasses hanging over the bridge of the man’s nose, struggling to stay in place as he made a beeline for her. She thought inanely that the bloody axe clutched in his hand was incredibly out of place.

      Emily drew the Glock as the crazy made up ground between them.

      Twenty yards…

      Fifteen…

      Ten…

      She fired, striking him in the shoulder. He’d been moving too much, swinging wildly as he ran toward her. He twisted slightly on impact, slowing down just long enough for her to line up a second shot.

      This one struck him in the forehead, and the man’s head snapped back just before he collapsed in a pile. The axe skidded away.

      Emily put the handgun away and took out another canister.

      The hiss of the pin being pulled, then the canister flying away, followed by the pop! as it began smearing its contents across the open space of the warehouse.

      Emily began moving toward the side door again, taking out another canister and sending it away as she did so. Smoke—red, blue, and now green—grew in volume like a rainbow plague in front of her.

      Two crazies, shoving knives into each other, collapsed when the smoke engulfed them.

      It’s working.

      Thank God it’s working.

      She grabbed a fourth can and tossed it, then watched white clouds spew forth even as the canister rolled toward another group of crazies.

      She threw a quick glance over at the side door. Cameron and Minor were still visible outside, but they had put some distance between themselves and the opened door. They were shooting and moving at the same time, headed toward the airfield where she pictured Bolton preparing the helicopter for takeoff.

      Would he wait for her?

      Goddammit, he better wait—

      Something grabbed her legs from behind and upended her.

      No!

      Emily had another canister in her hand when she struck the floor, and it flew from her hand. A much larger body slammed into her back, pummeling her mercilessly into the floor. She wasn’t quite sure how she managed to keep from screaming out in pain. Maybe she actually did, but she couldn’t hear anything with her ears ringing. She still had the pouch dangling off one shoulder, and the edges of the remaining can dug into her flesh as she crashed right down on top of it.

      A gruff hand grabbed her by the shoulder and violently turned her around until she was lying on her back.

      She stared up at her attacker, her breath hammering out of her split lips. In the blink of an eye, all the pain slipped away and was replaced by pure terror.

      Anton.

      It was Anton.

      He was holding the ice pick that she’d seen him with earlier, but it was the eyes—and that insane grin on his face—that she couldn’t look away from.

      This wasn’t the Anton she knew. If she had any doubts, they were long gone. She didn’t recognize the murderous thing looking back down at her. He hadn’t had to turn her over; he could have just stabbed her with the ice pick.

      But he hadn’t.

      Why? Did he want her to see him before he killed her? Was that it? Was it some cruel, taunting gesture so he could elicit maximum pleasure from her murder?

      She managed to look away from his face only because of the obscene thing flopping against her stomach. It was Anton’s penis, moving around like some wild animal with a mind of its own. It was fully hard now, and for whatever reason that made things worse. Not that they weren’t worse already, but this was just an extra grotesque detail that she didn’t need to see seconds before she died.

      No, she wasn’t going to die. She wasn’t about to let him kill her. Because giving up meant giving up on the baby inside her.

      And there was no way Emily was going to allow that.

      She hadn’t five days ago when all of this started.

      And she wasn’t about to five days later.

      No.

      No.

      No!

      She swung with her left hand, balling her fingers into a fist, and struck Anton in the chest even as he reared up to deliver the killing below.

      He jerked slightly but didn’t go down.

      And she hadn’t expected him to. All she’d really wanted—and achieved—was to slow him down.

      Just slow him down.

      She did that, and Anton wasted a second shaking off the blow. It was more than enough time for her to reach down and draw the Glock. She didn’t bother aiming it. She didn’t have to. Emily simply tilted it up slightly while it was still at her side, the magazine almost touching the floor, and pulled the trigger.

      Bam!

      Anton twisted as the bullet punched through his left shoulder and disappeared somewhere into the warehouse ceiling. Blood flicked from the wound—both the point of entry and exit—and some of it landed on her.

      She fired again.

      Bam!

      And again.

      Bam!

      And again.

      Bam!

      Anton slumped sideways and off her. He landed almost gently against the hard warehouse ground, the ice pick rolling away from his outstretched arm. His face was partially turned, but the rest of him—including, for all she knew, that still-hard penis—was hidden underneath his motionless form.

      Sorry, Anton.

      Not that she really meant it. It’d been a long time since she felt anything for the man, and the fact he was about to end her life, forcing her to take his instead, made that “sorry” just a little bit more than a little disingenuous. Even if she had only thought it.

      She was picking herself back up when she heard footsteps pounding against the floor, getting closer. Emily tightened her grip on the Glock and noticed right away that it was way too light, but was unable to reload in time.

      She turned, still sitting on the floor, and lifted the handgun.

      A figure wearing a gas mask, bright sunlight from the open side door behind him outlining his large form, was running toward her.

      Who?

      It didn’t take long for her to put two and two together. It was Greg. She recognized his clothing. The mask was either Stoner’s or one of his men, but she was guessing Stoner’s. Greg would have “borrowed” it from the unconscious man in order to return. She briefly wondered if Greg had abandoned the ex-soldier to come back for her, but it was a very fleeting thought. Greg was simply too good of a man to do something like that.

      She sighed with relief, grateful to see him instead of another crazy. Greg reached her and stuck out his good arm—he had a Beretta pistol in his front waistband, his right arm still bandaged uselessly at his side—and pulled her up.

      The former contractor flashed her a wry smile and said, his voice muffled by the mask’s breathing apparatus, “This is no time to be lying down on the job, woman.”

      Emily almost laughed. “Don’t be a smartass.”

      Greg might have chuckled as he pulled her all the way back up to her feet. He stared at Anton’s body. “Is he naked?”

      “Yes,” Emily said.

      “Why’s he naked?”

      “I don’t have any clue.”

      “Crazy.” Then, quickly, “We gotta go. The others are already at the chopper.”

      “Everyone?”

      He nodded. “Except Minor.”

      “What happened?”

      “He didn’t make it.”

      Emily didn’t ask him any more stupid questions. She unslung the pouch she was still carrying instead and took out the remaining canister. She didn’t bother looking for the one that had flown from her hand when Anton grabbed her.

      “Go,” she said, and pulled the pin on the can, heard the hiss, then tossed it.

      White smoke joined the already thick clouds swirling in front of them, reaching all the way up to the ceiling. She couldn’t make out the crazies, but she could detect some of them still moving around in there. Two, maybe three, were fighting the gas. It was going to be a losing battle for them.

      The smoke was expanding but beginning to dissipate, much of it flooding out the gaping hole in the front of the warehouse while more exited through the opened high windows all around them. At the moment, Emily wasn’t sure if losing the gas to the outside world was a good thing or not.

      But that wasn’t going to happen right away, because she could feel her skin tingling and her eyes starting to water as some of the smoke reached her.

      “Let’s go,” she said to Greg and began moving toward the side door.

      Emily took the opportunity to eject the magazine from the Glock and reload. She hated ditching however many rounds remained in the mag, but the alternative—emptying it, then having to then reload, possibly at a very inopportune time—was worse.

      Greg was right behind her—

      Lights flickered in the corner of her eyes.

      She stopped and looked over.

      The elevator.

      Its panel was lit up again, signaling that it was moving. Ascending.

      Someone was coming up.

      Cole?

      It had to be Cole this time. Who else could it be?

      “Emily,” Greg said. He was out of breath. Or maybe that was just the result of speaking through the mask.

      “The elevator,” she said.

      Greg looked over. “What do we do?”

      She looked back at him. “Keep going.”

      “What?”

      “Get back to the others.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “Get the others out of here. The women. The kids.” She forced a smile. “They’re your responsibility now.”

      She thought his face might have paled, but it was difficult to tell with the mask on. “Emily,” he said.

      “Go.”

      “But—”

      “Go!” she shouted before turning and running toward the elevator.

      It was still moving, ascending.

      Cole.

      It had to be Cole.

      It just had to be.

      She didn’t look back to check if Greg had done what she’d told him. She didn’t hear him, though, so she assumed he had.

      Emily was almost at the elevator when it stopped and, after an excruciating few seconds, pinged.

      Then the doors began to open…
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      “Well, this is fucked.”

      Okay. This time I have to agree with you.

      “You mean you never agreed me with all the other times?”

      What do you think?

      “I’m hurt.”

      Fuck off.

      The Voice laughed as Cole stepped out of the elevator, the tactical knife clutched in one hand and the very-much-empty Glock taking up space in its holster on his right hip.

      It was a mess.

      No, that was an understatement.

      It was a fucking mess.

      “Sounds about right,” the Voice said.

      The Welcome Room was filled with smoke composed of a variety of colors that were twisting and flowing, merging and forging into some kind of uber color that Cole didn’t have a name for. He glimpsed shadowy figures staggering around inside the clouds even as spontaneous funnels formed and spiraled toward the open high windows that surrounded the place, sucking the smoke—some kind of gas by the way his skin was tingling after exposure—into the world outside. Without the windows, the smoke might have lingered longer, but with so many avenues of escape—

      “Cole!”

      He looked down and toward the source of the voice.

      Emily, running toward him.

      She was all right.

      Thank God she was all right.

      She ran straight for him, and Cole met her halfway. It was like a scene from a bad romantic comedy starring America’s latest sweetheart and the most popular but unthreatening Hollywood hunk of the moment. None of it seemed very real, but Cole got over that and grabbed her in a tight bear hug to make sure that it was, in fact, real.

      It was.

      Thank God it was.

      She felt good in his arms. Warm and natural and, most of all, alive. He barely felt the pain from his wounded left arm where Fred the Chef had shoved a knife through. Well, not quite barely, but he gutted through it because he didn’t want to ruin the moment.

      “Cole,” she whispered.

      “Emily,” he whispered back.

      “Awww, ain’t this sweet,” the Voice said.

      Shut up. You’re ruining it.

      Emily pulled back slightly and looked him up and down, before settling on his left arm and the bloody bundle. “Jesus. What happened?”

      “Long story,” he said.

      “Not that long,” the Voice said.

      Long enough, Cole thought.

      He said out loud, “You okay?”

      She nodded. “You?”

      “Peachy,” he said, even as he glimpsed a pair of figures emerging out of the thinning clouds.

      Crazies. Three of them.

      They came out from different parts of the smoke. There was nothing tactical about it, no coordination that he could see. Two of them were coughing, trying to stay on their feet as they stumbled forward, while a third seemed unaffected. Seemed at first, anyway, but he too began slowing down as he attempted to cross the distance between Cole and Emily and the constantly moving and shifting plumes of smoke.

      Emily saw where he was looking and glanced over her shoulder before untangling herself from him.

      “I’m out,” he said.

      “I’m not,” she said.

      Emily had a pistol in her hand, and she took aim and fired.

      The nearest crazy did a header into the concrete floor, skidding for a few feet before lying still. She’d gotten him in the face.

      The other two stopped and ran back into the smoke. Emily pointed her gun after them but didn’t fire.

      She’s conserving ammo, Cole thought.

      “Last mag?” he asked her.

      She looked back at him and smiled. That was all the answer he needed.

      Cole glanced around The Welcome Room. He could see more and more of it as the colorful smoke continued to filter out through the high windows. Not that that stopped him from coughing anyway. He’d been caught in smoke grenades before, but this was…different. He couldn’t place what kind of gas he was being hit with. It was both familiar and, at the same time, foreign.

      He grabbed his shirt collar and pulled it up and over his mouth and nostrils. Emily did the same, the two of them fighting back coughing spurts. Cole spotted a naked body nearby, the man’s bare buttocks almost sticking off the ground as if he were trying to hump the hard floor.

      “What happened to him?” he asked.

      “I shot him,” Emily said.

      There was something on her face that told him there was more than that simple statement, and Cole waited for her to continue. But she didn’t.

      Instead, she glanced past him at the elevator. “LARS?”

      Cole shook his head. “It’s fucked.” Then, off her puzzled look, “It’s falling apart. Anton never finished what he started.”

      Emily’s face paled, the disappointment flashing across her eyes in the next couple of seconds. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Goddammit.”

      “I can’t help but notice everyone’s gone. Everyone alive, anyway.”

      “I told them to get to the chopper.”

      “That bad?”

      She nodded. “Worse.”

      “What can possibly be worse than this?” the Voice asked.

      Apparently there was something worse than what he could see at the moment.

      “We have to go,” Emily said.

      Cole looked toward the side door. It was wide open, sunlight pouring through, but all he could see was a large figure in lime-green overalls, kneeling in front of it. For a moment, Cole had nightmarish flashbacks of Gargantuan, a crazy he’d had a hell of a time putting down back in the city when all of this started.

      “The airfield?” he said.

      “Yes,” Emily said, already turning toward the door. “I told Bolton and Greg to get the others out of here. Let’s hope they waited for us.”

      “Let’s hope?” the Voice said. “Not exactly a vote of confidence, that.”

      It’s good enough.

      “You’re so biased.”

      Damn right.

      Emily headed for the door, and Cole followed. He continued coughing, and his shirt wasn’t doing a whole lot of good. Emily’s eyes were already watering, and he assumed his was, too.

      “What the hell is this?” Cole asked.

      “Experimental stuff the Army came up with,” Emily said.

      Cole remembered seeing the men in BDUs that were inside the warehouse, but he couldn’t find them anywhere. He thought about asking Emily, but didn’t. This wasn’t the time, and if those men weren’t a danger anymore, then they didn’t matter. Given that Emily was up and moving, not to mention armed, then they clearly weren’t.

      They moved past the dead crazy in lime-green overalls. Red eyes staring up at the ceiling dripped blood down his cheeks and to the floor. He wasn’t quite kneeling, but his head was dangling backward at an impossible angle, his neck awkwardly arched. The hole in his forehead probably had a little something to do with his odd pose.

      “Now that’s gotta hurt,” the Voice said.

      It probably did, if the man wasn’t already dead. All it would have taken was a slight nudge on either shoulder for him to topple to the warehouse floor.

      Emily stopped suddenly, and Cole almost bumped into her. She was staring forward at the door as a large, shadowy figure filled up the open doorway from the other side. There was too much sun in the background, and Cole couldn’t make out the man’s face, but he seemed to be wearing some kind of gas mask.

      “Greg,” Emily said.

      Greg?

      Ah. The contractor. What was he doing back here?

      Greg hurried over to meet them halfway, snapping the gas mask off his face. He coughed a few times but quickly acclimated.

      Much of the smoke was thinning quickly around them, flooding out the opened high windows and other avenues. There was still plenty left, but Cole didn’t feel like scratching the skin off his face like a few minutes earlier, which meant the effects were definitely lessening along with the smoke’s presence.

      “What are you doing back here?” Emily asked Greg.

      “Nice to see you again, too,” the big man said.

      “You’re supposed to be at the airfield.”

      “I was, then I came back.”

      Emily shook her head, clearly frustrated. Cole smiled. He’d gotten that response from her more than a few times himself.

      “Fine, let’s—” Emily was saying, when someone screamed.

      No, not someone.

      Someones.

      Loud, piercing screams coming from the evaporating clouds behind them.

      All three of them turned around.

      Slowly, as if they were afraid to see what had caused the sounds.

      “Run,” the Voice said.

      What?

      “You should run.”

      Why?

      “Trust me. Just run.”

      Cole didn’t because Emily and Greg didn’t. Besides, why did he have to run away? He still had the knife, and Emily had her Glock. Greg, too, was armed with his own pistol that he pulled out of his waistband after dropping his mask to the floor.

      There was still enough smoke that Cole couldn’t see everything in the warehouse with them, but enough had escaped that he could now make out the bodies that littered the place. Slowly, as if a foot at a time, the clouds began to part, revealing more and more…and more…

      “Which part of run don’t you understand?” the Voice said.

      Cole ignored it and focused on Emily’s presence instead. She was standing very close to him, with Greg on her other side. The contractor was holding a Beretta that Cole didn’t remember him having before. Cole wanted very badly to ask him to swap the pistol with his own useless Glock. He was pretty sure he could make much better use of the handgun than Greg.

      But he only said, “We should go.”

      Emily nodded. “Let’s go.”

      They turned to do just that. Almost simultaneously, as if they understood the urgency to get the hell out of there before it was too late.

      That was when they all saw it. Possibly at the same time, too.

      A dog.

      No, not a dog.

      “That’s a wolf,” the Voice said. “That’s a fucking wolf!”

      It was. A wolf, that is.

      Gray and white fur all around, with a sharp snout at the front, ending with a button black nose. It let out a low growl as it bounded through the open side door and right at them.

      “Greg!” Emily shouted.

      She didn’t really have to, because Greg could see the wolf coming for him, too, but there was a big divide between seeing, understanding, and then doing something about it.

      Because it was fast.

      Jesus Christ, it was fast.

      Luckily, Greg had the wherewithal to stick out his right hand, still wrapped in the sling, as the animal leapt through the air and clamped down on his arm with its mouth. Its eyes—blood-red, drops of still-red wetness coating its mane—zeroed in on Greg even as it bit down with bleach-white fangs that looked sharpened to incredibly fine points.

      Greg went down, the wolf thrashing on top of him. The animal’s head jerked savagely right and left as it attempted to literally rip Greg’s arm off at the socket.

      Emily didn’t give the animal the chance and quickly ran up and shot the wolf at almost point-blank range. It let out a yelp that was incongruent with its fierce appearance and flopped sideways, landing on the floor next to Greg with a soft and dull thump.

      Cole rushed forward to help Greg up. The big man was a lot heavier than Cole thought as he pulled him back to his feet.

      “You okay?” Cole asked.

      “I think so,” Greg said. He looked down at his right arm. The animal’s teeth had gone through the bandages and drawn blood. Greg shook his head, looking more shocked than hurt by the wound. “Again?”

      Cole almost laughed. Greg was referring to when he’d been attacked by infected dogs back at Arrow Bay a few days ago. That was the reason he was wearing the sling in the first place.

      Emily was standing over the dead wolf, staring down at it.

      “Emily,” Cole said.

      She looked up and over at him, and opened her mouth—

      But didn’t say anything.

      She was looking past him, and her face was ghostly white.

      “Oh, man,” Greg said. He, too, was looking past Cole.

      Cole turned around.

      Slowly, as if he were afraid any sudden movements might prove fatal.

      Between the time they ran for the side door and the wolf attack, the smoke had all but cleared out, leaving behind a scene that made Cole’s hairs on the back of his neck spike. And he’d seen a lot. He’d seen things that would give people nightmares.

      It wasn’t the dead bodies of crazies and men in BDUs that shocked him. It was the presence of the creatures that hovered over them.

      Wolves.

      There was at least a dozen of them, and they looked similar to the one Emily had shot, that lay nearby right now.

      No, he was wrong.

      There weren’t a dozen. There had to be two dozen. Maybe more.

      …maybe more…

      They were gray and white, brown and black, and a mix of other colors. A pack. He was looking at a pack made up of big and small and male and female wolves. The slurp of their tongues as they licked up blood, the spine-chilling noise of chewing as sharp fangs ripped into flesh and scraped the bones underneath, had replaced his, Greg’s, and Emily’s breathing as the only sounds in the warehouse.

      As far as Cole could tell, they were still undiscovered. Because otherwise why would the animals ignore them completely? Cole, Greg, and Emily were currently invisible because the wolves were too busy eating. Feasting on the dead.

      “Go,” Cole whispered. Then, again, but with even more urgency, “Go, now.”

      Emily turned first, then took one, then two steps toward the door. She didn’t take her eyes off the animals as she did so.

      Neither did Greg, who followed closely behind her.

      Cole turned to join them.

      Clink! as his boot kicked at an empty brass casing lying on the floor where it had fallen. The round skidded across the concrete and into a corner, then pinged off the metal wall.

      Cole froze, and so did Emily and Greg in front of him.

      “Don’t look back,” the Voice said.

      Cole started to turn…

      “Don’t look back!” the Voice shouted.

      …and looked back.

      “Goddammit, when will you ever listen to me?” the Voice said.

      The closest of the wolves had lifted its head to look in their direction. Red eyes sparkled underneath bright lights that flooded down the warehouse’s open high windows. The smoke had all but disappeared, leaving no doubt about their human—and still very much alive—presence to the animals.

      The wolf opened its mouth, and fresh blood dripped from its corners. Strands of flesh and muscle dangled from its fangs as it let out a low but growing growl.

      Another wolf, close by, did the same thing.

      Then another…

      …and another…

      …and another…

      “Go!” Cole shouted. “Go go go!”
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      Cole was telling them to “Go! Go go go!” and that was precisely what they did.

      But even as they did so, Emily knew they wouldn’t make it.

      Not all of them, anyway.

      …not all of them…

      Step one: Know your objective.

      Get to Bolton and the others waiting at the airstrip.

      Step two: Gather intel.

      The warehouse was lost. LARS was lost. Everything was lost. And soon, if they didn’t escape the building, they would be lost, too.

      Step three: Formulate a plan.

      Save herself and her baby. Save Cole. Save Greg. Save everyone.

      And finally, step four: Execute that plan.

      Get out of The Welcome Room. Get out now.

      It was all a lot easier said than done, and she knew it. Cole knew it, too, from the look he gave her as he shouted the first, “Go!” Then, not even half a heartbeat later, “Go go go!”

      She made the move toward the side door, Greg doing the same a few feet away in front of her. He was moving fast, the Beretta gripped tightly in his left hand. She wanted to ask him to give the pistol to Cole, who could use it way more effectively. But she didn’t, mostly because she was too busy breathing hard as she ran, following the former contractor’s footsteps as he made a beeline for the door.

      And the wolves came.

      All of them.

      Two dozen, at least.

      Maybe more.

      …maybe more…

      Their gray and white and brown furs were patched with dark red blood. Some of them growled but most didn’t. They just came. All at once, as if they were moving in unison to some unspoken command.

      And she and Greg were the only ones with guns. Cole was only armed with the knife he’d taken down to the LARS with him. And that wasn’t even taking his bandaged arm into consideration. He hadn’t told her what’d happened, but it didn’t take a lot to figure out it hadn’t been good. All the blood that soaked the fabric was proof of that.

      So they were three people with two guns and a dwindling bullet supply. At least for her. She wasn’t so sure about Greg.

      Greg fired first, and it wasn’t at the animals behind or to the left of her. It was at something in front of him, coming through the open side door. The same direction where the last wolf had come in and bit down on his already-wounded right arm.

      Another wolf, speeding toward him. Greg’s shot, fired while he was running—and with his left hand, no less—missed.

      Greg had missed!

      “Emily!” Cole shouting close behind her. So close that she could feel his warm breath against the back of her neck.

      She turned and saw why he’d screamed her name.

      They were coming. The wolves. All two dozen or more of them.

      …two dozen or more…

      She was momentarily awestruck by their speed. No wonder Greg had missed; even a seasoned shooter like Cole might have had difficulty putting a round into the moving things. They were that fast. The same surging adrenaline that allowed the infected humans to be faster, stronger, and more agile was giving the animals the same supernatural abilities.

      Emily forgot about Greg—he was still firing, the bang-bang! of his shots echoing loudly behind her—as she spun completely around to focus on the incoming tide of black and brown and gray fur.

      Saliva flitted from their fangs, blood—from their eyes, from their victims—flickering into the air around them like rain.

      She aimed for the nearest one and fired—

      —and missed.

      She fired again—and again—and again.

      A wolf slammed into the hard floor face-first. Another massive wolf, gray fur bristling in the air, leapt to get over the body while two others went around it. They didn’t stop to check on the fallen animal. They either didn’t care, or they were too focused on her and Cole and Greg.

      The bang-bang! of Greg shooting behind her. That was good news. As long as he was shooting, it meant he was still standing. Even better, it meant he continued to have bullets.

      Cole had stepped away from her, moving toward the advancing wolves instead of away from them.

      What the hell is he doing? she thought, but quickly knew the answer. Cole was putting himself between her and the bloodthirsty animals. He was protecting her, like he always did. Because he loved her. And he loved the baby inside her.

      …the baby inside her…

      Cole hacked at the wolves as they descended on him. He was the closest prey and they converged on him, swarming from his left and right and front. They would have gone after him from behind too, if any of them had made it that far. Cole slashed and moved, slashed and moved, even as sharp teeth clamped down on his already-bandaged left arm and more tried to get at his right, but he was moving too frantically to allow that, seemingly—no, not seemingly, but purposefully—knowing that he couldn’t allow it.

      “Go!” her husband shouted. “Go go go!”

      She wanted to ask him “Go where, sweetheart?” because there wasn’t any place to go.

      Wolves were still coming from behind her, through the side door. She knew that without having to look back. All she had to do was listen to Greg’s gunshots thundering loudly behind her.

      Over and over, and over.

      He’s going to run out of bullets. He’s going to run out of bullets eventually.

      And soon, so am I.

      The Glock was already feeling light in her right fist as she tried to take aim at the wolves surrounding Cole, trying to pick them off without hitting him.

      Bang! and another one of the animals flopped to the floor.

      Bang! and another one did a header.

      The second dead wolf got the attention of the others and one, two—four of them turned their attention to her.

      Emily backed up, taking aim, as they launched furry missiles in her direction.

      She kept firing.

      Bang!

      Bang!

      Bang!

      She lost track of Cole. He was somewhere in the back of a wall of gray and brown and white fur. She could only glimpse his occasional movements, but that was enough to tell her he was doing so frantically, trying to shake off jaws that were clamped down on his arm and legs while still swinging, fighting, killing. She knew he was killing the animals because she could hear them yelping even against the brutal cacophony of her gunshots and that of Greg’s.

      Greg’s…

      He was still shooting behind her. She wasn’t sure how, because he must have fired a dozen rounds already. Or more. Had he fired more than a dozen shots? All she knew was that he was still going, and that was the best news.

      She didn’t stop moving or shooting until the animals had fallen one by one in front of her, leaving a jagged trail of bloodied fur between her and Cole.

      Another wolf fell sideways, forcing one of the animals behind it to leap into the air in order to avoid a collision. It landed and kept coming. Bang! as she hit it in the side. It flopped to the floor and let out a pained whine, but continued to squirm. She could have ended its life right there, but didn’t. She was running out of bullets.

      …she was running out of bullets.

      Suddenly something she had been dreading overwhelmed her.

      Silence.

      Silence from behind her, striking her like a runaway train full-on in the chest.

      Greg.

      Why had Greg stopped shooting? Why—

      She glanced back.

      Oh, God.

      The former contractor was on the ground, hands gripping the head of a wolf as it growled on top of his body, trying to get at him with its snapping jaw. There was blood on Greg’s face, along both cheeks and chin and neck, but she didn’t know if those were his or the wolf’s because blood flicked from its dark-red eyes as it shook its head left and right. It was trying to loosen Greg’s grip on it. There were two dead wolves on the floor in front of the side door. Greg hadn’t missed every shot—not that it’d done him any good, because for the two he’d hit, there was a third that he hadn’t. And that animal was, right now, trying to bite his head off.

      Greg somehow got his hands underneath the animal’s snapping jaw and managed to throw it off him. It landed in a pile, and even as it slithered back onto its feet, Emily took aim. Bang! as a round from her quickly-dwindling magazine punched through its right eye, and the wolf dropped.

      “Emily!” Cole, behind her.

      She turned around. Her husband was backpedaling toward her even as he swung wildly with his entire body from left to right, finally managing to dislodge a wolf that had its teeth on his (bloody) left forearm off him. The animal flew through the air and slammed into another one, sending both sprawling to the warehouse floor.

      A wall of gray fur appeared in front of her as one of the animals broke off its attack on Cole and leapt for her. She stuck out her left forearm, more out of pure instinct than anything else, and somehow managed to elbow the leaping wolf in the snout.

      It let out a surprised squeal as it fell—

      —then quickly scrambled back up onto all fours.

      Bang! as she shot it in the head, its brain exploding out the back.

      The Glock’s slide snapped back and locked in place.

      It was empty.

      She was empty.

      Oh God, she was out of bullets.

      And they were still coming. A flurry of blood-matted fur and blood-dripping fangs. Low growls like something from the pits of Hell itself echoed from their bellies as they charged toward Cole and her and Greg.

      She dropped the Glock and drew the knife at her left hip and stabbed at the closest animal. It was almost on top of her as she backpedaled and shoved the knife forward, the blade piercing the wolf’s chest and causing it to whimper—it sounded painfully innocent and nothing whatsoever like what it had become—as it dropped in front of her.

      Then Cole was turning toward her, dragging two of the wolves with him. One of them had its fangs buried in his left leg while the other clung to his left arm, normally white canines dripping with red wetness. He slashed at the animal hanging off his arm, his tactical knife slipping easily into the side of its head and piercing the skull underneath. The creature let go.

      Cole did the same to the one clinging to his leg. It yelped, then fell away as if discarded, while he hobbled toward her. His eyes were wide, his face slick with sweat, and blood caked his pants and shirt and chin.

      He looked bad.

      Ravaged.

      Mauled.

      And yet the eyes that looked back at her were full of determination. “Go!” he shouted.

      Go? she thought. Go where?

      “Go go go!” her husband shouted. There was blood on his face, dripping from his cheeks.  “Get out of here!”

      Cole’s knife was gripped tightly in one hand, even more blood dripping from his left arm. The cloth he’d been covering it up with was gone, revealing a devastating injury she hadn’t seen before but always knew was there.

      “Get out of here!” Cole shouted.

      “Not without you!” she shouted back.

      “Now!”

      “Not without you!”

      “I’ll be right behind you!”

      She stared at him.

      He stared back.

      The remaining wolves snarled as they converged on him.

      She turned and went went went.

      She found Greg on the floor in front of her. A wolf was on top of him, its fangs ripping through flesh and gnawing on the bone underneath. Blood spurted from Greg’s neck, his eyes big as saucers.

      Greg had stopped moving.

      Was he even still alive?

      His body was limp, his arms resting on the floor.

      He was either dead or…

      No, he was dead.

      Greg was dead. She could see it in his eyes. They were devoid of life.

      Oh God, Greg was dead.

      Greg was dead.

      Emily maneuvered around him and the thing chewing on his flesh. The animal didn’t look up, didn’t even notice her, as Emily skidded past it.

      I’m sorry, Greg.

      God, I’m sorry.

      She ran forward and burst through the open side door, full expecting a wolf—or two, three—to be waiting outside. But there was just open air and bright sunlight.

      There were no wolves waiting.

      She stared across the open grounds, toward the tarmac where the private planes and helicopters were parked. Planes and choppers that had brought Anton’s would-be clients to LARS and had remained behind when their owners failed to make it back up to The Welcome Room.

      Bolton’s chopper was supposed to be among the parked aircraft.

      Supposed to be, because it wasn’t there.

      It wasn’t there.

      She couldn’t see it among the two choppers and lone Gulfstream jet parked in the airfield, waiting for pilots that would never show up to claim them. The Bell would have stood out…and it wasn’t there.

      …it wasn’t there…

      They were gone. Bolton and the others. They’d taken off in the chopper without her or Cole or Greg. There were bodies and two wolves from where she stood just outside The Welcome Room’s side door, about fifty yards from the airfield.

      Bolton had taken off. He’d left her and Cole and Greg behind.

      And now they were on their own.

      …now they were on their own…
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      “Fucked.”

      Maybe.

      “Really fucked.”

      Not yet.

      “You sure?”

      Yes.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      I don’t care what you believe.

      “You do realize that we’re the same person, right? That I know what you know? What you’re thinking? What you’re really thinking?”

      Cole didn’t respond.

      It laughed. “What’s the matter? Wolf got your tongue?”

      The wolf—or should he say, wolves—didn’t have his tongue. At least, not yet. But they’d gotten other parts of him.

      His legs.

      Both of them.

      His arms.

      Both of them.

      And one of them was trying to fight its way to Cole’s throat, slobber dripping wildly from blood-drenched canines as it pushed its way forward, getting closer and closer. He could make out bits of flesh inside its mouth, leftovers of its more recent victims. It wanted him to join those poor saps. It wanted him to join them bad.

      But that wasn’t going to happen, because Cole wouldn’t let it happen.

      He couldn’t let it happen.

      Everything depended on him staying alive, on his feet, and fighting. Fighting with everything he got. And when he ran out of everything, he needed to find more of it. Because everything was on the line.

      Everything.

      So he fought and stabbed, and pushed until the point of the knife went through the wolf’s head just between its bloodshot eyes and out the back of its skull. It let out a yelp that belied its murderous appearance.

      He shook it off, throwing its body into two of its fellow animals even as he stumbled back—

      —and nearly tripped over Greg’s body.

      The ex-contractor was dead.

      Fuck.

      “Double fuck,” the Voice said.

      Triple fuck.

      “That’s what I was gonna say next.”

      Not that Cole had too much time to think about what Greg’s death meant for him, Emily, and their unborn child. He was too busy slashing as another one of the wolves shot forward at him like a torpedo.

      He caught it in the snout, knocking the animal down.

      But more came.

      It was an endless wave of brown and black and gray and red fur. Red fur, because of the blood. The wetness dripped from their eyes and from the dead corpses that littered The Welcome Room.

      “The Welcome Room,” the Voice said. “What a joke of a name.”

      Yeah, it was ironic, all right.

      “I was thinking fucking tragic.”

      It’s fucking something, Cole thought even as he stepped over Greg’s prone body and slashed the air, forcing two wolves back. He twisted slightly and did the same to force two more that were trying to outflank him.

      “Clever little bastards,” the Voice said.

      Emily was somewhere behind him, but he couldn’t see her, because in order to do that he’d have to take his eyes off the wolves in front and to the right and left of him and glance over his shoulder.

      And he couldn’t afford that right now.

      Not even a second to make sure she was fine and still on her feet.

      He could feel the wind at his back and the sun against the exposed parts of his skin. The parts of him that weren’t already covered in blood. He wasn’t sure where he was bleeding. Or, to be frank, where he wasn’t bleeding.

      Because he was bleeding a lot.

      A fucking lot.

      “A whole fucking lot,” the Voice said.

      Yeah, that sounded about right.

      He was moving in his own fluids,  his shoes’ soles squeaking as they stepped into his own puddle of blood. There was some pain, but not as much as there should have been. That was entirely Mr. Adrenaline keeping him moving and dismissing most, if not all, of the pain that he was supposed to be feeling. It was the only way he was still up and moving, moving, moving.

      A wolf charged from his right.

      Cole turned and stabbed it through the throat as it leapt at him. It squealed and fell, its weight trying to drag him down with it. Fortunately, he was able to pry it loose and whirl back around just as two more attacked.

      He caught one in the side with the knife, but the other one clamped down on his left forearm with its teeth.

      Great. More teeth marks. As if he didn’t have enough already.

      “The more the merrier,” the Voice said.

      Not in this case.

      “I was being facetious.”

      You can stop now.

      Cole hoped these animals weren’t filled with rabies, because if they were then he was done for, given how many of their fangs had punctured his skin from head to toe. The answer was a lot, but he wasn’t thinking of that right now.

      “You’re worried about rabies?” the Voice asked.

      Why shouldn’t I be?”

      “Because you have other things to worry about.”

      Like what?

      “Like not dying.”

      I’m not going to die.

      “It’s not like you’ll have a choice in the matter, chum,” the Voice was saying, when Emily’s voice cut it off.

      “Cole!” She was somewhere behind him.

      Or, at least, he thought she was. Direction had become increasingly difficult to get a handle on.

      “Among other things,” the Voice said.

      He rammed the knife into the side of a wolf that had its mouth around his left arm and pushed until the blade sank so deep that the guard vanished temporarily into the animal’s forest of fur. It let go and would have fallen if Cole didn’t grab it by one ear and fling it at two more wolves making a run for him.

      He struck one of them (“Strike!” the Voice laughed) and knocked it off its feet.

      The other one swerved around the two animals and continued on its path.

      Cole let it come.

      Closer, closer, closer…

      …now!

      He kicked out, catching it in the side of the head with the toe of his boot.

      It flipped sideways and slid across the blood-covered floor.

      “Another strike!” the Voice laughed again.

      “Cole!” Emily’s voice again. This time she sounded closer.

      He had no choice but to glance back.

      She was waiting at the door, holding it open with one hand. She had her knife in the other, and he immediately thought, She’s out of bullets. Fuck. We’re both out of bullets, now.

      “Are we officially fucked yet?” the Voice asked.

      Not yet!

      “I beg to differ!”

      “Come on!” Emily was shouting at him.

      Cole turned and ran toward her. He didn’t have very far to go. He was barely a few feet away when he launched through the air and into the opening and crashed into the hot and hard ground.

      Thoom! as Emily slammed the door shut behind him.

      Pain. A lot of pain.

      From his arms.

      His legs.

      His torso.

      Everywhere.

      Jesus Christ, there was a lot of pain.

      “Come on!” Emily said as she grabbed him by the arm and dragged him up from the ground where he’d landed after doing his ridiculous headfirst dive.

      “A header’s better than a deader,” the Voice said.

      That doesn’t make any sense.

      “Of course it does.”

      No, it doesn’t.

      “Everyone’s a critic.”

      “The door,” he managed to gasp out.

      “I got it,” she said.

      You got it? he thought, even as he looked back.

      The door was closed, and there wasn’t anything that looked like a lock on the lever. So how did she “got it?” he wondered.

      “It’s a door, genius,” the Voice said. “Animals don’t know how to use doorknobs, remember?”

      Oh, right.

      But that wasn’t going to stop them forever. He knew that because he could see dead wolves on the ground around them. They’d gotten out here some other way.

      The front door.

      There was absolutely nothing to stop the animals from turning around and making a run for it. That was probably what they were doing right this second, which meant it wouldn’t be long before they turned the corner.

      Emily knew it, too, because she was pulling him along with her. Except she was going back toward the corrugated steel wall of the warehouse instead of away from it. Why was she doing that? The airfield was in front of them, not behind them.

      He gave her a puzzled look.

      “They’re gone,” she said.

      “What?” he croaked out.

      “The chopper. Bolton took off.” Then, before he could question her further, “We need to get to higher ground.”

      Higher ground? he thought but couldn’t get the words out. He was too busy hobbling as she dragged him toward a metal ladder on the side of the building. There was blood on the ground underneath it and more dripping from some of the rungs.

      What Emily had said flashed across his mind, this time at a much slower—and easier to digest—rate:

      “…The chopper…”

      “…Bolton took off…”

      “…We need to get to higher ground...”

      The Bell was gone because Bolton had taken off with the others. Without him or Emily. And now they were stuck out here while a pack of wolves—however many of them still alive—was on its way to finish what they’d already started inside the building.

      And he was in bad shape. He was bleeding everywhere. Pain overwhelmed him, and it was impossible to figure out where it was coming from. Or where they weren’t coming from. Even breathing was hard, but maybe that had something to do with the scratches along his neck. He didn’t realize when he’d gotten those. Probably sometime between the first and last wolf he’d had to fight off. How many of them had he gone mano a mano with?

      Five? Ten? A dozen?

      More?

      They were climbing. He wasn’t sure how he was managing it. His legs were moving, scaling one ladder rung at a time even as he bled all over the corrugated metal wall. Emily was somewhere behind him, pushing him up. Not so much urging him to keep moving, but prodding him like some cattle that couldn’t move fast enough.

      “She’s a keeper, this one,” the Voice said.

      Yes, she definitely was. But then, he’d always known that ever since the first time they met. Emily was special. She was everything.

      Everything.

      He could have laid down and let his wounds bleed out. Certainly, he had every right to. He was weak and leaking blood from just about every known body part, but he was still climbing, climbing, climbing.

      Because quitting was for losers.

      And he was no goddamn loser.

      “You’re my hero,” the Voice said, cackling inside his head.

      Cole grinned even as he reached up for the last rung and pulled himself up and over the edge of the warehouse rooftop. He heard himself grunting—it sounded like someone else’s voice—as he flopped onto the hard and sun-drenched metal sheets on his back.

      He stared up at the bright ball of light in the sky and sighed with relief.

      Then Emily was there, hovering over him and blotting out the sun. He wanted to ask her to move slightly to the right or the left so he could keep basking in the warm glow.

      But he didn’t.

      Instead, he focused on her face. It was covered in a sheen of sweat, her eyes full of worry. He wasn’t sure what she was so worried about, because he was fine.

      He was just…perfectly fine.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, the Voice snickered. “This is no time to be lying down, chum. The job’s not done yet.”

      It was right. The job wasn’t done yet.

      He sat up, groaning as he did so.

      “You okay?” he asked Emily.

      She smiled even as she started to cry. He wasn’t sure why she was crying.

      What was going on? Why was she crying?

      “Yes,” she said.

      “You sure?” he asked. “You’re crying. Why are you crying?”

      “No reason,” she said. Then, wiping at her tears, “Lie down.”

      “Why?”

      “Just lie down.”

      “Okay.”

      He lay down and stared up at the sun again as Emily moved around him.

      “Don’t die,” she said. Or whispered. He was pretty sure she whispered. “Don’t die. Don’t die.”

      Why was she telling him not to die?

      Of course he wasn’t going to die.

      He couldn’t. He had too much to live for.

      But he was tired, though.

      He wasn’t sure why he was so tired.

      So, so tired.

      He heard fabric ripping, then Emily was massaging his legs. By the time she started doing the same to his arms and neck and chest, everything had started to pale around him.

      But he could still hear her whispering to him, telling him not to die. “Please,” she said. “Please don’t die. Don’t die. Don’t you die on me. Not now. Not now.”

      The sun went down then, because it got dark all of a sudden.

      In a flash.

      Is it night already?

      “No,” the Voice said.

      Are you sure?

      “Yes.”

      Why is it so dark, then?

      “Because you’re dying.”

      I am?

      “Yes.”

      Shit.

      “Yeah,” the Voice said, and Cole thought he could hear a slight something in the Voice’s, well, voice that he hadn’t heard before.

      What was it? Sadness? Was that it?

      “Cole.” Emily. She was leaning over him again, wetness from her eyes falling down and splattering his cheeks. “Cole, don’t die. Please, don’t die. I need you. I need you. We need you.”

      Die? He wasn’t going to die.

      He had no plans to die.

      He had too much to live for.

      “See you later,” the Voice said.

      Later? Later when?

      “Later,” the Voice said. “Much later, chum. Much, much later…”
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      The engineer wasn’t a particularly big man; five-five with a frame that was verging on skinny. Light brown eyes that couldn’t intimidate a small child squinted behind a pair of spectacles as if he had a difficult time seeing. Which, of course, was not the case; otherwise he would have gotten another pair of glasses already.

      At least that was what the planner thought as he entered the room and walked over to where the engineer stood, staring at the big screen that encompassed nearly the entire wall. There wasn’t a lot of light—the engineer’s idea of “mood lighting,” no doubt—but plenty of glare from the massive display streaming live events from around the globe. The images that were being broadcast shouldn’t have been possible given the defunct status of the power grids around the world.

      “How goes it?” the planner asked.

      “As expected,” the engineer said.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Of course.”

      “Really,” the planner said. It wasn’t actually a question.

      The engineer might have blushed a bit, but it was difficult to tell in the dark environment. “Not quite,” the scrawny man said.

      “So what went wrong?”

      “We didn’t account for a few variables.”

      “How many is ‘a few?’”

      The engineer didn’t answer right away. The planner imagined his colleague fumbling with the exact right response. The planner was well aware of his stature, both physically and in the pecking order of command. After all, if you couldn’t make people of lesser rank uncomfortable without trying, what was the fun of having a higher rank?

      “We’re still running all the numbers now,” the engineer finally said.

      “And how long will that take?” the planner asked.

      “Not too long.”

      “Let’s make sure it’s not.”

      “Of course.”

      The engineer fidgeted in his stance even as he attempted to conceal it by flicking away at the tablet in his hand. It wasn’t very noticeable, but the planner was used to picking up the slightest tell.

      The planner focused on a particular part of the massive display that had caught his eye. It was quite a task to concentrate on any one image. There were so many. A myriad of colors, terrain, and time zones. Day here, night there—and this one caught somewhere in-between.

      But one screen in particular caught his eye.

      It showed two people on the glinting metal rooftop of a building, the scene captured from one of the orbiting satellites. There were small objects—dogs, perhaps—pacing on the ground around them.

      “Who are they?” the planner asked.

      “No one consequential,” the engineer said.

      “So why are you watching them?”

      “Curiosity.”

      “What makes them so worthy?”

      “Nothing,” the engineer said. “Nothing at all.”

      The planner didn’t buy the answer. The engineer was good at his job, there was absolutely no doubt about that, but he was a very bad liar.

      But there was nothing about the man and woman on the rooftop—he was lying down and she was hovering over him—that struck the planner as anything special. He’d seen countless moments like this one in the last five days. Too many to count. After all, they all blurred together.

      He said, “Keep me apprised.”

      “Of course,” the engineer said.

      The planner turned and left the room. He thought he heard the engineer breathing a slight sigh of relief behind him.

      He smiled.

      It was good to be the boss.
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