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      Dedicated to those who stalk the night

      so that others may sleep in peace
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        “Cry ‘Havoc,’ and let slip the dogs of war;

        That this foul deed shall smell above the earth

      
        With carrion men, groaning for burial.”

        from William Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar
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      The nos’ had me pinned to the rich Texas clay with a single bony arm across my throat. Despite the fact that I’d managed to turn my head and relieve the pressure on my windpipe, the damn thing was managing a fairly effective blood choke and I was starting to fade out. They always seemed to get a kick out of looking their prey in the eye, right before feeding; I think it gave them an undead woody or something. Vamps were nothing if not predictable.

      As it whispered psychotic sweet nothings to me, I noted that its breath was colder than a grave digger’s ass and came complete with a stench to match. It was saying something to me about how it was going to suck the life from me, crack my bones and eat my marrow, blah, blah, blah, and every time it hit a hard consonant sound it spat clotted blood in my face. How I hate close talkers.

      All social discomforts aside, I was fading out and needed to get some breathing room before this thing punched my ticket. I’d already shot it multiple times, but you’d think I was shooting BBs instead of .45 ACP at the thing for all the good it’d done. Bastards were hard to kill, and this looked to be an old one. That meant it had an extra helping of piss and vinegar to keep it going, along with a winning personality and a set of teeth that’d make a great white jealous.

      Thankfully, I had the vamp right where I wanted it.
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        * * *

      

      Surprisingly, there are worse things than an apocalypse.

      The Great War came as a shock, sure, but it’s what came after that really did us in. That’s when they came. History tells us that mankind can recover from all manner of war and catastrophe. Hell, we’ve been doing it for millennia. But, this was different.

      Yes, the atomic bombs and resulting EM pulses destroyed major cities and knocked out power and comms across the entire country. Yes, social structures and governments crumbled, bringing on a massive economic collapse. And yes, disease and famine wiped out a huge chunk of the remaining population. Even so, those were all things we could recover from, eventually.

      It’s funny when you think about it: back in the days just after the War, everyone believed nothing could be so bad as when the bombs fell. I know I thought seeing the bombs drop was as bad as it could get. But what was to come after would make most people think the survivors got the short end of the deal.

      So what’s worse than nuclear annihilation? Pandemic disease? Widespread famine? Something no one ever expected: nightmares, come to life. Walking, often talking, and sometimes breathing nightmares, straight out of the pages of myth and legend.

      Overnight, mankind dropped a rung on the food chain. Ain’t that a bitch.

      I’ve stopped trying to figure out how it happened. To be honest, I could give a shit. They’re here, it’s pretty obvious they want us all dead or in thrall to Them, and they can be killed. And as far as my work is concerned, that’s all I need to know.

      That’s right, I hunt Them. And damn it if I don’t enjoy my work.
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        * * *

      

      Question: How do you hunt a creature that slips in and out of the shadows like smoke slips through fog?

      Answer: You don’t, you let it hunt you. And that was what I was currently doing, playing possum to draw in a vampiric humanoid that had been hunting the edges of an established safe zone in the Texas Hill Country.

      My cabin and land was located in a sparsely populated area close to the Frio River, far west of San Antonio. Accordingly, I operated mostly in South and Central Texas, contracting out my troubleshooting services for barter to folks who lacked the skills to handle the tougher nightmares. For which I was hired much more often than even I would prefer.

      For most South Texas and Hill Country survivors, zombies and the occasional ghoul or two were no match for a well-placed .30-30 round to the cranium. All ranchers and even most city dwellers in small rural Texas towns were raised hunting and shooting rifles, so the average monster was not a problem once they overcame the shock and learned to adapt. But every so often a community would get one they couldn’t handle, and that was where I came in.

      To put this in perspective, I suppose I should explain the hierarchy of the so-called occult species. It starts with your run-of-the-mill, bottom-feeding zombie. Slow and stupid, but also preternaturally strong. Still, so long as you keep moving and don’t run into a herd of them, they’re easy to pick off.

      Next are ghouls. Ghouls are slightly hardier versions of the aforementioned zombies; sort of a zombie 2.0, if you will. They take a bit more doing to kill, mainly because they’re quicker and have thick skulls. They’re basically zombies with upgrades, but still just zombies. A pain in the ass, sure, but not much problem for anyone with a 12-gauge and a handful of shells.

      Now, one step up from that are revenants. Revenants are undead humanoids that can reason almost as well as humans do. Stronger than most humans, meaner and faster than a meth head on steroids, and wily as hell. Hella’ dangerous. Revs are kind of my bread and butter, as most folks won’t mess with them.

      Then there are vampiric humanoids. Supposedly they come in various flavors, but all the ones I’d run into this far south were of the nosferatu variety: ugly as hell, and with personality and manners to match. Vamps were freaky quick and tough to kill, so anytime there was a vamp in the area I got called in.

      And finally, there were your atypicals: lycanthropes and other nasties. We never saw atypicals this far out, and that was fine by me. Years of living in a post-paranormal-Apocalypse world had taught me to deal with what was right in front of me and avoid thinking too much about problems I didn’t have. And right now, I had my mind on hunting a nos-type that was likely already headed my way.

      This nasty in particular had been lurking around the edge of an established safe zone, and it was picking off people at leisure. Vamps tended to be territorial; they’d settle into an area and hunt it until all the humans around were dead or driven away. If something wasn’t done, all the work in reclaiming this land would unravel and the residents would be set back a good four or five years, not to mention lose the sense of relative normalcy they’d achieved.

      I was happy to lend a hand, being as my girlfriend happened to run the local roadhouse. Besides, Kara told me they’d recently traded with a settlement northwest of here for some canned peaches. I hadn’t had peaches in some time, and my mouth was watering for them already. Benefits of being a professional troubleshooter; I usually got my pick of supplies and food, depending on what was available.

      Presently, however, I really wished this vamp would hurry the hell up. I was pretending to sleep, covered in an old moth-eaten Army blanket with the embers of my campfire playing counterpoint to the hum of cicadas and the occasional yip of coyotes in the distance. Fall was in session and the nights were getting longer, and this one came complete with a touch of frost in the air. And here I was, more or less freezing my ass off, waiting for a vamp to come try and take a bite out of what remained.

      Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait much longer. From one moment to the next, a stillness settled across the night like it always did when they were close. That was how I knew the nos’ had caught my heat signature and was closing in; animals didn’t like ’em, and avoided the undead like the plague. Which, of course, they sort of were.

      I hated calling them “vampires” since they were nothing like the ones depicted in pop culture before the Apocalypse hit. Having been up close and personal with my fair share, I could honestly say it was doubtful any of the specimens I’d seen were capable of charming young innocent virgins out of their chastity.

      Not that they were interested in that, anyway. No, this species was driven by one thing and one thing only, and that was a deep, abiding hunger for warm, pulsing, human blood. And that was exactly the thing that was drawing this particular specimen closer and closer to my camp.

      Natural-born predators, especially nocturnal predators, almost never attack from the front. That explained why at the moment I couldn’t see my intended prey, as it was likely attempting to sneak up on me from behind. However, I’d positioned my camp and bedroll just under a small rocky overhang for shelter and to reflect heat from my campfire. And of course to protect my back and force the nos’ to attack from a position that would afford me at least some ability to defend myself.

      As I’d suspected, this one was trying to attack me from a position of surprise. I could hear just the faintest scraping of hard, dead flesh against the rock surface above me. Cracking my good eye ever so slightly, I saw a clawlike hand creeping slowly around the edge of the overhang. Soon another followed, the granite hard nails clicking softly against the rocky surface.

      Shortly thereafter, the head popped into view as well. They didn’t breathe unless to speak, so it was almost perfectly quiet as it slowly made its way around the rocky edge. It hung inverted, clinging to the rock with movements more like a spider than a human, and I waited until it was completely around the cliff and hanging above me before I moved.

      As I sprang into action my two Glock 21s fired simultaneously, delivering a pair of .45-caliber hollow-point rounds tipped with a combination of silver shavings, silver dust, and epoxy into the creature’s pelvis from close range. I fired directly through the blanket where I’d had my sidearms hidden and angled upward at the rock face where I suspected the creature would approach.

      As the ugly bastard fell to the ground almost on top of me, howling in fury, I rolled to my right, flinging the blanket off and firing two more rounds, the first shattering a knee, and the other ruining the creature’s left arm just above the elbow. I could’ve easily hit it center mass, but I’d discovered early on that they often had incredibly thick sternums covering that most vital of internal organs. Likewise, their skulls were thickened to the point that all but the largest calibers of high-velocity rifle rounds could bounce off, making head and heart shots a gamble even at close range.

      However, in my younger days I’d discovered that the joints were a weakness in vampires, with little protection for the soft connective joint tissue within. And despite their high bone density, these creatures had limbs that were of the same basic structure and function as a human’s, a fact that I took full advantage of when hunting them. I don’t care how superhumanly strong you are; it’s damn near impossible to fight with a broken pelvis and shattered knees and elbows.

      That said, this nasty was not giving up without a fight. Already it was scrambling toward me using its one intact arm, and despite a ruined knee and pelvic girdle. I could actually hear the bones grinding together as it scuttled across the ground like some sort of Lovecraftian arachnid from hell. Apparently, my date didn’t understand the concept of “no means no.”

      The good news was that it was coming at me feetfirst, which afforded me the opportunity to place a few rounds under its rib cage, hopefully piercing its heart. I sprang to my feet and backpedaled around the campfire, firing as I moved. Unfortunately for me, I caught my foot on a protruding rock as I retreated, landing hard on my ass and nerfing the shots entirely.

      The leech was on top of me in an instant, a testament to exactly how fast these creatures could move, and it did an impossible spinal contortion to flip over and land on me face-to-face. I was looking at it up close now, and everything about it was ugly and unnatural: the bucksaw teeth, the grey pallor of its flesh, the almost apelike nostrils, the heavy ridged brow covering eyes shining with a faint glow that mirrored the embers of my dying campfire. Pressing down on my throat with the one arm it could still use, it had me pinned to the rocky soil below us.

      The thing blinked, twice, and then its face contorted in a rictus of amusement. “I know you, human,” it said in a voice like a rattlesnake’s tail shaken with a straight bourbon chaser. Despite the creep factor inherent to having a superhumanly strong corpse with ass breath get up close and personal, I sighed inwardly.

      It would figure that I’d get a talker. I hated talkers. Most nos-types were quiet, calculating predators that I believed operated on a base animal intellect. But some were smarter than others, and those bastards liked to talk, especially when they were about to gank you. I think they got some sort of twisted thrill out of it or something. Anyway, it usually just bored me to freaking tears.

      The creature’s breath was cold and rank with the fetid smell of rotting blood as it continued. “You’re the one they call Scratch… the one who marks his kills.”

      This was true. I’d taken to scratching the number of each kill on the corpses I left behind at the edge of the territories I worked. I left them as a reminder and as a warning, to let Them know they weren’t the apex predators, not anymore. Apparently, it was working.

      Well, as much as I hated dealing with talkers, thankfully this time it would work in my favor. The nos’ kept yammering on about how it was going to drain me of blood and then take my head back to its colony or some such. Whatever. All his talk served to do was to give me time to twist my sidearm up into its abdomen, affording me a decent angle under the rib cage and into its vital parts.

      I fired multiple times, registering the shock on the creature’s face as I hit center mass from inside its guts. Using a modified mount escape I’d learned in Army combatives training, I rolled the thing off me and reversed our positions, pinning it with a knee on its chest.

      And damn it if the thing wasn’t still talking. Must’ve been an old one, because the older they were, the tougher they were to kill. It kept on yammering in its raspy voice, even as it was dying. “You have no idea what’s coming, hunter,” it told me with a laugh as the embers in its eyes began to dim. “None at all! You think you’re winning this war. But something much worse than either of us is coming for you, and…”

      Bam! I cut the thing off mid sentence with a round fired up through its chin, straight into the brain pan. Like I said, I hate talkers and I’d had about enough out of this one for the evening. Besides, I never wasted my breath talking to them. It was what they wanted, and damned if I was going to let them get their rocks off at my expense.

      But as I rolled off it and assessed myself for injuries, the short and one-sided conversation had me thinking. We had been seeing a slight increase in the more dangerous occult species over the last several months. They seemed to be coming out of the east and northeast, presumably from the largely abandoned metropolitan areas of Austin and San Antonio. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they were scouts probing our defenses.

      That being said, we’d never seen an organized assault from Them before, at least not here in the southern States. I’d heard talk from folks who fled the north, raving about organized attacks led by ’thropes and other creatures, but I just chalked it up as rumor and nothing more.

      Even so, maybe it was time to plan a little scouting mission of my own. Even on the remote chance that they were organizing, it was worth checking out. I just prayed that I was overreacting, because I doubted we were ready to fend off an attack en masse. God help us all if there was a shred of truth in what that thing had said.
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      I waited for dawn, wrapped the carcass of the nos’ in an old tarp I’d packed in for the purpose, and then tied him to the back of my pack mule. We were on the edge of the safe zone, but I wanted to take him out a ways and stake him up so the warning would come early for any strays who might decide to wander this way.

      It might seem like I was inviting trouble, but honestly, this far out most of the thinking monsters were looking for easy prey. If they suspected trouble from an experienced tracker or hunter, they would likely steer clear and try to find a lone settlement or wanderer instead. So I trekked a few extra miles out of my way and staked the carcass up Vlad the Impaler–style on an old speed-limit sign, a few miles outside of the safe-zone boundaries.

      Then, I unsheathed my bowie knife and carved “XCIV” in the dead thing’s chest. This was nasty work, and I sure didn’t enjoy it, but I did take pleasure in the fact that leaving little warnings like this might save a few lives down the road. The corpses actually lasted a good long while; something in the blood and fluids of the things seemed to preserve them, even in the hot Texas sun.

      Unfortunately, sunlight didn’t make them burst into flames like the ones on television and in the movies. However, all of the undead occult species were averse to sunlight, making it more or less safe for decent folk to work and live their lives during the day. After nightfall, though, you wouldn’t find many people out in the open like I’d been the night previous. Instead, people holed up in fortified homes and makeshift bunkers, even in densely populated settlements and safe zones. You were never completely “safe” these days; safety was always just a relative term.

      Once the grisly deed was done, I mounted my mule and pointed her toward the settlement to collect whatever pay in barter they could offer. On the ride back, I wondered again at what the nos’ had said to me the night previous, before I sent it to the Second Death. Talkers often spoke in half-truths and fabrications, using their powers of speech to mentally torture and toy with their prey before feeding. However, something about what the creature had said didn’t quite sit right with me, and I knew I wouldn’t rest easy until I took a scouting trip east and north to see for myself what was brewing, if anything.

      As I pulled into the settlement I could see the local residents moving about their daily lives, which amounted to either fending off monsters, scratching out a meager existence, or fighting for some sense of normalcy. This settlement had once been a small unnamed burg in the middle of nowhere, a pimple on the asshole of the Hill Country. It’d consisted of a bar, a combination post office and volunteer fire department, a small gas-station convenience store, and a scattering of homes dotting about a quarter mile of caliche. About fifty souls or so lived hereabouts, protected behind a makeshift fence-wall made from chain link, barbed wire, and the occasional shipping container salvaged from a big rig. I rode up to the building that served as the HQ for the local government, such as it was, hitching Donkey to a fence where she could graze while I took care of my business.

      The town constable, Donnie Sims, met me at the front step. Thumbs tucked into his gun belt beneath a prodigious gut, he spat from the side of his mouth at my feet and spoke. “Any luck?”

      “Nos’, sneaky bastard too. Here.” I tossed him a baggie with two bloody incisors, gum tissue still attached. Donnie looked like he was juggling a hornet’s nest as he fumbled with his fat fingers to catch the bag. Folks around here knew and trusted me, but I still kept up the formalities of proof before payment. “No worries; there’s not enough blood on those to infect you.”

      “Yeah, well… never can be too careful. Good work, Scratch, good work. People can sleep feeling safe now around here, and that’s something. We really appreciate you.” He tossed me an old poker chip from the prewar era. “Here’s a chit that you can take to the storehouse; Janie’s working today and she’ll fix you up with some supplies to take home with you.”

      “I was hoping for some of those Fredericksburg peaches I heard you got in.”

      Donnie chuckled and returned my smile. “Just don’t take ’em all. I got my heart set on some peach cobbler if the wife and I can scrounge up enough flour and sugar soon.”

      “I’ll leave plenty behind for you. Promise.”

      “Sure enough, Scratch, sure enough. You headed right home after this?”

      “Not just yet; I wanted to see if there were any caravan hands around I could talk to before I leave. Something the nos’ said has me curious about what they’ve seen out east.”

      “Sam Tucker has been hanging out at the Scalded Dog. You might hit him up for some scuttlebutt. Kara was asking after you anyways, so you may as well stop in there and see what she’s overheard, too.”

      “Thanks for the tip, Donnie. I’ll be seeing you.”

      “Hopefully not too soon, but don’t be a stranger, either.”
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        * * *

      

      Life wasn’t always this way, and I can still remember what it was like before the Great War. But then some asshat got voted into office who thought it’d be a good idea to let countries like North Korea and Iran develop nuclear arsenals. Now there’s a novel idea, give a psychopath the means to start World War III. Brilliant.

      So, it started with North Korea dropping the bomb on Seoul. Then, emboldened by the lack of an immediate counteraction by the US, Iran began posturing towards a similar action against Israel, which our friends in yarmulke weren’t having. They bombed Iran back into the Stone Age, following that age-old Israeli tradition of “do unto others before they do unto you,” which subsequently pulled Russia into the war. Soon after, America bombed North Korea into oblivion as a warning shot over the bow for Russia and China, which backfired and resulted in our losing Washington, New York, and a lot of the Eastern seaboard.

      Before the smoke cleared, we were all screwed. It was amazing how much the world’s economy relied on computers and the Internet, but no one seemed to think about that when they were pushing buttons and sending ICBMs helter-skelter. Immediately, infrastructures collapsed worldwide, due to the lack of communication networks necessary for continuity of supply chains.

      Lots of people died in the bombings, more in the nuclear fallout that followed… but tens of millions died of starvation and the ensuing violence. Ever think about the fact that there haven’t been any regional warehouses stocking foods and dry goods in the States since the advent of the digital age? Ever wonder where those groceries that used to hit store shelves just in time each week came from?

      Ever wonder how long it would take for your local grocery or superstore to run out of food when the trucks stopped rolling? Yeah, neither did anyone else, and the majority of Americans found the answers to those questions the hard way after the bombs dropped. Tens of millions of people died from nothing more than a disease called “learned helplessness.”

      Thankfully, I was always a little paranoid; a few tours fighting someone else’s wars will do that to you. After I got hit with shrapnel and lost part of my vision in one eye, I got discharged on a medical. Soon after that I got a place out in the sticks, where no would bother me and where I could work out my inner war in the peace and quiet of nature. I had a lot of food, weapons, and ammo stockpiled. Like I said, I was always a little paranoid.

      Turns out it came in handy when the SHTF. At first, it was just a matter of watching weather patterns to avoid potential fallout and hunting to supplement my meals with wild game so I could make my stored food last until things got better.

      Then, those things got set loose in the world. And quite literally all hell broke loose with them.
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        * * *

      

      As I was headed over to Kara’s, I caught a commotion coming from behind one of the settlement houses. I could hear a man yelling, a kid crying, and a woman’s voice pleading with the man to leave. Now, Donnie Sims was an alright fella to have in a firefight, if that’s what you needed, but unfortunately he was a piss-poor lawman. He tended to take “minding your own business” to its furthest extent, which meant things happened on his watch that I couldn’t abide.

      Most women these days were tough, and you had to be to survive. But lots of women got widowed and left raising kids on their own, which was something I wouldn’t wish on anyone in this world. Combine that with the fact that a lot of able-bodied men got killed in the War or fighting Them after, and the result was some women ended up taking in any man who might help protect and provide for them and their kids.

      But sometimes, the solution ended up being worse than the problem. Hard men roamed these lands, and most weren’t exactly what you’d call savory types. Lots of them were drunks, almost all of them were violent, and quite a few of them had developed some very uncivilized ideas on how to treat a lady. Having a constable that preferred to leave folks to their own designs didn’t help.

      The woman sounded desperate, so I led Donkey around the corner between two houses and tied her off on a low tree branch. Then, I checked my Glocks to make sure I had a round in each chamber, and also loosened them in their holsters. Chances were good that I wouldn’t need to resort to shooting anyone, which was fine by me since that was generally frowned upon in the settlements. However, it didn’t hurt to be prepared.

      As I snuck back around the house and took in the scene, I saw a group of three caravaneers standing in a semicircle around a lone woman and a young girl of maybe five or six. I sized up the threat first; the one in the middle looked like he might be competent, as he had that military or law enforcement look about him and he was in decent shape. The other two looked to be amateurs though, out of shape and unprepared. All three were armed.

      Then I looked over to the victims. The kid was crying, and the woman was shielding her from the men. Her dress was torn, and there was a large red mark on her face. I could also see some blood trickling down her chin.

      That decided it for me; the constable could kiss my ass. Nothing got me hotter than to see my own kind taking advantage of those weaker, when they should be protecting them from the undead instead. I drew both guns and stepped out from behind the house silently, waiting to see what happened when they realized they weren’t alone.

      The larger of the three stood in front of the woman, and I could see him raise his hand at her again as she flinched away. “I don’t give a shit what you thought—me and the boys want what’s coming to us. We paid you for a meal and a place to sleep, and we’ve decided that we’d like some company while we’re here.” He gestured to his left and right without taking his eyes from the woman. “Right, boys?”

      Lackey number one nodded while lackey number two replied with the sick enthusiasm only a true sociopath could muster. “That’s right, Jimmy!” That one reached over to the woman and grabbed her hair to yank her head around roughly as he leered at her. “We gonna be real nice to you—make it last.” He licked his lips in a way that reminded me of a wolf from a Saturday-morning cartoon I’d seen as a kid.

      Jimmy, who I now assumed was the leader, began loosening his belt with a grin that said he was enjoying tormenting this poor woman as much as he was going to enjoy raping her, and his two companions stepped forward to grab her as he began his preparations. Since it seemed they were all too intent on their sick festivities, I cleared my throat loudly to get their attention. At that, one of the lackeys noticed me and tapped the leader on the arm, gesturing with a nod in my direction.

      He turned and looked at me, angling his body so I couldn’t see his right side. The other lackey who hadn’t noticed me was startled by my appearance, and dropped his hand towards the Smith and Wesson service revolver tucked in his waistband. I’d seen a P226 holstered on the leader’s right hip before I’d revealed myself, and the lackey who first noticed me had a sawed-off break-over 20-gauge resting on his left shoulder.

      I made eye contact with the lackey number one and shook my head “no.” He stopped his hand just before reaching the pistol, but I could see the tension in his eyes. He wanted to draw on me. Stupid. Numbers and alcohol will make even a craven man act boldly.

      I decided to try to defuse this if I could. I had no doubt I could take them, bunched up as they were and with me getting the drop on them. However, I was worried the woman and child might get caught in the crossfire. So, I cleared my throat and spoke up.

      “You know, I was just asking after some caravaneers—glad I ran into you fellas. Need some intel on how the Corridor is looking these days.”

      The leader, who incidentally looked like a white Pancho Villa, hat and all, spat in my direction. He reminded me a bit of a young Gary Busey, around his Lethal Weapon days; he sure was an ugly sumbitch. “Piss off, cowboy, we’re busy.”

      Then and there I decided to call him Pancho Vanilla. If he lived through this, that’s the sort of name that would stick with a fella for life. Don’t get much meaner than that. I nodded and gestured at the woman bleeding in front of them.

      “I can see that, sure enough. Fact was, I was hoping I could persuade you to leave off the woman, in exchange for taking up something that was more profitable.”

      The one who’d first noticed me spoke up. “She ain’t yers. We know cuz’ we asked if’n she had a man. Said no. Finders keepers.”

      I sucked air between my teeth. This was going south for sure. I noticed the third one’s eyes going tight, and could see his hands starting to clench. He was going to draw shortly. Better that I ended this my way.

      A good way to tie a man’s brain up and make him hesitate is to ask a question, so I did. “How much would it take to convince you gents to leave this woman be?” I let that register for about half a second, and then I shot the third one in the left eye. Moving off the X, I immediately began firing on the other two, hitting the other lackey in the upper chest as I sidestepped quickly to draw their fire away from the innocents.

      The one I hit in the chest dropped, but he wasn’t out completely. I could see him fumbling to bring the scattergun around. Pancho Vanilla was coming up with the Sig to put a bead on me; he’d drawn without me seeing it. Slick. I’d need to put him down next.

      By the time I noticed the leader bringing his gun around, Skinny Dude had brought the barrel of his sawed-off to bear on me. I took a dive roll, feeling a tug and burn on my left ankle. I was sure I’d caught some shot in that side, and hoped it wasn’t too serious. I returned the favor by coming up to a knee and dropping him with a Mozambique using my strong gun hand.

      As I came to my feet to close the gap and make sure the two lackeys were down, I noticed that the leader was nowhere to be seen. Looking around frantically for him, I heard a commotion behind the nearest house, followed by hoofbeats moving rapidly away from my position.

      The woman and child were cowering behind a tree, but appeared to be fine. I ran to the corner of the house and sliced the pie as I came around, being careful not to flag my approach with my weapon. There would have been three horses, and he could have sent one off with a slap to fool me into thinking he was gone. I didn’t see anything, so I continued around the house, hugging the wall as I went. I dropped and took a quick peek around the corner only to see him hauling ass off in the distance, sombrero and Mexican poncho flailing in the wind, and two horses left behind.

      I holstered my side arms and went back around the house, drawing my golok as I went. Coming up on the two bodies, I turned each over and severed their spinal columns with two clean strokes of the blade. Gory, to be sure, but in my line of work you learn to be thorough. Two more strokes and their heads were severed completely.

      I left the shotgun and the service revolver loaded on the front porch of the house, but stripped the men of their ammunition. Along with their guns, I left the horses for the woman to do with as she pleased. She’d taken the child inside the house while I was cutting the heads off the corpses, not an unexpected reaction considering the situation. I moved over to the horses and rifled their saddlebags, finding more ammo, including some silver shot.

      You’d think the shots would’ve drawn some attention, but unless someone raised the alarm, Donnie’d assume it was just some fool wasting rounds on Zs. So I took what I could carry and tied the bodies to my mule, then dragged them out a ways and buried them. I should’ve just left them for the constable to deal with, but I didn’t want to traumatize the girl any more than she already was by leaving them there. Even so, I really wished it was Donnie Sims and not me dealing with this, and for some reason I was sure this wouldn’t be the last I heard from Pancho Vanilla.
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      Most settlements operated a storehouse where people could go and barter goods for the benefit of the community. Lucky for me, this settlement also had what passed for a doctor, a midwife who had a great deal of experience treating trauma and gunshot wounds during the Great War. She was also good with herbs and whatnot, which made her a triple threat. I stopped in to see her on the way to the Scalded Dog, and had her dig out the shot that was buried in my leg.

      Surgery was a scary thing in these times, what with there being little to no modern medicines available. Still, the village midwife knew her stuff, and I needed to get the shot out before I ended up with an infection. Thankfully I had only been hit with a few pellets, and they were fairly close to the surface. I was in and out within an hour, my wounds dressed with an herbal poultice to prevent infection. She gave me instructions to come back and have the wounds cleaned and dressed every day for the next few days. We’d see about that. I had a stockpile of fluoroquinolone, a potent antibiotic that was stable for years after expiration, so I’d just keep an eye on the wounds and start on the meds if it looked like it was getting infected.

      Right now, though, I still had that chit burning a hole in my pocket and I fully intended to claim my canned peaches. There were a few other things I was hoping to find as well: some strong cordage, something to read, and hopefully a bottle or two of clear grain alcohol, which was good for any number of uses. Some folks in the settlements had their own stills, but I preferred alcohol that was prewar era. It was getting harder to come by each year, but occasionally I’d find a place that had some on hand.

      Despite society at large regressing to a somewhat agrarian economy, scavenging was still popular and prewar goods were in high demand. If you had the balls and the skills, one or two scavenging forays a year into the larger cities and some deft trading could keep an enterprising person in eggs, meat, and canned fruits and vegetables year-round. That’s if you were lucky. My experience was that no one’s luck held out forever.

      Sam Tucker, however, had been the exception to the rule. As long as I’d been hunting these parts, Sam had been taking scavenging trips to cities up and down the old IH-35 corridor, and he would know if anything had changed recently out that way. If he’d been hanging out at the Dog lately, chances were good that he’d scored big within the last month, meaning he might have more recent news for me.

      I’d hit him up for whatever intel he had, but first I’d better check in on Kara. She was barkeep and owner of the Scalded Dog, ever since her old man passed on and left it to her. And by old man, I mean her common-law husband, or whatever you’d call it in a greatly lawless postapocalyptic society. Kara’s late ex was a biker before the creeps came, and had run the Dog as a popular biker hangout back in the day.

      But motorcycles and all other forms of motorized transportation were a rarity these days. Fuel had been scavenged and ran out within the first few years after the bombs fell, and with no means of new fuel production what survived in tankers and underground storage soon went bad. Still, some folks tinkered with light motor transport, converting old diesel engines to run on biofuel, but it was becoming less and less common as time went on since even cooking oil was scarce. Not to mention that the noise tended to draw attention, which was something most folk wanted to avoid these days.

      So Kara ran the place as a sort of community watering hole, serving conversation and moonshine, and making a tidy profit for herself when caravaneers and scavengers came through on their way back from salvaging forays in the Corridor. She was tough as nails, as solid as the old whiskey-stained countertop she served drinks on, and needless to say our relationship was more than just friends with benefits. We’d once even talked about moving in together, but we jointly decided against it so long as I was still hunting. I didn’t think it’d be right for her to outlive two husbands in one lifetime, and she wasn’t too keen on the idea, either.

      I knew she wanted me to stop hunting and settle down, maybe work with Donnie in the settlement keeping the peace, but thus far she’d had enough respect for me and what we had between us to not force the issue. So we enjoyed each other’s company when we could, which was whenever I passed through town. And I kept the really bad element from harassing her by virtue of her being known as “Scratch’s girlfriend.” Although truth be told, she could take care of herself just fine.

      I had to admit that sometimes it was difficult to leave her alone. But I just kept telling myself it was better this way, and Donkey kept her mouth shut on the matter, so I left it at that. I sometimes joked that one day I planned to retire and make a proper woman out of her, which typically got me slapped because she knew I was going to hunt until… well, you know. A leopard can’t change its spots for stripes.

      As I walked into the bar, I knew I’d messed up by not stopping in to see her first thing. She must’ve heard I’d come back into town, and she was probably pissed that I hadn’t made a beeline over here to see her. I could see the worry written in the circles beneath her eyes and the crinkles in her forehead, and far be it from me to want to put another wrinkle line on that pretty Irish face. It was hard enough finding a woman with all her teeth, much less with a figure and looks to boot. Life was hard in the postwar era, and it took its toll on people, aging them young. Ever see anyone smile in those old photographs from the 1800s? I used to wonder at that; now, we all know why they looked so grim.

      Kara looked up and half smiled, half grimaced at me as I walked in. “Well, if it isn’t mister tall, scarred, and handsome.” Kara liked to tease me about the fact that I looked Hispanic, taking after my mother’s side of the family, but that despite my appearance my parents had seen fit to saddle me with a fine Irish name. The comment about the scars, well… hazards of the job. She told me once that she liked scars on a man, and at the time I didn’t know what to think about that. Still don’t, I suppose.

      Her eyes hardened for a moment, and she blew a lock of auburn hair out of her face as she went back to scrubbing the counter furiously. “Finally decided to stop by and let me know you were still alive, did you?”

      “Kara, I just stopped in to see Donnie so I could get paid. You know I was coming by to see you before I left town; a few minutes wasn’t going to make much difference…”

      “Easy for you to say, since you’re not the one waiting.” She stopped wiping down the bar, tossing the old T-shirt over one shoulder and looking me up and down while I stood there silently. “I have some rabbit chili on in the back, if you’re hungry.”

      “Thanks, I’ll…” Kara had already turned her back on me and retreated into the kitchen by the time I was halfway through a reply. I wisely decided to let it slide, and as she walked back in with an old stoneware bowl and a spoon, I figured I’d take the hint and just move the conversation along to safer waters. “How’s business been?”

      “Light, but steady. Seen fewer caravans coming from out East though.”

      I nodded at that. Could mean something, might not. What it did mean for sure was that I needed to talk to Sam. “Sam Tucker around?”

      “Yeah, he came in with the last caravan, and has pretty much been a fixture here for the last few days. Drinking heavy too, so I guess that makes up for the dip in traffic here of late. You drinking anything?”

      “How about a glass of your finest?” Point in fact, Kara just served whatever she could get her hands on. Despite the scarcity of supplies and resources there was always someone who could brew up a batch of hooch or moonshine. Enough farmers still raised and harvested good corn that it wasn’t uncommon at all for there to be white liquor in most settlements. However, the taste left much to be desired, as did the hangovers. Good thing I rarely drank.

      “Funny you should mention that. A caravaneer stopped in last week and traded me a few bottles of pre-bomb whiskey and vodka. Figured I’d keep it aside for a rainy day, but I might let you have a sip or two if you’re planning to stay over tonight.” The look on her face was expectant, without being needy; Kara was anything but.

      “I plan on it, if I’m still welcome…”

      “Oh, I suppose I can excuse a little tardiness on grounds of you having the nicest ass in the Hill Country,” she replied as she poured me a cup of what passed for coffee these days, made from a mix of roasted acorns and chicory. “Plus, I need some wood chopped and I could use some help with repairs around the house. Perimeter fence needs mending and shoring, and I need a strong back to help me with the timbers.”

      It seemed I was being granted a momentary reprieve, which I was more than eager to accept. I gave her my best Paul Newman smile. “Is that all I am to you, Kara Miller,” I teased, “just the hired help?”

      “I imagine I can find some additional uses for you—but not until you take a bath. You smell like Donkey.”

      “Fair enough. Where’s Tucker?”

      “Back room, nursing his sixth shot of the morning. Whad’ya need him for, anyway?”

      “Looking for news of anything odd going on out East. Something that nos’ I killed said has my spidey sense tingling. Probably nothing.”

      Kara shot me a knowing look, as something passed behind her eyes that wasn’t quite worry. A storm crossed her face in an instant, almost too fast to catch it, and then it was gone. Momentarily, I was dismissed from milady’s presence with a nod toward the back and a double pour of rotgut. I grabbed my not-quite coffee and another round for Sam, and headed back to speak with him.

      As I rounded the corner to the back room, I could see him sitting off to the side doing exactly what Kara had said, nursing his drink in silence. Sam was never what I’d call the sociable type, but it was relatively strange for him to be at the bar and deep into his cups at this early hour.

      “Scratch Sullivan, what a pleasant surprise. To what do I owe the occasion of your visit?”

      “Tucker.” I nodded as I sat down across from him. “I need information.”

      “Of what sort?”

      “I need to know if anything unusual is going on in the Corridor.”

      Tucker barked a short laugh, and his dark fingers drummed a nervous rhythm on the Formica table top. “Well, if by unusual you mean a hell of a lot more monsters running around than normal, hell yes… I’d say there’s something unusual going on. This last trip was a doozy, and hell if I might not retire because of it.” He slammed his drink, and I noted that his hands were shaking as he set it down.

      “So, it’s bad then.” I knew if Tucker was shaken, things were bad, at least wherever he was at. “What part of the Corridor did you hit this time?”

      “Well, I had a tip on a gun shop around New Braunfels that was untouched, so I headed out that way to find it. ’Cept, I never got that far.”

      That gave me pause. “Did you come across something better?” I could always hope.

      “Hell no. I did find a cache of dry goods and toilet paper that I picked up on my way back, but I got out as far as the settlement at Canyon Lake and started running into… unexpected difficulties.”

      If he was saying what I thought he was saying, this was not good news. “Do you mean to tell me they were under attack?”

      “No, not while I was there at least. They weren’t under nuthin’— that’s because there wasn’t anyone there.”

      “Were they all out on raid?”

      “No, uh-uh. I’m saying they pulled a Roanoke. They just disappeared. I searched the settlement, and there were no signs of struggle I could see, at least not that I could tell. I’d hoped to resupply there, but there was nothing left.”

      “Punters?”

      “You’d think, but where were the signs of struggle? No bullet casings, no blood—heck, not even a scratch in the dirt. They were just—gone.”

      I stopped a minute to ruminate on what Tucker had just said. “Punters was the common term for “people hunters,” which included slavers and cannibals. They almost always did things bloody and messy, so it was unlikely to be them if there were no signs of struggle.

      I slid Sam his next round and took a sip of chicory coffee. “Last I heard there were some two dozen souls at Canyon Lake, mostly able-bodied fighters. Know of anything haunting the corridor that might graze out that far and chase them off? Have to be some pretty bad mojo…”

      “Naw’, nuthin’ but zombies and ghouls in those parts for as long as I can remember. Most of the real bad ones are down in San Antonio or up in Austin.”

      “San Antone ain’t far from Canyon Lake.”

      “True, but if you’ll recall that settlement is on the far north shore, protected out on the old park peninsula. They had a substantial wall built across there where that finger of land narrows just before it meets up with the mainland. Anything attacking them would have to either cross a significant amount of water, or scale the wall and deal with their guards. Either way it’d be a tough row to hoe.”

      Vamps hated water, and deadheads generally couldn’t swim. They’d wade shallow water to get at a juicy piece of meat, but deep water almost always stopped them cold. “Couldn’t they just wade around the wall along the shore?”

      “Naw’, they have the lake mined there. Some old World War II crap they salvaged from Camp Bullis.”

      I whistled through my teeth. “This just gets curiouser and curiouser.”

      “You ain’t heard the half of it, Scratch. I decided to hit one of the old residential areas around there to salvage for supplies and hole up overnight. No way I was staying out there in that settlement; it creeped me out too much.

      “So, I headed just southeast of there along the old farm-to-market road that leads into New Braunfels. Figured I’d try to find an old canoe and float on into town by way of the river. I found some good stuff in some of the homes that hadn’t been picked over, and it got late so I holed up in an attic for the night.

      “Damned if at about two thirty in the morning I wasn’t woken up by the loudest howls I’d ever heard. And it wasn’t just one voice; there were several, maybe eight or ten.”

      “You’re talking a pack of lycanthropes, hunting the Corridor?” I was starting to wonder if this was the liquor talking, but I trusted Sam Tucker’s judgment. He was an experienced salvager, and I knew he wouldn’t spook easily. Even so, I could see his hands tremble as he continued.

      “At least two came into the house where I was staying. I could hear them snuffling around below. I knew they had my scent, but they must’ve been puppies because they were too stupid to figure out where I was. I just about crapped my pants and gave myself away though, I’m not ashamed to admit.”

      “Huh. And you’re sure they were lycanthropes?” Tucker gave me a sour look that spoke volumes. “Alright, I was just making sure. What’d you do then?”

      “What do you think I did? I waited for morning, packed up my shit, and hauled ass back to safety as fast as I could.”

      “Did you report this—maybe to the constable or some of the council members?”

      “Yes and no. I stopped by Donnie’s office on the way in and basically was told to keep my wild drunken nightmares to myself so as not to scare the good upright folk in the settlement. Thought about it and figured that it did sound pretty outlandish, a pack of ’thropes all the way out here. Who’d believe me?”

      I nodded thoughtfully and tipped the chipped stoneware cup to him. “Me for one. I got a tip from a nos’ I killed that something’s brewing and headed this way.”

      That earned me a cocked eyebrow from Sam. “I know, I know—and normally I wouldn’t pay any attention to anything said by one of Them as I was about to send it back to the pits of hell, but something about this has me—I guess you could say ‘rattled’ for lack of a better term.”

      Sam nodded once. “Yeah, well, you see the state I’m in. It’ll be a good long while before I head back out that way.”

      “That’s a shame; I was hoping I could hire you as a guide. Been a while since I salvaged the Corridor.”

      “Whad’ya need me for? Not much has changed, it’s just gotten uglier and more run down.”

      “Yeah, but I’m out of touch with the rhythms of the place. Hate to walk into a sleeping swarm and become zombie bait.” Sure, zombies were relatively easy to deal with in singles, but in large groups they became problematic. Walking into the middle of a group of zombies that were in a mental holding pattern was a common way for travelers to get eighty-sixed out beyond the safe zones.

      “I fail to recognize the likelihood of that happening to the great Scratch Sullivan. Naw’, I’ll pass, friend.”

      “Sure I can’t change your mind?”

      “I’d sooner roll my sack in peanut butter and beef jerky and enter a dog-fighting pit naked. No thanks. I’m content to just sit here and wait for you to turn up undead so I can make a move on Kara.”

      “A sound plan. Speaking of which, I believe I have a honey-do list to conquer before I go risk my life for the greater good. You can join me, if you like—might earn you a head start for when I pass on.”

      Tucker gave me a sideways glance that bordered on disapproval, or maybe it was pity I saw beneath his craggy brow. “You got a good thing going with her. Can’t see why you don’t retire your guns and settle down. There’s plenty of young bucks who are willing to fight this war in your place.”

      “Someday, I suppose I will. But my line of work don’t mix well with estrogen and domestic life.”

      “Suit yourself. But I’m sayin’ you’re a fool.”

      “I’ll not be the one to argue that point with you. Thanks for the intel. Your next round’ll be on me.”

      That seemed to perk him up a bit. “Well, a fool you may be, but let no one say you’re an asshole. Watch your back out there.”

      “Always.”

      As I was about to turn the corner on my way out, I paused for a second to ask Sam one last question. “Did you happen to spot any ’thrope tracks at Canyon Lake?”

      “None, and don’t think I didn’t think about it when I was pissing my pants in that attic. I’m telling you, those people vanished—poof, into thin air. Creeps me the hell out just thinkin’ about it.”

      “Fair enough. If any other caravaneers or salvagers come through, do me a favor—chat ’em up and see what news they have and what they’ve seen in the Corridor.”

      A nod from Tucker was all I needed in reply. Time to get started on that honey-do list.
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      About three hours later, and I had already repaired the walls of Kara’s place and started in on the fence. Like I said, most folks holed up in underground bunkers or fortified houses after dark, and Kara’s place was no different. Her late husband had found a load of railroad ties from somewhere, and decided to shore up the walls of their home with them.

      In effect, he’d turned their small ranch home into a veritable fortress. By using metal spikes to hold the ties together, and long hardened bolts set through the brick and studs of the interior walls, he’d fortified the house such that it would take a serious effort on the part of even the most determined monster to bust through. Solid metal shutters sturdily attached with the same long hardened lag bolts, reinforced metal security doors, and a thick sheet metal roof completed the effect.

      But even railroad ties rot, so I’d had to pull a few out and replace them from the pile Kara’s ex had left out back. This also required adding extra lag bolts driven through the wall to hold them in, considering that I couldn’t use the original method of driving spikes down through the tie above. Actually, I was pretty sure the replaced ties would be stronger than the original.

      I thought about the prospect of future ties going bad and wondered if there was some way to further treat them against rot. Texas heat and weather changes were just hard on structural materials; however, there might be something to coat the outside of the ties with to prevent any further damage. I made a mental note to check the storehouse in town to see what they had.

      Compared to the house, the fence was fairly easy to mend. Kara’s place also had a six-foot chain link fence topped with barbed wire around the perimeter. Not tall enough to keep out any real baddies, but plenty high enough to prevent the lesser undead from getting inside the yard and close to the house. Besides, it gave her dogs a place to roam where they wouldn’t become zombie chow, or people chow for that matter.

      The fence was in good repair. It just had an upright or two that needed to be reset. I dug out around the poles in need of repair, mixed some concrete up from the stores Kara’s ex had left, and poured it into the holes after I plumbed the uprights. After that, I checked the razor wire and barbed wire atop the fence all around, closing gaps with fencing wire that I tied nice and snug. Before long the place was looking much more secure, if not more cozy. Not much coziness to be had from a pitch-black log cabin and razor wire. Such was life in the New World.

      As I walked back to the house to clean up, I made sure her dogs had water and started pumping well water for the outdoor solar shower. Not much more than a black fifty-five-gallon drum and a garden hose, but it actually worked quite well for the purpose. Finding a clean set of BDUs and fresh T-shirt, I soon had the grime and mule odor from the trail scrubbed off.

      Then, I went to work at my beard with a straight razor and the homemade shaving cream Kara kept around for me. Out at the cabin, I just grew my beard long; however, when in the settlement I knew Kara liked me clean-shaven so I took the extra trouble and time. No sense risking my chances at getting lucky tonight. As I worked, I took stock of myself in the little shower mirror, and what I saw reminded me of how I looked when I first got back from the ’Stan, just ten years older. Hollow cheeks, distant eyes, and scars that no amount of time would fade.

      Well, at least I still had my roguish good looks and rapier wit. Han Solo would be proud. Cracking a grin in spite of my ruined face, I worked a little aloe leaf into the nicks for good measure, replaced the dressings on my legs, then set about seeing to Donkey for the evening.

      About the time I had Donkey brushed and chomping on some wild hay, Kara had returned from the bar. Unlike pre-Apocalypse times, all bars shut their doors about an hour before dusk, just like all the other businesses did these days. No barkeep would want to be responsible for letting a drunk walk home after dark, and not even the drunkest fool would be caught dead out after dark anyway, and certainly not drunk. So all bars kept banker’s hours, which worked out great based on the plans I’d made in my mind for the evening.

      Apparently, Kara had made similar plans, as she’d brought home a bottle of good Kentucky sipping whiskey. “It’s been a long time since my lips have tasted that nectar,” I commented as she walked in the door.

      “You ain’t been gone that long; I’m pretty sure you got a taste right before you left Monday morning.”

      I smirked and shot her a bemused look. “Honestly, it seems like much longer than a few days; absence does make the heart grow fonder, or so they say.”

      “I’d say it just makes it grow hornier, in my experience.” She laughed at her own joke and then turned to head for the kitchen, talking to me over her shoulder as she hip-swayed away. “That being said, I’ll take your sweet talk and raise you a home-cooked meal.”

      “Done. Can I have my dessert first?”

      “Your call, sugar. And, if you compliment my cooking, you might even get seconds after dinner.”
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      A few hours later we were sipping bourbon, cozied up together on the couch watching a log crackle and pop in Kara’s fireplace. She sure did know the path to a man’s heart, and I’d never complain about it, either. Dinner had been rabbit fried up and smothered in gravy with fry bread, one of my favorites. A local family raised wheat and ground it into flour using a hand grinder they’d purchased long before the bombs fell. Flour was hard to come by and expensive to get by barter, so we were thankful we could occasionally enjoy the baked goods and breads that came from their hard work. Since Kara owned the local watering hole, such luxuries were easy for her to get; bar tabs didn’t come cheap these days either.

      “Did you get the information you were looking for from Sam?”

      I paused for a moment, not sure how much I wanted to tell her about the trip I’d planned. She’d just get it out of Sam eventually anyway, so I decided to spill. “Sort of. He claims that the settlement at Canyon Lake is cleared out. He also says there’s a pack of lycanthropes stalking the Corridor.”

      She sat up off my chest and turned to face me. “What do you mean, ‘cleared out’? Did the ’thropes get them?”

      “I don’t think so, not from what Sam told me. He says there was no sign of struggle, and nothing amiss at the settlement except the fact that no one was there. In his words, it was like they just vanished into thin air.”

      “That’s creepy, Scratch. People don’t just disappear. Sure, they get eaten, slaughtered, and so on, but they don’t just disappear without any trace. And is he sure about there being a pack of wolves in the Corridor?”

      Her reluctance to believe Sam’s account wasn’t surprising; this was the first time I’d even heard of werewolves coming this far south. We knew they’d hit the colder northern states pretty hard after the War, but we figured it was too hot for their liking down here. I’d only ever seen nos-type vamps and undead up and down the towns and cities that dotted old IH-35, and was as shocked to hear about a lycanthrope pack this close as she was.

      “I trust Sam’s word. You know he’s an experienced salvager and wouldn’t spook easily. Says he heard them up close and almost became a Scooby snack for two of them. If he says there’s a pack hunting the Corridor, I believe him.”

      “Have you told the constable?”

      I chuckled dismissively. “I doubt he’d believe it without proof. It’s hard to get folks who’ve never been into the Outlands to take any threat beyond a few zombies and ghouls seriously. Most have never even seen a revenant, much less a nos’ or a wolf. I doubt they’ll believe it without confirmation of some sort.”

      “And I take it you intend to get this confirmation?”

      “Yes. For the safety of the people who live here, I feel it’s my duty to warn them in any and every way possible if a threat of this magnitude exists. It’ll only be a matter of time before they start ranging out and hunting this way. Unprepared, these folks don’t stand a chance against even a small pack of wolves.”

      “And you do? Honestly, I don’t know what got into your head to make you think you’re invincible, Sully. What makes you think you can take on a pack of ’thropes alone?”

      “I never said anything about taking on the whole pack. I only need to bring back proof, and I certainly don’t want to bring the whole pack down on the territory. That means I just need to find one, isolate and end it, and bring a piece back here to prove the threat.”

      Anger flashed behind Kara’s eyes as she balled her fists and gruffled at me. “Gruffling” was a term I gave to a Kara-ism that was unique to her alone, sort of a huff and a growl combined. And, when she did it, I knew I was in for it. Not like I didn’t expect it; I figured she’d be upset if I decided to go wolf hunting alone.

      “You’re so stubborn! Why do you always have to take it on yourself to do hard and dangerous work that could be shouldered by other men? When are you going to figure out that you can’t save the world, Scratch?”

      Well, this was going downhill fast. I shrugged. “Honestly, Kara, I’m not interested in saving the world, just my part of it. And, if there were other men stepping up to do this, I’d gladly take a vacation. And need I remind you that we have female hunters too?”

      The look she gave me told me I might have pushed it a little too far. “Well, then maybe one of them will cook you dinner the next time you stop in on your way back from risking your neck in the Outlands—because I’m not going to look after you if you won’t look after yourself!”

      “Kara—”

      “Don’t you try to sweet talk me this time, Sully. I already lost one man, and I’m not about to sit around waiting on you to decide it’s time to settle down and watch out for your own people for a change.”

      I sighed loudly, which might have been a mistake. “Look, by doing this I am watching my own people. What do you think will happen if that pack heads out this way? How organized a defense do you think these folks can mount without belief that the threat is real? How long do you think most of them would last in an all-out surprise assault by a full pack of ’thropes?”

      I could see anger and resignation fighting a battle inside of her. Shortly, she sighed with what seemed to be more frustration and regret than resignation. “You’re right, and I hate you for it—but you’re right,” she said as she got up and walked to her bedroom.

      “I promise, Kara, I’m coming back.”

      Softly, I heard her reply just before she closed her bedroom door. “Don’t make promises you’re not sure you can keep, Scratch Sullivan.”
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      Waking up on the couch is never a pleasant affair, but it beats sleeping in the bush. Still, I’d rather have spent the night sleeping next to Kara before I headed out again. But, I knew she needed her space, and I wasn’t one to push her after she had made that clear.

      So I got up early and decided to get a head start on getting provisioned for the coming trip into the Corridor. I had a reloading rig set up in Kara’s garage, and after starting a small fire in the wood stove and brewing some not-coffee, I went out and began reloading rounds. It was monotonous work, but I personally found it relaxing.

      First order of business was making some more of my “special” rounds for taking out vamps and other silver-sensitive occult species. So far, we’d found that the more powerful the species, the more susceptible they were to silver. And while I’d never actually killed a lycanthrope, I knew from the standard hunter lore being passed around that they were hurt by silver even more than nos-types and other vampiric humanoids. That meant I’d need a lot of silver-tipped ammo.

      The good news was that I had stockpiled a ton of hollow point reloads before the Great War. I kept most of that stuff hidden around my cabin, but truth be told I hadn’t even used all the supplies I had left there yet. That was mostly due to a judicious use of ammo in the field, scrounging rounds when I could, and trading for it whenever possible.

      Silver bullets had horrible ballistics, so casting pure silver was out. Besides, although you could find silver and people traded for it almost everywhere, it’d still be a waste and awfully expensive to use it for an entire block of rounds. So, I improvised. The process for making the rounds was simple. Reload some regular hollow-point rounds, then, fill the tips with fine silver powder that I made by carefully grinding down old silverware and jewelry. Seal the tips with epoxy, and sand them flat. Presto, silver bullets.

      Of course, there were other methods for getting silver in your bullets. A lot of hunters would cast silver shot, and then simply embed the shot into the tips of their bullets. Or they’d just use a shotgun shell filled with silver shot, or in a pinch, with scrap silver pieces. It all worked; I just like my method better. I knew from experience that silver powder and filings got into the creatures’ blood quicker, and it did a lot more damage that way.

      After spending a few hours reloading, I went back in the house to see if Kara was up. From the looks of it, she’d already headed in to work. Not a good sign. I’d definitely have to stop in at the bar and butter her up later. Besides, I wanted to talk to Tucker again and see if I could get some additional information on the corridor. Sometimes scavengers kept maps of safe houses, and they’d often trade such information with other scavengers in order to increase their chances of survival in the Outlands. I was sure that Sam kept a map of safe house locations on him, and it wouldn’t hurt to copy some of those locations to my own map before leaving.

      I’d be hoofing it out to the Corridor and back, since I didn’t want to take Donkey with me to an area infested with the undead, and especially not around ’thropes. She’d just be a liability, although I was going to miss riding saddle instead of walking. It was a good sixty-mile trip into the Corridor from here by foot, so I definitely needed to take stock of all my gear and make sure everything was in order before leaving.

      Once I had Donkey grazing the yard and had my list of provisions, I headed into town proper. Kara’s place was just on the outskirts, so it was a short hike to get to the storehouse and bar. I walked into the store and was pleased to see that Janie Rivera was working today. She was a flirt and a half, and although I wasn’t the type to step out on Kara, it didn’t hurt my ego that Janie liked me and made no bones about it. Besides being a looker, she was also a real sweet lady; all that and the fact that I’d helped her out with some undead a while back meant she always cut me a good deal on supplies.

      She had her back to me as I walked in, busy putting jars of canned goods on the shelves. “Mornin’, Janie,” I called out as I approached the counter.

      She turned around and batted her doe eyes at me, tossing her curly black hair over her shoulder as she leaned on the counter in front of me to flash me a 1,000-watt smile. “Well, hello stranger! Haven’t seen you in a while. Where’ve you been keeping yourself these days?”

      “Oh, you know, just staying busy. Had a job to do out on the edge of the safe zone this week, and I just turned it in to Donnie yesterday.” I tossed the chit on the counter. “Thought I’d come by and see if you still had any of those peaches left.”

      “In fact, I do have some. Donnie told me to set some aside for you, since they usually go pretty fast. I have three jars, plus a half dozen fresh.”

      “Fresh peaches? Man it’s been a while since I tasted one. Last time I think I had one was on a job out near Fredericksburg. I came across an old untended orchard and nearly got sick on them.” It wasn’t often that you got to eat fresh fruit these days. Most of the fruit and vegetables that were grown had to be preserved in some way, either canned or dehydrated for later reconstitution in soups and stews. Fresh fruit was a real treat.

      I handed Janie my list of provisions, and waited while she scurried around the store and to the small warehouse in back to gather up the items on my list. As she came back to the counter, she reached underneath and pulled out three jars of peaches and a small basket of the fresh ones, transferring them into an old discarded plastic grocery bag that she likewise pulled out from under the counter.

      Janie beamed at me. “Don’t go telling people that I saved these for you. You know how jealous people can get. Speaking of which, how’re you and Kara getting along?”

      “Subtle much?”

      She laughed at that. “Not too many good men around these days, Scratch. Subtlety is a luxury women like me can’t afford.”

      Sadly, Janie was right. Many men had been killed during the Great War, with even more killed fighting Them in the years after as humanity sought to establish safe zones and settlements outside the cities where the undead tended to congregate. Even an attractive woman like Janie could have a hard time finding a decent man to settle with, if she were so inclined. Then again, lots of people learned independence the hard way after the war. Still, a little company tended to be a lot of comfort these days.

      “I’m still taken, but thanks for asking.”

      Janie smiled, and gave me a rueful wink. “Well, if things ever don’t work out for you two, you just let me know and I’ll be glad to help you ease your broken heart.”

      I began loading up my stuff and smiled. “You’re a sweetheart, Janie. I’ll be sure to not tell Kara I saw you.”

      “Eh, tell her. Maybe she’ll think twice and appreciate more what she’s got.” As I pushed my chit across the counter, she held a hand up at me. “Keep it. You still have credit from the last three jobs you did.”

      “Well, can you take this one and add it to my account? I’d hate to lose it. Besides, if something happens to me then Kara can use my credit.”

      “See what I mean? Not too many good men around like you these days. And ain’t it a shame…”

      “I’ll be seeing you, Janie.”

      “Hopefully soon. Be safe, Scratch.”
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      I had kitted out with my favorite HK416, an M4 variant that was a lot more reliable in the field than the standard M4. Favored by DELTA before the Great War, I’d held on to mine and taken great pains to keep it running since. Chambered in 5.56, it had an effective range of 400 yards, plenty for taking head shots at a distance; but honestly I wouldn’t want to take a shot beyond 150 yards or so with the thing. I had plenty of standard and some silver ammo for it, although the silver stuff for the 5.56 was harder to come by since I didn’t have the gear to cast rounds out here. Hopefully I wouldn’t need it.

      I also had my Glocks, and I’d decided to bring a suppressor along as well since working in the Corridor meant stealth over firepower. To save ammo I also brought along a high-velocity slingshot and some lead ball ammo that could serve to take out a few zombies quietly in a pinch. It was also good for filling the stew pot, although I wouldn’t be doing any cooking in the corridor. Since I was walking I had to travel light, but I’d also brought along a fighting tomahawk that I preferred over knives or bludgeons for close combat. Plus I had my short golok on my pack and my bowie knife on my harness for good measure.

      Once I double-checked my kit, I headed to the bar to see Kara and to get a copy of Sam’s safe-house maps from him. As I walked in the front door, a quick scan told me I was the only customer; it was early yet, but the privacy wouldn’t last long. Best to just get it over with.

      Kara had her back to me as I walked up to the bar. She looked busy, but that was also one of her talents.

      “I didn’t hear you leave this morning. Are you still mad?”

      She turned around to face me, one hand throwing a bar rag over her shoulder while the other reached out to lean on the bar. “I’m not mad, Scratch, just… frustrated, I guess. Maybe it’s wishful thinking what with the way everything has turned out, but I can’t help thinking that I want more than just getting by out of life. And I think that means having someone to wake up next to every day.”

      “So you’re breaking up with me?” I’m sure I cocked an eyebrow when I said it, but I couldn’t help but think how stupid this all was. Not that Kara’s feelings didn’t matter, but wishing for a normal life was just so impractical.

      “No, I’m not. And wipe that smart-ass grin off your face. No, what I’m saying is that I want you to consider that your job isn’t just hard on you, it’s hard on me too.”

      “Kara, I realize that—”

      “No, you don’t! It’s just like I told you before, you’re always so busy saving other people that you don’t think about the people closest to you.”

      I knew now wasn’t the time to hash this out. I needed a clear head for the trip to come, so I decided to go to my backup plan. “Alright, I think I see where you’re coming from. But honestly, do you really think I’m going to stop doing the work I do? It’s all I’m good at, there’s plenty of work for me, and it definitely has its rewards.” I reached into my bag and pulled out the peaches I’d gotten earlier. “Here, I brought you something from the storehouse.”

      Kara’s eyes shot daggers at me. “Don’t try to change the subject on me, Scratch.” But despite trying her best to be angry with me, her eyes lit up a bit as I pulled out a fresh peach from the bag. “You sneaky bastard—how in the hell am I supposed to be mad at you now?”She took it from my hand and brought it to her nose, taking a deep whiff. “Fresh peaches—wow. I thought they were all gone already.”

      “Like I said, hunting has it rewards.”

      “Don’t even think this gets you off the hook. But you’re sweet for bringing that by for me.” She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Let me pack you a lunch before you go.”

      “Thanks. I need to head in back for a minute to talk to Sam. But I’ll be sure to wait if you’re busy when I’m done.”

      “He’s still parked in the same spot he was in yesterday.” She sniffed the peach again and looked up at me with a bit less fury in her eyes. “Don’t leave without saying good-bye.”

      “I won’t.”

      I turned and walked into the back room, finding Sam Tucker nursing a whiskey and pouring over some papers. “Scratch! Figured you’d have the sense to stop back in for some intel before you took off. Here, I made you a copy of my safe-house maps. You’ll need it.”

      “You read my mind.”

      “You ain’t stupid, and I figure I owe you at least that much since I’m sitting this out. Drink?” Sam gestured questioningly to me with the half-empty bottle of clear liquor he had in his hand.

      “No thanks, I have a lot of walking to do.”

      Sam shrugged and poured himself a generous two fingers. “Suit yourself. Decided against taking the river?”

      “I thought about cutting south and following it in. But even if I could float the whole way, it’s too dangerous. A canoe is just a floating target for punters, not to mention the portage issues. I prefer being on foot.”

      “I agree. Still, it beats walking. You plan to stop by the settlement?”

      I was pretty sure I saw a twitch in the corner of Sam’s eye at the mention of the place, and I took it as a good indication that he was mighty rattled by what happened to him out there. “Definitely,” I said. “If something fishy is going on, that seems the likely place to start. How many days ago was it that you were there?”

      Sam shrugged, a little more noncommittally this time. “Five days, give or take.” He took a slug of liquor and cocked an eyebrow. “You think some of them might have gone back by now?”

      “If anyone scattered, that’s possible. But, if they disappeared in the way you described, I fear there may be no one left to find. Still, I need to piece together what happened to the settlement, so that’s where I’ll head first.”

      “Fair enough. Just make sure to get someplace secure each night before dark. Taking out some ghouls or a lone nos’ at night is one thing—but a pack of ’thropes is a whole different can of worms.”

      Sam was talking to me like I was some noob who’d never been outside the gates. Yeah, I thought, he was definitely spooked. “I’ll make sure to be under cover and holed up before dark once I get close to the Corridor. By the way, I don’t plan to be gone more than a week. If I don’t come back, you’ll know where to look for my gear.”

      “If you don’t come back, I’ll have moved in with Kara.”

      I chuckled, then sighed and rubbed my head. “Well, maybe you can make her happier than I have. Good luck with that.”

      “Eh, making a woman happy ain’t that hard. It’s keeping her that way that’s the impossible part. Here’s one to your health, and coming back in a single piece and breathing.” Sam tipped his glass my way, then tossed a shot back with a grimace.

      “Thanks, Sam. See you in a week.”
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        * * *

      

      I said my good-byes to Kara, and then decided to take a detour on my way out. I’d kept back one jar of canned peaches and a fresh one, and wanted to drop them by the house where I’d killed those two rapin’ pieces of shit the day before. When I got there the place looked deserted and locked up tighter than a rusted nut, but that wasn’t uncommon round these parts. Like I said, most people holed up underground at night, and I was pretty sure the lady would have her and her kid laying low for a while.

      I didn’t want to poke around too much and make them nervous, so I just walked up on the front porch and left the jar of fruit and the peach in the old grocery sack Janie had given me. I noticed a flash of a little girl’s face in the window as I turned away, but by the time I turned back, it was gone. At least I knew they’d get to the stuff I left before someone else did.

      On my way out of town, Constable Sims waddled up to me at a pace that said he was in a tizzy. The look on his face spoke volumes as he approached me, and I knew before he even opened his mouth what was up. How he’d found out was beyond me though, because I didn’t peg the woman to talk.

      “Headed out?” he asked after I stopped to find out for sure what he wanted. As if it wasn’t obvious, but I figured he just wanted to be as friendly as possible about accusing me of breaking the peace, such as it was.

      “Yep. Do you need something, Donnie? Or are you just making conversation? Because I’m on a timetable and I need to be moving out.” I gave him a decently hard stare, hoping that he might just let it slide. No dice.

      He looked at me sort of sideways as he spoke, which told me he wasn’t enjoying this any more than I was. “Well, sort of. That is to say, I got a complaint on you—and I know that it’s probably nothin’, but I have to check into these things, you know.” He paused and tucked his thumbs in his belt while he cleared his throat. “Anyway, someone said you attacked them without provocation, and that you killed two caravaneers yesterday.”

      I decided to just act dumb and see what he’d do. Donnie Sims was a coward at heart, and I figured he didn’t have the balls to arrest me regardless of what I may or may not have done. “What else?”

      “That’s it, I think.” He paused, pulling his thumbs out of his belt to straighten his shirt, and then he tucked them back in his waistband and looked at the ground. “Well, did you? Kill those fellers, I mean?”

      Two ways I could play this. Deny or tell the truth. I decided to do neither. “Donnie, let’s just say I did kill a couple of lowlife, good-for-nothing, rapin’ and stealin’ scumbags who were passing through. If I did happen to do such a thing, I’d probably have had good reason for it. Self-defense might be a reason, defense of an innocent might be another. Besides that, you’d need evidence to even prove I did it. A body, and witnesses to say it was in cold blood. So, what’ve you got?”

      Donnie hemmed and hawed over that last bit. As it turned out, he only had one witness, and it was the one that got away. Damned if I didn’t know I should’ve chased him down.

      “Alright, so you have one witness who says I gunned his buddies down in cold blood. So what? His word against mine. So, if you’ve got nothing better, I have shit to do and dead things to kill.” I started off past him, hoping he’d let it go.

      “Scratch, I want you to know that I believe you’re innocent.” I paused and looked back over my shoulder for a second. “But this fella Jimmy, he claims one of them fellers was his brother, the other his cousin. I don’t think he’s gonna let it go. Not that you need it, but just fair warning to you.”

      Surprised at Donnie’s words, I nodded slowly. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “And Scratch? I just want you to know that, well—I know you don’t think much of how I do my job.” I just stood there, quiet. There wasn’t anything to say to that. After an uncomfortable silence, he continued. “I may not be the best constable, I admit it. But if I had someone around here like you to help, it might go easier.”

      “I ain’t no lawman, Donnie. I’m a hunter. It’s what I’m good at.”

      Donnie shook his head in disappointment. “Yeah, I figured that’s what you’d say. Just think about it. Kara’s a good woman, and there’s a place for you here, if you want it.”

      Damned if Donnie didn’t surprise me twice in one day. Hell if I’d ever take him up on it, but it surprised me that he’d even offer. I nodded once and walked off; it was going to be a long trip to the Corridor.
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      It was noon before I stopped, and I’d been making good time since I’d left the gate back at the safe zone. I planned to make it to the Canyon Lake settlement in two days, and so far I was right on track and setting a good pace. My route was mostly farm-to-market roads that’d been left over from before the Great War. They were still used by caravans and salvagers to get back and forth from the settlements and safe zones to the Corridor, but not so often that I couldn’t avoid company if I wanted. Most folk avoided the major highways; too many punters there, looking for easy prey.

      So far this morning, though, I hadn’t seen a single soul. I’d stopped off the south side of the road back up in some trees to take a rest and check Donnie’s safe-house map, and had a pretty good vantage point of the road from where I sat. Then something caught my attention out past the road to the northeast. I saw a flash of movement, then nothing, about eighty yards up the road. It didn’t appear to be an animal, and since I was headed that direction I figured it’d be prudent to check it out.

      I gathered my gear and readied the HK in case I needed to put something, or someone, down for the count. This time of day there wasn’t too much danger of running into the undead, except maybe in old abandoned buildings or deep in the woods. They tended to shy away from direct sunlight, but of all the occult species out there they were among the least averse to light. So, you still had to be careful traveling alone outside of a safe zone or settlement. I moved stealthily out from my position, staying low and within the tree line as I approached the area where I’d seen the movement.

      Soon I could hear it—the low moaning sound that indicated a group of zombies—and they were headed this way. Better to be still then retreat, since zombies had shitty eyesight but typically an uncanny sense of hearing. I hunkered down and watched as a group of nine and a few stragglers moved at speed across the road and into the woods in front of me, about twenty-five yards ahead. From the looks of it, they were hunting whatever I’d seen a few moments ago.

      Now this was a messed-up situation. For one, it was highly unusual to see a herd of zombies out hunting in the daylight. Chances were good whatever they were chasing had screwed up and spooked them in their den. Probably a loner out scavenging for food; pretty dumb way to survive, these days. Most canned goods had gone bad by now, so the only way to get past subsistence living was in the settlements inside the safe zones. Even I had to come in to barter and restock every now and again, and also just to speak to a living, breathing person. Isolation would make you dead or nuts eventually, and could be deadly as any undead creature. So whoever was about to get zombie humped was either dumb, crazy, or on the run.

      Once I was sure the last deadhead was past me, I began stalking the group from about thirty yards west of their movement, moving quietly to avoid garnering their attention. Zombies were slow and easy to avoid, but a group that large wouldn’t give up the chase easily, and they could run you down if you weren’t close to a safe house or settlement where you could seek shelter and safety. Besides that, getting injured was always another danger. People tended to panic when they were being hunted by the undead, and all it would take was a twisted ankle to make a person zombie food. No bueno.

      Within five minutes I could hear the group’s movement slow. I eased my pace and stalked closer to see what was up. Peeking through some dense brush, I could see an old trailer home in a clearing with all the undead milling around it. For a moment there was little indication of what had brought them here, but then I saw it: a bit of hunter’s camo poking up above the roofline. Someone was up on top of the mobile home, and they were obviously flattened out and praying that the deadheads would give up and move on. Fat chance. More likely, they’d find a way into the trailer and camp out till dark, making it impossible for whoever it was to escape.

      There’d been many a time when I’d run across folks in similar predicaments, and more often than not they were corpses by the time I’d found them. I had no idea who it was or what their disposition would be toward me, but it was an unspoken rule among the civilized living that you never left another human hanging out to dry. Of course, there weren’t that many civilized folk in the Outlands, so typically if you got into such a situation even if there were people around they’d wait for you to die and then raid your gear.

      Unfortunately for me, however, I had a conscience, so chances were fair to good that I was going to help this person, if it didn’t put me in any undue danger. Shit, who was I kidding? I was about to put my ass in a sling for this unfortunate asshole. They’d better be grateful about it, because I was already in a foul mood as it was.
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      I looked around to see if there was anything about the surrounding terrain or structures I could use in my favor. Truth be told, there wasn’t shit that I could use to my advantage. Of course, I could get their attention, and then draw them off so this asshole could get away. But that crap only worked in the movies and on Scooby Doo—in real life, that was an excellent way to get yourself killed.

      So, plan B. I hoped this individual was possessed of a greater moral fiber than the average Outlands dweller, because if not, I was about to get screwed with a double-barreled zombie cock, and without any lube. One side of the trailer had most of the zombies congregated around there, and thankfully it was the side away from the front deck, which was likely where this unfortunate fool had climbed up to the roof. I moved slowly and quietly around to the side with fewer deadheads, staying within the tree line until I was behind an old junked-out truck that said Gonzalez in faded vinyl letters on the back window.

      I peeked out from behind the truck and counted four zombies on this side of the trailer. It also looked like whoever was on top of the mobile home had seen me, because I saw a watch cap pop up and then back down quickly.

      Time to set this clusterhump in motion, I thought to myself. Grabbing a nice softball-sized rock, I got a little room and heaved it to the other side of the trailer well off into the woods. Soon, I heard the collective moaning of the zombies increase, and could hear the better part of the group tromping off into the woods on the other side of the trailer to investigate. However, three of the four deadheads that were on my side were still milling around. Great.

      I drew my golok in one hand and my combat tomahawk in the other, then came out from behind the truck in a stealthy low run that brought me up behind the first zombie in short order. This one looked like she’d been a large woman in her previous life, as I could see large folds of leathery dead skin hanging off her under the torn and decaying muumuu dress she had on. I buried my battle axe in her head and pulled it back out again before she knew I was there, then carried my momentum forward into the next one.

      This one was a kid, about fifteen or sixteen, wearing a Green Day shirt and ragged skinny jeans over Converse low-tops that had lost a toe cap on the left foot. He’d heard me hit the first one and turned to face me as I approached at a full run. His mohawk had long since lost its ability to stand on end, and the resulting effect now was to make the poor sucker look like he’d gone bald before his time and tried to cover it with a bad comb-over. He half growled and half moaned at me, and despite myself it reminded me of Kara. Enraged at the thought that this thing had made me think of something I cared about at a time when it was the last thing I wanted on my mind, I took his head off with the golok in a clean forehand swing.

      Turning to face the last zombie of the three, I felt more than saw movement on my flank. As I completed the turn, I realized too late that the deadhead was already right on top of me; anything moving that fast was obviously a ghoul. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw and felt it snatch my arm in a death grip while it lunged in to take a bite. For the first time in longer than I could remember I had a twinge of fear, because I knew I was about to be infected. No way I’d go down without a fight, though, and I spun the other direction to plant the tomahawk in the thing’s neck.

      Just was I was expecting to feel its teeth rending the flesh of my arm, I heard a thwap-hiss-thunk and the thing fell away from me in a limp heap. As I completed the spin, I nearly stumbled over it, catching myself in time to see what had happened. Glancing down at the corpse, I saw a short, feathered shaft poking out of its right temple, pinning a trucker cap that said FRESH in seventies-style iron-on lettering to its head.

      I looked up to see a kid of maybe ten or eleven years old balancing a pistol crossbow on the railing of the trailer's front porch. Knowing how inaccurate those things could be, I was grateful that he’d taken the time to brace it before firing. As the kid raised the crossbow and began reloading it, I corrected my initial assumption. This wasn’t a he; rather, my “savee” turned savior was a she.

      The kid was probably Hispanic, Native American, or perhaps East Indian, taking me in with brown eyes that glittered with intelligence under a black watch cap and tufts of dark-brown hair that jutted out from beneath. She studied me cautiously, and I could see that she was ready to bolt at the slightest provocation. Understandable, considering that she was just a kid and on her own in the Outlands. I could be a punter, or any manner of psycho. She was taking a risk by saving my hide, that was for sure. Not many people would have done it, in her shoes.

      She looked like she’d been on the move for a while, as her clothing was not in the best of shape, and her cheeks were hollowed in the way that only an extended lack of sufficient calories can produce. She was wearing a long-sleeve hunter’s camo shirt that was at least a couple of sizes too big over a dark T-shirt, along with a pair of faded, filthy jeans and running shoes that’d seen better days. I noticed an old Ka-Bar combat knife at her hip, as well as a Ruger Mark II pistol in a handmade holster.

      I nodded at her and motioned for her to follow, which she did silently and without question after retrieving the crossbow bolt from the zombie she’d just dropped. I led her back through the trees opposite the way I’d come at an oblique angle to the road, hoping to make some distance between us and the rest of that zombie herd.

      She followed along silently, ten meters to my right and behind me. Obviously, someone had taught her rudimentary squad-level movement tactics at some point. When I paused, she paused, and when I crouched down, she copied me. Whoever had been watching over her before, I had to hand it to them, they’d trained her well.

      Once we’d put a few miles between us and the trailer, and I was certain we weren’t being followed, I paused under a large live oak and handed her a water bottle. She snatched it from my hand and immediately began sucking down water in large gulps. After a few swallows she seemed to catch herself, and brought the bottle away from her mouth. She looked down at it as if to determine whether or not it would be her last for a while, then capped it and started to hand it back to me. I raised my hand to decline, gesturing for her to keep it.

      I whispered just loud enough for her to hear, “We’re about five miles from a safe house, so we’ll stop to eat once we get there. Now, let’s move.” She nodded, placed the water bottle in the worn and patched canvas messenger bag she had slung over one shoulder, and followed without saying a word. Based on her silence, I decided that she was either traumatized or an apprentice hunter used to practicing noise discipline. Based on the way she’d handled herself at the trailer I strongly suspected the latter; I’d find out more once we reached that safe house.
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      The safe house was supposed to be just ahead, a mile off the road at an old abandoned winery. Before the Great War, this entire area was a tourist hotspot popular among the well-heeled from Austin, San Antonio, and Dallas. However, these days it was nothing but abandoned ranches and farms, with the occasional ghost town along the way. Few people would care to live out here, and the only people you were likely to meet in these parts were scavengers, caravaneers, and punters.

      I decided to take us away from the road and approach the safe house from the opposite side for safety. Most hunters, scavengers, and caravaneers had their own safe houses set up in the Outlands, keeping the locations a secret from their rivals. However, it wasn’t uncommon for safe house locations to become common knowledge, as scavengers and caravaneers were known to move from crew to crew based on opportunity and what sort of action they might see. Most tried to avoid action whenever possible, but there were also those crews that took riskier runs in the expectation of greater payoffs. Most of those ended up dead or missing, which was the same thing in that line of work.

      As we approached the back of the winery, the trees abruptly ended at a dilapidated fence line bordering an overgrown vineyard. I briefly entertained the thought that there might be a few bottles of wine to be scavenged here, and then quickly abandoned the idea, knowing that Sam or his boys would’ve raided whatever was left here long ago. We stopped and observed the field for fifteen minutes or so, and after ensuring that nothing was out of place we proceeded through a gap in the fence line toward the safe house.

      As we approached the main buildings, I could see an old farmhouse that had once been used as a storefront for the operation, as well as several outbuildings that included a barn and some cottages that were probably rented at one point to couples driving in from the city for a romantic getaway. Everything was overgrown by weeds and brush, although the house still looked like it had a solid roof on it. However, that wasn’t where we were headed. According to Sam’s notes, the safe house was a secure tornado shelter back behind the barn.

      Again, we remained hidden for several minutes to observe the area, making certain we wouldn’t get any surprises. Nothing appeared to be out of place, so I led the way behind the barn and found the door hidden beneath some old sheet-metal roofing material, just like Sam’s notes said I would. Whoever had set this place up had cleverly attached the sheet metal together with some scrap wood and barbed wire, hinging it crudely so it could be lifted away to access the door and then dropped back over the entrance once you were inside. The door itself was secured with a combination lock, not likely to keep out anyone who might find the place, but enough to deter the weakest and stupidest of the undead from getting in and making this their bolt hole. I spun the lock, took one last look around to make sure no one saw us go in, then motioned the kid in and closed the door behind us.

      Once inside, I lit a small LED flashlight so we could find our way around. One of my most prized possessions, the light was rechargeable and worked on a small crank or sunlight. Such technologies were more valuable than gold or silver in the postwar world and I rarely showed it to anyone, as owning it would make me a target for thieves and bandits. If I wanted I could easily trade it for a gross of bullets, a few head of cattle, or in the less reputable settlements, for three or four slaves.

      I secured the door with a steel bar that was left just for that purpose, and looked quickly around the small cellar. My eyes soon adjusted to the low light, and I found an oil lamp that I lit with a flint and steel. Lighting even something as flammable as an oil-saturated wick is harder than it sounds, and it took me a good five minutes to get it started. When I was done, I looked up and found the kid marveling at my flashlight from a few feet away.

      “You’ve never seen one before.” I said it as a statement of fact, not as a question.

      “No. My tío told me stories about them. He used to tell me about how the cities were lit up at night with electrical lights. I think that must’ve been before I was born, because I don’t remember it.” Her voice was lightly accented with the Spanish lilt I recognized from my youth before the War. It reminded me of my own family, most of whom were lost when the bombs fell.

      “He’s gone then. Your uncle.” I looked up after adjusting the wick. She was still studying the light. She nodded silently, fascinated by it. “You can pick it up if you like—just be careful. It’s the only one I have.” That actually wasn’t true. I had two more just like it stored in hidden caches near my cabin. Not even Kara knew about those caches, and I intended to keep it that way.

      She reached out for the light, then pulled her hand back as she got close to touching it. “It’s not hot,” she said with a hint of surprise in her voice.

      “No, LED lights don’t get hot. They were just starting to become popular, before the Great War. They don’t use as much electricity, and they don’t put off heat. Supposed to be better for the environment.” She looked at me quizzically. “Before the War, people were concerned that we were messing up the planet with chemicals and whatnot that were floating off into the atmosphere—the air—from the fuels we burned to make electricity and to power our cars. People were worried we were ruining the planet.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll never understand people before the War. Dropping bombs all over is a funny way to save the planet.”

      I chuckled and nodded. “Well, it certainly solved our greenhouse problem. You hungry?”

      That perked her up considerably, but only for a moment. Then her eyes hardened, and she looked at me with more than a bit of distrust. I saw her hand edge toward the small .22 pistol at her hip, ever so slightly and slowly. “I don’t have anything to trade, mister. And I don’t do what those kids do in the punter camps, so don’t even think about it.”

      I turned away, ignoring her reaction with my body language while watching her with my peripheral vision to make sure she didn’t try to shoot me and steal my food. “I’m not asking for anything in return. You look like you haven’t eaten in a while, and I know how that feels. I have enough to share.”

      Since she didn’t make a move, I reached into my pack and pulled out some jerky and some flatbread I made from ground pecans, acorns, and cattail flour. It didn’t taste like much, but it was filling, and the ingredients were easy to find in these parts. I handed a few pieces of each over to her, and she snatched them away hesitantly.

      “Eat slowly. I’d nibble on the bread first, let your stomach get used to it, otherwise you’ll be throwing it back up.”

      She nodded and did as I instructed, but I noticed that she took a good hunk of the jerky in her mouth as well, chewing slowly and savoring the sensation of having food in her mouth. One of the tricks you learn when food is scarce is to chew everything slowly and thoroughly. For one, it helps break down your food completely, so your body can get as much nutrition from it as possible. Second, it helps so that you begin feeling full while you’re still eating. That way you don’t squander your rations on just a few meals.

      “I’m Aidan. Some folks call me Sully.”

      “I know who you are—at least, I was pretty sure before you said so. Not many Mexican hunters out here that talk like a gringo, and the axe sort of gave it away. My tío used to talk about you. He said you were the best hunter around, and a little crazy.”

      I laughed. “Well, to be honest I sort of try to make people think I’m a little crazy. Reputation is everything in this business, and if people think you’re both crazy and dangerous, they’re less likely to try to put a knife or bullet in your back when you’re not looking.” I waited for a moment, but she didn’t seem inclined to reply. Not wanting to push or pry, I left her to her meal in silence. Truth be told, I was starting to like this kid. Most kids you couldn’t shut up, and I liked the quiet. Not to mention that being quiet was a survival skill. You can’t listen when you’re talking all the time, makes it easy to miss what’s going on around you.

      I studied the map Sam had given me for a moment, then waited for the girl to finish eating. After she was done, I laid out my bedroll and tucked my rifle back on the other side of me against the wall. After the kid got settled in, I turned out the lamp, reclining with one of the Glocks on my chest.

      A couple of minutes later, she spoke up again. “My name is Gabby.”

      “Short for Gabriella?”

      “Yeah, but I go by Gabby.”

      “Gabriella is a beautiful name. Gabriel was the messenger of God in the Bible. It’s a good name.” I could hear her quiet breathing in the dark, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “I’m not going to hurt you, Gabby. I hunt monsters, not people. Now, get some sleep.”

      I only dozed off after hearing her breathing slow into the steady cadence of deep sleep that comes from knowing you’re safe. I expected it had been a while since she felt completely safe from whatever things, man or creature, had been hunting her since she lost her uncle. Poor kid. I’d have to figure out what to do with her in the morning.
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      I woke before Gabby did, and waited to hear her stir to see what she’d do. After getting dressed in the dark, she waited without a sound for me to wake. Truth be told, I’d wanted to get a move on earlier, but I hated to wake the kid, figuring this was the first good rest she’d had in a while. Plus, I needed to see if she’d try to bolt with any of my stuff. Trust was a hard thing to come by out here, and even though she’d saved my hide yesterday, I wasn’t going to assume any deep loyalties from her.

      “I’m already up, Gabby,” I said as I turned my flashlight on. I’d already gotten my gear together in the dark while she was sleeping, and was ready go to before she awoke. She was covering her eyes from the sudden glare as I looked over at her. She appeared ready to go, another indication that she’d been living the hunter’s life for a while.

      Curious, I decided to find out more. “Your uncle—how long had he been a hunter?”

      She shrugged. “As long as I can remember. My parents died in the War, so he raised me. He—wasn’t a very nice man before the War, at least that’s what he told me. He was good at killing Them, and I think that’s why, because of what he did before. He taught me how to be a hunter, too.”

      I paused and waited. It was the most I’d heard out of her since we’d saved each other’s bacon, and I needed to hear more before I decided what to do with her. Without any prodding, she continued. “I guess my uncle had been a soldier before the War, for the Mexican army. He did things that were against the law when he got out of the army, working for people who sold drugs. He found me in one of the camps after the bombs fell and my parents were killed. When the camps started getting overrun, he took me away to live outside of the cities.”

      She paused and took a sip of water, then continued. “About three weeks ago, we were hunting a revenant for a small settlement about thirty miles north and east of here. They were living pretty close to the Corridor, which my tío said was stupid, but we needed the work.”

      “You helped him hunt?”

      “Yeah, but mostly just during the day. He’d leave me in safe houses or in the settlements at night when he was out.” She wiped something out of her eye and turned away from me, rustling around in her bag as a pretense for hiding her face. “This time, he just never came back.”

      “The men in the settlement—did they hurt you, Gabby?”

      She took a moment before answering. “No, I didn’t let them. When it was clear that my tío wasn’t coming back, I split when they weren’t paying attention and went out to look for him. All I found was some of his gear, and some big footprints, like a dog almost. I got scared and ran.”

      I handed her a little jerky and bread, and let her eat for a minute or two. “Gabby, I know this is probably a lot to ask, but do you think you can take me to where your uncle disappeared?”

      She looked up at me with fear and uncertainty in her eyes. Then something snapped into place within her, like the bolt sliding forward on an assault rifle to feed a new round. I could see on her face that she wanted to find her uncle, dead or alive. She nodded once, and continued eating. Tough kid.

      I took a little sustenance myself, and then topped off our water bottles and canteens from the stores in the safe house. The water smelled stale and flat, but it would be clean, and it was tough disinfecting water in the Outlands. Not a good idea to stand still out in the open while boiling water, but sometimes you just couldn’t avoid it. I had a supply of pool disinfectant tucked away at the cabin that would last me a good long while, but I used the tried and true boiling method whenever I could in order to preserve my chems. Still, I carried some with me whenever I went out on a hunt, so if we had to we could use any relatively clean source of water to replenish our supplies.

      It was past time to head out, but before we left the safe house I wanted to be sure that we were in the clear. I waited on the steps for a good long while to listen. After a few minutes, I could faintly hear voices in the distance getting closer. It was another few minutes before we could make out what they were saying. I counted three voices, and maybe five or six sets of footsteps. Obviously, a group of punters looking for some easy prey.

      I heard a high-pitched, whiny voice call out from just outside the exit. “Where’d they go?”

      Another voice, this one lower and further away, responded. “I don’t know—their tracks end here at this place, and then nothing.”

      The entire winery compound was connected by concrete sidewalks and flagstone footpaths, and I was glad we’d stuck to them in our approach from the vineyard to the safe house. I placed a finger on my lips to motion at Gabby for silence, needlessly, I was sure, but it never hurt to be careful. She nodded in response, and sat still with her hand close to her pistol.

      Most people assume that a .22-caliber bullet is relatively harmless, but nothing could be further from the truth. Prior to the War, more people were killed each year with .22-caliber weapons than with any other round. Fired from a rifle, the small caliber round was highly accurate, and could easily wound enough to hinder movement, pierce internal organs, and generally mess up your day.

      But from close up, a small .22 pistol like Gabby’s could be deadly. At close range the .22-caliber round could easily penetrate the brain pan where it would bounce around for a while, turning the brain matter within to mush. Plus, when silenced they were the closest thing to quiet you could get in a round. Silenced weapons still made a lot of noise, but the smaller the round, the less noise they made. I had a sneaking suspicion that Gabby’s uncle had given her that weapon, and that it once had mated with a silencer as well. The Mark II pistol was often used as an assassin’s weapon, and while not the best choice for close combat, it would do in a pinch.

      While we were waiting I checked my pistols and rifle to make sure I had a round chambered in each. Gabby did the same, and I silently made note of her ability to learn by observation. Soon the voices faded off into the distance, but I was sure they’d leave someone to observe the place in case we were hiding close by, or perhaps on the odd chance we were using the place as our base of operations.

      I’d never be so sloppy as to stay in the same place two nights in a row on a hunt, but these folks wouldn’t know that. One thing was for certain, we couldn’t leave the same way we came in. Thankfully this place was marked with two entrances and exits, and last night I’d determined that the second one was hidden behind some shelving on the back wall. I motioned for Gabby to continue listening and then moved the shelves as silently as I could, regretting even what little sound they made. Once moved out of the way, the shelves revealed a second door that looked almost like what you’d find on a submarine, with a levered release handle that I was certain would squeak like crazy when we turned it.

      Concerned that the noise would give us away, I grabbed the oil lamp and dabbed my finger in the reservoir, applying the oil liberally to the door hinges and release joints. I took a good five minutes to get as much as I could in the right spots, and then we waited another ten until I tried the hatch. It took a bit of force to get it to budge, and then the handle gave a short squeak while moving fairly freely to release the door.

      Leaving the other entrance unlocked in case others who knew about this place had to use it in our absence, we left through the small escape tunnel, which wasn’t much more than a metal corrugated sewer culvert that had been welded to the walls of the shelter. It led a few feet over, then took a ninety degree turn up to another metal door that was bolted from the inside. I released the bolt and ever so slowly raised the door to scan our surroundings. Once I was certain that it was clear, I motioned Gabby to follow.

      The tunnel exited inside the barn, which was mostly filled with farming equipment and other implements that I presumed were for harvesting grapes. This hatch was covered by an old crate that had been attached to the top of the door for concealment, which was why the punters hadn’t found it. I motioned for Gabby to wait, and then stalked over to a window to take a peek outside. I did the same at the two exit doors and a window on the opposite side. Bingo. I spotted a lookout near the wood line behind a low wall on the north side, probably waiting where he presumed we’d exit or return if we’d already split. I signaled Gabby to follow in silence, and we left via the exit most opposite to where he was staking the place out.

      I weighed the pros and cons of taking him out, then dismissed the idea offhand as it would only bring unwanted attention to us. Instead I chose caution over valor and took us further out of his line of sight, and then in an easterly direction that paralleled the road. As we left the grounds, we avoided the vineyards for fear of startling birds that were sure to be there feasting on grapes that’d ripened on the vine.

      That sucked, because I was looking forward to breakfasting on those grapes before we left. However, I didn’t want to risk tipping the sentry off and attracting a group of punters to our trail. My plan was to get to Canyon Lake today and then head north to find the settlement where Gabby had lost contact with her uncle, hopefully to find some proof that ’thropes were in the Corridor. I’d need solid evidence in order to stir the folks back in the safe zone into action, and frankly I wasn’t looking forward to getting that proof. Not in the least bit.
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      We came in sight of Canyon Lake sometime after 1:00 in the afternoon, coming in from the west and following the contour of the lake around the north shore to reach the entrance to the supposedly abandoned settlement. I certainly trusted Sam’s word, but I had a hard time believing that an entire settlement could just vanish into thin air. Soon, however, I’d be able to see for myself.

      As we approached the peninsula, I motioned to Gabby for caution and had her drop back several yards as she followed me. The point where the peninsula met the mainland was mostly bare of trees and large brush, and the settlers had wisely chosen the narrowest point at which to build a barricade out of old cars, metal shipping containers, tires filled with concrete, commercial trash receptacles, scrap metal, and pretty much anything solid enough to function as an emplacement and barricade. They also left a killing field of a good 150 feet in front of the wall, providing a clear line of fire for sentries. Put a few guards with rifles up there and it would be more than adequate to stop anyone foolish enough to approach the outpost with bad intentions.

      The settlement itself had been a gamble from the start, and was the brainchild of a group of enterprising scavengers who wanted to create a waypoint closer to the Corridor for trade and rest. But despite their precautions, any settlement this close to the corridor was a risk, because the closer you got to the larger cities the greater the likelihood that you’d run into the undead. The larger cities were full of zombies, ghouls, and revenants, and I knew for a fact that several powerful nosferatu had staked out sizable chunks of the Corridor as their hunting grounds as well.

      Even worse, there were punters who had worked out a sick symbiotic relationship with the nos-types in the Corridor. They provided them with slaves as tribute, and in return the nosferatu left them alone to scavenge their domain as they pleased. Most settlers back in the safe zones had no idea this sort of thing was going on, and honest folk who came into the Corridor to scavenge didn’t talk about it. What would be the point? People had a hard enough time living a normal life without having even more fears piled up on them. Besides, your average, everyday survivor wasn’t about to take a trip into the Outlands, so the fact that there were humans in league with Them stayed a sort of open secret among the hunters, caravaneers, and scavengers who haunted these parts.

      One thing was always clear though: anyone who had settled within a few miles of the Corridor was probably working with Them and involved in the slave trade. That’s why I couldn’t understand why Gabby’s uncle would take a job way out here, instead of taking less risky work closer to the safe zones and settlements out west. Unless he was working with the punters, it didn’t add up. It was something else I’d need to talk with Gabby about once she was ready to open up a bit more.

      Crossing the open area that approached the gate made me nervous, but it had to be done. I decided to keep the kid close to me so I could keep an eye on her. She’d be safer by my side than hiding out where those punters might find her. Although I expected she’d put up a good fight, there were folks who’d pay a high price for a pretty kid like her. Made me sick, but it was the fact of life after the Apocalypse.

      As we cautiously approached the gate I could see it was wide open. I didn’t see anyone manning the walls, and didn’t hear any signs of sentries as we approached the gate. Once I reached the wall, I peeked around the gate to scope the place out. Nothing. No sign of people, at least not here close to the gate. Of course, the peninsula was fairly big, roughly a mile long and 1,000 feet across at its widest, so if there were survivors they could be hiding out somewhere further in. We proceeded with caution and kept our eyes peeled, my rifle at the ready and Gabby with her pistol in one hand and crossbow in the other. Good girl.

      I led us around in a counterclockwise fashion, following the road to the old marina. The settlers had been using the old BBQ joint there as their headquarters, so that was where I was headed first. The old place had once been painted in bright colors that had faded away, and there was a general look of disuse and disrepair about the entire building. Not a sound could be heard from the building or the makeshift shanties and shacks surrounding it, and all I could hear was the gentle lapping of water on the shore, and the chirping cries of some grackles fighting over a dead fish on the docks.

      I proceeded into the building, clearing rooms as I went with Gabby close at my back. I covered left and she covered right, moving through the building silently, stealthily, and pointlessly, because there was absolutely no one here. There were zero signs of life. It was exactly as Sam described; the entire settlement had simply vanished.

      I decided to leave the puzzling over what happened here for later, and took the opportunity to search their kitchen for supplies and food. Gabby and I respectfully ransacked the place, moving as quickly as possible, and came up with some canned okra and tomatoes. Most everything else had spoiled, but it was still a good find. We packed what we could carry, gorged on what we couldn’t, and then we refilled our water bottles and moved out.
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      As we exited the building, I looked out over the docks and noticed that there appeared to be some boats missing. Of course, there was no way to be sure how many boats had been here before the inhabitants did their disappearing act. However, there were five boats moored in the slips closest to shore, and curiously three slips were empty among them. Also, I noticed one lone boat docked way out on the last slips, as far from land as possible.

      Something didn’t add up here. Fishing would have likely been responsible for a great deal of the protein in these people’s diets, so I would imagine they did a lot of net and trotline fishing. That would mean the occasional big haul. So, it made sense that anyone living here previously would have docked as close to shore as possible, to reduce the amount of work they’d have to do in bringing their catch up to shore. If that were so, then why were there empty slips among the boats close to shore? And why was there one lone boat moored out at the end of the docks?

      As I was ruminating on the possibility that the settlers didn’t leave by any overland route, Gabby spoke up. “You think these people left on boats.”

      It was a statement, not a question. Prewar, I’d have thought this kid was the most observant eleven-year-old ever, but now her ability to draw conclusions from her surroundings was just evidence of how harsh and unforgiving the world was. Those who failed to catch the details, those who were sloppy, those who fell asleep at the wheel, died. So yeah, maybe this kid was exceptionally smart. But then again, she’d have to be to survive in a world like this.

      I nodded. “Let’s head down there and see what we can see. Maybe there’s clue as to what happened to all these people. So far, I’ve seen no signs of a struggle, and what’s more, no sign of any nonhumans, either.”

      She squinted as her eyes cast back and forth across the docks. “Some of the undead look just like us. At least, that’s what La Araña told me.”

      I looked at her sideways. “‘The Spider’—who’s that?”

      “This old lady out in the sticks. She was a curandera, and my tío said she had magic that kept Them away.”

      “She sounds spooky.”

      Gabby gave me a smart-ass grin at that. “You mean big tough Scratch Sullivan is afraid of old ladies?” I thought it was good that she was loosening up a bit with me, because the last three weeks had obviously taken a toll on her. Without humor, you’d go crazy out here, and the last thing I needed was to be babysitting an eleven-year-old kid that snapped. I decided to play along.

      “Well? Was she scary?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know what other people would think, but she really wasn’t all that scary to me. She always came across to me more like someone’s grandmother. She could heal people with herbs, turn a breech birth, stuff like that. My uncle looked up to her.”

      “Sounds like a valuable person to know. Did she teach you any of that stuff?”

      Gabby nodded enthusiastically. “Lots. Tío used to leave me with her, said I needed to learn what she knew so the knowledge could be passed on. She showed me which plants can help a fever, which are good for a headache or diarrhea—stuff like that.”

      “I’d like to learn some of that from you, when we have time.”

      She nodded. “It’s boring, but yeah—I can show you what she taught me.”

      That made me think it was a good time to approach a touchy subject that I’d been avoiding since the day before. “Gabby, if we don’t find your uncle, I’d like to take you back to the settlements out West. There’s a safe zone, and I have friends there.”

      She got a sour look on her face. “You’re just going to dump me off somewhere.”

      I shook my head to the contrary. “Actually, I could use someone like you to help me out. It’s just that it’s not safe for someone your age to be out here all alone.”

      Gabby leaned on the deck railing and looked out at the water for a few moments. “I get that. Honestly, I’ve never been so scared in my life since I had to split from that settlement after my tío went missing.” She looked over at me. “I guess I should tell you thanks for saving my butt.”

      “Well, the feeling’s mutual.” I wiped my hands on my pants and smiled. “Alright, our Oprah moment is over. Let’s go check out the docks.”

      The kid looked at me quizzically. “What the heck is an Oprah?”
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      We walked down to the docks with guns at the ready, and as I got to where the bulk of the boats were docked I could see some signs that things were left in a hurry. There were still some rotted fish in buckets on two of the boats, and the nets and lines on those boats had been left in disarray. No fisherman whose life depended on his gear would leave it looking like that. I motioned Gabby to wait while I checked out the boat at the end of the dock.

      When I was about thirty feet from the last boat, I heard a gruff voice holler out a warning. “Alright, that’s close enough.” I stopped and dropped down behind some equipment. It wouldn’t offer me much in the way of hard cover, but at least if someone started shooting, I could dive under the dock from here before they got a bead on me.

      I hollered back, “Are you one of the settlers who lives here, or a scavenger?”

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Nothing. I’m just trying to figure out what happened here.”

      There was a long pause. “Why do you care?”

      I didn’t want to spook this guy, and I needed answers. So, I figured I’d take a gamble. If this guy was going to shoot me and take my stuff, he’d have done it when I was walking down the dock. I stood up with my arms extended and my rifle hanging down by the one-point. “Look, I just want to talk. I’m a hunter out of the safe zone to the West, and I’m investigating reports I received that something weird went down here. Mostly I just need to know if whatever happened here can endanger the safe zones where I live.”

      There was another long silence, and I could hear two voices whispering urgently with each other. Then, I heard a woman’s voice speak back at a conversational volume. “Come on over, and bring that girl with you. She looks hungry.”

      Mollified, I motioned for Gabby to holster her weapon and follow, and then walked over to the boat. As I approached, an older man stood up from behind the gunwales holding a Savage law-enforcement sniper rifle chambered in .300 Win Mag, with the attached bipod legs still extended. I figured he’d had me in his sights from the time we’d entered the main area. The old guy had salt-and-pepper hair shaved down to stubble, and he looked like he’d spent a lot of time in the sun for most of his life. I saw a blurry old USMC tattoo on his shoulder that was revealed by the sweat-stained wife beater he was wearing. I also noticed that for an old guy, he was still in pretty good shape.

      I kept my rifle pointed down and hanging by the sling and made eye contact with him as I drew close to the boat. “Thanks for not putting one in me.”

      He gestured toward Gabby. “I didn’t want to leave the girl fatherless.” It made sense that because of my dark skin and hair he took me to be Gabby’s father. I decided I wouldn’t correct him. “Besides, you two don’t look to be the type to rob and kill innocent people. And you’re the first we’ve seen in a while.”

      A moment later, a once-attractive woman in her sixties came out of the boat’s cabin, carrying two bowls filled with a clear broth that had chunks of white meat in it. She motioned us on the boat, handed a bowl to each of us, and then looked Gabby up and down. “Poor girl, you look half starved. If you want more, just let me know.”

      I cleared my throat. “I appreciate you sharing what you have. I’m Scratch, and this is Gabby.”

      I saw the old man’s eyes widen ever so slightly as I told them our names, and then his face went neutral again. The older woman spoke up. “I’m Margaret, and this is Bernie.” She smiled at Gabby, the way women do when their motherly instincts kick in. Gabby just nodded and tucked into her soup.

      Bernie spoke up. “We haven’t seen a soul since those freaks came and took everyone, except a scavenger who came by about a week ago. You’re the first folk we’ve seen since that black fella blew through here. He wasn’t as thorough as you though—looked around for a bit, got spooked, and ran.”

      I figured it was Sam they were referring to. “That was probably a friend of mine. He’s the one who told me that the settlers here went missing. If you don’t mind me asking, what in the hell happened here?”

      The old man looked at me and set the rifle down as he collapsed on a sun-bleached bench cushion on the port side of the boat. “Sit down and enjoy your soup, and I’ll tell you what happened.”

      I sat, and Gabby followed suit, enjoying her fish stew but listening intently to Bernie as he continued. “About a month ago is when it happened. I had one of the small fishing boats out on the lake, casting for crappie and striper, and Margaret was here on the boat. It was late, close to dark, and I couldn’t see much from where I was at. But sound carries over this lake pretty well, and I could hear what was going on.”

      Margaret spoke up. “They were herding the rest of the outpost up, like cattle. After I saw what was going on, I hid in the cabin under the floorboards.” She looked off where the shoreline met the docks. “They marched them all on boats, right over there, and took them. And no one fought back, not a single person. Not a shot was fired, not one.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not following. Who exactly took them? Was it punters?”

      Bernie shook his head fiercely. “No! It was Them—but this one that was in charge was like nothing I’ve even seen before. Margaret can tell you—from what I could see, it looked just like us.”

      Margaret nodded her head in agreement. “I was watching what was going on, at least at first. There were two of those ugly vampires, the ones that look like something from an old silent film. But they were taking orders from a third one, and he was as normal as can be. He looked like, I don’t know—like an actor on television or something. And it was like he radiated a force that made you want to go to him. I can’t explain it. All I know is that when I looked at him I wanted to walk over and get in the boats with them, and when I felt that, that’s when I went and hid in the boat. It wasn’t so bad once I stopped looking at him. I hid until they were gone.”

      I looked to Bernie. “Which way did they take them?”

      He pointed southeast. “Other side of the dam. I stayed put though, so I can’t really say where they went after that.” He looked down at the deck beneath his feet. “If I’d have been back here, I could’ve put them down.” He patted the rifle on the bench at his side. “One hundred eighty grains of death coming at you 3,000 feet per second, I don’t care what hellhole you crawled out of, you’re going back.”

      I didn’t doubt that Bernie would’ve taken a few out with that rifle, but I was having a hard time believing these vamps took those people by water. Everything I’d ever known about vamps and water said that they wouldn’t cross it willingly. But right here in front of me I had Bernie and his wife telling me otherwise. Occam’s razor indicated that either they were making this story up or this other creature they mentioned had something to do with it. I decided I wouldn’t challenge them on their story, as it wouldn’t make much difference either way.

      Bernie looked over at his wife and let out a long breath. “All I could think about was getting back here and making sure Margaret was safe.” She sat down next to him and patted his thigh. “Since then, we’ve been taking one of the smaller boats out a ways at night, and anchoring in the middle of the lake for safety. One of us sleeps while the other keeps watch. Guess it’s good that the older you get, the less sleep you need. It’s played hell with my back though. ”

      “I know this goes without saying, but why haven’t you escaped to the safe zones?”

      He gave me a look that could wilt paint. “Do we really look like we could make that trip, alone? Margaret and I have lived on this lake for going on twenty years now. Came here and bought a house, right up on that point over there, after I retired from the Corps. Saved every extra dime for years just to afford it. Even got to spend some happy years up there, playing with our grandkids and enjoying retirement.”

      He paused and gestured around him, then continued. “But that was before all this shit happened. Now, the kids and grandkids are probably gone, but I still can’t bring myself to leave. Every week I go back up to the house just to see if any of them have showed up. That was our plan in case of a disaster, that the kids would drive their families down here and hole up.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, but I knew how he felt; we’d all lost people we loved. I wasn’t about to judge him for trying to hang on to the slim hope that he still had some family alive and searching for him. So I just nodded my understanding in reply; empty platitudes had lost their appeal since the world went batshit crazy.

      Just as I was about to ask him for more information on the leeches that took the other settlers, Gabby tapped me on the shoulder and whispered, “Down—we got company!” Margaret ducked back inside the cabin, while Bernie, Gabby, and I dropped down behind the gunwales. As I was taking cover, I saw exactly what had gotten Gabby spooked.

      Punters, a whole mess of them. And if I wasn’t mistaken, my friend Jimmy from back at the settlement, aka Pancho Vanilla, was with them. I could hear him yelling out commands as his men spread out around the main building and outbuildings along the shore. And he sounded pissed.
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      Jimmy was screaming obscenities into the air, and stalking back and forth with a pistol in each hand. “Scratch! Scratch Sullivan! Come out and get what’s coming to you, you worthless, cowardly son of a bitch!” At least they hadn’t seen us yet, which meant we might still get the drop on them.

      Tactically we were in the worst possible position we could be. Only one exit, and that was in a long bottleneck that would leave us exposed almost the entire way out. Leaving by water was not an option, as a sniper could just pick us off from the building’s deck as we paddled to the opposite shoreline. Nope, we were well and truly screwed, unless I could pull some major ninja shit and take these guys out before they knew what hit them.

      I turned and looked at the old man. “Bernie, can I trust an old Marine to cover me on overwatch?”

      He nodded. “I can split the hairs on a gnat’s ass at 500 yards with this thing. Count on it.”

      “Good to know. I’m going to need you to lay down suppressive fire for me, but not until I hit the shoreline. You understand?”

      He looked at me skeptically, but nodded just the same. “Sure, I’ll wait until your feet hit the sand—but how in the hell are you going to clear ninety feet of dock without getting your ass shot off?”

      “Let me worry about that. You just make sure that when I hit the shore, no one puts a bullet in my skull from that upper deck.”

      He shook his head at me ruefully. “Your funeral.” Then he started setting up a firing position through a cutout in the side of the boat that he’d obviously made just for that purpose.

      At this point Pancho was still carrying on from the shore. “You killed my kin, Scratch! Kinfolk cain’t never be replaced, as I’m sure you know. I’m here for blood, and there ain’t no way you’re getting out of this alive, so you may as well face justice like a man!”

      I rolled my eyes, and then looked over at Gabby and saw both fear and anger in her eyes. Apparently, this kid hated punters, which told me there might be more to that story about her uncle leaving her than she’d told me. I could worry about that later; right now I just needed to keep her and these people safe.

      “Stay here and watch Bernie’s back. There’s only one approach, unless they get tricky and swim up on you. Keep an eye everywhere that Bernie isn’t looking, and plant a bullet between the eyes of anyone who comes over the side of the boat.”

      Giving her something to do appeared to be the right thing to keep her mind occupied. “Yeah, I can do that. What’re you gonna do?”

      “Me? I’m going hunting.” I gave her a wicked grin, and then slid silently over the far side of the boat into the water.
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      Years before the Great War, I was a soldier. Uncle Sam spent a few million on me, unwittingly training me to be the perfect candidate for surviving the zombie apocalypse. Of course, the government had no intentions as such, as they planned on sending me and a few hundred of my closest friends to hunt for terrorists in the mountains of Afghanistan. And although it cost me part of my vision in one eye, what I got in return were certain skills that have come in handy since the proverbial shit had hit the fan. Hopefully it’d be enough to save our bacon and smoke these punters.

      I fully submerged myself and swam about fifteen yards, coming up under the dock at the midway point between the shore and Bernie’s position. My only concern was that the boat would provide insufficient cover and that he’d be taken out by return sniper fire. The most likely place for a sniper to set up would be up on the deck, so I needed to get up there fast and ensure that no one got the jump on him while he was covering my ass.

      I counted boots on the shore while I was slowly working my way forward under the dock. Four sets of feet on the ground, and I could hear one more approaching on the planks above me. I pulled myself up under the edge of the dock and waited until he passed my position. Then I knocked on a boat hull and remained still until I heard his footsteps approach me. Through a crack in the planks, I could see him crouch down as if to look under the dock...

      Just as soon as he leaned forward, I reached up and pulled him in and under the water. Most people who haven’t practiced fighting while submerged panic, and that was what I was counting on. As he went under I slid behind him and crawled up his back, pushing him further under the water beneath me. While he was fighting to reach the surface, I grabbed his hair with one hand, drew my bowie knife in the other, and inserted the knife in the side of his neck to the hilt. Then I cut away from me in a forward motion, nearly severing his neck completely; it only took a few more seconds for him to stop struggling. Once he quit moving, I pulled him up under the dock and pushed his body over a cross support. Then I listened for any movement that might indicate someone had seen or heard him go down. Nothing. I pushed off and hugged the underside of the dock until I reached the shore.

      Now, on to the four remaining punters that were between me and the main building. The one thing that could work in my favor is that most people freeze up when faced with a sudden, overwhelming display of violence. That’s what military and SWAT operators used to call “shock and awe,” also known as rapid dominance. Rapid dominance is a military doctrine that works well, both on the macro level when dealing with a larger theatre of operations, as well as with squad-level unit tactics.

      On an individual level, the doctrine of rapid dominance dictates that when you’re outnumbered you hit hard, hit fast, and hit them when they aren’t looking. As far as the current situation was concerned, there was no way I’d survive without the element of surprise and aggressive action; I’d be FUBAR if I didn’t run straight over these guys and hit cover within just a few seconds of leaving the water.

      Switching to selective fire, I pulled up onto the dock and took a bead on the first person I saw in front of me. I dropped him with a burst to the torso, continually moving forward as I fired on the next closest casualty waiting to happen. I stitched him up the torso and fired another burst to his head, which spattered brain and blood on the third guy standing just a few feet on the other side of him. Bad guy number three froze just long enough for me to hit him with a three-round burst in the upper chest and another to the face as his buddy was hitting the ground.

      I was almost to the building when I turned counterclockwise to find bad guy number four. As I was in rotation, I heard the loud crack of the .300, and completed the turn only to watch bad guy number four’s brains sliding down the wall to my eight o’clock. He’d been coming up on me from my blind spot, and Bernie had just saved my ass. I gave a quick wave and entered the building from the first floor, clearing the room as I entered.

      Making my way through the lower level, I carefully cleared each room one at a time. The last thing I wanted was to have one of these goons come up behind me while I was sneaking up on their buddies above. It was fortunate that Gabby and I had cleared this place earlier, because I knew the layout and that gave me a distinct advantage over the current opposition. I made it through the lower level without incident.

      I dropped my rifle to let it hang from the one-point, and drew one of my Glocks as I stalked silently up the stairs. Just then I heard the muted crack of the .300 again, and figured that Bernie was laying down suppressive fire on the sniper position above me. That must mean that he’d seen movement, which told me there was a shooter or shooters above me. Exiting the stairs into a dining area, I stayed low as I approached the deck.

      Back on the boat I’d counted seven in the group, including my friend Pancho Vanilla. Peeking around the corner to get the lay of the land, I saw a man and a woman on the deck. From the looks of it, the man was acting as spotter and the woman was setting up a sniper’s position with an old deer rifle, a .30-06 bolt-action. By my count these were the last two except for Vanilla. I came up on them silently while they were distracted by the steady cadence of Bernie’s suppressive fire. Without emotion or remorse, I put two bullets in each of them, being careful to stay out of sight so Bernie wouldn’t mistake me for the enemy.

      Six down, one to go. Now, where in the hell was Jimmy?

      Just then I heard the report of a small pistol, three shots in rapid succession, followed by the crack of a small-caliber rifle. Throwing caution to the wind, I set the Glock down next to me and grabbed the deer rifle from the dead woman in front of me, sighting in on the boat with the scope. Gabby was kneeling with her sidearm pointed over the side of the boat, and I could see a corpse floating in the water on the far side. I couldn’t tell if it was Pancho or not, so I dropped the rifle, holstered my Glock, and switched back to the HK again.

      As I headed down the outside stairs to return to the docks, I saw someone fleeing back toward the gate. I quickly drew a bead on the fleeing figure and popped off a burst without effect. They were too far off to bother wasting more ammo, so I let it go and headed back to meet Gabby, Bernie, and Margaret on the docks.

      As I approached the dock, I could see Bernie stand up and wave the all clear to me. Margaret was nowhere to be seen, but I imagined she was still in the cabin and waiting for Bernie to tell her it was okay to come out. On the other hand, Gabby was walking drunkenly toward me as I headed back to the boat, her Ruger still in her hand and dangling at her side. I’d seen that walk before back in Afghanistan, and immediately knew something was wrong.

      Once I got closer to her I could see blood on her sleeve and stomach, a slowly spreading stain blending in with the camo pattern of her shirt. She smiled when she saw me, but her skin was ashen and her eyes glassy, and I was pretty sure she was going into shock. As I took off toward her at a dead run, she swayed back and forth a bit, and then the pistol fell from her hand to clatter on the dock as she fell into the water.
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        Skimming lightly, wheeling still,

        The swallows fly low

        Over the field in clouded days,

        The forest-field of Shiloh —

        Over the field where April rain

        Solaced the parched ones stretched in pain

        Through the pause of night

        That followed the Sunday fight

        Around the church of Shiloh —

        The church so lone, the log-built one,

        That echoed to many a parting groan

        And natural prayer

        Of dying foemen mingled there —

        Foemen at morn, but friends at eve —

        Fame or country least their care:

        (What like a bullet can undeceive!)

        But now they lie low,

        While over them the swallows skim,

      
        And all is hushed at Shiloh.

        Herman Melville, Shiloh: A Requiem
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      As Gabby fell in the water, I immediately dropped all my gear and dived in after her. She hadn’t gone far, yet her body was limp and lifeless as I lifted her head out of the water. A few hard strokes got me back to where I could reach the dock, and thankfully Bernie was there to help me lift her out. I’d never thought about how small she was, but as he took her from my arms I noted that she was so light I probably could’ve easily pulled her out, even without his help.

      Once Bernie had her, I scrambled out of the lake and immediately started a battlefield trauma assessment, checking her from head to toe. Thankfully it didn’t look like she’d gotten too much water in her lungs, and she was still breathing, so I pulled back her shirt to see where all the blood was coming from. She’d been shot in the left side of her abdomen, with the entrance wound in the left upper quadrant just below the rib cage, possibly with a small-caliber rifle round. I couldn’t find an exit wound, so I assumed something had slowed down the round before it hit her, that maybe it was a ricochet instead of a direct hit. I hoped that was the case, because the less kinetic energy a round hit you with, the less internal damage it would cause.

      Bernie brought me a first-aid kit from the boat and opened the case for me. There was a bottle of rubbing alcohol in the case, as well as some disinfectant liquid. I was completely unprepared and unqualified to perform emergency surgery to remove a bullet, so all I could do was clean the wound, stop the external bleeding, and get Gabby on antibiotics until I could get her to someone who knew more about field surgery than I did. I doused my hands with alcohol, poured a bunch on and around the wound, and then began cleaning the area with antiseptic and a sterile gauze pad. Once I had the area good and sterile, I covered it with more gauze and taped it shut. Then, I applied a pressure bandage to the area. That was as much as I could do for the moment.

      After I had her wound dressed, Bernie helped me move her into the main building and onto one of the dining tables, suggesting to me that it would be the best place to care for her. He looked at me with regret, and I could tell he’d seen a person get gut shot before. “Don’t look good, Scratch—not without a doctor.”

      “I know. The problem is, I don’t know of a single qualified surgeon anywhere around here. The last one we had in the settlements got eaten by one of his patients, dumb son of a bitch that he was.” Gabby chose that moment to start to stir, so I looked over at Bernie and pointed by the door where I’d dropped my gear on the way in. “Bernie, can you hand me my bag?” Bernie brought me my backpack, and I rummaged around until I found what I was looking for, a waterproof hard case where I kept my most important, life-saving chems and drugs. I pulled out a packet of antibiotics, mixed the packet in some water, and had Bernie help me prop her up. She choked most of it down, grimacing in pain as she did so.

      “Ugh. That tastes like ass,” she muttered to us weakly.

      I had to smile at that. “You’ve been shot—that ‘ass water’ will help prevent your wound from getting infected until we can get the bullet out.” I paused and squeezed her hand. “This was my fault. I should’ve been looking after you better.”

      She shook her head, gently. “Naw, it was my fault. I shouldn’t have stood up. One of those assholes got a lucky shot, right after I pegged that guy who was climbing into the boat. I turned around to wave at you, and that’s when I got hit. I should know better—my tío would have my ass for this.” She grimaced. “Oh man, I might have to throw that back up.”

      “Try to avoid it if you can help it. Antibiotics are going to be critical for keeping you healthy until I can get you to a healer.”

      She shook her head, more vigorously than the last time. “No. No healers. Take me to La Araña. She’ll know what to do.”

      I was skeptical at best about the idea. “I thought you said La Araña was a curandera—I doubt very seriously she’s trained in trauma medicine.”

      Gabby chuckled softly, then grimaced again. “Just trust me, Scratch—she can help. I don’t want no one else cutting on me. Nothing but butchers in the settlements. I’ve seen it.”

      I nodded in agreement, because the kid had a point. “Okay, we’ll follow your lead.” I’d already decided that getting her back to the safe zone would take too long, anyway. Despite the antibiotics, she’d likely be septic by the time I got her there. Plus we’d play hell dodging the undead along the way. Nos-types could smell fresh blood from a ways off; they were like sharks when it came to blood. Taking her sixty miles in this condition would be a mistake.

      Gabby’s eyes closed, and then they fluttered open again. “God, this hurts. Give me a map so I can show you where she’s at.” I handed her my map. She looked it over for a second, and pointed to a heavily wooded area about five miles north and east of our current position. That was a hell of a lot better than trekking back to the safe zone. Even so, Gabby had mentioned La Araña several times previous to this, and I wondered why she didn’t head there when her uncle disappeared on her. I tried to hide my suspicion as I responded. “That close, huh?”

      She opened her eyes, just barely, and sighed. “Look, I know what you’re thinking. I was going to take you to meet her once we were done here, while we were on the way to where my uncle vanished. Just get me to her and she’ll explain everything.”

      “Fair enough. But I want straight answers once we get there—and you’d better not die on me before I get them.”

      She flipped me off in reply. “If I look like I’m going to die from this mosquito bite, you can shoot me yourself. Now, leave me alone until it’s time to go.” I chuckled and left the canteen where she could reach it.

      Bernie looked at me with suspicion in his eyes, and motioned for me to follow him outside. “Well, what do you think?”

      “I was going to ask you that. These are your hunting grounds, no pun intended. This being your neighborhood and all, I was wondering if you’d ever heard of this woman.”

      He shook his head in the negative. “Nope, can’t say that I have. Heard talk about some medicine woman out in the sticks further south, but I couldn’t tell you what or what not about it. That area she pointed out is pretty damn close to here, and I think we’d have known if there was a healer living in these parts.”

      I rubbed my chin and considered the possibilities. “Unless she was laying low, or just passing through.”

      “Yeah, I suppose. But from where, and why?”

      “Bernie, your guess is as good as mine, but I’ll just have to worry about that later. Right now I need to figure out how to get Gabby to this medicine woman before dark. Let’s go see if those punters left us some transportation.”
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      We found a horse and a mule, and I loaded up Gabby and headed out with a quick goodbye to Bernie and Margaret. They were good people, and I hoped to see them again soon. They wished me and Gabby luck as we left the gates, and I reflected that we were going to need it. There was no guarantee that we’d find this curandera friend of Gabby’s, and besides, she was in no shape to move. But, we really didn’t have a choice in the matter; it was either move her and get some help, or let her die. Either way, the kid was pretty much screwed.

      After about a half an hour, I looked back and saw that Gabby’s wound was leaking blood, and she was swaying in the saddle. She looked pale as all hell, and I was worried that she’d fall out. As we were taking the old county and farm-to-market roads, I’d been keeping an eye out for a place to rest since we left the Canyon Lake settlement. I spied an old gas station ahead, and made a beeline for it. Once there, I tethered the animals and got Gabby down from the saddle to check her wound.

      Right away I could she was out of it, and besides that she was mumbling incoherently, something about not being a monster and needing to find el diablo, or un diablo, or something like that. I decided she was just having a fever dream, so I checked her wound and saw it was leaking badly, and the bandage was soaked. Just as I was about to change her bandage, I heard a crash from inside the gas station and saw two deaders milling around inside. They’d probably been in limbo mode until we pulled up, but I could see they were getting agitated and trying to get to the door, which was nothing but shattered glass and a pull bar.

      I had no idea how many more deaders might be around, so I decided to just wrap Gabby back up and move on quickly, rather than risk being attacked and overrun. Besides, we were only a few miles from the spot where Gabby had indicated that La Araña was camped; the quicker I got her there, the better. I looked over at the store and saw that the deaders were now fighting each other to get out of the gas station door, and would soon be on us. Frustrated and feeling quite useless, I quickly secured her back in the saddle and moved out, leaving the deaders from the gas station moaning and shuffling in slow pursuit far behind us.

      Within minutes of leaving the gas station, we came to an old blacktop road that looked like it could take us north into the wooded area Gabby had pointed out to me earlier. I headed us up that way and followed it as it wound through the area, finally coming to a dead end at an old dammed-up creek. Thus far I’d seen not any sign of the old woman, and nothing to indicate the presence of a single other soul living out here, either. It was getting close to dark, Gabby was delirious, and if I didn’t find a place to hole up soon we’d both be toast. I backtracked up the road a bit and took a side trail that looked like an overgrown country driveway. Bingo. It ended in a circular drive for a home that someone had cleverly built from an old prefab metal silo.

      The silo house looked like it’d once been fortified, but now the front door hung off the hinges and the entire place looked abandoned. However, the windows were still boarded up, and if the place was clear of undead, it might make for a more or less secure place to hide overnight. I left Gabby on the mule and dismounted, then entered the building with my HK at the ready.

      I noticed ample evidence of a bloody struggle as soon as I entered the home. It was clear that someone or something had broken down the door, and there were large blood smears on the entryway floor. From the looks of it the blood was weeks, maybe even months, old. I paused to listen, but heard nothing to indicate any movement inside the house. Silence was no indication of safety in the Outlands, however, so I moved as quietly as possible as I continued to clear the rest of the first floor.

      Following the circular flow of the layout, I entered the living room next. There I found more blood everywhere, furniture pushed up against the windows, and broken glass and china all over the floor. Further in, I reached the kitchen area and found a single corpse lying facedown on the table, long dead from a gunshot wound delivered at close range to the back of the head. It was a teenage boy, maybe thirteen or fourteen; I noticed he had a paperback copy of The Hobbit wedged in his hands. Probably never even saw it coming.

      Just past the kitchen I came to a laundry room and a family room, both empty and devoid of movement. With the bottom floor clear, it was time to head upstairs. I took a quick peek outside to make sure Gabby was alright; she was still in direct sunlight, so for now she’d be as safe as possible under the circumstances. Once I was certain she was okay, I headed up the stairs with as much speed and stealth as I could muster.

      The top of the steps opened into a hallway that forked off at right angles in two directions. Most folks tended to turn right when given a choice; I’d learned long ago that it paid to be unpredictable. So, I decided to go left and crept down the hall as rapidly as stealth would allow.

      The hallway ended in three doors, and two were ajar. I nudged the closest one open with the barrel of the HK, revealing a child’s room decorated in pastels and princess posters. There was a small figure on the bed with the covers pulled up over its head. I drew my tomahawk and pulled the covers back with the spike on the back of the axe blade; the corpse was a small girl, maybe seven or eight years old, who’d died of a single gunshot wound to the temple. I was starting to get an idea of what had happened here. I sheathed the tomahawk and moved on, reflecting on the scenario that was revealing itself before me.

      After the War and the subsequent occult species invasion, a lot of people decided that this was the final Apocalypse and simply gave up outright. But despite the apparent hopelessness of it all, there were also many families that attempted to hold out in isolation, thinking that if they just made it through then eventually they’d be saved. I’d come across scenes like this many times before; a family holds out for a while, but as hope turns to desperation they end up making some sort of death pact with each other not to be taken alive and turned. Eventually, something gets to them, whether an undead attack, or sickness, or just a case of the crazies, and some loony schmuck decides to follow through on the suicide pact, whether the rest of the family approves or not. I hated coming across these scenes.

      Sure enough, the other two rooms on this side also had family members that were killed by a single bullet to the cranium. Moving to the other end of the hall, I found the same thing in a bathroom, but this time it was a woman in the tub with a self-inflicted gunshot wound. She was likely the mother, and decided to spare herself the torture of hearing her family suffer. I left the bath and turned to the final closed door, which I assumed was the master bedroom. Folks always seemed to retreat to what they felt was the safest place in the home to eat the last bullet.

      I opened the door, and saw a corpse on the bed with a suppressed Colt 1911 in its hand, with old brain matter and blood spattered and encrusted all over the headboard. I walked over and took the sidearm from him, breaking a few fingers off in the process. I checked the slide for function and to see if it was still loaded. One in the chamber and two in the mag. The Colt would make a good replacement weapon for Gabby, if I could keep her alive to use it. I shoved it in my waistband and quickly checked for more ammo in the nightstand drawers.

      Suddenly I heard a shuffling sound behind me, and turned to see a tall elderly deadhead in bloodied and torn flannel pajamas bearing down on me fast. The thing was already on top of me before I could get the barrel of the HK around, so I used the weapon as a barrier in order to put some distance between us. As I struggled to keep the deader off of me, the ugly bastard was snapping at me all the while and trying his best to take a chunk out of my arms. The old cuss smelled like mothballs and death, and was surprisingly strong for a dead octogenarian.

      Out of options, I moved my left hand to the center point of the rifle and reached for the Colt in my waistband. It only took a split second for the zombie to use my lack of leverage to knock the rifle away and snap his mouth on my sleeve. I almost crapped my pants when I saw his mouth lock onto my arm, until I realized that the old man didn’t have his dentures in; the poor bastard was gnawing on my arm with nothing but gums.

      Saying a silent prayer to thank God for old age and poor dental hygiene, I placed the barrel of the .45 on the thing’s forehead, watching it chew in vain as I squeezed down on the trigger. But right before I felt the trigger break, I remembered that we were all alone out here with night coming on fast. So, I released the trigger and just pistol-whipped the thing repeatedly until I felt its head cave in with a loud crunch. It dropped in a heap and I kicked it away from me, continuing past it into the master bath from where it’d emerged with the .45 at the ready to make sure there weren’t any more surprises waiting for me. Once I was certain that all the corpses present were blessedly and truly dead, I ran down the stairs two at a time to get Gabby inside so I could barricade us in before nightfall.
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      I got Gabby off the mule and carried her inside, gently laying her down on the couch to rest until I could get the house locked up tight. I also set the animals loose outside and shooed them off after unloading all our gear, which was a regrettable but necessary action. Leaving them tied up would only result in attracting all manner of undead nasties to the place, and it would also keep the animals from being able to flee if cornered. Sure, I could bring them inside, but horse hooves on tile and concrete made a lot of noise; even on carpet they’d be loud as hell. By turning them loose, at least they’d have a chance to run if danger came around, and chances were good they’d wander back come morning. That is, so long as they weren’t being pursued by a horde of the living dead. Better them than us, I thought, but I still felt bad about it.

      Heading back up the steps, I noticed a pull-down attic door that looked promising. As far as I could tell this place didn’t have a basement or bunker, but for a temporary safe house, an attic could do in a pinch. If deaders came in the place, they’d never be able to reach us in the attic. And if one of the more intelligent occult species came in the place, the attic door would create a choke point that would make it easier to stage a strong defense. So long as I could keep Gabby quiet tonight, we might be okay.

      A quick look in the attic told me that whoever built this place had built it right, as the attic floor was covered in plywood and the rafters were well insulated. I guessed that they’d probably intended to make it into another room at some point, before the Great War had put a dent in their plans. Bummer for them, lucky for me. I hauled Gabby up there along with some blankets for a pallet, followed by our gear. I also left the HK up there and left the Colt near my gear (cleaning it later would give me something to pass the time), and set to barricading the front door.

      The back door was already nailed shut and secure, so I put the front door back in place as best as I could and started moving stuff in front of it. First a bookcase, then a china cabinet, then a sofa with a love seat stacked on top. Fortunately, the front entry faced a wall, so once I started stacking stuff against the door and wedging it against that wall we were pretty secure.

      Once that was done, I wiped up a few drops of blood that had fallen on the steps when I was carrying Gabby to the attic, spraying it down with some bleach-based cleaner I found in the kitchen. Then I hauled the dad’s corpse to the stairs, and also brought grandpa out and laid them both over where I’d cleaned up the spill, hoping that the desiccated and rotting corpses would mask the scent of fresh blood. After scavenging the house for foodstuffs, I stuffed another body in an old sheet and dragged it all over the house, and then left it on the couch to cover the bloodstains Gabby had left there, again in hopes of covering our scent in case something did get past my makeshift barricade.

      Scent really wasn’t an issue with zombies and ghouls; most of them operated on sound, so stealth and sound discipline were your best camouflage. However, a vamp could smell fresh blood hours after a wounded victim had passed; I’d actually witnessed them tasting the air like a lizard, tracking wounded prey for miles. They were nasty, apex predators with an ability to hone in on a blood trail like nothing I’d ever seen among the undead. That was what had me worried most, that if there was a nos-type hunting these parts we’d get found on account of Gabby’s gunshot wound. But if I was really lucky tonight, that mule would get wind of a deader and run off to the next county, taking the scent of Gabby’s blood with it. If I was lucky.

      And then of course there were the ’thropes to contend with, and I honestly had no idea how I’d fare if one of them showed up. All I had to go on were rumors and hearsay, since we’d never had even a single wolf down in these parts, not in all the eight years or so since the bombs fell and the world went mad. I’d heard they were fast, incredibly strong, and that they healed almost as quickly as you could hurt them. But if what I knew about the effects of silver on the undead held true for ’thropes, then I could at least take comfort in having several full mags of silver rounds for the Glocks and my HK handy.

      As the sun was going down, I was ruminating on all this and heading back up to the attic to check on Gabby, when I heard something clatter in the house below me. Huh. I set the food I’d found down on the carpeted surface of the stairs, all of which consisted of some stale crackers and a jar of canned veggies that may or may not have been of questionable provenance. Listening for further sounds of movement, I drew my battle-axe in one hand and my Bowie knife in the other. The Bowie knife was ten inches of high carbon steel that I kept honed sharper than Stephen Hawking on Ritalin, and the axe was a modernized version of a Vietnam-era battlehawk, a military tomahawk that we’d used for breaching doors and busting heads back in the ’Stan.

      Despite the neat hardware, if I got bum-rushed by a vamp I’d be truly and righteously screwed. Deaders were up and active by now, so whatever might be in here would need to be taken out quietly; that’d be a tall order if a vamp got in. But as much as I’d hate having to go hand-to-hand with a vamp, firing a gun at night in the Outlands was like ringing a zombie dinner bell; every deader in the area would be on you before you could say “uninvited.” I hoped to hell that noise was just a can falling over.

      With a death grip on the tomahawk and Bowie knife, I crept down the stairs and moved in the direction I’d heard the noise. It’d sounded like it came from the kitchen, so I ninja-ed over to that area of the house, pausing around the corner to listen for anything moving. Not hearing a peep, I turned the corner with my blade forward and battle-axe high, only to see an old bulging can of dog food on the floor in front of the pantry. Letting out a sigh of relief, I walked forward to see if there might be any canned food I’d missed, and then realized that I had shut that door just minutes before. Senses on high alert, I pulled back the pantry door, took one peek, and then bolted toward the stairs just as fast as my moccasin-covered feet could carry me.

      What I’d seen as I looked around the pantry door had chilled me to the bone; it was an open trap door, a miniature deathly maw that indicated someone or something else was in here with us. As I hauled ass to the attic, I mentally kicked myself for not being more thorough in my search of the house earlier. Just as I rounded the corner to the stairs, I heard the attic door close with a loud BANG! and knew I was going to be too late. I took the stairs two at a time and leapt off the top step to reach the pull cord for the attic door, yanking the ladder down and scrambling up it like a bat out of hell.

      I cleared the top rung in a leap and dive rolled toward where I’d left Gabby. As I came up out of my roll, I saw an emaciated figure in a threadbare nightgown leaning over the kid’s still form, sniffing at the large amount of blood that’d soaked through Gabby’s dressing. The once-human thing before me was a ghastly caricature of its former existence. Its long brown hair was tangled and clumped with dirt, dried blood, and twigs; its face was sallow and pale, with sunken cheeks and horrid, leathery skin; and its bare feet and hands ended in claws that were as hard and poisonous as old rusted tenpenny nails.

      As the details registered, one word echoed in my mind. Revenant.

      I acted on instinct, launching my tomahawk at it with all the force I could muster as I came out of the roll. Almost in slow motion, I watched the ’hawk fly end over end though the air toward the creature’s head, but at the last instant it snapped out a hand and swatted the tomahawk from the air with preternatural reflexes. I watched my battle-axe clatter away into the darkness as the creature snapped its head around to look at me. The rev’s cold yellow eyes blinked at me with indifference, and then it turned back to sniff at Gabby’s wound again.

      Well, this is going to suck. Going hand to hand with a rev was almost as scary as going toe-to-toe with a vamp. The problem with fighting a revenant was that they were highly unpredictable and hellaciously fast. They possessed a feral intelligence and were capable of low-level reasoning, so far as it served to achieve their drive to feed. Also, they were typically just as strong as a full-grown man, no matter their age or size. Yeah, this was really going to suck, I thought as I switched the Bowie knife to my right hand and launched myself at it.

      No sooner did I get within arm’s than I felt myself flying across the attic, the result of an incredibly powerful backhanded blow from the rev. I landed in a heap, and in the blink of an eye the thing was on top of me, straddling me in an effort to pin me down so it could finish me off and feed. I bucked my hips to get it off me, driving it forward so that its claws raked the plywood floor above my head. Once I had it off balance, I drove my Bowie knife into the thing’s back, severing its spinal column just below its shoulder blades. The thing cut loose with an unearthly howl and began clawing at its back, trying to remove the blade that I’d just sunk up to the hilt in its spine. I left it in, worried that if I removed the blade it’d heal and I’d lose my momentary advantage. Shoving it off completely with both hands, I rolled in the direction of my pack and snatched my golok machete from the sheath I kept strapped to my pack.

      As I turned to face the revenant, it was still clawing furiously at its back, howling and screeching loud enough to literally wake the dead, who, I was sure, would be clamoring around the silo house in minutes. Desperately wanting to shut it up, I took two long strides forward and hacked the girl’s head clean off with one lightning-fast stroke of the heavy blade. The only sound that pierced the silence after was the thump of the thing’s head hitting the plywood floor, followed by it rolling out the attic doorway and thumping down the stairs. Thump…thump-thump-thump…thunk!

      Breathing heavily, I yanked my knife out of the body and threw it downstairs to keep company with the others. As I stood there panting with my hands on my knees, I heard a weak voice speak up from behind me. “Took you long enough.” I turned to see Gabby squinting at me from the other side of the room, her face barely illuminated by the weak light from my crank lamp.

      I smiled and replied, “I had it under control.”

      “If you say so.” She was pale, and it looked like the blood loss was taking its toll.

      “Let me check that wound,” I replied. I pulled the blanket down and I lifted her shirt. The bandage was completely caked in blood, but it was mostly dark and clotting. I decided to leave it in place, worried that I’d cause it to start bleeding again if I messed with it. I got her to take another dose of antibiotics, and helped her get as comfortable as possible so she could rest.

      After she fell asleep again I stayed up for a good long while, listening to the moaning of the deaders who were now milling around the outside of the silo house and banging on the walls. If the barricade fails to hold, it’s going to be a helluva morning tomorrow, I reflected silently. I listened a few minutes longer, and once I was satisfied that we were safe I pulled the cord up through the attic door and passed out, as dead to the world as the bodies in the house below.
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      “Hello, the house!” I awoke from a deep sleep to the sound of a woman’s voice outside, and to daylight shining in from soffit vents lining the attic. Rousing myself from my slumber, I remembered Gabby and what I was supposed to be doing, and immediately felt tremendously guilty for allowing myself the luxury of sleep. I rose quickly and checked on her, noting that her breathing was becoming more labored and shallow. I was definitely concerned that if I didn’t get her some help soon, she might not make it. I needed to go look for the horse and mule, but right now my first order of business was to figure out who the hell was yelling outside.

      Kitting up in record time, I headed downstairs, deftly avoiding the corpses I’d dumped the night before. The barricade seemed to be intact, although it had definitely been jostled a bit by the deaders the night previous. I snuck over to a window and peeked between two boards to see who was making all that noise outside. What I saw was rather shocking: a Latina woman, roughly forty-ish, dressed in modern US Army fatigues and combat boots. She was attractive in a Maria Conchita Alonzo sort of way, and I wondered what the hell she was doing wandering the Outlands by herself. From the way she carried the AR-15 she had in her hands, it looked like she could take care of herself. I immediately suspected a trap.

      She called out again. “Hello, the house! I know you’re in there, because I just came by here yesterday, and that barricade wasn’t in place then. I’m alone, and nonhostile. Please show yourself.”

      I yelled back from one of the windows. “Lady, you’re either crazy, stupid, or both. Or, you’re a punter who thinks I’m stupid. Now, get the hell out of here before I decide you’re worth killing. I gotta be out of here pronto, and if you’re standing out there armed when I come out the front door, I assure you, all bets are off.”

      She nodded in my general direction and gestured with her rifle at the ground. “Alright, but hear me out. Based on the tracks I see out here, there were two of you. You came in mounted, and you carried someone else in the house once you got here. That tells me that your companion is either injured or sick.”

      Surprised by her observation skills, nevertheless I remained silent. Even in the post-War era, it wasn’t common for people to have tracking skills of that caliber. She’d had to either have been watching us as we came in, or she was a better tracker than most hunters I knew. And that could mean she was more dangerous than she appeared.

      “Look, I’m going to set my weapon down over here.” She held her rifle out at arm’s length, and set it down on the first step of the front porch. “Now, I’m going to back off a ways and wait for you to come out. If you don’t attack me, I’ll provide aid for your friend.” She paused, as if considering whether she was making the right choice, but something in her expression told me that it really wasn’t a choice at all for her. “I’m a doctor and I just want to help, that’s all.”

      I was in a bind with Gabby, and to be honest I had no choice in the matter, either. Qualified medical personnel were about as rare in the post-War world as unicorns. And yes, I had secretly wondered if the government had some of those in a lab somewhere as well. But regardless of my stance on or belief in unicorns, or my wariness about accepting unsolicited offers of assistance in the Outlands, Gabby needed help and I wasn’t about to look a gift unicorn in the mouth.

      I hollered out the window. “Alright, I’m going to pull down the barricade. But here’s the situation—I have a little girl in here with a gunshot wound to the abdomen, and she’s in bad shape. I’ll let you in to see to her, but I’m going to keep my weapon trained on you at all times. Please don’t try anything, because I ran out of patience for people in general about three days ago.”

      She nodded, apparently expecting that sort of reply. “I’ll need to bring in my bag—it has my medical supplies.”

      “Go on and get it, I’ll wait.” I set about moving the furniture out of the way, and once the door was clear I ushered the lady into the house, keeping the muzzle of my rifle pointed at the floor but in her general direction the entire time. “She’s up in the attic—we had to hole up in there last night.” I pointed the way to the stairs and motioned for her to proceed.

      When we got to the stairs, she whistled. “Looks like you had a busy night.”

      “Only two were moving when we got here. Deader and a revenant.”

      She looked back over her shoulder at me. “A deader—you mean the slow ones, right?”

      Now that was interesting. Either she was new to these parts, or she didn’t mingle with the locals. “Yeah, and revenants are the fast ones.”

      “Walkers and wights. Got it.” She continued on up the stairs and headed up the ladder into the attic. I shouldered my rifle and followed her up. Once we entered the attic, she pulled out a chemlight and cracked it. Chemical radiance from the light stick flooded the room with a soft yellow-green glow. She looked over at the figure lying on the pallet across from us, and shook her head gently. “Aw, shit. Gabby, I told you to be careful.”

      I nearly took a step back, which would have been a mistake considering that the attic opening was just behind me. “Wait a minute—you know her?”

      The woman looked back at me with scorn, and more than a small touch of regret in her eyes. “Of course I know her—who do you think sent her to find you?”

      Now I was really confused. “What do you mean, ‘sent her to find me’? I came across her not more than a few days ago running around the Outlands alone, stranded by a herd of deadheads on top of a trailer home.” Then, things started clicking and I realized that Gabby had been holding out on me. “Son of a bitch—you're the Spider.”

      She nodded as she kneeled down next to Gabby. “The one and only.” She began a very expert and through rapid trauma assessment, and motioned me over. “You can either stand there pointing that rifle at me, or you can help me move her somewhere that I can treat her, and maybe even help save her life. I suggest that if you want her to live, you get your ass in gear, because she won’t last much longer in this condition.”
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      I shook off my confusion and surprise and did as the lady said, hauling Gabby down the ladder over my shoulder as gently as I could. My heart nearly broke as I heard her moan softly when I shouldered her body.

      La Araña yelled angrily at me as I jostled Gabby getting her through the attic opening. “Careful, pendejo!”

      “Lady, I’m not one to point fingers, because the world is messed up enough as it is without people being assholes to each other—but I’d like to point out that she wouldn’t be in this state if you hadn’t sent her out alone.”

      She hissed at me—I mean literally hissed—and gave me one hell of an evil look to boot. “Pah! She was with you—you should have been looking out for her.” Then she cussed at me some more in Spanish, words that even I wouldn’t repeat in polite company. So much for female propriety. “Lay her down over here.” She pointed to the other sofa, which was relatively unmarred by filth and gore.

      I set her down, and La Araña immediately began changing her dressing in an expert and economical fashion. She had a med kit in her bag that was pretty much a field trauma kit, definitely pre-War gear. I watched her start an IV on Gabby, and grabbed the IV bag to hold it up after she set it on the back of the couch. Then she pulled out a vial with a white powder inside, filled a syringe with clear liquid, and injected the liquid in the vial, mixing it and then drawing it back into the syringe. She injected it in Gabby’s thigh, then sat back and sighed.

      “This is as much as I can do for her here. We need to get her to the other side of the lake—there’s a veterinary clinic over there that’s been relatively untouched. I should be able to find what I need there to remove the bullet and sew up anything that’s been damaged. The good news is that the internal damage probably isn’t too bad, or else she’d be dead by now from blood loss.”

      She reached for the IV bag, and fiddled with the control below the drip chamber. “Hold it as high as you can—I’m going to force fluids on her so we can move her.” I did as she asked, and waited in silence as she opened up the IV line while monitoring Gabby’s vitals.

      While we were watching the bag empty I decided to get some answers. “What’s your real name?”

      She pursed her lips and remained silent as she checked Gabby’s pulse. “Captain Lorena Perez, United States Army Veterinary Corps.”

      I took a moment to chew on that last bit of info. “So how did you get a nickname like La Araña?”

      She frowned and creased her brow, not necessarily at my question, but because of the task at hand. “Lorena. La araña. I grew up around a bunch of boys who didn’t know how to handle their attraction to the sole female in their circle of friends. So, like most men, they compensated with aggression and ridicule. The nickname stuck.”

      I nodded. “So, it’s a badge of honor to you now.”

      She cocked her head slightly. “Perhaps not in the same way your nickname is to you, but I’ve grown fond of it over the years.”

      “And how do you know who I am?”

      “Word travels fast about hunters who are good at what they do, and not many fit your description.”

      “That’s what Gabby said. Why’re you looking for me? You got a vamp problem or something?”

      She sighed. “I can explain it to you later. Right now, let’s just focus on keeping Gabby alive.”

      She tossed her hair back over her shoulder and checked Gabby’s pulse, and I noticed again that she was a very attractive woman. I laughed under my breath, and that seemed to garner her attention.

      “What’s so funny?”

      I shook my head and grinned. “Oh, it’s nothing.”

      She shrugged. “If you say so.”

      “Well, it’s just that Gabby said you reminded her of someone’s grandma.”

      Her face cracked in a tight smile. “She would. Think about it—there aren’t that many older people left. To a kid growing up in the post-War era, everyone over thirty is old.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Hell if I don’t feel old, especially after the last few days.”

      She ignored my comment and stood up as her eyes searched the room. “Enough talk—we need to get her moved to the vet clinic. Help me rig a stretcher.” Despite being a bit nonplussed at being ordered around, I grabbed several curtain rods and some rope from the curtain pulls, and slapped a makeshift stretcher together.

      The captain looked it over and nodded. “Not much, but it’ll have to do. Out in the shed back behind the house, there’s an old ATV utility cart. We should be able to use it to get her to the clinic.”

      Well, the good captain is just full of surprises. “So how long had you been casing the place before you woke me up?”

      “Not long. I move through this area about twice a year, and when I travel I make note of structures and equipment in case I might need them later. I saw the cart on my last trip.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what brings you through here on a regular basis?”

      “Medical supplies, mostly. Vet clinics are full of them. This area was evacuated right after the bombs fell, and that means most of the vet clinics didn’t get picked over. I take what I can carry, and hide the rest in caches for future use.”

      I had to hand it to her, she was a resourceful woman. Apparently, the Army trained its veterinarians well. Of course, I knew there was more to her story than she was letting on, but I could deal with that later. Right now I just wanted to get Gabby patched up.

      The mule was out in the backyard grazing when I went to get the cart. I rigged up a harness to hitch it to the cart, and Captain Perez led the animal while I steered the cart to keep it from going off course. It was an awkward arrangement, but effective. About a half a mile down the road from the silo house, I cleared my throat. “If you don’t mind me saying so, it’ll be late afternoon by the time we get to the other side of the lake. Is that going to give you enough time to patch her up, and still allow us to hole up somewhere safe?”

      Captain Perez nodded. “It won’t be pleasant, but we can lock ourselves up in the back of the clinic. The only windows are high on the wall, and the building is reinforced cinder block with metal exterior doors. I’ve stayed there a few times before—it’ll hold for the night.”

      Satisfied with her answer, I occupied myself with pulling security and keeping the cart on the road as we trudged our way to the clinic.
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      Once we got within spitting distance of the clinic, I motioned for her to stop. “Are you sure this place is secure?”

      She nodded. “This area was supposed to be our rendezvous point when Gabby found you. So, I’ve been patrolling around here during the day looking for you and Gabby, and sleeping in different safe houses I have set up around here each night.”

      “Well, you certainly seem to know enough to survive out here. But just to be safe, let me go on ahead and make sure there’s nothing waiting for us inside.”

      She rolled her eyes and pointed up the road. “Be my guest.”

      I took off into the trees and came up through the brush to the back lot of the clinic. There were old dog pens all along the back of the building, and as I got closer I noticed carcasses of animals inside the cages that I assumed were abandoned dogs. I silently cursed whoever did it; I mean, wouldn’t it have been better to just turn them loose? Sometimes, I just didn’t understand people.

      Everything looked secure as I came around to the rear entrance, so I went back and helped Captain Perez to bring the mule and cart through the front drive. True to what she’d told me on the way over, the place was completely deserted and untouched. I was shocked that the place hadn’t been ransacked, and said as much to her.

      “Well, this area got evac’ed pretty quickly. And with it being so close to the Corridor and San Antone, not many people come through here, either. Well, except for some really adventurous scavengers, but it’s far enough off the main roads to have escaped their notice.”

      We took the mule and cart around the back of the building, tied the animal up to let it graze, and then brought the kid in through the rear entrance. A thick layer of dust covered most everything, but the clinic had a surgery suite for animals that was still in good condition. Captain Perez had me lay Gabby down on the table, and I helped her remove the kid’s clothing and prep her for surgery. The kid looked a bit better after getting some IV fluids, but she was still in bad shape.

      Once everything was ready, Captain Perez told me what was going to happen. “I have to open her up, to make sure she doesn’t have any internal bleeding, and also to remove any bullet fragments that are in there. I’ll need you to stick around in case I need a second pair of hands. You up for this?”

      “Doc, I’ve seen my share of battlefield surgery. Let’s just get this over with.” She nodded and we began. It didn’t take long for the doc to find the round. She pulled it out with a pair of forceps and dropped it in a metal emesis pan with a loud ping.

      “Now why in the hell would someone shoot another human with a silver bullet?” I wondered aloud.

      The look the doc gave me said she knew something I didn’t. “Maybe that’s all he had on him at the time.” I found that hard to believe, because silver was getting harder and harder to come by these days. Lots of people started hoarding it after the War, thinking it was going to be good for trade, which made it difficult to find unless you came across a cache. Turns out, it ended up being pretty valuable, just not for the reasons people thought it would be.

      So, I wasn’t buying it. Those punters that were with Pancho Vanilla knew they were chasing humans. Silver rounds were something you only loaded when you thought you were going to be coming up against one of the more powerful occult species, since regular deaders could be taken out with lead bullets. Unless they suspected there might be a rev’ or a nos’ hiding out in the settlement, it didn’t add up.

      It looked like someone had taken a pot shot at her through the boat hull, which must have slowed the round enough so it didn’t do any significant damage. The doc said if it’d hit any vital organs then she might not have made it. Mostly what she had was muscle and connective tissue damage, along with a nicked small intestine. In less than an hour she had stitched Gabby back up, and we left her on the table with a fresh wound dressing and another IV bag hanging from the wall.

      Just as we got done with Gabby’s surgery, I heard several voices coming from the road that ran in front of the clinic. Whoever it was, they were being loud and apparently didn’t care who heard them. That meant a large group, maybe scavengers, probably punters. If they were scavengers we were screwed, because they’d be sure to check this place for supplies, and not all scavengers were friendly when it came to staking a claim. But if they were punters, well, they’d probably just move along to the Corridor and miss us completely.

      I looked at the doc in disbelief. “I thought you said hardly anyone came out this way!” I whispered as I tore off my surgical gloves and mask.

      She looked at me with concern in her eyes and pulled her mask off. “Normally, they don’t. I have no idea what would bring someone out here, but whatever it is it can’t be good.”

      “I’ll go check it out—just stay here with Gabby, and make sure you lock the back entrance.” I grabbed my rifle and gun belt, and sprinted to the front of the clinic.
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      When I got to the waiting area of the clinic, I put my back to the wall next to the doorway and took a quick look outside. What I saw made my blood boil; it was a large group of punters coming down the road, about a dozen, and they were hauling along a kid of maybe fifteen or sixteen years old. They had him chained to four saddled horses with a collar around his neck. Every so often, one of the horses would get out of sync, and he’d get dragged off his feet. It looked like they’d been at it quite a while.

      As they got closer, I could see that the collar was made of thick leather with metal spikes on the inside. The kid had to keep his hands on the collar to keep it from digging into his skin; otherwise every time he got yanked off his feet he’d get stabbed by the spikes. Apparently he’d only been partly successful, because there was dried blood running down his bare chest and arms. He was dressed in an old ratty pair of board shorts, of all things, and his feet were bare. “Poor miserable son of a bitch,” I said under my breath.

      As soon as I spoke, the kid’s head swiveled around, almost like a dog listening to a noise in the distance. Then, he looked toward the clinic, and I could swear his eyes locked with mine. I could see the desperation in his eyes, like an animal with its leg caught in a trap that it couldn’t escape.

      I heard Captain Perez come up behind me. “Doc, you ever seen something like this before?” I motioned out the window with the barrel of the HK.

      She sat still for a moment, surveying the cruelty of the scene before us. Then, she nodded, ever so slightly, as if she didn’t want any part of what was going on out there. “He’s not our concern though. Gabby needs to heal up, and then we’ll move to a more secure location.”

      I looked at her like she was the coldest bitch in hell. “You’re shitting me, right? I mean, I’ve seen punters treat people badly, but this—it’s inhumane. You wanna just leave that poor kid like that?”

      She shrugged. “Like I said, not our problem. We have other matters to attend to.”

      “Oh, so now it’s ‘we.’ Don’t think I’ve forgotten our little conversation from earlier about how you sent Gabby out looking for me. I don’t know what the hell you’re up to, but I intend to get answers from you, and soon.”

      She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re going after that kid, aren’t you? I’m telling you not to do it—it’s a mistake you’ll regret.”

      Speaking in measured tones to ensure the punters couldn’t hear us, I decided to let the good captain know what I thought about her opinions. “Doc, right now I could give a rat’s flying fart what you think. I came out here for one reason, and that was to get proof of ’thropes in the Corridor so I could convince the settlements in the safe zones to prepare for an assault. So far all I’ve managed to find is a kid you sent into the Outlands alone to find me, for God only knows what reasons. I don’t know what your game is, but the more time I spend jacking around here, the less time I have to get word back to my people about what’s going on out here in the Corridor.”

      She crossed her arms defiantly and gave me a pissy look, gesturing out the window with the bloody rubber surgical glove that was still in her hand. “Alright—if you want proof of ’thropes hunting the Corridor, I’ll tell you where to find it. It’s walking down the street right in front of you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That kid isn’t human—he’s a lycanthrope. Probably a wolf-type, although it’s hard to tell from here. But since they’re the most common, I’ll just assume that’s the case.”

      “And how exactly do you know all this?”

      She leaned back against the front counter of the clinic and crossed her arms. “Well, you’ll just have to stick around to find that out, won’t you?”

      Obviously, she thought that withholding information from me would keep me around. Instead, it only pissed me off that she was trying to manipulate me. And I had a sneaking suspicion she’d been doing it from the start, from the very moment I met Gabby. Well, I was tired of being played; I was going to do this my way, and get the answers I needed with or without her help. I watched the last of the punters turn the corner, and brushed past her to go pack up my stuff.

      She called after me, sotto voce, still concerned that we might bring attention to ourselves by speaking too loud. “Where do you think you’re going? I seriously hope you’re not going after that, that thing.”

      I looked back at her as she followed me down the hallway that led to the kennels and treatment rooms. “That ‘thing’ as you call it looks like it’s at least part human—or that it once was. And if it is what you say it is, then maybe ‘it’ has the answers I’m looking for. So, yeah—I’m going after him.”

      The doc grabbed me by the shoulder and spun me around, no mean feat considering the difference in size between us. She looked up at me and got in my face the best she could, standing on tiptoe and poking me in the chest for emphasis. “Before you go trying to rescue that animal you should consider your own kind. Think about what Gabby sacrificed to find you! And now, you’re going to risk your own life and abandon her, all to save some lab animal who’d sooner rip your throat out than look your way twice?”

      I just stood there looking at her, not really sure if I even wanted to engage her in this discussion. Her almond eyes bored into mine with conviction as she continued. “Scratch, this is going to sound like the ravings of a lunatic, but hear me out. For the last eight years I’ve been working on a way for humans to fight off the occult species, and I’ve—found—something that could potentially save the human race. But, I need someone I can trust, someone with your skills, to help me put my plan in motion. If you run off and get killed now, I don’t know who else I can get to help me. So, please, I’m begging you to stick around and let this go.”

      Now this was just getting weird. Sure, I was curious to know what the captain was up to and what the hell she was about. But I needed to get some distance between me and the situation before I could think clearly on it. Answers could wait, and so could her crazy plan, whatever it was. Right now I just needed to clear my head, get the intel I needed, and get back to my people. And I wasn’t going to accomplish any of that by sticking around here waiting for the kid to get better.

      I gave her a look, shook my head, and then brushed past her and grabbed my gear. “I’ll be back in two days. If I’m not back by nightfall of the third day, feel free to move on without me.”

      “You’re making a huge mistake.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time. Take care of the kid.”

      “Sure, whatever you say, pendejo.” With that, she turned and walked off to the surgical suite.

      As she was leaving, I whispered loudly back at her, just for spite, “And don’t forget to lock the door behind me!”
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      After I left the clinic I tracked the group until nightfall, and watched from a concealed observation point as they settled into a safe house located in an old abandoned industrial district. The location consisted of a metal warehouse and an enclosed area that was surrounded by an eight-foot chain link fence topped with razor wire. Not a bad place to stay, if you didn’t have to worry about vamps, and I suspected that these folks had a truce with the local nos’ that kept them safe. Even so, no sooner did dark fall than they had a dozen or so deaders milling around the fence. Good. It would help mask my approach when I snuck in later.

      I was observing them from the roof of a neighboring structure, mostly hidden by the roofline and a vent turbine. There was a bright mid-phase moon out and the sky was relatively clear, so I was able to observe their movements with a fair degree of accuracy. They were fairly organized for a group of punters, running patrols of the fence line every twenty minutes or so. The place was large, and it looked like it’d been used by some sort of power company in the past. There was equipment strewn all over the place inside the fence, as well as large spools of steel cable and whatnot lying about. All that junk provided lots of cover, which I would use to my advantage once I got inside.

      Based on what I’d observed, they were taking four-hour shifts on watch, with two people on the perimeter and two inside the building. My plan was to take the two perimeter sentries out silently, and then sneak in and take the other two out in like fashion. The rest would hopefully still be asleep, and I could release the kid and be out of there before they knew what had happened.

      Of course, as Von Moltke once said, no plan survives first contact with the enemy. So, I fully expected this to get bloody as hell. I decided I needed to get my target free as soon as possible, if only to even the odds a little. On the odd chance he’d want some revenge on his captors, freeing him quickly just might help my sorry stupid ass get out alive. One could hope.

      My first order of business was to get through the fence. Now, there are various ways to defeat razor wire; you can cut it, cover it with something flexible like cardboard or carpet and go over it, or go around it. Cutting it would leave signs of my passing, an automatic no-go. Using cardboard boxes or carpet to cover the razor wire usually meant the same thing, since the material almost always snagged. Besides that, more often than not the razor wire would cut through the material before you got over. Also a no-go. Option three, I could look for a gap at the gate, or try getting over using a support upright for a handhold and step. But using that method I’d still probably get cut, turning me into chum for any vamps in the area. Likewise negatory on that option.

      So, I was just going avoid it altogether. Based on past experience, I should be able to get under the fence at a weak point, if I could pull up the bottom of the chain link enough to sneak through. The easiest way to facilitate such an entry was to remove the wires that connected the chain link on two adjacent posts at the bottom, but that took time to do. I hoped I’d have enough time to get through before the patrol came back around, and before any deaders showed up to party. What I wouldn’t do for a full squad at my back right now, but as they say, shit in one hand and wish in the other…

      I decided to use the terrain and OPFOR to my advantage. There was a window of about three minutes during every patrol when the punters pulling perimeter security completely lost line of sight with the front gate. It was a rookie mistake, since they should have been running staggered patrols, and on a less predictable schedule; lucky for me they didn’t know their shit. Time to turn that to my advantage.

      Once the patrol was out of sight of the front gate, I ran directly to the fence line and used my multi-tool to bend the wire stays free and loosen the fence enough to slip under. I’d chosen an area of fence that was free of strays, so I should have plenty of time to get under the fence before they caught wind of me. Once I had it loose, I yanked the fence up and squeezed under. And without a moment to spare, because as I stood up I there were three deadheads right behind me and moaning up a storm.

      I quickly found some cover before the patrol caught wind of the ruckus the deaders were making, and waited for them to pass my position before I moved on to my ambush point. Hopefully they’d assume it was just a small animal that had riled the deaders up, and then continue their patrol. I took up a concealed observation position behind some equipment, and waited for the patrol to respond to the commotion. Just as I suspected, they rationalized it away as nothing to be concerned with. Amateurs.

      I pulled out one of my .45-caliber Glocks and attached my silencer to the barrel, and then I proceeded on to the designated ambush point. Contrary to popular belief, a sound-suppressed weapon does not make the pfft sound of a pellet gun. No matter the quality of the silencer or the caliber of the round being fired, a so-called “silenced” weapon still makes a noticeable report. However, with the noise that the deadheads were making, it was unlikely that the two guards inside the building would take notice. I’d also chosen an ambush point far in the back corner of the lot in order to reduce the noise of the pistol as much as humanly possible. Time to get this show on the road, I thought as I hid behind a dumpster and waited for the patrol to pass so I could take them out.
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      Despite my careful planning, as usual Murphy was in full effect on this mission. No sooner had I taken up my position behind the dumpster than a deader caught wind of me from the other side of the gate. I heard him before I saw him, moaning up loudly in order to call his buddies to come share a meal. As he got up to the fence, I could see that he must’ve been employed here; he was wearing blue work pants, work boots, a light-grey short-sleeved work shirt with Gus embroidered on the chest, and a reflective safety vest that had seen better days. Gus’s left eye was gone, and most of the skin on that side of his face as well. Gus was obviously not coping well with the zombie apocalypse.

      Well, piss on an electric fence, I thought, this deadhead’s going to give me away.

      I couldn’t change position, because the damned thing would just follow me. So, I did the only thing I could do. I glanced around to see if any other deadheads had heard Gus sound the alarm. Not seeing any of Gus’s buddies around, I put one in his empty eye socket and hoped that the patrol wouldn’t hear.

      Hope was apparently all I had on this mission, because Gus had hardly hit the dirt when I heard those two punters coming up on us from no more than fifty feet away.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “Probably that damn raccoon that came through here a minute ago. Chill out, Ren.”

      “Screw you, Charlie. That sounded like a gunshot.” Ren was obviously the brighter of the two. I might actually feel bad about taking him out. “You know what happened the last time we messed up on patrol. Hambone took away our whorehouse privileges. I had blue balls for a week.”

      “Ren, you cain’t never get it on with those girls anyways. Every one of them says so.”

      “Eat shit, Charlie. I’m still going to check it out.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Well, maybe I wouldn’t feel so bad about killing Ren after all. I waited until they were almost on top of me, then snuck around the back of the dumpster and came up behind them. Two shots in quick succession, and the post-War gene pool had improved tremendously. Who says guns don’t save lives?

      I quickly took Ren’s coat and hat, as he wouldn’t be needing either in his current condition, and dumped the bodies inside the trash receptacle. Ren’s hat was a little messy, and his jacket smelled like he’d just pulled it out of the dumpster. But despite the blood and Ren’s hygiene habits, this was no time to be squeamish; I’d need the disguise to confuse the folks inside if things went south.

      As I put the jacket on I heard the jingle of a keyring and wondered if I could be so lucky. I ran to the front gate and checked the padlock; sure enough I now had a matching key, and there were more than two dozen deaders milling around by this point. What do you know, every once in a while a blind squirrel can find a nut after all.

      I unlocked the chain, but left it loosely keeping the gate closed to give me time to get inside the building. I jogged over to the front entrance and cracked the door open, and then I ran to the side entrance and ducked inside, dropping into a squat next to the door with my Glock at the ready. I let my breathing slow and listened for any sign that someone had noticed my shenanigans. Nothing yet, but I knew based on my earlier surveillance that the interior guards patrolled roughly every ten minutes, so one was sure to come by soon. I ducked into an office with the door cracked, and waited stock-still for all hell to break loose.

      Within minutes I could hear the chains break loose of the front gate, followed by the moaning of two dozen deadheads coming at us like the crowd at AT&T Stadium rushing to take a halftime piss. It wouldn’t be long until they found the front door, which meant I needed to get that kid loose and get out of here pronto. I figured the guards must’ve heard the deaders too, so I took the hallway toward the back on the odd chance it’d let me come out in the work bays closer to the rear of the building.

      As predicted, I exited the hallway via a cheap hollow-core door that opened into the rear portion of the work bays. There were still several work trucks parked inside, a testament to the fact that technology was useless in the post-War world. Without fuel, they were as good as scrap. I noticed that the horses were tied up back here as well, but it appeared that borrowing Ren’s coat was masking my scent enough to prevent spooking them. I took cover under one of the trucks and crawled forward to survey the situation.

      My boy Fido was some forty feet in front of me, chained to the steel columns that supported the roof of the building. There were about ten cots spread in a circle around a fifty-gallon drum that was being used as a fire pit, and there were at least five bodies on the cots. Beyond that, I could see light coming in through the partially open front entrance, and shadows playing back and forth beyond that. Once the SHTF occurred, I’d need to be quick if I was to get my target out without getting eaten or shot.

      Within seconds the guards came bursting out of the other door to the offices, making a beeline for the front door. Too late though; when the first guard was less than a few meters away, a line of deaders came bursting through the front entrance.

      “Shit—we got Zs in here! Everybody up!”

      Then, freaking hellified chaos erupted, with guards shooting deaders, deaders eating punters, and plenty of people running around in a confused state, trying to avoid becoming zombie meat. Time to move. I rolled out from under the truck and ran straight to the kid, who was barely able to hold himself up. Not a good sign. If he couldn’t move fast once I freed him, we were both going to be screwed.

      I ran up on him and glanced around to make sure no one was paying attention. The seven or eight remaining punters were fairly occupied with trying to avoid becoming a Lunchable at the moment. Thank God for small favors. I started fumbling with the kid’s chains, and noticed that the shackles on his wrists were cuffs, and the collar had a padlock. Great.

      “I saw you earlier, and heard you take out the guards outside.” The kid was looking up at me from one bloodied eye. The other was swollen shut, and one side of his face looked like someone had taken a meat tenderizer to it. He had blood running down his face, and he looked like he wouldn’t make it thirty feet, much less five miles in the dark.

      “Kid, can you make it out of here?”

      He grinned, and I saw a few missing teeth that I was sure had been recently knocked out. “Just give me the keys and go. I’ll catch up in a minute.”

      “Look, I can carry you—”

      He cut me off. “You won’t make it if you don’t leave now.” He nodded toward the front of the work bay, and I could see it didn’t look good for the punters. They were being overrun, and we’d be next. “Give me the keys, and get somewhere safe—I’ll be right behind you.”

      I nodded, as I didn’t have a whole lot of choice. I put the keys in his hands, and he immediately began working at the lock on his neck.

      “Good luck, kid,” I said over my shoulder as I sprinted back to the rear office entrance with my Glock at the ready. I ducked behind the trucks and darted into the hallway, only to be bowled over by a deader and one of the guards, who were currently tangled in a somewhat romantic-looking embrace. I was pretty sure the deadhead was enjoying it more than the guard, but it was hard to tell from underneath the poor bastard. I heaved them off of me and made eye contact with the guard as I rolled up to my feet.

      He had a forearm under the deadhead’s chin, while the Z had a death grip on his shirt with both hands. The guard was fumbling for a knife at his belt with his other hand, and he looked at me with fear in his eyes. “Ren, help me, you cowardly shit!”

      I pulled off the hat and tossed it at him. “Sorry—Ren’s not here, I’m just the sub. But, the benefits suck and the job security is for shit, so tell your boss he can take this job and shove it.” At that, I took off down the hall with him cursing me from behind. About halfway down the hall, I heard his rant turn into a gurgled cry, and then all I heard was the wet sounds of teeth rending flesh. Better him than me.

      Once I hit the side entrance, I stopped and nudged the door open with my toe. I took a quick peek around the corner and saw that most of the activity was at the front of the building. So I made a beeline for the dumpster where I’d left my friends, Gus, Charlie, and Ren. Along the way, I grabbed an old tarp in my free hand, and vaulted up on the dumpster with it. I took off Ren’s coat and folded it up inside the tarp, then threw them over the razor wire above the dumpster. I also paused to remove the suppressor from my Glock, tucking it away and holstering my weapon before climbing over the fence. No sense risking shooting myself during my clean getaway.

      I managed to make it over the razor wire without shredding my clothes and skin to pieces, and decided to head back to my observation point to watch out for the kid and see if he made it out okay. I snuck over to the building and climbed up using a wooden pallet and the old roof-access ladder, and crawled up to the roofline to see what was what. I sat there for about five minutes listening to gunshots and the cries of the punters, waiting to see some sign of him as the sounds of fighting slowly died off to nothing.

      Then, I saw something that chilled me to the bone. A dark shape burst through a window at the rear of the building, and as it rolled to its feet I could see it was carrying another figure with it. I assumed it was the leader of the punter crew, that Hambone character Ren had referred to earlier. The figure held Hambone up by the throat with one hand, and I could hear the punter begging for his life as he gasped for air.

      With a growl and a swipe of a muscular clawed arm the dark figure opened the punter up from one side of his gut to the other, and I could see his entrails plop out in a stringy mass to hit the grass underneath him. Then the thing dropped him there, half alive still, moaning and begging for the kid to finish him off. Even though I couldn’t recognize a single feature that I could match between the nightmare below and the kid I rescued, I knew it had to be him. The wolf-thing took one look at the quivering mass of bleeding flesh and entrails he’d created, and then looked up at me, briefly making eye contact with a single greenish-gold eye. Then, he actually waved at me before bounding off into the trees to disappear into the darkness.

      Well, that was weird and creepy, I thought to myself. I waited a few minutes to see if it would come back, but it was gone, and to be honest I hoped for good. With nothing better to do, I ducked back down into concealment in an overhang where the roofs of two connected buildings met. Within minutes the night was pierced by screams, and I could hear the deaders feasting on Hambone’s guts while he whimpered and wailed. Moments later, however, the only sound was that of zombies eating their fill of human flesh, and the cicadas droning in the trees. I sat quietly on my perch and waited for dawn, wondering if I’d just gained an ally or freed an enemy; to be truthful, I wasn’t entirely certain I didn’t do a bit of both.
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      Morning came with me still hiding in the lee of the building’s roof next door to where I’d rescued the ’thrope the night before. That he was a lycanthrope, I now had little doubt. The creature I’d seen just a few hours prior was like nothing I’d ever laid eyes on previously, but it matched every description of a werewolf that I’d ever heard. Besides that, it knew I was watching it kill that punter, and made a point to let me know. It could have just as easily attacked me, but it didn’t. I could only surmise that it was the kid I’d helped out in the warehouse.

      I felt like hammered shit, and probably looked little better, but I knew I had a long trek ahead of me to get back to Gabby and Captain Perez. So, I stretched out a bit to loosen my muscles up, ate a bit of trail bread and some rabbit jerky, chased that with about a pint of water, and got ready to head out. I was climbing down the side of the building when I heard a soft footsteps coming up behind.

      “Don’t shoot.” I jumped down from the wooden pallet in a crouch, my hand on my sidearm and ready to draw. The young man I’d rescued was standing about fifteen feet away, just on my side of the corner of the building, looking like he was ready to bolt. His face looked quite a bit better than he had the night before, with just the faintest signs of bruising along his jaw. He was wearing a pair of scuffed-up Vans without socks, some cargo shorts that had seen better days, a T-shirt that said Truckers do it hauling ass, and a cheap pair of Wayfarers with black frames and neon-orange temples. He had curly brown hair, a decent tan, and was rangy in that dangerous sort of way that women seem to find appealing. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that he could have been any kid I grew up with.

      I decided to defuse the situation. I’d come to rescue this kid, not shoot him. And besides, I had a feeling that he had vital information on the ’thrope threat. “Nice duds. Did you rob a frat house? As I recall, the last time I saw you, you were sporting a different look.”

      He ignored my jibe and walked forward, slowly and cautiously with his hands held in the air like this was a stickup. “The deaders have all settled down inside the building for the day. They hate the sunlight, so we should be clear of them.”

      I nodded and squinted back at him. The hell with it, no sense dicking around the bush. “So, you’re a ’thrope.” Statement, not a question.

      He grinned like a two-bit cardsharp caught dealing from the bottom of the deck. “What gave it away? Was it the claws and hair, or the fact that I no longer look like I got hit by a truck?”

      I shrugged. “What made you come back?”

      He stopped grinning, and looked off to the side. “I dunno. You risked your ass to help me. Not many people would.”

      “And you expect to return the favor?”

      “If I can—that is, if you’ll let me.”

      He seemed as normal as any kid I’d ever met. Hell, he reminded me a bit of myself at his age, cocksure and smart-assed to boot. I didn’t know what the hell to think at this point, because I honestly hadn’t thought ahead this far.

      “You hungry, kid?”

      He shook his head in the negative. “Naw, I took down a wild pig after I left here last night. Takes a lot of protein to heal that much damage.”

      “Something told me you weren’t a vegan.” I paused, then decided to take a gamble. “Well, hell—I’m Sully, but most of my friends call me Scratch.” I extended my hand to him.

      He backed away a half step, then appeared to reconsider and took two strides forward and took my hand in a firm grip. “I’m Bobby.” We shook, and I noticed his hand was hot, almost like he had a fever. I decided to withhold comment.

      “I have some people to meet, Bobby. You’re welcome to come with me, if you want.” I adjusted the straps on my pack, and took off at a brisk walk.

      Bobby caught up with me and matched my pace. “Where you headed?”

      I paused, unsure of how much I wanted to share with him. “Before I answer your questions, I need you to answer a few of mine. I think you owe me that much.” He remained quiet, which I took as acquiescence. “First off, why did those punters capture you? Did you piss them off or something?”

      Bobby shook his head again. “Naw, they work for the pack that’s been patrolling the Corridor—the ones who are taking people. I belong to a neutral pack that roams the coast, and they’re trying to recruit us to help them bring the safe-zone settlers under heel. And by ‘recruit,’ I mean ‘force into indentured servitude.’” I looked at him with a cocked eyebrow, and he held his hands up in protest. “Hey, not every lycanthrope wants to fight this war you know. I mean, we’re not like the Zs or the vamps. Some of us just want to be left alone, to hunt with our pack and live in peace.”

      “You mean hunt humans?”

      Bobby looked at me like I was nuts. “No, man, no way! Lots of us got turned by the ones who came right after the War. They were trying to increase their numbers so they could take out the early resistance. Lycanthropy isn’t like becoming one of the undead. Some people go feral as all hell when they get turned, but a good portion of us stay more or less human after we get turned.”

      Something wasn’t adding up. “Bobby, how old are you?”

      “Oh, you think I’m bullshitting you because I look like I’m just a kid. Lycanthropy slows down your aging processes—a lot. I was fifteen when I got turned, going on five years ago. I may not look it, but if the shit hadn’t hit the fan, I’d probably be attending college in Austin right about now.”

      I thought back to before the War, and all my plans. I’d intended to go back to school, finish my degree, and become a physician’s assistant. Bombs and monsters shot that plan all to hell. Screw me.

      Bobby continued. “Anyways, I escaped with a bunch of ’thropes who didn’t like bowing down to our occult overlords, and we hooked up with a pack of neutrals out along the coast.”

      “Neutrals?”

      “Yeah, ’thropes that are on neither side. Just want to be left alone, like I said.” Bobby paused for a moment, and then his mind seemed to change track. “You know, there’s still a whole lot of beach down on the coast. Sometimes I go surfing, although the waves aren’t that great. Still, it beats hanging out with the goons in the corridor.”

      Holy shit, I just rescued Teen Wolf, I thought as Bobby waxed poetic about his surfing. One thing was for sure though, I didn’t think Bobby was going to gnaw my arm off anytime soon. Again, thank God for small favors.
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      As it turned out, Bobby was a walking encyclopedia of information on the various occult species, and more specifically what was going down in the Corridor. As we walked back to the vet clinic, he alternated between filling me in on movements and activity among the undead and ’thropes in the corridor, and regaling me with stories of his surfing adventures down along the coast.

      At the moment, he was telling me about his favorite spots to surf. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I could care less. I’d been tuning in and out for the last few hours; the kid could really talk.

      “But sometimes, man, there are pirates. You gotta watch out for them. They mostly come up from Mexico way, looking for slaves to take back who knows where.”

      That got my interest. “They ever try to take any of your friends?”

      Bobby chuckled. “Just once, but, man, they got a surprise! Since then, they stay away from our stretch of the coast.”

      Despite Bobby’s ADD, so far I’d learned a few very important things about the activity along the Corridor. According to Bobby, there was a large pack of about two dozen ’thropes patrolling up and down the Corridor collecting humans for slave labor. Apparently, they were controlled by a single alpha wolf who went by the name of Van.

      “So, tell me more about this Van character.”

      The kid whistled long and low. “You don’t want to jack with him, trust me. He’s one bad dude. He’s one of the ones that came right after the bombs dropped. A real first-gen alpha, strong and mean as shit.”

      I’d seen how easily Bobby had lifted that punter off the ground the night before, and wondered how he compared to Van. “Stronger than you?”

      “Pfft. I’m a pup compared to this guy. I’ve seen him kick a car chassis across a road, no lie. When he’s under the moon, you better steer clear of him.”

      “What do you mean, ‘under the moon’?”

      Bobby chewed his lip, and took a moment before he spoke. “Well, I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, because it’s really something they don’t want humans to know.”

      “Who are they?”

      “The alphas. And the packs. Pretty much all the wolves, I guess.”

      I nodded. “And…”

      “You aren’t going to let this go, are you? Alright, but you can’t let anyone know I told you this, or I’ll be in deep shit with my pack, so you gotta keep this under wraps.”

      I held up my right hand with two fingers extended. “Scout’s honor.”

      Bobby smirked. “You’re no Boy Scout, that’s for sure. Anyway, the thing is, wolves are stronger when the moon is full and we’re weaker when there’s not a full moon.”

      “You changed last night, and it wasn’t a full moon.”

      “Yeah, but it was still a mid-phase moon, and that’s enough to go through the change.”

      “And what if there was no moon out, or just a crescent moon?”

      “No change, man, no way, no how. Don’t care how strong your wolf is.”

      I chewed my lip and considered what he was telling me. “Are you stronger when you transform?”

      “Oh, most definitely. I mean, I’m strong now”—he flexed his arms for emphasis—“but I’m much stronger after I go through the change.”

      “So, if I was going to take out the Corridor pack’s alpha, I’d want to do it under a new moon.” I looked at Bobby for confirmation, and he nodded. “Good to know.”

      Bobby was chewing on a blade of grass as we walked along, and his forehead was wrinkled as he walked beside me. “Scratch, there’s something I can’t figure out. If you’re this mighty hunter, why don’t you know all this stuff already?”

      “Honestly, you’re the first ’thrope I’ve seen. Everything I’ve known about your kind up until now has all been rumint and speculation.”

      “Rumint?”

      “‘Rumor intel’—stuff you’ve heard but that you can’t confirm.”

      The kid nodded and kept chewing that blade of grass. “Okay, but if that’s the case, then why do you smell like you’ve been around ’thropes?”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. “Run that by me again?”

      “Yeah man, you smell like ’thropes. I caught the scent on you back in the warehouse. That was one of the reasons why I decided I could trust you. I figured maybe you were sent by my pack to track me down and help me get away.”

      I struggled to come up with a reasonable explanation for what Bobby was saying. “You sure I wasn’t just somewhere that a lycanthrope had been?”

      “No, man, I’d know it. The scent would be stale in that case, but this is fresh. One, maybe two days old on you, I’m sure of it. But kind of—I don’t know—off somehow. It’s hard to describe. You smell like a lycanthrope, but now that I’ve been around you for a while, I don’t think it’s wolf.” He leaned in and started sniffing all over me. “Nope, I’m sure of it. Not wolf.”

      I pushed him back with a hand on his forehead. “Do you mind? Personal space is sort of a thing with me.”

      The kid’s cheeks flushed, and he backed off with his hands in the air. “Sorry, man, I just haven’t been around a lot of humans recently. My bad.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked off to the side. “I just thought you’d want to know what it was, is all.”

      I sighed. “It’s okay, just don’t do it again without asking.” The kid nodded and the stupid grin he usually wore popped right back in place. “But if it’s not wolf, then what could it be?”

      He shrugged. “I dunno. Supposed to be lots of different kinds of lycanthropes. All I’ve ever seen are wolves though, but you have to remember that at five years in, I’m still pretty new at this.”

      “This is all pretty new to everybody, I think.”

      “Yeah, I guess so. But the rumor is, there’s always been undead and lycanthropes around—just not this many.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Bobby waved his hands with a look of incredulity on his face. “Look, man, I’m not saying I believe it. But you have to admit, all those stories had to come from somewhere. I mean, practically every culture on earth has some sort of folklore surrounding vampires and shape-shifters. If you think about it, it does kind of make sense.”

      I let that roll around inside my head for a while. If what Bobby was saying was true, then why the sudden increase in Them after the War? And if there was some specific event that caused the increase, could it be reversed? There was so much that I didn’t know about the origin of these creatures, and I couldn’t help but wonder if somewhere out there, there might be a way to send all these things back to where they came from.

      Right as I was finishing that thought, we started up the road to the vet clinic. I figured I’d better fill the kid in so he knew what he was walking into. I told him about Gabby and the doc, and why we were holed up here. I also hinted that Captain Perez might not be so keen on ’thropes.

      “Oh, that’s understandable. I mean, not all ’thropes are friendly, so I get that. I promise, I won’t make any trouble for you guys. And if things get too heavy, I’ll just make myself scarce.”

      “Well, as far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like.” This seemed to mollify him, and I was glad because he looked a little nervous about meeting more humans. “Just let me do the talking—I’m sure everything will be just fine, once they get to know you.”

      We walked around the back of the clinic, rounding the corner of the kennels and dog runs in order to enter through the back door. Bobby noticed all the dog carcasses and skeletons in the runs and kennels, and let out a long sigh.

      “Man, humans do some messed up shit.”

      “I agree, but I gotta say that after watching you gut that guy last night, that might be the pot calling the kettle black.”

      He stuck his lower lip out and squinted one eye. “Point taken. But you have to admit, that punter had it coming.”

      “No arguments here.” As we approached the building, the back door opened and Captain Perez walked out. Before I could open my mouth to introduce Bobby to her, she pulled out a pistol and shot him in the chest.
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      I looked at her in shock for a moment, and then drew down on her with my HK. “Drop the pistol—now!”

      She rolled her eyes and held the weapon up for me to see. It was an air pistol, similar to ones I’d used as a kid for match competition. I looked over at Bobby to see the extent of the damage. The kid was clutching his chest with one hand, and had a syringe dart in the other. He was looking back and forth from me, to the doc, to the dart in his hand, and his eyes were sort of unfocused and glazing over.

      “Oh, man, that was so uncool.” He looked at the doc with an expression of disbelief on his face. “Man, he said you were a bitch, but I wanted to at least give you the benefit of a doubt.” Then he looked at me and shook his head. “Scratch, I don’t feel so good.” At that, the kid collapsed to the pavement.

      I looked at the doc and gestured with the barrel of my weapon. “I said, drop it.” There was a menace in my voice that I don’t think she’d heard previously. She rolled her eyes and complied.

      “Oh, relax, it’s just a sedative. He’ll be fine in a few hours. Maybe less, considering his metabolism.”

      I looked down and saw that the kid was still semiconscious, but he was definitely out of it and not having a good day. I still kept the gun on her, because frankly I was a little pissed. “Mind explaining to me why you did that?”

      “Mind explaining to me why you brought a wild animal home?” She crossed her arms and leaned against the doorframe, her expression defying me to object. “That thing next to you is as dangerous as any large wild animal, and I’d say even more dangerous than a full-grown tiger or lion.”

      “Lions don’t wear Wayfarers and wax poetic about catching the perfect wave.”

      She rolled her eyes at me again. I was starting to get annoyed. “You might think he means us no harm, and the truth is that you may be right. However, he may not be able to help himself when the full moon rolls around.”

      I dropped the barrel of the weapon a few inches. “You sure seem to know an awful lot about lycanthropes. Mind telling me how you came by this specialized knowledge?”

      “Help me carry him in, and I’ll tell you want you want to know. But I’m not saying a word until he’s locked up.”

      “Good luck with that, because I’ve seen what he can do, and I honestly don’t think there’s anything here that can hold him.”

      “Well, then we’re just going to have to keep him sedated.”

      I wouldn’t let her drug the kid again, but on the other hand I wanted to find out why she knew so much about ’thropes. So I grunted in reply, figuring she’d take it for a yes. Then I grabbed the kid under the arms and she took his legs. We carried him in and set him down on one of the exam tables, and then sat down in the back of the clinic. I glared at her for a moment, and then decided to break the ice.

      “How’s Gabby doing?”

      She scratched her head absently, and I noticed the exhaustion on her face for the first time. “She’s fine, healing up well. Glad you asked. But I’m worried that if we stay here much longer, the pack is going to find us. They tend to range all up and down the Corridor, and it’s just a matter of time before they catch our scent and track us here.”

      “Is she in any condition to travel?”

      The doc nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, yes, she’s healing up nicely. She’s young, and strong.” I could tell she was hiding something though, something related to Gabby. Considering that she’d been shot just a few days prior, I had a hard time believing she’d be back on her feet so soon. The doc was hiding something from me, and I was sick and tired of playing games.

      “Tell me how you know so much about the occult species.”

      She ran her fingers through her hair and let out a long sigh. “Alright. I’d have to tell you this eventually, but I didn’t want it to be so soon.” She leaned forward with her hands clasped, elbows on her knees. “How much do you know about how we ended up with an occult invasion?”

      I shrugged. “Same as everyone else, mostly rumor and speculation. Some folks say the government was experimenting with Them, had ’em locked up in a facility somewhere and they all got out when the power failed.”

      “Okay, not the first time I’ve heard that story.” She sat back and leaned on the table, while I kept my hands on my weapon and continued to stare her down. “You know, there’s actually some truth to it.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “And you would know this, how?”

      There was a pregnant pause, and then the captain started fidgeting with an old clipboard on the counter next to her. She looked up at me, and I couldn’t tell if it was regret or remorse on her face, but from the looks of it she was carting around some serious baggage. “What if I told you I was involved with a top secret military project to study the occult species, before the War?”

      I nodded, stone-faced. “I’d say that explains a lot. Go on.”

      “We worked out of Sam Houston, but all the research was done in a super-hush-hush facility on Camp Bullis. The facility had all sorts of test subjects there. Vamps, zombies, ’thropes—and, other things.”

      “And the military had you doing research on the ’thropes.”

      She nodded. “Officially my jacket says I’m a DVM, but I also have a PhD in biomedical research, with a specialization in gene therapy. I was working on ways to enhance Special Forces soldiers using specific genetic traits inherent to the lycanthrope species.”

      “‘Species,’ as in plural?”

      “Yes. To our knowledge, there are multiple lycanthropic species extant. However, the most common types are canids, specifically wolf-human hybrids. We thought that the best chances for success with our experiments would be with the wolf-types, so we focused most of our research there.”

      I leaned back against the counter and set my rifle on the countertop. “So, what you’re saying is that the government was responsible for the huge cluster we’re in right now. Tell me something I didn’t already suspect.”

      She shook her head gently. “Not exactly. You see, the occult species have been showing up here and there on planet Earth throughout history. Take werewolves for instance; there are legends that have survived over the centuries indicating their appearances are cyclical. They’ll show up for a few hundred years, and then disappear for several centuries, only to show up again. The Neuri of ancient Scythia. Lycaon from Greek mythology. The Úlfhednar of Scandanavia. The Beast of Gevaudan. The sasquatch and skin walker legends of North America. We searched for patterns, and couldn’t find anything—at least, not until the bombs dropped.”

      “What the hell do the nukes have to do with the appearance of these things? I thought you guys were breeding them as part of your experiments.”

      She laughed, but it wasn’t a pleasant laugh. “Breeding them? Are you mad? We were running our experiments in hopes of finding a way to fight them, should a severe outbreak occur. As you know, they can reproduce, in a manner of speaking, by producing offspring and thralls. However, the thralls are almost always weaker than the original subject who created them. Eventually, by the third or fourth generation, the thralls lose the ability to reproduce.”

      That made sense. I’d often wondered why we weren’t completely overrun with the damn things already. “Okay, but if that’s true then how do you explain how we have so many of them running around now?”

      “That’s the thing—at first, we couldn’t find any pattern to explain where they were coming from or what was causing them to appear at certain times, and not at others. Finally, we noticed an increase in reports of occult species sightings and attacks following increases in solar flare activity. The team I was working with developed a hypothesis that, if these creatures were extra-dimensional in origin, that the increased solar flare activity could be somehow facilitating their ‘crossing over’ from another dimension of existence.”

      “You’re talking that they came from another dimension?”

      “Yes—that’s the only logical explanation, since there’s no evidence of any occult species in the fossil record. They’d have to have come from someplace other than Earth.”

      This was all getting pretty far out there, but after my first brush with the undead, I’d decided that anything was possible. “I think I see where you’re going with this—you think that the bombs somehow damaged the barrier between their world and ours.”

      She smacked the counter with her fist. “Exactly! And that’s the good news—in every single instance of increased solar activity followed by increased occult species sightings, the sightings and attacks died down within a few decades, or they tapered off over the course of a few centuries.”

      “That doesn’t sound like good news for us. I mean, according to your theory, by the time these things start to die off, humans could become extinct as a species.”

      The doc raised a finger in the air, and her face lit up. “Yes—but if the theory holds true, then that also means we have a chance to either hold out or even kill them off, since their numbers and means of reproducing are finite.”

      I wiggled my hand back and forth. “Sounds iffy, doc. But even a small bit of hope is hope.” I leaned back and decided to drop the $100,000 question. “So, how do I fit into all this?”

      About that time, Gabby came walking in. She still looked a little green around the gills, but she was definitely in better shape than any person had a right to be after having a bullet dug out of their gut. The doc nodded at her. “There’s your answer.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Gabby came in, pulled up a chair, and looked me up and down. “You look like shit.”

      I laughed. “So do you. How’s that bullet wound?”

      She looked at the doc. “Should I show him?”

      The captain cocked an eyebrow and tilted her head. “If you feel comfortable sharing it.”

      Gabby nodded. “I trust him.” She lifted up her shirt and pulled the bandage away. Just twenty-four hours prior, there had been a large incision in her abdomen. I’d been there when the doc opened her up to remove that bullet, and I saw her get stapled up. Now, there was barely a scar.

      “Holy shit. She’s one of your experiments.”

      The doc looked at Gabby and placed a hand on her arm. It was a tender gesture, and full of the kind of affection that a mother or older sister has for a young child. She turned and looked at me with less of the fevered enthusiasm of a research clinician, and more of the benevolence of a family physician in her eyes.

      “Gabby was brought by her uncle to a FEMA camp a few months after the bombs fell. She was dying of radiation poisoning and there was nothing that conventional medicine could do. I convinced her uncle that I could save her, but that it would be risky. He told me that if I didn’t he’d put a car tire around my neck and set it on fire.”

      “Sounds like a charming guy.”

      Gabby smirked and rolled her eyes. “He wouldn’t have done it.”

      The doc chuckled. “Back then, I think he would have. Taking care of you, raising you, I think it changed him for the better, Gabby.” She looked off out the window. “Regardless, he agreed to allow me to try and help her. It was the only chance she had. So, we took her to the research facility on Bullis, and I saved her life. Within days of the therapy, she evidenced a complete recovery. A modern medical miracle.”

      “Hold up—you mean to tell me this facility is still intact?”

      “Yes, absolutely. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I can give humanity what it needs to turn the tide in this war. I can make you superhuman.”
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      “You want to do me what with what?”

      “I’m serious, Scratch—I can make you more than human, enough to give you and others the edge you need to face the occult species threat head on. No more running from Them. No more hiding in the sticks. This technology has the potential to turn the tide in this war, and save the human race from extinction.”

      Whiskey tango foxtrot. This was all just a little too much to take for me at the moment, and I was, for once in my life, speechless. One thing was for sure though: I didn’t want anyone jacking with my DNA, and especially not to inject me with something that came from Them. Uh-uh, no way, no freaking how.

      I stood up. “I’m going to go check on Bobby.”

      The captain stood up as well, and took a step forward with a hand extended. “I know this is asking a lot, but I can assure you, the procedure is completely benign. There will be no personality changes, and you’ll be the exact same person, just faster, stronger, and you’ll heal more quickly.”

      At that moment, I didn’t know whether to laugh, or punch her in the face. “Are you freaking insane? You can’t play God with people—I mean, we’re talking potentially altering the gene pool for the entire human race. You have no idea what the repercussions will be for the generations of humans who’ll come after us. We could end up as a race of monsters ourselves.”

      Gabby crossed her arms and glared at me. “Do I look like a monster to you? Remember, I saved your life! Would a monster do that?”

      She had a point, but this issue was bigger than just me and her. “Kid, I’ll admit that you appear absolutely five by five to me, but who knows what effect the witch doctor’s brew is going to have on you five or ten years down the road?” I looked at the doc. “And what about her kids? What’s going to happen when she grows up and starts a family—not that there are many people doing that these days—but hypothetically, what then? Will they be deformed? Psychologically imbalanced? Feral?”

      The captain shook her head. “The possibilities of something like that happening are infinitesimal. The chance that a gene therapy recipient will pass on those traits is almost zero. It’s a nonissue. But if we do nothing—well, there may not be a human race left at all.”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Okay, so let’s say that what you’re telling me is true. Why me?”

      They looked at each other. “Because, we’re talking about potentially creating a whole new classification of enhanced humans. That’s a lot of power to give someone, and it can’t just be trusted to anyone. If the wrong people were enhanced, or if they got their hands on the means—it could be disastrous.”

      “So, I’m one of the few people you can trust.”

      “Exactly.” The captain sat back down again. “Besides that, one person won’t be enough. We’d need the first candidates to travel and recruit people who are mentally and emotionally stable, and who are absolutely trustworthy. We cannot get this wrong.”

      It was still just a little too much to process. “I need to think on this, and I also need to get back to my people.”

      The doc raised her hands in a gesture of supplication. “I understand, but just remember that we don’t have a lot of time to waste. The ’thropes in the Corridor have been gathering up humans from the settlements, and for what I have not a clue. But they’re up to something, something big. I have a feeling that if we don’t act quickly, we’ll end up wishing we hadn’t waited to act.”

      Gabby was looking at me with those big brown eyes, laying the guilt trip on me. I wasn’t having it. “I’m going to go check on Bobby—do not, under any circumstances, drug him again. If you do, there’s absolutely no chance I’ll even consider this—plan of yours. Am I understood?”

      Captain Perez simply nodded. “Sure, whatever you say. But just don’t take too long to decide. There’s a lot more at stake than your friends in the safe zone.”
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      I stormed back to the room where we’d left Bobby, and he was breathing nice and steady when I walked in. I sat down in a chair, propped my weapon up against the wall, and ran my hands through my hair in frustration. I didn’t know what I was going to do about everything the doc had just told me, but I at least I could think about it on my way back to the settlement.

      Then, Bobby cracked an eye at me and whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “Is that bitch going to shoot me again?”

      Despite myself I had to chuckle. “Figured you were still out.” I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so, but just in case be on your guard around her. I don’t think they call her ‘The Spider’ for nothing.”

      He nodded and sat up. “In that case, I’ve been awake for a while. She must’ve underestimated how fast my metabolism is or something.”

      “Naw, she was just planning on locking you up while you were still groggy. I think she wanted us to split while you were out.”

      “That’s coldhearted, man—just cold-blooded.” He paused. “Are spiders cold-blooded?”

      “I think this one is. You hear what we were talking about?”

      “Most of it. That’s some heavy-duty shit. What’re you gonna do?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m leaning toward not having my genetic makeup permanently altered by a mad scientist with a hard-on for destruction. What do you think?”

      He cocked his head like a dog listening to something only he can hear. “Shhh—she’s coming.” Bobby plopped back down on the table and feigned incapacitation, snoring overdramatically in the attempt.

      The captain walked into the room with Gabby on her heels. She looked at Bobby like he was roadkill gone rotten. “I see that the mutt is up.”

      Bobby cracked an eye and stuck his tongue out at her, and then he sat up. “I don’t know what you shot me up with, Doc, but that’s the best nap I’ve had in a long time.” He turned and whispered to me behind his hand, pointing at the doc. “I think someone needs a Pamprin.”

      She glared daggers at him. “If you keep it up, I will shoot you again.”

      I cleared my throat to interrupt. “I guess I should make introductions all the way around. Bobby, meet Captain Perez, lately itinerant mad scientist employed by the US Army Veterinary Corps, and Gabby, my—well, my friend. Gabby and Doc, meet Bobby the friendly neighborhood lycanthrope.”

      The doc rolled her eyes, but Gabby bounced up to him and stuck out her hand. Bobby gave her a 1,000-watt smile and shook it enthusiastically, then winked at her. “Finally, someone I can talk to who isn’t an antique.” Gabby actually cracked a smile at that. I was pretty sure she was going to have a crush on Bobby.

      The captain cleared her throat. “Before you head back out west, I want you to know what a small window of opportunity we have here.”

      “Captain Perez, I honestly am not all that hot on the idea of being your Frankenstein in the first place.” I looked at Gabby. “Sorry, kid, no offense.”

      Gabby waved her hands in the air over her head and made her eyes cross. “Oh, yeah—I’m going to freak out and eat your brains any second. Watch out for the crazy eleven-year-old with werewolf DNA—she’ll eat your face off!” She continued to rant as she stomped off down the hall, and I could still hear her from the other side of the clinic.

      Bobby gave her a pitying look as she left. “Boy, she sure is sensitive about her race. I mean, can’t we all just get along?” Then he leaned out of the room and hollered at her down the hall, pumping his fist like a Black Panther. “We monsters gotta stick together—viva la raza del monstruo!” He turned and looked at me. “I mean, the good ones—you get that, right?”

      The captain gave me a quizzical look. “Just ignore him,” I replied.

      The doc shook it off and continued. “So anyway, as I was saying—we only have a very brief window of opportunity here. The wolf pack has been ranging further and further away from the Corridor, and it’s only a matter of time before they find the facility. Once that happens, there’s no telling when we’ll be able to sneak in and start the treatments on you.”

      “If that’s the case, then what are we going to do about the rest of the people you want me to find? I can’t very well go out and recruit an entire platoon of volunteers for your super-soldier experiment in just a few days. It’d take weeks just to round up a half dozen good people from the settlements.”

      She smirked at me. “Oh, I figured you’d have the Corridor pack all wrapped up and gone by then.”

      I furrowed my brow at her and shook my head with menace. “You have got to be freaking kidding me. You’re expecting me to take out the entire pack—by myself?”

      She gave a small shrug. “Not exactly. Gabby would be there to help you, and from the looks of it, wolf boy here might be willing to lend a hand.”

      At that, Bobby looked up from a promotional poster he was intently studying on the wall. “Doc, do you think I’m at risk for heartworms? It says here that Texas is a hot spot for heartworms in canines.”

      She frowned at Bobby. “Well, at least he seems loyal, if a little dumb. Anyway, you’re already a highly trained soldier. With the right enhancements, I’m not saying you could take out the entire pack all at once. But, you could definitely divide and conquer.”

      “Look, doc, I really want to help—honest, I do—but I learned back in my Army days not to volunteer for shit. Especially not for any experiments the military is cooking up.”

      “So, you’re headed west then? Back to the settlements? To do what—warn them about a threat they have no way to protect themselves from?”

      About this time I noticed that Bobby was standing off to the side with his hand raised in the air, like a kid in grade school who wanted to get a hall pass. I sighed in exasperation. “Yes, Bobby, the bathroom is right down the hall, out the door and back up in the woods about fifty feet.”

      He looked at me in confusion with his hand still up in the air. “What—huh? Oh, no—it’s not that. I went already while you guys thought I was out cold.” Shocker. “No, what I was going to ask is, you guys keep saying something about heading out west. Are you, like, talking about heading out to the settlements?”

      Unbelievable. I was starting to think that I didn’t rescue Teen Wolf after all, but Forrest Gump. “Yes, Bobby—that’s what I’ve been saying all day long, that I need to get back to my people in the safe zone and warn them about all the wolf activity here in the Corridor.”

      He nodded, and then his hand crept up again. He waited for a look of acknowledgement from me to speak. “Um, that’s what I thought you said.” He winced and shrunk back in on himself just a bit. “See, before you helped me get away, I overheard those punters talking about how Van was planning a big raid on the settlements west of here.”

      I lunged over to him and grabbed him by the front of his T-shirt. “When—how soon?” I was practically yelling, and he shied away from me because of it.

      “Well, tonight.” He winced visibly from me as he said it.

      “Shit!” I let him go and started gathering all my gear. “Is that horse still out there?”

      Captain Perez nodded. “Yes, I kept him locked up so no zombies could get to him. But listen—you can’t help these people now, not without the treatments. I’m telling you, I studied these creatures.” She paused and spared Bobby a look of contempt, then continued in almost a whisper. “You won’t stand a chance.”

      “I can’t wait. It may already be too late. Gabby!”

      She came down the hall at a trot. “I’m coming with you.”

      Bobby raised a hand again, this time with much more enthusiasm. “Me too!”

      “No, you’re not.” Bobby looked hurt. “No, I meant her, not you.” I pointed at Bobby. “You—you can come with me, and you owe me anyway.”

      He immediately perked up. “Hell yes—road trip!”

      Gabby gave me a steely look. “I’m coming with you, no matter what you say. Look, you’ll need me, trust me on this. I was sandbagging on you, after the trailer. I’m a lot more useful than you think.”

      Bobby nodded like a bobblehead riding a roller coaster. “I think you should let her go, chief.”

      She looked me dead in the eye. “You can’t stop me.”

      Captain Perez put a hand on my arm. “Scratch, you’re going to need her with you anyway. I’m going to have to head back to the research facility and lock it down. Gabby knows where it is—she can take you there, once you warn the settlement.”

      “Is it secure?”

      “Well, yes—I mean, secure once we’re locked in. There are security protocols that will lock the place down in an emergency, but they have to be activated from inside.”

      “Will it hold all my people—say, fifty souls?”

      I could see the conflict, all over the doc’s face. She was torn between earning my trust, and potentially endangering her research by exposing unknown elements to her secrets. “Yes—yes it can house them. But you absolutely, under no circumstances, should tell anyone what the facility is for or what we’re doing there.”

      I leaned in and grabbed her on both sides of her face and kissed her on top of the head. “I knew you weren’t a complete coldhearted bitch.”

      As I pulled back, she smiled, and then punched me right across the chest. It was aimed for my face, but I leaned away in time to make her miss, just barely. Still, it was going to leave a hell of a bruise.

      She squinted at me and pursed her lips in anger. “Call me a bitch again, and you’re going to find out why they call me La Araña.” She turned to Gabby. “After he’s warned the settlers in the safe zone, make sure they know how to get to the facility.” Gabby nodded and ran off to gather her gear.

      The captain was walking off down the hall before I could reply. I yelled at her back, “I didn’t mean ‘bitch’—I just meant that you aren’t completely bitchy!” She turned and threw a metal emesis pan at me that whizzed right past my head. I hardly noticed, because I was already headed out the door at a run. It was going to be a long, hard ride back to the safe zone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Hushed

          

        

      

    

    
      I left the clinic on horseback with Bobby and Gabby running pace with me on either shoulder of the road. As I watched Gabby keep up with Bobby, a full-blown ’thrope, I wondered whether what the doc was saying about those treatments was on the up and up. By all indications to this point, Gabby was a completely normal preteen kid. However, as I watched her match the ’thrope step for step through rough terrain, keeping up with a horse that was galloping at a good twenty to thirty miles an hour, I had to consider that she might be telling the truth.

      The thing was, her truth might not take into account what the long-term effects of such a treatment could bring. Not just for Gabby, or whoever else opted to become her guinea pig, but for the entire human race. I couldn’t see how a scientist could be so reckless as to let something like that out into the population, without any idea of what the long-term repercussions would be. Then again, if she was telling the truth about her background then she knew these creatures well, perhaps better than anyone. Her willingness to subject a few dozen people to these treatments might just be a sign of how desperate our situation was as a species.

      After a few miles, I slowed the horse down to a canter so as not to tire it too soon. It was a good-looking dun mustang, and I knew it could run all day if necessary. However, I had no idea how well it had been treated by the previous owners, and decided to play it safe rather than kill the horse or cripple it trying to get to the settlements in record time. By following the roads and keeping up a reasonable pace, we could make it to the safe zone by the time night fell. That would have to be good enough.

      Still, I pushed the little mustang as hard as I could while still taking frequent rests along the way. The Hill Country was dotted with streams and creeks, and this time of year most were running fairly strong due to the early rains that always came with the first push of cold air from the north. At each stop, I asked Bobby and Gabby if they needed more time to rest. Neither one seemed particularly tired, and I got the feeling that they could both outrun the feisty little horse. So, we pushed on through the afternoon.

      About five miles out from the settlement, Bobby and Gabby both pulled up and signaled me to halt. Bobby was sniffing the air, and it looked like Gabby was listening to something off in the distance. A look between them must have confirmed their suspicions, because they each looked up at me and silently mouthed “punters” almost in unison. I turned the horse around and off the road, trotting a hundred meters back the way we came, using the grassy shoulder to mask the sounds of the horse’s hooves.

      Once we were at a safe distance, I dismounted and asked them what was up. Bobby spoke first. “Punters, maybe a quarter mile up the road. Can’t mistake the scent.”

      “How do you mean?” All I could smell was horse, the faint scent of cedar trees, my own nervous fear, and that crisp-air smell that says fall is coming on soon.

      Bobby hesitated, so Gabby filled me in. “They’re cannibals, Scratch. You can smell it in their scent.”

      I tried to avoid thinking about the potential repercussions and just focused on the task at hand. “How many?”

      Gabby tilted her head. “Hard to say. At least a half dozen, from what I could hear.”

      Bobby scratched his head, and then stifled a belch. “Sorry, wild hog always screws up my stomach.” He smiled at Gabby, who apparently was still of an age that scatological and digestive humor was amusing. Then he turned back to me, all humor gone from his young face. “So, boss, what’s the play?”

      “Our main concern right now is warning the settlers, so we need to get past them without letting them know we’re here. Bobby, you carrying any weapons on you?”

      He flashed a somber grin. “Only these.” His hand came up in front of his face, and like a magician flourishing a deck of cards, he spread his fingers wide. In a matter of seconds, his nails thickened and elongated, becoming wicked-looking inch-and-a-half-long spikes.

      I nodded in respect. “Manicures must be a bitch with those things.” I looked at Gabby. “You hiding any super-powers, sweetheart?”

      “I’m not a shifter, but don’t worry about me. What do you need us to do?”

      “Silent sentry takeout only. We’re going to head 200 meters out to the north and south, take out any picket sentries we find, and meet 400 meters beyond their ambush point. If we do this right, they won’t know we got past them until we’re in the settlement and raising the alarm.”

      Both kids nodded, and I motioned to the girl. “Gabby, you’re with me.”

      She shook her head. “Seriously? That horse is going to be too loud for you to sneak up on anyone, and you know you’ll need it after we’re past. You should just let me go ahead and clear a path.”

      I considered the ethical ramifications of sending an eleven-year-old ahead to do a man’s work, and realized it might be the most logical choice, if not the most moral. “You sure you can handle it?”

      She pulled out her Kabar, and her eyes were hard as stone. “Don’t worry, I got this.” Then she and Bobby took off through the trees like silent death. I briefly reflected on the insanity of a world that could turn kids into killers so young, then shrugged off the thought and began walking the horse off the road on Gabby’s trail. Her sign was hard to spot, but she was moving fast so I could still see where she’d come through. About the time I came parallel to the suspected ambush point, I saw a bare arm poking out from behind a tree. I tied off the horse on a low-hanging limb, and stalked up to the spot.

      I detected zero movement from whoever was on the other side; this person definitely wasn’t breathing. As I rounded the tree I saw a corpse staring out into space, with a look of surprise on his face that said he’d never seen it coming. There was some blood around the collar of the dirty brown T-shirt he was wearing under a plaid flannel long-sleeve. I tilted the corpse’s head forward to reveal a four-centimeter horizontal stab wound at the base of the skull. Clean. I wondered where she learned how to kill that cleanly and silently. I shook my head and went back for the horse, walking it ahead as quietly as possible until I was well past the dead sentry’s position.

      Gabby and Bobby were waiting for me, right where we’d planned. “Any problems?”

      Bobby shook his head no. “Not unless you count a close encounter with lice. Good golly, I hope I don’t catch them. Nasty.” Then he shivered and made a face like he’d just cracked a rotten egg.

      I turned to the girl. “Gabby?”

      She just shook her head in silence, and not a single expression of remorse cracked the hard exterior she’d donned the very moment she drew her knife. I’d worked with professional operators who showed more emotion and less nerve. It chilled me to the bone to see her sudden transformation from tweenie to assassin; not many people had the ability to flip the switch like that.

      “Alright then, let’s get going. We have about four and a half miles to cover before we hit the settlement. I looked over to Bobby, who was sniffing the air again. “Another ambush?”

      He shook his head and looked off ahead toward the settlement. “No, boss, smoke. I think the town is burning.”
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      Thanks to a warm front coming in from the Gulf, we’d had the wind at our backs the entire trip back, so it wasn’t surprising that we didn’t smell it sooner. However, as we got closer to town I could see a low cloud of smoke hanging over the settlement, and before long even I could smell the stench of destruction in the air. I pushed the little mustang as hard as I could without killing it, and feared the little horse might be crippled after tonight. However, the fear of losing Kara loomed over me like a summer storm that was ready to rain hell on everything in its path, and I’d sacrifice anything to prevent that from happening.

      As we pulled into the settlement I could see we were already too late. The gates were torn wide open, and there were bodies strewn here and there as we entered town. The smell of death and smoke cast a pall on the town, but all the while I held on to the slim chance that Kara had made it through. I spurred the horse on and made a beeline for Kara’s house.

      When I rode up, I knew that Kara wouldn’t be there. Her dogs were dead on the front porch, mutilated almost beyond recognizing, and the front door was hammered in and hanging from a single hinge like a marionette with all but a single string cut. I dismounted at a run and ran inside the house with my HK up, clearing rooms as I moved forward at a brisk, almost suicidal pace.

      Despite my panic, I resisted the urge to call out. Gabby came in behind me, with Bobby on her heels. Gabby watched my six, while Bobby took the other side of the house. We met at the back of the house and he shook his head.

      “Nothing, Scratch. I can smell someone was here, a female, but—”

      “Wolves?”

      He nodded once. “At least three. They came in through the front door after killing the dogs. I smell gun powder, and I saw some blood in the back room—wolf, not human—so I think she must’ve wounded one.”

      “No human blood?”

      “No, none. I’m pretty sure they took her alive.”

      Gabby put a hand on my arm. “It’ll be okay, Scratch. We can track her.”

      I slumped down in a kitchen chair, and let the rifle sag to the floor. “And what then? You think we can take on a dozen ’thropes, or ten, or even three?”

      She stood silent, and looked down at the floor. Then in a small quiet voice, she spoke. “No matter what, I’m with you. We can get her back.” At that, she holstered her pistol and walked off to the front of the house.

      Bobby pulled up a chair and sat down across from me. “We won’t have to track them.”

      I looked up as if he were throwing me a lifeline. “What do you mean?”

      “Because, I know where they’re taking them. It’s where they take all the humans—they have this compound in Austin. I don’t know what they do there, but I was there once before I escaped. They were prepping it for the humans back then, getting it ready to hold them there.”

      “And you can find this place?”

      “Sure, yeah I can find it. I mean, I’m pretty sure. It’s been a few years, but I remember it pretty vividly. It was like, some research place or something, on the north side of town. Yeah, I can take you there.”

      I picked up my rifle and called out, moving fast for the front door. “Gabby!”

      She was waiting on the front porch. She’d been petting the mutilated carcass of Kara’s Rhodesian Ridgeback, and wiped the blood off on the floor as she stood up. “I’m here.” She looked at me with a tear in her eye. “They fought, you know—they gave their lives trying to protect her.”

      “I know. I wish I’d been here with them.”

      She crossed her arms and tucked her hands in her armpits, as if to ward off a chill, but it wasn’t cold out at the moment. “You’d have died with them.”

      “Maybe.” I scratched the back of my neck where I’d felt the hackles raise, just a moment ago at what she’d said. “How long?”

      “To follow them?”

      “No—how long does it take for the doc to do her thing?”

      She rubbed her arms, slowly, taking her time in answering. “I don’t remember how long it took for me, because I was young when she did it. But I’ve heard her talk about it a lot. A few days, at most. Then weeks until the treatments take full effect.”

      I slammed my fist on a support pillar. “I don’t have weeks!”

      “I know, but from what I understand you’ll start noticing—changes—within a day or two. But you won’t have the full benefits for at least a few weeks.”

      Still, that might give me the edge I needed to get Kara back. I nodded, because all I could do was accept it. “Let’s run a sweep of the town, check for any survivors. Look for fresh horses, ’cause we’re headed back the way we came.”

      Bobby spoke up. “You sure you want to go through with this? I mean, Gabby here seems fine, but I can tell you from experience, there’s no going back from it once it’s been done to you.”

      I ignored his question. “Be ready to roll out in a half hour.” Then I shouldered my rifle and took off for the back of the house. I needed more firepower, something with enough juice to take down a full-blown alpha ’thrope, and keep him down for good. Thankfully, I had just the tool in mind. God help those ’thropes, because I was coming after them like Wyatt Earp, and bringing hell with me.
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        Swift blazing flag of the regiment,

        Eagle with crest of red and gold,

        These men were born to drill and die.

        Point for them the virtue of slaughter,

        Make plain to them the excellence of killing

      
        And a field where a thousand corpses lie.

        Stephen Crane, from War Is Kind
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      As I walked into Kara’s garage to access my weapons cache, I heard a sharp creak from the rafters above, as if the attic floor was settling under some unexpected burden. Like many modern tract homes, Kara’s garage was drywalled and left half finished by the builders, so it was impossible to see what, if anything, was up there. To be safe, I drew one of my Glocks and backed away from the sound, and then used my free hand to throw a wrench across the garage.

      No sooner had the wrench clattered on top of my workbench than the drywall ceiling exploded above me, and a fully shifted werewolf came crashing down into the garage with me. Without hesitation I began emptying a mag into the thing, pelting its dark-grey-and-black fur with round after round of silver-tipped .45 hollow-point ammo. I could see holes appearing in the creature’s hide as the rounds hit, only to partially close and stop bleeding almost instantly. In spite of the lack of blood, I knew my efforts were at least having some effect, as the thing howled bloody murder and turned toward me with a wicked gleam in its yellow eyes.

      My sidearm locked open as the last round left the chamber, and I was already moving laterally toward the door as I grabbed a mag from my belt pouch and reloaded. But just as I dropped the mag home, the wolf swiped the pistol from my hands and sent it clattering across the garage. It must have leapt the distance between us when I was reloading, as just a moment before it was fifteen feet away on the other side of the garage. Never could get the knack for reloading without looking at my weapon; I made a mental note to put that on my to-do list, if I was still alive tomorrow.

      As the ’thrope swiped at me again, I dive-rolled out of the garage and through the hall doorway, drawing my other Glock left-handed as I came up on one knee. I stitched the wolf from stem to sternum with .45 ACP as it came bounding through the garage entry, howling like a banshee and slobbering all over the hall carpet. Again, I watched as the rounds hit, punching holes that left small, smoking cavities, but that didn’t bleed. I could only assume that, as with the .223 round that had hit Gabby, the silver in the rounds would prevent the ’thrope from fully healing. I silently hoped that would at least slow it down, and I rocked up to a standing position as I backpedaled down the hallway with Cujo bounding after me.

      Once I hit the living room, I turned into a full run and high-jumped over Kara’s sectional couch. As I landed, I grabbed the only weapon at hand, which happened to be an authentic assegai spear that I’d picked up at an “estate sale” a few years back. “Estate sale” was scavenger speak for hitting the jackpot, and this particular piece came from some rich white hunter’s ranch who’d eaten a bullet not long after the deaders showed up. I’d taken a fancy to it and decided it’d look good over Kara’s fireplace, and despite having a disagreement about my design aesthetic, she’d relented when I pointed out the utility of the thing. I’d have to thank her for giving in on that one, once I got her back from the Corridor pack.

      Before I could turn to face my attacker, I caught a flash of black and grey in my peripheral vision and dropped to a crouch, simultaneously spinning the spear in one hand and driving it back behind me with the butt jammed into the fireplace and the tip pointing up at a sixty-degree angle. I felt more than saw the ’thrope land on top of me, and figured I was a goner, as that thing’s claws were sure to rip me to shreds once it got close to me. I collapsed under the bulk of the werewolf and twisted under it in an effort to turn into the attack and defend myself. However, as I rolled over the creature fell off to my right, allowing me to roll away and spring to my feet unharmed.

      As I stood up, I could see exactly why I hadn’t been turned into wolf kibble, as the assegai’s shaft was protruding out of the wolf’s solar plexus at an angle that ensured it had pierced the wolf’s heart. The creature was pawing and grasping at the spear shaft in a vain effort to slide it out, but without much success. Frankly, I was surprised that it was still moving at all. Fearful that it might dislodge the spear and come at me again, I drew my combat Bowie in a reverse grip and leapt into the air, landing on top of the creature as I drove the blade into the wolf’s skull. With the knife blade buried to the hilt in its brain, it jerked once, and finally went still.

      I was still catching my breath when I heard footsteps hit the front porch, followed close behind by someone with a lighter step. Bobby burst into the room with a panicked look on his face, followed by Gabby, who took one look at the scene and ran to the kitchen to vomit in the sink.

      I yelled after her, “Don’t use the good dish towels to wipe that up, or Kara’ll be pissed!” I groaned my way up to a standing position as Bobby rushed to my side to support me. “I’m alright, I’m alright —don’t even think I’ll have any bruises to speak of.” I shrugged Bobby hands off and collapsed on the couch.

      The young ’thrope looked at me in awe. “Holy shit, boss—do you know what you just did? Nobody’s ever done that before, and I mean no one.”

      “What, killed a ’thrope? Surely there’ve been people who have managed that before me.” I winced and checked my left knee. It was popping and crackling a bit, and I was pretty sure I might have twisted it when that wolf landed on my back.

      Bobby shook his head and just kept looking back and forth at the wolf and me with a stunned look on his face, as Gabby walked back into the living room, still looking green around the gills. Then she plopped down on the couch next to me and started bawling.

      I looked to Bobby, and Bobby looked back with his hands up in that universal “shit, dude, your guess is as good as mine” gesture that guys all know so well. I rolled my eyes at him and mouthed “thanks,” then leaned forward and laid a hand on the kid’s shoulder.

      “Gabby, it’s okay—I wasn’t hurt. Look at me, I’m fine.” I lifted my shirt. “See, not a scratch.”

      She turned and looked over, then wiped her eyes and gave a halfhearted backhand punch at my shoulder. “Gross, Scratch—you’re almost as hairy as the wolf over there.” She gave a weak smile and rocked back and forth against the couch, hugging her knees to her chest as she did so. “Sorry for the meltdown, but this is all just a bit overwhelming. First my uncle disappears and leaves me with Captain Perez, and then she sends me off to find you and tells me to keep you alive no matter what, and you almost get eaten by a freaking ’thrope—” She paused and wiped snot and tears out of her face. “It’s just a little much, ya know?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I know.” I looked up at Bobby. “Mind telling me why you’re still catching flies with that motormouth of yours?”

      He sunk back into a recliner and stared at me wide-eyed. “It’s just that, well—no one’s ever managed to kill one of us. I mean, not up close and personal. As far as I’m concerned, you just won the badass-of-the-year award, hands down.”

      I shrugged. “I filled it with at least fourteen rounds of silver-tipped .45-caliber hollow points, and the damned thing still kept coming. Kept trying to hit it center mass hoping for a kill shot, but it moved so fast it was all I could do hit it as many times as I did. If that spear hadn’t been in easy reach, I believe I’d be puppy chow right about now.”

      Bobby whistled. “That ain’t no pup you killed, he’s a full-grown beta, second generation. That’s no joke, they don’t go down easy. If you’d have hit me with that many rounds of silver, I’d have been out of the game. But this bad boy, he’s running on 190-proof alpha-gene mojo, straight from the source. I’d bet money that this is one of Van’s favorite hit men. They weren’t foolin’ around with you, that’s for sure.”

      I was unconvinced. “Yeah, but they only sent one wolf. Seems like a halfhearted effort to me.”

      Bobby laughed. “Scratch, one wolf like this one can take out an entire settlement. Trust me, they meant for you to sleep with the fishes tonight.”

      Gabby gave me a look that said she didn’t get it. “It’s from The Godfather, an old movie from the seventies about organized crime. It means someone killed you and dumped your body in a lake or river.” She nodded as if to say that it only made minimal sense to someone raised in a postapocalyptic world.

      Bobby sucked in through his teeth and sat up like someone stuck a light socket up his ass. “Oh, shit! When this dude doesn’t report back in, they’re going to send a full kill team after you. We gotta get the hell out of here, and fast.”

      I sighed. “Alright, let me get some things together and we’ll be gone in a half hour.” I leaned forward and ran my hands through my hair, and wished to hell that I still smoked. And that I could still get a pack of Dunhills and a nice Cohiba any time I wanted from Heroes and Legacies in Austin. “Did you guys find any horses?”

      “Yeah, and some donkey-looking thing that wouldn’t let me near it. It kept following Gabby around, so we just led it back here along with the horses we rounded up.” He shrugged and pursed his lips in a frown. “I figured I could eat it later if I got hungry.”

      I got up and stomped on the ’thrope’s chest, and then pulled the assegai from its corpse with a loud sucking sound. I turned and pointed the tip at Bobby, still dripping wet with werewolf blood. “If you even think of eating my mule, I’ll shove this thing so far up your ass you’ll be wearing a pointed hat to your funeral.” He backed up and yelped a bit, not unlike a coyote that just got pelted with birdshot at range. “Now, help me drag this thing outside before it ruins Kara’s rugs.”
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      I beheaded the ’thrope, which was already showing signs of recovery despite the 6.5-inch blade sticking through its skull. I had no doubts that it’d fully recover in a few days if we left it as is, and decided to finish the job I’d started earlier. Once I took my golok machete to its neck, I carved “XCVI” in its chest, and propped it up against the front gate with the head in its lap for shits and giggles.

      I checked on Donkey, and thankfully she was none the worse for the wear. She’d been to the Outlands with me enough times to know when it was time to head for high ground, so I figured she split at the first scent of wolves. I swear that mule was smarter than some hunters I knew, and twice as ornery at that. Good thing Bobby brought her back before he tried to take a bite out of her; I might have actually killed him if he’d have touched her.

      As for the little mustang I rode in on, I didn’t have the heart to make it pull double duty as a relief mount on the trip back. So, I rubbed it down good, made sure it got some water, and turned it loose in a pasture outside the gates. I worried a bit about whether it’d be okay in the wild, but common sense told me its instincts would kick in once it realized there wasn’t anyone around to keep it penned. After that, I checked out the other horses, and while they wouldn’t win the Kentucky Derby, they’d serve for the intended purpose.

      With the transportation taken care of, it was time to get strapped. I headed back into the garage to get what I originally came for in the first place, thinking all the while on what my options were for the coming mission to the Corridor.

      Whether or not I decided to accept Captain Perez’s offer to turn me into some sort of occult super soldier, that wolf attack proved that I needed an edge if I was going to take on an entire pack of ’thropes. As far as the “treatment” was concerned, I still wasn’t entirely certain that I wanted to go through with it, but at the moment my options were limited. Even with an entire platoon of experienced operators at my back, meat eaters all, I still might not make it back from taking on that pack.

      And the fact was, I didn’t have much in the way of backup to choose from. A surf-bum werewolf, albeit one who could take care of himself, and who frankly scared the shit out of me at times, and an eleven-year-old science experiment with an identity crisis, who couldn’t decide if she was iCarly or La Femme Nikita from one moment to the next. One thing I knew for sure was that both were stone killers, albeit damaged ones, but I worried about the effect it was going to have on them both long-term.

      Bobby was pretty much an adult, and presumably he already had serious issues, what with being a ’thrope and all. So despite the repercussions of what we might have to do to rescue Kara and the others, he was old enough to make his own decisions.

      But Gabby? It was a mistake for me to let her take out that picket sentry outside of town, no matter what she’d done in the past. No kid should have to do shit like that. Fact was, I’d gotten so caught up in getting here in time I’d forgotten what it meant to be a civilized human being. And, if I was being completely honest with myself, I’d started looking at the kid differently since the doc told me what she was. In the back of my mind, I’d started thinking of her as less than human, which was absolutely unfair to her. The kid didn’t ask to be turned into something other than human; and besides, if I thought she was less than human after becoming Captain Perez’s lab rat, then what would that make me if I accepted the doc’s offer?

      As these thoughts rolled around in my head, I moved workbenches and boxes in Gabby’s garage so I could get to the gear I’d need for the coming rescue mission. Ever since the War ended and the undead started crawling out of the woodwork, I’d been scrounging and salvaging military-grade munitions, ammo, and weapons, anywhere I could find them. And while I’d stashed much of it in underground storage caches near my cabin in the boonies, for emergencies I’d left a few goodies here at Kara’s place.

      Once I’d cleared the section of wall I was looking for, I took an old Phillips screwdriver and began working at some joint compound with the tip. Before long I’d exposed four screws, which I then removed and set aside. Once I’d removed the screws, it was simply a matter of the careful application of a razor knife to free the panel from the light coat of plaster and caulk I’d used to conceal the joints. Then I pulled the panel from the wall and eyed my bounty.

      Inside the hidden wall compartment sat two military duffel bags and a hard case, all of which I pulled out and set off to the side. Then I replaced the wall panel and moved the bench back where it was to conceal it. I figured I might need to use the hidey-hole again later and felt better about leaving it concealed, just in case any scavengers came around while we were gone.

      Inside the bags there was a Stoner light machine gun and a shit ton of 5.56 ammo, along with an assortment of frag grenades and a few Claymore mines, complete with wiring hardware and clackers. It’d been amazingly easy to find high-grade military weapons and munitions during the confusion following the first wave of undead, and I grabbed all I could get. For a couple of years I made my living scavenging the Corridor, and during that time I nabbed whatever I could get my hands on. God bless the National Guard.

      Setting the bags aside, I checked the case for damage, and finding none, I set it on the bench and opened it to inspect the contents. Opening the case revealed a Barrett “Light Fifty” anti-materiel rifle, along with three ten-round magazines. The thing was a beast and a half, and although I hated the thought of lugging it all the way to the Corridor, I really didn’t see an alternative, because I was going to need as much firepower as possible in order to take out that pack.

      I divided up the load between Donkey and an old draft horse that’d seen better days, and saddled an Appaloosa that was a bit feistier than the remaining two. I had no idea of how well Bobby could ride, so I figured it was best to leave him something he could handle. I saddled the other two and packed our gear while I waited for the kids to come back from their final sweep.

      Bobby jogged up and looked at the horses. “Oh, boss, I don’t need a horse. In fact, it’d do me more good to eat it than to ride it.” As he said that last bit, I couldn’t help but notice that the Appaloosa was getting a little skittish around him.

      “See what I mean? They won’t let me near them—I smell too much like a wolf. Gabby had to lead those horses back while I played sheepdog rounding them up.” He hitched a shoulder and laughed. “Why they let her get near is a mystery though—I guess she smells a lot more human than me to these things.”

      I nodded. “Can you run all the way back?”

      “Yeah, but I really do need to eat something first.”

      I reached into a saddle bag and tossed him a large package wrapped in old yellowed butcher paper. “Jerky. Have at it.” About that time Gabby ran up, looking a bit more winded than Bobby but none the worse for the wear.

      I took them both in and smiled, trying to put a bright face on despite our current situation. “Alright, you both know we’re moving at night, and while I’d rather wait till morning I suspect most of the deaders around were attracted to the movements of the pack pulling through here and back after the raid. I’m counting on the fact that they’ll have pulled most of the deaders in the area slightly north of the route we took coming in. So, I intend to head back the way we came and hole up at the winery safe house Gabby and I were at just a few days ago. From there we can rest and regroup a few hours, then head due south straight to the Facility to meet up with Captain Perez. Any questions?”

      Bobby raised a hand. “For future reference? If you make any more jerky, can you leave the pepper out? Gives me gas, and let me tell you, you do not want to walk behind me for the next few hours.” He waved a hand in front of his nose and gave Gabby a conspiratorial wink. She giggled, and I knew all would be well with these two, in spite of everything they’d been through recently; folks in this world were nothing if not resilient.
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      We reached the winery about an hour before first light, and other than a few close calls with wandering deaders we’d arrived relatively unharmed. As I suspected, for the first twenty miles or so most of the Z herds were clear of our route, presumably following the pack and their prisoners. If I was right in my assumptions, the ’thropes would be making a forced march back to Austin, following Highway 290 the entire way. I kept telling myself that I was making the right call, heading to the Facility in order to get the edge I’d so desperately need to free Kara, but there were multiple times during the night when I had to talk myself out of turning north to intercept the pack.

      We entered the grounds without incident and secured ourselves in the bunker to catch some sleep before we headed out to the Facility. From what Gabby told us, it was fairly close to the northern edge of the old military preservation. Prior to the War, the Army had used Camp Bullis for field training exercises and to train 18 Deltas, Special Forces medics… and apparently also for some other freaky shit as well. There were vast expanses of densely wooded areas on Camp Bullis, and I was sure it wouldn’t be too terribly difficult to hide a secret underground installment there. Why they hadn’t located it at Camp Stanley was beyond me, but perhaps even the Spooks didn’t know about the Army’s little foray into supernatural DNA splicing. And, who knew what the hell the CIA had left down there.

      I sacked out and was awakened a few hours later by Gabby’s voice, whispering in my ear in frantic tones. “Scratch, we got Zs outside the door!” I was up in an instant and grabbing for my gear in the dim light of an oil lamp.

      “What’s the situation?”

      “I couldn’t sleep, so I got geared up and decided to listen by the door—I figured that way we could leave just as soon as you guys woke up. About twenty minutes ago I started hearing moaning outside, and it sounds like there’re a ton of deaders walking around on top of us. I think I even heard one walking on top of the hatch!” Gabby looked a little freaked, and I could understand how she felt. A herd of zombies could just ramble around for a bit and move on, or they could decide to camp out for days; you just could never tell with the damned things. Moreover, if one of them found a way inside the barn, they’d likely get to the horses, which I was sure were already starting to get spooked. Once the Zs caught wind of them, they’d never leave.

      On the other hand, Bobby looked like he could care less about the zombies. Remembering how nonchalant he was back at the punter safe house, I decided to ask him something I’d been wondering about since I’d met him. “Bobby, just curious—are you immune to deadhead bites?”

      He scratched his head. “Well, I dunno—one of the pack got pulled down by a herd once, and he got really sick. Our alpha killed him right after, so I never really found out what would have happened if he hadn’t, you know? But I’ve never had to find out myself—they’re so slow I can pretty much run circles around them.”

      Well, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about Bobby. “Alright, good to know. Look, we may have to fight our way out of here, if we can’t get the horses out of the barn on a safe escape route that’s free from Zs. If so, Bobby will create a distraction and pull as many deaders off as possible, while Gabby and I take the horses and head in the opposite direction.” I glanced at Bobby, who wasn’t looking too keen on the plan. “Once you lose them, meet us here at this airstrip on the north side of the military preserve.” I pointed to an area on my map, and Bobby nodded with reluctance in his eyes.

      I moved the shelving along the back wall so I could open the escape hatch, and then pointed into the tunnel. “Alright, we’re heading out the back way—Gabby, climb through there and tell me if the horses seem riled up.”

      She headed into the short tunnel, and then whispered back, “All clear.”

      “Then let’s head out and hope that Bobby’s as fast as he says.”

      Bobby looked over at me with indignation on his face, and I could hear him mumbling under his breath as he exited into the escape tunnel. “Oh, I’m fast alright. Doesn’t mean I appreciate being treated like a redshirt. But hey, let the werewolf take the heat, sure, that’s a great plan…”
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      The barn was all clear, so we saddled the animals as quietly as possible, keeping them stabled while I did some recon on our possible escape routes. It was dark and overcast outside, and I hoped we’d get some rain to cover the sounds of our escape. I also saw that there were Zs everywhere, at least a few dozen around the area. I ducked back down before one spotted me, and crept back over to Bobby and Gabby to hash out our escape plan.

      “Bobby, there are more Zs on the north side of the building—”

      He cut me off in mid sentence. “So, I’ll head out the south exit—right.” He then nodded to me in a self-satisfied fashion.

      “—as I was saying, Bobby will head out the north exit, and make a crap load of noise to draw off as many deaders as possible.”

      Bobby did a double take and his eyes swiveled back around to gape at me. “What the hell, man? Why do I get the suicide mission?”

      “Well, since the horses are carrying the munitions we’re going to need to blow the Corridor pack sky-high, I need to get them and my mule safely away from here. This is critical—without the gear I have packed on those animals, we’re toast.”

      Gabby chimed in, “What do you want me to do?”

      “Gabby, when I give the word you’re going to haul ass on your horse, leading Donkey and heading in a general southwesterly direction. I’ll take the other horses and run interference so you get away safely, then catch up with you a few miles down the road.” She nodded and her cheeks flushed, whether with excitement or fear, it was hard to say.

      I walked Bobby over to the north exit door. “Bobby, no unnecessary risks, alright?”

      He gave me a look that named me Captain Obvious without saying a word. “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Then he opened the door and bolted. As the door slammed shut, I could hear him yell, “And if I come back as a were-zombie, the first thing I’m going to do is eat your mule!” Then all I heard was a lot of nonsensical hooting that I assumed was his attempt at zombie calling.

      I could hear Gabby stifling a laugh as I went to help get her ready to bolt. She slapped me on the shoulder from up in the saddle. “C’mon, you have to admit he’s pretty funny. Besides, laughing makes me less nervous.”

      I glanced at her and nodded. I didn’t have much to say to that, and had no idea how to comfort a scared kid besides acting like I knew what I was doing. As I checked her saddle and harness, I gave her my final instructions. “Remember, haul ass that way”—I pointed southeast of us—“and we’ll meet up three miles down the road. And if I don’t show within twenty minutes, head to the airstrip, hide out, and wait for Bobby. Got it?”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Yes, Dad.”

      I cleared my throat in uncomfortable confusion. “Well—alright then.” She grinned a maniacal little smile at me. “Okay, here we go, kid.” I threw open the barn door and slapped her horse on the hindquarters, following it up with a light pat on Donkey’s rear to get her going. She knew what to do, and it took little prodding to get her moving when the undead were around. I shut the door nearly closed, and watched out of the barely cracked door as Gabby made it to the road with only a few stragglers halfheartedly on her tail.

      After I was sure Gabby made a clean getaway, I left the door unlatched and turned back to retrieve the two other horses. As I was about to saddle up, I heard the door squeak behind me and turned around to see what had entered the barn with me; what I saw was heartbreaking.

      Standing there in the doorway, in her little home-sewn dress and scuffed patent-leather shoes was the little girl from the settlement—the one I’d rescued along with her mom just a few days prior. She was missing a hunk of flesh from her right cheek, and there was dried blood caked to her face on that side. In addition to the wound, she had blood and gore painted around her mouth, and all down the front of her dress.

      Her hands were curled like little claws, and when she spotted me she snarled like a rabid dog, bounding toward me on her hands and feet in similar fashion. The horses panicked and I lost the reins, only to see them dance nervously back, further into the barn, as far away from the little terror in front of me as possible.

      I froze.

      Whether it was physical fatigue from the last few days on the run, or emotional fatigue from losing Kara and then seeing this poor precious child turned into a hellish predator, I have no idea… but for the first time since I was fresh off the plane back in the ’Stan, I brain farted and froze.

      Within half a heartbeat, she hit me full force in the chest and the shock drove me into action. I pushed her back with one hand at her throat, preventing those teeth from reaching me. Simultaneously, I reared back and hit her square in the chest with a gyaku-tsuki that hit so hard I heard her little ribs crack as my knuckles sunk into her chest. I followed it up with a front thrust kick that sent her flying across the barn. My old Shotokan karate instructor would’ve been proud, but I was anything but as I drew my battle hawk from my waist and waded across the room after her.

      She recovered immediately, and then hit all fours like a cat. As I approached cautiously she skittered across the floor, and then she leapt backwards in a reverse somersault, landing with her feet hooked in the rafters above us. Like a gymnast, she flipped back and up, catching a beam and retreating into the dark corners of the loft.

      I knew she’d be back momentarily, and was torn about finishing her before I took off after Gabby. A clap of thunder decided it for me, and I turned to grab the horses so I could take advantage of the coming storm to cover the sounds of my retreat. In three steps I was halfway across the barn, cooing to the horses to calm them down. Then, I noticed the Appaloosa’s eye go wide, and heard a scrape above me.

      I spun and swung, catching the rev with a vicious forehand stroke and cleaving her head almost in two in midair. I retracted the axe as she fell, and it made a sick sucking noise as I pulled it free. She landed on her side, brain matter and blood leaking from the large hole I’d just made in her cranium, still twitching and letting out a low moan that I knew would bring more of the undead with it. I took a step forward and swung the hatchet high overhead, landing the blade squarely on her neck. One more swing, and then another; I barely registered the butcher-shop noises as her head rolled a few feet away to land by the wall.

      Suppressing any emotions I may have been feeling, I compartmentalized and wiped my axe on her dress before sheathing it, and then I grabbed the Appaloosa’s reins and mounted up. The horses were still skittish, forcing me to spur it hard to make it leap past the headless corpse on our way out. By this time it was pouring rain outside; I headed to the road at a gallop, taking little regard for what undead might still remain outside.

      Just before I hit the road, I noticed the outline of a large form crouched on the hood of an old Toyota, about twenty-five feet to my right. I turned to look and saw it was Donnie Sims; I was sure of it. I pulled the horses up short and yelled into the storm.

      “Donnie! Donnie Sims.”

      No answer. I attempted to get the horses to move closer so I could see more clearly, but they seemed intent on staying as far away as possible. The rain was obscuring my line of sight, and I couldn’t even tell if he was breathing. His head hung low, and I could see his chubby jowls bulging out from beneath. Then, it spoke.

      “Scratch—they did something to me, Scratch. Something god-awful. I feel like I’m not all here, but like there’s something else inside with me.” He tilted his head up at me slightly, and his eyes told me that this wasn’t Donnie Sims, at least, not any longer. Despite the rain, his words seemed to echo across the gravel lot. “It’s like there’s less of me, but more. You gotta kill me, Scratch—please.”

      The horses became even more skittish at the sound of his voice. It was like two voices speaking from the same mouth, one Donnie’s normal, everyday voice, and another one, low and menacing overlaid on top of the first. That second voice reminded me of the roar of a kiln, insistent and manifold in tone and volume.

      “Donnie, I need to know what happened at the settlement. Is Kara okay?”

      He chuckled, or rather, two voices did. It was like an echo of Donnie’s voice hit a half second after his own voice, every syllable hitting in a double rhythm. “Kara? Kara’s fine. But look at me, Scratch. I’m dead, but I’m still alive. This thing they put inside me—it keeps telling me to do things. I don’t want to do those things, Scratch. I tried to put a bullet in my head, but it won’t let me end it. You gotta help me—please kill me, I’m begging you.”

      “Donnie, how many are left?”

      Donnie’s head rolled around bonelessly for a moment, and then it popped up a hair off center and went stock-still. I caught the barest glimpse of his eyes locked on mine through the pounding rain.

      Suddenly I heard a splash to my left, and swiveled my head around to see a zombie limping up on my flank. But before it could reach me, out of the corner of my eye I saw Donnie’s mouth open up, so wide—wider than a snake eating a rat, wider than the gates of hell. And he screamed, screeching like nothing I’ve ever heard before or since. At that, the zombie cringed, literally cringed away, crawling off as if it were a dog that had been badly scolded by its master.

      I turned back to Donnie, drew my pistol, and fired. He tilted his head, almost too fast for the eye to see, and a red crease opened up across his temple. “Ah, ah, ah.” Donnie’s fat finger wagged at me, and now it was just the second voice taunting me, alone and separate from Donnie’s own. At once, Donnie’s body rolled off the hood of the vehicle, vanishing from sight.

      I waited for him to reappear from behind the car, but could see little in the driving rain. I waited a minute maybe, and finally heard that second voice off in the distance. “No damaging the merchandise, Sullivan. I was provided this wretched man’s body in payment for a task not yet done, and I’ll not give it up so soon.” It cackled then, a sick, high carrion call of a laugh that sent a chill down my back. A moment later, I heard the voice one last time fading off into the rain. “One last word of advice, Scratch—don’t forget to look up!”

      After that strange bit of advice, nothing remained but the sound of pouring rain and thunder in the distance. I took one last look around the place, then spurred the horse and headed after Gabby.
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      I followed the road to where I’d told Gabby to wait for me, but she was nowhere to be found. The rain had obscured any chance of spotting her trail, so I decided to head for the rendezvous point at the airstrip, trusting to chance and the kid’s plucky attitude that she’d make it okay. Well, that and a few million dollars’ worth of government research. I wondered if the she’d even needed me to rescue her from that trailer roof, or if in fact it was the other way around. That was something I’d need to talk with her about, once we had time to sit and chat.

      I kept to the road until it intersected with another road that ran east-west, just north of the old military base’s boundaries. Then, I headed east for another four miles until I was certain I was parallel to the airstrip, and turned south through what had once been an upper-middle-class neighborhood of sprawling country estates. As I rode down the cracked and pitted blacktop, I spotted a few abandoned Beemers and Benzes, along with the odd swimming pool or two. Houses like this out in the middle of nowhere were usually a scavenging goldmine, and I made a mental note to return after reaching the Facility to look for supplies, especially for clean water and ammo.

      Of course, I had no idea what Captain Perez had stockpiled at this mysterious facility of hers. Heck, I didn’t even know if her story was real or not, but it was all I had to go on, and all the hope I could muster for saving Kara depended on it being true. Firepower or no, I had little chance of surviving up against that pack as a stock human. I’d still try no matter what, but after seeing firsthand what sort of damage a ’thrope could take and still keep on swinging, I knew that I’d need every advantage I could get.

      But the doc’s whole plan about creating a team of super soldiers, well... that was almost more science fiction than I was willing to believe, even after seeing the world succumb to a zombie and monster apocalypse. Almost. Sure, everything that’d happened since the bombs dropped flew in the face of logic and scientific fact, and I’d only come to believe in zombies, vampires, and werewolves because I’d seen it with my own eyes. But all this mutant avenger shit—it was more than a little hard to swallow.

      Maybe it was because I didn’t want to get my hopes up, and maybe it was because I didn’t want it to be true. Maybe the alternative, a long, slow retreat into human extinction, was the more acceptable option. And maybe I just didn’t want to have anything to do with whatever crazy shit the military had cooked up at the expense of other, better men and women who’d likely gone before me. Maybe I didn’t want or need that on my conscience.

      But if the doc could prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that she could give me an edge, one that wouldn’t jeopardize the rest of humanity in the process, I’d take it without any hesitation. And if it turned out that the new and improved me posed a threat to the human race, or that Captain Perez’s research was a threat, I wanted to be close to it so I could stop it. I’d have no qualms about doing the deed when and if the time came to make that call; at least, that’s what I kept telling myself.
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      Gabby was waiting for me at the airfield, just as we’d planned. There were a few small buildings and some ConEx containers nearby, so she’d wisely hidden the animals and waited inside and out of the rain for me to show. There was a covered area outside the building, so I hitched the horses there so they could get some respite from the rain. The building itself looked like much of the mid-century military construction I was familiar with: green asphalt roof, nondescript white vinyl siding, and not much in the way of decoration or embellishment besides some WW II–era light fixtures decorating the exterior. Made me feel right at home.

      Gabby walked out on the stoop of the building to greet me with narrowed eyes and pursed lips. “Bobby hasn’t made it yet.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t worry too much about Bobby, he can take care of himself. We’ll wait a few more hours, and then head to this facility once the rain lets up a bit.” I followed her inside the building, and unsurprisingly the interior matched the exterior in exactly the manner I’d imagined. Dark wood-laminate paneling lined the walls, not the expensive kind you might see in an executive’s office, but the cheap stuff you’d see in a mobile home. There were military insignia painted on the walls and floor, emblems of old military units that were long dead and gone.

      Gabby was staring out the window with a worried look on her face, so I decided to give us both something to do. “As long as we’re here, we may as well see if there’s anything useful around. I’ll take the south hall, and you take the north. Holler if you run into anything unexpected.” Gabby rubbed her arms before taking one last look out the window, and then she walked off to do as I asked.

      I searched my end of the building, room by room. Nothing much but file cabinets and assorted office supplies throughout much of the place, but I did find a roll of duct tape in one that was still serviceable. Finally, at the end of the hall I came across an officer’s office. I spied a foreign unit patch displaying the crossed kukri knives of the 1st Battalion of the Royal Gurkha Rifles hanging on the wall inside a glass display frame, along with a large curved knife in a leather sheath. I broke the glass with the butt of my HK and pulled the knife out, carefully removing it from the sheath with a tug. None the worse for wear and rust, the knife I’d found was a very serviceable kukri, likely a gift from the unit to the officer who occupied this office before the War. I sheathed it, and noting the dry rot on the leather, I also wrapped the sheath in the duct tape I’d just found in order to hold it in one piece. Once I’d stashed it in my pack, I started rifling the drawers for more goodies.

      The drawers revealed nothing but a lot of paperwork and junk. There were pictures of what I assumed were the guy’s wife and kids on the desk, as well as a coffee cup that said 72 virgins, delivered courtesy of the Nightstalkers. I also noted a sizable stack of papers in the officer’s inbox on the desk; apparently, this guy hated being an office jockey. I speculated that he’d probably served in Afghanistan, was wounded, and then was relegated to REMF status after his recovery. Most soldiers choose civilian life after that, but I knew a few who just couldn’t give it up and who stayed on to serve in any capacity they could. As an afterthought, I reached down and retrieved the Gurkha insignia from the shattered glass of the display case. I carefully positioned it on the desk and silently thanked the soldier for loaning me the kukri before leaving the office.

      Once back in the hallway, I heard the sound of footsteps rapidly approaching from the far end. I looked up to see Gabby running up to me with a smile on her face and a flush on her cheeks. “I think I found something—come check it out!” I smiled back and marched down the hall after her.

      Halfway down the other hall, she turned into a room that had formerly been secured with a metal Dutch door. Must be a supply room of some sort, I thought. Whether the kid had picked the lock on the door or found the key, I had no idea, but if she could pick locks, it wouldn’t surprise me. As I walked into the room, she was rifling through an old box that said MEAL, READY-TO-EAT, IND. on the side, bubbling with excitement like a little kid, which I reminded me once again that she was.

      She looked over her shoulder at me. “So, did I hit the jackpot, or what? This one says chili and macaroni, this one says chicken something or other, and this one says ‘veeg-eh-tar-ee-ahn,’ but I don’t know what that means.”

      I hated to burst her bubble, but saving her from botulism poisoning ranked higher on my list of priorities than keeping her feelings intact. “Gabby, I hate to tell you this, but all those meals are going to be rancid by now. In the Texas heat, they’re only good for a year, tops.” Her face fell at that. “Aw, hell, it’s not all bad news, kid. The candy is probably still good. Ever had hard candy before?”

      She shook her head. “Well, let me tell you, it’s going to be a treat. Pull out your knife and let’s start opening these up. I’m sure there’s still some candy and a few other thing we can salvage.” Within a few minutes, we’d pulled out a pile assorted hard candy and gum from the packages, as well as several packets of instant coffee, sugar, and iodized salt. The salt alone was worth its weight in ammo these days. We took it all back in the room by the entrance and sorted it on the counter, splitting it equally between us.

      “Can I try some, Scratch?”

      I nodded. “Sure, but let me just warn you—it’s going to be super-sweet. Sweeter than anything you’ve ever had. Just eat a couple, otherwise you’ll get a sugar rush and then crash hard after your insulin spikes.”

      “What’s un-sulin?”

      I laughed. “Insulin. It’s a hormone in your body that controls your blood sugar. Along with other hormones, it tells your body to use the energy you get from your food, or to store it.”

      She looked at me quizzically as she popped a candy in her mouth, and then her eyes rolled back in her head and she squeezed them shut. I thought for a moment she was going to spit it out.

      A moment later her eyes popped wide open. “It tastes like fruit!”

      “Yeah, courtesy of pre-War tech. They could make anything in a lab back then.” I paused for a moment to let the shock of the candy wear off, and then asked her something that I’d been curious about. “So, how’d you learn to read?”

      She kept sucking on the candy and shrugged. “My uncle taught me.”

      I considered that. “His English must’ve been pretty good.”

      The kid nodded, still enrapt with her candy. “I guess so. Some people have told me I talk funny, but doesn’t everyone?”

      I nodded in agreement. “I suppose you’re right. Before the War, people from up north thought I talked funny, too. I have what’s known as a ‘Texas drawl.’ But I also found that some women from up north liked it, so it never much bothered me any.”

      The kid nodded. “I want to learn how to speak like Captain Perez. She sounds smart.”

      I chuckled at that. “Well, kid, there are worse things you could aspire to in a postapocalyptic world. Now, why don’t you eat some real food, before you get sick on sugar?”

      She crinkled her nose at me. “Aw, man, you’re no fun.”

      “Furthest thing from it, in fact.” I threw her some jerky and trail bread. “Now, eat this tasteless crap and be thankful we have real food.” She stuck her tongue out at me, and for a moment I chose to see her as just an innocent kid.
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      Within a few hours the rain had stopped and we decided to head out. Bobby hadn’t showed, and that had me worried, but not by much. He knew more or less where the Facility was located, so I suspected he’d catch up with us before nightfall. Gabby and I packed our horses and Donkey, and headed off in a southwesterly direction toward the heart of the installation. After a few miles, we turned off on a gravel road that ended at a gate. The fence was down beside the gate, so we went around it and continued on, roughly another half mile as the dirt track on the other side ended abruptly in an open area about fifty meters across. There was what looked like a sewer or drainage pond in the middle, with a largish metal building beside it. Odd thing to have in the middle of nowhere, but certainly not anything that would look out of the ordinary in a satellite image.

      Gabby led us up to a weathered and plain metal door at the front of the barnlike structure and dismounted. “Captain Perez says this is where we’re supposed to meet her. She showed me this place before she sent me off to find you.” The kid peered around like she expected the doc to step out from behind a tree at any minute. The fact that Captain Perez wasn’t here to greet us obviously had her worried.

      “Well, let’s look around a bit. She might be camped out somewhere near here, or maybe she left to scavenge supplies.” After securing the animals, I began a sweep around the drainage pond and building perimeter, and came across a trail around the backside of the building that started at what appeared to be an underground-access entrance. There were heavy metal doors made out of rusted diamond plate covering the entrance, and no visible means of unlocking or opening them. I tried to get my fingers under an edge to lift them, but they wouldn’t budge.

      Gabby appeared around the other side of the building, and a tilt of her head told me she hadn’t found anything. I waved her over and nodded at the door and the trail. “There aren’t any signs of recent activity here, so I’m starting to think that the doc never made it. And, she sure didn’t come in the way we came; otherwise we’d have seen her tracks.” I pointed at the trail that went off into the trees. “My best guess is that she normally comes in through here. Let’s take that trail and see where it leads.”

      We followed the trail for roughly a half mile, and it came out on an old gravel road that went in a more-or-less north-south direction. We followed it north, and within another mile I saw why Captain Perez never made it back to the Facility. From the tracks I found, it looked like she’d come this way and then abruptly turned tail and ran. A little further on I noticed her boot prints getting further and further apart; the heel strike and depth of the prints told me she was running from something. What exactly, I wasn’t sure yet.

      A few hundred yards further, her trail veered off into the woods. About fifty yards in, we found some 5.56 shell casings and a bit of blood. So, either she got hit, or she’d hit one of her pursuers. Based on the scattered shell casings that were left along the trail it looked like she was running and gunning in retreat. Another hundred yards in and it looked as though she’d been flanked; four larger sets of footprints converged with hers, and there appeared to have been a minor struggle. Her footprints disappeared after that, leading me to believe she’d been incapacitated and carried off.

      The larger footprints looked military. I chewed my lip a moment or two before deciding what to do. “Gabby, I need you to head back to the airstrip and find Bobby.”

      “But what about Captain Perez? If these were punters, you’re going to need help getting her back.”

      I shook my head and pointed at the tracks in front of us. “Those prints were made by military-issue boots—I’d stake my life on it. Something tells me that these aren’t just your run-of-the-mill punters, and that puts us in uncharted territory.” It’d been years since I’d seen any military personnel, and most of them had been ragtag units that were almost as bad as punters. I strongly suspected that this group had long ago gone rogue, and that getting the captain back wasn’t going to be easy.

      The look on the Gabby’s face told me she didn’t want to be left behind. Despite any feelings she might have had on the matter, there was no way I was taking her with me; at least, not until I knew what this group was all about. I knelt in front of her and placed my hands on her shoulders. “Look, all I’m going to do is run a scouting mission, find out where they have her, and then I’m coming back to get you two so we can spring her together. But right now, what I need for you to do is find Bobby, and then wait for me near the Facility.”

      She nodded, but the look on her face told me it was with reluctance. “Alright. But if you don’t come back by tomorrow morning, we’re coming after you.”

      I shook my head slowly. “Uh-uh, no can do. Under no circumstances are you to come looking for me. I need you two back at the Facility, guarding it in case these guys show up.” She looked unconvinced, but didn’t object. “Just remember to stay out of sight, and don’t engage with them unless they try to get into the place. I know you and Bobby can do that. I’ll be back by morning—just go find Bobby and wait for me near the Facility.” She nodded again with a bit more confidence, and then took off into the trees.
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      Once she was gone, I picked up the trail and headed after whoever took Captain Perez. I had no intentions of heading back to get Gabby and Bobby at the moment; that was just a ruse to get her out of the way. I also sincerely doubted that they’d run into anyone that far off the roads; getting them to “guard” the Facility was just a way to get them somewhere they’d be safe.

      I was hunting people now, and having those two stumbling around would only complicate things. Not to mention how conflicted I was about turning an eleven-year-old kid into a killer, or rather, more of a killer than she already was. And with Gabby and Bobby safely out of the way I could do what needed to be done without worrying about anyone else getting hurt. Well, except the clowns who nabbed the doc. Without her, I didn’t have a chance in hell of getting Kara back… and in my mind that made them as good as dead. They just didn’t know it yet.

      Their trail wasn’t hard to follow, which told me that while they might be military, they were undisciplined. The last time I’d seen the doc she’d been in uniform, albeit sans rank and name tags. If this group was former military, I was certain she’d have tried to pull rank on them; that they’d snagged her anyway pretty much confirmed they were a rogue unit. Based on past experience, I also suspected they would be a mix of former military and civilian, since any two-bit self-made warlord would be actively recruiting in order to increase his numbers.

      It was rare to see those kinds of groups last, though, as they tended to disintegrate eventually due to infighting and rebellion. It took a very strong leader to keep a group of violent men and women together and working toward a single purpose, and those were in short supply these days. Any fool could see why punters stuck together; criminal enterprises always seemed to thrive wherever there were people to prey upon. But keeping a paramilitary group together was another thing entirely, and it worried the shit out of me that there might still be one that was operational in the vicinity.

      The reason why was simple; punters tended to work in isolated and fragmented groups, which meant that while they were dangerous, they normally steered clear of the settlements. On the other hand, an organized paramilitary group with a competent leader could become a sizable threat over time. Such a force could invade any area where a power vacuum existed, rapidly taking over the region and enforcing martial law. I’d seen it happen before, in Afghanistan, and here in the States after the bombs fell.

      The last thing we needed was a tin-pot dictator trying to take over the Hill Country safe zones, especially now, considering how vulnerable and impressionable people would be after the ’thrope raids. I knew that most folks tended to take any port in a storm, and the promise of protection against the raids might be enough to make them easy prey for a warlord. I hated to think what life would be like in the settlements if such a thing occurred.

      Setting such thoughts aside for the moment, I turned my attention to the task at hand, and took off at a lope to follow the trail left by Captain Perez’s attackers. Within a few hours, I began to pick up sounds and smells that indicated I was nearing their camp. I slowed my pace and left the trail, choosing instead to come upon them from an unexpected, and likely unguarded, angle. I moved as quietly as possible through the dense brush, coming over a small hill to view where the group had set up camp.

      Whoever these people were, they’d taken over one of the old training areas and turned it into a makeshift command post of sorts. They’d managed to move a number of metal Con-Ex containers to form a crude stockade around their CP, or perhaps that had been done before they arrived. I also noted immediately that they’d salvaged the remains of some barracks tents in order to get four serviceable shelters for their troops. If they were using all that space it could indicate a sizable force, perhaps fifty to sixty heads. In any case, I could see at least three sentries patrolling the wall, and a dozen more of them milling around inside the compound.

      There were also two quonset huts inside their perimeter, as well as a three containerized housing units. It was anyone’s guess where they were keeping the captain, but based on the number of people I’d seen already seen in the compound, this was not going to be easy. I was going to have to go in undetected, find the doc, get her out quietly, and then haul ass out of here before someone figured out she was missing.

      That was if she was in any condition to travel. While I did see some females carrying weapons inside the walls of the compound, I also knew what could happen to an attractive woman like Captain Perez among a group of violent individuals. In fact, I’d hazard to say that her looks were likely the only thing keeping her alive at the moment. That, and she might have convinced them she was worth something to them due to her medical training. In fact, they probably already had her working in their med station. I decided to hunker down and gather as much intel as possible on these assholes, and then once I had an idea of where she was, I’d move in and snatch her in the lonely hours of the night.

      At least, that was the plan. I’d just have to see how things went, once I got inside the place.
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      I caught a glimpse of Captain Perez just a few hours before dark. When I saw her, they were leading her from one of the CHUs to another. There were two guards with her, and I noted that one of them entered the trailer with her while the other remained posted outside the entrance to the housing unit. They were probably concerned that she’d try to make a break for it and keeping her under close guard, a reasonable assumption. She appeared to be uninjured, if a little worse for the wear, so I figured we’d be able to get away quietly once I took out her guards.

      After dark, I realized there were some major issues with my plan. For one, the relative size of the camp was small, and there were roving patrols moving at odd intervals all night long. Just one slipup and the place would be crawling with bodies looking to put a hurt on us. Secondly, I needed to know more about what this group was all about. Although their actual numbers turned out to be a bit less than what I initially guessed, from what I could tell they were fairly organized and efficient. That had me worried, since a group like this could pose a severe threat to the Hill Country settlements and safe zones, should they decide to move north. And with a ’thrope pack threatening the area, the last thing I needed was a secondary threat in the form of a group of marauders raiding the settlements as well.

      Unfortunately, it looked like a simple rescue operation would be out of the question. The alternative was just as risky, but it would offer a greater chance of success over time, as well as the opportunity to collect a great deal of intel on this group in the process. It looked as though infiltration would be my only option. Needless to say, I was not looking forward to putting this plan into action.

      Once I decided on a course of action, I headed back to the Facility to let Gabby know what I was going to do. The last thing I needed was for her and Bobby to show up trying to rescue me and spoil all my fun. And, at some point I’d probably need their help to get the doc out, so it was imperative that I kept them apprised of the situation. Of course, this could all end up with me being shot, but I chose to look on the sunny side of things when it came to the risk of my imminent demise. Living under the constant threat of species extinction will do that to you.

      By the time I got back, Bobby had returned and he and Gabby were sacked out on the roof of the building we’d found earlier. Not wanting to get clawed in the face or shot, I tossed pebbles at them until they both woke up, and called up to them in a stage whisper. “What the hell are you two doing, sleeping without someone on watch?”

      They both rubbed sleep from their eyes, and then looked away. Finally, Bobby spoke up. “There’s nothing around for miles, boss—not even a single deader. It’s the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s like somebody sprayed some sort of undead repellent around here that’s keeping them away.”

      I considered that information for a moment, and tucked it away for future reference. “Well, regardless of the lack of undead around here, there’s a paramilitary group patrolling and searching the area just south and west of us. So, you two need to keep watch no matter what when you’re not in a secure location—especially when I’m not around.”

      I raised an eyebrow and waited, knowing that at least one of them could see me. Finally, Bobby answered me. “I got it. Will do, boss.”

      Gabby spoke up then. “What’d you find out? Is Captain Perez okay?”

      “As far as I can tell. The thing is, there are too many of them for me to just break her out, and besides that they’re too well organized. I count at least thirty to forty inside the compound, and they may have more out on patrols and recon teams. They keep three men on their perimeter wall at all times, plus a gate guard, and they run patrols inside the perimeter on an unpredictable schedule that changes every hour.”

      I could hear Gabby rustling around in the dark. “Just let me get my gear together and I’ll go with you. I can create a distraction, and then you can go in and get her.”

      “Uh-uh, no dice. These guys aren’t the sharpest knives in the drawer, but that doesn’t mean they’re completely stupid. Somebody halfway competent is giving them orders and keeping them together as a unit, and I doubt a simple distraction will cause them to drop their guard or shift personnel enough to leave a hole in their perimeter.

      “So, I’m thinking we need to take an alternate tact. Meaning, this is going to have to be an inside job. I’m going to get myself recruited into their militia and then formulate a plan to get the doc out once I’m inside and in their trust.”

      Bobby whistled softly, “That sounds pretty risky. I don’t know if I like it.”

      “Me neither,” Gabby whispered.

      “Well, it’s the only plan we got. Now, Bobby, I’m going to need you and Gabby to take turns observing their compound, because when I give the signal I’m going to need you to make a delivery for me…”
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      The next morning, I was standing inside the tree line within shouting distance of the gates to the camp, and wishing I was anywhere else but here. There were three ways this could go: they could shoot me before I got in the camp, shoot me after I got in the camp, or take me in as a new recruit. I hoped like hell they were in the recruiting mood.

      I walked out from the trees with my rifle held over my head. “Don’t shoot!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. I saw the gate guard and two wall sentries perk up and shoulder their rifles, aiming them in my general direction.

      The gate guard yelled back, “I don’t know who you are, but you’d best turn around and head back the way you came. We don’t take in strays, and we don’t do handouts.”

      “I’m not looking for a handout—I’m looking for work. I have my own gear, and experience, of the sort an outfit like yours might desire.”

      One of the sentries eyed me more carefully. After a moment’s consideration, he yelled back, “Hold there.”

      I could see the two sentries speaking to the gate guard, but I couldn’t tell what they were saying. I remained silent and waited with my weapon held overhead, expecting a bullet in the gut any second. Instead, I saw the guy at the gate peel off and head back toward the center of their camp. The sentries kept their rifles trained in my direction, never taking their eyes off me all the while. A few minutes later the gate opened and four of them came out of the gate, weapons sighted in on my torso. Each was armed with an assault rifle; I noted two AR-15 variants, an AK-47, and an SKS. So, they were armed, but not too well supplied then. Good to know. They quickly surrounded me, took my rifle and sidearms, and began marching me inside the compound.

      I looked at one of the goons that took my weapons. “Do I get a receipt for those?”

      He pushed me roughly in between the shoulder blades with the butt of his rifle in response. “Just keep moving. The commander will decide whether you’ll get them back.”
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      Once inside the compound, they took me to one of the quonset huts and marched me inside. Just inside the door there was an older white male, maybe early fifties, standing behind a portable table that was covered in maps. He was dressed in Army fatigues with full birds on his lapels, which I found rather strange. That might indicate he wasn’t on active duty when the bombs dropped, as Army personnel stopped wearing rank insignia on their uniform lapels after they transitioned to the ACU-style uniforms, right around the time I was hunting terrorists in the ’Stan.

      Just for shits and giggles, I snapped to attention and saluted him. I figured, what the hell, in for a penny, in for a pound.

      The “colonel,” or commander, or whatever the hell he was ignored us for the better part of five minutes. During that time, I studied him to see if I could get a handle on what I’d gotten myself into. He was stocky, perhaps once muscular, but his belly had gone to fat. That indicated these folks tended to eat well, so they were at least well supplied, and I suspected that meant they were commandeering food from the locals wherever they operated. I also noted that his hair was neatly trimmed in the military style, which was quite a feat considering the lack of electricity; it was difficult to get that look without a pair of electric trimmers.

      Strangest of all, his uniform appeared to be pressed and starched, if that were even possible. I pitied the poor fool who had to heat an iron over a fire every night to get the creases in those things for this pompous idiot. On top of that, I noticed that he was wearing the old-style black leather combat boots, and that they were spit shined to a high gloss. Honestly, who in the hell worried about such a thing these days? It took a special kind of arrogant prick to bother with looking neat and proper, when most people were just struggling to survive from day to day. Combine all that with the gut and the rank insignia, and I was ninety-nine percent positive I was dealing with a bona fide Colonel Walter E. Kurtz wannabe. It took everything I had not to spit on his boots.

      Suddenly, he snapped off a half-assed salute to me and spoke, in a voice not unlike George C. Scott’s version of Patton. “At ease, at ease. So, I understand you want to join up with our unit.”

      I dropped my hand and assumed the parade-rest position, then cleared my throat, not out of nervousness, not for this jackass, but because my throat was dry and I didn’t want to sound like an idiot. “That’s correct, sir.” Might as well stroke his ego some more for good measure; it seemed to be working well at the moment.

      He looked up at me, taking his eyes from the maps before him for a moment and studying me with a set of piercing blue-grey eyes. I noticed that one eye was weeping slightly, and he dabbed at it with a handkerchief that he pulled from his pocket.

      He gestured at the eye. “War injury, took some shrapnel over in Iraq. First war, not the second.” He looked at my eye, the one that was nearly ruined by shrapnel. “I see we share something in common. Did you get that during the Great War?”

      I shook my head. “Afghanistan.”

      He nodded. “And you were with…?”

      “3rd of the 75th.” I left it at that. If he was really military, he’d know who I was talking about.

      “Ah. You boys did some fine work over there. Damned shame we didn’t just level the place. Lot of soldiers and marines died, fighting for a people who didn’t want us there, trying to free a people who didn’t want to be free in the first place.”

      I simply nodded. He was mostly wrong and partially right. But trying to reduce a complicated situation like Afghanistan into black-and-white and sound bites was like thinking you could reduce American politics to a Schoolhouse Rock cartoon. Good luck with that.

      The commander must’ve seen something in my face, as he arched an eyebrow in my direction. “You disagree with me?”

      I shrugged. “Who can understand the hajjis, sir? I just went there to kill terrorists—I didn’t much care what they thought of me.”

      “Were you successful?”

      “I personally delivered 936 virgins. Sir.”

      He seemed to consider that a success, and rubbed his chin with a long exhalation. He gestured at his men. “He’s fine. Give him his weapons back.” Never underestimate the bigotry of men when it comes to clouding their judgment. He looked me in the eye again. “What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Sergeant Aidan Sullivan, sir.”

      “Ah, a good mick name. But you don’t look like a mick.”

      I laughed. “Well, sir, my dad was a mick, but he seemed to like Spanish women. I turned out like this, despite his best efforts.”

      That got a hell of a belly laugh from the fat bastard. “Oh, that’s a good one! I bet those spics didn’t know what to make of you—no offense to your mother, of course.”

      I nodded and smiled. “None taken, sir.”

      “Well, I suppose I should introduce myself. I’m Colonel Leakey, of the 1st Battalion, 2nd Regiment of the Texas State Guard. After the bombs dropped, I pulled together as many of my men as possible and began an effort to provide relief, assistance, and protection to the people of the Great State of Texas.”

      Well, that explained a lot. While the Texas State Guard was made up of actual military personnel, their role was mostly disaster relief, law-enforcement support, and admin, not combat. Definitely not combat. These guys most likely were, or had been, military police and medical support troops, prior to the war. And as far as I knew, battalion command positions at the local level were usually filled by light colonels, not full birds. It looked like Colonel Leakey had given himself a field promotion at some point. What a wanker.

      I holstered my Glocks and slipped the sling for my HK-416 around my shoulder as the colonel walked around the table. “Since the bombs fell, we’ve been trying to recruit personnel and scavenge munitions and supplies in an effort to fight the paranormals. It’s my hope to one day drive them out of the state and reestablish a new Republic of Texas, in an effort to rebuild a lasting society from the ashes of the Great War.”

      He motioned for me to come closer, and I complied, although I noted that the boys who brought me in were still standing ready and giving me the stink eye. As I approached the table, foremost in my line of sight at the top of the pile was a map of Central Texas, with San Antonio and Austin marked off with a grease pencil in black and red, apparently designating areas under the control of the colonel’s forces, and those still under control of the paranormals. It looked like the paranormals were winning, from what I could tell.

      The colonel gestured at the maps on the table. “But, as you can see, it’s slow going. We’re mainly limited by the weapons and equipment we can procure, as it’s quite difficult to outfit an army without a supply chain. We’ve been living off the land, and scavenging ammo and weapons wherever we can find them. When we get more weapons, we recruit more soldiers.”

      He looked over at me and frowned. “Normally, we’d turn a straggler away, but since you came with your own gear, the offer was hard to turn down. We lost one of our own, yesterday; got shot trying to rescue a medical doctor from a herd of zombies. Nasty business, that. But, we’re fortunate to now have a physician in our unit. To this point, we’ve been getting by with nurses and medics—oh, they’re good, don’t get me wrong, but I wouldn’t let a single one do surgery on me, should the need ever arise.”

      I knew from examining the tracks that brought me here that there weren’t any deaders around for miles when they took the doc. That meant the colonel was full of shit, or his men lied to him. Either way, I definitely didn’t like it.

      He pointed to a spot on the map. “Right now, we’re here, at Camp Bullis. We know there were plenty of weapons and munitions stored here, somewhere, before the Great War. However, we’ve had minimal success in finding said storage sites. Every armory we’ve located thus far has been cleaned out. So, we’re making one last sweep before we head north for Fort Hood.”

      Now I knew he was crazy. Ft. Hood got wiped out when the bombs dropped. All of southwest San Antonio did as well, when the Russians and Chinese hit Lackland AFB. Thankfully, they were using tactical nuclear warheads, instead of strategic warheads. Thus, the damage was limited somewhat. Truth be told, though, no one really knew the full extent of all the damage worldwide, as communications went down almost instantly following the nuclear exchange. And of course, shortly after that we were all a little preoccupied with the paranormal invasion. Being chased by zombies tends to change your priorities.

      “Sir, if I’m not mistaken, Fort Hood was wiped off the map when the bombs fell. There’s nothing left there.”

      He chuckled. “Oh, but there is something there. We have reason to believe there are nuclear warheads in a secret storage facility on the north side of Fort Hood. I intend to liberate those weapons and commandeer them for purposes of ridding the State of Texas from the undead plague, once and for all.”
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      After spending another half hour or so listening to Colonel Klink’s diabolical plan for Statewide Eradication of the Presence of Undead Paranormal entities (“Operation STEPUP” was what he called it), I knew for a fact this guy was absolutely batshit crazy. His plan was to find some nukes, plant them all along the Corridor, and blow the whole thing sky-high. The colonel figured that if he cut off the head of the snake, the body would follow.

      I had to admit, in some ways it was a decent plan, except for the whole “where are you going to get the nukes” and “what about all that nuclear fallout” parts. Even so, the guy was certifiable. No doubt about it.

      I also discovered that he’d been a cop in civilian life, working as a night-shift commander in Hays County. I think the combination of having had a small degree of authority, both in his civilian job and as a weekend warrior, made him think he had some sort of crucial leadership role to play in the post-War world. Now, don’t get me wrong; I’m all for people stepping up and taking the reins of leadership in a crisis. I just think it’s sort of a prerequisite to accepting the position that you’re still taking all your meds, or preferably, that you’re completely sane in the first place. Unfortunately, however, Colonel Leakey didn’t get the memo. A pity, that. Because that meant I was going to have to kill him.

      After my coffee klatch with the colonel, I spent the remainder of the day learning the command structure of the joint, and going over their unit SOP for engaging various nasties. As the new guy, I also got assigned latrine duty, so I ended up digging toilet trenches for a few hours. I kept an eye out for the captain all the while, but I saw no sign of her, not a single black hair from her pretty little mad-scientist head. I assumed they had her working in their med station, and wondered what I could do to get myself put on sick call so I could talk to her.

      Then, like a gift from heaven, the answer appeared right above the latrine trench I was digging. I was sitting in the bottom of the trench taking a break, when some asshole walked up and started pissing on me. Hazing the NG was a long-standing tradition in the military, but some things were reserved for your worst broke-dick fobbits… like pissing on them while they dug a latrine trench. No sooner than I figured out what was up, I rolled out of the way and vaulted myself out of the ditch. I’d dug it six feet deep by order of the sergeant who’d given me this shit assignment in the first place. Rule of thumb was one foot deep for every week the latrine would be used, but I figured he was having me dig deeper than necessary just for fun. Unfortunately, that just made it harder to get myself out, so the jokester was able to follow me down the line, waving his dick at me and laughing it up the whole time.

      As I came out of the ditch, he was right on top of me. So, I grabbed the first handle I could reach—his man parts—with one hand, and then began punching him repeatedly in the face with the other. Now, the thing about having someone crush your nuts while they punch you in the face is, you don’t know what to cover or protect first. Most guys will default to trying to get you to release their nuts, and that’s what this joker did; but instead of letting up I really put on my G.I. Joe kung-fu grip and continued clobbering him in the face. By the time they broke it up, his face was a wreck and he’d passed out from the pain.

      “What in the great goat-dicked cluster humps is going on over here?” A stumpy little guy with faded sergeant major’s insignia on his ACUs stomped up to us and waded in the middle of the scene. There were three guys holding me back, and a couple kneeling down by the practical joker who were giving me dirty looks.

      One of the guys holding me back spoke up. “Sergeant Major Marsh, Corporal Jones just came up and pissed all over the new guy while he was digging a latrine. He had it coming, Sergeant Major.”

      The other guys holding me nodded in agreement. After getting a good look at Corporal Jones I could see why. He had the look of a bully, big and stocky, and a face only a mother gorilla could love. I was fairly certain that half the compound had been subject to his “jokes” at one time or another. I imagined I was probably the first guy to stand up to him with any degree of success.

      However, his cronies had a different story to tell about what had happened. One of them chimed in almost on top of the other militiaman. “It weren’t like that, Sergeant Major. Jones just came up to see how the new guy was doing, and the NG just went off on ’im. He’s crazy, Sergeant Major.” The guy who spoke up was a tall skinny fella wearing BDUs without any rank insignia. Wouldn’t surprise me if he got busted so many times, they took away all his rank. Or, that he just didn’t give a shit about dress code.

      “Atkins! Do I look like a dumb-ass to you? If you were locked in a room with nothing but a stick and a rock, you’d break the rock and lose the stick! Now pipe down unless you have something useful to say.”

      The sergeant major turned his eyes my way and looked me up and down. With a sneer, he leaned in and took a whiff of me. “Holy sweet goat balls, newbie—you were supposed to dig a latrine, not bathe in it! Now go get your piss-reekin’ goat-smellin’ ass cleaned up!” Then he looked over at Corporal Jones. “And take him to the medical station!”

      I raised my hand. “I’ll take him, Sergeant Major. It’s my fault he’s all beat up, so I’ll do it.”

      The sergeant major squinted at me, then at the corporal’s goons, and finally at the guys who had taken my side. “Ratcliff, Atkins, and new guy—take this piece of shit to the med station.” He pointed at a slight black man behind me, and also at the skinny tall guy who’d lied to cover Corporal Jones. Then he pointed to me. “And go get cleaned up, newbie!”

      I watched the SGM storm off, and then looked at the two troops who got picked. The tall skinny guy gave me the stink eye. “You’re dead, newbie—just you wait.”

      The black guy spoke up. “Atkins, shut the hell up. You know Jones had it coming. Hell, he screws with you and Rummy just as much as he does with the rest of us. Why you idiots stick up for him is beyond me.”

      Skinny guy just looked off to the side and fumed. I spoke up. “Well, I guess we’d better get him to sick call—looks like I jacked him up pretty good.” Ratcliff chuckled and grabbed Jones’s feet, and I grabbed him under the arms. Atkins just walked along all beside us all the way to the med station, never once offering to lend any help.
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      As I suspected, the med station was located inside one of the containerized housing units, and had apparently been adapted for that purpose before the War. As we carried Jones in, a nurse in fatigues directed us to take him back to a treatment room. We laid him down on the treatment table, and he started coming around, moaning up a storm. Atkins had somehow managed to ditch us between the front door and the treatment room, which was alright by me. I stood there silently while Ratcliff sized me up.

      “Some of the guys said you got tabbed out of the 3rd battalion. Said you saw combat in the ’Stan.” I just looked at him and grunted.

      “I get it, I get it—you the silent type. That’s cool. I was over there too, long before all this shit went down. Not combat arms, but supply. When I got out, I decided to join the State Guard. That’s how I got hooked up with this circus.” As he said it, Ratcliff gave me a look that said he wished he hadn’t.

      I paused for effect, then eyeballed him. “So if you don’t like it, why do you stay?”

      He crossed his arms and leaned back with one foot against the wall. “Shit, man, where else am I going to go? We’ve been all over this damn post, and down to what’s left of Lackland—it’s a wasteland down there—even spent some time searching Fort Sam Houston for med supplies. And let me tell you, there ain’t nuthin’ left. It’s all gone, man, and I can’t tell you how many people we lost fightin’ them things while we were runnin’ all over creation trying to find out if there was any command structure left.”

      “And what’d you find?”

      He smirked at me. “What d’you think? Nuthin’, not a damned thing. We’re all that’s left of the military, at least around here. No idea what’s happening anywhere else.”

      “So, you know about this plan of the colonel’s—Operation STANDUP?”

      He shrugged. “That’s above my pay grade, man. I just run the supply shed, make sure we got the things we need.” He looked off down the hallway. “Hey, I think that hot-ass Mexican doctor is coming. She fine, but I gotta split—got work to do. But, come by the Swamp later tonight—we always got a card game going on, and some of the boys and I make a mean hootch.”

      “The Swamp?”

      He smiled a toothy grin. “Hey, man, gotta hang on to some memories, right? Anyways, stop on by, some of the guys’ll probably want to congratulate you on stomping Jones a new asshole. Ain’t nobody likes him around here.” Ratcliff tipped me a two-fingered salute, then slipped out the door just as the doc walked in.

      The doc glanced at Jones and acted as if it were nothing peculiar to see me standing there in the treatment room. “So, what happened to him?” She nodded at Jones, who was still moaning on the table.

      “Acute testicular compression, followed by repeated blunt trauma to the mandibular and left orbital region.”

      She continued to examine Jones as she spoke. “Your handiwork?”

      “He started it.”

      She chuckled. “It sounds like you have some medical experience.”

      “Ranger First Responder training. Plus, I cross-trained as a sixty-eight whiskey.”

      The doc nodded. “I could probably see about getting you assigned to the clinic. It’d keep you from digging trenches.”

      “I wouldn’t object, but that might not make me too popular with the rest of the enlisted around here. New guy, getting a cush job and all.”

      She gestured around her. “You can see what I have to work with, and we are short staffed. I have one nurse here to help me, and that’s it. Let me talk with the colonel and I’ll see what I can do.”

      I nodded at Jones. “He going to make it?”

      She pulled his pants down and took a look inside his boxers, then grimaced. “Well, let’s just say the outlook for the future arrival of a Jones junior isn’t looking good.” Then she muttered under her breath, “I’d watch your back if I were you.”

      I looked around, then leaned in and whispered, “Anybody giving you any trouble?”

      “Just some soldiers playing grab-ass. But, the colonel thinks I’m too valuable to let these savages loose on me, so for the moment, I’m safe. But you—if they find out what you’re up to, they’ll string you up for zombie bait.”

      I winked, and then whispered back, “Don’t worry about me. Just be ready, and play along with it when it happens.” Then, in a conversational voice, “I gotta go get cleaned up, Doc. Let me know what the colonel says about getting me assigned here.” She nodded once, and went back to treating Jones, who looked so bad I almost felt a twinge of guilt about putting him down. Then I caught a whiff of myself and thought better of it.
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        * * *

      

      I knew they wouldn’t assign me to the med station, since I was more valuable to them for my combat experience than I was for any medical knowledge I had. I spent my time over the next few days observing the rhythms of the place, getting a feel for where and when they’d be most vulnerable, and what the best way would be to get the doc out. I decided that the best time to spring my plan would be when I was on watch. The only problem was that they weren’t putting me on watch yet, probably because they didn’t trust me enough.

      That was no problem though; all I had to do was lose a card game, and before I knew it I was taking over perimeter watch for one of Ratcliff’s buddies that hung out at the Swamp. As for the plan, I had a few surprises in store for the colonel that would be delivered to me courtesy of the Wonder Twins. I’d already left instructions for Gabby and Bobby at the designated dead-drop point, scribbled on a scrap of paper that I tied to a rock and tossed way out over the outer compound wall. I just hoped they’d get it in time.

      Now, all there was to do was wait until it was time to get us out of here. I had some reservations about what I was about to do, and decided I’d try to minimize casualties among the rank-and-file foot soldiers in the colonel’s militia. A few of these folks were decent people who were just trying to get along and survive, and they were only here because Colonel Leakey and his crazy outfit had offered them the best chance to do so. It was too risky to tell anyone about my plans, but I might try to come back later and recruit a few of these guys away from here.

      Anyway, I figured that once I had the colonel out of the way his militia would fall apart. If it didn’t, I could always deal with these clowns later. But right now every day I spent here was one more day that I wasn’t working to get Kara back from the ’thrope pack in the Corridor. She was my first priority; everything else could wait until I’d set her and the rest of the settlers free and destroyed the Corridor pack.
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      That night I stopped off by the med station for some aspirin, letting the doc know that tonight was the night. She didn’t respond at all, but I figured she was playing it low key in case anyone was watching or listening in. So, I took the pills and slipped them in my pocket to save for later, and headed out to start my watch shift.

      Once I got to the wall, I called up to the guys who’d been on watch during the day. “I’m here to relieve one of you guys, filling in for Specialist Kelley.”

      One of the militiamen, a Mexican-American who went by the name of Topo, peered down at me. “I thought the sergeant major was keeping you off of guard duty.”

      “Yeah, well—I lost a bet with Kelley, so here I am. Should have stayed out of that game—I’m pretty sure Kelley deals off the bottom of the deck.”

      The soldier screwed his face up, then laughed. “Yeah, I’ve lost my fair share of rations and smoke to those guys.” He reached down and gave me a hand as I climbed up the wall. “Cox, Carter, and I are just coming on shift.” He nodded to a figure standing about twenty meters away, walking the opposite direction. “You can take sector charlie”—he pointed at a dark shipping container down the way from us—“and patrol from the blue container over to that far corner at the tip of the diamond on the opposite side of the wall. Just stay moving, and check back in with us at the gate every half hour or so.”

      I nodded. “What if I need to take a piss break?”

      He gave me a look like I was stupid. “Just piss off the wall, man. Shit, I thought you rangers was hardcore.”

      I grinned. “Well, it’s not really a piss I’m looking to take. I got a hot date with that Latina doctor over at the med station. Been working her all week.”

      Topo looked at me like I’d just pulled a rabbit out of my ass. “Shee-yit, ain’t nobody been able to tap that since she came. Colonel’s got her on lockdown, won’t let any of us have a taste.” He leaned in and smiled. “Think she’d be willing to pass it around a little?”

      I shrugged and looked around, as if to keep things on the down low. “Maybe. I mean, she seems pretty straitlaced, but I bet if she got some hootch in her she’d loosen up.”

      Topo’s eyes lit up. “Alright. Allll-right! My man is on the ball.” He leaned down and stage-whispered to the gate guard. “Carter! Go over to the tent and grab my hootch.”

      Carter climbed halfway up the wall. “Aw, shit man, you know if the sergeant major catches us drinking on guard duty again, he’s gonna put us on KP for a month.”

      Topo gave him a sour look. “Oh, you must not want to get laid then. That’s alright, I get it.” He backed up a step with his hands in the air.

      “What do you mean—you get hooked up with that nurse from the med station again? She’s got a face like a horse—not that I’m complaining.”

      Topo grinned. “Naw, man, something better. My man Sullivan here has a date with the Doc.”

      Carter looked unconvinced. “She’s wound up tighter than a two-dollar watch. Ain’t no way he’s makin’ time with her.”

      “My man knows how charm, apparently. So, go get that hootch before someone sees you off the gate.”

      Carter shook his head and ran off. Topo chuckled and bumped fists with me. “We gonna party tonight! But we can’t all be off watch at once, and we gotta let the guys who patrol down below in on it too.” He looked thoughtful for a moment, rubbing his chin with a gloved hand. “You go get her once the camp settles down, say after twenty-hundred hours. Get your rocks off, and get her all liquored up, then bring her over here. We got a guard room down here by the gate where we can take turns, let all the boys in on it.”

      I nodded, but deep down inside I wanted to punch Topo in the throat. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Good. Now get on watch before Sergeant Major sees us yapping and tears us a new one. Or worse, pulls you off wall watch. That’d screw everything up.”

      I gave him a two-fingered salute. “Here’s to twenty-hundred hours.” Then I walked off to patrol sector charlie, wondering if it’d be worth the risk to kill these worthless mouth breathers on the way out.
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        * * *

      

      About fifteen minutes before twenty-hundred hours, Bobby gave me the sign that he was in position. The little dumb shit made a bird call that sounded like something from a Tarzan movie; luckily, he did it softly enough so the other guards couldn’t hear. I made a mental note to teach him some accurate local bird calls later, but for now I was just glad they got my message. I reached down under the makeshift plywood bridge I was standing on and grabbed the party favors I’d asked them to bring. I tucked them away, and then walked over to the gate.

      Topo looked over at me as I walked up. “Shit, you’re ten minutes early.” Then he grinned like a cartoon version of the big bad wolf. “I get it—been a while, eh? Alright, go do what you gotta do—but make sure you bring that bitch back over here when you finish, comprende?”

      “Will do.” I climbed down the wall and headed over to the CHU where the doc slept. As I rounded the corner, I saw a guard slumped down in a plastic lawn chair outside the door. He was out cold; anyone walking by would assume he was just sleeping, but the last thing I needed was the sergeant major or the colonel coming by and catching him out cold. We needed to move, and fast.

      I walked into the trailer and found the captain tying up the nurse, with the second guard hog-tied right beside her. Both were gagged and they looked like someone had slipped them each a Mickey. The doc barely registered my presence as I walked in. “I’d take her with us, but she’s loyal to these sorry bastards. And a slut.” She looked up at me and stood. “Let’s go.”

      I put a hand out and stopped her from leaving the unit. “Hold on—we’re supposed to be bumping nasties. We have to make this look good.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Seriously? I doubt you’d take longer than thirty seconds. And these cabróns? Puh-lease. Trust me, if you take too long they’ll know something’s up.”

      I weighed her advice and decided we should wait a few more minutes at least. I handed her a clear plastic bottle with a milky yellow liquid in it. “Here, slosh some of this on you and rinse your mouth with it.”

      She took the bottle, opened the cap and sniffed it, then gagged. “Ugh! I can’t believe they drink this stuff. The hangovers must be brutal.” She pinched her nose with her free hand and did as I advised, handing the bottle back and grimacing. I could smell the hootch on her from where I was standing; a combination of rotten fruit and grain alcohol, with a bit of puke on the back end. Lovely.

      I splashed some on me, and then checked my watch. “Alright, that’s long enough, I suppose. Remember to act drunk when we walk over.” I unclipped my combat folder from my rig and handed it to her. “One of the guys is going to get friendly with you once we’re at the gate. Just play along, but if he gets rough—well, you’re a trained medical professional, you know what to do with that.”

      The doc flicked it open, tested the edge, flourished the blade a few times, and then palmed and pocketed it in a motion that made it seem as if the knife had disappeared. I waggled an eyebrow at her.

      “I grew up around a bunch of boys in a tough neighborhood, remember? You’re Latino, you should know we like to play with knives.”

      I harrumphed in response. Sure, I liked to play with knives just as much as the next guy, but even after the apocalypse I wasn’t keen on promoting racial stereotypes. “Just be sure he doesn’t make any noises that don’t sound like humping, and we might get out of here in one piece.” I gestured to the door with a wave of my arm and a bow. “My lady, your date awaits.”

      She walked by and popped me with a respectable horizontal elbow strike to the gut that caused me to exhale with force. “Let’s just get this over with.”
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        * * *

      

      We walked back to the gate, the doc hanging on my arm and stumbling every few steps. She’d even unbuttoned her ACU jacket to reveal a bit of cleavage, courtesy of the tight olive-drab tank top she wore underneath.

      I leaned over and whispered, “Man, you can really slut it up when you have to.”

      She stumbled into me and elbowed me again. “Eyes front, asshole.”

      Deciding that two could play that game, I reached over and scooped her up, goosing her ass as I did so. I decided to carry her the last fifteen feet or so, to avoid another one of those vicious elbows. She still got in a heel kick to my nuts that I barely managed to take on the thigh. I winced and made it look like I was having fun, while the doc squealed like a sorority girl at her first frat party.

      “Woo-hoo! I heard there was a party at the gate!” She rolled her head around and whipped her hair in my face. Twice. I spat hair out of my mouth in an attempt to clear my airway.

      Topo whispered down at me, “Damn, son, you got her plastered! Shit, get her in the gatehouse before she wakes up the whole compound.” Carter opened up a makeshift door that had been cut out of the shipping container next to the gate. He ushered us in, and then showed me where they’d managed to rig a secret entrance into the next container over, behind some metal utility chests that were stacked head high. Carter then backed out, looking the captain up and down as he left. Once we were clear I set the doc down and rubbed my thigh, and then I leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Well, that’s going to leave a mark.”

      “Stop being a baby,” she replied with equal amounts of scorn and amusement in her voice.

      “Last time I take you out on a cheap date and leave you with a serial rapist.” She huffed at that. “Now remember, I have to give the signal, so you need to stall him.”

      I could hear her patting the knife in her pocket in the dark. “I make no promises.”

      “Then just keep it quiet.” I walked out and climbed up on the wall. “She’s all yours, Topo.”

      He grinned and rubbed his hands together. “Aw, hell, I’ve been eyeing that sweet piece of ass since she got here.” He began climbing down, but paused when his head was level with my feet. “Oh, I almost forgot. Carter’ll let me know if anyone comes around with some weight on their collar. But if someone asks for me, I’m taking a shit.”

      I nodded. “You got it.” I turned as if to walk off down the wall, then paused before I’d even taken a step and chuckled. “Hey, Topo—just a fair warning, she likes it rough.”

      He grinned, wide enough for me to see his teeth in the dim light from the watch fires we’d lit in fifty-gallon drums earlier. “Oh, I’ll take care of that. She ain’t gotta worry about me being gentle.”

      I watched him disappear into the guardhouse, and then pulled a matchbook from my pants pocket. Matches were hard to come by these days, and I hated to use one like this. But it was the easiest way for me to signal Gabby and Bobby, so I had little choice in the matter. I pulled out a corncob pipe and some tobacco I’d won in a card game two nights previous and lit up with the match.

      Once the smell of tobacco wafted down to Carter, he looked up. “Hey, you mind if I—”

      BOOM! A loud explosion sounded from the rear of the compound, right where I’d told them to set it. I just hoped they were able to figure out how to set off the Claymore without blowing themselves sky-high in the process.

      Soon, the explosion was followed by howls that pierced the night. I yelled out at the top of my lungs, “It’s a ’thrope attack!”

      Carter looked up at me with fear in his eyes, and then ran back to the gate. He began looking out the porthole in the sheet metal doorway, intently searching the night for ’thropes. “I don’t see anything!” he cried out.

      After another howl, he panicked and began blindly firing off into the night, making it easy for me to drop down behind him and rip out his throat with my bowie. As he stood there unsteadily, gurgling and spurting blood, I slashed twice more across his face, parallel to the initial cut. Anyone inspecting him in this light would hopefully think he got killed by a ’thrope. I let him go and watched him crumple to the ground, carefully wiping my knife on his BDU jacket before sheathing it.

      After dragging Carter a few feet out of the way, I unlatched the gate and went back into the guardhouse. As I walked in, Captain Perez was crawling out from behind the utility crates, buttoning up her ACU jacket. “Topo?” I asked as she stood up.

      “I punched him in the throat when he got distracted by the explosion.”

      “Eh, too bad. I really wanted to do that to him.”

      “Yeah, well—I made sure he was still breathing, then I knocked him out cold. He should be fine, but I doubt he’ll be singing opera anytime soon.”

      “That’s also too bad—I really don’t think he deserved such gentle treatment.”

      She snorted a laugh. “I’m a medical professional, Scratch. I’ll kneecap somebody in a heartbeat, but I won’t kill unless I have no alternative.”

      “Your call.” I threw her Carter’s ACU cap, and she hurriedly put it on, tucking her hair up under it in an effort to disguise herself. Once she was ready, I pushed her out the door and toward the gate. “Gate’s open. Better take off before someone gets here.”

      She turned and got in my face. “Wait, you’re not coming with me?”

      “I’m going to be right behind you—there’s just something I have to do first.”

      She growled in frustration before replying. “Just don’t get yourself killed—it’s not worth it.” Then she turned and ran out the gate. I shut it after her and ran back into the compound, which was now milling with militiamen in various states of undress. Many were running around in their underwear, carrying rifles and heading up on the wall. I could already see some muzzle flashes and hear the sounds of gunfire from various points around the perimeter.

      Those fools didn’t know it, but they were shooting at ghosts. Before I left, I’d instructed Bobby and Gabby to use some old BDUs we’d found in the airfield supply room and turn them into scarecrows. They probably had a half dozen set up in the tree line around the wall, giving the militiamen something to shoot at while they ran around howling in the night. Assured of the fact that the troops would be occupied for a brief time, I started scanning the compound for my target. Sure enough, it didn’t take long before I spotted the colonel, barking orders in front of one of the quonset huts at the center of the facilities.

      I ran forward and ducked to cover behind the CHUs, peeking around the corner to be sure I had the right range and a clear line to the colonel. Then, I pulled the pin on a frag grenade and let it fly. The explosion sounded off a few seconds later, and as I surveyed the aftereffects, I could see the fat bastard rolling around on the ground, bloodied and crying for help. I decided to finish the job, and took a bead on him with my HK.

      Just as I was about to pull the trigger, I heard a loud voice sound off behind me. “Hey, what the hell are you doing? The wolves are out there!”

      I turned around to see Ratcliff yelling at me from about thirty feet away. Shit. “I just thought I saw one get inside the wall—false alarm.” I cursed my bad luck, and hoped to hell that that Colonel Klink would bleed out before the night was up.

      Then, I ran to where Ratcliff was waiting on me and followed him to the wall. Just as he was climbing up, I slipped my arm around his neck and placed him in a rear-naked choke, applying pressure with my biceps and forearm to the sides of his neck. He struggled, but only for about eight or ten seconds; I released the pressure just a few seconds past the point where his body went limp. Once I’d checked him for a pulse, I set him down gently against the perimeter wall, laying him on his side so he wouldn’t choke or hurt himself when he came to.

      “Sorry, Ratcliff,” I whispered to his still form. When the smoke cleared tomorrow and they figured out what’d happened, I hoped he’d appreciate the fact that I didn’t just kill him and dump his body in the latrine.

      After I’d made sure Ratcliff would wake up with nothing more than a pissed-off disposition, I grabbed my gear from where I’d stashed it earlier and sprinted to an area of the wall that was still unmanned. Checking right and left to make sure no one was watching, I climbed up and slipped off the side, rapidly disappearing into the night. As I entered the relative safety of the tree line, I allowed myself just a moment’s worry about what tomorrow would bring, once these jokers figured out they’d been had. I held a slim hope that they’d think I was killed and carried off in the attack, but with Carter still alive, I doubted the chances of that happening.
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      I caught up to Gabby, Bobby, and the doc at a previously agreed-upon rendezvous point about halfway to the Facility. Then, I handed Bobby my ruck and instructed them to stick to a blacktop road until they got back to the Facility and to wait for me there. Once I had them headed back to the Facility, I backtracked to the militia compound in order to throw them off our trail. From what I’d gathered, they didn’t have a competent tracker in the bunch, but I didn’t want to take any chances that they’d find us later on.

      With their commander down and out, I suspected the militia would be in a state of disarray and confusion for a while. Leakey had been too stupid to appoint junior officers, relying on the sergeant major to handle the day-to-day execution of his orders. Without a clear succession in the chain of command, they’d likely be operationally crippled until someone stepped up to take the reins. I suspected there’d be some infighting in Leakey’s absence, and hoped it’d be enough to cause them to fragment completely.

      As I left false trails on the jeep tracks and dirt roads in and around the militia compound, I contemplated what I was going to do once I got back to the Facility. Was I really willing to potentially sacrifice my humanity, in order to save the people I cared about: Kara, Janie, Sam, and all the rest? Not to mention getting revenge on those bastards for what they did to Donnie Sims. He might have been a bit of a coward, but nobody deserved that. Hell, I couldn’t even figure out what they’d done to him, much less determine how much of a threat he’d be later on down the road.

      There was also the question of those punters. Somehow, Pancho Vanilla must’ve known about Gabby’s “condition.” Otherwise, why would he have shot her with a silver bullet, when a standard round would’ve put her down just as easily? I had a lot of loose ends that needed tying up, and to be honest I wasn’t sure that I could do it as just Scratch Sullivan, card-carrying member of the human race.

      I also wanted to know more about Captain Perez and what she knew about Them. Thus far, she’d been suspiciously mum on the research she’d done for the military, and I was certain she knew more than she let on… a lot more, in fact. First order of business when I got back to the Facility was to grill her on everything she knew about Them, and especially on what these treatments could potentially do to me and Gabby down the road. The kid I couldn’t do anything for, but if it looked like the cost was too high…

      Aw, who was I kidding? I’d do it in a heartbeat if it meant saving Kara. I just needed to know the score so I could punch out if it ever came down to that. I’d get my answers once I got back to the Facility. I just needed to make sure that no one from the compound could follow our trail.

      Then, I’d have my answers… one way or another.
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        * * *

      

      I was so deep in my thoughts that I never saw the ambush coming. I turned a corner on an old jeep trail, and the next thing I knew I had half a dozen militia pointing gun barrels at me. There was no sense in fighting; I was out gunned, out manned, and they had the drop on me, dead to rights. I spent a moment chastising myself for being so careless, and then I dropped my rifle and raised my hands in the air.

      At least the doc, Gabby, and Bobby got away. That was some small comfort.

      “Aw, shit—lookee what we got here.” Atkins, one of Corporal Jones’s cronies, was eyeballing me down the barrel of an AK-47.

      “What the hell, Atkins—they don’t trust you with a real weapon?” I nodded at the rifle in his hands.

      Atkins grunted. “Keep on a talkin’, pretty boy. The colonel’s got sumthin’ planned fer you, and he says whoever brung you in alive’d get a per-motion.” He licked his lips and smiled, and I noticed he was missing several teeth. “’Sides, if I killed you before Jones got a holt of you, he’d be awful dis’pointed.” Atkins stepped forward and butt stroked me across the face, and then he instructed two of the soldiers to disarm me and pull me to my feet.

      Despite all those action flicks Hollywood used to put out, there’s really no easy way to deal with multiple enemies with firearms, even at close range. Before I even had a chance to recover from getting thumped by Atkins, they had my hands zip-tied behind my back. There was nothing I could do but comply and hope I’d have a chance to escape later, before they decided what they were going to do to me.

      The whole march back to the compound, Atkins continued taunting me and telling me how they were going to beat me into a bloody pulp. I was getting a real Deliverance vibe from him, and I decided I was going to kill him first, whenever the opportunity arose. It was a short three-mile hike back to the compound, and I was glad for the fact that I’d decided to make a false trail to the west, opposite of the direction that the doc, Gabby, and Bobby had gone. Atkins promised me that they’d find the doc, but somehow I doubted that. It was a small comfort, at least, to know they hadn’t also been captured.

      When we got back to the camp, they marched me through the gates and straight back to the same quonset hut where I’d first met the colonel a few days back. As I walked through the front door, I reflected on the fact that this was exactly the way I walked in the last time, under guard and disarmed. And to my surprise, the crazy piece of shit was sitting behind his table again, looking at his maps, and still very much alive.

      The colonel glanced up as I was marched in. I saw he had quite a few cuts on his face; also, his right arm was in a sling and he had some crutches leaning against the table nearby. But otherwise, he was in pretty good shape for someone who just had a grenade go off next to him. I guess the surprise registered on my face, because he looked me in the eye and laughed.

      “Surprised to still see me standing. Or, well, I suppose sitting. As it turns out, one of the men saw the grenade you threw and tackled me to the ground, protecting me with his body. A good man, Gordon. I’m putting him in for a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star, once we reestablish communications with command.” He nodded, and wiped his eye with his good hand.

      “You’re probably wondering how you got captured. Well, as soon as the men told me you and the captain were missing, and we found that idiot specialist who was on guard duty with you, I put two and two together and realized that you’d helped her escape. So, I sent out squads to wait at likely ambush points, on the odd chance that they’d run across one of you. And here you are.” He tapped the fingers of his uninjured hand on the table. “Now, what to do with you?”

      I stood there, stock still and looking him in the eye the whole time. Nothing I said or did would change his mind, and I was certain he’d already decided my fate, long before I walked in here. I figured firing squad would be his first choice, but I couldn’t be certain.

      He turned to look at Atkins, who’d been standing off to the side at attention with his weapon at port arms. What an asshole. “Atkins, is your squad responsible for bringing this traitor and deserter in?”

      Atkins cleared his throat and spoke up. “Yessir, we caught ’im over yonder past the range.”

      The colonel nodded. “Excellent work. I’ll be putting you all in for a promotion, once we dispose of your prisoner. Take him out to the center of camp, and tie him up to make an example of him for all the troops to see. Then, he’s going to the pit.”

      Atkins somehow managed a half-assed salute without dropping his piece-of-shit Chinese AK, and replied, “Yessir!” Then he and his squad marched me out and tied me up to an old light post in the center of camp, where I baked in the sun and suffered the hateful stares of most of the camp inhabitants.
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      About an hour later, the sergeant major walked up with Jones and Topo. I noticed that Jones was walking with a limp, and I took a small bit of satisfaction in that. The sergeant major looked me over, and then spoke in a low, clear voice. “Corporal Jones, Specialist Topo, I believe the prisoner needs to be checked for weapons on his person. Take him someplace secure and search him.”

      Jones gave me a murderous look. “Will do, Sergeant Major.” Topo was silent, and I could see why. His throat was bruised, and I could hear him wheezing a bit as he stood there.

      As the sergeant major walked off, I could hear him call back quietly over his shoulder, “The commander wants to send him to the pit later. Make sure you leave him in one piece.”

      Jones looked as though he was somewhat disappointed by the sergeant major’s instructions, and he leaned in to whisper in my ear, “I’m about to see how close to killing you we can get. And once they find that hot-ass doctor, Topo and I are going to rape her till she bleeds out.”

      Topo laughed, but it looked like it hurt him to do so. I didn’t say a word. In SERE school, one of the basic premises you’re taught in order to survive once captured is to avoid insulting or encouraging your captors. While smart-aleck remarks might make for good movie dialogue, in real life all it serves to do is make things harder on you if you’re captured by the enemy. And, I had no illusions at this point: I was in enemy hands.

      They untied me and marched me into a back room in one of the quonset huts, then took turns beating me bloody. I don’t know how long it went on, because I passed out a few times; all I know is I came to tied back up to the post in the middle of camp, beat all to hell and unable to see out of one eye. My entire face was swollen, I had blood all over the front of my shirt, and it felt like I’d been kicked repeatedly in the balls. My kidneys felt like a horse had tap-danced on them, my ribs ached so bad that it was hard to breathe, and even my arms, thighs, and calves hurt.

      I knew from experience that one of the dangers of getting a beating as severe as I’d received was getting rhabdomyolysis from all the muscle-tissue damage. Even through the fog of the concussion I’d suffered during the beating, I knew I was probably going to die from all the muscle proteins that were being released into my bloodstream. I had no idea what “the pit” was or how it was going to be used to punish me, but I found myself seriously wishing they’d just shot me and been done with it.

      I had no idea what time it was when they cut me down, but I was barely able to stand and had to lean on the militia to my right to remain on my feet. As I did, I heard a familiar voice whisper in my ear, “Man, you sure messed up good. Your face looks like a sack full of hammered assholes, you know that?

      I looked up out of my good eye. “Ratcliff, glad to see you’re up and about.”

      He barked a short laugh. “Hmph. I suppose I have you to thank for that, although I want you to know I pissed myself while I was out.” I looked around and saw the detail was made up of guys from the Swamp. They huddled around me, making it look like they were still cutting me down, while Ratcliff gave me a drink of water from a canteen.

      “Why’re you helping me?”

      Ratcliff grimaced. “Helping you? Shit, son, there ain’t no helping you now. You made your bed. But honestly, I don’t have anything against you, and figured I’d at least do you the kindness of one last drink before you go to the pit.” They dragged me over to a field stretcher and laid me down in it.

      Ratcliff spoke up again. “You know the colonel’s pissed that those two worked you over like this. He said that the pit was punishment enough for you. Guess that’s why he has us doing this detail.”

      I grabbed Ratcliff’s sleeve. “What’s ‘the pit’?”

      He shook his head and slipped something in my hands. “You don’t want to know. But use that if you decide it’s better than the alternative.”

      I felt the outline of the thing he’d slipped me, and recognized the contours of a lockback folding knife. I tucked it in my pocket and made certain that the outline couldn’t be seen. I closed my eyes, and within a few minutes I heard the sounds of many pairs of boots crunching over gravel. I cracked an eye and saw that the entire militia had been assembled in the central area of the compound. Ratcliff and the rest had left, and I could see one or two of them lined up in formation with the rest of the militia. I laid my head back down again, deciding that I should try to recover as much strength as possible before they sent me off to whatever fate the colonel had in mind for me.

      Colonel Leakey hobbled up in front of the men on crutches, with SGM Marsh close behind. The colonel spoke, and his George C. Scott voice rang loud and clear. “This man you see before you is a traitor, and a deserter. He is also a killer, a liar, and a reprobate.” I reflected that few of the people present actually knew what a reprobate was, and almost had to laugh at Leakey’s choice of words.

      “As is our tradition, we do not shoot or hang traitors and deserters. No, because this is a war that we fight, not amongst ourselves, but against the forces of hell that have descended upon this Great State of ours. So, for those who want to aid and abet the enemy, there is only one punishment suitable for such persons. And that is, that they should become one of them.”

      I struggled to grasp that last bit, and had to play it back in my mind to be sure I heard correctly. The colonel’s voice rang out again in the still silence that followed his brief speech. “Take him to the pit.”

      A four-man detail carried the stretcher out of the compound, accompanied by a squad of militia carrying rifles. The sergeant major came along; however, the colonel stayed behind. The lot of them marched a few miles south and east of the compound, out to a residential area just the other side of the base perimeter. They stood me up, and as they did I saw there were several metal shipping containers stacked in an odd array behind what was once a very nice upper-middle-class home. I noticed some old discarded pool furniture lying around, as well as a wooden swing set that was tilted at an odd angle, with one of the legs sunk into the ground such that the swing seats on that side were touching the ground.

      They walked me at gunpoint up to a ramp on the edge of the shipping container wall, and the low moans that I heard from the other side told me exactly what they had in store me. I laughed to myself, and allowed them to march me up a ramp to the top of the wall; once I reached the top, I could see that the “pit” was an old half-drained swimming pool, with murky green water in the end closest to me, and a half dozen or so zombies milling around in the shallow end. I noticed as well that two of the deaders in the pool were wearing faded and torn Army fatigues. Apparently, I wasn’t the only person who’d deserted the militia recently.

      I looked around me and saw pity in a few of the soldiers’ eyes, but mostly I just saw indifference. I knew there would be no clemency for me, no last-minute reprieve, no mercy based on common human decency here. I glanced down in the pool below and saw that a few of the deadheads had noticed us, and that they were starting to moan at a higher pitch. These deaders were hungry.

      I looked over at the sergeant major, who was eyeing me with a cold heartless stare, and shot him a bloody grin. “I’ll see you in hell, Marsh. Tell Leakey that old Scratch sends his regards.” Then I turned around and jumped into the deep end of the pool, straight into the murky, algae-covered waters below.
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        Last year we fought by the head-stream of the So-Kan,

        This year we are fighting on the Tsung-ho road.

        We have washed our armor in the waves of the Chiao-chi lake,

        We have pastured our horses on Tien-shan’s snowy slopes.

        The long, long war goes on ten thousand miles from home.

        Our three armies are worn and grown old.

      

        

      
        The barbarian does man-slaughter for plowing;

        On his yellow sand-plains nothing has been seen but blanched skulls and bones.

        Where the Chin emperor built the walls against the Tartars,

        There the defenders of Han are burning beacon fires.

        The beacon fires burn and never go out.

        There is no end to war!—

      

        

      
        In the battlefield men grapple each other and die;

        The horses of the vanquished utter lamentable cries to heaven,

        While ravens and kites peck at human entrails,

        Carry them up in their flight, and hang them on the branches of dead trees.

        So, men are scattered and smeared over the desert grass,

        And the generals have accomplished nothing.

      

        

      
        Oh, nefarious war! I see why arms

      
        Were so seldom used by the benign sovereigns.

        Nefarious War by Li Po
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      I jumped off the metal shipping container with enough speed to hit the deep end of the pool dead center. Thankfully, due to the recent rains there was enough water to keep me from hitting bottom. I had purposely landed as flat as possible so I wouldn’t break my legs by punching through. The landing knocked the wind out of me a bit, but adrenaline did its part and I recovered quickly, half-swimming and half-walking over to the end that was furthest away from danger.

      All the deaders had bunched up in the shallow end, moaning like crazy and wading in and out of the water. Deaders were pretty much afraid of deep water, a fact that I was thankful for at the moment. Their aversion to water would at least give me some time to gather myself and figure a way out of this mess. I still had the knife that Ratcliff had given me, but it’d only be good for taking out one of the Z’s at close range. Trying to fight through half a dozen deadheads with nothing more than a pocket knife was just asking to be turned into zombie food.

      Even if I did get through them, I’d still have to deal with the sentries posted on the wall surrounding this hellhole. I could hear them taunting me, their jeers and heckles echoing off the sides of the pool. If I tried to climb the sides and get out, they’d simply break my fingers or knock me back down the wall. I couldn’t risk the chance of injury—not in the state I was in after that beating I’d taken earlier. I was barely functioning as it was.

      No, I needed to think this through if I was going to get out of here alive. I found a spot on the wall where I could hang onto an aluminum ladder above the water. Latching onto it, I took stock of the situation. SGM Marsh had ordered the sentries to keep an eye on me to make sure I didn’t try to escape. He’d be counting on me tiring eventually, and either drowning in the filthy water, succumbing to infection, or swimming to the shallow end where I’d be taken out by the deaders. Truth be told, I could only hang onto this ladder for so long. My arms had already started getting fatigued from holding myself up above the water. I’d need to take action, and soon, or else I’d be zombie chow.

      I’d noticed some old lawn furniture and other debris in the pool before I jumped in, mostly because I knew I’d have to avoid hitting it when I jumped. It occurred to me that I might be able to fashion a crude weapon from the aluminum legs of one of those chairs. It wouldn’t be much of an impact weapon, but I might be able to make a decent spear at least. It’d have to do.

      I looked up on the wall and counted three sentries, noting that all the rest of the militia that had marched me out here were gone, including the sergeant major. Apparently, they must’ve grown bored watching me cling to the wall and stare across the water at the deaders. I’d expected as much; there had been a few cheers and catcalls when I first jumped in, but after the first thirty minutes the sounds had died off. Now it was just me, the deaders, and the sentries.

      I swam over to the side of the pool and snagged a pool chair. I dragged it back over to the ladder, well away from the deaders, who were milling around with agitation and walking in and out of the water. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they were working up their courage to come in after me. Yet after an hour or so of watching them wade in and out of the murky water, it was clear that I was safe where I was—for now at least. I began bending and folding a chair leg, back and forth, back and forth, until it broke off in a jagged edge.

      One of the sentries must’ve noticed me and spoke up. “Hey, what’s he doing down there?”

      Another sentry walked over to the edge and looked down at me. “The same thing you’d be doing if you was down there—trying to survive.”

      “Yeah, but shouldn’t we stop him or something? I mean, he killed Carter.”

      The second sentry shook his head and leaned back from looking over the wall. “Shit, nobody liked that asshole anyway. He was always cheatin’ at cards. Good riddance, I say. ’Sides, you know the deal: Once they’s in the pit, they’s on their own. Our job’s just to keep ’em from climbin’ out. No more, no less. ’Ventually, he’ll pass on, either get eaten or decide to drink that water and die of the runs. Seen it happen. So just make sure he don’t climb out.”

      Sentry number one shook his head and kept watching me. I flipped him the bird and started working on a second chair leg. He spat at me and grabbed a lawn chair of his own, setting it down where he could keep an eye on me while giving his legs a rest. Good.

      I got the second chair leg off and used the pocket knife to pry open the crimped end where I’d torn it off the rest of the frame. Tucking that leg in the belt behind my back, I started grinding a point on the other one, using the wall as a file. It was slow going, and it took me most of the day to grind it into a decent spear. After hours of work, I looked at it and decided it’d have to do; my hands were cramping and I was starting to shiver. It appeared that the chill of being immersed in the water as the temperature dropped and nightfall came was finally getting to me.

      It was the best that I could hope for, given the circumstances. I’d wait until dark and make my move then.
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      As I suspected, the sentries got lazy as the night wore on. Why Marsh hadn’t sent anyone out to relieve them was a mystery to me, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. I could clearly see the guard sitting in the chair from my perch against the wall, and every few minutes his head would start to nod down onto his chest. The other guards were nowhere to be seen, but I could hear them bullshitting and carrying on down in the yard next to the wall. I waited for sentry number one’s chin to land on his chest and stay there, then lowered myself into the water as silently as possible.

      Of course, it wasn’t like he’d be able to hear me over the low moaning of the deaders. They were still bunched up in the shallow end, bumping into one another and milling about. One of them had decided to camp out in knee-deep water, standing stock still and eyeing me with interest as I slipped into the water with my spear in my right hand. He was my target, and the fact that he’d stayed in the water was what had given me the idea in the first place.

      I purposely hyperventilated and took one last deep breath, suddenly submerging completely under the water. I frog-kicked over to where I’d committed the position of the lone deader to memory and swam along the bottom slowly in that direction, feeling with my free hand until I touched slimy boot leather under the water. I grabbed his ankle and set my feet, driving his leg up as I burst from the water. I immediately pushed off and dragged him into the deeper area, going under again and coming up behind him to grab the collar of his fatigues while he thrashed and flailed about. I plunged the spear deep into the base of his skull, following the thrust with several stabs into his rib cage and abdomen, being careful to puncture both lungs and his stomach. I pulled the corpse down into the water and listened to the frantic yells of the sentry above.

      Once I was sure the deader corpse had achieved neutral buoyancy, I flipped him over face down and pushed him to the surface. I then swapped out my spear for the other chair leg, placing it in my mouth and blowing out the water in the tube from under the deader’s ACU jacket. Once I had it clear, I kept it under the flaps of his jacket and continued breathing through it while staying hidden beneath the corpse. It was a bit like being waterboarded in an autopsy room in the dead of summer.

      I’d once applied for a job as a tech at the Travis County Medical Examiner’s office, and during my interview the lead tech took me for a “tour” of their autopsy room. Believe me, it was nothing like CSI; there were body bags stacked one on top of the other in their meat locker, and the stench was repulsive. I’ll never forget the smell of dead, rotting human flesh in the heat of summer. Every breath I took in through the tube reminded me of the smell of that autopsy room, and it was all I could do to keep from tossing my cookies.

      After a minute or so, the fetid air became more bearable as my olfactory receptors overloaded and began filtering out the stench. I could hear the muffled conversation of the sentries above me, and caught something about “drowning” and “goner.” I waited under the swamp-like surface of the water, counting my breaths as a means of tracking the time. I slowed my breathing and counted, four seconds for every breath. Staying under for at least thirty minutes, I waited long after the last bits of conversation faded into the distance.

      I pulled the tube away from my mouth and slipped to the surface, barely allowing my head and eyes to come above the water to observe my surroundings. I noticed a dim illumination coming from the top of the wall, where the last embers of a fire were winking out inside an old chiminea that someone had hauled up there. The deaders were still shuffling around, moaning in that low keening wail that all humans had come to dread in the post-War world. I could also hear the sentries off in the distance, arguing about heading back to the compound.

      I recognized the first voice as my friend in the lawn chair. “Uh-uh, no way, man. I’m not going back alone in the dark. I say we wait until morning and then we go tell the sergeant major that he croaked in the night.”

      The voice of sentry number two replied, “You’uns can do what ya’ like. Me, Ima gonna head inside that house over yonder and get some shuteye.”

      Then a third voice chimed in that I didn’t recognize. I assumed it belonged to sentry number three. “Roscoe’s right. Let’s just hole up in the house and wait ’til morning. No sense risking our asses to head back right now, and end up like that poor bastard in the pool.”

      Sentry number one answered. “Alright, but I’m not taking the blame in the morning when the sergeant major has a case of the ass about us not reporting in.”

      The sounds of breaking glass and a door shutting emerged from the other side of the wall. I waited for another half-hour in silence and then began climbing out of the pool, up the ladder and over the wall. The deaders only noticed me as I pulled myself on top of a shipping container, so I rolled over the edge and remained silent for several minutes, waiting for the additional noise they were making to settle down. Once they had calmed down, I low-crawled around the wall to the ramp and limped down toward the house, where I was certain the sentries had decided to bed down for the night.

      My hope was to sneak in and secure a weapon, but as I made my way over I realized I was in a sorry shape and in no condition for a fight. I felt like I was burning up, but I was shivering at the same time. Apparently my wounds from the beating I’d received earlier had gotten infected, and I was sure I had picked up any number of parasites while under the water. I decided to simply head back to the Facility and take my chances against any deaders or patrols I might run into on the way.

      With one last look toward the pit, I limped off into the night, hoping I could make it back to the Facility and meet up with Gabby, Bobby, and Captain Perez before I succumbed to my infected injuries. I only made it a few miles before exhaustion, dehydration, and fever forced me to rest in a dense stand of juniper trees. I curled up in the detritus, under the low limbs of the scrub, and soon found myself passing in and out of consciousness as the fever took over.
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      When I awoke it was still dark. I still felt feverish, and my chances for getting out of this mess alive didn’t look good. The longer I waited, the weaker I got, so I needed to get up and push on if I was going to evade recapture by the militia. I pulled myself up to a sitting position against the rough bark of the juniper tree, and that’s when I realized I wasn’t alone; I could see the outline of a large figure crouching just a few feet away from me.

      I reached back and pulled the makeshift spear from my belt, only to hear whoever it was call out to me in a whisper. “Now Scratch, there’s no need to get up on my part.” I recognized the voice; it was Donnie Sims, or what was left of him. Just like back at the winery, his voice was overlaid with another, deeper voice. Maybe it was the fever, but it almost sounded like several voices spoke to me all at once in some sort of hellish cacophony of jumbled syllables.

      “I must say, I do believe thanks are in order.” I heard a slurping sound, and could barely see Donnie’s hand come up to his mouth; whatever creature was inhabiting Donnie’s body now was licking something wet and viscous from its fingers. “Those guards were delicious. Such fear.” Another slurp. Then it leaned toward me, whispering conspiratorially. “Such terror.”

      Despite knowing I couldn’t fight off a dead raccoon in my current condition, I pulled myself into a sitting position and held my makeshift spear across my body. I doubted I’d get as lucky as I had back at Kara’s with that ’thrope, but it was worth a shot.

      Donnie leaned away again and tsked at me from where he crouched. “Scratch, you don’t look so good. No, no, no, not good at all. I daresay, in your current condition, I’d not bother to make even a snack out of you.” I heard it inhale in a long, staccato sniff, as if it were a sommelier about to sample a fine wine. He continued. “That is, if I were so inclined. But even if I were, in your condition I’d simply be committing cannibalism, of a sort.”

      I decided to try to get some intel, because on the odd chance that this thing didn’t kill me, and that I didn’t die of infection, I’d eventually have to hunt it down and destroy it. “So, what are you anyway? I know you’re not Donnie anymore, and I’ve never seen something like you, not in eight years of hunting occult creatures. You move like a nos’, and smell like a deader, but you’re not either.”

      The thing that was once Donnie Sims scratched its head and chuckled. “Well, how very observant of you... Yes, quite the intrepid hunter you are, yes indeed.” In the dark it appeared as if it cocked its head to the side. “What’s that? Should we enlighten the dear man?” He paused, as if listening to a far off voice. “Well, that’s true, he doesn’t have much longer, not in his condition. Soon, he’ll know empirically what we are.”

      He turned his head back in my direction, or at least I thought he did, and chuckled. “As for your question, I am known by many names. Flesh-eater. Soul-render. Mantequero. Witiko. Jikininki. Ithaqua. But for now, you can just call me Donnie, or Mr. Sims if you like.” He chuckled briefly, apparently amused at some private joke.

      “You’re not Donnie Sims—not anymore. You might wear his flesh, but I know that Donnie’s gone.”

      The thing covered the short distance between us in an instant, and I raised the spear in a feeble attempt to defend myself. It was batted out of my hands before I could make contact. Donnie froze in the dark, and then he lit a match, illuminating the space between us for a few moments. As my eyes adjusted, I could see that Donnie’s eyes were pitch black, and that he had new blood dripping down his jaw, over old blood that had crusted there from previous kills. He was also quite a bit thinner in the face and jowls than I remembered, and he had a lean and hungry look that he’d never had in his previous life.

      “Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong. Donnie is still here, inside me. In fact, he wants to tell you something.” He gestured with the match and spoke, but this time it wasn’t the calliope-like voice; it was Donnie’s voice and his alone speaking. “Pull up your sleeve, Scratch. There’s something you should see.”

      Surprised at this, I complied. I pulled up my right sleeve, which was the one the creature had indicated, and underneath the cloth I saw a familiar sight. It looked a lot like gangrene, but instead of the bluish-green creep of gangrenous tissue necrosis, these lines were darker and much more defined, almost like a tattoo.

      “Ah hell. So that’s why you haven’t killed me. I’m already dead.”

      The match went out, and Donnie Sims shuffled back a few feet to squat again in the dark. It was silent for a few more moments, and then it spoke, once more in the calliope voice. “Actually, I don’t want to eat you, no, not at all. That would be a singular waste, yes, yes indeed. And this—well, this just won’t do. The both of us, Scratch, we’re both pawns in something far greater than this current...” he paused, as if searching for the right word, “...quest, you’re on. And I, for one, have an interest in keeping you alive.”

      “I’ll be dead within the day. Looks like you failed.” I was infected, and I knew it. Once the infection took hold, it spread and nothing could stop it. No amount of antibiotics or medicines could halt the spread of deader venom, once it got in your system. I figured I must’ve been bit when I took that thing under the water back at the pit. Hadn’t even noticed it in the struggle.

      “On the contrary, I believe I’ve succeeded.” The thing perked up, cocking his head sideways again. “Yes, yes indeed. Help should be arriving shortly.” Donnie Sims turned and paused, and I thought I saw it looking back over its shoulder. “My advice to you is to say yes.” It scrambled off into the night.

      I sat there, propped up against the tree, and considered my fate. I’d killed almost a hundred of the greater occult species, only to get offed by a deader. I laughed softly at my predicament and closed my eyes. I’d be no use to Gabby and Doc now.

      Then, I heard a familiar voice. “Scratch, is that you?” It was Bobby, and I could hear him crawling through the brush toward me.

      “Yeah, it’s me. What’s left of me, anyway.”

      “You look like hell, boss.”

      I smirked at that, knowing he could see my face despite the lack of light. “How’d you find me?”

      Bobby chuckled. “When you didn’t show up, I tracked you back to the compound and to that pit. It took me a while, because there were militia all over the place and it confused the scent.” He stopped for a moment, as if searching for an apology. “Anyway, by the time I figured out where they’d taken you, it was already dark. I sniffed around and noticed that the soldiers had gone in that house, but when I went in, it was a slaughterhouse in there. I’ve never seen anything like it. Whatever killed them, it didn’t look like it did it for food—it looked like it did it for fun. I followed the blood trail here, and found you.”

      I barked a short laugh, realizing that the thing that called itself Donnie Sims had purposely led Bobby here. “Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you’re about a dollar short and a day late. I’m infected. Happened down in that pit with the deaders.”

      Bobby plopped down under the tree and let out a long breath. “Shit. Shit! No way man, no way I’m lettin’ you go deadhead on us. Uh-uh, no freaking way.” I heard him duck-walk over to me. “Show me the bite.”

      “Bobby, there’s nothing you can do. I’ve seen a million of these bites, and it always ends the same. I’m done for, and there’s nothing that can be done for it, so don’t go blaming yourself for my screw-up.”

      Bobby growled, and I swear his eyes glowed in the dark. “Show it to me!” The kid could be scary when he wanted, that was for sure. Not wanting to spend my last moments getting pummeled by a ’thrope, I pulled up my sleeve and exposed the bite for him.

      I could see, or maybe sense him nod in the dark. “This is gonna’ hurt.” Then, before I could react he grabbed my wrist and laid the bite open with a single swipe of one of his razor sharp claws. I won’t lie, it hurt like hell, but all I could do was just sit there; I had no fight left in me. Then I heard him tear open the flesh of his own arm with his teeth, and soon I felt hot wet fluid dripping into the gash he’d created over the deader bite.

      As Bobby’s blood hit the open wound, it felt like someone had driven a red-hot poker into the flesh of my arm. I gasped, and then it felt like that fire was moving slowly up my arm, spreading throughout my body. I started convulsing, my arm and back muscles and jaw clenching as I arched against the tree.

      I fought between jagged breaths to mouth out a question. “What...did you...just do?”

      Bobby pulled me away from the tree, and cradled my head in his lap, turning me on my side slightly in case I vomited. “If we’re lucky, my blood will fight off the Z venom. If so, you just might live. I’ve seen this done once, but it was done by my alpha. So, I have no idea whether or not it’ll work with my blood.”

      The spasms began to subside, and I started shivering uncontrollably. “If you turned me into a ’thrope, I’m going to kick your ass.”

      Bobby laughed. “Hah! This is nowhere near what you have to go through to become a pack member. For that, you have to die—I mean, your heart has to literally stop in order for the ’thrope blood to take over. No, you’ll just have a bad hangover in the morning. If it works.”

      I shivered and curled into a ball, partially because I was suddenly freezing, and partly because my stomach was clenching up like I’d just been punched in the diaphragm. “Great,” I managed to choke out.

      Bobby chuckled again and picked me up in his arms, crouching as he left the cover of the juniper thicket. “Yeah, well, you’re not out of the woods yet. Probably best to haul ass back to where the Doc and Gabby are waiting on us and let her check you out.” Mercifully, I passed out as he took off at a dead run toward the Facility.
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      I awoke in a hospital bed, in a concrete room that was illuminated with fluorescent lights. The walls were painted a light green color, which was a dead giveaway that I was in what once had been a military facility. My eyes were gummed shut and I felt weak and hungry. I must’ve been out for a few days, at least.

      I looked over and saw Gabby crashed out in an office chair by the bed. I was hooked up to a machine that was monitoring my vitals, and had an IV running into each arm. I looked under the sheets and noted that I was wearing a hospital gown and not much else. Great. At least I was still alive and in full control of my faculties.

      My shuffling around must’ve roused the kid, because she sat up and looked at me like I’d just returned from the dead. Then she gave me the sort of sweet smile that only a kid can muster in the worst of times. “Well, I guess we won’t have to shoot you.”

      I chuckled, but it came out more like a wheeze. My mouth and throat felt like I’d been on a three-week bender in Cabo, after drinking the water. “Thanks for the sentiment, kid,” I croaked out. “Where are my clothes?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Oh, we had to burn them. Captain Perez said there was no salvaging them.”

      I tried to sit up, managed to get up on one elbow, and then flopped back down on the bed in defeat. I sighed. “Please tell me that you at least saved my moccasins.”

      Gabby laughed and winked at me, whispering behind her hand. “I snuck them out of the trash pile and cleaned them up for you.”

      I dropped my head back on the pillow. “Thanks, kid. Where’s Doc?”

      She shrugged. “Probably yelling at Bobby again. They don’t get along so well.”

      “Any food around here? I’m starved.”

      “Yeah, but I’d better go get Captain Perez. She asked me to let her know as soon as you woke up.”

      The kid left the room and I drifted off again. When I next awoke, Captain Perez was checking my vital signs. She smirked at me. “So, you decided to rejoin the land of the living. About time.”

      I started pulling out tubes and removing wires. “Food. Clothes. Weapons. Not necessarily in that order.”

      The Doc stomped over to the bedside and placed her hand on my chest, easily forcing me back down on the bed. “Whoa there, ranger. You’re a few days away from being well enough to leave this facility, and it’ll be another day or so before you’re strong enough to get out of bed. Let’s start with food, and see how you do from there, alright?” She started fussing around with the I.V. tubes, fixing the damage that I’d done and resecuring the lines with medical tape.

      I grimaced and laid my head back down. Fact was, even that small bit of activity had made me feel weak. “I suppose I have little choice in the matter. Fine.”

      She turned to the kid. “Gabby, can you bring our patient here something to eat from the mess?”

      She came to attention and snapped off a salute. “Aye, aye, sir!”

      We both shouted after her in unison, “Only Marines say that!”

      I chuckled and shut my eyes for a moment. “What saved me? Bobby’s blood, or your hoodoo?”

      “Thus far, Bobby’s blood and some I.V. antibiotics seem to be doing the trick. From what I can guess, whatever factors are present in lycanthrope blood that allow for their tremendous healing abilities are what’re responsible for your recovery. I decided to administer the antibiotics as well, just in case.”

      I nodded and sighed. “Kid saved my life.”

      She smiled, a rare sight in the short time I’d known her. “Well, you saved his first, so I believe he sees it as a fair trade.” She tilted her head, as if unsure whether to continue. “He fairly worships you, you know. I think you’ve taken the place of his alpha, in the absence of his pack.”

      I harrumphed. “Some alpha I turned out to be. Walked right into that ambush.”

      The Doc shrugged. “So did I, and I’m not without certain skills myself.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Was that a Liam Neeson reference?”

      She nodded. “We have a DVD library here in the Facility. Gabby has been catching up on 21st and 20th century culture, in fact. She seems to particularly enjoy Firefly. I think she has a crush on Mal.”

      I shook my head. “Well, I can’t say I’m against her having a chance to be a kid for once. Speaking of which, we need to talk about your super-serum.”

      She tilted her head in response. “I’m listening.”

      I struggled to lift myself further upright with my elbows, but the Doc saved me the trouble by cranking the head of the bed up to about 45 degrees. I nodded. “That’s better, thanks. Now, about that serum; I need to know how it works and what it’s going to do to me long-term. Are there any side effects? Am I going to want to start eating human flesh, or hunting little bunnies in the woods late at night?”

      She smiled at the last bit, and shook her head. “No, I think the local rabbit population is safe, outside of your normal hunting activities. Gabby has lived under my observation for several years post-serum administration, and she has exhibited zero side effects beyond the intended increases in her strength, speed, and stamina.”

      I closed my eyes and thought for a moment before responding, wanting to make certain I worded my next question as tactfully as possible. “And in your opinion, has the serum lowered her inhibitions toward violence at all?”

      “You mean, is she a murderer?” I looked her in the eye and nodded. A dark look crossed her face for a moment, and then it was gone. “No, not at all. At least, she’s no more of a killer than what living in a world like this calls for. She’s seen some things, Scratch, but Gabby’s no cold-blooded killer.”

      I closed my eyes again and sighed. “I think I messed up.”

      “You mean what happened on the way back to your settlement.” I nodded. “Scratch, Gabby has killed before. Her uncle taught her how to survive in this world, long before you met her. Sure, she has her moments; hormones and overwhelm will do that. But she’s as resilient a child as I have ever known. Trust me, she’ll be okay. You haven’t scarred her for life.”

      I opened my eyes with no small amount of struggle. “That’s good to know. But no kid should have to do something like that. I should’ve known better.”

      The Doc tsked. “Maybe in the old world, before the War, that might have been true. But in this world? I prefer that children be equipped to fend for themselves. Gabby is no exception. It’s not your fault the world is a mess right now, so stop blaming yourself for what you can’t change. You did what was necessary to achieve an objective. That’s all.”

      I disagreed, but decided to change the subject. “Gabby has abilities that are far beyond those of a normal teen. If I had to guess, I’d put her physical abilities at the level of an elite adult decathlete. I can’t imagine what a terror she’ll be as an adult.” The captain cocked an eyebrow at me, so I course-corrected. “Speaking figuratively, of course.” That seemed to pacify her, so I continued. “What I want to know is, how does it work?”

      “Put simply, it’s very advanced gene therapy. The serum causes changes at the cellular level throughout the body, providing increases in limit strength, power, speed, work capacity, immune function—virtually all aspects of your physiology are affected.”

      I nodded slowly. “What are the risks of rejection?”

      The Doc shook her head. “Almost nil. The treatment is delivered via a combination of retroviral, liposomal, and naked DNA vector transmission, giving it a very strong chance it will take.”

      “I vaguely remember that cancer can be a side effect of certain types of gene therapy. What are my chances of developing cancerous growths in years to come?”

      She pursed her lips and squinted. “Minimal. The alterations in immune function caused by the gene therapy reduce the chance of subjects developing malignancies to an estimated 1-in-100,000. But of course, those numbers are merely conjectural.”

      I whistled. “So, what you’re telling me is that this treatment effectively eliminates the common risks associated with gene therapy, by nature of the mutations triggered by the treatment?”

      “Yes. And, might I add, I’m impressed with your medical knowledge. You’re pretty smart for a hick cowboy grunt.”

      I shrugged. “I had plans to enter a physician’s assistant program before the War, so I took a lot of science pre-reqs before the shit hit the fan. Figured it’d never come in handy again, what with the world being bombed back into the Stone Age and all.”

      She nodded. “What I can tell you is, if your body doesn’t outright reject the treatment, there’s quite a good chance that you’ll live a long and very healthy life.”

      I mulled it over. From the way it sounded, and based on what I’d observed in the short time I’d spent with Gabby, there were a whole lot of upsides to taking these treatments, and not a lot of downsides to it. I needed every advantage I could get if I was going to go up against the Corridor ’thrope pack. And, if I were to be honest, circumstances had decided it for me. I nodded to myself. “So, how soon can I start treatments?”

      She looked me dead in the eye. “Within a few days. It’ll help speed your recovery, but I want to give your system a chance to flush out any antibodies you received from being exposed to Bobby’s blood.”

      “I need to be out of here just as soon as I’m strong enough to walk.”

      The Doc sniffed at that. “I figured as much, but believe me when I say you need your rest. At least give me a day or two to monitor you before the treatment, just to make sure your body doesn’t reject it.”

      “Doc, you and I both know that I’m up against the clock.”

      “True, but I’m still not initiating those treatments until I’m sure you’re in decent health. As I said, a few days—perhaps four at most.”

      I grunted and pointed my finger in her face. “Then you damn sure better have orange Jello in this place, or else I’ll be notifying my attorneys.”
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      By the end of the week, the Doc had started me on the treatment protocol. It was no picnic. There were multiple deep tissue injections, bone marrow taps, spinal taps; I soon felt like a voodoo doll that’d been left to the attentions of a sadist witch doctor with a needle fetish. Captain Perez seemed to enjoy the process, and it made me wonder what I’d gotten myself into by teaming up with her. Too late to turn back now, I reflected.

      Despite the unpleasantness of the process, I could tell that the treatments sped up my recovery. Some days I almost had to pinch myself, because by rights I should’ve ended up being a walking corpse. I tried thanking Bobby on more than one occasion, but each time I had tried he’d nervously mumble something about not mentioning it and make himself scarce. I finally figured out that the kid wasn’t good with accepting gratitude, which was not surprising, considering how he’d spent most of his formative years. I reflected that if I had been raised by wolves, I’d probably be socially awkward as well. So I left it alone.

      The treatments went on for more than a week, and I gradually started becoming something less of a paranormal species, but more than human. Over the course of the first several days I began noticing changes in my senses. Nothing startling, but I could definitely hear more clearly. I’d lost part of my hearing in my left ear when I had taken that shrapnel hit in the ‘Stan, and had forgotten what it was like to have full hearing in both ears. My hearing wasn’t the only thing back; I began picking up sounds that had once been too faint to detect—heartbeats, for example, or the rustle of a cockroach crawling over a piece of paper.

      I was noticing changes in my sense of smell as well. My nose was picking up odors I’d never noticed before, like Bobby’s wet dog smell, or the oil on a door latch across the room. There were a few times I went into sensory overload, so I took to wearing earplugs and stuffing cotton up my nostrils when it became too much to deal with. Within days, however, I discovered some sort of internal shutoff switch, which the Doc said was really just my brain filtering out background sounds and smells on a subconscious level.

      I suppose the thing that freaked me out the most, though, was my newfound ability to see clearly in low light. I woke up one night to hit the latrine, and only when I was headed back to my cot I realized I hadn’t needed to turn on the lights to find my way. It was sort of like looking through NVGs, except everything was painted in shades of grey. In full daylight my color vision remained the same, but at night if there was even the faintest light source it may as well have been dusk outside.

      Having said that, strangely I didn’t see much difference at all in my physical attributes. Speed, strength, explosiveness—none of it seemed any different than it did before. Captain Perez said it might be months before my body adapted enough to see improvements in those areas, but she seemed stymied by the fact that it wasn’t happening sooner. She did put me on a treadmill once, and from what we could tell I could run for days and not get tired. But besides my senses and increased endurance, the only other thing that changed was the rate at which I healed. Within a day or so after the treatments began, that incision that Wolf-boy had made over the deader bite was nothing but a faint pink scar.

      Strangely though, the bite I had taken still bore signs of infection; or rather, the area around it did. The wound had closed up and healed, right along with the cut Bobby had made. But the venom marks were still there, looking like a bad tribal tattoo done by some shitty ink-slinger outside the post gates in Killeen. The lines ran out from the bite down to my hand, and up my arm well past my elbow. It didn’t hurt and I felt fine, better than I had in years. Hell, I felt like I was 18 again.

      Despite how I felt, the Doc said it was something I should be concerned with, since it probably meant I was still carrying latent Z venom in my veins and that I might relapse at some point. She looked the strange marks over for the hundredth time and shook her head in disbelief.

      “You know, in all the time I did research for the military we never did figure out a vaccine or a cure for Z venom.” She pointed with the tip of her pen at the marks. “And this here, what you have going on? I’ve never seen anything like it. The best I can tell is that some remnants of venom remained deep within your tissues; between the ’thrope blood and the treatments, your body has achieved some sort of immunological balance with the infection.”

      After she’d finished her examination, I pulled my sleeve back down and looked her in the eye. “Meaning, I could start turning into a deader if something disturbs that balance.”

      She rolled away from me on her swivel chair and crossed her arms. “Perhaps. The truth is, I just don’t know enough about what's going on here to give you a definitive answer. I’m going to run further tests on the blood samples I took earlier, and I’ll let you know if I come up with any answers.”

      “I have no arguments, but that’s the last blood you’ll be getting from me for a while. As soon as I collect my gear and some supplies, I’m headed for the Corridor.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, but I really can’t do much to stop you. However, you’re welcome to take what you need from the supply room, mess, and armory before you go.”

      I flashed a wicked smile at her as I buttoned up my shirt. “Why, Captain Perez, I had no idea you cared.”

      She frowned at me. “I don’t, but if you die out there that means I’m back to square one. So don’t get yourself killed—if you do, I’ll personally track down your deader corpse and do research on you until there’s not a scrap left to dissect.”

      I batted my eyes at her. “So you really do care, after all.” She simply shook her head in response and went back to her charts, but as I ducked out the door to find the armory, I could hear her muttering curse words in Spanish all the way down the hall.
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      The Facility was well-hidden underground in a hive of tunnels and rooms that I suspected ran all over what was once Camp Bullis and Camp Stanley. This place had Christians In Action written all over it, and I was certain that The Company had played a large role in both creating and funding the research that had gone on down here. The whole place was entirely self-contained, with electricity running from a combination of solar, geothermal, and hydroelectric energy sources designed for redundancy and reliability during an emergency like the one we currently faced.

      I had found out that part of the reason for those redundancies had to do with the fact that The Facility held all manner of nasty occult life forms in cold storage, off in a sector that Captain Perez told us was definitely off-limits. I couldn’t get her to tell us anything more about what was in there, other than to say there were things in there that not many people had seen and that nobody would want to let escape. I left it at that, considering that I had enough to deal with in taking out the Corridor Pack. I knew how to choose my battles, and how to avoid creating new ones unnecessarily.

      The section of The Facility that we were currently in was where the Doc’s former research team had spent most of their time. I asked her what had happened to the rest of her team, and she just shook her head and said they were all gone. It seemed a little suspicious to me that out of all the people it once took to run this huge facility, the Doc was the only one left down here after the bombs dropped. I mentioned this to her, and she explained that there had been more personnel down here at first, but that one-by-one they’d all split to go after family members and loved ones until she was the only one left. I asked her why she never did the same, and she simply replied that the Army was her family. I knew the feeling, and left it at that.

      The Facility itself was quite the warren of tunnels, and walking through it reminded me of a TV show I saw once about a guy who had purchased an old Cold War missile silo. The interior of that silo had looked a lot like this place: lots of concrete, exposed pipes and conduits, light fixtures that looked like they were salvaged from a World War II naval destroyer, and lots of grey and green paint. And while I could complain about the decor, I couldn’t argue with the accommodations.

      For one, the place stayed at a constant temperature of around 68 degrees Fahrenheit. Moreover, the mess hall was well-stocked with all manners of storage foods, and the water supply was fed by an underground stream and filtered by a multi-stage reverse osmosis and distillation set-up that’d put any serious prepper to shame. There were two large barracks rooms with roughly twenty racks and some smaller rooms with pairs of twin beds as well, complete with Army issue sheets and wool blankets, reminding me of the barracks we had in Army basic training and AIT.

      It didn’t take me long to find the armory, since Gabby had already clued me in about where everything was in the place. It had obviously been depleted by the gradual exodus of personnel that the Doc had described to me, and I counted eighteen empty rifle racks out of a total of forty spots along the wall. The remaining spaces were occupied by thirteen M16A4 rifles, three FN SCAR-L rifles chambered in 5.56, and two FN SCAR-H rifles chambered in 7.62. There were also assorted sidearms along the short racks, which included a mix of Glock 19s, Beretta M9s, and M1911A1 pistols.

      I noticed some metal cabinets that were locked as well, and after the judicious application of some tools I found lying around I managed to pop them both open. In one, I found an assortment of ammunition and magazines to compliment every weapon in the armory. In the other, I found something that nearly stopped my wicked little hunter heart; it was a pair of HK MP7 machine pistols, complete with several boxes of ammunition and half a dozen or so spare mags. I opened one of the boxes and pulled out a 4.6 x 30mm cartridge. As I had suspected, these were no ordinary rounds, but hollow points that had been modified with copper-jacketed silver ammunition. Pricey, stylish, and just the accessory for the modern werewolf hunter on the move. I’ll take two to go, thank you very much.

      Along with the goodies I’d already found, I noticed that my gear was here, as well as the ordinance I’d brought with us from Kara’s place. The .50 cal sniper rifle and the Stoner had both been cleaned and serviced and then placed back into their cases. I suspected Gabby had been at work here, and made a mental note to zero-in the light-fifty at the firing range before we left. Feeling in my element, I sat at the armorer’s bench and began breaking down the weapons I intended to take with us, including the Barrett and the Stoner. I checked each for function cleaned them thoroughly, reassembling each weapon and making certain they were fully functioning and well-oiled.

      Gabby soon walked in, whistling some tune that she’d likely picked up since arriving here. Captain Perez had quite the collection of 80s and 90s CDs, and she’d been introducing Gabby to hair band music and grunge of late. The kid seemed to like it, but no amount of explaining could satisfy her on the issue of why some of the bands dressed the way they had on the album covers. The Doc had finally given up, and told her to just enjoy the music and not think so hard about things that were inexplicable.

      Bobby, on the other hand, had found a CD by some sitar player, and had spent the last day and a half trying to convince Gabby that it was far superior to the hard rock and metal that she’d been listening to. I honestly sort of liked the faster sitar music he’d been playing, but the slow stuff just made me want to fall asleep. Gabby agreed with me, and we had both voted down the Indian artist in favor of The Foo Fighters’ and KISS’s greatest hits. Long live rock and roll.

      Gabby jumped up on the table next to where I was working, lightly enough so that nothing I was doing was disturbed. “So, how you feeling?”

      She was referring to the treatments. I shrugged. “So far I haven’t gained much of any benefit, except the ability to smell Bobby from all the way down the hall and hear the roaches in the walls. I never realized how much he smells like a wet dog.”

      She laughed and held her stomach. “Oh, wait until I tell him that. He says that it’s not a good idea to use the soap here to bathe, because the smell will stay on us and make it easier for the werewolves to track us when we leave.”

      I nodded. “He’s right, you know. But that’s nothing that a little animal urine won’t fix.” She made a face at me as I snapped the pistol I was working on back together, grabbing another matching weapon from the bench beside me and handing both to her, grip-first. “Here, see how these feel in your hands.”

      They were a pair of Glock 19s, which were probably the perfect pistol for her at the moment. The grips were larger than the .22 she’d been shooting, but they had great ergonomics and the recoil was minimal. I’d also rustled up some MOLLE gear for her, along with some holsters for the Glocks and magazine pouches to match. I’d found similar gear for myself, but at the moment I was lamenting the loss of my battle-hatchet and my combat Bowie. I decided it’d be too much of an insult not to go back to the militia compound and get my shit, and also figured it’d be a good trial run to see how I’d fare with the minor upgrades the Doc’s treatments had provided me.

      I looked at Gabby, who was sighting down the barrel of her new pistols. “So, whaddya think?”

      She nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yeah, these’ll do.”

      “Hang one to that little .22 though; I intend to machine a silencer for it at some point. Besides, your uncle gave it to you.”

      She nodded again, more thoughtfully this time, and looked at me. “You look like you’re up to something.”

      “I am. You up for a night mission?” She gave me a thumbs up, an anachronism she’d picked up from hanging out with Bobby. “Good. Then go get the mutt and let’s see about getting some payback.”
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      I’d decided against an all-out assault, not only because we were out-manned and out-gunned, but also because there were some good people in the compound and I didn’t want them to get hurt. It wasn’t their fault that they’d fallen in under a loony commander; people did what they had to do to survive after They came, and I understood that as well as any. The plan was simply that we’d infiltrate the compound silently at night, grab my gear, and leave a present for the colonel. If everything went as planned, they’d never know we were there until we were long gone.

      It took us no more than an hour to jog to from the Facility to the compound. I had to admit, the increased endurance I’d developed was a welcome benefit. I stopped Bobby and Gabby about a half-mile from the compound. “Wait here, I’ll be back within the hour.” They nodded, and I slinked off into the darkness, my night vision accommodating to the lack of moonlight. I was still conflicted about the long-term effects that these treatments might have on the gene pool of the remaining human race, but what was done was done. And while I might eventually decide that it was too much risk to bring anyone else on board, so far I couldn’t help but to think that my fears were unfounded.

      I took off at a sprint for the pit where they’d left me to die, arriving beside the ramp within minutes, barely winded at all. I climbed the wall and peered over it, careful not to let the deaders down there notice me. All I needed was one. I waited until a loner separated itself from the rest. It was a long-haired woman of indeterminate age, perfect for what I had in mind. I secured the rope I’d brought to the top of the wall and used a dulfersitz rappel to quickly get down the wall, landing within a few feet of my target.

      Strangely, when I arrived at the bottom of the pit she turned at the movement, sniffed, then ignored me completely. I was baffled at this and noticed that the other deaders were likewise ignoring my presence. Curiouser and curiouser, I thought. I stayed up against the pool wall, close to the rope should I have the need to get out quickly, but the deadheads continued to completely ignore me.

      I noticed how they tended to bump into and ignore one another as well. Could it be the infection that causes them to mistake me for a deader? I wondered. Deciding to put my hypothesis to the test, I moved with caution toward the female deader I’d targeted when I dropped in. As I closed the distance she continued to ignore my presence. I walked around her in circles, and while her eyes may have followed me once or twice, she made no attempt to attack. Well, this could prove handy at some point.

      Fascinated but short on time, I decided to take care of business and do what I had come to do. I pulled out a burlap potato sack I’d found in the mess earlier and drew the kukri from the sheath at my belt. I’d spent a considerable amount of time cleaning and sharpening it while I was convalescing in the sick bay at the Facility, and it was sharp enough to shave hair. I separated the deader’s head from her shoulders with two clean swipes of the blade. I wiped the blade on her clothing, popping her head in the bag. With a quick look around, I began to climb back up the wall.
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      As I grabbed the rope, I heard the moaning increase behind me and turned to see that I’d finally drawn the attention of the remaining deaders in the pit. They looked around, increasingly agitated, and at least one of them had zeroed in on me. I saw that one break away and begin to shuffle in my direction.

      Looking up the rope, I realized I’d never make it up in time. I dropped the burlap bag and drew the kukri in one hand and a Glock 19 in the other. As the deadhead closed in on me, I parried a lunging grab while V-stepping to my left, hacking at the hamstrings on the front of the thing’s near leg as I allowed it to lunge past me. Immediately I brought the blade back around and buried it in the deader’s spine at the base of the skull.

      Kicking the creature’s back off my blade as it fell, I turned to see the remaining three deaders coming at me in a rush. I fired off two shots, hitting one of them in the forehead and the other just below the nose in the center of the face. Both shots stopped them, but the third deader was already on me by the time those two began to fall. I backed up at an angle, not wanting to trip on the corpse behind me, and brought the kukri around in a circular flourish that took off one of the deader’s hands in a single swipe. I checked that arm at the elbow with the pistol, keeping the deader from turning to face me fully, bringing the blade back around for an overhand cut. I sunk the blade into the thing’s temple a good six inches, and lost my grip as the creature dropped.

      On instinct, I looked around for more threats, but I was now the only thing moving in the pool. I stepped back and leaned against the wall, then did a quick head to toe assessment for injuries. Not a scratch. I did a quick replay of the encounter I’d just had in my mind’s eye, knowing that knowledge gleaned from the previous events could be crucial to my survival in the future.

      I could only surmise that the deaders could somehow sense that I was carrying Z venom in my veins, and while that made me less of a target to them, it didn’t make me completely “invisible,” if that were the right word. For the most part, they’d been happy to ignore me until I started attacking them. This pointed to at least a rudimentary reasoning ability on the part of the deaders, as they modified their attitude toward me based on my aggression toward them. Getting ignored by deaders could come in handy, but I’d have to be careful not to rouse them from a holding pattern, especially in large groups.

      Another thing I realized in breaking down the fight was that everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Rather, I had been picking up on movement faster, staying two and three steps ahead of the deaders during the whole fight. I’d never experienced anything like it. Typically you get tunnel vision immediately following an adrenaline dump, but instead my senses had opened up to take in everything around me.

      That being said, I knew that I wasn’t physically faster than I was before the treatments. I just reacted faster, and the only thing I could come up with was that my perception speed had increased. These were all things I could discuss with the Doc when we got back to the Facility. But for now, I had a mission to accomplish and I was wasting time thinking about insignificant details when I should have been heading back to the wonder twins. Those two knuckleheads were sure to get into trouble without me, so I picked up the burlap sack and sprinted back to where I’d left them.
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      About halfway there, I ran into them both running almost full-tilt in my direction. I whistled a bird call and caught their attention. They pulled up short as I jogged over to them.

      Bobby was the first one to speak, gesticulating excitedly with his surfer boy mannerisms. “What happened? We heard gunshots and came running.”

      “How loud were they? Do you think they heard the shots back at the camp?”

      Gabby shook her head. “We could hear it, but it sounded like it was further off in the distance. I doubt that the guards at the compound would’ve thought much of it.”

      I nodded. “Alright then, the party’s still on. You know what to do.”

      Since there were always three wall sentries and a gate guard on night watch, there would be one too many of them for us to take out in a coordinated attack. So I decided that a little stealth and deception were in order.

      As we approached the compound, Gabby hid in the treeline about 50 feet from Bobby and I, and we waited on her to initiate the action. Her job was simply to distract the guard so we could sneak up behind him. She did an admirable job by imitating the sounds of a coyote taking a baby cottontail in its nest, making some rustling noises in the brush and then letting out a few distress calls that would’ve been sufficient to call in a live coyote. It was more than enough to distract the guard for the few moments we needed. Bobby closed the distance and mounted the wall quickly and silently, choking the guard out like I had shown him earlier and dropping the body off the wall. I moved to gag and tie up the unconscious guard with nylon cuffs after removing his jacket and cap. I threw these up to Bobby, and he quickly put them on and continued walking the wall as if nothing was out of place.

      Based on the guards’ movements that I recalled from my time in the compound, I knew the other guards would expect Bobby to check in with them shortly. Knowing that the clock was ticking, I vaulted the wall and ducked under a CHU just in time to avoid the interior patrol guards who walked the compound at night.

      One benefit to having better hearing, eyesight, and smell was that it was easy to sense when something was coming my way. Several times during the run over I’d noted animal life in the brush and trees around us that would have easily escaped my attention just a few short days ago. It was a little unnerving, but it sure made it a hell of a lot easier to evade the guards inside the compound as I closed in on the Colonel’s quarters.

      My mocs made moving silently a breeze, and I snuck into the quarters without anyone raising an alarm. I drew my kukri and stalked over to his bunk, placing my hand over his mouth and nose and sticking the point of the kukri under his left eye.

      He came to in a confused, panicked state. I whispered a warning. “Don’t make a single sound, or I’ll take the top of your head off before anyone can hear you scream. Do you understand?”

      He nodded, and a tear fell from the corner of his eye. Whether from fear or his old injury, I couldn’t be certain, but I smelled piss on him as I pulled my hand away from his mouth.

      “Let me see your hands.” He complied, so I zip-tied his hands together and then to the metal bunk frame. I duct taped his mouth shut, and tied his feet up with paracord, securing them to the bunk as well. Finally I pulled the female deader’s head from the burlap sack, and left it in the bed next to him.

      “Something to keep you company, Colonel, at least until your men find you in the morning.” He visibly cringed away from the severed head, obviously fearful of being infected. I doubted that he’d ever had to kill a deader up close. Shocker.

      I crouched down next to his bunk, and he turned his head to look at me in the dark. I knew he couldn’t see me, but I could clearly see the fear in his eyes and could smell it seeping from his pores. “Now, Leakey, I don’t think I need to tell you that you have some good men and women under your command. I’d hate to have to kill any of them just because of your stupid half-cocked mission to blow up the Corridor. And I think you know now that I can get to you, anytime I want.

      “My strong suggestion to you is to deliver command over to someone who has an IQ over seventy and let them figure out how this unit can do some good in the post-War world. That’s option one. I’d prefer for you to take that option, but I know what a stupid and arrogant piece of shit you are, and I personally doubt that you have the moral aptitude to redeem yourself with such an act.

      “Now, option two is for you to recognize that everything north of State Highway 90 on the west side of San Antonio and Interstate 10 on the east side is mine. I want you to move out of here ASAFP, head south, and don’t let me see your sad sorry face north of that line again. If I do, I’ll kill you and that shitbag Marsh on sight. Am I clear?”

      The Colonel nodded his head with a defeated look in his eye. I drew my sidearm and tapped him between the eyes with the barrel as I stood up, eliciting a noticeable wince. “Then don’t forget it. Because I certainly won’t.”

      I turned and grabbed my battlehawk from his desk, and rustled around the room until I located my Glocks and my Bowie knife from his footlocker. I’d figured he’d kept my sidearms for personal use and my tomahawk as a trophy. Even so, I’d chalked up my rifle as a loss, knowing that it probably went straight into the armory as soon as they had dumped me into the pit. Despite the loss of the rifle, finding the Bowie was a nice unexpected surprise.

      I attached all the gear to my MOLLE harness and ensured that it wouldn’t make any noise during my escape. I left the Colonel in a puddle of his own piss and sweat and headed out to fetch Bobby before someone figured out what had happened to the wall sentry.
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        * * *

      

      On the way out, we tossed the trussed up wall sentry on top of the wall. Just in case a deader happened by, I didn’t want him to end up on the menu. Bobby discarded the BDU hat and jacket he’d borrowed as we entered the tree line, and after signaling Gabby to follow we headed back to the Facility, using blacktop roads so we wouldn’t leave a recognizable trail.

      After we’d made it a safe distance from the militia compound, Gabby whispered to me. “I take it everything went okay in there?”

      I nodded, and was about to reply when my arm spasmed in pain and my side cramped up as if I had a Charley horse from my wrist to my other shoulder. I immediately dropped to the ground, heaving short breaths since it was difficult to breathe properly. The sensation in my arm was similar to the experience I’d had when Bobby had first opened my wound and poured it full of his blood. It was like liquid fire was spreading through my veins, starting at the site of the bite and moving up my arm to my shoulder and chest.

      Gabby gasped and pulled up short, dropping down to my side. “Scratch, are you okay?” She turned to Bobby with concern in her eyes. “What’s wrong with him?”

      Bobby knelt on my other side and shook his head. “I don’t know.” He shook my shoulder, which just made the fire in my arm and side worse. “Scratch, buddy, are you alright?”

      I clenched my teeth and waited a few seconds, and soon the pain began to subside and breathing became easier. Seeing the change come over my face, they both relaxed a bit and gave me some room. I rolled over on my back and looked up at the stars, cradling my arm to my side.

      Gabby took the hand that wasn’t still clenched in a fist in hers. “Can you walk?” I nodded, and she pulled me up as Bobby assisted from the side. I waved them off after standing up, feeling my strength coming back as the pain subsided.

      “I’ll be fine. Must be some residual effects from that deader bite.”

      Gabby cocked an eye at me. “‘Ya think? This ain’t cool, Scratch. We need to get you back to La Araña and have her look you over.”

      I simply nodded and started walking back to the Facility. I noticed Bobby and Gabby exchanging a concerned look, but I ignored it and focused on getting back to safety before the others discovered the Colonel and sent patrols looking for us.
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      The Doc looked up from the chart and tapped her pen on her upper lip. “Based on the tests I ran while you were gone, your body has accepted the treatment. However, right now your enhanced immune functions are deadlocked with the Z venom in a battle for your systems and tissues.” She flipped through a few pages of her handwritten notes and looked up at me. “What sort of changes have you noticed so far in your physical abilities? Any new developments?”

      “You mean besides the fact that I’m pretty much invisible to deaders?” The Doc cocked an eyebrow at that, but I barreled on. “And when the deaders finally did attack me, it was like I was a step ahead of them the whole time.”

      “Improved reflexes?”

      I shook my head. “No, more like improved perception speed. I was recognizing threats almost as they were happening.”

      She frowned slightly and tapped the pen on her chin. “Well, that is interesting. But, let’s back up somewhat. You said the deaders didn’t attack you at first?”

      I shook my head. “Not until I attacked one of them. Then they came at me in force.”

      She made some notes on a clipboard and squinted. “Well, that could be due to the latent Z venom, or it could be caused by other factors. It’s not something that I’ve seen before, but then again the test pool of subjects I’ve had to work with has been quite limited.”

      That last bit made me curious, and got me asking questions I should have been asking a week ago. “Doc, just how many people have you successfully treated with this stuff?”

      “Including you and Gabby? Two. But there were several—failed—attempts prior to the War. I might add that the data from those test subjects was crucial to perfecting the process in the years after.”

      “Well, that just makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. So from what you’re telling me, these symptoms I’m having could just be a side effect of the treatments.”

      She wobbled her hand back and forth. “Claro, of course. But I doubt that’s the case. I’m strongly of the opinion that the treatment is currently the only thing that’s keeping you from becoming a walker.”

      About that, I wasn’t convinced. “I seemed to be doing fine with Bobby’s ’thrope blood running through me.”

      The Doc shook her head no. “Perhaps, but we don’t know for certain.” She set her clipboard down and clasped her hands in her lap. “The bottom line is that you need to rest so your new enhanced immune system can overcome any remaining Z venom that’s left in your system and flush it from your body completely. Upgrades or no, right now your body’s immune functions are taxed to the limit just in preventing the spread of the infection. If you don’t take it easy and recuperate, you could end up a deader just the same.”

      That was simply not an option; I had to get to Kara and the other settlers as soon as possible. We had no idea what the Corridor Pack was doing with them, but it couldn’t be good. And I had a strong feeling that once the settlers had outlived their usefulness to the ’thropes, they’d all be good as dead.

      I looked her in the eye and shrugged. “That’s not going to happen, Doc. I have ’thropes to kill and people to save.”

      Captain Perez actually managed to look sympathetic for once. “Look, I know you think that time is of the essence, and maybe it is; but you’re not going to do anyone any good if you start craving brains.”

      I grabbed my gear and hopped off the exam table. “I’ll take that under advisement, Doc.”

      The look on her face told me that she knew I had no such intentions. As she shook her head in silence and returned to her charts, I headed to the armory to clean my weapons one last time before heading out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That night I took Gabby to what served as the physical training area for the Facility, a multi-purpose room roughly half the size of a basketball court. The place came complete with a painted concrete floor, a few mats that looked as though they’d been salvaged from the trash, some free weights, an old leather punching bag, and a few treadmills and some exercise bikes. It would do. I felt it was time to inventory Gabby’s skills and training, to see if there were any areas where I could help her improve upon what her uncle had taught her.

      Bobby watched us from the other side of the room where he was lounging on one of the old mats, munching on a slab of raw deer meat. I glanced over at him, and he waved with the bloody chunk of venison, looking both eager and fascinated to see what I had planned for Gabby. I turned back to the girl and tilted my head toward Bobby.

      “Try to pretend that he isn’t in the room.”

      She smirked. “I’ll try, but it’s hard when he starts acting up.”

      I sighed and smiled. “Well, at least give it your best shot. Now, give me a quick rundown of the hand-to-hand combat training your uncle taught you.”

      She twisted her mouth and looked up at the ceiling above my head, tapping an index finger on her jaw. “Well, he taught me how to shoot, mostly with pistols, and he taught me how to use this.” She pulled her Kabar from its sheath and dropped into something like a boxer’s stance, slashing and hacking with the knife as if fending off an imaginary opponent. Her moves were fast and precise, reminiscent of a fencer—one with street smarts.

      I gave an appreciative nod at her demonstration. “Okay, I think we can both agree that you’re very familiar with fighting with a short blade. However, I think you need to start training with something that has a bit more reach.” I reached into my ruck and pulled out the kukri. Earlier I’d spent some time in the armory replacing the scales and making sure that the grip and handle were sound. It’d served me well on my second trip to the pit, and I thought it’d make the perfect companion to Gabby’s Kabar and pistols.

      “Now, the kukri is mainly a slashing and hacking weapon. A lot of the skills you already have will apply, but you need to remember that in battle you’ll want to think more along the lines of dismemberment than stabbing.” She cocked an eye at me, cueing me to elaborate. “Dismemberment means cutting off arms and legs.”

      She nodded enthusiastically. “So it’s good for deaders. Got it.”

      “Exactly. Now, I took the liberty of making us some practice weapons—”

      “What for?” She looked at the wooden weapons I’d pulled out, hand-carved trainers that were identical to the kukri. The derision on her face was evident.

      “Well, so you don’t get cut.”

      She snickered. “Then how am I going to respect the weapon? My tío taught me that real steel is the best teacher.”

      I nodded once at that; she was right, but I’d seen some pretty nasty accidents happen with live blade training and didn’t want to be responsible for someone’s hand getting cut off. I pointed a thumb at my chest. “Okay, let’s just say it’s so I don’t get cut. I need you to practice attacking me as if I were a deadhead coming at you. And since I’m your training dummy, I want to finish our training session with all my limbs attached.”

      Gabby rolled her eyes, but nodded. “Alright, whatever.” She grabbed a practice kukri, swung it around a few times, and motioned for me to attack her.

      I decided to indulge her and lunged toward her at about the speed that a deader would attack. She stepped straight in and slashed at my arms and torso in a flurry of movement that would have left me in shreds, finishing by slashing the blade across my neck. I heard Bobby applauding from across the room.

      I backed away, nodding. “That was excellent. However, I want you getting off the line earlier. Since your uncle had to leave you alone a lot, I’m assuming that he mostly taught you to defend yourself against humans, correct?”

      She nodded. “He always told me to keep moving in and cutting ’til they back off or fall down.”

      I nodded my head in deference to her uncle’s advice. “Forward aggression is an excellent tactic when you’re fighting humans who feel pain and fear death. But when fighting deaders you need to end the threat while moving off the line of attack, because there’s almost always more than one. You can’t risk getting tangled up fighting with one deader; if you do, his buddies will be on your flanks before you can say ‘dinner time.’ Make sense?”

      She nodded again, but with less enthusiasm. Time for a demo. “Bobby, let me borrow you for a moment.” Bobby glanced up from licking deer blood from his fingers, looking around the room and behind him. I shook my head. “No, I meant the other ’thrope named Bobby.” I pointed at him emphatically. “Yes, you, ya meathead. I need you to pretend you’re a deader. Shouldn’t be much of a stretch for you.”

      Bobby hopped up and zombie walked over, arms extended in front of him, his eyes rolled back in his head. “Braaaaains. BRAAAAINS!!!” he cried out as he shuffled toward us.

      Gabby furrowed her brow at him, and whispered to me behind her hand. “What’s wrong with him?”

      I laughed. “He thinks he’s being funny—it’s an old zombie joke from before the War.”

      “Yeah, but zombies eat meat, Scratch. Not brains.”

      I looked over at Bobby. “Sorry, buddy, but your joke fell flat. Gabby here hasn’t seen any Romero films.”

      He looked crestfallen, then perked up. “Hey, let’s hit some stores and get some more DVDs when we head to Austin!” He looked over at Gabby. “You’d love this movie called Blade, the hero has the best one-liners. Like this.” He deepened his voice and started talking like Christian Bale’s Batman. “Some mother-truckers are always trying to ice skate uphill.”

      I rolled my eyes; as much as I enjoyed the Blade trilogy, I couldn’t help but to think that Wesley Snipes would shit his pants if he ever met a real life nos’. “Let’s just stay on task here. Bobby, you pretend you’re a deader and attack me from the front. Gabby, you come up on my flank; it doesn’t matter from which direction.” I stepped back a few feet. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Bobby, smartass that he was, lunged at me full speed, which for a ’thrope was somewhere between Usain Bolt and Bruce Lee on meth. Without thinking about it, I stepped off the “x” with a forward V-step, and slashed with the wooden weapon in a crossada motion, “severing” his arm at the inside of the wrist and behind the elbow as I reversed it. Continuing the combination, I slashed his quadriceps and hamstrings as I passed him by, using his momentum to get behind him. Finally I turned and struck the side of his neck and kicked out his knee simultaneously, just as Gabby was trying to move around him to attack me from my blind side.

      Bobby was moving so fast, he tripped and fell into Gabby, who I also noted was moving at normal, and not deader, speed. Trying to get one over on the old guy, eh? I thought to myself. Age and treachery, my young friends. The crazy thing was, I didn’t really think I’d moved that fast at all. Then it hit me. Timing. My timing is perfect. Interesting.

      I suppressed a grin as Gabby and Bobby untangled themselves and stood up. Bobby was alternately rubbing his wrist and neck, while Gabby’s eyes lit up like Christmas morning. She jumped up and down excitedly on her toes. “Show me how to do that! Show me-show me-show me!”

      I laughed. Even when the subject matter was deadly serious, kids would always still be kids. “Alright, let’s go through it more slowly this time. Bobby, you attack again, but slow so Gabby can see what I’m doing.” I demonstrated the same motions, and then had Bobby attack Gabby so she could practice. Within half an hour she had the basic footwork and cutting patterns down and was wielding that kukri in a manner that’d make any gurkha proud.

      After that, I spent the better part of two hours drilling Gabby on how to deal with multiple opponents of the undead variety. Bobby took some lumps until he settled down, but I didn’t feel at all bad for him, especially considering that the marks were already fading by the time we finished up. We all ate in the mess together and racked out early so we’d be fresh for the coming trip to the Corridor.
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        * * *

      

      The next day we packed up Donkey with our munitions and supplies and headed for Austin. Based on the route that Bobby and I had settled on the night before, I planned to swing by to check on Bernie and Margaret and then head north on the back roads so we could come at Austin from the west. No way was I traveling through downtown Austin, even though it was the shorter route. I figured it’d take us four days to get there, if things went smoothly.

      We left early in the morning, but the Doc was nowhere in sight. I asked Gabby about it and she just shrugged. “Probably down in her lab. She’s never told me goodbye before. I think she’s superstitious about it or something. Anyway, she knows where we’re headed.” I nodded and finished cinching Donkey up, and we struck out, the whir of servos and clank of the diamond-plate steel doors closing and locking behind us.

      I didn’t intend to stop at the Canyon Lake outpost any longer than necessary, but I’d found some ammo for Bernie’s rifle and wanted to drop it off to him along with some reloading gear. Besides, I’d taken a liking to the old man and wanted to make sure he was safe. I also wanted to try to talk him and his wife into coming back to the Facility with us on the way back. I couldn’t think of a more secure location where we could all start over and try to rebuild after the ’thrope attacks. Hopefully within a week that threat would be eliminated, and we could start focusing on getting back to normal. Well, as normal as we could be after a combination nuclear-and-monster apocalypse.

      We reached the lake settlement before noon and found Bernie and Margaret safe and sound. Marge cooked for us and fed us well, and Bernie and I sat around sharing a bit of whiskey he’d stocked away for a special occasion. He thanked me for the ammo and reloading tools, but declined my offer of safe passage and a place to stay at the Facility.

      The old man shook his head as I tried for what seemed like the hundredth time to convince him to come with us when we pulled back through. “Naw, Scratch, we’re doing fine where we are. Marge and I are still holding out hope that one of the kids will make it back to us, and I don’t think we could live with ourselves if we gave up on them.”

      I simply nodded and shook his hand, and then gave Marge a hug. Gabby followed suit, while Bobby just stood off to the side looking uncomfortable. Marge walked over and pelted him with a hug just the same, and I could see a combination of happiness and regret cross his face as he awkwardly patted her shoulder in return. I wondered how many years it had been since he’d been hugged like that, and felt a little sad for him because of it.

      I turned back to Bernie and shook his hand once more. “Well, the offer still stands if you decide to change your mind. We could always use a good Marine to help us rebuild.”

      “I appreciate it, Scratch. Now, you make sure to look after yourselves. I don’t have to tell you that you're walking into the devil’s backyard by heading into Austin. Not many people come back from making runs up that way. Watch your backs.”

      Gabby squinted and nodded. “We will, Mr. Bernie, and I promise to look after him.” She punched me on the shoulder and walked off to untether Donkey. Bernie and I shared a look that said a lot about teens and hubris, but inside, I was proud of the kid. She’d fought to come with us, and in the end I knew if I’d left her she’d just follow along anyway. Short of locking her up back at the Facility, I had no choice but to bring her.

      As we were leaving, Bobby got caught by Margaret and ended up with some dried fish jerky and a new jacket besides. “That t-shirt you’re wearing isn’t near enough to keep you warm at night,” she said, scolding and cajoling him into taking the gifts. He simply blushed and obliged her, obviously uncomfortable with being mothered. He said a quiet thank you and then scurried off to wait for us at the gate.

      I turned and waved at them as we left the peninsula, and they waved back from atop the settlement wall. I hoped it wouldn’t be the last we saw of them, and said a silent prayer that they’d both be safe when I returned.
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      Bobby and Gabby took turns scouting ahead as we continued north along the back roads, but except for the odd deader we avoided trouble all day. That evening we spent an uneventful night in an old metal barn, locked safely away from whatever terrors and dangers lurked in the night. We holed up way back in the sticks southwest of the city, not far from where one of my favorite barbecue joints used to be back before the War. I regaled Gabby and Bobby with tales of huge slabs of brisket, BBQ ribs the size of stout tree limbs, and sausage links as long as your forearm as we shared a humble dinner of Margaret’s fish jerky and some dehydrated fruit I’d taken from the mess back at the Facility.

      Bobby remembered what it was like back in the days of all-you-can-eat buffets and grocery stores that were restocked by just-in-time tractor trailer shipments every night, but Gabby was skeptical that there could be so much food all in one place. I promised her that when we got back we’d kill a wild pig and have a barbecue of our own to celebrate. She seemed to like that idea, but Bobby opined that ruining a perfectly good hog by cooking it over a fire was a waste of meat. Despite the circumstances, I slept well that night, dreams of brisket and ribs dancing through my head.

      We woke up early, and once we got the all clear from Bobby that the area was free from deaders we headed out and made good time sticking to the back roads as planned. The kids took turns scouting ahead, making a sort of contest out of who could cover the most terrain and still make it back to report in every 30 minutes or so. They used the maps I’d procured from the Facility and some inner wolf odometer to gauge the extent of their ranging ahead. Bobby claimed he was winning by a hair, but to be honest I was pretty sure he was taking it easy on Gabby. Despite the advantages the treatments had provided her, she still wasn’t anywhere near being a match for a full werewolf, even a third-gen like Bobby. However, I speculated that she’d be quite the hellion once she grew into her own.

      Around noon, I snapped out of my reverie when Gabby came running back through the trees, triple-time. She pulled to a stop in front of us, breathing hard with her hands on her knees, which indicated just how urgent the situation might be. I tilted my chin up in a questioning gesture, and she squinted up at me and gasped out a response. “Punters, about a dozen located a half-mile east-northeast, heading the same direction we are.”

      “Can we avoid them?” I asked.

      She nodded and replied with a look of disdain. “Yeah. The way they’re moving, a herd of deaders could run past them and they’d never notice.”

      “So what’s the big deal?”

      “Well, I didn’t think you’d want to pass on these guys.” She paused and stood up straight to take a drink of water, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Scratch, that punter with the funny hat is with them—the one who shot me on the boat.”

      Pancho Vanilla, my old friend—also known as Jimmy the Punter. Time for some payback, I thought. I nodded once and handed her a canteen. “Well then, this is hardly an opportunity I’d want to pass up.” Gabby’s face hardened at that, and it gave me pause. I wondered at how different this kid’s life would’ve been if she’d grown up watching MTV and shopping at The Gap.

      I gestured at Bobby. “I want you trailing them at a distance and checking in with us throughout the day to make sure we don’t accidentally let them spot us before nightfall. Don’t take any risks; just make sure you know their position when they stop to camp. Gabby and I will stay ahead of them and try to find a safe house close to where they stop so we can ambush them after dark.”

      Bobby bowed with a flourish of his hand. “At your service, sire.” He winked and took off into the trees.

      I turned back to Gabby. She wore a grim expression as she fingered the handle of her Kabar at her waist, and I thought about how I was responsible for more than my own well-being at this juncture. I’d never had to raise a kid before, but I’d spent plenty of time working with kids before the war. Big responsibility, that. At that moment I decided that I’d be damned if I was going to help turn an 11-year-old into a heartless killer.

      I tapped her forearm to get her attention. “Gabby, I know you want some payback for getting shot, and I do too. But, we can’t just go killing everyone who crosses us.”

      “Why not? My tío always told me it was the best way to make sure that bad people never crossed you twice.”

      “That’s true, but there are other things we have to consider besides just our own welfare in this life. If we go around killing bad people just because they’re bad, we’re no better than they are in the end. Besides that, humans are in short supply these days. We need to focus on the real enemy. Them.”

      She screwed her face up for a second and then looked up at me. “Is that why you let the Colonel live?”

      “Yes, for that and other reasons, but that has a lot to do with it. Gabby, I’ll kill a deader, a rev, a nos’, or a ’thrope in a heartbeat, and I expect you to do the same. But when it comes to killing our own kind, we need to balance our will to survive with remembering what it means to be human.” I paused and considered my words. “It was wrong for me to try to take him out the first time. He was no direct threat to us, and I crossed the line. Not only that, but if I had killed him, chances are someone worse would’ve taken his place. Does that make sense?”

      “I suppose.” She looked down at her feet and traced a line in the dirt with her toe. “But will you at least let me scare him a little bit? I’d like to see him piss his pants like the Colonel did the other night.”

      I laughed. “How’d you know about that?”

      “When you came back, the smell was all over you. Me and Bobby just put two and two together and figured you’d scared the piss out of him.”

      I rocked back on my heels and gave the thought about two seconds. “Yeah, I have to say that this guy definitely deserves to have the piss scared out of him. You have my word.”
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      That night, we waited until the punters set up camp in an old self-storage facility. The place was fenced in and the structures inside were sound, and frankly I wished that we could have been using it for our own safe house. Instead, we set up inside an old two-story Victorian just down the road. The neighborhood was on the outskirts of southwest Austin, and after dark it crawled with deaders. I had to force Gabby to sit tight while Bobby and I reconnoitered the place.

      We jumped the fence at a spot that was well out of the way of the punters’ line of sight and climbed on top of the storage units to scope them out. True to form, the punters were drinking and carrying on, which was attracting quite a few deadheads to their fence line. As a drinking game, they took turns stabbing them through the wrought iron fence with a makeshift spear someone had fashioned from a mop handle and a steak knife. If one of the punters took out a deader with a single stab, the others had to slug back a shot of whatever rotgut they were drinking. It wasn’t long before they were all drunk and passed out inside the main office building where they’d taken shelter.

      I whispered to Bobby, “I expect that Pancho’ll have to come outside eventually to relieve himself. We’ll wait until he does and snag him then.”

      Bobby nodded and whispered back, “You’re the boss.”

      “You keep calling me that. What’s the deal?”

      “Boss, alpha, same thing. Wolves naturally follow the strongest leader they can, because that’s the one who is most likely to keep them alive. You may not be a ’thrope, but you got alpha written all over you. Thus, you’re the boss.”

      I nodded. “Alright, good to know. Just don’t do that sniffing thing again though—it creeps me out.”

      He smiled, and even with the partial cloud cover I could see his face almost perfectly in the dark. “You know, now that you have my wolf blood running in your veins you might start doing it too. Have you had the urge to pee on anything lately? To roll in roadkill? To lick your balls?”

      I sighed. “Just shut up and keep an eye on the exits.”

      “Hey, I’m just saying, try it and you might like it. Roadkill smell is a dead turn-on for most ’thrope females.”

      “I’ll pass. Now. Watch. The. Door.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Once I got Bobby settled down and on task, it was about another 45 minutes to an hour before Pancho showed his ugly mug. I almost missed him, since he wasn’t wearing that stupid hat. My best guess was that he thought he looked like McMasters from Tombstone in it, but this guy was a far cry from a Michael Rooker character in any capacity. Despite my distaste for Pancho’s sartorial leanings, I made a mental note to look for a copy of Tombstone if given the opportunity. Gabby would probably love it.

      Pancho looked about three sheets to the wind, but even so Bobby and I moved as stealthily as possible into position to snatch him. I hopped down the wall and snuck up behind him while Bobby waited above him on the building’s roof. Before Pancho knew what had hit him I’d choked him out and had him hogtied and gagged. Bobby jumped down, and we carried him off to the fence line with no one the wiser.

      The real challenge at hand, though, was getting Pancho’s sorry ass back to our safe house without a train of deaders following us back. I motioned for Bobby to draw them off before they got wind of us, and he rolled his eyes and sulked off into the night. I heard a loud noise a few blocks over and assumed it was Bobby. After waiting until most of the deaders were moving off to investigate, I heaved Pancho over the fence and then followed him over. He’d hit the ground with a grunt and had begun to stir by the time I landed next to him, so I pulled out my Bowie and held it to his throat as I whispered in his ear.

      “I know you can’t see me, but I assume you can feel my blade at your throat.” He blinked several times in the dark, and I could see that he was scared, but pissed as well. I could work with that. “Now, as soon as my partner gets back we’re going to take a short trip, and then we’re going to have a little discussion. Blink twice if I can trust you to cooperate.” He paused, looking more pissed by the second, then finally blinked twice. “Good. If you don’t struggle or try to escape, I’ll make sure my partner doesn’t eat you.”

      About that time, Bobby came jogging back up. I motioned for him to grab Pancho by the arms, and he shrugged and just heaved him up and over his shoulder, reminding me of just how strong a full-blown ’thrope could be. He gestured as if to say, “after you,” so I decided I wouldn’t look a gift-wolf in the mouth and led the way back to our makeshift safe house. About halfway there Bobby paused and motioned me down, squatting behind an old dumpster without setting down his burden.

      I could hear him sniffing the air, although I didn’t notice anything out of place. He leaned over to me and whispered in my ear. “Nos’, and pretty close, too.”

      Pancho must’ve heard, because he started struggling, knocking over some trash that had been stacked on top of the dumpster. I cracked him across the jaw, and he slumped back into stillness across Bobby’s back. Bobby grimaced and pointed to an adjacent roof. I could see a figure crawling our way, scuttling almost like a roach or a spider, belly down and slinking so silently that I almost couldn’t hear it even with my new upgrades.

      Just then the wind shifted, and I caught the smell that had set Bobby’s radar on high alert a few moments before. It was the smell of old rot, dried blood, and death. I recognized it, because I’d smelled it many times previously on vamps I’d killed. Strangely though, I only remember smelling them after I’d killed them; I couldn’t recall a single time I picked up the scent of a nos’ before I’d dusted one. This could come in handy, I thought, loosening my battle ’hawk and drawing my Bowie from its sheath. Bobby cocked an eyebrow at me, and I motioned for him to head to the safe house with Pancho. He shook his head no, but I mouthed “I got this,” and shooed him off. He twisted his mouth in what looked to be indecision, then he padded off into the dark.

      I looked up again, only to see that our friend was nowhere to be seen. That had me nervous. I couldn’t use any firepower to take this thing out, or else the punters would be all over us, not to mention every deader within two miles. Fact was, I wasn’t too sure about my ability to take it out with just my tomahawk and my Bowie. On the other hand, there was this part of me deep down inside that was telling me this thing was invading on my territory. It was like this inner voice telling me I had to take it down, because its very presence was an affront to my existence.

      Now where the hell did that come from? I wondered silently. My introspection was cut short momentarily as the wind shifted to my back and I caught that desiccated odor coming strong from my six o’clock.

      I pivoted silently and drew my ’hawk, simultaneously switching my Bowie to a reverse grip. I laid the blade back against my left forearm, keeping it tucked so I could move in and use it to hook and slash. I felt the movement more than I saw it as I turned and chopped with the axe in a backhanded motion, catching the creature across its eye sockets as it leaned in to sample the menu.

      Shit, I never heard it coming! I thought as I checked its arm with the blade edge of the Bowie, chopping down at its biceps as the thing scurried back and away from me. Its right eye socket was ruined, but it was nothing that a little hemoglobin and time wouldn’t fix. That was, if I didn’t manage to put it down here and now. The thing hissed at me, and I could see its good eye glowing as it darted its gaze to and fro, taking in this strange new creature who didn’t seem to understand that it was the predator and not the prey.

      Well, tough shit. It was time that I figured out just what my new semi-superpowers were capable of, and this was the perfect opportunity to test them out. I came up into a high crouch, circling to my left and toward its ruined eye, hoping to gain some advantage by using its new blind spot against it. The thing scuttled sideways, circling in a similar fashion, definitely faster than I could match. Within seconds it sprang quickly toward me, cutting off the circle and bounding on all fours to close the distance.

      I was already moving as the creature attacked. Although it was much faster than me, there was almost no lag time between the moment it made its move and my body’s response. As it leapt at me through the air, I parried a clawing attack with the knife, pivoted, and struck twice at its neck with a redondo motion from Filipino arnis. I felt the battlehawk make contact and bite deep with each strike as my motion followed it through the air.

      I continued my pivot and tracked the vamp’s path as it landed and rolled up to face me, noting that the thing’s head was cocked off at a severe angle, lolling about bloodlessly in a gruesome yet satisfying manner. I’d managed to partially sever its head from its neck, and it screeched at me in angry defiance that I’d managed to hurt it in such fashion.

      At that moment, something snapped in me and I charged in, slashing and weaving the axe and the big knife in the deadly pattern known as sinawali. This momentarily seemed to confuse the nos’. It cringed and actually cowered from me, taking one… two… three cuts and slashes on its forearms as it backpedaled. I continued to press the attack, hooking its left arm down to expose its neck and ending the confrontation with a single forehand chop that severed its head from its shoulders. The thing flopped a few times on the alley floor, then was still.

      I spun and scanned my flanks, left, then right, moving in a circle to look for other threats. There were none. Deaders tended to steer clear of nos’ types, and their presence usually meant you wouldn’t have to deal with Z’s, not for hours after their passing. I was breathing hard, not from exertion but from exhilaration. I consciously made an effort to slow my breathing, and then reviewed the previous 20 seconds or so in my mind.

      Three things stood out to me. One, while I did get caught with a swipe of the thing’s claws across my arm, I hadn’t noticed it during the fight. Call it bloodlust or whatever, but I didn’t feel anything when it happened. That could be a liability at some point, but it’d worked to my favor tonight. I’d need to pay closer attention in the future, figure out what survival mechanism or instinct was triggered by the Doc’s serum and treatments, and learn to control it.

      Two, even though I was physically not as strong or as fast as the nos’, I made up for it in reaction speed. I hadn’t noticed any lag time between threat recognition and my own reaction. In a fight, milliseconds count. That trick alone might help me even the odds with the ’thropes. Maybe.

      And three, something inside me, some new instinct or drive, had made me want to confront that nos’. It had to be a side effect of the treatments, and that could also be a liability. It was something I’d definitely have to discuss with the Doc, if we ever came back from the Corridor. Considering that witch told me there were no side effects to the serum treatments, I’d say it was most certainly going to come up in conversation.

      I was snapped out of my introspection by light footsteps approaching rapidly from the direction of the safe house. I recognized the sound and cadence of both Bobby’s and Gabby’s gaits, but I ignored them as they approached, opting to take a moment to carve a Roman numeral into the thing’s chest. Neither said a word as I lifted the corpse and heaved it into the dumpster. They continued to watch silently as I grabbed the head and tossed it on top of the low roof next to us. I turned to them and saw a mixed look of awe and surprise on Bobby’s face and a look of concern on Gabby’s. She shook her head, and headed back in the direction of the safe house without saying a word. Bobby waited for me to follow her, then padded along silently behind me.
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      The pain started as soon as the adrenaline wore off. Once more, I experienced shooting pains from the site of the Z bite, all the way up my arm and into my chest this time. I had to pause and lean against a building while waving Bobby off at the same time. “I’m fine,” I whispered almost silently, but loud enough so that his sensitive ears could hear me.

      “You’re anything but, boss,” he whispered back. “Taking on that nos’ by yourself was foolish.” He paused and shook his head. “And I’ll tell you something: I said you had alpha written all over you, and now I know it’s true. What you did back there looked like something a pack leader would do, facing down a threat to the pack. The only difference is, a real pack leader would’ve had his pack at his back.”

      I took a deep breath and pushed off the wall. The pains were subsiding, but I’d be lying if I wasn’t worried that they seemed to be spreading. Intensity-wise, it wasn’t nearly as bad as the first time, but the pains had definitely radiated further than last time. For the sake of appearances I shrugged it off, knowing I’d need to check the wound site once I had some privacy. I chuckled quietly, trying to make light of it. “Well, nothing to do about it now. Let’s go, and not a word of this to Gabby.”

      Bobby nodded and looked down at the ground. I chose to ignore his concern and led the way back to the safe house. By this time someone would have noticed Pancho was gone, and while it was doubtful they’d send out searchers in the middle of the night, come morning they’d damned sure be looking. That only gave us a few hours to interrogate him and boogie.

      As I approached our temporary safe house I noted the improvements the last tenant had made with admiration. The bottom floor of the house was buttoned up tight; whoever had occupied this place must’ve held out for some time here. There were scratch marks on the plywood over the windows and doors, some deep, and plenty of bloodstains and patches of dried goo on the sidewalk and front porch. I figured whoever it was had been killing Z’s for sport, or to relieve the boredom, or whatever. Not a good idea. The more noise, the more movement, the more you attracted Them to you. Probably what had done these folks in, in the end. Or maybe they had gotten out after all, but I doubted it.

      We climbed on the front porch roof, then up a makeshift ladder made of short lengths of two-by-fours that were attached to the wood siding with screws. Up on the roof there was a thick plywood door hidden under a ventilation louver that led to an attic space where the previous tenants had set up their safe house. Not much in the way of comfort, but secure from deaders. Maybe not from a determined rev, and definitely not from a nos’, but it’d do. I doubted that another nos’ would show up tonight, though. They were territorial, and I’d offed the local baddie; it’d be a while before another showed up to take its place and fill the void left by the one I’d beheaded.

      Once we got in, I saw that Gabby had made our guest comfortable by stringing him up from the roof by his wrists with paracord. How she’d managed to do that by herself was beyond me—little shit must be stronger than she was letting on. The ropes looked pretty tight. I couldn’t give a damn at this point, since he’d been a pain in my ass for way too long now.

      Earlier we’d made sure that the place was blacked out so no light could escape. As dark as it was at night without electricity, even a single peephole leaking light to the outside would shine like a beacon to all and sundry. Truth be told, I didn’t really need light for what I was about to do, nor did Gabby and Bobby, but I wanted our captive to see our faces so he’d know who he was dealing with. I pulled my LED light out of my bag and flipped the switch.

      Pancho blinked several times as the world around him brightened into focus. He looked around, saw Gabby’s face first, and his eyes brightened a little. Then he took in Bobby, and lastly me. That’s when his face got serious; I could see the skin around his eyes tighten, and his expression went flat. He recognized me. I killed his brother and cousin, after all; it didn’t surprise me in the least that he did.

      I stepped up closer and stopped about two feet from his face. “You remember me. Yeah, I figured you might, considering what went down the last few times we met.” I detected a slight facial tick at that last remark. So, I was right. I pulled out my tomahawk and used the spike to hook a corner of his gag. “Now, I have some questions for you, and I want to know if I can trust you to cooperate.” His eyes narrowed. “No? Well then, let me be clear: I am not the biggest threat to you in this room.”

      His eyes darted to Gabby, and I could hear him chuckle through his gag. “Nope, not her, although she is wicked good with a knife, and I’m sure she’d carve you up like a ham if I let her.” He glanced over at Bobby and rolled his eyes.

      I smiled. “Bobby, shift.”

      I tried to keep a straight face as Bobby took off his shirt and shorts in front of us. Gabby blushed and turned her head; I hadn’t thought about the kid needing to undress before I spoke. That’s what I got for ad-libbing, I suppose. I flicked my eyes back to Pancho’s face, and heard a distinct series of pops and ripping noises behind me. I didn’t need to see Bobby shift to know we had Pancho scared shitless. He immediately started squirming and twisting, trying his damnedest to get as far away from the kid as he could.

      Bobby, to his credit, knew how to make an impression. He dropped to all fours and stalked over to where Pancho was hanging, sniffed once at him, then placed his clawed hands on Pancho’s chest and growled right in his face. Pancho screwed his eyes shut and turned his head away. It was obvious he was scared shitless. His heart was beating out of his chest and his breathing was rapid and shallow. He actually whimpered, and at that I nodded for Bobby to back off. With one last growl he did as I asked, winking at me as he slunk away. Show off.

      I turned to Pancho and crossed my arms. “Now, do we have an understanding?” He nodded vigorously, greasy hair flopping in loose sweaty strands up and down and in his face. I sheathed my tomahawk and reached up with a single finger and thumb to remove his gag. Time to play good cop.

      Pancho heaved a short breath out and his chest shuddered like a child who’d been crying too long. He may have actually been on the verge of tears, but he was already composing himself, or making a decent enough show of it. “Shit, man, you didn’t have to call your dog on me.” Bobby growled and lunged at him, and Gabby made a show of holding him back. Nice one, kid.

      Pancho cringed and whispered, “Hey, man, I didn’t mean nuthin’ by it, honest! It’s just that I seen what these things can do to a man, and I’m not ready to go down that way. Uh-uh.” He turned his head away from the wall, still wincing after Bobby’s lunge. “You ain’t gonna let him eat me, are you? I mean, if I cooperate?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, Pancho. He hasn’t eaten much in a few days. I’d try to avoid offending him.”

      Pancho’s eyes grew wide. “I’ll talk! I’ll talk! I’ll tell you whatever, man, just don’t let him eat me, please. Shoot me if you have to, but don’t let him eat me alive.” His voice trailed off and his head slumped to his chest. Softly, he continued. “Please.”

      Yep, that broke him all right, big man or no. I sent Bobby and Gabby to the other side of the attic and started asking questions. We’d need to be out of here an hour before dawn, and I didn’t think there was much time left to get the info I needed. Without further discourse, I let Pancho spill the beans.
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      Once Pancho started talking, it was hard to shut him up. Turns out him and a bunch of sorry-ass punters were working for the Corridor pack, bringing them slaves to work on some compound they had in North Austin. This explained why he’d been loaded with silver-tipped rounds when he shot Gabby; you’d have to be a fool to be within ten miles of a ’thrope and not be carrying silver rounds. It also corroborated what Bobby had told me about the compound he remembered visiting. I had a suspicion Pancho could lead me to the settlers and Kara, so I squeezed him for all the details I could. He explained that the wolves were working with at least one vamp on a secret project in some lab. Pancho mentioned a college campus, which had me curious.

      “Are they at the community college?”

      He shook his head. “No, man, someplace that was owned by the university. Piece of shit tea-sippers, who knows what they were doing there before the War. Probably some communist shit.” I had to stifle a laugh; Pancho must’ve been an Aggie football fan before the War. No one else referred to students at the state university as tea-sippers. It wasn’t like any of that mattered now, though. I tuned in to what he was saying as he continued. “I can show you on a map if you got one, but you’ll have to cut me down.”

      I tilted my head. “You know it goes without saying that if you make one wrong move, the wolf is going to rip your guts out and eat them slowly while you watch and scream.”

      Pancho shook his head. “No, man, no way, no how—I ain’t gonna give you no trouble. Just please cut me down, I can’t feel my hands at all.”

      I did as he asked, and dumped him on the floor. He sat there rubbing his hands together, which looked pretty funny since they weren’t doing anything he was asking of them. I reached into my ruck and pulled out a laminated map of Austin, unfolding it and laying it out on the floor in front of the LED light.

      Pancho crawled over and started looking over the map, focusing on an area that was just north of the intersection of Highway 183 and the MoPac Expressway. “It’s somewhere right near that fancy shopping center they put in a few years before the bombs fell.” He pointed with his deadened fingers to a spot on the map. “There, at that Pickle place.”

      I looked at where he pointed. It was the old research campus for the state university. Great, right in deader central, I reflected. There had been a lot of people living in that area before the War, so it was full of apartment complexes with a mix of light industrial office buildings and shopping centers to boot. We’d be in for a helluva trip just getting there.

      Pancho continued. “They have that whole place fenced off, and they’re using some apartments over here to house all the slave workers.” He pointed at a spot just north of the research campus. “The entire area is pretty much fenced or walled off from deaders. Pretty sweet setup, actually. Good place to get laid, if you know what I mean.” I cocked an eye at him, so he elaborated. “Slave girls—they’ll do anything not to get fed to the wolves.” He snickered until he saw the look on my face, and then clammed up fast.

      It was all I could do not to deck him, but I had to keep it cool so I could get more intel. I stuffed my disgust down deep where it could fester, and pointed to an area across the expressway. “What about this area? Any wolf activity there?”

      He shook his head. “Nope, nuthin’. Just a bunch of old office buildings that are full of deaders. Plus, I’m pretty sure there are some vamps that live in the upper floors. I think they pull security or somethin’ around the place. That pretty boy vamp they got working in that lab orders them around, I think.”

      I thumbed the stubble on my chin. “Hmmm… tell me about him.”

      Pancho sat back on his haunches and rubbed his hands, which flopped around like day-old hot dogs. He shrugged. “Don’t know much about him. ’Cept he ain’t like no vamp I ever seen before. For one, he looks like you and me, only pretty, like a Hollywood actor or sumthin’. You know, like that James Bond guy.”

      “You mean Daniel Craig?”

      “No, not that guy, the other one. Kind of wimpy and skinny.”

      I nodded. “Ah, Pierce Brosnan.”

      Pancho nodded vigorously and gesticulated with his limp hot dog fingers. “Yeah, that’s the one! He’s like that, kind of pretty and just too damn good-lookin’—I mean, if you were into guys. I’m not, but if you were.”

      I just stared at him.

      “Because, you know, I’m not queer or anything.” He paused with a worried look on his face. “You ain’t queer, is ya? Cuz’, there’s nuthin’ wrong with that, man! I mean, I get it, it’s a free country, I mean free-er than it’s ever been. Do your thing, ya know?”

      I decided to ignore his prattling and move on. “So what’s this vamp’s role at the lab? Do you know why he’s there?”

      Pancho paused, and his brow furrowed. “Well, let’s see. I can’t think of anything in particular that anyone said—’course they don’t let us in on much, so long as we deliver the goods to them.” He raised a finger, which immediately wilted to half-mast. “But I can tell you this, he helps keep the slaves under control. I seen him put the hoodoo on some of the slaves, more than once.”

      That reminded me of something Bernie and Marge had told me about a vamp that helped abduct the settlers from the Canyon Lake outpost. “Go on.”

      Pancho wiped his brow. “Well, he does this thing with his eyes, sort of like a snake charmer, or some voodoo or somethin’. I cain’t describe it, it’s just that when he does it, whoever he does it to just does whatever he says.”

      That could be a problem. As if we didn’t have enough problems with the Pack. “Alright, so he hypnotizes people. What else can you tell me about him? Is he like a nos’, fast and strong?”

      Pancho shook his head. “Never seen him fight. All I know is, the wolves all steer clear of him, ’cept that main wolf, Van.”

      So, the wolves deferred to the vamp. Interesting. “Tell me about this Van character.”

      Pancho let out a low whistle. “He’s heavy duty, man, and not someone to be lightly screwed with, if you know what I mean. I seen him behead another wolf who challenged him, with just one swipe of his claws. He always deals fair with us though, and pays exactly what he promises.”

      I squinted at him and tapped my fingers on my ’hawk. “Which would be…?”

      Pancho hemmed and hawed. “Oh, you know. Ammo. Girls. Booze. Whatever. He, um, well...he pays good for slaves, alright? I know you don’t approve, but it’s a different world now, and folks gotta do what they can to survive.”

      I shook my head. “They don’t have to prey on innocent people, Pancho.” He seemed unfazed by my statement, and I was quickly losing my patience for this piece of sewer scum. I decided to continue before I lost it completely. “Tell me about how you get through the city without pulling an army of undead down on you. North Austin has to be full of deaders. How do you get to the compound without getting eaten?”

      He chuckled. “Aw, man, that’s easy. Wolves got safe houses and relay points set up all through the city. So long as you travel under the sun and hit the safe houses on time, you can walk right through town with a dozen slaves in tow and never see a deader, not one.”

      It sounded like a trap, but it was also the only thing that made sense. Since he’d told me where the compound was I’d been wondering how they got slaves safely through one of the most dangerous areas in the Corridor. I looked Pancho in the eye. “I need those maps.”

      He laughed. “Well, obviously I ain’t got ‘em. They’s in my bag back where you snatched me. Good luck getting them, too. Even with that wolf you’re outnumbered and outgunned.”

      I thought about it, and damn it if Pancho wasn’t right. However, I knew a way to take care of those punters and get the maps at the same time. “Pancho, I need you to tell me honest, and your life may just depend on this information. Are there any slaves in your group?”

      He shook his head. “No, none. We came up empty-handed this trip. Slaves are getting harder to find this close to the Corridor. We was planning on crossing over and starting to hunt east of 35 for the next few weeks.”

      I nodded once. “Good to know.” I leaned forward to gag him once more.

      Pancho protested with his hands up in the air. “Hey, wait a minute now, what’re you going to do with me? You ain’t going to leave me for dead here, are you?”

      “Nope. You’re coming with us to the Corridor as insurance.”

      Pancho started cussing and spitting at me, so I leaned in again to gag him. He lifted his hands in protest one more time. “Wait, wait, wait, one more question afore you gag me again... why you keep calling me Pancho?”
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      My plan was simple; we’d follow the punters until they made camp again and then I’d arrange for a late night visit from the local wildlife, the same way I did when I rescued Bobby. The only difference now was I should be able to go in afterward and take what we needed without suffering the same fate. “Should” being the operative word.

      An hour before dawn we had trussed Pancho from the waist up and had him trailing us by a length of rope tied to Donkey’s saddle. I knew he wouldn’t be able to hop on Donkey and ride off, nor would he be able to get close enough to the animal in order to untie himself from the saddle; Donkey wouldn’t allow it. He’d slow us down a bit, but not by much since about half the punters were traveling on foot as well.

      I took the group off to the west, away from the Corridor but close enough so that Bobby and Gabby could take turns tracking them. Since we were more or less moving in the same direction, I wasn’t concerned about losing the group; I was only concerned about them picking up our trail and closing in on us. Bobby stayed behind and watched the punters from a distance, making note of their direction of movement and reporting back to me once they’d hit the trail. We followed about a half-mile behind them, out of sight and earshot, but close enough to track them until nightfall.

      A few hours before dark, they stopped and set up for the night in an old YMCA along Hwy 290. We found a pawn shop with an enclosed yard still intact not too far from the punters’ location, and quietly cleared it of deaders before moving Donkey and our gear inside. The front of the shop was enclosed with a sliding security bar system, but it had long ago been sacked by looters who had apparently broke in through a rear window, which was our point of ingress as well.

      Even though it’d been looted, we searched the place thoroughly just the same. Initially we turned up little more than a few half-empty boxes of shotgun shells, some loose .45 caliber and .22 rounds, and an old discarded hunting knife. I had about given up on searching the place when I came across a nice little find on top of a storage shelf in back. It was in what looked like a pool cue case, covered in black faux leather with rusting chrome latches and hinges keeping it shut. I dusted it off and popped the latches; inside was an old WWII Japanese NCO’s katana, still in the original scabbard, kept clean and dry in a silk bag that had apparently been made specifically for that purpose.

      Many of these swords were junk, churned out in factories toward the middle and end of the war from substandard steel, and were nothing like the traditional tamahagane blades that Japanese sword smiths had crafted centuries before. However, every once in a while you’d come across an actual hand-smithed blade that had been cut down and refitted to a military-issue handle and guard, presumably so a descendant of some obscure samurai clan could carry his ancestor’s blade into battle against the gaijin. It was a damned shame really, to butcher an antique blade like that, but I could understand the utility of it—if not the aesthetics.

      As it turned out, the blade in the scabbard was definitely folded steel, probably dating from the 17th century. Strangely enough, it had been fitted in the metal guard and hilt of an NCO’s sword, rather than in a custom hilt as would be the case with an officer’s sword. Beyond that I couldn’t tell much about it, not without taking it apart and looking up the bladesmith’s marks in a reference book that likely no longer existed. But it had been well-cared for and was in very good condition. I tested the blade’s edge with my thumbnail; it was just as sharp as the day they’d pawned it.

      It’d been years since I’d done gumdo, the Korean version of Japanese iaijutsu and kenjutsu, but I still remembered the basic drills and forms. As soon as we had time, I intended to dust them off. I walked out to the front of the shop with my booty, tucking it alongside my ruck and bedroll. Bobby strode up to check it out as soon as he saw what I’d found.

      “Ooooh, Afro Samurai. Cool.” He looked at me, then looked over at Pancho across the shop. “You think we should feed him?”

      I pursed my lips and screwed my mouth sideways with mock indecision. “I suppose, although I’d just as soon starve him to death. Give him some jerky and trail bread, and make sure he gets some water too. It’ll be a damn sight better than he treated the slaves they captured, and better treatment than he deserves.”

      Bobby nodded. “Agreed, but we do need to keep him healthy so he can keep up once we get closer to downtown.” He paused and sniffed in very canine manner. “You think he’ll lead us into a trap?”

      “Maybe, but that’s a risk we’ll have to take. Once we get his maps, though, it’ll be a lot harder for him to do us dirty. Which is why we need to get them tonight.”

      Bobby was about to enquire further when we were interrupted by Gabby emerging from the back rooms of the pawn shop. She was carrying a fairly serviceable sharpening stone and a lawn mower blade in her hands, with a look on her face that dared anyone to challenge her.

      Bobby looked at me and winked, then grunted in a low voice. “Unh-hum. French-fried potaters? I reckon I’ll have me some of the biguns. Uh-hum.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “It’s no use son, she’s never seen Slingblade.”

      Gabby looked confused, and Bobby just looked disappointed. Then he perked up and raised an index finger. “Ah hah! All the more reason to do a DVD run.”

      I gestured around the room like a carnival barker introducing a bearded woman to a crowd of hicks at the county fair. “Well hell, look around. There’s bound to be a ton of DVDs around here somewhere. Never knew a crackhead who wouldn’t try to pawn a DVD for a fix.”

      Bobby’s eyes lit up, and he started rummaging around the shelves and detritus of the pawn shop’s former showroom in earnest. Gabby still looked confused, so I spoke up to let her know what he was doing. “Pre-War movie references. Bobby wants to expand your cultural horizons.”

      Gabby rolled her eyes with all the derision an 11-year-old girl could muster. “He likes weird stuff, like these movies he calls ahn-ee-may.”

      I nodded. “Cartoons.”

      “Yeah, those things. And he likes to watch some stupid show called Scooby-Doo, with this dog that talks and a bunch of kids who are about as dumb as rocks. Moving drawings...creepy. All the monsters are fake on that show, too.” She shook her head in disgust. “It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Bobby chimed in from across the room as he rifled through some fallen ceiling tiles. “That’s the whole point of the show, the talking dog always saves the day. Duh.”

      Gabby stuck her tongue out at him. “It’s still dumb. Everyone knows dogs can’t talk.”

      Bobby poked his head up from behind a broken glass counter. “Um, hello? Werewolf boy, right here in front of you.”

      “But it’s not the same! You’re a person who was turned into a werewolf, not a dog who suddenly learned to talk.”

      Bobby raised a finger from behind the counter and waggled it at her. “Ah, but that’s what makes Scooby-Doo such a classic! The eponymous hero of the show, our intrepid dog wonder, shows the universal superiority of the canine species by uncovering clues that prove vital to solving each and every mystery. Without him, those pesky kids would’ve never uncovered a single evil plot.”

      She turned to me and frowned. “There’s no arguing with him, is there?”

      I shrugged and pointed at the objects in her hands. “What’s with the hunk of steel?”

      She gave Bobby raspberries over her shoulder, and then turned to answer me. “It seems to be pretty decent steel, and flat enough so it wouldn’t require much grinding. I figured with a little work and some heat treating, it’d make a pretty decent blade.”

      I nodded in approval. “You know, back before the War, in the Philippines bladesmiths would make swords and knives out of just about any decent steel they could get their hands on. Leaf springs from old cars seemed to be a favorite, as well as railroad spikes.” I rubbed my chin in thought and tried to remember a bit of info from my past. “I seem to recall a way to make a pretty decent wood-fired forge from bricks and clay. Maybe when we get through this we can start experimenting with forging new weapons. That way we won’t have to worry about losing ours or breaking them.”

      Gabby nodded. “Sounds like fun! I’m in.” Then she looked over her shoulder at Bobby. “And maybe we can make a muzzle for the chachalaca back there, too.”

      I laughed. A chachalaca is a particularly noisy bird commonly found in South Texas. It was a nickname that was perfectly suited to Teen Wolf.

      Bobby hopped over the counter with an armload of DVDs. “First off, I ain’t no chupacabra. Those cats are plain crazy—not even werewolves mess with them. Second, check it out! I got Say Anything, Fast Times At Ridgemont High, The Toxic Avenger—a classic—Scarface, The Last Dragon—Bruce Leroy catchin’ bullets with his teeth? Oh, and this Bruce Lee flick, Enter The Dragon.”

      I snatched Enter The Dragon from his hands. “Bobby, you just got off my shit list.”

      Bobby faced perked up. “Oh really? Well then don’t mention it...” Suddenly his face scrunched up in confusion. “Wait a minute. I was on your shit list?”
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      That night Bobby and I snuck over to the YMCA building just after dark and reconnoitered it with as much stealth as possible. The punters were on high alert after the disappearance of Pancho the night before, and there were no festivities going on. Instead, they had armed guards posted at every entrance on the roof, and from what I could tell they were moving around enough to make it tough to approach unnoticed.

      I tapped Bobby on the shoulder and motioned for him to follow. We backed off about 50 yards, taking shelter in an overgrown area between two buildings. Deaders tended to avoid thick undergrowth, so we’d be relatively safe from prying eyes there. I leaned in and whispered my plan.

      He looked at me like I was crazy. “I don’t know, boss, it seems risky as hell. What if they decide to start taking pot shots?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, not this close to the Corridor. We’re only a few miles from IH-35 and downtown, and there’s no way they want to attract much attention with this many deadheads and freaks around.” ‘Freaks’ was a general term I’d picked up from Bobby, which he used to describe all manner of paranormal creatures—werewolves not included, of course. “It’ll be safe, trust me.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m just saying, if you get killed on my watch, Gabby will never forgive me. And I do not want that girl pissed at me.”

      I stifled a chuckle and patted him on the shoulder. “Bobby, you’re starting to learn the ways of dealing with the fairer sex. Just don’t get them mad in the first place.”

      He smirked and tilted his head at the Y. “You sure you don’t want me going with you?”

      “Nope, just stick to the plan. It’ll be safer that way, and I’ll be in and out before you know it.”

      He still looked unconvinced. “Alright, I suppose I don’t have a choice. We’ll meet back here in 20 minutes. But if you don’t come out in 30, I’m going to get Gabby and we’re coming in after you.”

      “Fair enough. See you in 20.” I set my rifle down and most of my combat gear, save one pistol that I tucked into the back of my waistband, and my battlehawk, also concealed. I rubbed a bunch of dirt and mud on my face and hands and took off toward an area near the YMCA at a slow trot. Once I’d spotted what I was looking for, I stood up and trudged my way directly into them. My target was a small herd of deaders that were milling around between two buildings, about 40 yards from the main entrance of the Y. As I had suspected, they ignored me as I slowly walked among them, imitating their herky-jerky movements to blend in with the herd.

      Soon I heard a loud noise come from the YMCA building, which naturally attracted a lot of attention from the deaders. They began moaning and carrying on, and shuffling more or less in that direction. As planned, Bobby had waited until I was among the deader herd, then snuck within range and chunked a large fist-sized rock at an old car that had been left near the entrance. The noise that the rock made as it bounced off the fender was louder than I anticipated, and likely to bring deaders in from half a mile around. I silently hoped that I wouldn’t be overrun by them during my escape.

      As the herd shuffled up to the front of the YMCA, I could see two guards on top of the building looking around to investigate the noise. One had a rifle up and scanned the area through his sights. As he saw the first few Z’s come into the outer glow of their watchfires, he raised his rifle and sighted in on one in the lead. I held my breath until his partner saw what he was doing and stopped him.

      “Yo, man, are you freaking nuts? Start shooting at those damn things and you’ll have every Z within five miles honing in on us. Chill out, man. It was probably just another deader that knocked something over. They’ll walk around for a while and then leave when they figure out there’s no food. Back away from the edge so they don’t notice you, and keep out of sight until they leave.”

      The trigger happy guard just nodded and grunted in response, and both backed away from the edge of the roof and out of sight. I breathed a silent sigh of relief, then shuffled off to separate myself from the herd. Once I was close to the wall of the building, I turned and made sure none of the other deaders were following me. Once I was sure they were still preoccupied with determining the source of the noise, I began to sneak around to the side of the building to look for a way to let my new friends in.

      I found a side entrance that was partially boarded up with plywood and listened for movement on the other side. Assured that no one would notice my B&E attempt, I began slowly working at it with the spike on my tomahawk. Within a few minutes I had a corner and one edge pulled loose, with minimal sound to draw attention to me. I tested the rest of the panel to see if it would pull loose with a few strong tugs and prayed for the best. Then, I yanked at it once, twice, three times, finally tearing it loose with several loud pops and squeals of protest from the nails and screws that had held it in place for years. Wasting no time to see if the Z’s would investigate, I scrambled inside and ran down a hall in the opposite direction from the startled voices I heard coming to investigate.

      As I anticipated, the deaders heard the commotion as well. I soon heard their moans and groans as gunfire rang out down the hallway. Without pausing to consider my work, I continued following the hallway as it turned and headed toward the center of the building. I was working at a disadvantage not knowing the layout of the building, so I had to be careful that I didn’t run smack into a bunch of punters. Even so, most of these pre-War buildings were designed to be easy to navigate, and soon I was able to follow the hall away from the sounds of commotion and fighting right to the area where the punters had bunked out.

      They’d chosen to shelter in a weightlifting room and were using some old mats and benches for cots and beds. I waited around the corner for the last punter to head out to face the Z’s, then crossed the hallway and ducked into the room to start searching for the maps Pancho had promised would be with his gear.

      Unfortunately, it looked as though his former friends had already divvied up his stuff. Shit. I quickly started rifling through various backpacks and rucks at random, looking for the maps that Pancho claimed would be here. The only documents I turned up were some photos I wished I could unsee. Some sick pup had found an old Polaroid and taken nude photos of slaves, many of them involving abuse and worse. If I felt an iota of guilt for springing the Z’s on these punters, after seeing those pics I felt zero remorse for turning the dead loose on this crew.

      Making a mental note to kill any of them who survived the deaders, I scanned the room once more for possible hiding places and came up with diddly. If those maps were to be found, they were going to be on someone’s body. Living or dead, I needed to find them and get the hell out of here. I cocked my head to listen to what was going on down the hall, and it didn’t sound good for the punters. Like I cared. My main concern was that whoever had the documents might escape and make a beeline for the ’thrope compound. If that happened, we might never get through Austin safely. I cautiously headed down the hall toward the sounds of violence with my tomahawk in one hand and my pistol in the other, hoping to stop any runners before they escaped the building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Vanquished

          

        

      

    

    
      As I turned a corner I came upon a gruesome scene. Four Z’s were eating the guts out of a punter on the floor, and he was still moving. His eyes searched around as he cried out in agony, his low moans getting more and more feeble as the deaders snacked on his innards. As I gingerly walked up to the group, one deader turned to look at me, sniffed once and then returned to its meal. I let out my breath nice and easy, kneeling at the punter’s feet and reaching up to check his cargo pockets. Nothing. I picked up my weapons and backed away, keeping an eye on the deaders all the while.

      Side-stepping down the hall toward the front entrance, I could still hear some gunfire and the sounds of hand-to-hand fighting. The gunfire was becoming more sporadic; apparently there were still a few punters holding out. The hallways were pitch black, but I had no trouble navigating through the deaders and the dead as I moved toward the front of the building.

      I heard a small movement down a side hall, the scuff of a boot on tile floor. I went to investigate, moving as silently as death in my mocs on the hard smooth surface of the facility floor. Moving in the direction of the noise, I came upon a group of offices. Only one door was closed. It was a solid wood door with a wire-reinforced glass window. I tried the knob to find it locked, and heard a voice whisper from inside.

      “Deke! Is that you. Oh holy Jesus...Say sumthin’, man!”

      I ignored his pleas, and crept over to an adjacent office. I climbed up on the desk, pushed a ceiling tile out of the way, and prepared to lift myself up into the drop ceiling. After I’d pulled myself up with as much stealth as possible, I threw a glass paperweight that I’d picked up from the desk out into the hallway, waiting for a response. Soon there were multiple deaders milling around the hall and banging against the office door where my mark was holed up.

      Using the ruckus outside to cover the sounds of my movement, I used the metal roof supports above the drop ceiling to pull myself over to the adjacent office, right above where I thought the occupant might be hiding. Carefully sliding a ceiling tile away, I looked down into the room and spotted him, a lone punter, maybe 16 or 17 years of age. Just a kid. I didn’t let that affect my decision-making process at all. I knew from vast experience in dealing with sociopaths that they started young. I dropped from the ceiling on the kid, slamming him to the floor and soliciting a loud “whuff” from him as I knocked the wind from his lungs. I clamped a hand over his mouth and pinned his arms down to the floor as he struggled, placing the cold hard muzzle of my Glock against his temple.

      “You know what that means, correct? Nod once if you understand.” The kid nodded, and in the dark I could see tears forming at the corners of his eyes. Unsurprising. All bullies and many sociopaths turn to jelly when the tables are turned on them. They’ll beg and plead for their lives, promise to turn over a new leaf, swear they’ve found Jesus, and say whatever it takes to beg a reprieve for their miserable lives. Then they go straight back to screwing other people and victimizing the weak after you let them go. Every single time.

      “Now, kid, I know you’re with this group of punters, and I know you’re not some slave they’re taking to market.” He started shaking his head in protest, so I kept my hand clamped over his mouth and pistol whipped him. “Ah, ah, ah—no need to lie to me, son. I happen to know that your crew came up empty on your last run.” Realization and resignation dawned in his eyes at that. I cleared my throat.

      “So here’s the deal. I have some questions to ask you, and you’re going to answer them, quietly. If I get the answers I want, maybe I’ll just knock you out and leave you here in the room with the door closed. But try to trick me, or lie, and I’ll know. And I’ll toss you outside that door without the least hesitation. Understand?”

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Good. I’m going to pull my hand away, and if you scream I’ll gutshot you and leave you for the deaders.” I pulled my hand off his mouth and watched him.

      He just stared up at where he thought my face was, then his eyes darted around in the darkness. He licked his lips, whispering softly, “What do you want to know?”

      I rolled my eyes, realizing it was a wasted gesture since the kid couldn’t see my face. “What the hell do you think? I want those maps, with the safe house routes into the city.”

      The kid screwed his face up for a moment, then he spoke. “Deke has them—I’m sure of it. He said after Jimmy disappeared, he was in charge. He took most of Jimmy’s stuff, and the maps too. No one said anything, because nobody messes with Deke.”

      “What’s Deke look like?”

      The kid swallowed with some difficulty, so I eased up on the pressure I was putting on his windpipe. “Well, he’s big, real big. And he has a big bushy beard.”

      “What was he wearing last you saw him?”

      The kid’s eyes looked up and off to the side. “Jeans. A plaid overshirt. And one of those pre-War Harley shirts.”

      “And which way was he headed when you last saw him?”

      “I don’t know, I swear it! I was asleep and woke up with all the commotion, and then I came and hid in here!”

      I shook my head. “Some kind of hero, huh? I bet you’re just a valued team member on your way up the corporate ladder.”

      “Huh?”

      I ignored him. “Sleep tight, kid. I’ll make sure the door is locked behind me. The rest is up to you.” I could see the spark of fear in his eyes, right before I tucked my sidearm back in my waistband and grabbed his lapels to choke him unconscious.

      He’d come to in a few, but his chances of getting out of here were slim to none. I was feeling short on sympathy at the moment. I’d been ignoring the possibility that Kara was being badly used, but dealing with these slavers was bringing some nasty thoughts to the forefront. I knew couldn’t let myself think that way, or else it would cloud my judgment. I needed to be thinking clearly; it was bad enough that I was having some impulse control issues that I could only assume were due to the Doc’s treatments.

      Tucking away my worries, I waited silently until the deaders were distracted by more gunshots in the distance. Then I slipped out of the office and crept down the hall toward the direction I assumed I would find this Deke asshole. Better if he were dead when I found him, but I’d take those maps off of him either way. I placed my battle axe in my strong hand and my Glock in my off hand so I could take out any punters in relative silence, and crept toward the front entrance of the building.

      Turning one last corner, I could see moonlight and the light from the punters’ watch fires streaming in through cracks in the boarded up front doors. One door had been left ajar, which meant that they’d probably split every which way once the deaders got in. Great. The only thing left to do was to check the dead and hunt down any of the lucky bastards who may have escaped.
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      I started checking bodies, being careful not to aggress toward any of the Z’s that were feeding on them. I got a few half-hearted grunts and growls out of them, but they pretty much ignored me. That knowledge did nothing for my confidence, considering it probably meant the Z venom and my new and improved immune system were likely locked in a dead heat to keep me from second-life-ing it.

      Just as I was kneeling down to check the last corpse, all the deaders went stock still. Then they all got up and shambled ass off in a rush, practically bowling me over in what I could only call a panic to get the hell out of Dodge. Now, what in the great googly-moogly could’ve caused that?

      Within moments, I had my answer. A ragged figure soon appeared in the doorway, almost as if he’d popped in out of thin air. He was much thinner than when I’d last seen him, almost bone-thin, and his skin was hanging off his bones like cake fondant in summer. But despite the differences in his appearance, there was no mistaking that creepy duotone voice. And the stench; it was like rotten corpses, fecal matter, fresh blood, and fish guts, all mixed together.

      “Scratch…” the thing that wasn’t quite Donnie whispered as he did a vaudeville side-shuffle through the doorway. “Miss me?” He was carrying a dismembered arm and using it as a prop, mimicking holding a cane as he made his entrance.

      I backed off a step and leveled my Glock at his face. “Not in the slightest, especially considering the state in which you left me last time we spoke.”

      Donnie stopped and stood in a grotesquely comical pose, almost like a circus clown, tapping one foot and a finger to his temple in perfect time. His clothes hung off him, and if it weren’t for the glow in his eyes and the nasty set of teeth he’d grown, I’d have called him Cloony in a heartbeat. But no doubt, this clown had a darkness in his heart far worse than poor old Cloony ever did.

      It spoke. “You know, you could be just a little more...grateful. If it weren’t for my presence, you’d have made a lovely snack for some of the local fauna that night. In fact, I’d say that you owe me...your life.”

      That last part came out as a slithering hiss, and that I did not like at all. I kept all reaction off my face and played along like I knew I should. “Let’s just cut the shit. What is it you want from me?”

      Donnie danced and pirouetted around, and frankly it creeped me the hell out. Then he paused in mid-spin, a virtually impossible feat under the laws of physics as I knew them. He turned his head backward in an owlish manner and looked me dead in the eye. “What does anyone want, Scratch, but to know the truth?”

      He plucked a finger off the dismembered arm he was carrying with a loud snickt-POP! and then started gnawing on it as if he were a frat boy gnawing on a chicken wing. He gestured at me casually with the finger as drops of blood dribbled and splattered around. “Don’t you want to know the truth?”
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      I had better things to do than listen to this thing rave and rant, but I was curious as hell as to how it was tracking me and what it wanted. So, I decided to play along. “The truth about what, Donnie—or whatever the hell you are?”

      “Have you so soon forgotten? I told you who I am, or at least the names I’ve been known by. Is such information so trivial to you that you should discard it as random nonsense?”

      I’d pretty much figured out what it was, but figured I’d play dumb. It never hurt to let a potential enemy underestimate you, and I had no doubts I was going to have to put Donnie down eventually. I shook my head slightly and chuckled, despite the chill the thing’s voice sent up my spine. “I was a little under the weather last we spoke. Enlighten me.”

      He waved a hand at me backhandedly, like some Victorian-era dandy waving a handkerchief at a distasteful remark. “Some other time, perhaps. We have other matters to attend to presently.”

      I bristled at that. “What’s this ‘we’ shit? You’ve taken over the body of someone who, though I didn’t much like him, was at least someone I might call an acquaintance. And frankly, knowing that he’s still floating around inside there somewhere, like a passenger on a carnival ride through hell, is just about putting me off any notion of aligning our causes; never mind the cannibalism thing.”

      The thing that used to be Donnie paused and clucked his tongue. “Tut-tut, Scratch. You assume too much. Your—ahem, acquaintance—virtually signed his soul over to me ages before you two met. Of course, I could have had my pick of any number of skin-sacks to ride once I got here, but I like the fat ones, the ones who always stuff their faces so they never have to feel the hunger again. As if that could erase their sins.” He sucked off the last bit of skin and meat from the finger bone, then crunched it between his teeth. The sounds echoed off the tile and drywall inside the building.

      I held it together and rolled the barrel of my sidearm in small circles. “Get to the point. I have places to be and things to kill, and if you don’t speed it up I’m putting you on that list.”

      The thing ignored my threat and raised a grimy finger, one long translucent claw-like nail pointing to the ceiling. “Ah, but that’s just the thing: I already retrieved the package you were searching for.” He pulled a sheaf of papers from a back pocket, wiping them down his pant leg before sliding them across the floor to me. As I knelt to pick them up, I noticed they were slightly damp with blood. “Pardon the mess, but the owner simply wasn’t in a cooperative mood.” He covered his lips with the tips of his fingers and giggled coyly like a little girl. It made me want to vomit.

      I cocked an eyebrow as I pocketed what I assumed were the maps I’d been looking for. “You had something to tell me?”

      “Ah, yes.” He paused, crossed his arms and rested his chin on his thumb. “Let me put this in language you’ll understand. You’re headed toward a shitload of trouble.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      The thing shrugged, and I could see loose bags of skin flapping lazily under its arms and along its torso as it did so. “Okay then, let’s, shall we? The...parties...that I represent would like you to know that they would be most grateful if you stopped the wolves and that horrid vampire from tearing a hole between your world and ours.”

      I screwed my face up in legitimate WTF fashion. “Say what?”

      Donnie sighed and cleared his throat, which sounded a lot like he was blowing through a harmonica that had been tuned several octaves too low. “Let me explain. In short, the creatures you are going to attempt to kill are trying to bring more of—well—of us over here.”

      “Over here from where?”

      “Well, from whence we came, of course.”

      I tossed my hands up in the air in exasperation. “Right. That’s just flipping clear as mud.” Donnie looked at me askance and waited for me to stop my pissy fit while the implications began to seep in. “Wait. You’re telling me that there are more of you assholes, just on the other side of some quantum gateway or some shit?”

      He appeared to process what I’d just said for a moment, then nodded once slowly. “Yes, I believe that sums it up nicely.”

      “Alright, so enlighten me, Donner Party: What’s your stake in this game?”

      He giggled like a little girl again and curtsied. “Oh, you do know how to flatter me, don’t you? Well here’s the thing, Scratch—my kind have been crossing the Veil and coming to your world since time immemorial. For as long as you monkeys have been smashing each other’s heads in with rocks, we’ve been feasting on your flesh and having a damned good time doing it. You see, we are not corporeal beings, at least not on this side of the Veil. So whenever we come over here, we have to hitch a ride before we can have our fun.”

      I’d often suspected something similar to what Donnie was telling me, but without any way to be sure, I’d kept my thoughts to myself. I wondered how much of this the Doc already knew and had been keeping secret from us. I decided to keep my trap shut and just let him spill as much info as he wanted. Donnie cocked an eyebrow at my silence, and continued.

      “Those of us strong enough to cross the Veil have always enjoyed experiencing your world, preying on and inhabiting your flesh, and causing your kind to suffer. You know, you people have really never had a clue how good you have it here; your world really is wasted on you. But here’s the thing: The wolves and the bloodsuckers see things differently than the faction I represent. They want to invade and inhabit this world. So shortsighted.” He tsked, then squatted and pulled another finger off the dismembered arm he carried. Soon he nibbled at it like a child trying to make his final Oreo last.

      I stifled my gag reflex and nodded slowly. “I think I see your conundrum. If the ’thropes and vamps take over, eventually there won’t be any humans left. Your playground will be ruined, and you’ll no longer have any sport to pursue.”

      Donnie shook the finger once at me. “Exactly! Those Neanderthals think they can create some sort of dynasty over here and farm your kind, or some such idiocy.” He paused, then punctuated each sentence by jabbing the finger at me. “They can’t see that eventually their food supply will run out, as more and more of our kind hop the express bus over to your world. And honestly, we just can’t have that. No, it won’t do, not at all.” He shook his head ruefully, as if disapproving of the actions of a small child.

      “Alright, let’s just say what you’re telling me is true. How are they planning to do it?”

      Donnie chuckled, a low menacing sound. “You mean you really haven’t figured it out yet? C’mon, Scratch, you’re smarter than that. We have always been here—your legends are proof of that. But when did my kind start to appear in force?”

      I didn’t even have to think twice about my answer. “After the bombs fell.”

      Donnie’s melted-wax face lit up like Roman candle. “Exactly! Your war-mongering leaders had no idea the Pandora’s box they were cracking open when they pressed the button. They were quite literally crashing down the doors of reality. BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!” He yelled maniacally and struck a nearby corpse’s chest in time, once, twice, and then on the third strike his hand went straight into the corpse’s ribcage with a loud cracking and splitting sound.

      Donnie discarded the arm he’d been snacking on, then dug around inside the corpse’s ribcage and came out with what I presumed to be the poor bastard’s heart. I supposed the dead punter wouldn’t be needing it anyway. He held it up like a trophy and eyed it greedily before he began tearing off chunks with his teeth. I wanted to vomit, but I distracted myself by wondering how he’d become so skinny with his appetite.

      Donnie continued speaking between bites. “And trouble ensued. Your technology weakened the Veil in places where the bombs fell. Did you know that the American and Japanese governments had an infestation of tengu to deal with in the years following Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Nasty little bastards, and hell on wheels with a sword.”

      He took another bite, chewed for a moment, and then swallowed the rest in one large gulp, unhinging his jaw like a snake to do so. I could see the huge bolus of meat travel down his throat in a manner that no human esophagus could manage. He stood up and wiped his hands on his pant legs, picking up where he left off. “That’s why your government created Area 51, to put a lid on all the supernatural happenings that they’d unleashed in the desert with their nuclear testing projects.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “What you’re saying doesn’t add up. There were over 2,000 nuclear detonations worldwide prior to the Great War. If what you’re saying is true, we’d have been overrun by your kind a long time ago.”

      Donnie waggled a grimy, gore-splattered hand and smiled. “Doesn’t work that way. The effects aren’t cumulative, and the weakening only lasts a short time. Not only that, but it takes a tremendous amount of energy for us to come through. It can take time to harness enough...resources...to make the crossing.”

      “So what you’re saying is that the ’thropes and vamps have figured out a way to make another bomb?”

      Donnie giggled. “No, silly, not a bomb. They’re going to create a doorway between your world and ours using a nuclear reactor as the power source. In other words, they think they’ve found a way to cause a permanent weakening of the Veil. In two days, they’re going to test their theory. And your girlfriend is the person who is making it all possible.”

      I leaned back against the wall and rubbed my forehead with the barrel of my Glock. It was all just a little too much to take in. “So how in the hell is my Kara wrapped up in all of this? She’s just a bartender; she wouldn’t know fission from Fuzzy Navels.”

      Donnie laughed loudly, and it echoed off the walls in the YMCA entryway. “Oh, how little you knew your woman. She had a life before the bombs fell, Scratch. Your girl was once a nuclear physicist. That’s the whole reason why the ’thropes came all the way across the badlands and into the safe zones to raid your settlement. They’d found records indicating that there was a former employee of the facility they’re currently using who lived out your way. Your friend Jimmy confirmed it for them. Shot in the dark, but they seem to have hit pay dirt.”

      I sighed and breathed deeply, trying to calm my nerves. “So what do I have to do to stop them?”

      Donnie shrugged. “The only thing you can do. You have to kill your girlfriend.”

      I stopped rubbing my face and turned to look at him. “I’d say that’s a non-starter, right there.”

      Donnie shrugged again and gave me a sheepish grin. “Well, I thought it was worth a shot. I mean, you’ll have to agree with me that it does seem to be the simplest solution.” He looked at me from beneath a brow darkened by sagging skin. “Not a chance you’d do it, as a favor to me? Oh well, I tried. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He made a funny face and bobbled his head side to side. “Alright, so Plan A is out the window. Plan B it is, then. You’re going to have to infiltrate a compound that’s crawling with lycanthropes, rescue the girl, and potentially kill a master vampire.” He started whistling the theme from Mission Impossible.

      I screwed up my face and squinted at him. “I don’t suppose I can expect any help from you with this? You know, from those interested parties you represent?”

      Donnie stopped whistling and looked at me with a shocked expression on his face, slapping both hands to his cheeks and splattering the walls and his face with tiny flecks of blood and gore. He dropped one hand to his heart, and took a step back. “Well, Scratch Sullivan, this is simply beyond the pale. And here I thought you were a fine upstanding young Southern man with a pleasant disposition and an even temper, with manners to match. What exactly do you think this amounts to, me telling you all this and getting you those maps?”

      I gestured with my Glock at him. “Well, it seems suspiciously like you and your friends getting me to do your dirty work. Also seems to me that a creature with your abilities could round up a bunch of your buddies and play hell on that pack of ’thropes. No pun intended.”

      Donnie clicked his tongue twice and snapped his fingers, making a toy gun with his hand and pointing it at me. “Well, chief, you got me there.” Then he mimed looking at a watch on his arm and made an O with his mouth, covering it with his other hand. “I’m terribly sorry, but I have other engagements at the moment. It’s been fun chatting with you, Scratch ole’ buddy, but it’s time for me to say my goodbyes.”

      He tipped an imaginary hat in my direction, then ran like a cat on all fours out the door. I stood there stunned for a moment until he popped his head back around the corner and winked at me. “P.S.—Have fun raiding the castle!” Finally, my anger kicked in and I chased him outside at a sprint, but he was long gone by the time I reached the front walk.

      About that time, Bobby came out from behind some bushes and strolled up. I gestured toward the front entrance to the Y. “You take care of the sentries on the roof?” He nodded. “So, I guess you caught all that?”

      “Pretty much. First off, what the hell was that thing?”

      I screwed up my face and squinted. “Once it was the local constable for the settlement. Now, I’m pretty sure it’s what Native American tribes called a wendigo.”

      Bobby didn’t say anything, which surprised me considering he didn’t ask me what a wendigo was. Maybe his pack had dealt with others in the past; that was something I’d need to ask him later.

      He tilted his head and looked thoughtful. “What’re you going to do about it? Or rather, what are you going to do about what that thing told you?”

      I stood there for a moment, pretending to be listening for any sounds of returning deaders while I gathered my thoughts. “Assuming we can even trust anything that thing says, this changes nothing. We still have the same mission and the same goals: destroy the Corridor Pack, get the settlers back, and save Kara in the process.”

      Bobby laughed. “So, save the girl, save the world?”

      I shook my head. “Honestly, Bobby, I’m not even thinking about things that broadly. I’m pretty much just fed up with feeling like a pawn in somebody else’s chess match. And I think it’s high time I shook up the board, starting with the Corridor pack.” I holstered my pistol and pulled out my tomahawk. “Now, let’s go gather up Gabby and Pancho, and do what we came here to do.”

      “That’s cool and all, boss, but what’re you going to do when that thing turns on you?”

      I looked him dead in the eye and replied without missing a beat. “I’m going to put it down.”

      Bobby merely nodded again, falling in behind me as I stopped to get my gear before we headed back toward the pawn shop where Gabby and Pancho awaited our return. Despite the revelations of the past few moments, only one thing was for certain, and that was the fact that I was tired of reacting instead of being the person pushing everyone else’s buttons. It was time to take some action and force our enemies into doing what we wanted for once. I began formulating the rough outlines of a plan as we jogged the now empty parking lots and streets, back to our makeshift safe house.
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        * * *

      

      We were just a few hundred yards away from the pawn shop when we noticed the ruckus. I heard crashes, Gabby cussing in a way I’d never heard previously, lots of moaning, and gunshots coming from that direction. I took off at a sprint and Bobby soon passed me up. He had a good 25-yard lead on me by the time we turned the corner into the pawn shop parking lot.

      What we saw when we got there almost made me chuckle, and I would have, if the situation hadn’t been so serious. There were decapitated and dismembered deaders everywhere, and Gabby was finishing one off with her kukri right as we strode up. She sidestepped and took a swing and a head went flying. She then kicked the twitching corpse away and whipped the kukri down and to the side to fling off the excess gore.

      Bobby spoke up before I did. “Holy crap, Gabs! What they hell happened here? It looks like a Romero flick exploded all over the pawn shop parking lot!”

      She smirked and looked embarrassed for a second, then blew a strand of hair out of her eyes and put on a tough expression. “Took you guys long enough—figured I’d have to take care of things myself.” I could detect a slight quaver in her voice that told me she was putting on a good show for us, but she was rattled for sure. She stooped down and wiped the blade of her kukri on the shirt tail of a headless corpse, and I noticed her hands shaking slightly.

      I knelt down in front of her and put a hand on her shoulder. “What happened, Gabby?”

      She sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of one sleeve. “Well, about ten minutes after you guys left that pendejo kept whining about how he needed to pee. So, I unlocked the chain and collar you’d made for him, and started to escort him to the head.” Bobby snickered at that, and I hushed him with a hidden gesture of my hand.

      I could hear him mumbling behind me. “Well, it just sounded funny is all.” I gave him a harsh look over my shoulder. He raised his hands in a conciliatory manner. “Okay, okay, not the time for humor. I get it.”

      Gabby continued. “So, as soon as I start walking him down the hall, he donkey kicks me and takes off for the back door. I fall ass over teakettle in a heap, then roll up to my feet and take off after him.”  Bobby snickered again and then stifled it. Gabby paused and stuck her tongue out at him.  “Then that cabrón hits the back door and flings it wide open, and hauls ass off into the night. But before I even get to the door, deaders start pouring into the place from out back.”

      I furrowed my brow at that. “Just from the back entrance? They weren’t trying to get in any other way?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. It was like they were expecting Pancho to make a run for it, like it was planned or something. Once they started pouring in the back, I tipped over some shelves to trip them up and made a—whaddyacallit? A tactical retreat—yeah, that’s it—to the front door.”

      I nodded. “Smart girl. Then what happened?”

      “Well, they came around front from the outside. I could see them shuffling around through the windows, and I had about half a dozen at least coming at me from the back room. So, I busted the front door open and started cutting them down as they approached, just like you taught me. I kept ’em stacked up two or three in a row so they couldn’t come at me all at once, and just lopped off limbs and heads and kept moving. Donkey took a few out inside the shop by kicking and trampling them all to hell, and pretty soon it was all clean up. That’s about when you guys arrived.”

      “What about the gunshots?” I was curious as to whether or not it was her who had fired the gun.

      She shook her head. “Wasn’t me. I know better than to start shooting at deaders in the middle of the night. When those shots rang out I was busy cutting down one of those tough ones, and then I heard a gun go off and felt a bullet whiz past my head. I finished with the Z I was messing with and turned around to see a deader with a bullet hole clean between the eyes on the ground not ten feet behind me. Must’ve been sneaking up on me; I guess somebody decided to be nice for a change and give a stranger a hand.”

      I squeezed her wrist and smiled. “You did good, Gabby, real good. Now show me that deader, the one that got shot.”

      She stood up and walked about 20 yards, then pointed at a corpse that was sprawled at an awkward angle. I examined it and found a bullet had creased it right behind the ear. Another had entered the forehead between the eyes and blown out the back of the deader’s skull. I could only guess, but from the angles I’d have to say the shooter was on the roof of the gun range next door. This meant that someone was keeping an eye on us—or more specifically, on Gabby.

      I gestured for them both to stay where they were. “Give me a sec. I want to check something out.” I trotted over to the gun range and climbed onto a car that sat adjacent to the building. The building itself was an empty shell, as such businesses were the first to be ransacked when the famine riots started. I doubted there was even a spent shell inside.

      I vaulted onto the roof and searched around, finding evidence that someone had used it as an observation perch. I also found an empty 7.62 shell casing, still slightly warm. But whoever had been up there was long gone.

      I hopped back down and jogged over to Gabby and Bobby, noting the increasing sounds of low moans in the distance as I strode up to them. “Alright, this safe house is burned for sure. Let’s gather up our gear and post watch on top of those storage buildings a block over. Then, once it gets light we’ll take off after Pancho. I have a sneaking suspicion that this was a planned attack to bust him loose, and that he’s headed to tell the ’thropes what we’re up to.”

      Bobby raised a hand. “There’s just one problem with all that, Scratch. Zombies don’t work in packs.”

      I chewed my lip and nodded. “I once thought that way too, but I’ve seen evidence over the last few weeks that says they still have some form of lower reasoning. I’ve also seen them react to Donnie on more than one occasion, almost as if they were following his commands.”

      Gabby chimed in. “You mean that creepy thing you say keeps following you around?”

      I nodded. “Yep. And if he can control these things, it makes me wonder if there are others out there who can do the same.”

      Bobby looked unconvinced. “Okay, let’s just say that’s true. Then the Z’s are working with the ’thropes?”

      I shrugged. “Or whatever has the power to control them. One thing’s for certain though; until Pancho actually makes it to the ’thropes, they aren’t going to know what we’re up to. So, first priority is chasing him down, and then it’s going to be tearing those ’thropes a new one and getting the settlers out safe. But for now, let’s just get some rest until first light.”

      We gathered our gear and stowed it up on the roof of the storage facility, tucking Donkey safely inside the building. I had Bobby take first watch. My mind was reeling with the implications of the night’s events, but just one thing was on my mind, and that was getting Kara back and keeping her safe. If what Donnie said was true, she’d be a target for the ’thropes and that vamp until I took them out of the picture for good.

      With single-minded devotion to the task at hand, I pulled out the maps Donnie had given me and began studying them in earnest under the pale moonlight. Far in the distance, a wolf howled, slamming home my suspicions that we were in a race against time. In defiance, I whispered out a warning to the night.

      “I’m your Huckleberry. And I’m still coming for you.”
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