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Suggestions for Further Reading
Sasha’s mouth remained full and red, though her body was just as spent and sweaty as her lover’s. She said, “Kane, why did you take so long?”
Kane's chapped lips spread into an honest grin as he admired her. Sasha’s strong body gleamed in the candle glow. Her blonde hair was mussed from the passionate lovemaking. “I can’t help it,” he said. “I get so turned on—“
“I didn’t mean that,” she said, swatting him across the cheek. “I meant why did you take so long getting here. Into my life. Why did it take a zombie outbreak to bring us together?”
He considered this, but could think of no response that merited mentioning. He had other things on his mind. “You sure about this plan of yours?”
“It’s the only way. You aren’t from Newton, and I know the terrain. That means you stay here and find the rat-bastard, while I do the cross-country trek.”
She was probably right. Kane hated to admit he was worried about her. The pressure of her success was not all on him, but a good chunk of that pressure was his alone. Providing he intercepted Fowler in time, Sasha and the Away Team would have zero hitches. They were jamming across the countryside, full speed for the compound. Fowler was the key, though. He needed to catch the man before the Away Team got to sighting distance of their target. Should Fowler’s people manage to send word, the Away Team's geese were as good as cooked.
He said, “I want you—”
“I want you too, stud.”
“I want you,” he repeated, “to be careful out there.”
“Is the big bad Kane really worried about me?” Her smile had hung on her face for almost ten seconds before it faltered. “What happened to the faith?”
“My faith?”
“I used to be your Valkyrie.”
He caressed her cheek and then ran a finger along her jaw. Across her lips. She nibbled his fingertip. He said, “You are my warrior woman.”
“Don’t forget it, stud.” She pinched his nipple. He winced, then smiled. “I like surprising you,” she said. “I plan on doing that for a long, long time to come.”
When he stopped touching her, he tried to remember the feel of her skin. Just in case he never got the chance to do it again.
Chapter 1
In a man eat man world of sudden violence, Kane straddled the narrow line between necessary and gratuitous.
The apartment complex on Boylston Avenue looked innocent enough, despite the intelligence reports citing it as a dead hive. From the street, shapes were visible in the windows—to all appearances, surviving families returning from the chaos of the undead overrun country to a semblance of order in the Worcester safe zone. From his vantage on the tenement’s rooftop, Kane appreciated the surreality of those surviving families carrying out ordinary lives like shadow puppets juxtaposed with the Special Weapons and Tactics teams massing in the street below.
The radio in his ear hissed for attention, and he pushed it close, unconsciously re-enacting old Secret Service habits—the hardest to break. “Talk to me.”
“Status report, Kane.” He shivered at this woman’s husky purr. Sergeant Margarita Caul was nice enough to look at, but an incomparable joy to listen to. “Are you in, yet?”
“We’re about to start out descent.”
"Lieutenant McCall is prepping for entry." Caul's voice became a sexy purr. “Things are going to get a little manic in short, short order.”
"I need fifteen minutes," Kane said. "Buy me that?"
"I'll see what I can do."
As soon as he signed off, Kane dupped fists with his partner, the wiry Dougie Majorca. “The clock is ticking. You ready?”
“I was born ready, top.”
Kane gave a single wave to the zipline team waiting across the street. He got a single ping from a flashlight, which he translated as Good luck.
Majorca kicked the roof access door in, and they descended the cramped, mildew-stinking stairs at double time. At the bottom, they found a steel security door—very out of place for a tenement. Kane dared to hope this meant the intel was true: Fowler’s secret lab was right here.
“Look at that electronic lock,” Majorca said, audibly impressed. His laugh was reminiscent of a seal getting a fish-treat. “Damn near impregnable.”
“I don’t need to hear that,” Kane said.
“You just have to believe, top.”
“Faith is a tough thing to come by these days.”
“Believe in me, then.”
Kane’s Desert Eagle automatic pistol filled his hands, the weight a familiar reassurance. Sweat rolled down his ears and brow while Majorca gave the electronic lock his college try best.
"Ten more seconds," Majorca said.
Kane checked his watch. In seven seconds, the SWAT teams would break in. Of course, they were on a different op, though their simple sweep-and-clear would turn into a complete cluster fuck in no time.
Kane said, "We don't have ten."
"Then find enough faith to pray—" The lock popped. "Hell, I only needed five! You see these?" He held up his hands, and his mouth spread in a toothy grin. “Magic is what they are.”
Majorca dragged open the steel door, revealing a small chamber manned by Fowler's drones. Four pasty complexioned men in shiny white helmets and tan uniforms played cards around a small table. They were recovering from the shock of the door opening and grabbed for the rifles leaned against the nearby walls—cards and guns, Kane knew, did not mix.
Kane sighted on one and they all froze. "Where is he?"
None of the men said a word. Kane saw the glaze to their eyes, recognizing the effects of better oblivion through chemistry. Loyalty like this could not be bought, it had to be manufactured. "Take them," Kane said, and Majorca's trank pistol rendered the men useless.
"We're in," Kane reported.
Caul answered with a purr, "Just in time," before the sounds of outrageous violence obliterated any further communications.
Above, the SWAT boys and girls were kicking doors and smashing windows.
Majorca added, "Might want to let the Loot know he's got hella close quarters. I smelled at least twelve corpses on the way down. These people did not want to give up their dead."
Not that the safe zone’s Powers That Were gave them much reason to cooperate.
Ghettos were by and large insular. Kane knew that was their purpose, keep the minorities packed tight as a powder drum and hope none of them sparked enough to light the others. Powder did not explode, it burned, but when it was packed tight enough there was no appreciable difference—a fire or an explosion could render the veneer of society kaput equally effectively. As the world ended around them, Worcester's surviving power system had regressed seventy years, to the heart of the social inequality movement when the blacks and the Jews and the Chinese were pocketed in separate sectors. Fear of the dead mutated into a full on fear of any others. Gone equality, hello segregation.
Without trust, there was only schism just like without hope, there was only fear. Worcester's powers kept the ghettos separate and afraid, and it was enough to make a conscientious man sick to the soul. It was truly tragic that humanity could not move past its differences, even on the cusp of the end of the world.
Kane had no patience for that mentality. His handpicked team spanned racial divides. As his grandmother always proclaimed: from diversity comes strength. She was a born and raised Cambridge woman, the furthest west she had gone was Newton, and that had been enough. The whole waiting world was well and good, but she was content to let it carry on unseen, filling her life with the neighborhood around her brownstone, which was spitting distance from the Charles. Still, she never bought into the darker skin means stained soul psychopathology of the racists in charge of Order and Law.
Kane dragged the steel door shut behind them. "Make sure no peckerwoods in uniform open this."
"You mean Fowler's guys?" Majorca asked, baring his smoker's yellow teeth in a broad grin, "or the Loot's good ol' head-breakers?"
"Either," Kane said. He holstered his pistol, retrieved a rifle, and checked the load. Fowler's boys were using M-14s, oddly old school for such a state of the art operation. The rounds were high grade, though—full metal jackets ready to perpetrate some serious damage.
He thought about Sasha and her Away Team, silently wished them luck, and carried on.
Past the guard room he ventured through a pair of offices, stocked with computers and electronic laboratory equipment he could not identify. The mutagen was there, however, and that was too much. One vial of the colorless toxin added to the water supply would kill the town. Those drinking it would switch sides, from the living to the hungry dead within hours. This room at least one hundred vials.
Kane ghosted onward. From the lab, he found himself in a labyrinth of claustrophobically narrow corridors. When he heard voices ahead, he stopped. They weren’t approaching. He crept forward for a little recon. He found a grim faced man and woman in labcoats under the glazed but wary eyes Fowler's goons. Two more drones. Kane recognized the lab coat wearers. They had gone missing from Worcester's Medical Lab.
"Damn it, we've done everything we were supposed to," the fiery-haired woman said. Her name was Trista Brown, and she was an exemplary biochemist who had disappeared after making big strides in developing a neuroblocking agent that could render the dead completely dead. "It's time to let us go. It's time to stop threatening our families."
"Open the door," the other scientist added. He was a gawky looking fellow with a prominent Adam's apple. His name was Leitch. Silas Leitch
Kane's mission suddenly developed a secondary objective. He had to get these people back topside. If tomorrow was going to matter, it would be science that saw them through this dark night of the walking wounded.
The M-14 was a semi-automatic rifle. There was no need for him to manually load the next round, as he might with a .30-06 or other hunter's weapon. It would be loud as hell in the enclosed space, however. Once he fired it, everyone in the complex would know he was here. The Desert Eagle pistol, rebored to accept a .50 cal round would be no quieter. The stopping power for either weapon was unquestionable, though neither was what he would consider a stealthy tool.
Majorca's tranquilizer gun was damn near silent. It was an almost perfect infiltration weapon. Almost. Kane had the real, perfect infiltration weapon on his belt.
He slung the rifle and drew the Emerson CQC-7B knife from its sheath and unfolded the blade. Its 4.6 ounces returned to his hand like an old friend. Of course, he would have to cover the distance before he was spotted.
If Kane’d had more time, he might have taken a uniform from the downed guards. As it was, he would have to find another way.
At about nine feet up, the ceiling was a mess of pipes and wires. Might there be space above that?
He poked his head up, found a good eighteen inches of space and plenty of handholds. Not perfect for a long stretch, but he could use this to get ten feet down a hallway. The knife found its way into a wrist sheath. If he made a fist, two inches of blade would poke past his hand. Punches could pierce, now.
He hefted his weight up, sidled past the colorful network cables and steel encased power lines, and started the short distance, high intensity inching progress along the ceiling. When he found himself overhead, his earpiece chimed. "Door is sealed," Majorca said, "and I'm coming to join you."
Kane replied with a subvocal grunt, and Majorca said, "Roger, top."
It was communication enough. Join me. Be ready for tangos.
After ten seconds more argument from below, and his silent prayer that the scientists would not push these men's patience too far, too quickly, Majorca radioed he was in position. "Where are you?"
"I'm to the left," Kane said.
Several things happened simultaneously:
Majorca said, "Roger, top." Dr. Brown said, "I'm leaving." One of the guards said, "Move and I shoot." The other guard said, "What was that?" And Dr. Leitch threw a punch.
Kane dropped from his hold, but his descent was not clean. His shoulder caught on the cables and spun him in midair. His feet connected with the guard who was already reeling from Leitch's blow to the jaw. Leitch, of course, was reeling from the pain in his fist.
Kane's boots collided with the stumbling guard's chest and sent him into the wall. Mid-fall, Kane lashed out toward the other man, whose rifle was pointing at Dr. Brown. This guard was too far for fist or knife.
The drone’s finger tightened on the trigger. The M-14's 7.62 mm round would punch a sizeable hole through the unarmored doctor. With the barrel's current position aimed low on her center of mass, the round would likely nail her in the gut, giving her a slow, protracted and painful demise.
A dart appeared in the man's throat, however, and he went over in an instant. Kane landed wrong, but shoved upright. The tango was trying to recover, but Kane leaned in and finished the drone by sliding the blade under his chin, angled up through his soft pallet. Kane held the man until he stopped twitching. The killing had been unfortunate but necessary.
"Who," Leitch asked. "Who are you?"
Kane ignored this, asking, "How many of you are down here?"
"Four others," Dr. Brown said, remarkably calm for almost getting blown in half. Still, Kane registered her nervousness through a tic: her eyes regularly tracked toward Leitch. The good doctor should never play poker.
"Four?"
"He had Julie and Modvi . . . He made examples of them."
Dead, then. That left doctors Prabu, Fergusson, Hinkley, and Porter-Goff. "Do you know where Fowler is?"
"He's gone," Leitch said.
Cold terror crept into Kane's heart. "He's what?"
"He said something about a failsafe plan, something about sending a message to Woo-ville. I think—"
"Shit," Majorca said. "No wonder this place is so poorly staffed."
"Majorca, get these two to the exit. We need to make sure they're safe." Kane tapped his earpiece. "Caul? Have the loot get the people out of this building. You hear me?"
Her response came through a hiss of weak signal static. "Impossible," she purred. "The people are dug in tighter than ticks. Here to stay unless forcibly removed. He’s playing this one straight from the book. Step by ever-loving step."
"The building is a deathtrap. Possible explosives, possible contagion, possible—" He remembered all the vials of waiting mutagen. How many other vials might be secreted in the place? A sizeable enough blast would send the shit into the atmosphere and make Worcester one more city-tomb in a country, a world filled with them. “Jesus, hang on.” To Majorca, he said, "I have to find his plan. Have to deactivate it."
Kane’s partner asked, "And the other scientists?"
"Your priority, Majorca. Mine is the city."
"Roger, top."
"I need a layout in ten seconds," Kane said. "Doctors?"
Leitch babbled like a fool. He was useless under pressure. Brown knew her stuff, however. She had a good head, and she provided a breakdown: "The complex is only about seventeen rooms spread over two levels. Our people mostly worked up here."
"And below?"
"Research space and . . . and dead pits," she said with a shudder. "He would bring the hungry down here. To experiment upon. He kept them in airtight facilities, with recycled mutagen gas running through them."
There it was, Kane thought. Vent the mutagen into the city's air and— No, that would not work. It might cause some havoc but it would not destroy the city. Would not send a real message other than, "Fowler was here." If Kane knew this lunatic, and from his intense file research, he knew the bastard all too well, Fowler was looking to send a big, big message. Not only to Worcester, but to any of her allies to the south and west.
"His office?" Kane asked. "Is that below, as well?"
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