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1. Awake

The funny thing about nightmares is that you always remember them.

You’re more likely to remember the bad dreams than the good ones. At least, that’s how Mace saw it. Though if he were being honest, he couldn’t remember much of anything right now. No, the void of concussive sleep blacked his vision out.

A concussion.

He was expecting the nightmares, but they didn’t come. Somewhere, something told him it wasn’t necessary—wasn’t necessary because Mace was about to come to in a real-life nightmare.

I have a concussion.

Those are pretty bad, from what they say. Mace knew if you let one get the best of you, it could mean a permanent stay at Comatose Hotel, Inc. But Mace didn’t want to stay in a coma. He had much life left to give and little time to give it.

Even if he had wanted to stay asleep forever, he couldn’t; the tangy, spark-tinged odor of red-hot twisted metal would ensure that.

He gulped.

Swallowed.

Coughed. Gagged a little.

Where… who… how am I?

The first inclination that something was terribly wrong struck him like a bag of ten-ton bricks: everything was on fire. There was blood. Everywhere. He rose, clutching the wound on his head. For a moment, Mace wasn’t even sure of his full name. It quickly came back to him.

Mace Frost. He was Mace Frost.

But how he got there (wherever there was) and fog blanketed most of his identity. An enigma. In any case, there were more important issues to deal with. Why the fuck was everything on fire? How much blood had he lost?

Mace groaned, eyes flitting across the vessel. His drunken vision, blurred and doubled-up, was at least clear enough to hint at his surroundings. This place was a vehicle of some kind, a big one—maybe a bus or perhaps a freighter. Or transport.

Woosh.

Mace grumbled, gulping down nervous, dry spit and the coppery aftertaste of blood. He had to move. The fire would consume him if he didn’t. A nasty ache throbbed in the forefront of his wounded head while a sharp, crawling pain shot up his lower back. Everything else complained, throbbed, and pulsed, too. He didn’t need the flesh-rending singe—

(that word, singe, remember that word, I got to remember that word)

—of a ravenous chemical fire taking him next.

“Hello?” Mace called out.

That was all he could think of for a few seconds, along with getting the fuck up. He pushed his hands onto the faux leather seat. Upright, he took a few steps, a new revelation dawning upon him: everything was upside down.

The vehicle’s potential metal coffin was turned over and rested on its upper exterior. Above his head, a walkway, bright and smeared with glimmering blood and charred blotches of soot, was situated. He wiped more sweat away from his brow.

Smoke was filling the compartment. He felt it rolling down his throat, beginning to sting and choke and suffocate the already angry sacs of tissue in his lungs. The vaporous, toxic talons of the black fog would suffocate him if he didn’t leave.

But there could be others, Mace knew.

He surveyed the area, feeling a bolt of cold horror. All the occupants, approximately ten or twelve, of the van, bus, or whatever it was, had met their demise. Two decapitated, several gutted. Mace didn’t know where their heads were, but they weren’t where they should have been. Torn metal ripped someone in half and pinned them to the ceiling. An ornamental curtain of intestines and other viscera dangled from their bisected midsection, swaying in wet, heavy, smacking drapes of gore.

Beyond that, the other two people were half-melted together in what Mace could only describe as blasphemy of the flesh, painted in hues of crimson and glistening meat. He felt like puking. But he also felt like living.

So, holding back a wad of burning vomit, Mace forced himself forward, lifting his arm above the sparks, glowing metal, and fires growing inside the vehicle. There had to be a way out. Gotta be—I’ll break a window, I don’t care.

A loose cable fell, kissing the side of Mace’s abdomen. An acidic, hot strip of pain bubbled at his flesh, cutting through the fabric of whatever he wore (a shirt… got to be a shirt, maybe some jeans… too smokey to tell…). He bellowed out a fascinating string of curse words before settling on the old, tried, and true.

“Fuck!” Mace stumbled forward, cutting part of his knee on more exposed metal. He coughed again, crawling toward a ray of sunlight somewhere up ahead.

Finally, he was at what looked like a half-broken door, hanging by bent hinges and spider-cracked glass. Mace felt a wave of relief. He could fit through the ajar heap of glass and metal. Sure, some of it would cut him, potentially in the same spot he was just burned, but that didn’t matter because he could escape, crawl out from the metal coffin of hellish flames into somewhere else.

As long as it was better than there.

Who knew? Mace didn’t. He still didn’t know what was going on, why he was on a rolled freighter bus thing, or why everyone was dead. Move!

“Damn it,” Mace murmured, groaning as he pushed himself to the flipped stairwell.

He shoved the glass retractable door aside, biting his lip and gritting his teeth. Sure enough, a small piece of snagged the blistered flesh of his side. It hurt, hurt like hell, but burning to death would hurt worse.

Mace howled, a guttural, animal sound of agony. Ahead, opening up around him like a vista, a horizon of dirt and blue skies. Was this a desert? Or maybe a beach? Never mind that, Mace thought. He gripped the overhang of entry steps, breathed, and pulled.

Finally, he was free.

Mace tumbled to the warm sand and dirt, falling to his back. For all he knew, he could have been bleeding out. Maybe that’s why he felt cooler, not as overwhelmed by the oppressive heat. It was possible that, while he was clawing his way to freedom, some of the glass did a number on some artery.

That or he was already dying to begin with.

But after several minutes and no obvious blood loss, Mace was going to live. Probably. Maybe. He inhaled the air, lungful after lungful. The oxygen-rich atmosphere replenished all the precious O2 that had mercilessly been ripped from his chest.

The sun burned cold above him. Mace rolled to his side and pushed his palms into the sand and dirt, pushing upward. After righting himself, he was finally standing. However, there were no apparent signs of a fatal injury. Good then, Mace thought.

Where the hell he was, whatever was happening, dying was not something he wanted to do anytime soon. Mace wiped away the sweat, grime, and blood smeared over his face and forehead. The blurred vision that had consumed his eyes faded, replaced by a subtle chromatic aberration.

He gasped. Inhaled more air. He gazed at the twisted, hulking mass of metal before him. A transport bus of some kind. He scratched his head. How did he end up on a military-grade bus? He couldn’t even remember what he did the day before…

Who was he, again? The memory was fading.

No, you idiot, think! Don’t let it go, fight it!

Mace, Mace Frost. What did he do? He didn’t really know—he didn’t know this place, the names of the people on the bus, or what year it even was. Was there anyone else, maybe someone there, who could tell him what was happening?

“Hello?” Mace struggled, calling out into the desert wastes.

The familiar sounds of shuffling feet echoed from around the opposite side of the mangled, wrecked military bus. Great. I can walk around, maybe find someone, ask some questions, and find out what is going on.

Hopefully, there was another survivor on the opposite side of the bus. There was no way he could be the only one. Mace wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth and stumbled toward the other side of the bus. Puffs of fine, red dust followed in the wake of his heels, kicked up by his clumsy, haphazard steps.

“Hello?” Mace called out again.

He set his hand on the bus’s tilted, broken windshield, using it to brace himself. Fortunately, the glass remained intact and didn’t explode into razor-sharp shards; still, it was dangerous enough—the edges were sharp, and if he weren’t careful, he would slice something open.

It doesn’t matter. There’s someone on the other side, so it doesn’t matter if I cut myself because I’ll get some answers.

Mace turned the corner, panting. He heaved another cough, staring at the man hunched over a body. Its back was turned to him. The stranger was doing something, leering forward and maneuvering something with his hands in violent, animalistic jerks. What was he doing? Tearing at the body? Why would a person rip apart a body? No way, that didn’t make sense.

“Hey,” Mace called again. “What happened?”

The man ignored him, still hunched over, ripping apart the exposed flesh of the still corpse. Mace’s stomach sank. His heart dropped into his chest. “What… what the fuck are you doing?”

The hunched-over man glanced over his shoulder. Fuck. Torn skin and muscle dangled from a blood-smeared mouth. Its eyes, dead and grey, stared at Mace with little regard. The man looked dead… the thing in front of him looked like it’d crawled out from some morgue, pale and…

“Oh god,” Mace stumbled backward.

It lacked skin. It turned to him, revealing the exposed bones and sinew of its face. Mother of god, it’s missing half its face! Mace tentatively stepped back, tripping over an invisible hunk of rock. He landed on his side, spinning to keep his eyes on the putrid cannibal walking toward him.

It stretched its arms outward, lulling its head back and letting out a low, pitiful moan. Mace instantly realized what it wanted. It wanted him. The monster, the walking corpse, was still hungry. Horrified, Mace watched as it continued its approach, growling and muttering between pained, morose moans.

It’s going to fucking eat me, Mace thought.


2. Hollow-Tipped Nightmare

Mace scrambled backward, feet kicking.

The thing—the zombie or whatever the fuck it was—stumbled toward him, arms outstretched. Its wide, gaping maw of tattered flesh and mottled sinew hung open. Pitiful howls and frustrated moans rose from its throat as if existence itself pained the thing.

And it would only liberate itself once it took a chunk of Mace. That, or ate him whole. “Shit, shit,” Mace turned, darting forward.

He glanced over his shoulder, eyes focused on the prowling zombie. Then the ground gave way. His feet stepped onto nothing, eventually landing on the hillside of some ditch. Aw, shit! Mace tumbled down the slope, landing on a dry bed of dirt and rock. He gripped the fresh wound on his forehead, mumbling in pain.

Great, a second head wound.

He could see the scuffed, black polyfabric of his shoes. His feet seemed to almost tumble over him as he fell backward.

If he hadn’t been so freaked out, so horrified, maybe he would have seen the ditch right in front of him. Blood trickled down the cut, almost into his eye. He wiped it away, exhaling. Above, he could see the lumbering, shambling silhouette of the monster, making a few more steps in his direction.

It’d be upon him in seconds. Mace spun, crawling his way up the opposite side of the incline, slipping on another body. He rolled to his side, the new corpse landing on top of him. He got pinned down. Moving the cadaver off him would take too long, and the zombie would have already been there by then.

Think, think, think!

Mace glanced up again, eyes wide as the zombie took its first step down the ditch. He panicked, trying to crawl backward, placing his hands on the sides and hips of the corpse that weighed him down. His hand brushed something hard and metal, something cold and angled.

There, at the hip, sat a 9mm pistol in a holster, snug and unused. Mace felt a glimmer of hope, yanking it from the holster. Above, the zombie marched forward. Its rotten foot gave way as it paced down the incline, cracking open at the lower leg and ankle. Slowly, it fell forward, tumbling down the hill, lumps of putrid, decayed flesh falling into the sand and dirt.

A low, morose howl bellowed from its slack, open jaw as it landed atop Mace. It stared at him, wasting no time, snapping its mouth open and shut. Yellow and gray teeth edged closer to him, foul and razor-sharp. The only thing preventing the zombie from eating his eyes, nose, and mouth, from swallowing his face, was the dead body.

The corpse separated them, but that wouldn’t last. It continued, progressing closer and closer. Finally, Mace armed the 9mm. He slid a round into the chamber, pulled the hammer back, and shoved the barrel hard into the zombie’s temple. “Eat this!”

Mace pulled the trigger.

The thing’s head exploded. Gore and brain peppered the dirt nearby in a wave of flesh and long-dead blood. Grey chunks of rotten matter slipped out of the open, shattered skull in slimy clumps. Its eyes rolled back into its head, then it went limp, finally dead.

And then a fresh smell hit his nostrils. Its breath was in his face seconds ago, which was bad enough, but now he was catching the pungent aroma of hot, necrotic brains simmering in deep desert heat.

“Fuck,” Mace groaned, shimmying his way out from beneath bodies.

Free, he turned to his side and gagged, fighting back vomit. After struggling with the urge to puke, Mace settled, stood, and stared back at the corpses. Above, back on the road, the bus was burning with the oils of melted plastic and metal.

He didn’t see any other transportation, at least not immediately. Why was he even on that bus? Why were there zombies? It made little sense. Was he dreaming?

Did that matter right now, though? Flesh-eating monsters roamed freely, leaving a trail of death in their wake. “Fuck,” Mace groaned, making a few steps to the toppled vehicle.

He stared at it and scanned his surroundings. There had to be supplies in there. If there were any at all, where else would they be? Mace lifted his pistol and slid out the magazine, wondering how he knew to do that so well, before counting the rounds inside. Five bullets. That wouldn’t do much of shit for anything.

“Damn it,” he said beneath his breath.

This was a problem. He didn’t know how far away help was or how close any form of civilization could be, let alone a functioning system of government. And he was pretty much out of ammo. How did I know to check the magazine?

It doesn’t matter, he told himself. It was time to move.

Not far over the hot, sunbaked landscape’s horizon, he could see it: a mass of something, people perhaps, moving toward him. And he could fucking hear them. The howls, growling, cries, and frustrated, enraged moans of hunger resonated over the horizon. A larger group of them approached him.

He had to get the fuck out of there.

God, why were there so many? And how fast could they move? Mace exhaled, swallowed, and darted to the nearby lifeless bodies. Immediately, searched for supplies. The sun blazed overhead, and Mace lost track of the time since his last drink. Dehydration could set in, and he wouldn’t even realize it with all the epinephrine and adrenaline coursing through his tired circulatory system.

Water. He needed water. He also needed more ammo, maybe a med pack and a map. “Come on,” Mace muttered, fumbling over several bodies.

Ahead, he saw a corpse sticking halfway out of the broken windshield, pinned down by the mangled metal of the military vehicle. Yet, it was not the body that captivated his attention.

A large, black bag of some kind—maybe a backpack—straps gripped in its hands. Mace dove forward, prying away the bag, until the lifeless body sprung into motion. It reached up for him, growling, moaning, and screeching. Drool and hot, sticky viscera rolled out of its mouth. Sheets of flesh were torn away from a slack jaw.

One eye hung outward, dangling by the socket and nerves, while raw white bone glistened above. Mace felt his stomach turn. Despite its grotesquely peeled-away face, it moved, hungered, and wanted to eat him. Mace pulled on the bag, freeing it from the monster.

Claws, or maybe skeletal, fingers ripped and tore part of the strap. Mace didn’t know. They looked like claws, and that was enough for him to know he wanted to leave. He opened the bag and shuffled through its contents.

The contents included a bottle of water, one med pack, a half-torn map, a small notebook, and a few flares. Although it wasn’t much, he had water. Only when he saw the clear liquid did he realize how thirsty he had been.

Mace extracted the bottle and took a few big gulps before putting it back into the bag. He shouldered it and turned. He’d need more than a med pack and a bottle of warm water. If he would survive what was happening, Mace had to find a way to reliably protect himself.

He didn’t know how long the ammo in the pistol would last, nor did he feel like guessing, but that didn’t change the fact that he needed to find more bullets, and fast. Somewhere off in the distance, he could hear more of the wandering, ravenous things. “Fuck,” Mace groaned, hunched over by the toppled side of the military transport vehicle.

Yes, it was referred to as military transport.

Ammo. Bullets. Clips. Magazines. Matters not—get some ammo, get the fuck out. “Come on, come on,” he muttered, fumbling through debris on the ground.

No luck. What else could he do? He turned, staring at a few dead bodies. Are they going to get back up and bite my fucking face off? They were military, though, from what he saw. They had weapons, at the least.

“Don’t fucking get up,” Mace shuddered, warning the dead body.

It sounded ridiculous—warning a dead body—but Mace couldn’t remember the last time he saw the dead walk and eat human flesh. Didn’t seem like any part went to waste, either. No, the fuckers were eating everything.

Waste not, want not.

The first body was a bust. Luckily, it didn’t move. Mace moved onto the second body, moving tattered flesh, torn clothes, and sticky blood aside. Null. “Damn it,” Mace growled.

Only one body remained. A pretty mangled one, too. Somehow, it got stuck beneath the tire, which still occasionally spun like a wire or something crossed inside the system. Every time it rotated, long strings of intestines wrapped around the axle.

He wanted to throw up again. No time! Search the body and get the fuck out—they’re coming! Mace shuddered and swallowed a ball of horror, then made his way to the body. He ignored the spindle of small intestines that had formed around the tire’s axle. After sorting through too much gore and flesh, he felt something near the hip.

Another pistol. Yes! Almost giddy, Mace pulled the thing from the nest of warm viscera. He rapidly ejected the ammo, studying the magazine in his hand. It looked full. After a breath, he slammed it back into the gun. He shoved the first 9mm into the bag, promptly turning to face the road without something moving far off in the distance.

It was time to leave.

Before he could start running, before he could begin making his way down the road, maybe put a mile between himself and the approaching nightmare of silhouettes and shadows, something wrapped around his arm.

The fucking corpse was grabbing him. He glanced over his shoulder, staring at the wide-eyed, pallid complexion of a groaning, furious zombie. It howled, frustrated and pitiful. The thing almost sounded like it was wailing, like it was having some mental breakdown. Like it was crying.

“Let go!” Mace shouted, tearing his arm free.

The body stayed suspended in the wheel well, reaching for him, snapping its teeth and jaws. Snap, snap, snap. It almost had him. Had he been closer, it would have ripped off his shoulder muscles, maybe even his biceps, too.

His heart raced. Pounded. God, it almost had him. He was too comfortable, too focused on the ammo. Close to him, the echoes of a hundred moans returned and filled his ears. The horde was still coming. Mace didn’t know if they were zombies, monsters, people, or whatever—he just knew it looked and sounded evil and hungry.

“Fuck this,” Mace mumbled, turning to look down the road.

Somewhere, he saw a pillar of smoke. That was good. That indicated a nearby presence worth investigating, one that wouldn’t devour him completely. Mace glanced one more time at the wreckage behind him, the reaching zombie snapping its teeth and the dead bodies.

Mace ran.


3. Metal

Faye Nightshade slid her leg over the chopper’s leather seat. Her bushy fox tail swayed, gently displacing the desert air around her backside. She nestled into place, watching as several zombies approached from behind. There was more, she knew.

Always was.

Probably hundreds from what she saw back in the ruined outpost.

She revved the engine, almost missing the biter that stumbled toward her arm. It lifted its rotten hands, opened its mouth, howled, and grabbed her shoulder. Shit! Faye grabbed her pistol and shoved the cold end of its muzzle into the creature’s mouth. Where had it come from, anyway?

Fuck, I’m tired, and this ear infection is becoming a problem. She was getting rusty. Any more mistakes like that, and she’d turn, especially if it scratched her. “Die!” Faye growled.

The kitsune squeezed the trigger, firing off a round into its skull. The zombie’s eyes widened, filled with surprise. The back side of its cranium and head exploded away, its brain emptying onto the sand and dirt of Neo Mars’ outskirts.

A couple more shuffled toward her. It was time to leave, she thought. There was no sense in staying around, anyway. The outpost was a wash—no real supplies besides some ammo here or there and one med pack. Someone took everything earlier, or the soldiers, techs, and medics grabbed all the supplies when evacuating. It didn’t matter, though.

There were biters on her ass, and if she didn’t move, she’d be fucked seven ways from Sunday. Faye put on her helmet, fluffy ears and long hair pressed against its padded interior. They’d catch up, the biters. She’d have to send a message to them to stay off her ass.

These things were dumb as a box of rocks, but they were drawn to loud sounds and commotion. She could distract them. Gunfire and explosions tended to work. Whatever she did had to be bigger and meaner than her pistol. Which would be…

Faye scanned the outpost. The front of it was a smoking pile of rubble, with concrete blockades and steel guard rails around its abandoned perimeter. Finally, she saw it: a big, fuck-you-barrel of something explosive in a stack of even more explosive barrels. “Good enough,” she murmured, aiming her pistol.

She sighted the poly cobalt GunTEK 9mm and pointed it right at the tall, wide barrel of inflammable material. It was toxic—maybe radioactive waste—but it’d be good enough. Boom! Then she could fuck off into the desert of Neo Mars and look for more supplies.

Faye started the chopper, speeding away. No sense in being too close to the barrels of certain death. Behind her, the swarm of biters followed. She smirked. Faye gave the approaching, growling zombies a strong middle finger and fired off a round. The bullet hit true to its target; the barrels flashed, bulged, and erupted in a pillar of fire and smoke.

A thunder crack and gust of hot wind rushed over the ground. The concussion wave kicked up a few plumes of desert dust before finally settling. Zombies and several of their respective limbs rocketed into the sky, airborne. The explosion either ripped the swarm behind her to shreds or vaporized it.

If not, they were on fire or moving to the toxic remains.

Good, Faye thought.

It was good, but not quite good enough. She had other problems now. For one, she didn’t know if the chopper would have enough fuel to make it to the next city, let alone an outpost. Sure, she had a quarter of a charge, but she knew the distance between the different landmarks of the outskirts.

Between hope and prayer, she wasn’t entirely sure if the chopper would even get her to the next outpost. What was that, exactly? OUTPOST 09-Z, if she recalled. She didn’t have a paper map, but between the PDAs, info from her contacts, and a general idea of the place, she knew enough to get to at least the next possibly safest place.

Faye had a couple of contacts out there before it went to shit. None of them had responded to her at all, which was a problem on its own. Dead, probably.

Faye, a citizen of what was Grace City, escaped just before the horde took it over. The fast ones were there, too. Eating, chewing, clawing. It was a bitch to escape, especially when hundreds were on your ass.

Wraiths, as she called them, were mostly the same as other zombies except for a big difference: they ran. They also seemed to express some level of intelligence a little higher than the shamblers.

Faye didn’t have many friends, let alone family, so when the biters and wraiths came, she ran. What else was there to do? Stay back and fight? There wasn’t enough ammo in her pistol, and finding an energy weapon or some higher technology was off the table when you had a group of hungry zombies on your ass.

But that was in the past. Now Faye had her eyes set ahead. Post-Vegas was somewhere north—she remembered seeing it on the map—and that’s where she’d go. The PDA she had still somewhat worked, but she wasn’t sure how long that’d last. There was a rumor that a group of survivors had established some base there.

And maybe then she could rest, at least, she told herself. One day, I could lie down in a bed and close my eyes without waking up to gnashing teeth, toxic spit, and miasma breath. Faye shuddered.

Above, the sun shimmered in waves of gold, red, white-yellow, and plasma-orange. The heat was almost getting to her. Faye would be flirting with the grasp of a serious heat stroke had it not been for the rushing wind sailing through her hair and the water she had drank earlier. What would that mean out in the wastes of Neo Mars and the desert?

Death, of course.

What else would it mean? She twitched her ears. Eventually, there were always places to hide. That’s what you have to do sometimes: hide. She thought back to being a girl, back when TALON was still around. She’d hid in some facility with a small group of them. That’s when she learned how you turned.

If they scratched you, it was over. Their contagion spread through a deep, venomous scratch, spreading the plague through your bloodstream until you became a biter or wraith. One guy, some poor bastard in TALON, was slashed across the arm by one of the fast ones.

He was human for a little while. After a time, the gashes swelled, several pouches of pus formed beneath the subcutaneous layer, his veins bulged and became dark, and then the abscess in burst. Seconds later, his eyes changed to a vermillion, demonic red.

Faye remembered staring in horror as the strobe of a failing facility light revealed a set of glowing eyes. They called it the eyeshine. Only the wraiths had the shine. All Faye could do as a little kitsune was hide as the thing tore apart the TALON members.

Hide and run. That’s when she learned how to use her first pistol, too. A heavy energy handgun of some kind. The thing felt like a cannon in her small, childish hands. From time to time, the barrel would sway while she struggled to aim at the thing.

She was able to avoid using it, mostly.

Mostly, except for one time. The original TALON member that turned.

She was hiding in one of the storerooms for biohazard waste. Needles and shit, from what she could remember. The doctors had to dispose of the used equipment somewhere, not that it mattered anymore, at least here.

The once-human monster cornered her with long, sharp fangs for teeth and pale, clammy flesh and sweaty skin. Its claws were out. It was going to rip her apart. Eat her, maybe. It was hungry and growing.

It had to eat.

But little Faye had claws of her own. Sure, they were kitsune claws, and her hands were frail and tiny because of her age, but her trigger finger worked. As the thing bolted toward her, hunched over, lumbered, and opened a wide, slimy, stinking mouth of endless fangs, she aimed. Its hand came down, sharp infectious claws ready to deliver a dose of some nearly supernatural pathogen to her bloodstream and—

Faye blew its fucking head off.

Then she ran so fast that her legs turned to rubber, and her muscles turned to gelatin. She was picked up by another TALON group then. They moved from outpost to outpost, taking her with them, and one day, she was all grown up. A warm-blooded, kitsune woman.

Her time at the TALON outposts wasn’t exactly eventful, other than the end. Sure, she made some friends, but when the shamblers and wraiths came in, it was over. Everyone died. Faye remembered seeing the piles of body parts, the shining eyes and glowing pupils in the dark, the long, dark ebony claws, the pale cemetery skin…

Faye narrowed her gaze at the horizon. There was no sense in remembering things, especially when the painful memories distracted her. Her family was wiped out when she was a cub, but that was years ago, and it wasn’t like Faye had a good memory of them.

Other than that, she hadn’t lost any close friends or romantic possibility of some kind. The idea of having a boyfriend, a man in her life, seemed so far removed from the reality of the dark new world that it might as well be as real as a fairy tale.

Boyfriend, lover—yeah, right.

Behind her, behind the outpost, Grace City burned. Faye was there days ago. It wasn’t too bad; shamblers roamed the streets here or there, and maybe you’d run into one wraith, but there were the apartments. A few ex-TALON members, cops, and civilians boarded the place up, locked it down, and set up shop.

Everything was fine.

Until someone got scratched.

All she knew was that somewhere, someone had violated protocol. That’s all it took. In moments, the place was swarming with wraiths and shamblers. Faye was lucky to leave with her tail still attached. She found the motorcycle—the chopper—and sped away. The apartments caught fire, exploded, and the desolation spread.

So much for Grace City.

She scratched the annoying, itchy ache in her ear. There it was again. The infection was annoying. Some nights, it kept her up; other nights, it was more of a nuisance. It’s part of the reason she couldn’t sleep as often as she’d wanted to.

Oh well. It would clear up on its own, hopefully. It was time to move, anyway, time to get out and find somewhere else.

All she could do now was hope for hope that she would make it, that she’d have enough charge if she had to pass 09-Z. Otherwise, she’d be on foot.

And it was going to be dark soon.


4. Heat

Mace felt the heat of daylight on the back of his neck.

He was probably getting a sunburn, but it was better than being eaten by zombies. Zombies. When was the last time he saw one of those? Had he ever seen a corpse wander around, howl, growl, and dine of human flesh?

No, couldn’t have—that’s impossible, Mace thought—but still, he had some sort of inclination, an impression, that he had seen one of those things before. He sighed and clutched the dried blood and dull ache on his head. Well, he hadn’t passed out, so that was good. Then again, he knew that brain bleeding could be silent.

Deadly.

Do I know that? What do I know? Why can’t I remember much of anything besides my name and basic, vague memories? Mace’s amnesia was annoying him. He somehow seemed to understand the basics of operating a firearm, was able to deduce basic survival skills and supplies, how to avoid being eaten alive, and so on.

Yet… he remembered nothing else, really. He didn’t know who he was, where he came from, or his age. Imagine that—not knowing how old you are.

Mace stretched as he paced forward. The flipped transport was at least a couple of miles behind him at this point. He could feel the arid, dry grasp of dehydration beginning to set into his veins and muscles.

He’d need to open the water bottle and take a drink soon. It meant slowing down a little, which Mace wasn’t sure he felt so great about; the horde was still back, whatever it was. Shapes and figures crawled over the horizon in dark blobs of pitiful, distant cries. Sorrowful howls echoed behind him.

Maybe they’d stop, he thought. Maybe they’d stop and turn around or Mace would put enough distance between himself and the shapeless, cosmic horror back there to lose them. He sighed, shouldered the bag, and slid it down into his hands. After a second or two of fumbling over the black, glossy zipper, he had the canvas and polyester bag open.

He popped the cap on the water bottle and took a quick swig. His body jolted, and he felt the urge to down the whole thing, but knew better. If Mace finished the water now, he’d have none for later. Rationing was important. Had to ration.

Mace ignored his primal urges and returned the twist cap back to the clear plastic bottle. He tucked it back in the black pack and shouldered it.

From what he could see over the horizon, dusk was coming. It could have already been there, waiting, spying. Behind it would be nightfall. How dangerous was it when the sunset?

The night was out there, and it crept ever closer.

He glanced over his shoulder, staring back at the horde, which seemed more distant than it had been some time ago. It’d been an hour from what he guessed, though Mace couldn’t be sure. Note: get a watch and a chronometer, he thought. Any chronometer would be useful.

Especially when he did not know where the hell he was.

***

He wiped sweat away from his forehead and took a breath. The heat was getting to him. A desert sun, high above, beat down in rays of ultraviolet warmth. Was he dehydrated? Probably. Mace scanned the area, eyes landing on a nearby road sign.

65 MPH. Well, there weren’t any cars coming through. Mace scratched his head. Seeing the sign felt like stumbling on something archaic, like a relic from the past. A reminder of what once was. Mace did not know what was, but he had an impression that there was something before.

Hopefully.

Before.

The brain fog in his head parted, and he quickly realized—no, confirmed—that there was indeed a before and whatever was happening now was something else. The leftovers. Ruins. Wastes, as it were. He couldn’t put the pieces together exactly or remember much more than that or the sense of living in an apocalyptic wasteland, but he was sure that the confusing world around him was not what had been but rather what is and what will continue to be.

He took a few steps to the sign, leaning against it, and slid down. Panting, he slowly caught his breath, staring ahead into more desert landscape and sand and dirt and bleak, arid desolation. Ration again. He had to ration again, but at the same time, he didn’t want to dehydrate. Mace briefly shot himself a horrible thought: what if he died there?

Just croaked and roasted on the side of some desert highway?

And… what if he turned into one of those zombies, those monsters? Mace shuddered. He adjusted his bag, brought it forward to his lap, and carefully unzipped it. Inspecting the water revealed that over half the bottle was still there.

“Fuck it,” Mace grumbled.

He took another swig and put the water bottle back in his bag. The water, warmed by the confines of his bag and body heat, barely did anything to quench his growing thirst. He would have to find more to drink quickly, especially if he kept sweating so much.

His stomach grumbled next. He hadn’t eaten in a while, or at least it felt like it. Mace didn’t really know the last time he ate anything, in truth. He remembered enough to know that the pain in his stomach was that of hunger.

His gut rumbled again, growling. Mace’s hunger was gradually increasing. And if he didn’t correct that soon, he would be delirious. Delirious was dangerous. How many mistakes could he make? None, he thought.

After taking a breath, he gathered a burst of energy and forced himself up. Using his palms, he dug his hands into the hot sand and pushed. Now righted, Mace surveyed the area. Possibly, up there on the horizon, he could see the outlines of something from earlier.

A few somethings. Stationary, too. Cars, maybe. Of course—Mace deduced—there had to be cars and trucks and what-the-fuck-ever strewn all over the place, maybe abandoned, because if there are zombies, then there are people running from the zombies, and if there are people running, they are using whatever to run faster, so they’re driving to get away faster, and maybe they drove too far, maybe too panicked, no more fuel…

Mace stretched, making his way further up the road.

***

After some time, he approached a few cars and trucks lining the abandoned highway. Their exteriors were burnt, charred, and mangled. Broken windows decorated each vehicle, and it looked like the inside was covered with a sheet of reddish dust and grit from the environment. He realized there would probably be no use in searching the cars, but he tried anyway.

The first car was fruitless; wrappers, some bones, and trash filled the backseat. The second car was much the same, and the final truck, half off the road and into a shallow ditch, was too crushed and burnt to examine.

He stepped on something. A hollow crack clattered beneath his feet. Mace glanced down, staring at the skeletal arm. It seemed to clutch something in its last moments. Where was the rest of the body?

A sense of sadness and melancholy came over him. Everyone was probably dead. That, or they turned into a shambling thing, or maybe rose from the dead. All those families, all those people, were probably on the ground somewhere, carrion for scavenging predators.

It didn’t matter. There were probably skeletons and limbs everywhere. What mattered was surviving, Mace knew. He lowered his head and continued ahead. 

***

When Mace saw the outpost, the first thing he thought was: How many monsters were probably in there? And was it even an outpost?

After turning onto a desert road, he stumbled upon the facility. A gray metal and concrete outpost, it stood around two stories tall and was separated by what looked like a moderately sized lot in the middle. Half of the perimeter was concrete, and the other half was a bent and torn chain-link fence.

Mace could see inside the walls and fence, but only partially; most of it was obscured by the concrete barriers. He could deduce the entrance, which was a short walk to the left side (was that east, or west… south, maybe north?).

A short walk.

How long had he been wandering the desert?

A lot, from what he assumed. Mace knew if he continued like that for a couple more days, especially running out of water, he’d be dead. That or something would eat him first.

He shoved off the thoughts and focused on the outpost.

The concrete structure was still intact. Smoke and dark fog drifted from the tops of the outpost, creating a thin layer of inky mist over the buildings. It smelled like plastic or rubber. Mace knew that smell back from the rolled military transport vessel.

Steel and alloy ran through some of the exterior walls, and a second perimeter of concrete and barbed wire surrounded the area. Just by standing outside of the small complex, he almost felt like he was trespassing. He gulped, stepped, and made his way to the entrance. Maybe there were people there waiting to help him.

Soldiers, even.

Before he could get inside the outpost, before he could even take a step toward the large gate that hung open, a zombie shambled toward him. He stared at it as the thing rounded a concrete pillar just outside the fence and walls of the outpost. It slowly turned, raised its arms at him, and stumbled in his direction.

Well, fuck.

He raised his pistol and aimed at the pathetic thing. It ambled clumsily in his direction, missing a few steps and eventually righting itself the best a bloated, festering corpse could. Viscera and an array of internal material fell from the cavity in its exposed abdomen. Chunks and stringy tangled innards trailed behind it as the creature. The thing lifted a bony, rotting hand as if to point at Mace. As if it was to say “you” without so much as uttering a word.

Mace felt a little sliver of apprehension before pulling the trigger. That was a human once. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew. Was there still a person somewhere inside the creature, perhaps sick or victim to the disease that reanimated corpses and made the dead walk? Were they even dead?

Don’t be an idiot—his guts are everywhere, and his jaw is broken.

Mace shuddered, took a breath, and narrowed his gaze. It was best to aim for the head, he figured. He pointed the iron sights at the pitiful thing stumbling toward him and fired. The muzzle flashed, and the zombie’s head exploded, dousing the ground in rotten gray matter.

Mace studied the body.

He knelt down over it, glaring. It smelled. Terrible, actually. The odor was familiar, somehow. Mace knew that. Maybe amnesia didn’t wipe away some things, like knowing something smelled foul or that it was an aroma you had smelled before.

There was no way that thing was still alive, not in any way that he understood it. No, it was dead before he even shot a bullet at it. How long had it been, though? Did people turn into those things after they died or before?

Was it in the bite, the scratch, or in the air?

Would that be him one day? Good Lord, would that be him? Eating people—maybe animals and corpses, too—and wandering around with a hunger that only mindless consumption could quell. There, Mace decided not to become whatever those things were. The headshots seemed to do the trick; if he suspected he was transforming into one of those creatures, he’d take care of it himself.

But that will not happen—I’ll survive.

Where did he get that sense of confidence? The world he’d seen since waking from the blackness of sleep was filled with fire, empty landscapes, walking corpses, and gore. Why was he so sure he would survive?

“Fuck it,” Mace murmured.

Here, Mace accepted his fate, the world, the monsters, and dehydration. Now it was time to survive. Sure, he’d probably feel horror at the next sight of one of the shambling things—

(shamblers, that’s a good name because they shamble)

—and felt real, cold terror when he saw a pile of bodies, but that wouldn’t stop him. Maybe he was a soldier in pre-amnesia, maybe even a warrior, but now he would be a survivor.

Above, the sun continued its descent into the darkness of night. Twilight was rapidly approaching. It was time to get moving, Mace told himself.

When he stepped further into the lot, it became clear that everyone was dead. Several zombies wandered around, stumbling over dirt, debris, and sand. Above, the sun began its lazy descent into night. Mace, for whatever reason, knew he had little time.

Dusk was here, and night was next.


5. Dreaming of Rain

As Mace entered the outpost’s lot, he couldn’t help but wonder what it was for. It was a military outpost, sure, but what kind of military outpost? Air, land, sea? Or maybe something lower tier? Why was it out here? Mace scratched his head.

Several vehicles were at the back near a couple of buildings that looked like shacks made from cold, grey concrete and metal, from what Mace could see.

Really, there was no reason for Mace to question much of anything, at least not now, not when he was running low on ammo and food and still wrapping his mind around reanimated bodies. He moved forward and deeper into the lot, stopping at the first corpse.

He stared down at the body, feeling a fleeting sense of familiarity.

A desert sun beat down on the body sitting before him, warming it like a bastard oven. Mace swallowed. Another person was dead, another half-eviscerated corpse, and the sickly sweet aroma of decay.

He hunched over it, staring.

A dead man painted with an expression of surprise stared up at him in a motionless, grey gaze. Its hand grasped the strap attached to some assault rifle, clutching it tightly. Maybe the man died like that, Mace thought. The cold stare only made Mace more apprehensive about checking for ammunition or weapons.

Something had eaten its brain. The skull was hollowed out like a bowl and glistened with scabs and dried grey matter. Mace stared, wondering how something would do that, how it’d crack open the bones—

(scooped his brains out like a bowl of food with some big-ass, shiny spoon)

—and go to town slurping down the contents.

Fuck it. Mace swallowed, crouched down, and searched. The squishy, soft, decaying body felt like hamburger meat—a weird thing to remember for someone with amnesia—and gelatin. He found a magazine of what looked like assault rifle ammunition and a packet of paper soaked in gore.

Mace tossed it aside, slipped the rifle mag into his backpack, and glanced upward, eyes narrowing on the black and gunmetal gray assault rifle speckled with blood. He reached for it, outstretching a nervous arm over the body.

It’s dead—stop freaking out—this one isn’t moving.

But the fear of it reaching up and taking a chunk out of his arm was still there. Hollow skull and half-missing torso or not, he didn’t know the rules of these things. The headshots seemed effective, but there was no telling if it stayed that way.

Mace paused, maneuvered himself in a way that wasn’t exposing his precious flesh to the dead person’s slack jaw, and picked up the assault rifle. He stood, shuddered, and turned to the rest of the outpost’s lot.

Then he heard them.

Two of the shambling, hungry things appeared from somewhere near the back, groaning and growling in guttural, frustrated moans. They almost stumbled over each other, turning their attention to him.

Mace observed that the zombies didn’t really walk with any meaningful precision. Sure, sometimes they seemed to notice him and make an effort to tear him apart, but they never walked like they were stable. No, they shambled, always shambled.

He dispatched the two zombies—no, shamblers—with his pistol aimed and sighted his pistol on their gray, rotting heads. One of the shambler’s skulls exploded. It wandered around for a few steps and fell over, spurting dark gore onto the desert land. The second’s face collapsed in, a chunk of its brain flying outward from the back of its head.

It fell to the ground, spinning. The shambler’s hand twitched a couple of times, then it stilled. Mace wiped away some sweat. He didn’t like how quickly he was getting used to killing these things, let alone how he seemed to just accept some level of familiarity with it all. His gut told him this was a ‘normal’ thing, even though his brain screamed the opposite.

He had to keep moving, though, even if walking, rotting bodies roamed the vast horizon. Mace sighed, then returned his attention to the surrounding outpost. After waiting for a few seconds, he made his way deeper inside the lot.

The next few vehicles he saw were burned, crushed, or missing wheels. There were other buildings intact, though small, that could house a vehicle. Maybe they were garages, Mace thought. He made his way to the closest one, tugging at the shuttered, large door.

Nothing. The thing was locked or barricaded.

Check the others, got to check the others.

Mace turned, checking several more doors and vehicles. The first set of doors—metal things with blood painted along the bottom and half dented in—were welded shut. Two of the next few vehicles were also screwed beyond any use. Most of them were burnt and the ones that looked somewhat salvageable were missing components under the hood. One had a crushed roof.

The only vehicle left looked like it was okay, but the hood was open. A pair of cables ran from what was the battery. Mace took a few steps, staring at the jumpers. He unclamped the alligator clips and threw them to the side, shutting the hood.

He felt like he was wasting precious time. The truck, which looked to be military-issued, would probably not start. Nothing else would. Mace hadn’t even looked inside yet. There could be anything in there, he reminded himself.

But if I stay out here, if I stay out in the desert and feeding grounds of whatever this place is, I’ll be dead. I need shelter, and I can’t get inside the buildings…

Mace swallowed. He cracked open the door. A dead body fell half out of the military truck. Too mangled to tell the gender, Mace stared at the exposed sinew and gory muscle over its skinless face. He poked it a few times, shouldering the newly found carbine. It did nothing other than make a few wet squishing sounds at the press of the carbine’s barrel, noiseless.

He grabbed the shoulders, keeping his wrists and forearms away from its mouth. Mace paused and stepped back. Why not just put a bullet in it to be safe? He lifted his rifle, aimed, and fired a shot into its head. Other than a chunk of gore and a wad of brain and blood falling from its skull, it remained motionless.

Mace sighed in relief. He grabbed it by the shoulders again and tugged—hard—until it fell slack and tumbled to the ground. The corpse folded on itself before lying flat, rag-doll. Mace stepped over it and stared inside the truck. It was starting to get too dark to see.

Flashlight!

He turned to his bag and pulled out the tactical, heavy-duty flashlight he found back at the rolled transport automobile and clicked the button on the back. Other than some dried blood near the bottom of the floorboards and a splatter of red along the side of the seat, it was surprisingly clear. Mace glanced over at the body again.

Maybe it had keys.

He patted his nervous hands over the corpse, landing on something stuffed away in its right pocket. Mace slipped his hands inside and pulled out a keychain with some metallic card dangling from it. The anodized crimson card looked durable. There were a few scratches, but nothing major.

It wasn’t big enough to swipe at a door, he thought, but looked like it might fit into a keyhole or ignition.

How do I know? Am I remembering more?

Mace made his way back into the truck, shut the door, and leaned back. After taking a breath, he searched for the ignition and found a slot with a red circle beneath the steering wheel. Crossing his free fingers, Mace peered at the slot and pushed the card into the ignition.

The dash lit itself, a series of monitors, odometers, gauges, and speedometers glowing in neon red light. Mace smirked. He glanced over the series of controls, staring at a fuel gauge. There were two meters underneath it, then a larger meter underneath that.

FUEL CHARGE: 10%

PLASMA CHARGE: 10%

TOTAL: 5%

Mace shuddered. That was it. 5% of the entire tank was left. He wasn’t some scientist or engineer (or was he?), but he knew 5% wasn’t going to get him very far.

The thought of walking again after the truck made him briefly shudder. His legs were tired, his back ached, and he was dizzy. Mace wasn’t going to be doing any walking tonight, and he knew it. Twilight, and soon nightfall, was upon him anyway.

He didn’t remember know much, but he knew enough to stay inside with those things wandering around at night. Mace dreaded the thought of getting caught in the sleepless dark of pitch-black desert night by some shambler.

After a second, Mace turned the ignition and leaned back in the seat, sighing. He had no choice; he was going to have to camp out in the truck. Luckily, there didn’t seem to be any more shamblers roaming around.

He just needed a few hours of sleep, anyway. A recharge.

And what after that? Drive. As fast as possible, too. He glared at the dashboard, slamming the key back into the ignition. The truck quietly started. Here, Mace drove it a few feet forward just to make sure the thing ran.

After calming his nerves and verifying that the truck drove, Mace let out a relieved sigh. He shut the truck off and turned again to the backseat. His eyes grew heavy.

Mace flicked his light on again, staring out the windows. No movement. He leaned back, took a breath, and glanced over to the backseat. Other than a box of ammo on the floorboard and a med pack, it was empty.

He could lay there and wait.

He could sleep.

Mace made sure the doors to the truck were locked and quietly made his way to the back, empty seats. He shuffled into place, briefly probing the ammunition box. Aside from a few shotgun shells and a magazine—possibly to his assault carbine—there was nothing else.

What if something happens?

If he so much as heard a moan, or groan, or anything, Mace would start the truck and floor it. There would be no other choice. He was going to leave after sleeping, anyway.

And maybe then he’d remember more about who he was. Maybe he’d remember his job, maybe career, maybe even some hobbies or things he might enjoy. Pastimes here or there, pleasures, leisure activities… maybe even a significant other. With that, he at least knew he was only into women.

There were so many questions unanswered. So many unknowns. And… why wasn’t he freaking out? Why wasn’t he panicking or having some breakdown? Why was he just going with things?

Mace blinked, felt a wash of fatigue sweep through his entire body, and let the coming clutches of sleep begin to dig into his mind. Between the gray veil of sleep and the waking world of reality, he’d wonder about more things. How were shamblers even possible?

He’d seen a few now missing limbs, disemboweled, and more—all things should have killed someone—just walking around with no care in the world besides tearing him apart and maybe eating his brain—

(scooped out his brains, oh god, scooped out his brains)

—and ripping his face off. Maybe those haunts would follow him into sleep. For his own sake, Mace hoped he wouldn’t dream. He wished for deep, restorative sleep, but no dreams. No, dreams would only be nightmares.

He took another deep breath, limbs weakening, eyelids like heavy lead, and fell into the first waves of sleep. Yes, Mace thought. No dreams. No dreams meant no nightmares, no visions of death, no phantom, visceral terrors of being eaten alive or torn apart.

No dreams tonight, please. Just give me the big, deep-dark black, the void of unconsciousness. And with that, Mace was asleep.

***

Mace didn’t want to leave the comforting darkness of sleep. No, it felt too good. Yet, as he was drawn closer to reality, it became easier and easier to make out details of a ghastly, mangled face before him.

A nightmare. A bad dream.

He didn’t want to deal with it. But he would be awake soon, anyway. Still, it seemed his brain was forcing him to have at least one “dream” before waking up. He was coasting on a superhighway of firing neurons and REMs, all flooding his mind with amalgamations of the day before.

And it was the face before him that made it worse. The shamblers seemed to lack much beyond a primal and basic comprehension of the world and their food. Yet… this complexion before him was different. It knew he was scared of it. It knew that he knew it was going to chew him alive.

The space between its all-enveloping face was closing. Mace dug his fingers into something that felt like fabric, but it was useless. He couldn’t break the fall into its hungry, putrid jaws.

God, it’s coming for me!

He tossed. Turned. Sweat. Mace could feel his skin clam up and his heart pound. The thing’s mouth opened wide, ready to swallow him and chew him and—

Mace woke up.

He wasn’t sure how many hours he’d slept.

However many, it didn’t matter. The clatter of something pulled him from sleep. Many somethings, from what he could decipher.

Fear crushed him. There had to be several, maybe even a dozen. Mace glanced over his shoulder, then frantically to the side windows and to the front.

He was surrounded by shamblers. His sleep was so deep that he didn’t realize they’d been collecting around the truck. Oh, fuck.

One pounded on the passenger side window, cracking the glass. Mace forced himself over and through the gap in between the front two seats. He haphazardly dove in front of the steering wheel, then sat in the driver’s seat.

More shamblers cracked in the window, desperate to consume his skin and muscle and bone and brains.

Grumbles, roars, and pitiful, hungry cries overwhelmed his ears. There had to be more coming, too. He could barely see over the two or three that crawled over the hood, slowly approaching him and the windshield.

Fuck, would it hold? God, please hold, Mace prayed. He slammed the keycard into the ignition, turning it. The dash lit up as the truck went through several checks and routines, equalizing charge, plasma, power, and battery circuits.

It’d take ten seconds.

Ten seconds to gaze at the dozen or so shamblers that were begging to get in and eviscerate Mace and slurp up his guts and swallow his brains until he was stripped to a bare, cold skeleton. He could even see what he’d look like in the shambler beating on the driver’s side door.

No face. No skin. Half-dried sinew and exposed muscle, some red and glistening with fresh blood, and the other portions dark and desiccated. Another lifted its hands and dragged them across the vehicle, staring intently at Mace.

A sound came with it. He couldn’t figure it out at first, but immediately understood when he saw the jagged and sharp steel beam jutting from the thing’s sternum. The sound of metal and a raw squealing, nails-on-chalkboard screech was coming from dragging the metal in its chest along the truck’s doors.

Did it feel that? Did it feel the pain? Mace counted another second as the truck approached the completion of its startup routine. A half-naked shambler—female from the looks of it—beat bloodied, wet fists on the backside of the truck’s rear window.

Smears of blood and gore left thin sheets of red and pus where she smashed her fists. Impressive chunks of flesh and gore fell away every time its balled hands touched the glass. He could even see an eye missing from her face, torn right from the socket.

Fuck, just a few more seconds…

Another shambler approached the passenger side, its skin wet and melted, not unlike wax. Abscess-like material oozed from several wounds. It vomited and stumbled around the truck toward Mace’s window, pounding on the driver’s side.

Suddenly, the dash lit up with a flashing message: ROUTINE COMPLETE.

Mace didn’t hesitate. He slipped it into drive, slammed his foot on the accelerator, and floored it. The zombie half on the hood slipped and fell beneath the speeding truck’s tires. It caught the burn out, shredding to pieces and mangled bones. Mace glanced at the monitors on the dash, staring at the rear cam.

The group was bigger than he thought. Maybe a couple dozen, from what he saw. He shuddered. They almost had him.

He watched as the image of the outpost, the desiccated shamblers, melting zombies, and the gore-oozing horde got smaller, smaller, and smaller before fading into the horizon with the outpost. His heart finally settled, now happily away from the group of shamblers.

Mace paused. He had slept through the night. How long would it be until the next night came? He glanced at the dashboard, the readouts, monitors, LEDs, and more.

He tried thinking, tried remembering more, but it was still the same: mostly vague impressions and distant echoes of what, or who, he happened to be.

The arid, baking, broiling sun didn’t make for much of a reasonable environment to remember those things, either. Amnesia would do what it did best so far with him: persist. Mace scratched his head. Maybe taking his mind off things and distracting himself would allow more memories to return.

He checked the dash again, running his hand over some of the controls. He stopped over a spot with a glowing label—AUDIO/RADIO—and smiled. That would work for now. He flicked it on. His ears were met with static.

Next to it were a COMMS, SELECT, STATION, ENCRYPT, and TRANSMIT button. He pressed on them several times. Nothing happened. Fuck, that might have been my ticket to reach out to someone. Mace shook his head.

Oh well, then. The one button that did work flickered off and on. A big play icon lit up. The first few notes of a song he almost immediately recognized filled the truck. He leaned back, speeding into the unknown, staring at the road ahead. A few cliffs approached.

Mace turned up the radio, listening to the series of musical strings and guitars coming out of the truck’s system, smiling. He remembered this, at least. He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel.

“…have you ever dreamed of rain…” he murmured, lip-synching to the classic rock tune.

He couldn’t clearly remember, but he had an impression that was the name. “Have You Ever Dreamed of Rain?” by The Grateful Void.

He hadn’t dreamt of anything besides that face. Maybe dreaming about rain would be better, even if was making him thirsty in the barren wasteland. With that, he continued forward. Maybe there was a city up beyond the horizon. And perhaps a group of survivors. Someone. Anyone.

He cranked the song louder and sped into the desert sunlight.

Beside him, long off the shoulder of the road, several buildings burned. He wasn’t sure what they were, but they were falling apart. Thick plumes of choking gas boiled from somewhere hidden behind the buildings. What were they? More outposts?

And why was no one else around? Where was he, again? What continent? What country? Mace groaned. That’d come in time, he knew.

In front of him, further down the desert road, sat a few cars off the to the side. Shamblers roamed around, tripping over each other, acknowledging Mace’s vehicular presence. He sped past, running one over, and continued forward.


6. Winding Path

She drove through the night. Surprisingly, Faye still had some charge in the chopper. She was tired, but it was worth the exhaustion; there were no safe places so far since leaving the outpost. Far too many zombies, she thought. Maybe even the wraiths.

The sun began its slow descent into dusk. From what she figured, she had a couple of hours at best. Faye felt tired anyway, so finding some place to sleep for the night would make sense. Making decisions while tired was never a good idea.

Faye wondered if there were other kitsune women out there like her still alive, wandering the wastes and trying to survive. It wouldn’t surprise her, but then again, she hadn’t seen any of the kitsunes in a long time. She had a few vague memories of the complex, waking up, and having food with them.

Maybe even one or two of them walking around some sort of road with several others at the base. Not much after that, beyond fleeting visions. Were they okay? She couldn’t even remember their names. If she could sleep longer, maybe a whole night instead of a few hours, she would remember.

Yet she wasn’t in a spot to fully rest. Sure, she’d sleep, but it wasn’t deep sleep. Core sleep, as she called it. It was enough to get her through the basics, but if Faye found herself in a position that required trigonometry to live, the kitsune would likely die.

It was not that Faye was bad at math; no, Faye was intelligent. But she knew that no matter how impressive her skills were, they didn’t mean much running on shallow rest. Faye sighed inwardly. She thought back to the last outpost she was at, the shamblers, and the wraiths she’d fled from.

Several nights ago, she woke up to a small group of shamblers swarming around the shelter she had created. Wraiths weren’t far behind, sprinting down the embankment with razor-sharp, infectious claws. It was luck that she escaped, luck that she wasn’t bitten, luck that she found the chopper earlier, and dumb luck that it had yet more gas in the tank, so to speak.

With her hand on the accelerator, she was off, the remains of the building behind her. She could see the eyes, the night-shining eyes, glaring back out at her by the hundreds. Growling, running, howling, claws out, and ready to slice her open like a fucking pig.

The chopper was faster, though. That’s all that mattered. 

Up ahead, just beyond the shoulder of the desert highway, Faye saw the tower of smoke. The moans and howls of a nearby shambler roared over the engine as she came to a slow cruise. OUTPOST Y4 was in ruin.

There were rumors that it was still around. A few of the crazies Faye ran into talked about it, muttering nonsense about people there to defend it like soldiers and civilians. They were there too, just reanimated and wandering around with gaping mouths and torn skin. She saw a couple with cold eyes staring at her.

One began its slow, clumsy stumbling in her direction. It’d take it a few minutes to get to her. The place was gone and overrun. A small part of her maybe hoped it was still there, but Faye knew that was an empty dream.

Most places were gone, overrun, and swarming with shamblers and wraiths.

Sometimes things worse, though she’d yet to cross paths with nefarious wanderers. Hopefully, Faye never would need to, but that was also a hopeless ambition.

Most of the walls were covered in the ashes of a fire, soot, charred marks, and more. She maneuvered around to the entrance gate and stared. More shamblers. No wraiths, from what she could see. Faye narrowed her gaze.

A series of tire track, probably from a large truck or SUV, ran out of the area and down into the desert road. The mud and ash disappeared, leaving a bare freeway. She sighed, turning to see a shambler closing in on her. Faye pulled out her pistol, aimed, and shot one into its face.

Its head exploded. The body fell backward onto sand and dirt. Faye slid the pistol into its holster, returned to the road, and drove. The shamblers gathering around her stumbled, slow and weak.

There was still time to inspect, though the shamblers were beginning to regroup and pay more attention to her. Something useful could be around back, and Faye wasn’t even going to bother driving into the main lot.

Too many shamblers.

Faye cautiously coasted forward with a bated, shallow breath and pulled around to the back. A few voltage junctions lined the ground. Her mood rose when she saw the fuel-composite storage system, only to fall when she saw the hole torn in its main conduit.

Sometimes, places like this had spare systems. After looking at the fuel container and the shamblers roaming around, taking keen note of her, and approaching, she decided it wasn’t worth it. Besides, if they did have any fuel left, it was probably in the middle of the open lot.

Which was filled with hungry shamblers.

No sense in going in there. She’d done well keeping her tail in one piece. She had enough ammo and gas, at least, to make it to the nearest landmark. There was a motel up ahead, somewhere around the plateaus and the rocky landscape of hills and dirt from what she remembered before her PDA died.

“Fuck,” Faye growled.

Time to move.

She glanced over her shoulder to see a couple of shamblers making their way toward her. One of them went to grab her shoulder. Faye sped away, leaving it behind in the wake of dust.

Well, fuck—nothing useful.

That was that. Ahead, she watched a sun begin the descent into dusk. She’d need shelter. It was getting dark. It was never good to be out in the dark, not here.

Not anywhere in this place. Years back, maybe, but the world was different now. Darkness was death. The plague consumed it, outpost by outpost, settlement by colony, and it’d never heal. No, this was a doomed, infected rock in a forgotten stellar system.

Faye sighed. Everything was hopeless, yet she survived. She was getting lonely, too. Maybe one day, she could have someone. Maybe.

The LED readout on her motorcycle flashed.

WARNING: TEMPERATURE HIGH.

Great, Faye thought, the engine is overheating. If it died before she could get anywhere, she’d be up shit’s creek. Odds were that the motor was going out. She could have been wrong, though. Maybe it was a crossed circuit. Could happen.

Faye swallowed a wad of nervous spit. She had to get off the road, had to hide. And fast. It was getting dark soon.

***

The radio gave out.

He didn’t know why, but the sound vanished. After it was cut off, a few seconds of static followed, then a ghostly silence filled with occasional blips of interference. It reminded him of the landscape the vehicle drove over: empty of human life, filled with a bleak wasteland and a horizon of hopelessness.

Maybe the zombies were the blips. Zombies. He still couldn’t wrap his head around it completely. Zombies shouldn’t be physiologically possible. While he didn’t remember specifics of his life before or anything significant, he had the inclination to know that a corpse shouldn’t be reanimated.

What was my life before?

Mace sighed. He thought back to the first second he woke up. He was in a uniform, so that meant he had to be involved in something. Military, maybe. Or some organization. Maybe the government in general. Fuck, maybe a lost technician.

He had some semblance of gun knowledge; Mace was able to collect ammo, recognize it, load a mag, and fire a pistol. It was instinct. Got to be military, Mace thought.

So, he knew how to use a gun, knew how to survive, recognized ammo, and had a general understanding of basics like eating, drinking, and so on. He knew how to drive a car, how to start it, how to work a radio… so who was he? Before Mace could think about it any further, the vehicle sputtered.

An intermittent wave of misfiring cylinders and arcing plasma injectors rushed over the engine. Smoke, or steam, snaked out from the front of the vehicle. Finally, something hissed, and the only set of wheels Mace had given out. He glanced at the readout above the steering wheel, staring at a flashing LED alert.

WARNING: ENGINE OVERHEAT–COOLANT FAILURE.

“Great,” Mace groaned.

Quickly, he glanced in the rearview mirror. A sigh of relief escaped him; there were no dead, walking monsters. No, just a sun that crept ominously closer to a distant horizon. His gut tightened.

It was going to be dark again soon.

Who knew what happened when night fell, anyway?

Mace shook off the thoughts and shoved back the horror. His hands moved through some controls, eventually finding a button with a symbol of an open hood on it. He pressed it and watched the vehicle’s hood rise, a billow of hot, angry steam pouring out from the depths of the engine.

Disdain swept over him. He didn’t know how to fix any of this. Mace felt like he should know, but didn’t. Still, it was worth looking at if the steam wasn’t scalding. 

He popped open the driver’s side door, slid out, and went to the hood. The steam cleared enough for him to see inside. Mace didn’t really know what he was looking at. He was able to at least tell something was definitely fucked.

A crack ran through what he thought might be the engine block, spilling weakly phosphorescent blue liquid onto different circuits, wires, hoses, and other components. From the looks of it, there were a lot of chips in the truck. Probably several, each more complicated than the last. Several circuit boards ran along the back, several split or cracked. 

It looked highly complicated and technologically intricate. What year was it, even? It was the 31st century, Mace recalled, the numbers nescient and foggy. 

Why did he suddenly remember that? What was the date, even? Something sparked in the hood, interrupting his muddied thoughts of dates, times, centuries, and whatever.

He went back to the driver’s seat and checked the dash. The lights were off. Mace tried to give it a zealous start, to no avail; it was dead. Shit. It occurred to him that there was no hope of salvaging it. The thing was gone.

What did that mean? It meant walking on a long desert highway with a blanket of starry darkness and zombies. He needed to find shelter, and fast. Mace wasn’t even sure what time the sunset happened, but knew it was soon.

Soon enough to be a concern if he didn’t move his ass.

Mace slipped out of the vehicle again, grabbed his bag and carbine, and did a quick scan of the interior. He found a magazine he’d missed before and a med pack. The trunk wouldn’t open, and he couldn’t locate anything else besides a map.

Knowing it to be useful, he removed it and shoved it in his bag. There were no signs nearby, and he didn’t remember seeing any on the way out. Taking a breath, Mace returned to the long stretch of desert highway that cut into the horizon like a surgical saw, vanishing into a darkening sunset.

Not far ahead, he could see a cliff side, several hills, and maybe the hints of a skyline—maybe even a fork in the road.

Mace took his first step into the great, arid unknown. Somewhere behind him, echoing like a rumble through dense clouds, Mace heard the faraway cries of a moaning horde—miles away, from what he could guess. But something about it was off and creeped him out (not that stumbling, hungry zombies weren’t unsettling enough). No, this was different. Something about it shook him—unnerved him, even.

For a moment, buried in the sea of distant and almost inaudible groans, Mace swore he heard something growling louder than everything else. Mace quickened his pace. One word ran through his head repeatedly. It flashed like the LED letters glowing on the dash.

The word was hurry.


7. Motel of the Dead

She saw the billboards for a motel just outside of Torrid.

After consulting several signs, Faye quickly figured out she must have taken a wrong turn sometime back. The PDA she used glitched. She cursed under her breath. If Torrid was ahead and not Post Vegas, things would get complicated.

That’s because the amount of distance between her and Post Vegas was double. It’d be almost impossible to get back on foot without dying on the way, and Faye had no idea if she’d find another vehicle again anytime soon. The chopper was shaky enough.

Whatever. If she could get off the road, that’d be good. She needed shelter hours ago. If the motel was empty, that’d be even better. A low number of hostiles in the building would be tolerable, too.

She didn’t see any wraiths or zombies roaming around. It should be safe enough, she thought. Faye had been on the road all day, not even stopping to eat or drink. Food and water were for later. So was resting.

Faye had mild hope.

She glanced down at the screen of the readouts. ENGINE OVERHEAT — WARNING — ENGINE OVERHEAT. What was going on with the coolant? She gazed over at the engine nestled between the bike frame and her seat. Steam poured from somewhere in the tubes.

WARNING: ENGINE FAILURE.

She balanced herself as the chopper stalled. “Fuck,” Faye growled.

She placed her feet on the asphalt road. The bike shut off. This couldn’t be happening. If she didn’t get off the road fast, especially when the night was near, she was screwed. Faye crouched down. She stared at the melted exchangers and steaming block. Plasma vented from somewhere underneath.

Great. Catastrophic engine failure. What the hell was she going to do? “Damn it!” Faye cursed, kicking the bike. She grabbed her pack from the backseat and groaned.

Faye turned, staring ahead at the dwindling sunset. There was time, maybe. If she was fast enough, precise enough, she could make it to the motel. Not wanting to waste a moment, Faye slung her pack over a sore, already aching left shoulder. She set her heart on the motel ahead.

Faye’s heart pounded. She huffed, panted, and sweated.

She was down the road leading to the motel in what seemed like a blur. The run went faster than she would have thought. Time lost meaning with the worry of a horde on your tail. She swallowed. The motel lot grew closer.

Faye’s adrenaline pulsed through her body. What if there were more waiting there? How did she even know the place was safe? It doesn’t matter; if it has walls and a roof, I’m okay. I’m fine—I can lie low until sunrise, maybe look for another vehicle. That was if she could find something else to use as a set of wheels.

On the outskirts, that was a difficult prospect.

Finally, she was there. Just ahead, off to the right, was the entrance to the motel parking lot. She ran into it, feet and heels digging into the desert sand. For a second, Faye lifted her head and stared at the sign above. LOTT’S, written in big bold letters, was painted across the sign. Several other things were, too.

Things like:

NO VACANCIES! BEST MOTEL THIS SIDE OF THE DESERT!

NOW, ONLY 79.99 FOR FIRST-TIME CUSTOMERS!

Lott’s exterior was equally sleazy. Several windows were broken out, and the large, u-shaped structure seemed to dig into the cliff side behind it. The place looked like it cost little more than pocket lint, and Faye could only imagine what was done to make the establishment worth a profit.

Behind her, she thought she heard footsteps—fast, almost. It was like something was chasing her, but… they weren’t that close. She spun and pointed her pistol into the dark. The sound of someone sprinting was gone.

Maybe the dehydration was getting to her. She had a little water left and a med pack, which would be enough to help her through, but if she were already hallucinating, it was almost too late. Faye waited a second to confirm the footsteps, ears met with a cold desert wind. Nothing, still.

She needed rest. Needed sleep, water, and food. What will you do—sit out here and wait to be eaten or get in the motel? Move your ass!

She could wait outside or ignore it. If it was a shambler, wraith—whatever—she could deal with it when it was in range. No sense in wasting ammo on something that wasn’t there.

Faye returned to the darkness of the motel’s exterior. A headache was coming on. Definitely dehydration, she thought. It all but verified her worries. She had to drink water sooner rather than later.

Wasting no time, she was upon the entry doors to the motel. She glared at them, pushing. They weren’t locked, luckily. Immediately, she could smell the stink of several bodies. Part of her suspected shamblers. She took a few steps in and pulled a flashlight from her hip pack, shining it down the dark lobby.

Nothing yet. Faye, nervous, swallowed a wad of spit and continued forward. She examined the series of halls in the back. A map was hung above them. It became clear the narrow U-shape was meant to have two stems: east and west, with the middle of the building made to handle everything from maintenance to electrical, offices, and more.

She glanced at the entrance to the west corridor, sighing when she saw the collapsed wall and ceiling obstructing the way. Well, that was that. She’d have to go to the east. Shaking her head, clawed vixen hands trembling, she pointed her light at the other corridor. She trained her pistol on the dark veil of shadows, illuminated by light’s LED glow.

The hall was mostly empty. She found some debris, a few skeletons, and several jammed doors. Eventually, with enough shoving, the doors broke free. The interior of each room was disappointing; a collapsed ceiling blocked most of the room and fallen walls obstructed things like beds and shelves.

Fucking useless, Faye groaned to herself.

She turned, checking the other couple of rooms. They were mostly the same. One seemed usable enough, but a strange, dusty, and thick smell emanated from it, irritating her sinuses. She shook her head, shutting the door and going further down the hall.

There was no sense in sleeping inside some mold-stricken room. What kind of rest would she get then? She’d probably wake up nauseous and ill as hell. That’d be no good.

Faye sighed. There had to be one room, at least one, that might be usable. When she rounded a dark, wallpapered post, she saw them: several shamblers roaming around.

She narrowed her eyes at the first couple of zombies roaming around toward the back of the hallway, groaning and mumbling. Sad moans, fragmented and low, reverberated around the plaster-papered interior of Lott’s. She doubted they were trying to speak to each other. Shamblers were far too stupid for that.

Faye began her approach toward them.

She aimed and fired, a zombie falling slack, its head exploding. It collapsed, leaning against a wall in a fresh coat of blood. The second one approached, outstretched arms and a wide mouth drooling for flesh. Faye aimed and took care of that one, too. The thing slammed to the ground after half its face vanished in a burst of gore.

Faye was thankful for that. The blood and viscera obscured by the night’s darkness hid any details. It was good to catch a break from that when she had the chance. There were only so many times that she could see blood and guts and death before needing a serious distraction. Faye could only take so much trauma in a single day.

That was that, then. She’d managed to kill all of them, but luckily, there were still no wraiths. Faye swished her tail, wiped off a sheen of sweat from her brow, and continued down the hallway.

There were only several more doors. Two were inaccessible, crushed by something on the opposite side. The second-to-last one was missing some walls and exposed to the desert. Her heart began to sink; what if there were no usable rooms?

She managed to find her way to the last door, expecting to find nothing. The door was jammed shut as well, making it even more likely that there was little hope for the room. Still, she could sleep in the hallway if need be—maybe even in the first entryway, too. That would be less than ideal and more dangerous, but still.

If only I had someone with me, a partner, or someone to watch my 6…

Faye shook off the thoughts. There was no sense in wondering about the hypothetical and faraway notion of a reliable partner. Sure, she didn’t want to be alone, but she was resourceful enough for a kitsune. The idea was already fleeting anyhow, and dwelling on it while looking for a place to sleep wasn’t conducive to survival.

But I still want a partner…

Faye ignored her thoughts, shoving a shoulder into the door. Finally, it gave. She fell into the room, landing on a dry floor covered in carpet. Her light rolled to one corner of the room, its wide beam revealing a set of walls and an intact ceiling.

A smile grew on her face. She found a room. Quickly, Faye grabbed her light and turned to the door, shutting it. Yes! The door could even lock. Her fluffy tail swayed from side to side as she scanned the rest of the motel’s bedroom.

A mostly intact bed lay in the middle of the room, surrounded by two nightstands. A shelf and cabinet lined the far wall, with a bathroom in the least close corner. “Thank whatever God is watching over me,” Faye exhaled, making her way to the bed.

She checked it several times, then quickly gazed underneath, finding a stim pack.

After righting herself, she studied the kit in her hands. Stim packs were good enough—they kept you from meeting a quick death, but they didn’t heal as well as full med packs. Still, they were better than nothing.

That’d be useful for later, she knew.

Next to the bed, on one of the nightstands, sat a lantern. She reached for it, clicked it on several times to verify it worked, and smiled when dim, warm light illuminated the room. Now, to test the bed, she thought. Faye placed the lantern back on the nightstand.

She opened the draw beneath. Two unopened water bottles rolled toward her. Immense joy washed through her. She could hydrate. Faye licked her lips and grabbed one, opened it, and tasted it. It wasn’t stagnant.

Faye set it down on the nightstand and sighed happily. She could easily survive off those for a day if need be.

She pressed on the bed a few times, testing its resilience. It was comfortable enough. She fell onto it, immediately happy that her back wasn’t on the cold, hard floor. Even if the bed was probably cheap, it was significantly better than a sandy, dirt-covered, rocky floor.

The headache from earlier was now angry and loud. Faye took a breath and opened her backpack, pulling out the last bottle of water she had.  

She opened the bottle and pressed it against her lips, feeling the temperate water coating her tongue, canines, and parched mouth. It slid down her throat, filling a tense, empty stomach. Faye exhaled, took a breath, and wiped her mouth. Then she found a small bag of nuts in her hip pack and downed them.

Her stomach settled and grew silent. Faye was used to eating small amounts and having little to drink these days. She was alive, she’d remind herself. A steak wouldn’t be so bad.

The water and food seemed to tire her. With her body able to recoup some energy and at least somewhat relax and heal overnight, she finally let go and sleep. The locked door was good, too; the added security made her a little more comfortable.

She could close her eyes and drift off to the deep nothing of sleep, then start finding a way out of the desert at daybreak. Dawn would be harsh, but she would make it. Easy or not, Faye had to try.

Even if it meant surviving by herself.

***

Behind him, dusk.

It was just the night before that Mace, for whatever reason, felt dread when the sun began its slow descent into darkness. His brain told him that being out in the open come nighttime was a bad idea. He didn’t know how, and his intuition could have been false, but he felt confident that his suspicion of the night being dangerous was right.

Besides, it would be difficult to spot the shamblers out in the darkness, right? They could swarm you without much of a hassle. Then again, they were loud most of the time. At least what Mace had seen so far made him believe the things were vocal. He speculated it was unlikely one would sneak up on him in the dark, but… it was also possible.

Still, running into a horde out in the landscape’s blackness would be too risky. Judging by the purple, orange, and pink colors in the dimming sky, nightfall was imminent. He calculated an hour of dusk, twilight, and the inky maw of night.

So fucking hurry.

He was going to hurry. He had no choice. Mace was wandering an ash-dusted road in the last few moments of sunlight, with nearby shamblers off in the distance. Well, he assumed they were close.

Eventually, he’d come across several inset cliff sides, each rising slightly higher than the last. Not long after, most of the right side of the freeway became cliffs, rocky caves, and sandstone spires. He might have even seen a skyline off in the faraway horizon with smoke above it. Part of him wondered if it was such a smart idea to approach a city.

In fact, he had a feeling it wasn’t. Cities were probably full of those things. He had to try, though; odds were some sort of government unit, or military force, was out there. That, or it was filled with more of those insatiable zombies.

Another quantum of light vanished in the sky, and the hues shifted to shades of deep pink, purple, and blue. There was not much time. There weren’t many places to go now—just more roads, cliff side, and several prospective points of interest ahead.

Mace saw some sort of motel sign up ahead. A lot… or something. If Mace could get there, he could sleep for the night and maybe get some shelter.

There, he could figure out more about himself—maybe even uncover his identity. He’d checked the uniform he wore, finding nothing in the pockets. It didn’t even have a name or number embroidered on it. No stitching, no label, not even a pin, badge, or marker.

Mace was still in the dark—figuratively, in this sense—about his identity. It’d come in time, hopefully. Mace considered his amnesia temporary. It had to be. Whatever long-term, lasting impression he had of how the condition worked stuck with him: amnesia was temporary… usually.

Ahead, the two moons in the sky became apparent. It caught him off-guard at first, but then it felt familiar. Two moons… maybe a third up there… normal, that’s how things normally are, Mace told himself.

He shouldered his backpack, freezing in place. Something was closer now—

(and was it running!)

—much closer than before, almost like it was pursuing him. Like it had singled him out. Like he was being hunted. “Fuck me,” Mace groaned.

He kicked up the pace, barreling toward the sign that now clearly shadowed the big bold letters of LOTT’S MOTEL. Then he heard it again. Whatever it was, it growled. Feral, almost. It chilled him to the core. Mace’s blood ran cold, like ice water. His muscles tightened, and his heart pumped.

Whatever was coming after him was going to kill him. He turned, speeding into the lot on tired feet. The thing was closer now. Its voice was low, guttural, yet pitched in tune with something off-key. Was that a multi-layered voice?

His blood, circulatory system, and skin were frigid. Something in him screamed to stay far away from the pursuer. Quickly, Mace found the backside of the motel. He didn’t bother to check his surroundings much.

Instead, Mace stealthily—though quickly—made his way behind a corroded, cold dumpster. The footsteps grew closer and closer, eventually slowing just enough. God, it’s just around that cliff, just around the cliff side…

And it was. Finally, the thing crested part of the cliff side that obscured some of LOTT’S MOTEL. Mace felt the air in his lungs silently evacuate. He clenched his jaw. The creature stood at the entrance of Lott’s, staring slowly, scanning the area, and looking for what Mace assumed was him.

He shuddered. Pure horror ran through his chest, shoulders, and arms. He gripped the metal almost to the point of an injurious squeeze. The thing was partially hunched over, like a predator seeking prey. It stood on both feet, arms outstretched, with palms and fingers open like it was preparing to use talons.

Like it was preparing to eviscerate someone.

Then it turned to look in his direction. Oh god, it turned and looked right at him. He felt his soul leave his body for a brief second, eyes so wide he could feel small muscles and tendons tearing in utter, unadulterated, cosmic terror. Its eyes… they glowed.

Yellow or green, maybe, but they fucking glowed. He couldn’t make out many features of its face other than perhaps the glint of sharp teeth and fangs, but he could make out those glowing, eerie eyes with exceeding clarity. It continued to stare in his direction, growling and murmuring. A plume of cool breath, condensed and made vaporous by the desert chill, rolled from its mouth. It let out a sharp, animal growl.

It took a step in his direction.

Mace fumbled for his pistol, ready to shoot the thing in the head or empty the whole fucking clip in its face. Whatever it took to blot out that eyeshine beaming in his direction. He quietly pulled it from his side and—

—something nearby made a noise. Something, or someone, caught its attention down the freeway. It turned, growled, and sped off down the road. Mace’s diaphragm gave. He relaxed, although only a little. Just enough to escape from behind the dumpster and make his way into the motel.

He was right. It was too dangerous to be out at night.

What the fuck was that thing, anyway? Focus! Mace ignored his thoughts, shuddering and trembling as he made his way toward the back of the motel. He could hear it again, further up ahead, and wondered maybe if it turned around to come back for him, come back and finally find him.

He found a broken window and crawled inside slowly. So terrified was Mace that he hadn’t bothered to pay attention to the pitch-black room. He almost tripped, slowly rising to his feet and righting himself. After waiting for a second, waiting for something to grab him, Mace let out a relieved, heavy sigh.

Mace made his way further ahead, staring at a partially collapsed ceiling, charred remains, and a door that was jammed into the frame. He pried the door as hard as he could, eventually pushing the thing ajar just enough to fit through.

There was a piece of shrapnel to wedge in place. It wouldn’t be useful afterward, Mace thought. The brace would only hold enough for him to get through, and then it’d snap violently and block access again, forcibly sealing it shut. And then it’d be whatever room ahead for him to scan.

After pushing himself through, backpack still shouldered and pistol in hand, Mace fell into a dark, silent hallway. The quiet was broken by his feet hitting the debris and a body. In front of him, the door collapsed, this time more than before.

Fuck, I hope that didn’t alert the nearby monsters.

Mace adjusted the carbine strapped to his shoulder. Luckily, the room remained quiet. He clicked on his light and aimed it down the hall. He’d fallen into a corridor with two motionless, rotting zombies. The shamblers toppled over each other, frozen in a pile of gore and half-wet guts. Mace shook his head, stepping past the bullet-hole-ridden faces and further down the hall.

There was a door nearby, the closest one to him. From the outside, the thing seemed intact. No burns or marks or collapsed ceiling. Hopefully, Mace would have a room to sleep in for the night and away from the horror beyond Lott’s desolate walls.

He made his way to the door and took a breath. Before he could even wrap his hand around the old, dusty knob, the door ripped open. His eyes locked on the gun pointed at his face and the figure in front of him. Mace stared down the barrel of a steady pistol. The woman greeted him with a firearm point-blank to his head, ready to pull the trigger.

“Who the fuck are you?” she growled.

Mace lifted his hands up. “Who the fuck are you?”

“I asked you first,” she replied.

Something struck him. She was… different. He couldn’t help but notice something was strange about her. Was it her hair? Maybe her face? No, it was too dark to get a good look at those details. But something was different from him.

It clicked. Mace saw her fluffy, swaying tail and soft fox ears. He could see the more prominent glimmer of the canine-like fangs in her mouth and the bold, almost glowing red eyes. Her body was voluptuous and tight, her shape expertly feminine. Yet, he went back to the tail and ears.

Tail and ears. Maybe even claw tips on those fingers. Too dark to tell.

Big fluffy tail. Soft, warm ears.

Claws, fangs, and… holy fucking shit.

A fox girl?


8. Conversations

“I mean no harm. I’m just trying to get off the road.”

The fox girl pushed the barrel of her gun a little closer to his face. “I can take you out right now.”

“Look,” Mace sighed, lowering his hands, “I’m tired. I haven’t seen a single living person for the past couple of days, and I can’t remember anything, and there are monsters out there trying to eat me. I’m pretty sure I’m dehydrated and couldn’t lift 20 pounds to do much of anything, so please, take the fucking gun out of my face.”

The fox girl—kitsune now, he remembered—kitsune stared at him, narrowed her eyes, and seemed to ease up. “Are you bitten? Scratched?”

Mace shook his head. “No. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Did you swallow any blood? Any open wounds?” she demanded.

Mace groaned. “No, other than a scab over my head.”

“What’s the scab there for?” she asked.

“Because I hit my fucking head, and now, I can’t remember who the hell I am. Can you please let me in?”

The kitsune lowered her pistol, glanced down the hallway rapidly, and tugged him into the dark room. “Come on,” she said.

He could feel her claws gently pressing on the flesh of his chest and through the fabric of his shirt. She was stronger than he thought she’d be. But then again, Mace couldn’t remember the specifics of a kitsune’s strength.

Still, while he knew the name of what she was, he didn’t exactly know much else. He must have seen them before, surely, but Mace still felt like the experience was relatively new. Behind him, the kitsune locked the door, sighed, and stared. “What’s your name?”

“Mace,” he said. “That’s all I remember. Yours?”

“Faye,” she replied.

“You got a light, Faye? I think mine might be running low on batteries,” Mace grumbled.

She nodded. “Yeah. Found a lantern earlier.”

There was another sound, then. Before Faye could produce a meaningful source of light, the familiar growl returned. Outside, something was back, the same thing that had stalked him earlier. It had returned to the motel, tracking Mace’s footsteps.

Fuck, it found us!

But would it get in? Would the creature make its way inside the building? “Oh shit,” Mace whispered, “that’s the fucking thing I saw out there.”

Faye grabbed him. “Get down!”

She tugged at his shoulder. He liked it, and he liked the way she felt. Faye continued, tugging him to the ground. The two of them lay prone to the ground for a second. She pointed to the back wall.

Mace glanced, staring at a boarded window. He could hear something moving around back there, then the nearby guttural growls and feral moans. It was right outside, just beyond the window. She and Mace crawled to their knees, glancing out the boarded window.

It was there, near the dumpster, drooling and growling. The eyeshine made him shudder. It had to be the same one from earlier. What was it? Why was it following him? Mace turned to Faye, whispering as quietly as possible. “What… is that?”

“A wraith,” Faye whispered back, “I think we’re okay. We’re not out there with it, and I think the dumpster is throwing your scent off,” she whispered.

“A wraith?” Mace whispered.

She nodded. “Yeah. Fast, contagious, evil as hell. Violent. You might survive a scratch from one of those biters out there, but these guys scratch you, and that’s that.”

The wraith glanced at them and bared its moonlit teeth. Sharp fangs and putrid saliva glimmered in the starry desert blackness. It stared in the direction of the boarded window. Mace felt his stomach clench and churn. His blood went cold. The wraith took a step toward them.

Mace readied the carbine this time, opting to use it in place of the recovered handgun. Faye drew her pistol forward. Anticipating a gunfight against the creature outside, she positioned the barrel in its direction.

The wraith lifted its lips, bared its fangs, then turned again. For the next several seconds, it just stood there, staring at the motel. Finally, it growled and bolted back into the darkness of the night.

He sighed and slid downward, sitting on the dark, dirty ground. “It’s gone.”

“We wait,” Faye said. “Don’t do anything stupid, or I’ll leave you here.”

“Relax,” Mace replied. “I’m not your enemy.”

Faye shook her head. “Sorry,” she apologized. “I don’t mean to be a bitch. Those things are a nightmare to take out. If it got in here, we’d have to fire. That would draw attention.”

Mace nodded. “I get it.”

Faye glanced at something on her wrist. “If it doesn’t return in an hour, it probably won’t.” Faye tapped her claws on the chronometer.

Mace shrugged. “Then what?”

“I’ll light the room. Now, what’s your story?” she asked.

Mace stared at the silhouette of her feminine figure. Unable to give her much of an answer, Mace shrugged. He didn’t know his story, or if he had a story at all. “You know,” Mace said, “I don’t know. I just woke up.” he tapped the glistening scab over his head.

“Moonlight shows me enough. You hit your head pretty good. I saw that when we looked through the boards at the wraith. I couldn’t tell when I first saw you, but it looks bad enough.”

“Yeah. That’s my story, then,” Mace replied. “Now you know as much as I know about who I am. I woke up with a head wound, can’t remember shit, and ran from—”

(he remembered he called them shamblers)

“—the shamblers… the walking corpses.”

“Shamblers?”

Mace nodded. “Zombies. Face biters. Brain eaters. Whatever.”

He took a moment. Faye, this kitsune, was still shrouded by darkness. He couldn’t make out many of her details, though he wanted to. He’d been intrigued by her for whatever reason. His heart still pumped, pounded, and ached, and for the first time in several hours, Mace realized he needed to lie down soon.

He leaned his head against the back of the wall and stared at the dark ceiling above. A wave of exhaustion swept over him. He was tired. Really tired. A lot more than he thought he would be. “I need to rest,” Mace managed. He let out a sigh. “I’ve been running since I woke up.”

“Always running,” Faye said.

“Yeah. So… I can’t remember anything. Where… are we?” Mace asked.

Faye tilted her head. “You really hit your head, didn’t you?”

“Hard, I guess,” Mace laughed. 

Faye nodded. She stared at him long and hard. He could see her debating something internally, like she was making a decision then and there about whether she could trust him. She was sizing him up. Telling him any more information would make her vulnerable. But he wasn’t a threat. “You really don’t know where we are?”

Mace shook his head again. “No idea. Desert, I guess.”

Thankfully, she was opening up, which was good—it made the possibility of a survival partnership likely. He knew enough to know that staying alone too long drove up the risk of death, so having some sort of companionship seemed like a necessity.  

Faye nodded. “There’s a lot of desert here. They didn’t get around to terraforming much beyond air and water, though there are more traditional ecosystems of the continent up north.”

Mace stared. “Terraforming?”

“Yeah,” Faye said. “Terraforming.”

“We’re… this isn’t Earth?”

Faye shook her head again. “No. We’re on Mars. Or Neo Mars, as some people call it.”

Memories came rushing back. That’s right, he remembered, Neo Mars, the terraformed, breathable, magnetosphere-having denser atmosphere version of the planet.

“Explains the desert.”

Faye nodded. “Yeah. Hey, I’m going to turn on the lantern.”

Mace glanced down. “That could be helpful.”

“It was 1:12 when it left.”

“What’s the time now?” Mace asked.

She tapped the chronometer. Several statistics lit up.

“2:15, 3088.”

Mace exhaled. “3088.”

“A.D.,” Faye replied. “What’s wrong?”

“That’s a big number.”

She swished her tail. “Is that bad?”

“I just thought I would be more surprised by it,” Mace admitted.

“Hm. Well, the wraith has been gone long enough. Just keep an eye out for anything. You hear a sound, alert me. Even if it’s something small,” Faye said. “One of those fuckers gets in here, and it will take a lot to get it down.”

“They don’t croak easy?”

Faye shook her head. “They’re contagious as fuck. As I said, a single scratch is all it takes. It’s hard to kill them, harder than the shamblers, as you call them, but the risk of getting infected is dangerous.”

“One scratch?”

Faye nodded. “Yeah. It’s in their claws.”

“Alright. I can’t remember most of the stuff. I just knew to stay away from it. I knew not to touch it. I knew to hide. Same with the shamblers.”

“Your intuition was good enough,” she paused, then glanced up at him. “I’m still not sure if I trust you… but you haven’t turned. So… we’ll see. Anyway,” Faye finished, her hands searching for something nearby.

“What’s your story?” Mace asked.

Before she could answer, the lantern in her hands—clawed hands—burst into a weak, dim glow. Immediately, Mace could see the soft ears and large, fluffy tail in better detail. The kitsune features of her were more obvious than before.

Faye was beautiful, and her tail was impressive. It occurred to him that it was much fluffier than he imagined. Her eyes, red and magenta, almost glowed as the lantern light hit her face. Faye’s lips and smile were equally dazzling; the pearly white of her fox fangs and lush, crimson-shaded lips made him wonder what it’d be like to kiss her.

Was she wearing a gentle shade of red for lipstick? No, this was just her alluring, natural beauty.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I,” he managed.

“What’s wrong? Never seen a kitsune before?”

Mace shook his head. “I mean… not that I can clearly remember. But… sorry, you’re just, uh, unique.”

“A freak?” she scoffed.

Mace shook his head. “No, not at all.”

“Even with these?” she playfully tugged her lips to the side, exposing more of her fang-like canines.

Mace shook his head again. “Not even with those. I wasn’t expecting, uh, that.”

“You must be dehydrated or in the throes of starvation. Delusional. You’re crazy. Maybe I should run,” Faye scoffed. “No man ever said I wasn’t a freak.”

A weak smile turned up the corner of Faye’s lips. There was an awkward silence. This is a survival situation—stop drooling over her! Mace shook off the thoughts. It was true; the time now was to get to know each other a little bit. He didn’t know why his libido suddenly spiked.

Maybe she was right, and it was the delirium of exhaustion. Who knew?

Mace paused. “What the hell is going on? Why are there fucking zombies roaming around? Where is everyone? And… where are they coming from? The shamblers? Where—what the fuck are those wraith things?”

Faye stared at him. “You really don’t know.”

Mace shook his head. “No.”

“It’s… Stay away from them. They’re contagious, all of them. They will kill you or eat you or infect you, or all three. All it takes is one, and you’re fucked. I’m too tired to go into much detail. There’s a history, sure, but I’m fucking exhausted, I’m hungry, and I’m cold.”

He nodded. “Alright. Fair enough. Well, what are you doing out here?”

“Are you assuming I’m just going to let some strange man stay the night in this room with me?”

“I’m in this room with you, aren’t I? You let me in.”

Faye nodded. “Fair point.”

“You don’t seem that cold, either.”

She softened her gaze. “Well, you’re not threatening me. I suppose it’d be nice to have someone watch my back for the night.”

“You said it yourself. You’re tired. I’m tired.”

Faye nodded again. “Right. How can I trust you? How do I know you won’t try to fuck me over?”

Mace thought about her question. How could she trust him? Really, there was no way he could prove himself. She’d probably seen a dozen people like him, wandering around, pretending to be lost, then striking when she was vulnerable. There was only one answer.

“Well, you can’t,” Mace said. “And I’m not going to pretend you can. I can say I don’t know what’s going on all I want, and maybe you buy that, or maybe you don’t, but the proposition of me being a good guy is tempting. You and I both know that having a partner and someone to rely on would make this easier, whatever this is.” Mace waved his hand around, motioning to the darkness.

Faye glared at him, then let out a sigh. “You’re right. I’m not a vibe kind of kitsune gal, but you’re not giving off anything that makes me too worried yet. Would be better not to be alone.”

“Being lonely isn’t fun.”

Faye smiled at him. “I imagine loneliness and not knowing your identity is probably hard.”

Mace laughed. “Yeah. Well,” he leaned forward, “since we’re talking now, let me get to know you at least a little?”

“You really want to know?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

She grinned. “Alright. It’s long.”

“Indulge me.”

A quiet breeze rolled over Lott’s motel, then. The exhaustion was really hitting him. But he was too tense to fall asleep. He needed a distraction, needed to feel and think about anything else but the monsters, even if just for a fleeting moment.

Faye began.


9. Connections

“Here,” Faye said.

She offered him a bulky syringe. “What’s this?”

“A stim pack. They’re not common and only help a little, but it should take the edge off any dehydration. That and serious wounds.”

“Is this your only one?” Mace asked.

She shook her head and produced another. Faye injected herself. “Now it is. Take it,” she said again.

He grabbed the stim pack from her hands and studied it. STIM PACK 20ML. Mace shrugged, jammed it into his arm, and pressed. Seconds later and some of the pain was gone.

He felt calmer, more relaxed, and watched as some of his wounds seemed to close up. Not all the way, but enough to prevent infection. 

Mace leaned back, drinking sips of water from his plastic bottle. She’d explained a lot for the past hour or so. Faye figured she was a product of some genetic experiment. The kitsunes went far back in Neo Mars’ history, maybe sometime in the 2300s. Their population was small, though they were raised just like any other child with human parents by their kitsune mothers and fathers. Other than that, she was as normal as everyone else. That meant running when the shit hit the fan. Lots of running.

Into the wastes.

“Thanks for the water,” Mace said.

Faye nodded. “No problem. Just help me find more. Besides, you looked worse than me,” she giggled.

“How long ago did all this happen? What happened to your parents, the kitsune colony you lived in?”

Faye shrugged. “I don’t know. It was several years ago when rumors started about some sort of radiation leak. Then… this. I was adopted, so I had plenty of parents. Who knows what happened—everyone ran. I don’t think they made it.”

“Sorry,” Mace said.

“Hey, it’s okay. Doing pretty good for a 20s-something kitsune,” Faye shrugged.

“I wonder how old I am,” Mace laughed.

“You look like you're late twenties, early thirties to me. You’ll age faster than me. Kitsunes hold their younger looks for much longer than humans.”

Mace gulped. “Interesting.”

“Yeah. I was a little girl when all that shit happened. Survived with a few special operations chicks. TALON, as it was called. We lived in a small city for a while, away from the monsters. They came, eventually. I had to run again.”

Mace shook his head. Faye’s backstory was tragic. “I’m sorry. I would offer something more meaningful than that, but that’s all I can say. I’m sorry,” Mace explained.

Faye smiled at him. “You’re honest. I like that.”

He shrugged. “I guess I am. Maybe not. For now, I am. So… what now?”

Faye twitched her ears. “I think we should camp out overnight here. Take shifts sleeping. I think we’re safe, but it could always come back.”

Mace set his water bottle down. “Well, it’s nice to meet you,” he said.

There was a pause. Faye quickly read his expression. “I’m guessing you still want to know more?”

Mace nodded. “The shamblers, the wraiths… were they part of the radiation thing?”

“Who knows? They’re contagious. That’s what I know.”

“How many?”

“What?”

Mace stared at her. “How many people were there on Neo Mars? Did you see that in any records you might have come across?”

Faye shook her head. “No. I would compare it to Earth last I heard.”

“Fuck,” Mace leaned back. “Earth. Maybe we can get some help from them.”

“That won’t work either,” Faye sighed. “We lost contact with Earth a while ago. From what we can tell, WW4 broke out. They annihilated each other.”

Mace shuddered. Vague memories came back of the wars that took place on Earth, the history of Neo Mars, and more. He even remembered working under the command of some military complex. What was it…

“I get memories,” Mace said. “They are… ambiguous. Flashes. Puzzles with missing pieces. It’s coming back. I vaguely remember some military complex, I think.”

“You said you woke up in a transport?”

Mace nodded. “Yeah.”

“Could have been the USF.”

“USF?”

“Basically, the military. United Solar Federation.”

Mace let out a heavy, long sigh. “God.”

For some reason, remembering he was on Neo Mars didn’t seem to bother him. The thought of USF came to mind. Was he one of them? Maybe a grunt? Or an engineer? He gripped his temples. “I think I need some sleep,” Mace said.

“Me too.”

It was going to get cold, definitely. That’s how the desert worked. They were in a motel, though. There had to be blankets. He didn’t even think to check for a bed.

Mace glanced over to the full-size mattress. “At least there’s a bed.”

“Only a thin blanket for cover, though. Should be enough to keep us warm.”

“You can take the bed and blanket if you want,” Mace said.

He didn’t want to be rude. That, and he wanted to make a good impression on her. She grinned at him. “Oh yeah? You’d give me the whole bed?”

Mace nodded. “I can find something to shield me, at least a little, from the cold.”

Faye scoffed and gave him a sort of ‘really?’ stare. “You think I’m going to let you sleep on the floor? Did you not hear the part about taking shifts?”

He gulped. “Let me?”

Faye groaned. “This is the first night in forever that I get to sleep warm. Plus, I can keep an eye on you.”

“I don’t care either way. I don’t want to freeze.”

He leaned forward. “You know, you could cozy up next to me.”

“Ha! I just met you,” Faye laughed.

“Yeah, but you look so comfy. Better than that thin blanket. You’re fluffy,” Mace teased.

She seemed annoyed at his comment. “I am not fluffy. I am formidable.”

Mace agreed with her. “Formidable.”

Faye stood, her tail swaying. “I’m turning out the lantern now.”

“Who sleeps first?”

She scratched her head. “You.”

“Any reason?”

“The bed will be warm when we switch,” Faye said.

Mace couldn’t blame her for being so paranoid, but… part of him felt like maybe she was taking advantage of the situation. How long had she been alone out here? “Wake me up in a couple of hours,” Mace said.

Faye nodded. “Will do.”

She scratched her ear, groaning. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just an itch,” Faye replied.

“You sure?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Get some sleep.”

He immediately felt the springs. The bed wasn’t completely uncomfortable, but it was better than the floor. Quickly, his eyelids were heavy again. Faye, somewhere off in the room, patiently waited for him to recharge, keeping guard of the room and perimeter. Perhaps she was watching through the windows, eyes looking for any monsters.

But Mason didn’t know. Not for sure. He was too tired. Too relaxed. The blackness in the room washed over him. His eyes shut. His heart slowed, relaxed, and settled.

And he dreamt.


10. The Decayed Places

The light of a cool dawn pierced through the boarded windows.

He turned to his side, staring at Faye as she sorted through several bags. None of them were his things, and he was grateful for that. “Morning,” Mace said. “Did you get any sleep?”

“Some,” Faye said, placing a hand on her hip. “Decided it would be better if you had the bed for the night.”

“So that you can make sure I don’t do something stupid?”

Faye paused. “I’m sorry. I don’t trust people.”

“And here you are,” Mace said.

She sighed. “Sorry.”

Mace nodded. “You need to get sleep soon. You just let me go the whole night.”

“You’ll take watch next time. I really need some sleep, but I needed to know,” she said, smiling. “I didn’t realize it was so close to dawn, anyway.”

Next time. Were they still going to work together? He remembered the conversation from the night before. “So, we’re riding together?”

“Yes,” Faye said, “and you didn’t try to kill or injure me. Unless you think we shouldn’t.”

Mace sat up, leaning forward. “I’d prefer not to be alone. Offer still stands.”

“Oh, you’re offering?”

Mace nodded. “Yep.”

Faye chuckled. “Yeah. I don’t want to be alone either. We can give it a shot.”

Mace clasped his hands together. “I didn’t see anything worthwhile on the way here—nothing. No cities, no camps. Do you think there’s somewhere to go?”

“Rumors. I hear rumors about a refuge up north. Heard from a few survivors I ran into before they ate dirt and some notes I found. You think you can handle it?” she smirked.

He smiled. “I don’t have a choice. Hey, what are those bags?”

Faye tapped a couple of them. “I found some spare hip packs and carrying bags while you slept. Might be useful,” she explained.

“I’ll take that hip pack,” Mason said.

Faye tossed it to him. “You remember anything else?”

Mace shook his head. If he had recalled anything, it wasn’t coming back to him. He could feel something, though. The emotion was subtle. “Off the top of my head, no. Other dreams.”

“Anything in the dream you remember?”

He shook his head again. “No.”

Faye shrugged, finishing the process of packing her bags. She glanced at him, then turned to the motel room door. Mace stood. “Going without me?”

“Hardly,” Faye said. “Just getting the door started.”

“Cool,” Mace replied. He glanced over at the bag and hip pack on the floor, along with his gun, and approached. How often would he need it?

Nearby, the refracted light of a desert surged over the room. Faye cracked the door open. She took a breath, shoved it ajar, and turned her gaze back to him. “Ready?”

Mace finished shouldering his bags and hip pack. “Yeah.”

“You know, last night, I was thinking…”

Mace stepped closer to her. “Yeah?”

“I’m still not totally sure if you’ll kill me, but you know, it’d be nice to not be so fucking cold. We should use our body heat to stay warm,” Faye said.

He noticed her embarrassment, almost like she was confessing something. “That’s a good idea. I won’t say no. You’re fluffy. You look warm and comfortable. You’re probably nice to press up against—you know what I mean.”

The kitsune smirked at him. “I’m not fluffy! Ugh. But yeah. I haven’t really cuddled with anyone before. It will be a new experience,” she admitted.

“Want to work on that?”

Wow, good job—you’re going to scare her off. Mace swallowed back his words. He was stunned the question came out of him like that. Where did the unexpected flirtation come from?

“Are you flirting with me?”

Mace shrugged. “I was just trying to lighten the mood.”

“Yes,” Faye replied.

“Yeah—”

She shook her head. “No, I mean, yes, I want to work on it.”

“Really?”

“Everything sucks. What’s wrong with a little cuddling?”

Faye had a point. Everything did suck, so what would be wrong with a little physical contact? Being intimate with the fox girl would take his mind off things. Was I like this before? Did I jump to sex as quickly as possible? There are zombies… monsters…

Mace shrugged. “You know? I agree.”

“Yeah?”

He nodded. “I felt some guilt over it, but… fuck it.”

Faye burst into laughter. “Yeah, fuck it. Well, let’s go.”

“After you,” Mace smirked.

She followed him into the corridor. They both glanced at the charred, broken walls. The room they stayed in the night before seemed to be the only area that had some reasonable stability.

“How long do you think this has been going on, really?”

Faye shrugged. “Several years, I think.”

Mace had a thought: what if there was information in some of the outposts? “Maybe we could figure out more if we got more information. Like, from the nearby stuff, or facilities, we pass here.”

Faye raised a brow. “You want to figure all that shit out?”

“Know your enemy,” Mace explained. “I don’t know where I heard it, but I recall the phrase.”

“Could be your life before?”

Mace shrugged. “No idea.”

They finally turned a corner, slipping out of the motel’s front door. Walking past the lobby and seeing the decay, bodies, and crushed beams made him shudder a little. Were the corpses going to get up? Maybe come take a bite of him?

“We’ll have to keep heading north,” Faye said.

Mace turned to her as they stepped out into the parking lot. “We’ll need wheels.”

“I’ve roughed it before.”

“Yeah,” Mace nodded, “but… wheels would make life more convenient.”

Faye agreed. “Alright. Did you see any vehicles on the way?”

He paused. Last night… Mace did see a few vehicles the night before. Whether they worked, he didn’t know. “There were a couple out back.”

“I think I saw them.”

“There’s always a chance,” Mace added.

“Fuck it,” Faye said. “I have some engineering experience. What about you?”

Mace shook his head.

“Oh yeah,” she smiled weakly, embarrassed. “I forgot your memory.”

“It’s okay.” Mace paused. There was no telling what was in the vehicles. Earlier, he’d found a body in the military vehicle. “We should check our weapons,” he suggested.

Faye nodded. “Yeah.”

She pulled out her pistol, readying it for us. Faye clicked off the safety. Mace did the same, glancing up at her. “I remember how to use weapons so well,” he said, “but not much else.”

“Maybe you were a soldier?” Faye suggested. “I mean, that uniform would come from an installation. Then again, could be for a technician on the bases. I don’t know.”

“I could see a soldier,” Mace agreed. “Seems to make sense.”

“You ready?”

Mace tapped the handle of his pistol. “Yeah. Let’s check these cars and clear out any surprises.”

Faye nodded.

Together, they approached the back lot. He rounded the corner, staring at the same dumpster from the night before—the same place the wraith stared back at him with those glowing eyes. Eye shine, he remembered.

He made a quick track to the two cars in the back of the lot. A few layers of dust and sand covered them. Their windows were caked in weathered grime. Mace made his way to the first one, tugging on the door. It didn’t budge, refusing to open.

“Fuck,” Mace groaned.

Faye tried a couple of other doors, staring back at him. “They’re locked, too.”

“Do we care about any glass?”

She shook her head.

Mace swung the butt of his gun into the window, watching it shatter. Immediately, a decayed, grimy hand shot out toward him. He stumbled back, staring into the open, dangling mouth of a putrid, gutted, moaning shambler.

Mace felt a little pity. Did it die in there? Dehydration, starvation, and then just turn? Or was it—the man—searching for temporary shelter, perhaps wounded? Maybe bitten. “God,” Mace lifted his pistol. “The thing’s been here for a minute, from what I can see.”

It growled again, still wailing in sad, sobbing groans. It reached, eyes glaring back at him with gooey, grey pupils. The thing’s cataract stare made him tense. He pointed the sights of his pistol down to its face. Inhaling, Mace pulled the pistol’s trigger.

Its head didn’t explode like the others, perhaps from the angle he fired. The cold bullet pierced its skull. It collapsed forward and froze, head lolling and drool rolling down the car door onto the desert’s hot sandy ground.

“You okay?”

Mace took a second, a quick breath, then shot a smile at Faye. “Yeah. A-okay.”

She rolled her eyes. “Alright. I’ll search the back.”

He plucked a key from the corpse, then turned to the car. What a nightmare, he thought. Mace shrugged, reached, and unlocked the door. Faye tugged at the back, sticking her head inside.

Mace worked on the corpse, pulling its body from the seats. He threw it to the ground, then slipped into the driver’s seat. Some of the skills of his past life were bleeding through. While the car wasn’t the same as the previous vehicle, he knew enough to check the main systems.

Some of the dash lit up, revealing a half-full battery, a quarter charge of fuel, and several other lights, meters, and car gauges. He felt a little, fleeting sense of joy until he saw the engine monitor. “Damn it,” Mace groaned.

Faye crawled between the front two seats. “Engine’s gone,” she said.

Mace felt a tremor or lust as the vixen sat next to him. The subtle scent of her breath, fur, and body teased his nose. She smelled sweet, like sugar and cinnamon almost.

“Looks like the car is not going to get is very far.”

Mace sighed. “Yeah. Well, try the other one.”

Faye nodded. “Not much else to try. If this second doesn’t work, what do you want to do?”

He shrugged. “Depends. For now, move on. Might be worth it to try swapping parts if they’re something that will be easily compatible. A battery or something.”

Together, they left the non-functioning car. It had a battery, which might be useful. If the other car was without some sort of usable power, they could swap batteries. It meant having wheels.

If the car batteries were compatible. There was a chance they weren’t, and a larger possibility that the car wouldn’t start at all, even if he installed a new source of power. Which meant walking.

Mace groaned.

Finally, they were standing in front of the other car. It seemed to be in better condition. He wondered how long it had been there. Years? Decades? Regardless, it didn’t matter. What mattered was the thing starting, running, and getting them far away from the monsters.

The car doors opened without much of a problem. Not long after, they were inside, checking for any sign of a key. Luckily, he found one buried by the passenger’s console. Mace grabbed it, turned, and slipped it into the ignition.

“Hopefully, this works,” Mace murmured.

Faye watched as he turned the key. The car began, stalled, and then shut off. “What do you suppose that was?”

Mace chewed his lip. How did he know? He couldn’t remember who he was or what he did, but… something about the sound reminded him of…

“It’s a dead battery,” Mace said. “We can pull it from the other, if it will sit in there. If it’s not compatible, we’re walking.”

Faye nodded. “Let’s give it a shot.”

He wanted to get it done. The day was early, but Mace knew if they spent too long on this, they’d be stuck in the motel again or out on the road. If they ran into a wraith, especially multiple wraiths, it’d be over.

The car had to work. There was no other choice. “Alright,” Mace swallowed, pulling a lever from the dash—

(how did I remember…)

—and making his way to the hood. He propped it open and watched as Faye retrieved the battery from the other car, quickly lugging it toward him. She was strong. There was no way he’d be able to move it so easily in the kind of heat and exhaustion they both faced. “Nice guns,” Mace smirked.

“Thanks,” Faye smiled, showing a bit of her fang.

He pulled the old battery out, stepping aside as Faye slipped in the new one. “Plasma, ions, and graphene. The best. The indicator on the power core flashed a third, I think.”

Mace tapped the battery indicator. The power core lit up, confirming its residual energy: “Enough for a few dozen miles, maybe.”

“I really hope so,” Faye sighed. “There’s a smaller town that this might make it to, I think.”

Mace shoved the power core into the battery socket, placed each connector, stepped back, and shut the car’s alloy hood. “Start her up,” Mace said.

Faye swished her tail, nodded, and went to the car’s door. She slipped into the driver’s seat and leaned back. Mace shot her a nod, and then he crossed his fingers. A cold wad of anxiety built up in his throat, his chest tightened, and for a moment, he felt like he was frozen.

Then the car’s ignition switched on, and the engine kicked into gear.

We have a car.

Mace smirked. “We have wheels.”

Faye smiled back at him, slipping out of the driver’s seat. “I guess we’ll load up on our stuff, check for more supplies, and head out. You did well.”

“I try… I think,” Mace shrugged. He didn’t know if he tried to be useful before, but he would try now, even if it weren’t part of his past personality traits.

Faye laughed. “I’ll add our stuff.”

“Works for me,” Mace said.

He handed her his bag and packs. Faye grabbed them, turning to the car. She went to the backseat, adding her bag and his to the seats.

“We should check the trunk,” Mace called.

Faye nodded. “Can do.”

After popping the trunk, she paced around to it cautiously, tense and nervous. He followed after her, closing the car’s dusty hood. Slowly, they aimed their weapons.

Mace pulled up on the partly opened trunk, revealing a mostly empty interior. There was a spare tire, jumper cables, a jack, several circuit boards, and fuses. All the items took up a small portion of the car space inside.

Faye sighed and then exhaled. “Looks like stuff to keep the car moving.”

He nodded. “Yeah, looks that way. We should go,” Mace said.

“Commanding, are we?” Faye said, raising her brow.

Mace chuckled and waved his hands at her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“It was attractive. Your confidence is good,” Faye grinned. “I just thought it was cute.”

He held back a bit of embarrassment and shook off her compliments. Was she hitting on him or just teasing? There was no way a gorgeous kitsune like that would ever put a claw on me. Maybe the kitsunes wouldn’t put a claw on anyone. He couldn’t be sure.

“I’ll take note of that.”

Faye swayed her tail. “Good.”

Mace shut the trunk. Together, they made their way to the car’s front end.

He tugged open the driver’s side door, adjusted the seat, and hopped inside. Faye shut the back doors and then went to the passenger’s seat. The car was ready to go. Everything was locked, in place, and geared. Their bags were in the back, safe and secure.

He pulled the shifter to reverse, foot on the brake. Next to him, Faye strapped the seatbelt to herself. Mace let off the brake. The car’s dash glimmered with a few readouts, then the rear and front-facing monitors. A screen displayed a live stream of the ground behind and in front of them.

“Looks good,” Faye said. “Readouts are clear.”

Mace nodded. “Power’s good. About half. It’s not losing coolant.”

“And the fuses are in order, from what I see,” Faye added.

“We can get several dozen miles out of this,” Mace grinned. “We should be able to get more fuel and power.”

“Enough to get to the next city.”

“Got a map?”

Faye shrugged. “We’ll need one. My PDA died. I saw Torrid in there, and maybe a small city before then.”

“Fuel station,” Mace shrugged. “I don’t know how I know, but I know they usually have maps. If we see one on the way out, we’ll stop and procure a map.”

“You sure you weren’t a commander or general?” Faye laughed.

Mace paused. “No idea, to be honest.” He paused, then glanced at her.

“What?”

He shook his head. Here was this kitsune, someone who had helped him survive, now sitting beside him. The day before was empty, hot, and filled with death. Now, Mace was next to Faye Nightshade, the foxy curvy chick whose breath smelled of spice and sugar.

“Nothing,” Mace said. “Let’s go.”

With that, Mace shifted the car to first gear and sped off out of the lot. Ahead, the desert’s horizon rapidly approached. Behind them, the Neo-Martian sun slowly crawled to high noon.


11. Fueling Station

They drove.

Some memories and impressions came back. They were transient, but little by little, Mace was able to remember more about himself. Vague as they were, he could recall that he’d learned some proficiency with weapons. He’d suspected that since the day he woke up in the mangled military vehicle.

He now remembered it as a military vehicle—a USF armored personnel transport, or APT, specifically a transport vessel meant to move personnel. They came in different sizes, too: some large, others small, some terrestrial, some amphibious, and others aerial.

The USF acronym didn’t bring anything else back. It could have been attributed to the recent trauma or something else. Or maybe being chased by the fucking wraith.

Mace shuddered. The wraiths. He didn’t want to run into one, especially now with Faye—lovely, gorgeous, resourceful Faye—because it meant her life was at risk, too. Best to avoid the wraiths completely.

Yeah, like that will happen—the USF is using APTs for a good reason.

The desert sun felt like it’d boil liquid. Mace wasn’t sure of the temperature, but he knew it was hot. Dangerously hot if left out to the elements with ample time. He’d been driving down the road with no real point of interest in mind besides a fuel station.

The car had a mapping system, but it was shot. It was probably caused by a power core or system of circuits popping. Capacitors blew out sometimes. Hopefully, the fuel station would have a map.

PDAs, too, hopefully. He was aware of some tech now, though nothing substantial. Mace knew more could come back.

A chronometer blinked on the monitors. It was interesting to see something so detailed. The readout was a combination of plain, digital text denoting time, direction, sunset, and longitude-latitude coordinates. Around the readout was an analogue-like clock and a compass using only white LED letters.

Well, that could be useful. He confirmed they were driving north. He didn’t know how long it’d take to find something—anything—before locating more supplies like fuel and med kits.

Given that the chronometer and subsequent clocks were accurate, Mace and Faye had been on the road for three hours. He’d spent that time talking to her, recalling more about himself, and asking questions about the world around him.

“So, we’re on Neo Mars,” Mace said.

Faye nodded. “The red planet.”

“Right,” Mace nodded. “The terraforming.”

Faye shrugged. “3088.”

“Did you hear any other rumors about where they came from?”

She shook her head. “My best guess is some pathogen—a space bug. Others suggested rays or solar contamination. Others think it was deep under some polar caps, got dug up or melted,” Fay explained. “Most think it had something to do with the radiation leak from that meltdown.”

He could piece together most of what she’d said so far. It didn’t take long, and he was already clearly recalling the year and several other things about Neo Mars: the economy, the cities, the military forces, different factions, technology, and others. But he couldn’t remember much about himself.

“It’s coming back to me.”

“Anything else come back to you?” Faye inquired.

Mace shrugged. “Not really.”

“Don’t remember any family? Friends? …A girlfriend, maybe?” Faye managed.

Mace raised a brow, adjusting in his seat. “I can’t remember. I don’t even have the impression of that, let alone something that would resemble romance. I mean, I might, and I don’t remember, but… I think I’d know.”

Faye leaned forward, opening the glove box. “I can’t tell you what it feels like. I’ve seen it, but I’ve never been in anything like a relationship.”

“You’re… gorgeous though?”

She blushed. “Thanks,” Faye smirked, “but I think most people would turn their nose to a vixen-human gal like me. Kitsunes aren’t exactly appealing.”

“You’re so soft,” Mace teased. “It’d be like snuggling up with a blanket.”

Faye rolled her eyes and laughed. “Fuck you. I’m not just a blanket.”

“Yeah, but you like doubling as comfortable, don’t you?” Mace smirked.

She didn’t protest. “Regardless, I wouldn’t know.”

“Maybe one day you will,” Mace said.

He stopped himself from going much further. Why did I say that? Mace could feel the look she was giving, like her eyes were peeling away each layer of his scalp, then cracking open his skull to figure out what the hell he was thinking when he said that. She was intensely curious, but not offended.

Faye stared at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean, maybe you could be someone’s blanket one day,” Mace finished. “I didn’t mean any harm by it.”

“No, no,” Faye waved him off. “Don’t apologize. I just… got confused. Anyway… Maybe when Neo Mars is cleared of the monsters, and I’m off this place, maybe. I imagine it’d be nice,” she finished.

Mace glanced at her. He shot her a warm smile. His face said: it’s okay. “Well, we got each other for now. So at least neither of us is solo out here in this fuckery.”

“An amnesiac man and the descendant genetic experimentation.”

“Sounds like a combination.”

She laughed. “Yeah. Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?”

Mace smirked. “It does.”

He glanced back at the road, eyes focused on what looked to be some building off to the side of the highway. Mace pressed on the accelerator, speeding the car ahead. The shoulder-side building rapidly approached.

His gut tightened. Was it a fuel station? Finally, when they were close enough, he slowed down the car. RICK’S FUELING STATION was plastered on top of a decaying wood and metal fixture above the front doors. Several fuel pumps sat off the side, along with a storage rack of cores.

Rick’s lot was full of nothing unexpected. A dozen more cars were spaced out over the grounds, most burnt, empty, or covered in a layer of Neo-Martian dust. The sign that normally would have jutted into the sky was toppled over, split in half, and riddled with burn marks.

Each fuel pump was coated in a fine layer of dusty ash and rusted metal. Several of the hoses were missing and one of the liquid plasma pump stations had been crushed. The building itself was devoid of unbroken windows.

Every pane of glass was either shattered or cracked. The inside was mostly dark, lit by stray sunlight and ambient reflections. He stared at the white and gray paint job, now reddish and muddied by the weathering of sandstorms.

A couple of racks containing batteries, power cores, and more lined Rick’s front-facing exterior. He could see a shed nestled by the building’s backside as if to tease any wanderers. There could be more supplies in there.

“Jackpot.”

Faye leered forward. “Looks safe enough. There’ll be shamblers inside, is my guess.”

Mace agreed. “Yeah. We can take them out. I don’t see any nearby hordes.”

“From what I’ve seen, wraiths prefer the night,” Faye added. “We should be no less safe than usual,” she finished.

Mace coasted the car into Rick’s parking lot, minding the debris.

Trash, rusted parts, corroded shrapnel, and crushed alloy littered the lot. Bodies—probably ten or twenty—were scattered over the desert floor. They seemed desiccated from his view in the car, but that didn’t mean they weren’t waiting to take a bite out of him.

He didn’t know how he knew that, but he knew.

They passed a USF vehicle. Flat tires sunk into the ground. Bullet holes dotted the windshield. Part of the door had been ripped away, exposing the shiny metal insides of the military vehicle. A body lay next to the torn, crushed door, motionless and eviscerated. Dried viscera and intestines lined the Neo-Martian floor.

He thought about searching the vehicles. If he and Faye were going to spend time on any of the abandoned, non-functional cars, the military vehicle seemed the correct choice. Mace glanced around, debating. They’d need to park.

Hopefully, nothing would jump up to rip them apart and eat their gray matter.

“I’m going to find a place to park. There,” Mace said, pointing at the right side of Rick’s.

There was a patch of land between two of the tall alloy racks and the storage shed. It seemed like a decent place. Plus, it provided a quick route to the fuel (if there was any still untapped in the cores).

If.

Mace slowed the car near the side of Rick’s, shadowed by the building. He slipped the car into park, leaned back, and exhaled.

After cracking his knuckles, readying his pistol, and taking a breath, Mace opened his driver’s side door. Faye followed, not far behind.

Mace turned, nodding at her. There in the light, her beauty only became more obvious. How could anyone deny her appeal? Her burning, bold eyes and accentuated feminine curves begged to be appreciated. For a moment, Mace’s emotions veered toward steep desire. “Are you okay?” Faye asked, a confused look on her face.

Mace shook his head. “Yeah, sorry,” he managed. The brief peak of lust faded into mental obscurity. Seeing the bodies around the car didn’t help with the mood, either.

There’s always time to get to know her more later.

Mace took a few steps forward. His first point of interest was the military vehicle—an SUV of some kind, from what he could see. After stepping over a few piles of debris, he was upon it, staring down at the desiccated body. He nudged it with the toe of his shoe, waiting for some response.

Seeing the polyfabric of his boots brought back glimpses of his first encounter with the thing, the ditch he rolled into. Mace nudged the corpse again.

Nothing.

Faye approached behind him. The silhouette of her long, fluffy, swaying tail danced over the USF corpse. “Seems dead enough,” the kitsune said.

Mace nodded, hunching down. “You think it was some grunt running? Or had orders? Doesn’t make sense. He’s by himself.”

“Probably booked once the outposts were overrun,” Faye replied.

Mace rolled the body over, sighing at the corpse’s condition. It looked like the front of its face had been ripped apart. Claw marks ran over the dead body’s legs and abdomen, deep and dry, like black cracks in a desolate flatland.

He skimmed his hands over the corpse. D. MITCHELL was embroidered into the suit. Mace felt a little sadness searching over the body unceremoniously like that. It consoled him that at least in death, the dead man before them might have still been able to help.

After a second, Mace recovered a clip, unhoused from a missing magazine. Mace pocketed it. He glanced up, seeing part of a bloodied, torn ID in a dirty lanyard around the man’s neck.

What was that doing there? Mace tugged at it, staring down at the ID. Some of it had melted, but what he could see was the start of the words Pvt. D… before it trailed off. “He was a soldier, looks like.”

“I see,” Faye nodded.

Mace sighed. “Well, too bad we couldn’t help.”

“Is the ID useful?”

Mace shook his head. “The thing is so melted and torn. It won’t be useful, I don’t think.”

“Probably not.”

He glanced at the dead soldier’s wrists, up to a clasped, skeletal right hand. The fingers were holding onto something, like Mitchell had passed away, not wanting to give up whatever lay buried in his decayed, dead clutches. It was substantial enough that Mace could see the edges of what looked like wristbands and something else. Chronometers, maybe? Curiously, Mace lurched forward, kneeling over Mitchell’s corpse.

He propped open the hand, prying it apart with his left index finger and thumb. Two wrist chronometers fell from the dead man’s bony grip. “Huh. These look a little more advanced than a standard chronometer.”

Faye crouched next to him. “I recognize those, but… I don’t know what they call them. I’ve seen some TALON guys wear them, maybe some soldiers, too.”

“TALON?”

“A special, elite force of the police. I haven’t met any active units, mostly because I haven’t seen any cities intact,” Faye explained. “Otherwise… those chronometers are unique. They interface with certain firearms, if I remember right. Extra detail on climate, position, and health.”

“Health?”

Faye nodded. “They said that it monitors vitals and some other stuff. An algorithm, if that makes sense. Like a health meter. I really don’t know; I’ve never used one; I’m just going off what I heard and saw.”

“Fair enough. I think these things might work, possibly,” Mace observed.

From what he could deduce, they were in decent enough condition. His hands over the sleek metal and carbon-polyfabric wristband made him feel strange. He’d worn these before. Mace wasn’t sure when or where, but he’d worn this same chronometer model at some point.

He even remembered to press on a certain spot, like second nature. The screen flashed. Words scrolled across the display, then numbers, a series of phosphorescent readouts, and then it flickered to a different set of digital metrics.

His blood sugar, electrolytes, blood oxygen, pulse, blood pressure, temperature, respirations-per-minute, and more populated their respective places on the chronometer. There was even a diagram showing his body. He assumed it was injuries and a quick way to monitor the locale of any harm.

That’s when he saw the ammo counter on the bottom left. 18 with a denotation for a bullet in the chamber. “Projectile weaponry… looks like I’m carrying a… GunTEK 9mm. Classed as projectile small arms.”

“Those are common, I think,” Faye said. “You know how to work that thing?”

Mace stood, nodding. “Definitely appears so, I guess,” he finished.

“You got to be USF.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll see. These things have databases, I think.”

“Try it,” Faye said. “You might be in there.”

Mace scrolled through the micro-LED display, finding a section for auto-sync of all the important files—tech-speak. Mace recognized the words, but he couldn’t be sure how they worked on a more abstract, mathematical level. Either Mace didn’t remember, or he never really knew.

A network symbol indicating no connectivity flashed on the screen. Two more words scrolled beneath the readout: PERSONAL IDENTIFICATION SYNC FAIL–DATABASE CORRUPT. “No network, I guess. Or it’s damaged. Something about a corrupt database.”

Behind them, something shifted in the fueling station’s building. “We better get on with that,” Faye said.

Mace stood, handing her one of the chronometers. “Put that on your wrist.”

She grabbed it from him. “I’ve never used one.”

As Faye put the device over her wrist, then strapped and secured it, Mace glared at the shadow shifting inside the building. Had to be a shambler, he thought. It was moving too slowly to be much of anything else.

“Let’s kill that thing and find a map,” Mace said.


12. Supplies, Stock

They paced toward Rick’s entrance, turning a corner of the building’s corrugated vinyl and aluminum siding. Mace stretched as he walked. He almost missed the body. His foot kicked it, and Mace stopped to stare down at the warped monster beneath him.

It wasn’t a shambler.

No, this was a long-dead wraith, dried and dehydrated like leather. Its sharp rows of fang-like, extended teeth were glossy, as if preserved by some invisible layer of a weather-resistant compound. They looked wet still, in fact.

Like a thin sheet of saliva still glistened over them.

It wrapped a lanky, mummified arm around a large beam that pinned it in place. Layers of ash, sand, and Martian dust coated it. Its fingernails—no, claws—were more like talons than anything else, jutting from the end of each bony, skeletal digit.

“Fuck,” Mace swallowed. “That’s a wraith.”

“Claws can still spread even after death,” Faye said. “That’s where the pathogen is. It keeps the contagion in its fingernails.”

Mace shook his head.

He wondered why it was there like that, lying beneath a stray beam half-connected to the partially collapsed back corner of the gas station.

Seeing a wraith up close, with its protruding fangs for teeth and talon-like claws, made him shudder. Its eyes were cloudy and opaque with decay. He didn’t see any of the eyeshine staring back at him. Which was good because it gave him the creeps.

“It’s dead, at least.”

“If it weren’t, it’d be getting up to infect and kill us,” Faye added.

Mace nodded. “Yeah. What do you think caused them?”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “They’re not like the others. What do you think happened that it strayed off into these things? A mutation? Some possible other viruses? A bacterium?”

“No idea, really,” Faye replied. “Could have been a thousand different, horrible reasons.”

“Fuck,” Mace stepped over it, “let’s just get in here and get what we need.”

Faye nodded. “Yes,” she agreed.

Together, they made their way to the front of Rick’s. The corrugated, aluminum-alloy vinyl was half bent, pocked with torn holes and other destruction along the tops and middles of the exterior. Mace readied himself, approaching one of the large, open windows. He peered into it, covering his eyes from the sunlight above.

Inside, he saw several shamblers roaming around, looking for food. They hadn’t seemed to notice him or Faye yet. Looking through the glass made it obvious that there was nothing behind the doors, let alone anything separating the inside of the fuel station from the outside.

Whatever glass was there had long since gone. That was good, Mace thought. It made it easier to get inside. He could crawl through, maybe even kick the hinges off for easier access. He didn’t need a broken handle and partial door frame obscuring the pistol’s rounds.

He glanced over his shoulder at the armed kitsune, watching her tail slowly move from side to side. She was ready to do whatever it took.

Her clawed fingers were already poised above the trigger of her gun. Faye’s sapphire blue gaze caught him. She nodded as if to signal that she was prepped. Mace nodded back at her, and the two made their way down the rows of broken windows to the front doors.

The shamblers inside took an interest in them, turning, stumbling over broken aisles, toppled shelves, and crushed cans of food. Each of them lifted their arms, heads back and jaws slack, groaning and howling in sorrowful wails as they approached.

Mace slammed a precision blow with his foot into the weakened frames, kicking the hinges off and bursting the remnants of the doors open. The two shamblers growled. They walked toward each of them with hungry maws and foul, rotted breath.

Faye dispatched the first shambler. The thing’s head exploded as her bullet penetrated its skull. It collapsed backward, spurting old, sticky blood over the dusty ground. Mace aimed his 9mm next, sighting it between the thing’s eyes. He squeezed the trigger.

Its cranium detonated. A wad of half-coagulated cortex misted over the shelves behind it. It twitched, fell back, and froze. Both shamblers lay motionless on the ground, staring blankly into the cracked and damaged tiles. They’d be like forever, Mace knew, just gazing at the ceiling aimlessly, locked in an eternity of decay.

Until decomposition got the better of the bodies, which would be soon.

“They’re taken care of, at least. Let’s start looking through everything,” Mace said.

Faye stretched. “Yeah, sounds good. Meet back at the first aisle?”

Mace nodded. “That sounds good. I’ll take care of the east side; you do the west,” he said, confirming the location on his chronometer’s compass.

They stepped deeper into the building.

Mace made his way to the cashier’s area. He stood behind the counter. He ran over the combination of future retro tech, discovering most was broken and inoperable. That didn’t really surprise him; it was hard to have functioning tech when the world was overrun with undead monsters.

He cracked his neck, crouching down behind the counter. There were rows of monitors, touchscreens, and safes. Some were cracked, others were half melted, but none of them worked. Mace sighed, turning his attention to the backside of the area. There were a couple of cabinets with glass doors, both shattered, that contained a slew of cigarettes and alcohol. They were mostly empty, save for a cartoon of some cheap brand and a few flasks of vodka that was equally low in price.

From what he could tell, the cheap stuff was like drinking a solvent or chemical. Mace must have had a couple before the amnesia took his memories. The stuff had to be disgusting if the distant and harsh taste superseded other memories.

Mace shuddered and continued working his way through the cashier’s area. There was a door nearby. EMPLOYEES ONLY was taped to it, ripped, and pocked with small perforations and sticky grime—probably blood. He wondered why the doors weren’t automatic or motorized, but shrugged it off.

The world around him seemed to be a mishmash of older technology, cheap stuff, and higher-end components. It didn’t bother him, really—it just made things a little confusing for now. Maybe, after a week, he’d remember why Neo Mars was the way it was.

It seemed like a pipe-dreamed cloaked in improbability.

He heard Faye move on the opposite side of the building, shuffling through debris, upturning shelves, shoving boxes away, and examining what she could. She was resourceful, fortunately.

He returned his focus to the east side of Rick’s. Hopefully, he’d find something useful: matches, water, snacks, maps, aid, ammo, circuit boards, and tools. Those would be the things they would need.

Even batteries would be worth fucking platinum. Their LED torches were efficient, sure, but some other devices would need batteries. The juice would come in handy, anyway; there was no telling if some part needed a battery to keep time or a firearm needed a backup charge for functioning. Discharging probably depleted several thousand volts here and there.

“Find anything yet?” Mace called.

There was a brief pause. Finally, she replied, “Not much. I did find a few things, though. They might be of use.”

“What’d you find?”

Faye stood out of view, waving at him. “Two half-used med kits, so basically just a single one and a water bottle.”

“Better than nothing,” Mace replied. “Keep looking.”

Faye flicked her tail, twitched an ear, then nodded. “Will do.”

He wasn’t sure what the ear twitch meant. Maybe he pissed her off; maybe it was as simple as an itch or some basic reflex. Mace didn’t know, but hoped he’d not inflamed any sense of anger. It’d make surviving substantially more arduous.

He returned to the cashier’s counter, eventually deciding there wasn’t much else to look for. Mace had already scoured the area and looking more than twice seemed like a waste. After sighing, Mace glanced up at the EMPLOYEES ONLY door.

He stood, wrapped his hand around the knob, and turned. It moved, though slowly. Resistance accumulated between it and the doorframe. Something was probably leaning against the other side. Annoyed, he gave it another firm tug, this time using his foot as leverage.

The door popped open, and—

(oh god!)

—a shambler tumbled toward him. He stepped back, the creature landing nearly on top of him as dead weight, stinking and rotten. “Mace!” Faye shouted.

She bolted in his direction. Mace glanced at the shambler, bracing for it to take a bite out of his face, and… BANG. The shambler went slack. Above him, Faye appeared, holding her smoking pistol with both hands trained on the corpse.

A sigh of relief rolled from his throat. “Fuck. It’s dead,” Mace said, shoving it off.

Faye hopped over the counter, landing next to him. “It didn’t get you?”

Mace shook his head. “No,” he replied.

“Good,” she said, “but let me double-check.”

Mace caught his breath. “How are you going to do that?”

“Just hold still,” Faye mumbled.

He watched as she ran her hands over him. The tips of her claws teased the exposed areas of his skin. Faye’s featherlight contact sent a shiver up his spine. Her fingertips pressed into his flesh, scanning for any wounds or fluid.

At least, that’s what Mace thought.

She stopped at his hips, blushing a little. “I… uh… uh... I don’t think I need to,” Faye gulped. “Check… here. But I mean, I can… if you want… I don’t mind… I mean…”

“It’s fine,” Mace said. “It didn’t bite my dick off. It just fell on top of me.”

Faye blushed hotly, giggling. “Well, good, you might need that.”

“For what?” Mace smirked.

She shook her head, flushing a rosy red. “Nothing. Anyway… did you check the, uh, small room?”

Mace turned. Was she hitting on him another time? Why would she make a comment about him needing his dick? Maybe… No, that can’t be it, Mace thought. He took a step into the room, shining his flashlight inside.

Ignoring the lustful thoughts—Faye nude, bent over—Mace began to explore the room. There was a pool of dried blood on the ground and what looked like a spent round. Sure enough, when he glanced over his shoulder at the dead body, he saw a gun clutched in its hand.

Not a shambler, just a dead body.

He sighed. That made him a little less anxious. “I think it’s just a corpse,” Mace exhaled.

Faye looked at it and stared. “Good. It’s just a body. I can deal with that.”

“Yeah. Well,” Mace scanned the beam of his LED torch up and down the small area, “a couple of tables, a broken computer.”

“Anything else?”

Mace’s light stopped at a device sitting on the table. Its screen dimly glowed. “What’s this?” he asked aloud, approaching the thing.

“What do you have there?”

He picked it up, rotating it. “It’s a PDA. It’s still on.”

Faye stood beside him, her breath warm on his shoulder and neck. He almost forgot what he was doing. “Do you remember how to use it?”

“Kind… of. I can’t remember how to get in off the top of my head.”

“If it’s locked, you can’t,” Faye said. “Not easily.”

Mace scratched his chin. “I feel like I should know how to override these things.”

He played with a few buttons, biting his lip. A readout flashed. Instinctively, he began to work through some of the images and digital text on the PDA. “It’s not locked,” he said. “I just see a couple of journal entries and… fuck yeah.”

Faye smirked as a map came up on the screen. “A map.”

“Well,” Mace smirked, “remind me what to press and enter on here and we’re good to go. I remember some things, but sometimes have problems with others.”

Faye nodded. “Don’t worry, Mace. I like helping. So… uh, might as well go and check the rear sheds and fuel racks before leaving. There’s nothing in here.”

“I agree,” Mace said, pushing the PDA into his pocket. “Onto the sheds, then.”

***

It didn’t take them long to examine the sheds. Like a lot of the places before, they were mostly empty. Mace did manage to find a flare and a half-full box of 9mm ammunition. Some of the bullets were crushed, with others just empty casings in place.

They would work well enough.

One of the sheds collapsed as they were going to check it again. Mace decided it wasn’t worth sorting through the aluminum sheets and beams to find anything useful. There were scant items to begin with, and if he recalled, the only thing left was a bag of snacks that looked open, anyway.

“Ready to leave after we check the perimeter for some fuel?” Mace asked.

Faye sighed. “Was hoping we’d find more.”

“Yeah. We will. We have a map now. And we have a few minutes to sit and look at it, at least. I don’t see any shamblers or wraiths.”

Faye nodded. “Yeah. You’re right.”

“Let’s check those power core and fuel racks,” Mace said.

They paced to the first rack, scanning over the monitors and readouts along the side. Mostly dead, the readout displayed the status of several cores. They were essentially depleted, with some being non-operational.

He turned, making his way to the other myriad of fuel and power cores. Again, it was the same thing; the solar-powered monitor read that the majority of the power cores and fuel cells were empty… except one. “Half a charge,” Faye said. “Just a power core. It looks universal.”

“Should work,” Mace said.

He tugged at the rack. It didn’t budge. After scanning it over, he found a bent lock holding the door shut. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take much to disengage it. Mace landed the butt of his gun a few times on the bent padlock. It shattered into dull pieces.

He watched it fall to the dusty desert ground, clattering off part of the concrete sidewalk. “Score,” Faye smirked.

Mace helped her open the rack, extracting the power core. He then checked the secondary monitor for the fuel cells. Besides half of them being dead, the ones that worked were in usable condition. They weren’t rechargeable, but Mace had a hunch that it could be modified, albeit with some periphery risk.

“Into the trunk, then we’ll check the map.”

“Too bad these cheaper ones don’t recharge,” Faye said. “If we could find a better car that used solar as a secondary source for at least a couple hours of fuel, we’d be alright.”

She was right. While solar wasn’t exactly a primary means of power on Neo Mars, it was enough to supplement things. “We’ll keep a lookout for anything.”

Faye nodded. She handed him the power core. Mace followed as she made her way to the trunk, adjusting the core in his arms. It was heavy, but not painfully so. If he had to carry multiple cores every night and day, it might be different; he was only as strong as the food in his belly. And there wasn’t much of that these days.

After they got in the car, Mace checked his chronometer. They’d been at Rick’s for an hour and a half so far, and there should be several hours left of daylight. Next to him, Faye pulled up different maps on the PDA.

“Offline isn’t as good as connecting to everyone else’s mesh systems,” Faye explained, “but it’s good enough for now. Looks like we’re… shit. About 95km from the nearest city.”

Mace sighed. That was going to be a lot of driving. “Can we make it on this charge, or will we need to swap out?”

She shrugged. “I think we can make it with both of these, but only just. We’ll want to find more power cores on the way.”

“Shit,” Mace exhaled. “Okay, so where to? You mentioned a smaller city up north on the way to Torrid?”

“Carpenter,” Faye replied. “There are rumors of survivors there, too, if not the entire city. I came from Gracy—it’s gone.”

“Wonderful. You sure about survivors?”

She stared at him, then shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s better than nothing. According to the PDA, the only things on the way to Torrid are several discarded outposts and Carpenter. Then it’s more outposts again after that until Torrid.”

“We can’t drive forever. We need to find a spot and secure it,” Mace suggested. “Establish a mode of operation—a system and add communications.”

“You’re talking about clearing out a USF outpost, basically,” Faye said. “They’re all swarming with dead USF, techs, and other civilians.”

“If we work together, we might be able to address the residual shamblers roaming around.”

Faye shook her head. “That’s not even including those fucking things out there, the wraiths. One scratch from those…”

“I know.”

She sighed. “What do you want to do now?”

“Look, if outposts are taken over, we see if we can secure them or secure somewhere else. We’ll pass through Carpenter after, then we swing it my way. Deal?”

Faye stared at him, bit her bottom lip, and grinned. “Alright. I’m not one for making deals with strangers I’ve only known for a day or two, but you know what? Deal.”

“Good,” Mace said, starting the car. “Which way?”

She scanned over the PDA. “The map says to continue north on this road for about 45km. You’ll get off Exit B10, then merge onto IX-20.”

“Pedal to the metal, baby.” Mace gripped the steering wheel, watched as the system did a check, then passed routine. He pushed on the accelerator and slipped the car into drive.

Carpenter was somewhere in the distance, buried between long stretches of Neo-Martian freeway and desert road. Behind them, Rick’s dwindled into nothing as the horizon engulfed it. Continuing forward, Mace passed a few groups of shamblers. That would have been him if he hadn’t crossed the fox woman’s path the previous day.

But Mace wasn’t a shambler. No, he was far from the hungry, pitiful creatures stumbling around in the arid, vast Neo Martian deserts. He was absolutely living. Breathing. And he planned to keep it that way. For both him and the kitsune woman sitting by his side.

No matter what.


13. Plans

They drove further into the Martian desert.

Above, a supernatural red overcast filled the sky. Neo Mars looked like it’d been cloaked in a blanket of thin, velveteen blood.

In truth, there was nothing paranormal about the strange sunlight above. No, raw science had something else to say. The sky, once blue earlier from the overhaul of Mars’ atmosphere, returned to crimson from time to time. That was just how it worked. Terraforming wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t feel fazed by the Martian colors and ambiance.

But he knew why; he couldn’t remember much of anything, still. Had to fix that one day, Mace thought. That would come in time, or so he had hoped. There was nothing else Mace could do besides hope and make it through another day.

It was the afternoon.

1400, to be specific. He’d started using the 25-hour clock on his chronometer instead of the 12-hour, and Mace was more comfortable with that. Besides, the PDAs reported kilometers by default. There were occasional cities that still used the archaic imperial system, but Mace seemed to have been well-versed in both metric and the latter.

If he remembered correctly, Mars was pretty close to the length of a day on Earth, albeit a little longer. Neo Mars took about 25 hours to complete a day through terraforming, age, and adjusting mass.

Therefore, 2400 was the last hour of the day. Apparently. That’s what his chronometer said. He marveled at the technology on his wrists for a brief second.

“Are you okay? You seem kind of spaced,” Faye asked.

Her words interrupted the strange tangent on the tech he’d rediscovered.

“Yeah, was just thinking about all this technology. I know I’ve seen it, but I feel like it’s new. It’s a weird feeling,” Mace mused.

Faye laughed. “That does sound weird.”

“Tell me more about yourself,” Mace said.

His voice was almost commanding. Would she obey? Oblige him? Mace didn’t know. He wasn’t even sure why he was feeling so direct. She didn’t seem to mention anything about his newfound confidence offending her. In fact, Faye seemed to relish it. “That was attractive. Maybe you were a CO or some shit,” she giggled.

Mace shrugged. “Sorry. Maybe I was. I didn’t mean to be so pushy. Seriously though, tell me more about yourself.”

“Hm,” she tapped a claw on her lip. “There’s a lot to recall. I’m not sure where I should start.”

“What was it like getting used to…” Mace motioned to the surrounding environment while he drove. “…All of this?”

She nodded, her blue eyes glimmering in the Neo-Martian overcast. The haze of red made her fur look crimson. Faye twitched an ear. “I was with some special forces for a little while. They extracted me from a bad situation after I ran from my colony.”

“Special forces?”

Faye nodded. “TALON. I don’t know what the acronym stands for; that’s just what they called themselves—elite cops, basically.”

“Alright, so what happened to them?”

“I followed them around. They protected me. Didn’t last, obviously.”

“Wraiths?”

Faye nodded. “A lot of them. Shamblers, too.”

“I’m sorry.”

Faye shook her head. “Hey, it’s okay.”

Mace paused and glanced over at her. “How are you feeling?”

Faye yawned. “Tired. Hungry. Snacks still in our car?”

“Glove box,” Mace said. “Some old peanuts and sunflower seeds with rye crumbs.”

“I’ll take a water bottle with it,” Faye said, reaching to the center console.

Mace nodded. “Good. From what I can see, that stuff is salty. Hey, I think I see a skyline up there. It’s coming up close. Can you check the PDA?”

Faye nodded, tearing open a cool bottle of crystalline, pure water. She took a sip, then pulled a bag of stale food from the glove box, eating a handful of the peanuts and rye crumbs. “Pulling it up now. Let’s look,” she said, chewing on the snack.

The sun began a slow descent into twilight.

Faye pulled up the PDA, skimming through several screens. He could see her stop at the map and then reexamine it. For a moment, she froze, then furrowed her brow. The kitsune was confused. “I… weird.”

“What?”

“The map is kind of corrupt here. I see the expected places, among other things, but some are unlabeled and merged… no, not merged. It’s kind of like there’s another city between us, Carpenter and Torrid,” she said, turning the PDA toward him.

Mace slowed the car, staring at the map. There, in the middle, was a blob of distorted text. The red map only contained several landmarks between the skyline ahead and the road beyond. The exit was just beyond.

Several cracked and folded road signs stood weakly out of the Martian desert. A gust of crimson wind rushed along the car, followed by the imperceptible hum of far-flung red dust devils. He wondered why the PDA was exhibiting software issues.

“Can you try refreshing it?”

She pursed her lips. “Let me try something.”

“You think it’s a glitch?”

Faye nodded. “Probably. Without this thing being connected to the Martian network, I doubt it would be up to date. That, and it could be damaged. The cache in this thing hasn’t been updated in… a couple of years.”

“How can you tell?”

She tapped the PDA. “Last refresh was a year ago. I can see it in the software.”

“Ah. Did clearing it help?”

“The cache?”

Mace nodded. “Yeah.”

“Waiting,” Faye muttered. “Done. Let me check… and the same thing. Well… I can see the freeway we’re on goes right through Carpenter after whatever is before it.”

“We’re close to the coordinates of whatever corrupt city is on the glitched PDA,” Mace said. “I can see some building details, almost. Can you see anything else?”

Faye shook her head. “Not on here.”

“I don’t like the idea of driving through a city blind, but… let’s go see what we can find,” Mace said.

“I’ll keep an eye on the PDA.”

“Thanks,” Mace said.

With that, he pressed on the accelerator.

***

The first indication that something was wrong came when they approached the outskirts of RAVEN’S HOLLOW. The name, which he’d only discovered by a corroded, disheveled sign upon passing, made him uneasy. It was creepy.

But that wasn’t the thing that made him nervous. No, not at all. It was the words coming from Faye as they approached. “I hear screams.”

“What do you mean?”

“The entire city is screaming,” she shuddered.

As he pulled closer to the bridge that connected Neo Mars’ desert to Raven’s Hollow, Mace heard the screams, too. A cacophony of heavy dread faintly echoed in his ears.

He could see Faye experiencing the same thing, if not worse. Did she hear further and better than he did? It would make sense. She’d been acting on edge for several kilometers back. Mace couldn’t blame her.

“Off-road?” Mace suggested.

Faye shook her head. “No. That ravine that separates this side of the desert from the other is too long. We’d run out of power and fuel. That, and I don’t know if the tires can handle all that Martian rock and dirt.”

Mace sighed. “So, we have to go through.”

“If we want to cross this ravine, then yes.”

He gulped. There didn’t seem to be much of a choice. “If we die, you can have my chronometers.”

“Oh, fuck off,” Faye groaned. “You’re not going to die.”

“I was joking. Sort of.”

“Honestly,” she smiled, “I quite like having you around so far. So, I won’t let you die.”

Mace smirked. “Good. Well, buckle up, I guess.”

“The map says there’s a clear shot straight through if we get on Barry’s Road. It’s on Valentine Street.”

“Valentine Street is just off this exit?” Mace asked.

Faye nodded. “Exit B9, yep.”

“Fucking glitched map,” Mace cursed. “Really was looking forward to just getting on B10. Well, let’s do this.”

She froze.

Mace turned to her. “What’s wrong?”

“Those aren’t just shamblers. I can hear it in their screams.”

An icy shiver snaked up Mace’s spine. “Then we’ll drive fast. Really fucking fast.”

Faye nodded. “Alright. Okay.”

Mace double-checked his seatbelt, then the doors, glanced over at Faye (who did the same), and removed his shoe from the brake. He pressed the gas, watching the dash glimmer with readouts of RPMs here, voltages there, and APKM—amperes per kilometer—on the left. Then he drove.

Raven’s Hollow grew closer, like some hungry beast ready to lurch forward and swallow them whole. He could hear the wraiths, too. Hundreds of them. Maybe there were screams left over from the few survivors being torn to strips of viscera and bloody gore. The unmistakable howls of things far worse than shamblers blended into the symphony of horror ahead.

Silhouettes danced on the road. Elongated shadows of clawed demonic figures stretched deep into Valentine Street. Mace turned into B9, floored it, and careened around the corner. There, he saw the smoke, the overcast of nearby fires, the noxious gas of falling towers and infrastructure, and the countless shamblers…

…among the hordes of enraged, starving wraiths. Nearby, a few dozen ran to the car, claws out, arms stretched, fangs bared. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

“Hold on!” Mace shouted.

Mace slammed on the break, drifting around Valentine and into Barry’s Road. A creature with glimmering, glowing eyes smacked into the side of the car. The wraith glared at them, an open mouth and hellish screech bellowing from its fanged jaws. It disappeared under the car, claws running down the exterior, gouging deep ravines into the paint.

THUMP.

The car rocked from side to side momentarily, part of its drivetrain catching the wraith’s head. It mulched the thing between the wheel well and axle before breaking its neck. “Got you,” Mace murmured, speeding through Barry’s Road.

Faye glanced over her shoulder, a look of horror on her face. “God, there’s a whole fucking horde on our ass!”

Mace saw it in the rear mirror. “Fuck.”

She wasn’t wrong. Jesus. Behind them, a large group of wraiths collected, arms raised, claws outstretched, and faces full of fury. They ran—no, sprinted — toward the car. How were they so fast? “Step on it!” Faye screamed.

His heart rate shot up, fueled by a stream of adrenaline. His blood went ice cold, like cryogenic frost coursing through his veins. They were so close, so close to getting out.

“Hold on!” Mace shouted.

A wraith dove toward the car, landing on the hood. A wet smacking sound vibrated the front of the car. Droplets of drool, pus, and blood dotted the glass. Through the grime, it rotated its head and stared.

For the first time, Mace could see its face up close. Glowing phosphorescent, neon-yellow-green eyes glared back at him. Beneath, he could see the former person’s red, bloodshot iris. He slammed on the brakes hard, jutting backward into his seat.

The enraged wraith tumbled forward, smacking into the road below.

Faye gripped the dash, watching as the wraith stood. Its slimy, drool-covered fangs glimmered. The wraith opened its mouth, spittle and strings of saliva dangling from each tooth. The creature was dazed.

Fuck this, Mace thought.

He slammed on the gas, barreling forward. It reached as if to deflect the speeding metal-on-wheels, disappearing under the front end with a burst of blood. A sickening crunch filled the air. The car violently bounced as it crushed the body beneath it.

They were almost off Barry Road, almost out of Raven’s Hollow.

He could see the eyeshine glaring back at him in many sets of demonic eyes—hundreds, easily. They bobbed and weaved as the creatures sprinted forward toward them, but never left their gaze upon them. Yet, they seemed to be growing further away.

It didn’t change the eyeshine. As bright as ever.

Finally, they put a formidable distance between themselves and the wraith horde. Faye let out a tepid breath as they left onto the freeway through C9 and back onto the path toward Carpenter. Still, he could hear the cries and growls of the frustrated monsters echoing into the growing dark of Neo Mars’ twilight.

Mace’s heart relaxed and slowed. He could breathe, finally. Faye heaved a thick, relieved sigh. “That was terrifying, fuck,” she managed.

“Let’s get the hell off the freeway. Find a spot.”

Faye, clawed hands shaking, lifted the PDA. “I see a rest stop up ahead and a diner.”

“Is it secluded?”

Faye nodded. “There are a couple of formations around it, but not like the motel. From what the PDA suggests, it’s hills.”

“Good enough,” Mace said. “How far away?”

“16km.”

Mace gulped. “Good. Then we’ll sleep in 16km and hide for the night.”

“Can… you, uh… I think I need… lay next to me?”

Holy shit, she’s asking me to cuddle her! “You want me to lie in bed with you?”

Faye nodded. “I’m going to have fucking nightmares and… I mean, it gets cold out anyway.”

“I won’t say no,” Mace grinned. “Ever cuddled with a human man before?”

“I haven’t cuddled with anyone,” Faye admitted.

He smiled. “Don’t ask for cuddles anymore. Too cold to ask for that.”

“Ah, okay,” Faye nodded. “Too cold.”

“And you’re too fluffy,” Mace grinned.

She rolled her eyes. “Formidable, asshole.”

“Or both. Formidable and very fluffy.”

Faye groaned and nudged him. “Whatever.”

Mace laughed.


14. King’s Chamber

In what seemed like an eternity, they were finally approaching the upcoming rest stop and diner. He could finally see the sign ahead: KING’S CHAMBER.

Dusk had come with the first hours of the night quickly ahead. They’d have to get off the freeway soon. Luckily, King’s Chamber was just a minute or two away. Faye leaned forward beside him, eyes on the PDA.

“We’re about there. I see the sign,” she said.

Mace nodded. “Me too.”

“Yeah,” she lifted her head and pointed a claw, “there. Right side, then immediately left.”

Mace coasted the car around the first hill and plateau, turning into the lot. The sign, still intact as seen before, jutted into the sky. It had no right to be as tall as it was for some back road, off-mainland rest stop. He wondered if the original owners took pride in the place.

The front of the lot was mostly barren. A dusting of Martian sand and dirt coated the ground, front doors, and windows. Something was off, though; the building looked fortified—extremely fortified, from what Mace could see.

Sheets of poly carbon alloy surrounded the walls. Some advanced acrylic replaced the glass with thin alloy wires running through it. It became clear they were looking at the diner portion of the establishment.

An antenna, comms dish, satellite conduit, and a control building replaced the rest stop.

“Looks like this is more than just a rest stop. There’s a diner attached to it,” Faye said.

As Mace pulled deeper into the lot, he saw the rest stop. Fortified like the rest, it stood about a dozen meters from the diner. A corridor—likely put up by USF—connected both buildings together. Everything was covered in layers of armor, metal, and technology.

“USF made this some sort of outpost,” Mace said.

Faye murmured. “Yeah. They did that. Cheaper.”

“So, two buildings, then. Living quarters and what looks like a communications array.”

She nodded. “Guess so. How do you know that? More coming back?”

“Yeah, a little.”

Faye shifted in place, then leaned back again. “That’s good. Maybe you’ll remember more soon. What’re you thinking?”

“I’m parking,” Mace said. “We can use the living quarters as cover.”

“Good idea,” Faye replied.

He coasted the car around the backside of what he assumed were the living quarters. A dumpster, some trash cans, and several empty boxes lined the back of the building. On the opposite side, a hill rose up next to them. It wasn’t perfect, but it was something.

“I think we should stay parked here, check out the building for enemies, and then proceed,” Mace said.

“If they have power, we should investigate further,” Faye added. “If it’s not picked through.”

“I agree. Ready?”

Faye nodded. “Yeah.”

After parking, he cracked his knuckles, readied his pistol and flashlight, then left the car. Faye followed him out of the vehicle, shutting the door behind her. She aimed her LED torch forward, pacing behind Mace. A cool, eerie breeze rushed over the area.

There would be shamblers inside. He didn’t see many dead bodies, and no one came out to greet them… so that meant they either left or were dead in the communications array and diner. It wasn’t something that was a great indicator of the outpost’s staff.

“Well, looks like no one’s home,” Mace managed.

Faye nodded, stepping close behind him. “Dead as usual in most of these places.”

They arrived at the front door. It was ajar and partially sealed. A gap between the sliding metal door and the track was enough for them to squeeze in. Mace shined his flashlight into the darkness, revealing a small entry alcove. Other than a body, everything was quiet. He could see two sealed doors in the back.

“Do you see anything?” Faye whispered.

Mace peered deeper into the beam of LED light, cutting through the blackness. “No. Just a body. I will try to get the door open a little more.”

Faye nodded. “Alright, I’ll do cover while you prop it open.”

“Thanks.”

Mace wrapped both his hands around the door, tugging. It didn’t seem to want to move, but after a few seconds of intense pulling, the door slid another two inches down the track. That gave them enough room to squeeze through. “Open,” Mace said. “Enough, anyway.”

Faye looked inside. “Yeah. I can get through here, but it might be kind of tight for my boobs. Can you?”

Mace gulped. The image of her breasts flashed in his head. She had to be a D, maybe double D. He shook off the thoughts of fondling her tits. “Yeah,” Mace said. “I should be able to. Door won’t open much more.”

Faye nodded. “Well, see you in a second.”

He watched the kitsune slide between the door and jamb, passing over the track and frame. Her bust pressed through, pliable beneath the metal alloy door. Her hip-pack caught on to something, then loosened. After a second or two of wiggling through, she was in. Faye’s tail disappeared at last.

“My turn,” Mace said.

He struggled more than Faye did. His body was a bit thicker, and he packed on a good dozen or so more pounds of muscle. If he had to guess, he was probably around 6 feet tall or 188-ish cm.

Mace shimmied through the gap, snagging on some of the frame. He finally freed himself and entered the building. After catching his breath, he glanced up at Faye. “Well, let’s look this over,” Mace managed.

He glanced down at the body. Its face had been ripped off. Both eyes were missing, leaving only wet, red pits where they’d once been. Somewhere in the socket, he could see gray matter and brain.

She stood over him. “Poor guy,” Faye managed.

Mace crouched. “I guess I’ll do the honors.”

Faye turned to the only other door, which had a glowing keycard reader embedded in the wall next to it. “That’s our way in, I bet.”

Mace took a keycard held by a tattered lanyard from the corpse’s neck, tearing it as he pulled it off. “Keycard,” he said.

Faye approached. “The door is sealed and locked; there’s probably no other way.”

“If this doesn’t work, I can scout behind the diner portion.”

“Fair, but don’t get yourself ripped to pieces,” she replied.

Mace nodded. “I won’t.”

He held the keycard up to his flashlight. It was substantially heavier than he would have assumed. If he had to guess, the thing was metal. He could see thin wiring, some circuitry, and other things through the translucent, anodized, red metal with the letters USF along its edge.

Mace saw a name on the bottom of the metal. LT. R. HENRY was typed in digital print just below the last flash chip inside the keycard. Well, that was optimistic—maybe such officers had higher access, Mace suspected.

Mace examined it further, studying the few LEDs embedded along a track of ports through the middle. He turned it over, running a finger across the inlays of PCB and graphene MOSFETs beneath a layer of acrylic and metal.

He brandished the keycard to Faye. “Let’s give it a shot.”

“Hopefully, the door will open.”

Mace scratched his jaw and stubble. “If I remember right, I think the USF built the doors to have backup power. And there’s probably some emergency power going through the entire place. Enough to keep the doors functioning and other essentials.”

“What if the backups are out of power?”

He shrugged. “I guess we’re not getting in. No demo charges to get through or cutters.”

Faye sighed. “Didn’t manage to grab a plasma cutter before making it to the motel,” she chuckled.

“Here goes,” Mace exhaled.

He slid the red keycard through the card reader, watching as the small screen beside it cleared with a green blink. Son of a bitch, it’s the right key.

The door slid open. Down the hall, crimson emergency light filled the corridor. Mace nervously gripped his pistol, aiming his flashlight into the red glow. A shambler rose from the back of the hallway, lifting its arms and pacing toward them. Its internals were missing, exposing the edges of a fresh, glistening ribcage and white, bony vertebrates.

Something ate its entire stomach. The abdomen was essentially gone. Mace gulped, aimed his pistol, and fired a round between its eyes. Its head lashed backward, blood spraying over the metal walls and alloy pipework. Finally, it collapsed, silent and motionless.

Mace took another step, glancing over at Faye. She nodded at him as if confirming some unspoken dialogue and followed him further into the darkness. A ladder rose up the wall next to them, a body wedged in the shaft leading upward to the next level. It seemed dead enough. Mace turned, ignoring it, and instead focused on the door to his left.

It was the last door, other than another one at the end of the hallway. The same style of keypad sat next to the frame. Mace took a step toward it. The pulsing vermillion light almost beckoned him to swipe the anodized metal and acrylic card, like it was waiting.

He took a breath and positioned himself. “Other side,” he said.

Faye maneuvered to the other side of the door. She readied her pistol, raising it with a tight grip. “Ready,” the kitsune woman murmured quietly.

Mace swiped the card. Two shamblers dove out, tangled together with gore-flailing limbs. He unloaded a round into the first one’s head, killing it on the spot. The other forced itself up, slowly rotating toward each of them. It lifted its arms.

Mace aimed and went to shoot again, but the shambler had effectively dodged his shot by chance. It swung an arm at him, jaws open wide. Mace misfired, his bullet ricocheting off the wall and sending flashes of light and sparks into the inky red darkness.

Faye took a step forward and fired a round directly at its temple. The side of its head exploded outward. It stammered, slumped over, and fell to the metal, grated flooring. “It almost bit my fucking face off,” Mace exhaled.

“Watch each other’s back, right?” Faye said, smiling.

Mace grinned at her. “Yeah, watch each other’s back.”

Faye turned to the open room. “Looks like a security room.”

“Let me see.” Mace took a step past Faye and into the room.

Like she said, it looked like a security hub. The room was lined with monitors, readouts, systems components, and other tech types. A chair speckled in dried flesh sat in front of the monitors.

“Is it locked?” Faye asked.

Mace sat in the swivel chair, rolling up to the keyboards, terminals, switches, and monitors. “I don’t know.”

She stared. “How does it feel?”

“What?”

“You’re using USF stuff. You’re sitting in a chair, looking at the terminal monitors. Recall much?”

“It’s not refreshing any of my immediate, clear memories,” Mace shrugged. “I do… think I remember how to use these.”

“They’re not advanced,” Faye said. “I think I remember running into a few. TALON guys showed me how to use some of this stuff, but not all.”

“It doesn’t seem difficult,” Mace added. “Let me see what’s in the system if it powers up.”

He tried several monitors, each dead and black. After playing with several wires and flicking several switches, a small phosphor monitor glimmered to life. WARNING: RESERVE POWER 3% flashed across the terminal. “We got a few minutes with it,” Faye noted.

“Yeah,” Mace replied. “Better move quick.”

He skimmed through more of the windows and screens. A lot came back to him: he knew how to use the system and how to open different applications and programs. He had to be USF. Why else would he know so much? Mace stopped at a window titled SCHEMATIC, LAYOUT F1.

“Got the map for the first floor,” Mace said.

He focused and zoomed into a small underground room near the corridor connecting USF’s array and the other building. The words GENERATOR ROOM flashed on the window header. Mace scanned a few more parts of the map. A blinking red icon in the corner resembled a keycard.

Perfect, Mace thought. They already had the key. “The diner is the living quarters. Says here on the map. Found the generator room, too. Maybe we can power the place up again.”

“Can’t we just shut the doors and hide out?”

“We could,” Mace said, “but I have a feeling if we power things up, we’ll have extra layers of security. Plus, that outer door will shut as it should. Might even open other doors. Just my guess.”

Faye nodded. “Worth a shot,” she said.

Mace sat up out of the chair. “Let’s go.” He stepped beyond Faye and back into the corridor.

“Do you remember how to get to the generator room?”

He nodded. “We should be able to get into the generator room with this card,” Mace replied.

Faye nodded. “Alright.”

Together, they left the security room. After stepping over the dead shamblers, they approached the last door toward the back. Mace made his way to the key card reader and swiped. The reader flashed green, and the door slid open.

Mace aimed his flashlight into the darkness and stared. Thankfully, he could not see shamblers or wraiths, but there were a few bodies strewn over the dark, metal-grate floor. Faye held her flashlight up, aiming at the corpses. “Staff, it looks like soldiers.”

A quick flash came to Mace; he remembered more of the USF uniforms. “Those are USF guys, definitely.” He glanced down at his own uniform.

“What’s wrong?”

Mace shrugged. “My uniform is similar. I’m beginning to really think I am USF.”

Faye glanced back down the corridor. “Must be a different rank. Your uniform is a bit different.”

“Yeah,” Mace nodded. “Let’s go.”

They stepped through the darkness together. He carefully lifted his feet over the bodies, Faye doing the same. None of them seemed to move. That was good—it’d be hard to deal with all three of them in the dark so quickly.

Faye pointed a clawed finger at the nearby doors. “Which one is the generator room?”

“This one,” Mace said, pacing to the left door.

“The other leads to the living quarters?”

Mace nodded. “I think so. Let’s get this generator powered.”

She followed him to the door, standing back slightly. He swiped the card again, the reader flashing again. Mace took a step back.

The door slid to the side, a motor whirring behind the walls. In front of them sat a small, half-level platform leading into a short staircase of metal grates, polycarbonate walls, and pipes. Mace shined his light, gazing at the corner, and then turned deeper into the generator room.

With part of the corridor being obscured by the wall, it was hard to see much beyond the immediate turn. “Watch my back,” Mace said.

Faye nodded. “Okay.”

Swallowing, Mace took a step into the darkness. A nervous, cold sweat coated his skin. His clothes clung to his body. He felt a little uneasy about the place, more so than he usually would have. Then again, he was tired, and a shower sounded nice. Maybe it was delirium or exhaustion catching up with him, playing tricks on his thoughts and senses.

Ahead, he saw it.

Its entrails were spilled onto the floor, mottled and dark grey from weeks of decomposition. The thing’s face was sticky and melted. Part of its jaw was ripped off, with only hanging drapes of skin and muscle dangling from different bones in its skull.

But that’s not what made Mace easy. He’d seen shamblers multiple times now. He’d gotten used to it. Hell, he’d probably regard it as something part of a daily routine, eventually. Mace hated how it would eventually be that way, but wasn’t stupid; it was part of surviving and dealing with whatever came your way.

Half of its right side, arm, and leg were caught in several gears, jamming the generator. Not too much of a problem, either. They could remove the limbs. Instead, Mace was concerned about the eyes. They shone.

This thing wasn’t a shambler. It was a wraith. Its sharp, numerous teeth glimmered beneath a slick coat of pus and gore, some dangling by spare tissue. It’d bled the entire time, coating the floor in sticky, black-red pools. “Fuck,” Faye said, raising her pistol.

It glared at Mace, growled, and tried lurching forward. Mace, almost hypnotized, took a step back. “It’s stuck in the fucking driveshaft of the generator,” he murmured.

“Look at its neck,” Faye shuddered. “That’s where it got infected.”

Mace saw the three or four gashes laced around its neck and shoulder. Probably got scratched there and turned. The other wraith was probably killed or ran off. Mace aimed his pistol at the creature’s skull and fired.

Faye responded. The two effectively blew off the remaining portion of its head. Chunks of brain, mottled flesh, and glistening sinew sprayed over the walls. It went limp next, sitting there essentially headless.

It twitched a couple more times before going limp. “Fuck me.”

“If that thing had been up…”

Mace turned to Faye. “It wasn’t.”

“Are you sure it’s dead?”

They stared at each other. Faye and Mace glanced back at the body, raised their pistols, and shot a couple of rounds in its chest. Part of the ribcage exploded before the heart took the last few rounds. “Now I am,” Mace said.

Faye let out a breath. “God.”

“Help me move this body,” Mace said.

She nodded, using some torn material on the ground to shield her hands. Mace joined, tearing off the wraith’s shirt. The two shielded the creature’s claws with clothes torn from its body. Even after death, they could still spread the contagion. Together, they pulled. The body tore some more, the arm popped from a decayed socket, and the gears slowly groaned and rotated. It was engaged.

Before Mace and Faye could finish pulling the remaining limbs from the driveshaft, the generator clicked, spun, and churned. Lights flickered on, several systems kicked into function, and a brief slurry of hums filled the air. Somewhere, the HVAC and purification unit started.

The interior air was moving.

He could almost smell the filtered UV air circulating around them. Faye smirked. “Got AC, here,” the kitsune smiled, swaying her fluffy, long tail.

Mace turned to the generator, hunching over several of the monitors built into the system. He turned, going to a generator terminal and sorting over readouts. “We’ve got about 20 hours of power left,” he said, “so we better use it.”

“We absolutely can do that,” Faye grinned.

Mace shot a smile back at her. “That’s a plan. Let’s double-check monitors and cams, secure doors, and see if we can find food.”

Faye’s tail swished back and forth. She was excited. “Food. Hot food. A steak. That sounds good.”

“Yep,” Mace nodded.

“Lead the way,” she said, eyes lit up with anticipation.

Mace couldn’t fault her for being almost childishly excited. Something like a fake, dehydrated soy steak would be satisfying, even though it was artificial. He liked seeing her optimism, anyway.

Something about her expressing joy or happiness made his heart thump. Mace was okay with that, even if he didn’t fully understand why. Besides, he could figure that out some other time. Maybe even soon, maybe even that night.


15. Comforts

Mace took the time to double-check the security cameras. Besides a stray shambler in the corridor between the living quarters and array, the place was mostly empty. There were a few skeletal bodies, sure, but nothing undead. After securing the cameras, he and Faye resealed the doors and activated the electronic locks.

There wasn’t any more fuel, unfortunately. Mace was disappointed; maybe if there had been more, they could have stayed longer. At least there was a break from the madness. They were even going to have dinner.

A real dinner.

The living quarters were mostly made from the diner, several booths, and reinforced metal plates over the polyacrylic windows. Even if the lights were on, you wouldn’t be able to see it from the road. That was good. Mace didn’t want wraiths or shamblers to show up.

Several of the booths were converted to bunks for sleeping. In the back, by the dishwasher, a mobile shower had been installed. It even had hot water. The toilet was functional, too. But what interested both the most was the stove, refrigerator, and drinks.

They had enough to make a medium, five-course meal with wine and fresh water. Mace planned on taking the remaining gallons of drinking water and some of the canned food they discovered. There was no sense in trying to save the perishable food, as they didn’t have the cooling to keep it chilled.

Which meant he could cook all the eggs, the vegetable steaks, the hash browns, and strips of faux bacon. All of it. The meals were microwave-based, but he didn’t give a fuck. Faye would pour the only bottle of wine and split the remaining soda over ice. They’d drink, eat, and laugh.

Enough to pretend things were just another night, that things were normal. It was a lie, but a good one; morals were set aside to tell just one fib for the night, that fib being “this evening is another evening like any other, here is dinner, etcetera, so on, so forth.” Mace was okay with that. So was Faye.  

They’d found the sauce earlier. Mace left a jug of drinking water on the table in case it was spicey. Faye placed several napkins and cheap silverware on the table. Finally, the entire table was prepped for the scavenged microwave dinners and drinks.

He microwaved everything. His mouth was salivating. Mace could almost taste the fake bacon through his nose. Faye was eying the oven as it rotated and heated the food. She was probably drooling more than him.

“It’s almost done,” Mace said. “We can wolf all this down.”

Faye snickered. “Wolf it, huh?”

“What did you want me to say, fox it all down?”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, whatever you don’t want, I’ll finish.”

“Girl with an appetite, huh?”

Faye stuck her tongue out. “And I’m proud of it.”

“You don’t look like you are a pound overweight,” Mace laughed.

“I burn through calories pretty quickly, but I can also go a long time without them. I think the idea is that I can store dense energy when I need it and replenish it when required. And let me tell you, it’s required right now,” Faye said, exhaling an exhausted breath.

“Well, at least you got to be a kitsune. They’re really hot,” Mace laughed.

She blushed a little. “Oh, they are? Are you saying I’m hot?”

Mace paused. He furrowed his brow, glanced down, and then looked back at Faye. “Yes, I am. You shouldn’t be ashamed of yourself. I think you’re attractive.”

“You’ve gone mental,” Faye chuckled. “You’re delirious from not eating.”

“Please,” Mace scoffed. “A guy like me will know what he wants, hungry or not.”

Faye smiled warmly at him. “I see. Well, you’re not bad yourself.”

“Probably not as good-looking as this steak right about now,” Mace laughed.

She shrugged. “Can’t lie to you there. I could go for a big fake microwaved steak.”

“I’ll take it over decayed, stale chips any day.”

“Me too,” she snickered.

Finally, the microwave dinged. He opened the door, a wave of steam and savory aromas rushing into his nostrils. God, it smelled delicious. Mace almost wanted to down the food right then and there.

“Food’s done,” he smirked.

Faye immediately opened the single can of soda, pouring it into tumblers on the unconverted diner booth table. Mace approached, setting both microwave meals and plates of fake meat on either side.

She uncorked the only thing of Moonlight Spirit, a wine that was probably really inexpensive. Faye filled the two empty cans repurposed as cups. Mace grabbed his makeshift mug and glass of soda. Mace slid Faye a dinner plate.

“To not dying,” Faye said, raising her can.

Mace raised his soda. “To living,” he replied, downing a sip of the wine.

Faye’s face contorted. “Oh god,” she mumbled, “where’s the damn soda?”

He shook off the bitter taste. “Fuck,” he managed, washing the carbonated, sweet soft drink through his lips and mouth.

The soda staved off the wine’s nasty taste. Faye was already half-done with her cola, setting it aside. “Okay, so the soda is good.”

“Not the wine,” Mace laughed.

Faye shook her head, smiling. “Yeah. I can do without.”

“Let’s try the microwaved stuff,” Mace said. “If it’s only a little less nasty than the wine, we’re doing good.”

Faye nodded, licking her lips and digging a cheap fork and knife into the densely textured faux beef. She cut into it, slicing the slab of faux steak into several chunks. Mace did the same, dipping his piece into the juices of the meat, sighing, thinking that this would be some of the worst food he had. Fuck it.

He shoved the wet, warm piece of steak into his mouth and held a bated breath, eyes squinted shut, preparing to taste a wave of sickly, bitter meat. And… it was alright. It wasn’t great, but it was miles better than anything they found over the past few days.

“That’s actually… pretty good,” Mace smirked.

Faye shoved another slice of beef into her mouth. “Holy shit,” she said through a full mouth, “it’s so fucking good.”

“Eat up.”

She seemed to be in a different world, scarfing down everything on her plate in enthusiastic motions, shoveling more food into her belly. Mace found himself eating like her, mostly. He was equally diminished, equally hungry, and parched.

Faye was satisfied. He could see the joy on her face with each bite. “Oh god, it’s amazing. Best synth beef I’ve eaten.”

Mace dug his spoon into a wad of hash browns and sauce. He took a bite, then shoved it in his mouth, chewing. The flavors were amazing. Maybe it was not having salt, spice, or seasonings for so long, but it might have been the best thing he ever ate.

Even with the temporary memory loss, he could still detect the garlic, onion, salt, pepper, paprika, and butter—all cheap or synthetic—in every bite. His blood sugar rose. A calming, almost euphoric high hit him. He took another drink of cola next to his plate. “We need to find more for future meals, dehydrated and dried goods.”

“MREs,” Faye said. “Most of them probably got taken.”

“There’s got to be some somewhere. I mean, I’ll take microwave food, sure, but it’d be great if we had something besides old, expired nuts and paper-tasting snacks.”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“Good thing the canned food is mostly edible,” Mace said. “I found some sausages and slices of carrots. Canned, still good.”

Faye nodded. “That’s good. We can share those here or there. They’re better than what we’re dealing with for meals presently.”

“Would be nice to have more food,” Mace exhaled.

“Yeah,” she leaned back, rubbing her belly, “I feel so good.”

Mace chuckled. “I’m going to be ready for a nap, eventually.”

“Me too. Won’t mind you near me,” Faye teased.

“Oh yeah?” Mace replied.

She nodded. “Yeah, nothing better than curling up with a handsome, trustworthy man like you while I sleep.”

He stared at her. Did she call him handsome? “Handsome, huh?” he repeated.

Faye blushed. “I mean, you know, like… I didn’t mean anything weird by it.”

“What did you mean?” Mace asked.

She shrugged. “I… you’re just… really attractive, that’s all.”

“And so are you. But I already said that earlier, and so did you, so… what are you really trying to say?”

She took a breath. “Fine. That you’re sexy.”

“Sexy?”

Faye nodded. “Yeah. Sexy. Would ride all that stuff.”

“You’d ride me?” Mace laughed.

She was still blushing. “I mean… would you turn me down? I know I’m not human… I’m sorry, I get a little lonely,” Faye whispered.

Mace shook his head. “I would let you ride me… first.”

Faye raised a brow. “First?”

“I think there are other things I’d like to do to you before I let you take over. Other positions,” Mace smirked, “maybe missionary. Doggy. Spooning.”

She blushed more than he’d ever seen. Faye’s face was practically glowing. “You… would do that stuff with me?”

“I mean… we have needs, right?”

“They’re just needs?”

Mace shook his head. “I mean, let me rephrase. We both have needs, and you’re really nice. I’m not sure where it’d go, but…”

“Would it always be just needs?”

He could see the pain in her eyes when she asked that. Mace set his cola off to the left of his meal. “Doesn’t have to be just needs.”

“So…”

Mace folded his arms. “How about tonight is a date?”

She stared at him, then burst into laughter. “A dinner date? Here, in the apocalypse, with cheap microwave food? Look, I don’t know much about the social thing, but I know what a date is. I heard gossip, I heard stories from the TALON members.”

“Yes,” he said. “A date. A dinner date with cheap, microwaved food, bad wine, all of it. Unless you’re declining my date.”

She smirked widely, then snickered. “Well, the date technically already started. So… can’t deny you the pleasure now. But I wouldn’t have said no, anyway.”

“I don’t remember if I’ve had any dates, to be honest. I think the rule is you’re not supposed to do much on the first date,” Mace shrugged.

“I think,” Faye said.

Mace inhaled, then smiled in her direction. He locked eyes with the kitsune.

“Do you make out on the first date?”

Faye almost choked on her soda. She set it to the left side of the meal and glanced at him. Her eyes lit up as she placed her hands on either side of her body, claws gently digging into the booth’s plastic seats. “I… uh, I mean, making out… that’s kissing, I think.”

“Involved kissing,” Mace grinned, “I remember that. Very… involved.”

“How so?”

“I’d be groping you, my tongue would be in your mouth, and I might even be nibbling on you,” he said.

Faye took a clawed hand and rubbed her head. “I don’t think I’ve ever done that. Where would you touch?”

“Probably start with your sides and hips. Maybe reach around for a handful of your ass,” Mace said, grinning.

She turned bright red, flushed with anticipation. “That… sounds nice. I mean… but on the first date?”

Mace shrugged. “Fuck it. I don’t know. Why not?”

“I mean, I guess you got a point.”

“We’ve got maybe 12 hours left to enjoy ourselves.”

Faye shook her head. “Yeah, about 12, that sounds right.”

“You could run a shower, then I could take one, and we can meet back. Push a couple of beds right up together,” Mace suggested.

“…And?”

“Well, that’s the part where, if you’re okay with it, I’d start kissing you. Heavily.”

She blinked and smiled. “That does sound nice. And cuddles?”

“Yes. Of course. Snuggle up with me.”

“Is this too much?”

Mace shook his head. “No. Is it too much for you?”

“No. I’m enjoying our time, having some fun.”

He smiled. “Me too, Faye.”

She smirked and lifted her cola. “Yeah. Let’s have some fun together tonight,” she winked.

Mace wasn’t going to protest. He thought having some adult fun would be a good way to let off tension, and he liked the sound of it, anyway.

“You sure you’re okay with that?”

Faye smiled. “It sounds like a good idea to me. I’ll want more than cuddles…”

“Good,” Mace said. “Were you done eating?”

The kitsune nodded. “Yeah.”

Mace collected the used dishes from the table and brought them to the basin near the stove. He slipped them into the sink, debating on whether to clean them or not, then disregarded the notion. Part of him wanted to, either out of habit or something else, but the vast majority of his brain understood how fruitless the endeavor would be.

Mace turned to Faye. “Well, dishes are up. Who is taking the shower first?”

“Me, please,” Faye said. “I really need one.”

“You got extra clothes?”

She grabbed her bag from the floor. “Just a bra and underwear.”

“I saw a small washer and dryer unit in the back. We should take any extra clothes they have stockpiled here, too,” Mace added.

Faye nodded. “Agreed. Were there towels near the shower?”

“Several.”

“Good, I’m going to go rinse off, then it’s your turn. See you in bed after,” she finished, going to the shower.

Mace smirked. “See you there after we’re cleaned up.”

Faye only grinned.

Tonight, Mace might get lucky enough to forget about the monsters. He’d rather think about Faye’s naked body, her grip around him, and the way she tasted.

That would be the only time he’d accept some level of amnesia—if Mace could forget the faces of the wraiths, the eyeshine, the monsters, the shamblers, and bodies. He knew that wouldn’t happen, but at least he could think about Faye’s kiss and touch instead. 


16. Bed

She’d slipped her clothes off.

Faye stood beneath a hot stream of crystalline water. A smell of metal hit her nostrils. The thick, hot steam filled the shower stall with a humid fog. Her muscles relaxed.

The layers of dirt and filth caked on her from weeks and months of surviving the wastes washed away, disappearing down the pipe and into Neo Mars’ sewage systems. She thought about Carpenter, then the voyage after. They were close enough to Torrid.

Maybe they had showers there, too. She could hope. But that was dangerous. Faye knew that. Hoping for hope’s sake wastes thought, time, and energy.

Instead, she could focus on the here, the now.

Faye reached toward the soap bar and rubbed her hands over it, foaming up a good lather. She then applied the cleansing lather to her body, starting with her face, nape, shoulders, and breasts.

Carefully, she ran her hand over each nipple and curve, ensuring everything was clean and free of dirt. Plus, if anything happened with Mace, she didn’t want to be sweaty or grimy. If Mace did play with her breasts—which she planned to be topless to let him explore—she didn’t want to feel sticky or smell bad.

Part of her wondered how she even understood the intimate things people did. She was the descendant of genetic experimentation, after all. A kitsune. Why should she be able to feel any sort of arousal, pleasure, or desire?

Because you’re mostly human—and what’s wrong with desire?

She was aroused. Faye knew that. She supposed human women just knew when they wanted something or when they were turned on. The parts all seemed to function. Her body should handle Mace just fine.

Then again, she’d never played with herself. There was never time, and experiencing near-death scenarios daily made getting intimate, touching herself, discovering pleasures, and exploring her body kind of impossible.

But… Mace was at least suggesting he’d touch her. Would it feel good? Pleasurable? What if he slipped his fingers under her panties and touched…

Faye ignored the sexual thoughts, returning to the process of cleaning her body. A bottle of shampoo sat in the corner of the stall.

She lathered between her thighs and shampooed her tail. Then her hair. Already, she felt better. Already, she felt more attractive. Sensual, maybe. Sexual, even.

If tonight was the night Mace made love to her, fucked her, then so be it. She’d heard TALON members talk about sex. Maybe it was time she experienced it herself with someone she felt something with.

It’d be special, at least a little. Instead of some stranger, it’d be Mace, the handsome man who came to her those few nights ago. That’d be great, she thought to herself quietly. After turning off the water, she left the stall, grabbed the towel, and toweled off.

She stared at herself in the steamy mirror. Wide hips, decently sized breasts, and proportional nipples… seemed okay. Faye turned, glancing at her tail and ass. Those parts seemed complimentary enough, too.

The kitsune didn’t really check other women out, not that she would be totally opposed to it in a harem-like scenario, but… she did think she wasn’t ugly. Faye was confident about that. Hopefully, Mace will enjoy touching her all over. Every curve, every bare patch of skin, and every area of her feminine body.

Faye knew she’d enjoy his touch, too. After drying off and slipping into the spare panties and bra, Faye made her way out of the bathroom and to the beds. There, she passed Mace.

He was obviously looking at her. She could almost feel his lustful gaze studying her body. Try as he might, Mace wasn’t subtle. It was just too obvious that he was imagining her naked or how she felt in his arms. Maybe even how a handful of her ass felt in his hands or the way her breast may conform to his grip.

Dirty thoughts, obviously. What else would Mace think about then and there with her parading around in her underwear? Only her, she imagined.

At least, she hoped.

***

Mace toweled off.

He was a little nervous. Most of what he wanted might not be something Faye wanted. Both had slept on hard surfaces for the most part, or things covered in blood.

The motel wasn’t exactly a spa.

He did a quick scan of the area earlier. He found ammo, grenades, and plenty of other things. Plucking the satchel from the dead body of a marine didn’t make him feel good, but at least he had several decent grenades to add to their supplies now.

Mace sighed. He was confident he’d make Faye feel good, but the food and hot shower made him a little drowsy. Earlier, when he passed Faye, tucking herself into the beds pushed together, he’d gathered all the spare clothes he could find. The place was like a small barracks; he procured a dozen changes of socks, several boxers, two pairs of pants, and several dozen shirts.

He imagined some would be a little too big for Faye, but she probably wouldn’t complain. It was better than running around the wastes naked… though Mace wasn’t opposed to Faye being nude most of the time around him.

He’d developed a sexual attraction toward her. He wasn’t sure when the lust began, but it must have been there the whole time. Mace didn’t remember much about himself, but he at least knew that when he liked someone, he liked them.

And Mace liked Faye. It had all hit him so suddenly. Just a couple of days earlier, she was some fox girl in a forgotten building taking cover from the undead… and now she was his partner. It happened like that in desperate times, he thought.

Maybe it was a way to survive. Mace stretched, slipping into his boxers and t-shirt. He was clean.

He studied himself in the mirror. Mace looked better—a lot better. Mace hunched down and picked up the pile of dirty clothes. He had found a small laundry room on the map earlier.

Once he got there, he saw how small it was. He only had two pairs of pants to wash, a couple of shirts, and a couple of socks. The load could barely fit inside the washer. At least there was enough detergent left.

He found it on the ground beside a pile of cloth laundry baskets. AROMA MIST was printed on the plastic container’s left side. I wonder if it’s alright, Mace thought, taking a quick smell.

He didn’t detect anything else other than chemicals. He threw the clothes and detergent into the wash, shut the top, and started it. It was curious that he still knew how to do certain things, but he stopped second-guessing every action he took.

Too much energy spent on meaningly things, he told himself as he left the laundry room after a minute. He’d return soon to check it and see if the load dried. The thing was a hybrid combo. He quickly determined where the setting to dry the load was, set it, and made his way back to the bunking area.

Mace stepped into the living quarters, feeling a little strange.

Was he about to get laid? By a fox girl? A kitsune? He stared ahead, seeing Faye sitting in the corner. She stretched out comfortably on the bed. “I don’t think there’s enough room for both of us on this bed,” she said.

Mace nodded. He made his way over. “I think you’re right,” Mace smiled.

He made his way around the spare bed, turned, and pushed it against Faye’s. A look of delight washed over her face. She seemed pleased by the decision. They’d talked about it earlier, but Mace followed through.

Besides, he wasn’t going to turn away cuddles. Even if that’s all that happened, Mace was fine with that. “That should do us both,” Faye smirked.

“Are you nervous?” Mace laughed.

Faye paused. “I was, but… not so much now. Come on, I’m cold,” she said, beckoning.

Mace didn’t waste any time. “Big spoon or little spoon?”

“Spoon?

He nodded. “Position. Do you want me to cuddle you? Like, hold you?”

“Oh, yeah,” Faye replied. “I feel stupid.”

Mace laughed again. “No, don’t. Come on, scoot over.”

After some adjustment, they were together. Mace cradled the kitsune woman in his arms, deeply snuggling into her. He could nearly feel her smile as he touched her. “This is nice,” Faye managed. “You can caress me.”

“Sides?”

She nodded. “Please. Touch me,” Faye murmured.

Mace grinned and indulged her. His hand gently ran up and down her sides, fingertips teasing the exposed skin of her hips and waist. He felt Faye shudder beneath his touch.

Her ass was in his groin, nestled closely against his lap. The only thing separating his dick from being pressed against her were two layers of fabric: his boxers and her panties. Even then, he could see the well-padded, voluptuous curves of her backside.

Keep going, keep touching her; she wants your touch.

Faye squirmed. She wiggled deeper into his lap. Her tail wrapped around him gently. “You’re enjoying it,” Mace whispered in her ear.

She trembled and turned, facing him. “Don’t stop,” Faye murmured, her breath warm and sweet against his face.

“I won’t,” Mace whispered to her.

They gazed at each other for a few seconds. Faye’s hand was wrapped around the back of his neck. He felt her tug. Mace leaned forward, pressing his lips against Faye’s. She did not hesitate. In seconds, she was returning the kiss.

Mace felt her eager tongue dance over his. His dick went hard, pressing into the soft curves of her ass. He heard her moan. Somehow, she was on her back, arms around him, embracing his deep kiss. Fuck, she’s so hot, Mace thought.

He reached between her shirt and chest. Mace’s hand wandered up to her left breast, gently kneaded. She was soft. Warm, too. The weight of her feminine breast in his hand made his cock rock hard. How would she look with both of those out, head bobbing on his dick?

“Mmm,” Faye murmured.

“That good?”

She nodded. “I think I like this. Take your time…”

Mace smirked. He rolled her nipple between his finger and thumb, gently pulling, then pinching. Hot with lust, she flushed with a shade of pink and red. Faye bit her lower lip and shuddered. 

She neared his face. “Kiss me.”

He obliged. In seconds, he was against her, pressing away the distance between the two. Faye’s lips parted, a wet, excited tongue slipping into his mouth. The kitsune’s kiss tasted amazing. God, saliva like sugar, Mace mused.

The deep kiss lasted for an extended period. He’d let her dictate when it was time to move forward. Then, after loosening her embrace, she let out an exasperated breath with a wide grin. “Can I take this top off?” Mace asked.

Faye nodded. “Sure thing. It’ll be easier to play with me.”

Mace tugged at her shirt. “Good,” he smirked.

He tossed the shirt aside and stared at Faye’s supple breasts. They were perfect. Weighty, soft, and a tone of cream with gentle, pink nipples. Mace embraced them with his hands immediately, caressing and kneading.

Faye blushed again. “You like them?”

Mace nodded. “Very much so. They’re really nice.”

“Thanks,” she giggled.

He leaned forward and gently drew her into his mouth. Mace rolled her nipple between his lips and danced his tongue over the delicate surface. She shuddered. “Mm… you know, I like how you’re touching me. You can touch other places,” she replied.

“This is your first time?”

She nodded. “I mean, I’ve never been with anyone, so yeah…”

“I’m happy to be your first. Where do you want me to touch you?”

Faye blushed a little bit. “Everywhere. Grab my ass,” she smirked, “or anywhere.”

Mace slid an eager, firm hand down her belly and then behind her lower back. In several short moments, his hand was gripping the meat of her ass. His cock ached at the touch.

She was perfect. He wanted to bend her over then and there and watch her backside bounce off his dick, take every inch in her tight pussy, but he knew the kitsune was still new to everything. “You’ve got a great ass,” Mace managed.

Faye trembled. “I liked that more than I thought I would. You think so?”

“Definitely,” he smirked. “I could grope you all day.”

“Can you… play with me there?”

“Where?” Mace asked.

Shyly, she glanced between her legs. “My clit. I want to cum.”

“Oh yeah?”

Faye nodded excitedly. “Yeah. I’ve actually been attracted to you since we met. I was just… kind of bitch. Sorry.”

Mace laughed. “Don’t worry about it. So, you want to get off, huh?”

“Yes, please,” Faye grinned, tossing her fluffy tail.

“Lean back,” Mace instructed. “Relax.”

“Kiss me while you do it,” Faye said.

Mace grinned. “Oh, I will. You know I’m going to want to shove my dick in you soon?”

“Oh god, please,” Faye smiled.

Mace smiled again. He slid his hand down to her wet, tight vagina. Did she shave? No way, he thought. Was she just naturally hairless down there? Curious, he probed a finger.

She tensed and let out a groan. “Oh fuck.”

He rubbed his thumb over her clit in slow, caressing circles. She shuddered, curling her fingers and digging them into the sheet. The muscles in her belly tightened.

She was wet. He slipped another finger in, watching her moan in ecstasy. “I’m going to cum,” she managed.

“Do it,” Mace ordered. “I want you to cum for me.”

“Fuck…” Faye murmured.

“Good girl,” he smirked.

She jerked, trembling and moaning. “Oh fuck, I’m coming, YES!”

Mace’s hand was wet now, drenched by the powerful orgasm. He could feel her clamp down on his fingers, spasming. She leaned her head back, exhaled, and collapsed onto the bed. Faye’s diaphragm rose, fell, contracted, and expanded.

“That… was amazing,” she managed.

Mace smirked at her, watching the way her breast evened out to Neo Mars’s gravity. “That good?”

Faye yawned. “Yeah… wow. That hit me hard.”

“Ready for me?”

She nodded excitedly. “Can you… be on top? …don’t go too hard,” Faye managed.

Mace smiled. “I won’t,” he replied.

With that, Mace adjusted himself and slowly crawled atop the lustful kitsune. He tugged his clothes off and positioned his hard cock just above the slit between her legs.

A look of anticipation filled Faye’s eyes. “That’s… a nice cock… now that I can see it better…”

“You like it?”

She squirmed, grabbing his dick, and rubbing his head against her slit. “Put it in me, please…”

Mace obliged. He slowly thrust his hard, pulsating girth into her tight pussy. Faye burst into a howl of ecstasy. “Oh god, YES!”

Her breasts bounced, and her muscles spasmed. He kept pumping, kept thrusting. The way her body accepted him, pulled him in, made him want to come…

“Fill me up!” Faye begged. Her tail wrapped around him, soft and fluffy.

Mace groaned, his thrusts rapid and deep. “I’m going to… come… you ready?”

“Fuck YES! DO IT!”

He was going to. She was going to be filled…

“Ah, FUCK!”

Mace exploded. He felt the spasm in his dick throb, each load rushing into Faye’s pussy. She arched and screamed in delight. “OH MY GOD, YES!”

“Fuck…”

Finally, he felt his balls empty, felt Faye shiver, quake, and relax. Did she get off? “Fuck… did you get off?”

Faye nodded. “Right when you did.”

Mace kissed her. “That felt so fucking good, Faye.”

“I want more sometime…”

“Of course,” Mace said. His dick was still buried in her.

She wiggled. “So deep… promise you’ll fuck me more? This is fun.”

Mace nodded. “Of course,” he grinned.


17. In the Dark

She backed closer to the wall.

Cinder didn’t know if she could hide herself much better. The kitsune could only pray. Outside the maintenance shaft, just beyond the grating, she could see the wraiths sprinting through the darkness.

There in the basement, in the deep blackness of a place without very little light, the creatures were easy enough to spot: glowing green eyes and demonic growls. They’d howl on occasion, a kind of horrific noise that made her blood run like rivers of glacial ice.

She was hiding now. For hours, probably. Earlier, when the sun was still out enough to reveal the telltale signs of cracks and hills in the landscape, Cinder was able to find shelter there. Was she didn’t know was that the hospital was infested with them.

The wraiths swarmed.

There were other survivors besides her—that’s why she chose Carpenter Hospital—but they were likely dead. Ripped apart by the wraiths, she guessed. Their numbers had increased, something that’d only occurred once the creatures had infected people with their contagious, pathogenic scratches.

Where she’d come from wasn’t any safer. Torrid, a city claimed through rumors to have been a haven, was gone. Its streets ran rampant with shamblers and wraiths. Half of it was collapsed, destroyed, and flattened beyond recognition.

She’d almost gotten scratched once. Luckily, she dodged the blow. Everyone else wasn’t so lucky. Now, with vague memories of her colony, she was running scared in a Neo-Martian city with innumerable monsters and…

…that thing she out in the street. It wasn’t a wraith. Not a shambler. No, this was something else. Red eyes, she remembered. It was fast, too. The sounds it made weren’t like the low, beastly noises of the wraiths. It wasn’t the sad, pitiful moan of a shambler.

No, this was something else. Inhuman, almost. Like it’d come from some other plane of existence. The thing, covered in black, glistening skin and rows of spikes, raised its arms and outstretched long, exaggerated claws.

It was going to kill her.

Eat her, too.

So, she fled and fled into the hospital after a few survivors flagged her down. If only they’d known about the wraiths still roaming around, they might have been there in the shaft with her, hiding in the dark, hoping they were left undisturbed and completely unnoticed.

Hoping… hoping.

***

She woke to the sound of a metal screech.

Cinder’s eyes shot open. Panicked, she checked herself over. How long had she been asleep in the maintenance duct? Did they attack? Was she turned? She paused, stared down at her hands and body, then exhaled.

She couldn’t feel any injuries or wounds… and there was no blood, at least not her blood. Cinder let out a sigh and leaned back against the duct. She was okay. Thank fuck.

Outside, through the vent cover, she could see an empty, dark basement. Empty enough, anyway—there was no obvious sign of any wraiths, at least not that she could see. No noise, no glowing stares, just silence. 

Time to leave.

She leaned toward the ventilation cover and investigated the obscured parking lot. There, across the way, glinting off what little ambient light existed by a concrete ramp that led to the next parking sublevel above, was the lone maintenance shaft. Cinder gulped.

She had to be quiet, had to practice disciplined stealth, and then maybe she could make it.

Cinder just needed to be precise.

After taking a breath, she undid the screws, set the cover aside, and took a breath. So far, nothing had noticed her. Good. If something had, she was probably screwed. Using an axe in a maintenance shaft didn’t get her much room for leverage, and this particular duct led to nowhere; part of it collapsed.

Gulping nervous spit, Cinder grabbed her axe and slowly crawled out onto the smooth, cold concrete floor. The stench of death was stronger out here, and Cinder knew that meant there were monsters nearby. She crouched, holding the axe close to her chest.

Her whisper-light footsteps tracked across the third basement-level parking lot, progressing slowly but surely. There was a chance the ramp to the next level was clear; that was good because the inclined ramp that led upward had more doors and more places to possibly run. It’d be useful for getting the fuck out of there.

She considered it for a moment. If there wasn’t a monster up there, or that thing from outside—

(god, what if it got in the building)

—then she’d be good to go. All she had to do was take a moment to survey it. Cinder turned. Before she could manage a quick investigation, she heard the wraith. It was coming down from the ramp. Fast. Fuck, did it smell me? Did it hear me?

Cinder shuddered, quickening her pace. She had to be fast, faster than it because if not, she’d be ripped apart or, worse, turned into one of them. She’d seen the process: you got scratched, deep usually, and the wound inflamed, swelled, oozed, and bubbled, then every vein and capillary in your body swelled. Webs of nightmarish, spider-like veins ran beneath the skin, made visible by infected adrenaline. The eyes went bloodshot, the irises turned red, and every tooth was replaced with some long, hellish rows of fangs.

That, and your fingernails burst open, replaced with claws. Your skin went cold and clammy, glimmered with a coat of feverish moisture born from the depths of mottled pores, and secreted an acrid, translucent slime along with it.

And then you scratched someone else after taking a bite out of them or murdering them. Cinder shook off the thoughts, instead focusing on the approaching shaft. The wraith was closer now, barreling down the level. Its shadow, long and distorted, danced over the opposing wall. The thing had its arms away from its sides, claws extended, ready…

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.

She had to move quickly. Its shadow was much darker and more focused, sharpened by the narrowing distance between it and her. It was close. Cinder tripped and fell forward. The axe came clattering down, its sound echoing through the lot. The wraith seemed to pause, its head turning in her direction.

And then it bolted forward.

“Damn it,” Cinder growled beneath her breath.

Finally, she was at the vent shaft. The thing’s footsteps were near now, probably just around the corner. It slowed down as if looking for her like it was hunting.

It is hunting… it’s hunting me…

Cinder finally unscrewed the cover and silently climbed into the shaft. Before she could turn to grab the axe, she saw its feet and legs, and she almost froze.

Shut the fucking vent!

It growled, turning its head toward her. She screwed the bolts in place and leaned back into the vent’s darkness, waiting. After a moment, it took a step toward her.

That wasn’t good. It’d be upon her in moments. Cinder glanced to her left, seeing the dark, faint surface of a wall. She swiveled to the right, heart pounding. If there was no way out, she was fucked. Cinder left her weapon outside in a panic, and the wraith seemed to notice…

A wave of temporary relief washed through her body. There was more shaft on the right, and it seemed to continue on, even go up. But… it looked unstable, as if part of it had started to collapse, then stopped.

Outside, she heard the huffing and guttural growls of the approaching wraith. It was maybe two or three meters from her at best. Not risking any more time, Cinder began her descent into the vent.

CRASH!

Half-torn away from the hinges, the vent cover came apart, and part of it collapsed inward. She saw it. Two green-yellow glowing eyes glared at her, the thing howling in rage. Its jaws snapped shut, opened, and snapped shut again, chattering with large, endless rows of fangs. It reached, swiping its claws at her.

“No!”

Cinder dove forward, panting, her eyes welling with tears. Her heart raced, her skin went cold, and her chest ached. Then she heard it behind her.

It was following her.

The wraith had a goal: to either kill or infect her. It wasn’t going to give up. Almost sobbing, Cinder realized it’d be right behind her, right on her literal tail, the entire time through the shafts. They didn’t give up. They never did. Their contagion was paramount, and they had to continue, one infected, pathogenic gash of muscle and flesh at a time.

She wiggled her way past the half-collapsed portion of the duct, missing another swipe. The thing’s claws dug into the metal shaft and stuck to the half-collapsed protruding duct, causing the entire maintenance shaft to quake.

Pieces of metal and screws and bolts started to fall from different points in the area. Concrete dust drifted through the dark atmosphere. It was going to collapse. The wraith, still locked in place by the warping, crushing metal, growled at her.

Cinder continued forward. If she didn’t get out, if she didn’t make it somewhere else, she’d be killed, too. The entire wall and support of basement sublevel 3’s right side was about to give.

Her hands clattered with the metal vent. She glanced behind her, watching the wraith start dislodging all its claws from the metal. Cinder gasped in shock as her head hit something hard… and glanced at the vertical shaft in front of her. The ducts ended.

But they still went up.

The quaking became too much, and in seconds, the entire lower-right system would collapse. She stood and worked her way up the shaft. Below her, something moved. Cinder glanced down, staring at the wraith.

It was free, just below her, furious and hungry. It raised a clawed hand and prepared to swipe—

(it’s going to get me; it’s going to me!)

—and then the maintenance shaft collapsed. Shocked, it seemed to notice the falling metal and concrete turning up to face her. Cinder high-tailed it, pulling her weight up, crawling onto the second level of shafts.

She glanced over, seeing it reach one more time before being engulfed by sub-level 3’s entire wall. The shaft she was in tilted to the side and filled with a burst of dust. As quickly as the collapse had begun, it was over.

She caught her breath, coughing out the dust and debris. Everything was silent. Eerily quiet. She repositioned herself and stared over the ledge again. All Cinder could barely make out was the mangled, folded, and crushed metal duct filled with concrete chunks and fallen beams.

Cinder fell back. She caught her breath, panting. It was stuck under there, flattened… but that didn’t mean it would give up. Maybe it killed the monster, or it was just wounded. Whatever it had become wasn’t an immediate concern.

She wasn’t going to stick around to find out if it was dead or alive. Winded, exhausted, and sticky with sweat, Cinder turned and glared down the long, dark ducts.

***

She paused, catching her breath. By her guess, she was on the first floor now. Climbing two levels of ducts, all with no ladders, was tiring. Her chest rose and fell, blood pumping through her veins.

Cinder was tired.

She wanted to sleep, wanted to get out and find a place to rest, but knew it was practically off the table for an indefinite period. There had to be somewhere to go. Above, another shaft connected to the next level of ducts.

Level 2 was just up there, out of sight. She could climb it and make her way to a safe room of some kind, maybe to find food or a weapon. There were bodies out on the first floor. But they’d gotten up.

Re-animated corpses loomed and stumbled through the dark and moonlit first floor. Twenty or so shamblers, at least. Cinder swallowed dry spit. Going out there would be asking for death. She didn’t feel like dying any time soon.

Which meant she had to move up. Almost all the ducts of the first floor had either collapsed or been torn through. Cinder would be seen in seconds if she tried to climb out. Instead, she had to go up a level and maybe find a way out there.

Windows, perhaps. She could climb down… or break her ankle. And even then, it was a better idea to wait for sunrise. Nightfall would mean a certain death.

Sighing, Cinder crawled beyond the only couple of vent covers she could see through, stepping past the shambling feet of several undead. They had to be recent, as the sickly odor of death wasn’t as strong with them.

These monsters hadn’t been rotting all day, at least not yet.

Of course not. Every zombie out there was a survivor, the same group that let her into the hospital, the same group that gave her a flashlight—gone, now—and some food. The same group that was swarmed by a few shamblers and hiding wraiths.

All dead, either re-animated as shamblers, turned during a bout of hemorrhagic fever, or worse, transitioned into a wraith. There might be other survivors, sure, but she doubted it. Alone in the dark, it was just her, just Cinder.

She finally made it past a few stumbling shamblers and their pitiful cries, eventually at the vertical duct of the maintenance shaft. Exhaling, Cinder started her tedious shimmy up the duct, using her feet, back, and palms to ascend. Her heart thudded hard, pulsed. Climbing up this shit was a workout, especially over and over.

No need for cardio, she thought idly.

She managed her way onto the first series of level 2 shafts. After catching her breath, Cinder turned and began the long crawl down the ducts. There were two obvious covers ahead, flickers of light dancing through them.

The weak strobe was coming from somewhere below, likely the half-broken lights embedded in the corridor’s metal grating and pipe ceiling. Cinder considered this, wondering if the floors ahead and above had some form of power.

From what she was told, generators line the back side of the hospital. Maybe someone kicked one on. She shook off the thoughts and continued down the ducts, each knee and palm making dull, soft buckling sounds against the metal shaft.

Sweat collected on her body. If she ever got out of the hospital, a hot, long, and intense shower would be in order—suds and lots of good soap, too. She came across the ventilation cover below her, embedded in the duct’s metal.

Laced with the scent of decay and a metallic hint of gore, the humid air dispersed here, broken by an updraft of a smokey, subtle breeze. She stared down into the corridor below, safe and hidden away by the darkness of the shaft. There, she saw the body being consumed, chunk by chunk.

Shamblers ripped and tore the abdomen, drinking the pulpy viscera, chewing the smooth muscle, and swallowing wads of flesh. Expressionless, the dead man stared emptily above. Cinder shuddered. Each eye locked onto her.

The body hadn’t been reanimated, but the kitsune was sure it had been looking into her and her alone. It was grinning, almost like it was making a joke about the entire thing, teasing, perhaps mocking, anyone who dared gaze upon the nauseating buffet taking place beneath her.

Something fast ran by.

A wraith. Cinder trembled, becoming still after getting control of her fear. The wraiths freaked her out more than most things. Uncanny, demonic, and fucking quick. She swallowed her terror and continued forward, careful not to give herself away.

If she was lucky, there might be a security room, office, or something to drop into and take cover. Hopefully, it had a locked door. Cinder thought finding a gun next would be helpful—something with a lot of bullets and high power.

One of those HPC-12s would do. Those high-powered carbines would tear through a lot and make short work for most creatures. Wraiths were tough, but even a few dozen rounds of an HPC-12 would at least immobilize them.

But Cinder knew she wouldn’t be that lucky.

That, and she was getting tired. Each vent seemed to stretch a little longer than the last, and aside from the last ventilation cover leaking ambient light into the darkness ahead, she couldn’t see too far into the ducts. Below her, something moved.

Cinder paused, slowly approaching the ventilation shaft. She heard the scuffles, growls, and muttering of someone. Who was down there? Was someone turning? Or was someone still alive? Finally, she managed to make her way to the ventilation cover.

From what she could tell, it was some store room. In it, several wraiths, stalking around… and then she saw the man below her, curled up into a corner on the cool, dark floor, surrounded by shelves and boxes. Blood poured from his neck, dousing the fabric of his shirt and turning it from a sweaty, filthy white to a glistening, black red.

Fuck, what do I?

Cinder felt around the ventilation shaft, looking for any screws. If she could undo it, maybe get to him fast enough, she could help. She finally located the first one, cursing when she realized it was stripped and jammed into its respective surroundings.

I only need to get three off, Cinder reminded herself. She went to the next screw, trying to twist it beneath her fingers. Commotion filled the air. Before she could even begin to undo the screw, the man below let out a blood-curdling, sharp scream.

A shotgun—she hadn’t seen that before—fired, blowing one of the wraith’s heads clean off. Gore, blood, and grey matter danced in the air, falling to the ground in wet splats, the ceiling now painted with a layer of fetid brains. The second wraith was too fast, though. It jumped on him, dug its clawed hand into his neck, and then worked on his face.

Cinder closed her eyes, looking away just as its mouth and teeth chomped into the screaming man’s forehead and nose. After a few seconds, the shouts of pain and panic simmered into slow, wet gurgles, finally disappearing altogether.

She lay there, waiting. Patiently, quietly. Any noise, and it might notice her. Minutes went by. Then, an hour. Cinder didn’t know, but she guessed that.

She heard the wraith leave, finally running back out to somewhere. The storage room went quiet. Deathly still, the area was that of a tomb; nothing moved. But Cinder knew better. They lingered.

So, she waited a little longer. There was no need to be impatient. Cinder valued her life and knew that any wrong move, any restless quiver of her foot or arm, was a death note. She wasn’t that far above, anyway. Maybe ten feet off the ground and above the floor, she was hiding in a thin metal layer in a barely stable, plastic corrugated and tiled ceiling.

The force needed to tear through it and pluck her from the metal and faux slate above wasn’t much. A strong enough man could do it alone, without much help from anyone, but a wraith could do it with a hand and arm.

Sometime then, she heard growling and grunting beneath her. Boxes fell. Something clattered to the ground. Shelves toppled. Then, the sound of sprinting feet, eventually distant, then gone.

After feeling a little comfortable, she gazed back into the ventilation cover.

The room was quiet. Where the man’s body had been was now a bloody pool. He’d turned, now a nightmare monster, running quietly around the hospital with all the others. Cinder sighed.

The shotgun…

She pursed her lips, considered it, and checked the ventilation cover again. It was of no use. The thing was jammed shut, and half the screws were bent. If she wanted the shotgun, she’d have to find another way in.

“Damn it,” Cinder cursed.

Frustrated, she continued forward. There was no sense in staying in the same place. Cold and dark as it was, she had to press forward. She needed a way out and, at least, a weapon. It wasn’t an assault firearm of any kind, but it’d do just fine.

Given she could get there.

With that, Cinder made her way deeper into the shafts and maintenance vents. Once she got the shotgun, she could work her way out of the hospital, maybe even find a place to stay and keep away from the creatures.

If the shotgun had ammo. What if it was out? What if those were the last couple of rounds? What if the pump action was ruined? She sighed.

There was only one way to find out for sure.


18. Midnight

Faye tossed in her sleep.

Images of Mace’s hard, human cock buried inside of her came to mind. She felt her g-spot being plowed by the head of his dick, felt the way he unloaded inside of her, and how wet she was. It was a memory, sure, a dream, but it was a good dream.

Sadly, Faye was not capable of forcing herself to sleep then.

For some reason, she was restless, yet tired. The survival part of her brain screamed for her to wake up, jolt from bed, and start running, but… the reasonable part of her mind knew that she was safe in his arms, lying there in the only place that was marginally comfortable since she’d been living in the wastes.

Faye rolled to her side, staring at Mace. He was out cold, deep in a restful sleep. Good. Maybe he’d remember something about himself when he woke up. The kitsune wasn’t exactly upset at him for having amnesia, but she suspected Mace was USF. If that was true, he might remember something useful.

Maybe even find the two of them shelter, weapons, or whatever. Who knew? Faye sat up, glancing around. A distant clutter, sparse and shuffling, came from somewhere beyond the metal and alloy exterior. She glanced over at Mace.

May as well let him sleep, she thought. They were safe, but she had to know nothing had gotten in. Faye slid out of bed, found the spare pants, and slipped into her shoes. Arming herself with a 9mm, she quietly approached the corridor hallway.

She grabbed the red keycard from a counter and checked it, then shoved it into her pocket.

Faye stopped at the corridor door. Fleeting senses of worry filled her; what if there was a zombie on the other side? Or a wraith? What if they got in somehow, through something they missed? She shook her head to herself. No, there’d be nothing on the other side.

She knew enough to know that USF put a lot of money into their base materials and infrastructure. The vehicles were acceptable, but the architecture was sturdy.

Faye swallowed and positioned the key card. She swiped it, stepping back.

The door opened with little problem. Surprisingly quiet, the gaskets and tracks slide up without a sound. A cool rush of air washed out from the dim corridor, lit by peripheral red light and diode rays. Faye readied her weapon and took several steps into the corridor.

So far, nothing.

She slowly tracked deeper into the dark hallway of metal, polycarbonate, wires, pipes, and reinforced alloy. Finally, she was at the second door. Faye swiped the card again. It opened, like before, revealing the crimson-red night lights.

She paced up the single, lonely stair step of metal grating that connected the corridor with the array building. Like before, when she was with Mace, she went to the security room, opening each monitor and cam. Nothing had gotten in, but outside, a couple of shamblers roamed around.

One banged its arms and hands against part of the array building, occasionally stopping to try different sections. It stumbled, tripped, and then stood back up, repeating the cyclical process of accomplishing little other than being a nuisance.

Wonderful. They were easy enough to dispatch.

Faye glanced at the readouts, staring at the time. Two hours were left on the power core. Energy in it would deplete, which would be the final flicker of their security and electricity. She’d have to go back and wake him so they could get things prepared.

They would load up the car, double-check for supplies, and then leave. Addressing the corpses walking around outside would have to come first, but she was sure they would manage the situation just fine. Faye turned, swished her tail, and walked back through the array doors, down the corridor, and to the living quarters.

Sex made the night unforgettable. She’d never imagined being with a man and was surprised to know what felt so good, so natural, in those heated moments. Faye didn’t want to give it up.

She wanted more. Mace probably wouldn’t have an issue with that. There was only one way to tell.

It was time to get up.

***

She was panting, moaning his name, and so wet. He could barely contain himself. The tremor in his balls and groin took over. In moments, he’d filled Faye’s tight pussy, pumping her full of load after load of hot sperm.

And she looked good like that. The cream pie between her legs suited her. Faye, if anything, looked even hotter after he fucked her. He could even see where she’d come—hard—everywhere. She squirted.

Mace’s eyes flicked open. Above him, he saw the kitsune standing. She brandished the red key card. “About two hours left.”

He stretched, yawned, and smiled at her. “Last night was fun.”

“Can we do it again sometime?”

Mace smirked. “I was hoping you’d ask,” he laughed.

Faye blushed. “Yeah, thanks. Well, what do you want to get started on? I discovered about two walkers roaming around outside. Sun will be up in about an hour. Dawn soon.”

“How about some cheap coffee and MRE wake-up food?”

“Sounds good,” she replied.

He nudged her. “Let’s get some breakfast. I’m starving. Anything would work.”

“Burn energy last night?”

Mace nodded. “A lot.”

She swayed her tail happily. “Me as well.”

After leaving bed, Mace grabbed the stack of pants and socks from a nearby table. He slipped into them, staring across at Faye. She smirked.

Mace knew what she meant. He smiled back at her. “You want me to keep these off more often, right?”

“Please.”

“Excellent. Partners and benefits.”

She rolled her eyes and swatted his shoulder. “Come on. I’m starving.”

“I could use some of those MREs,” Mace yawned.

He sat at the table. Faye dispersed into the kitchen and returned to the table with a couple of MREs in hand. “Breakfast.”

“We had plenty more of those, I think,” Mace added, accepting the MRE from her hands.

“Yeah, we should be good for a while. I also think we should get some blankets and other stuff from here.”

Mace nodded. “Easier to cuddle up that way.”

Faye blushed. “You… want to cuddle up more, too?”

“Yeah. What did you think? I was just going to fuck you, and that’s it?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, the desert cold was an excuse to cuddle,” Faye admitted.

“I’m not dumb; I figured that was some of it. I enjoyed it.”

“So… you’ll cuddle me even if it’s not cold?”

Mace smiled. “Of course.”

“You know… I know I passed out after you finished, but… I was looking forward to trying out more of that human cock of yours,” Faye giggled.

Mace opened his MRE. He began with some toasted biscuits and a small drink. “Oh yeah? Honestly, you look and feel tight. What position did you want to try?”

“I think… uh, don’t laugh, but doggy… so you can go hard and fast,” Faye said.

Mace winked at her. “We can arrange that.”

“But I want to taste you, too. This is fun… it’s like a part of me woke up that I didn’t know I had. And… I want that part to be with you…” she stammered.

He reached out and placed a hand on her own. “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t feel embarrassed.”

She laughed. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Not moving too fast, am I?”

Mace chuckled. “I mean, survivor’s bond. Plus, I know it’s only been a few days, but I like you. No, not too fast. We can die at any moment. Let’s enjoy it.”

“That sounds good,” Faye smiled.

“Besides, I want to try some positions, too. Doggy is high on the list. Was thinking about bending your legs back, way back, so I can get in deep.”

She blushed. “Oh… like, all the way in?”

“Balls deep,” Mace grinned. “I want to be so buried that you can feel it, way down in there.”

She swayed her tail. “I like that.”

“How about this,” Mace said, taking a bite. He checked his chronometer. “An hour or so left here. We load up, leave, and then the next night we get, I stretch you out.”

“Fuck, you’re so confident about all this. You don’t waste time,” she laughed.

Mace shrugged. “Probably always been this way. Maybe I’ll remember why.”

“I won’t say no.”

“Good girl,” he grinned.

Faye blushed again when he said that. She liked it. He didn’t know why he had the courage to call her that, but it worked out. She even said she liked it when he asked her.

And… why had he suddenly been so keen on sex? Why was his lust so high? It was fun, anyway. A hot fox chick that wanted to fuck him was enough to boost his morale. He had a feeling he would start remembering stuff soon, anyway.

“Let’s finish this up and get ready.”

Faye nodded. “Okay. Let’s,” she smiled, meeting the straw of her drink to her feminine, full lips.

“Let’s,” Mace grinned.

They finished their meals. Not long after, both of them were loading up several empty boxes they’d found the night before with various supplies. MREs, water bottles, flares, medkits, extra ammo, clothes, pillows, and blankets. Sure, half of the stuff was loosely fitting, but the point was that they had something extra to wear.

And that was pretty fucking important. Mace never suspected he’d be washing any clothes—and who would during a Neo-Martian monster pandemic—but having the extra laundry made things a lot easier. Instead of roaming around smelling like shit and collecting germs, he could at least be moderately clean.

Until they all needed to be treated by a laundromat again. He was no genius or statistician, but those seemed to be in short order. “Everything’s ready to load up. How many shamblers out there, did you say?”

“Two,” Faye said. “I just checked the security cams again.”

“Alright,” Mace said, turning to the corridor. “Let’s get rid of these things, then plan.”

Faye nodded.

It didn’t take them long to dispatch the two shamblers. Faye took out the first one with a quick shot to its skull. The thing’s head detonated, a burst of gore raining down on the Neo-Martian desert floor. The second shambler took several steps toward Mace.

He raised his pistol and sighted it, then pulled the trigger. The first round passed through its clavicle, then its neck. The second smacked into its left orbital, exploding. It stumbled, twisted, and spun forward into the ground. Pitiful and sad howls vanished, replaced by a gentle, arid wind.

“Alright, next order of business,” Mace sighed.

The two of them pulled the supplies from the building and loaded them into the trunk. A satchel of fragmentation explosives and hand grenades, ten ammo boxes of miscellaneous rounds, and a dozen or so med packs had been added to the trunk. After a few moments, all the boxes of material were stored. Surprised, Mace saw that there was still enough room for several more boxes.

He shut the trunk and turned, leaning against it. Faye stepped next to him, doing the same. She produced the PDA and went through the maps. “So, didn’t find any useful PDAs in there, but this did download some more data while we were sleeping.”

“Good. What’s the update?”

“It looks like the map was glitched. So, the next city is Carpenter, and before that, not much. We can take IX-9 to IX-7, then Dire’s Road. About 40 kilometers.”

“We have enough in the fuel tank,” Mace said. “Ready?”

Faye nodded. “Yeah.”

“Say goodbye to the array. Maybe we can come back and secure this,” Mace said. “At some point.”

“Yeah. Well, it did us good.”

Mace cracked his fingers. “To Dire’s Road.”


19. Dire’s Road

Night fell.

Being on the road was probably a bad idea, but there was really nowhere to pull aside and sleep. Wonderful, Mason groaned inwardly. He knew how dangerous it was. Their only benefit was the sparse, empty landscape between IX-7 and Dire’s Road.

That meant the odds of seeing shamblers or wraiths were lower, though not zero. It was better than Raven’s Hollow. Mace, grateful for that, continued down the stretch of IX-7.

Faye slept next to him. She’d dozed off an hour or two ago. If the chronometer was right (which it was), then dawn was in the next several hours. Daybreak would keep them a little safer, and maybe they could switch spots.

He could rest and dream while Faye drove. It was about the only option for the time being, anyway. But that was okay—he could think about her bare breasts, smooth, shapely ass, and tight, wet insides.

Fuck, why am I so fucking turned on for her? He didn’t understand why, in the course of such a short time, he was so lustful. Mace also didn’t understand why it felt so natural, either.

He shook off the thoughts, glancing at a small group of shamblers off IX-7’s side. Mace sped past the shoulder, seeing a few wraiths mixed in with the group. Well, they couldn’t stop now. The eyeshine revealed the danger in that.

Being infected by those creatures was the last thing on his list, among other inconvenient and fatal scenarios. Wraiths creeped him out. They were horrifying, especially with those eyes.

Next to him, she yawned and stretched. “Still night?” Faye lazily exhaled.

Mace nodded. “Yeah. I’m getting a little tired. We might have to switch spots in a bit,” he said, stretching in place as the cool night air rushed over the car.

“I can do that. You know, you’re really good at this survival stuff. Proactive,” Faye said, “it’s a turn-on. Do I have time to eat something?”

“Yeah. Snacks are in the glove box,” he added.

She promptly extracted a bag of stale peanuts and chucked a few in her mouth. “Even for stale, these aren’t bad,” Faye laughed. “It probably doesn’t taste as good as you.”

“Oh?” Mace grinned.

Faye winked at him. “I want to try swallowing. It’s still high on my list of things to do with you.”

“You really want to swallow my load, huh? You keep making sure I’m aware of that,” Mace chuckled.

“I mean, are you complaining? I have no experience, so direct my mouth and hands. I want to get good at sucking you off,” Faye explained, cheeks flushing red.

Mace smirked. “Oh, I’ll tell you what to do. Don’t worry. You get enough to eat?” he asked.

Faye nodded. “Yeah, I just wanted a snack.”

“If we have a safe place, maybe you can try a few things,” Mace grinned. “I saw wraiths, though. Shamblers.”

“No sense in pulling over unless it’s quick. You want me to cover you?”

Mace took a moment, then nodded. “Here in a few minutes.”

“Sounds good,” Faye stretched.

***

The city was rubble, a giant of smoke and ash.

Faye and Mace could see the pillars of dark, stained air rising high into the sky. Whatever had happened here was probably still going on. At least there were no screams. Mace didn’t want to deal with that again. Screams weren’t exactly something he wanted her to hear, and he imagined Faye didn’t either.

This is especially true after the hordes of wraiths returned to Raven’s Hollow. God forbid they ever had to return to what was left of that place. Did the wraiths move? Stay behind? The one he’d seen obviously hunted him that night at the motel.

Faye took a step forward. “Place looks just like every other city.”

The car sat behind them. Mace had pulled the car over to the road’s shoulder, and the two of them stepped out. Dire’s Road would now stretch through Carpenter, meaning the further they drove, the deeper they went into it. They both decided it would be best to stop and use daylight to come up with some plan.

And what plan would that be? Mace knew there wasn’t much to do besides debate on whether to drive through or investigate. “No screams.”

“Yeah,” Faye nodded. “What do you want to do?”

Mace considered this. What the fuck were they going to do? They could drive through, but there could be useful supplies somewhere inside the city. He checked his chronometer, his stray finger scratching his rough, stubble-peppered jaw. “We’ve got about four hours, I think,” he said. “That’s enough to pick the most useful building and go through a floor.”

“We bail if there are things running around?” Faye asked.

Mace nodded. “Yeah. We see more than a few shamblers, a fucking group of wraiths, we go.”

“Park close,” Faye said. “Keep the car nearby.”

“Count on it. If everything looks calm enough, we stay for a few hours and go. Think of supplies we could need.”

Faye sighed. “I’m not hopeful. The city doesn’t look promising, honestly.”

“Well, as long as it’s not another Hollow, we’re good,” Mace mentioned.

Faye seemed to shudder. “Good point.”

“Prep the weapons.”

“Alright,” Faye replied. “Pistols and the carbine?”

“Yeah,” Mace confirmed.

He made his way back to the car. They didn’t have much carbine ammo, but it was better than nothing. Pulling the mags for it back at the first military outpost was a little daunting, mainly because of the overwhelming anxiety that something would jump out and rip his face off. Still, it was better than just having pistols.

Using the carbine in smaller places like an outpost or gas station was a waste; the assault carbine was much better in situations with a horde or groups, if need be. Mace wasn’t sure why he knew that, but he did. Seriously, he had to be USF.

“Carbine’s prepped, so are the pistols,” Faye said.

Mace slipped into the car. Faye followed. He motioned to her. “Alright, let’s do this. We’ll go in slow.”

Faye nodded. “Right.”

“Anything weird, we’ll take off.”

“Okay,” Faye exhaled. “Watch my ass, please. I don’t want to get mauled.”

“Can do,” Mace replied.

“Mace…”

“What’s wrong?”

She scratched her ear. “My hearing’s kind of… fucked up. I think I got water in it or something. I’ve had an ear infection for a while… I didn’t want to say anything because, you know, I’m tough… I didn’t want you to think I was dead weight, and leave me behind…”

“Okay. I mean, I told you I got your back. I won’t leave you in the dust because of a stupid infection. If anything, I’m going to try to help fix it,” Mace assured her.

Faye nodded. “Sorry. I’m supposed to have great hearing, being a kitsune and all. Normally, I do, but I’ve had ear infections and pain on and off for a while now.”

“It’s okay,” Mace consoled her. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“You mean it?”

Mace smiled. “Yeah. Promise.”

“Thanks,” Faye said. “I just want to feel useful.”

Mace grinned. “Until you just told me, I didn’t know that was a thing. So don’t worry about it,” he finished.

“Thanks,” she smiled.

He cracked his knuckles, looked ahead, and wondered if they’d survive Carpenter. There was only one way to find out. Slowly, Mace pushed on the accelerator. In minutes, they’d be beyond the smokey, charred exterior of brick, concrete, and steel.

“What’s the PDA say?”

Faye swiped up on the device after extracting it from the console. “If we want to drive through, it will take about 15 minutes. It looks like there are a couple of roads leading out of here. There are plenty of ways out.”

“Good,” Mace replied.

That was good. If they were stuck in there, it’d be a shitshow like no other. 

“Alright, I’ve got a course picked out,” Faye said.

Mace nodded. “Alright. Let’s check this place out,” he finished, slipping back inside the vehicle.

He checked the power readouts, the fuel, core levels, and whatever else was running through the engine and systems. Mace wanted to make sure there was no fucking way the car would stop in the middle of a wraith horde. It wouldn’t be good, especially after all they’d managed to accomplish.

Faye slipped back into the passenger seat, shutting her door. She let out a lungful of air and then took in another breath. Mace started the car, glancing at Faye as she double-checked her pistols and the spare ammo. “Should be ready to go,” she replied. “By the way, I grabbed this satchel of grenades from earlier.”

Faye set the satchel on his lap. “How many?”

“Three.”

Mace nodded. With that, he stepped on the accelerator and began the trek into Carpenter. The exterior walls were sparse and not well fortified. He could see the multilevel buildings closing in as they drew closer to the city’s center.

So far, other than a handful of shamblers here or there, the place seemed no more dangerous than any other location they’d stumbled across. Mace couldn’t even see the wraiths, which made him a little worried. Were they hiding? It was still day, and from what Faye had told him and what he’d seen, they liked to be out during the night.

Mace gulped.

“There are still too many shamblers roaming around. But if we have time to go through one building, we won’t be staying the night. Are there any armories around here?”

Faye shook her head. “There are no guns or ammo joints. I see a few department stores. There’s a hospital.”

“Alright. That might be all we can afford. Could be medicine in there.”

“It’s a multistory infirmary, looks like Carpenter Hospital. Four stories, two or three sublevels used for parking and storage. It carries little advanced infirmary machines and gear but has plenty of low—and mid-level tech. There’s a pharmacy inside, somewhere,” she finished. “That’s about all I can see in the description of the building.”

“Alright,” Mace said. “Where’s it at?”

“Past this strip mall. Just keep going,” Faye said.

Mace nodded. “I’ll keep an eye out. Nose to the PDA. You’re my navigator.”

She smirked. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah,” Mace chuckled.

***

Cinder slowly rose from the corpse.

Moments ago, she had very quietly pushed the rack against the door. It took too long, almost, but she was quiet about it. Moving the thing would be loud, and she wasn’t excited about that. It was going to be a bitch, and she wasn’t sure if she could get back in the vent system fast enough.

Cinder found her way into the storage room after scouring a few vents. Eventually, she found one that led to a different area, then followed the thing shaft into the storeroom. That’s when she shut the door, barricaded, and grabbed the pump-action.

She clutched the shotgun in her hand, turning toward the small glass window behind her. There was no way—no way at all. Yet she knew she’d heard something.

The sound of a car engine. Gripping the blood-drenched shotgun, sticky and coagulating in her hands, Cinder ran to the window. She glanced out of it, gazed, then focused on the vehicle approaching down the burned-out road.

Oh shit, there’s someone alive out there!

She tried several times, waving her arms, then realized they couldn’t see her. Cinder couldn’t yell, either. That’d be too much noise. Besides, even if she was loud enough, the window was thick, and she was about two or three stories off the ground. With the smoke, rubble, rumbling engine of the car, nearby buildings, debris, and walls, it was impossible for her voice to reach them.

Cinder stamped her foot in frustration. Fuck. She had to get to them, somehow. The place was still crawling with the monsters.

That and there were dozens more roaming the streets.

Fuck, what am I going to do?

She couldn’t just run down the hall. No, the wraiths would get her. And even then, there was a group of shamblers roaming around the first floor and whatever else in the halls. And…

That thing that was outside earlier.

Where had it gone? She had to warn them. She had to get out there and tell them to cut through the city as fast as they could or turn around. Anywhere but here, Cinder thought.

She glanced back up at the vent and sighed. There was no time to crawl back in it if she wasn’t to be fast, but being fast meant drawing attention. It took her a lot of careful planning to quietly climb down and shut the door.

Groaning inwardly, she turned to the door. “Hm,” Cinder mumbled.

She swished her tail. She could use some of the storage shelves and shove them against the door. That’d give her time to be a little louder, a little faster… to move. Even put the vent cover on again, too.

She let the shotgun strap wrap around her shoulder and went to work. Cinder knew she had to be quick. If she weren’t, they’d get her. The last thing she wanted was to be mutated by one of those creatures outside.

If she tried escaping through the vents, it would take too long… but moving the shelves and rack would be loud—really loud. Yet… she was armed.

Pick your poison, she silently groaned. Cinder exhaled. A gradual scowl enveloped her face. Well, it wasn’t like there was much of a choice. What else was the fox girl going to do?

Gulping, she locked the door and grabbed the first shelf, toppling it over. Somewhere down the hall, sprinting, angry footsteps, and growls came barreling in her direction—fast, fast. There wasn’t much time now, maybe a couple of minutes at best—enough to push the next couple of shelves onto the door.

She had to hurry, anyway, hurry back into the vent because time was worn delicately thin. Sweat collected along her skin. She panted, huffed, and shoved. Her heart thumped, pounded, beat harder and harder.

They’d heard her.


20. Pulse

Mace shut the door behind him.

Yeah, the trip there had been mostly quiet—there were a few shamblers between Carpenter’s entrance and the hospital—but that didn’t mean they were in the clear. He and Faye had already decided to explore the place, anyway. Hospitals had a lot of good stuff if you knew where to look, at least according to her.

It made sense; there were probably rows and floors of medical gear—antibiotics, painkillers, steroids, vaccines, vitamins, spare blood, IV bags, saline solution, defib, and a ton of other equipment. Mace thought there was probably a lab in there, too. He slid a round into the chamber and turned to Faye. “Ready?”

She nodded. “Yep. I got your six.”

Mace led her closer to the doors. Each one was blown out, the shrapnel of glass still residing along the floor like an echo of what had been. He paused, staring into the darkness of the lobby concealed behind the broken entryway. The scent of death was strong. Almost recent.

“What’s wrong?” Faye asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Look,” he said, pointing into the dim light of the first floor.

Faye stepped, still having her gun trained away from Mace’s back. She glanced over her shoulder. “That lobby floor is fucked. …I smell it.”

“Shamblers,” Mace groaned. “And a lot of them. They were just here,” he said.

Faye nodded. “Really recent. You still want to go in?”

Mace rubbed his finger against the 9mm’s side and shouldered his carbine. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

Here, Mace stepped forward, pulled open the doors, and entered the Carpenter Hospital’s first floor. Behind him, Faye followed. He lifted his LED flashlight and scanned the room. His beam faintly illuminated the glistening puddles of old blood along the tile.

Paper, debris, and body parts dotted the floor, along with a few collapsed walls. Faye gulped. “That blood looks fresh.”

“Yeah,” Mace said. “Really fresh.”

“Plan?”

“We find a map,” Mace replied, “upload it to the PDA, or just fucking rip one off the wall. We find the closest storeroom, raid it, and leave.”

“I don’t like this,” Faye muttered.

“I don’t either,” Mace said.

He agreed with her. The fact that there were so many recent body parts, pools of blood, and an eerie quiet sent shivers up his spine. His blood ran cold. What happened here? And if there were shamblers, where the fuck they go? Mace shook his head.

It was time to get moving.

***

They were right behind her.

Oh god, they were right behind her. Cinder barreled forward, cold, panicked sweat pouring down her face and body. If she tripped, slowed down, or took a wrong turn, she would be dead. Seconds after the strangers had arrived, the wraiths had descended upon the second floor.

They’d heard Cinder moving, heard her and the car outside, and now wanted blood. Her blood. They were going to rip her apart, infect her, and turn the kitsune into one of them. And she didn’t want that.

She’d seen the transformation take place in front of her and…

No, you’re going live—move your ass!

Cinder’s feet pounded against the dirty, debris-scattered tile floor of Level 2. A few meters behind her, a horde of wraiths followed. She could see their silhouettes along the wall, illuminated by their eerie eyeshine. There had to be at least several dozen. Maybe more.

Cinder’s eyes widened. Her heart fluttered.

There! An open elevator was just ahead. She bolted, running as fast as she could. Behind her, razor-sharp, clacking claws and snapping, chattering fangs accompanied the sound of angry growls. They were close, right on her tail, ready to make her one of them.

She dove into the elevator, turning and smashing the call button. The light above flickered, and the doors shuddered. Seized? She gasped, taking a deep breath. Her chest hurt, her muscles felt like acid, and her blood boiled in horror. “Oh, come on!” Cinder shouted.

She saw them now, turning the corner, running toward her. “Come on!” Cinder cried out, smashing the call button again.

Ding!

The doors slid shut, narrowly missing a clawed hand driving itself toward her. She fell back, eyes wide as the doors jammed. One of the wraiths was trying to wedge itself through. Oh fuck, Cinder gasped. She pointed her shotgun and aimed at the gap between the elevator doors.

“Die motherfucker!” Cinder yelled.

She pulled the trigger. The wraith’s face and hand exploded into a gory, coarse mist of blood. Several pellets bounced in the hall, wounding a few more of the creatures. Finally, the doors shut. She felt the gravity change, then return to normal.

The elevator began a descent down to the first floor.

Panting, Cinder caught her breath. Her throat, dry like sandpaper, pulsed with pounding veins and arteries. She made it, barely.

For now.

The elevator continued its descent. She felt it slow, gulping down a wad of nervous spit. Metal doors slid open, revealing a mostly empty, dark, flickering hallway… and a shambler. Shit! She backed up and lifted her shotgun.

The decomposing shambler reached for her, lifting its putrid, stinking hand and drooping, pale flesh. She fired. The thing howled a pitiful moan. Its chest caved in and exploded around the elevator’s precipice. Gore and other entrails splattered along the threshold, some dripping between the shaft and elevator, disappearing between the dark, small gap.

Cinder fell backward, watching the shambler fall collide with the hard tiles. It rolled to its side, moaning in frustration, crawling toward her. The first shot must have missed its head, she knew. Cinder had only aimed in panic.

“Fuck, fuck,” Cinder mumbled, aiming the shotgun again.

It grabbed her ankle, smearing blood and sticky skin over her leg. She kicked, trying to shove it off. The shambler opened its mouth, bringing it closer and closer to her foot… and she pulled the trigger.

The round planted itself firmly in the shambler’s skull. She watched as brain, bone, and grey matter painted the floor. From the jaw up was gone, a glimmering stump and broken teeth in its place. It fell totally limp, a few bursts of arterial gore leaking from the stump of its neck.

Before she could fully collect herself, she heard feet somewhere above, rapidly approaching. The wraiths. They heard the gun and tried to find a way down… the stairs. Oh fuck, the stairs! “Shit,” Cinder growled.

She had to move. They weren’t giving up until they had her. Taking a breath, Cinder bolted forward, diaphragm tense and muscles screaming in painful exhaustion.

Hopefully, the two strangers would be close. Hopefully, they had room in the car. There was no sense in staying in Carpenter. The place was fucked.

Hopefully, they would let her ride along. 

***

Exploring the first floor, or Level 1, was an experience wrought with tedium.

Faye found a storeroom. She’d connected to a nearby terminal, which seemed to be powered by some auxiliary energy. According to it, some lights still worked, a few climate systems, water pumps, and several elevators. They wouldn’t last forever, though.

The unsettling ambience kept them on edge. Mace just felt that something was somewhere, patiently waiting for them to make a mistake. Even Faye agreed. Besides, they only had enough time to scavenge one floor thoroughly.

If the STOREROOM F1-A was a waste, there was always STOREROOM F1-B, F1-C, and F1-D. They had time to try several more if need be, but not enough to load up all the supplies back and forth between the car and the hospital. The trip would add up to being too long. And besides, there wouldn’t be enough daylight to try Level 2’s storage, anyway.

Really, it was just fucking creepy being there.

“It’s here.”

Mace lifted his head, standing up. He was looking over a corpse, examining its body and wounds. The thing had been mauled to death. Its brain was gone, and deep gauges filled its chest. The heart was missing. Brutal. “Can you get in?” Mace asked.

She typed something in on a keypad. It chimed. “Easy,” Faye smirked. “I got all the hospital codes in here.”

“Great,” Mace said, watching the door open. “Let’s see what we can find.”

The two entered, glancing around. Most of the room was picked clean. Mace surveyed a rack of med packs and gallons of drinking water and a rack filled with medicine. It was locked, so they’d have to find a way in, but the meds inside looked promising.

Something told him Neo Mars’ tech was more advanced than plain pills and other means of relief, but it wouldn’t hurt to have them. He almost wondered if the primitive stuff was kept around as a backup. Well, it was backup time. “I’m going to try to get in the medicine storage cabinet,” Mace said.

“I’ll load up the med packs and kits,” Faye said. “I think we can grab the few gallons of drinking water up here, too.”

Mace nodded. “Let’s get to work.” He tossed her one of the big, empty duffel bags.

They spent the next hour collecting everything. Checking his chronometer, it was more time-intensive than either suspected it would be, but they finished a little earlier than he thought they would. It was probably from digging through all the debris to collect everything, Mace thought.

Gives us a few extra minutes.

“Something still feels off,” Mace murmured.

Faye nodded. “Yeah, but at least we have extra stuff now.”

Mace sighed. “I think we might barely have enough time to check a little further down the hall. See if there’s anything nearby before we head out,” he finished.

They left the storeroom. He heard… something nearby. Was that a gunshot? “Stay behind me,” Mace commanded.

Faye did as instructed, following close behind as Mace quietly pressed further down the corridor. The sound was louder, like feet shuffling against the floor. What the hell was it? What was causing that?

Finally, he turned another corner, staring at the many moving shapes of shamblers… blocked by a collapsed wall. There was only a small gap between the ceiling and folded, fallen debris, but it was enough to see down a dim corridor.

A short, half-level row of stairs connected further up another corridor. He couldn’t see around the corner, but he could tell it led further down—it was darker, too. They wouldn’t have time to keep exploring, anyway.

Besides, those shamblers could find another way around at some point.

“Well, here’s where they all went,” Faye said. “You were right. There were shamblers here recently,” she finished.

Mace sighed and nodded. “Must have been the eerie feeling,” he said.

There had to be fifty behind that wall and concrete obstacle. Their sad moans echoed through the pile of mangled plaster and steel beams. “What do you want to do?”

Mace took a step forward. “Let’s just go.”

Faye nodded. “Alright, lead the way.”

He smirked at her, but something caught his attention. What was that? It wasn’t the horde of shamblers behind the collapsed wall. No, this was something else. Faster. And… was that someone alive, screaming?

“Hold up,” Mace managed.

He stepped on the nearby half-story flight of stairs and glared down the corridor. Faye followed. “What is it?”

“Run!” someone screamed.

Mace’s eyes widened, jaw dropped, and heart sank. A horde of wraiths were barreling down the hallway toward them. In front was… another kitsune. She held a shotgun, clutching it tightly in hand, the rest of her clothes and face splattered with blood.

“Holy shit!” Faye screamed.

Mace spun. “Run, run, run!”

Neither of them wasted any time. The unnamed kitsune caught up with them, leading the way out of the hallway. “What the fuck!” Faye shouted.

God, there were so many. Even if they managed to get to the car, they’d be overrun and overwhelmed… there was no way they would survive. Think, think, think! He had to figure something out and had to do it now.

Ahead, the doors of the Level 1 approached. Mace squinted, narrowed his eyes, and felt a tremor of terror. They may not even make it to the doors. “Don’t stop!” the kitsune woman screamed.

“Fuck!” Mace spun, firing off several rounds, holding them at bay. “Get to the car, go, now!”

“But-”

The unnamed woman grabbed Cinder. “Come on, let’s move it!”

“Mace!” Faye cried.

Mace knew he was going to die if he didn’t think of something. He had ten seconds at best. Well, at least the other two would get away. You win and lose some… then it hit him: the grenades. He reached to his put, popped open the satchel, and pulled a frag.

The place was weak; it might be enough to collapse the floors on top, acting as a temporary barricade, restricting the creatures. At the least, it’d vaporize the first wave of them, maybe buy them enough time to run… “Fire in the hole!” Mace screamed, pulling the pin from the grenade.

He rolled it down the hall, diving to the side behind a few broken benches and trashcans. FWHUMP! A burst of light filled the first floor. Bits of hot metal flung around the room, followed by wraith pieces. Gore, smoke, and sparks rained from the ceiling. He could hear the crying in anger, rage, and pain.

Didn’t work!

Mace cleared his breath and pulled another frag from his satchel, ripping the pin out. He had three of them, anyway. The wraith’s eyeshine pierced through the smoke. The first dozen or so had been stunned or killed by the blast.

Breathing, Mace threw the second frag and bolted to the door. He dove out, the second blast shooting dirt, dust, gore, and hot air out into the open parking lot. CRUNCH! “Oh shit!” he heard one of them say.

Mace rolled to his side, collecting his breath, watching as the first floor collapsed. He clutched his ears, effectively deaf, crawling backward as Level 1 caved in. Inside, the wraiths vanished into a plume of dust and atomized concrete. They were trapped, if not killed, by the demolition.

Luckily, the back portion of Level 1 seemed to keep the rest of the hospital intact. The main supports must have still been good. Coughing, gagging, and gasping, Mace slowly stood, finally settling into calmer, more focused breaths. He patted the dust off his shirt and sides.

Faye wrapped her arms around him. “I thought you were in there still,” she sobbed. “I thought they got you, or the place fell on top of you.”

He squeezed her back, feeling a stream of blood running down his face. “I’m okay. Just got a cut somewhere on my head,” Mace said, dabbing his finger in it.

It didn’t seem like much. Head wounds bled like crazy, but he felt the small gash just above his forehead. It’d need a stitch or two, at worst. And, in the medical gear, they had just that. “Okay, okay,” Faye calmed, wiping her tears away.

She had feelings for him. That much was obvious. Mace didn’t mind; if anything, he’d been developing something for her. He’d heard, at some point, that surviving things could make you feel romantic. Maybe even induce a sexual yearning. He didn’t know, but it’d make sense.

What he did know was that it felt good when she squeezed him. It felt good to quell her tears and console her. It felt good to touch her, to feel her.

Then, the woman’s voice broke his concentration. “You’re a fox girl, a kitsune, a kitsune like…”

Faye and Mace turned to the unnamed woman. He’d become aware of the fluffy, long, swaying tail attached to the backside of the anonymous fox girl, the ears, and almost fang-like canines.

“Holy shit,” Faye gasped.


21. Stalker; Reprise

Faye’s jaw dropped.

The two stared at each other for several seconds. “You… I thought I was the only one left,” Faye managed.

Mace glanced back and forth. Two fox girls. Two kitsune women. And… they’re both gorgeous. “Who are you?” he managed.

“Cinder Valentine,” she said. “I’m not infected.”

“We can tell,” Mace said.

“What’s your name?” Cinder asked.

“Faye.”

“Faye?”

“Faye Nightshade,” she replied. The two kitsunes stared at each other a little while longer.

Finally, Mace was able to catch a glimpse of Cinder. She really was gorgeous. While Faye had long, black, wavy hair, Cinder’s was shorter and a deep red. Her body was tight and curvy. The fox girl’s violet eyes caught him, too.

Mace caught his breath. “There were so many,” he said, patting off a layer of dust.

“Are you okay?” Faye asked, approaching him.

He nodded. “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine, just some cuts and bruises.”

Faye hugged him. “Good.”

“Are they dead?”

Mace shouldered his carbine, adjusted it, and exhaled. He turned back to the collapsed hospital floor. “They’re either dead or trapped in here,” he said, hacking up some dirt. “Those grenades took a few out. The last one blew a column.”

“The hospital had issues,” Cinder said. “Not stable.”

Mace glanced back at the hospital. There was no telling if the collapsed floor would hold them back for much longer. “Ladies, I think we need to move. That noise probably drew a crowd.”

Cinder shuddered. “We have to get out of here, anyway. The sooner, the better. There’s something else besides the shamblers and wraiths out here,” Cinder mumbled.

Then he heard it. Mace turned and stared at the thing he’d never encountered, watching it stand atop a car. Its body, covered in toned muscles, glistening skin, and pulsing arteries and veins, seemed almost stripped of its outer flesh. Long, talon-like claws replaced its fingers, and its eyes—or several sets of eyes—glared back at them. The thing had to be a few feet taller than Mace, and Mace didn’t suspect he was short, either.

The creature let out a high, demonic screech layered with octaves of dissonance. It lifted its hand. In horror, Mace watched as a ball of plasma collected between its claws and palm. “Holy shit, MOVE!” he shouted.

Faye and Cinder dove to the side. Mace jumped out of the way, the plasma ball smashing into the hospital’s exterior. A plume of hot, blue, and green energy washed up the side of Carpenter Hospital, catching some of the panels and exterior fixtures on fire. The super-heated air cracked open, a sizeable burst of thunder cracking in his ears.

What is it? What is that thing? There was no time! “Find some fucking cover!” Mace shouted, crouching, then strafing out of the thing’s line of vision.

“Okay!” Faye called back.

If that plasma bolt had hit him, he’d be covered in deep tissue burns. He didn’t have the armor to hand that kind of thing, let alone medical equipment to recover. The creature screeched again, jumping atop another abandoned car.

It was looking for them.

Hunting them.

“Fuck me,” Mace growled beneath his breath.

He didn’t have time for freak-show mutants. They needed to escape the city before nightfall, and this thing was in the way. That, and it was probably hungry. Mace caught a glimpse of its mouth: rows of large, animal-like fangs, thick and impressive, enough to snap and crunch bone, grind it into a paste, and digest it into nothingness. Its eyes had no pupils, at least not from what he saw.

Just a deep, glowing shade of bloodstone red. It wasn’t a shambler. It wasn’t a wraith. So, what the fuck was it? Mace dove again, crawling behind the tanker they’d passed earlier. The creature hadn’t seen him, thankfully, but he was essentially pinned in place. There was nowhere to really run and…

…the girls. Faye and Cinder. They were in danger, too. Cursing, Mace elbowed the smooth, metal exterior of the tanker. “Ow,” he mumbled, pissed off he hadn’t thought to recognize the tanker was lined with poly-alloy, heavy-duty steel, and whatever else to protect the precious fluid inside.

He’d have to take it out, whatever it was. The thing wanted to kill them.

Mace slowly shifted down the tanker’s exterior, peeking around the utility ladder along its drain coupling. Hopefully, it wouldn’t see him or find the other two. He narrowed his eyes, squinting through the haze and dust. It took him a second to look through the smoke, ash, and fire, but eventually, he found it standing atop some rubble, scanning the horizon.

Fuck. The thing was tall. Eight feet or so. Its skin, or lack thereof, showed off the fine details of tensed, forever-flexed muscles. Those claws, too, were bigger than what he’d seen at first glance. Short, jagged spines rode along its back. Its vertebrae were lined with the things, like a serrated blade.

It might take it out if he could get a headshot. Then again, it threw fucking plasma, so his carbine might not do shit. What were the choices? That creature out there wouldn’t stop hunting, and it didn’t seem like evasion was an option. Even if his carbine’s ammunition violently deflected off the creature’s head, at least it’d probably distract it.

Enough to maybe let the kitsunes run away.

Something sparked off the creature’s skin, followed by the familiar crack of gunfire. Faye stood from behind a concrete barrier, unloading her pistol at the thing’s face. Chunks of flesh flew into the air. The monster, enraged, bolted forward. “Run!” Mace shouted, rising to add gunfire.

What the hell was she doing? Was she trying to get killed? The thought of losing Faye made him sick, along with the thought of losing Cinder, which pissed him off, too. She didn’t need to be a hero… that was his job.

Faye stopped firing, slipping back beneath the cover. Mace’s shout seemed to grab the creature’s attention. Great. Now, it was coming right for him. Cold terror washed over his skin as the thing spun, staring directly at him. The demonic, multifaceted eyes locked onto him, and the thing took several sprinting steps forward.

Shit, shit, shit!

Mace scurried behind the tank, tagging his elbow on the metal exterior. He felt a bolt of pain shoot down his side, clenching his teeth. Already running from the creature wasn’t good enough as things would have it. Now, he was giving himself sprains and bruises from lack of paying attention—

That was it. The tanker. If he could lure it there, maybe spend the second of his three grenades, and given the tank had fuel inside, he could blow it apart. Maybe the grenade would be enough alone to kill it.

Before he could continue making much of a decision, the creature was atop the tanker, pacing back and forth, scanning for him.

Mace checked the ammo counter in his carbine and pistol. There was still quite a bit of ammo, but that didn’t mean shit when your enemy was resistant to most standard projectiles. Sure, with enough ammo or something higher-powered, he could take it out, but… that wouldn’t happen.

The tanker was the best option. A big, huge, fuck-you bomb. If he was fast, he could take it. Yet… he couldn’t warn Faye or Cinder without giving himself away. So then, he had no choice. He would have to do it all in one shot, one quick diversion. Which meant he had to fucking run.

“Fuck it,” Mace exhaled.

He took a deep breath, stared ahead, and decided on a quick path away from the tanker. He pulled a grenade from his satchel and primed it. Once he released the trigger, he had a maximum of five seconds to escape. 

He stood, bolted, and ran from the tanker. Mace turned and fired off a few rounds, distracting it. It turned, narrowed its eyes, and screeched, its attention no longer on the girls. “Come get some!” Mace screamed.

It tossed a plasma ball at him, destroying several nearby piles of debris and part of a car. Mace continued pulsing his carbine, spraying bullets off its face. The gunfire did some damage, but not enough to kill it. The thing seemed more pissed off than anything else.

“Faye, Cinder—take cover now!” Mace screamed.

He readied the grenade, lifted his thumb off the timer trigger, and chucked it at the tanker. Immediately, Mace turned to the dumpster he’d picked out and dove behind it. Mace covered his ears. 5… 4…

The creature, still furious, continued to throw plasma balls in his direction. …3…2…

He heard it hiss again.

…1.

The grenade exploded. What was left inside the tanker shredded apart, ignited, and engulfed the area in flames. A concussion wave blew apart vehicles and other nearby things, crushing or burning them.

The creature howled one last time in the destruction, then went mute. A few seconds later, after the fireball subsided, Mace saw limbs rain from the sky. Its skinless, burnt skull landed right in front of him, steaming and smoldering.

So, I got it.

He stood, staring ahead at the wreckage. Fuck. The tanker had split into several pieces, and its metal exterior melted and mangled. Fire and smoke were left in the place of its alloy tank, a crater just beneath. Blackened by the blast, dirt and concrete peeled up like tissue along the crater’s circumference.

“Shit,” Mace managed. He glanced ahead. “Faye! Cinder! Are you okay?”

No response. Oh god, did the blast kill them? Did I-

But that was ridiculous. Faye was smart and resourceful, and Cinder seemed that way, too. They had to have heard him. “Sound off!” Mace shouted again.

A familiar voice called back. “We’re alive!”

Mace let out a relieved sigh. Thank fuck. If the creature had taken them out—the stalking thing, whatever it might have been—he might have given up. “Where are you?” Mace shouted back.

“Other side of the building!”

He didn’t waste any time.

Trudging through the ruins and debris of the explosion felt like a brief infinity; after passing over the aftermath, smelling the smoke and the fumes, and seeing the body parts, he felt tired. He was exhausted. But the desire to find Faye and Cinder overcame the aching, pulse-pounding cramps building in his legs.

“Faye?” Mace called.

They came around the corner. From a small distance, a few scratches and a little dirt were apparent, but they didn’t look injured. Faye walked without issue, and Cinder stood behind her, the two sticky with grime and sweat. “Oh, thank God!” Faye sighed, running to greet him.

He felt her arms wrap around his body, and he squeezed. Tightly, he cradled the kitsune. “Hey, I’m okay,” Mace said. “I’m just glad you’re okay, and she is, too.”

He could see her tail sway from side to side, light tears along his shoulder. She’d play it off as sweat, he knew—at least for now. And just behind Faye, he could see Cinder staring with a half-smile and a look of… something.

Mace almost swore she wanted a hug, too. An embrace. But… that wouldn’t make sense. They’d just met. He wouldn’t mind hugging either of them, though.

“Okay, okay,” Faye sighed. “Okay, alright, you’re okay. I’m okay. Our new friend is okay.”

Mace nodded. “We should get the fuck out of here. That was loud. Probably going to draw in every motherfucker from the next few miles over.”

Faye nodded. “Okay… what the fuck was that thing?”

Cinder took a step forward. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen it. It just showed up. We ran from it,” she explained. “I was way too scared to go back out.”

Mace stretched. “Who knows what it was. The thing was… stalking, almost. Hunting,” he paused, “we should name these fucking things.”

Faye chuckled. “Yeah, we should.”

“Well, come on, ladies,” Mace said, leading the way. “I think the car is up here,” he finished.

Cinder raised a brow. “You want me to follow you?”

“Yes,” Mace said sternly.

“Duh,” Faye scoffed. “You’re the only other one like me I’ve seen. You have to come with us.”

“Well, yeah… I mean, I wouldn’t lie to you; I do want to get the hell out of here, and being in a group with someone like me is alluring. I didn’t want to… impose,” Cinder finished.

Mace turned to them both. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re both okay in my book, and you both probably fucking need each other. You can find some answers, maybe. And the more we have in our group, the better.”

Cinder nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Yeah, so I’m making the decision now unless there are objections: you’re fucking come with us. Let’s go.”

Faye glanced back at her. “You heard the man.”

Cinder shrugged. “Yeah, I don’t want to die. Right behind you.”

They made their way to the car, stepping over shrapnel and hulks of burnt-out, brittle concrete and polyacrylic. He didn’t want to waste time; that explosion was loud. Mace knew they’d be in trouble if they didn’t leave immediately.

“Do… have you seen others?” Cinder asked.

Faye shook her head. “No. Not yet.”

Mace turned a corner of some building, leading them to the car. “We’re here. Fuck. Alright, someone get the PDA and map the route.”

Faye slid into the passenger seat after opening the door. “On it. We need an alternate road, anyway.”

“Tanker took out the buildings nearby,” Cinder said.

Mace opened the driver’s door, then took a seat inside. “I’m tired of this shit. And exhausted.”

“Me too,” Faye said, looking through the PDA. “Okay, reverse, take a left, and I think if you fucking floor it, we’ll be out of here in ten, fifteen minutes.”

Mace shut his door. “Done. Are you getting in?” he asked, looking over to Cinder through the window.

She nodded. “Yeah,” Cinder replied, opening the backdoor.

The kitsune sat in the backseat and shut the door. With the rush to leave, he couldn’t study her too much, but once he was in a better light, once he could eyeball her over, he would. From the little he’d seen in the adrenaline-pulsing moment, Cinder, the kitsune, was equally attractive as Faye.

Mace slipped the car into drive. “Everyone buckled in?”

“Yes,” both the kitsunes replied.

“Good. Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Mace finished.

He put the car in drive and hit the accelerator. Somewhere nearby, he could hear the wails and howls of wraiths, the sad moans of shamblers, and, for a second, the familiar noise of the stalking thing from earlier.

Stalking… thing. Stalker. That made sense.

He reversed, turned around the corner, and followed the road. Ahead, the last few buildings of Carpenter approached. Fortunately, they’d be gone soon. Unfortunately, the orange, bloodshot star that cast day over Neo Mars was quickly vanishing into a solar blanket of dark and outer space black.

Mace had to find shelter for everyone and fast.

That, or certain death.

***

They drove deeper into Neo Mars’ northern desert. Behind them, Carpenter was a memory. Several dozen kilometers separated them from the hellhole—enough to stay away from that thing.

The stalker.

It seemed like a fitting name. Besides, it was better having distinguishing names, which made blowing the creatures away easier. Still… he’d never seen that thing. He didn’t even have the impression that he had. Something was off.

Were there more new creatures out there? The shamblers, wraiths, now stalkers… what else? A sudden, inquisitive horror washed over Mace in a slow, suffocating wave: what if they were mutating? Fuck, what would they even do?

It’d taken an entire tanker to annihilate the stalker.

Mace swallowed. Whatever. Think about it later.

He pushed the thoughts aside. There were other, happier things to think about. Like having Cinder in the car with them. She seemed eager to join.

“Where to?”

Faye turned to her. “Torrid next.”

Cinder’s face went pale. “No, you can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Torrid is… gone,” Cinder explained.

Faye’s face went pale. She stared at Cinder. “That can’t be true. There were rumors… are you sure?”

Cinder nodded. “That’s where I came from. That’s why you guys eventually found me. I was coming from Torrid into Carpenter…”

“What do you mean it’s gone?”

Cinder sighed. “It’s… on fire. More wraiths and shamblers.”

“What about—”

Cinder shook her head. “No, no. It’s gone. Every building was on fire, and the only refuge was swarmed. There’s no one left…”

Faye stared, then turned back to the road ahead.

“Sorry,” Cinder said.

Mace glanced over at her. “Cheer up. We’ll find something else.”

It meant it was less likely that something would go wrong. Ahead, a nearby gas station loomed. “Shelter,” Cinder exhaled.

Mace nodded. “We can get off this road and get out of the night.”

“Looks like a small elevation surrounds it. Should keep us safe.”

He pressed on the accelerator. The power core was still charged somewhat, but that may not be the case after a day or two. They’d have to figure it out after some sleep. What else was there to do, anyway?

If he could, he’d have his way with Faye right then and there, even if Cinder was in the room. Hell, that might be fucking sexy. Shoving his testosterone aside, Mace exhaled and slowed the car, turning into the driving lot.

There was time to fuck later. They needed to survive for now and get the fuck off the road. He gently tugged the wheel, guiding the car into the sandy Neo Martian floor, coasting to the back. “Look for wraiths, shamblers. Or that stalker.”

“Stalker?” Faye asked.

Mace nodded. “Seems like a fitting name.”

Cinder shrugged. “I like it.”

“Yeah, pretty good,” Faye nodded, “makes for easier tactics.”

He rolled the car past the gas station’s side and turned into the back lot. Two shamblers roamed from what Mace could see. “Spotted two,” Cinder said.

“Third,” Faye added. “There, on the ground, eating,” she pointed.

From there, Mace slowed the car and parked along the rock wall between the gas station and them. “Let’s do this,” he said.

Cinder sighed. “I can’t wait to get some sleep.”

“Soon,” Mace said. “Once we take these guys out, we’ll check the gas station and see if we can find a breakroom or something.”

Faye nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

“We’ll get our supplies, food, and bedding ready, too,” Mace explained.

Cinder set the shotgun aside. “Do you have any spare weapons? That shotgun is out of ammo.”

“Yeah,” Mace said, “I’ll get you a 9mm.”

Cinder nodded. “Alright.”

Once they left the car and Cinder was given a new weapon, Mace led them through methodically dispatching each shambler. There were no wraiths, thank fuck. Or stalkers. After clearing the area, they moved on to the gas station.

Doing a quick pass revealed that it was mostly empty besides one shambler. Cinder took care of that one quickly. She aimed her pistol and fired, and its head exploded in a fountain of gore and decayed flesh. The thing spun, oozing blood, and stumbled forward. “He’s out,” Cinder smirked, “not getting back up.”

“You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” Faye asked.

Cinder shrugged. “I have some stress I need to take out.”

“You always do?”

Cinder nodded. “Always,” she smiled.

Faye rolled her eyes. “Everyone’s stressed.”

Mace crouched down, staring ahead at the dim light beneath a door behind the registers. “Looks like there’s a break room back there,” he said.

“Could be a good place to sleep for the night,” Faye said.

Cinder took a step past them. “I can grab the stuff and haul it in.”

“No good,” Mace replied, “we do everything together. As a team.”

“Oh?” Faye smirked.

He turned to them both, eyes focused and stern. “I know we’ve basically just met, and while I’ve known Faye for a little while longer, we’re all really just strangers forced together by circumstance. But we have something in common: we don’t want to die, and those things out there are our enemies. I quite like being alive. I think you like being alive. So, working together is our best way forward. Being a team. I’m putting my foot down on that now; we work as a team, always,” Mace said.

Faye and Cinder both seemed to blush. “Aye, aye, sir,” Cinder giggled.

“My, my, taking the lead. Very attractive,” Faye grinned.

Cinder paused. “Uh…”

“Good. Let’s finish this up so we can eat and get some sleep,” Mace finished.

A new understanding emerged between them. Mace felt closer to his real self than he ever had. Then and there, Mace became a leader. Or, rather, Mace remembered who he was to some degree. He felt good saying that.

Leading them. Leading Faye and Cinder. Leading the group. Right, Mace thought. It was time to clear out the gas station and get prepped for sleep.

Together, they checked the breakroom. Inside was mostly usable; besides a few toppled chairs, some trash, broken ceiling tiles, cracked counters, an unpowered fridge, and a smashed table, the floor space was surprisingly clear—enough to push the debris to the side and set up the sleeping bags.

“Perfect,” Faye said. She turned to the door. “And the door locks.”

“Great. Let’s get everything in. Grab some MREs and spare clothes, too, Faye. I’ll get the medkits, ammo, and water. Cinder, grab the sleeping gear.”

They both nodded. He could almost see their tails sway with delight when he ordered them. And… what was happening? Mace shook off the thought. “Sounds good,” Faye smiled. She turned to Cinder. “You heard him.”

“Yes, sir,” Cinder teased.

Mace smirked and led them out of the gas station. A few moments later, he, Faye, and Cinder were collecting their supplies. Faye held a bag of MREs, shirts, and other useful items like utensils and water.

Cinder followed behind with the sleeping materials, and Mace led the way with the ammunition, lighting, and med packs. Within moments, they were inside the gas station, readying for bed. The breakroom was set up and ready for sleep between the three of them.

And Mace was ready to sleep. He’d been too long on the road, running from monsters, dodging enemies, and possibly dying.

“Can we lay together again?” Faye asked.

Mace shut the door behind them, then locked it. He glanced at Cinder, who was staring at both of them curiously. “Yeah, we can.”

“You guys sleep together?”

“Yes,” Faye replied.

Cinder raised a brow. “I… like, sleep together?”

Mace nearly choked. Why was she asking about that? He swallowed the nervous bolt and glanced at her. “Yes.”

Faye blushed. “Um… maybe we should get some sleep.”

“Oh. That’s actually pretty cool,” Cinder shrugged. “I mean… I, I don’t know, I was treated like I was… bad or something… anyway, it’s just cool.”

“We met by circumstance, but we choose to stick together,” Mace said. “I wouldn’t trade it.”

Behind him, Faye’s tail swayed and wagged. He could see a fanged smile curl on the corner of her lush lips. “We do,” she finished.

Cinder smiled. “That’s good to know,” she said, throwing a sleeping bag on the floor.

“Now, let’s get some sleep after we check for any serious injuries, eat, and rest,” Mace finished.

Faye and Cinder nodded.


22. Distant Memory; Refuge

Mace sat in his swivel chair, studying the remnants of a Martian fossil.

The lens he used was no slouch; it was expensive, polished, refined, and had less surface micron variance than a sheet of graphene. Lights above cast the room in an LED glow, each tube giving off approximately 3000k of color. A nice, warm, incandescent color.

Classical music was softly played from a series of cheap speakers. They were mainly used for monitoring, but Mace had found a way to route his music through them. When the chance came, especially on some R&R, he would listen. Tonight, it was an ambient-electronic version of some music he’d heard before.

It was slow, soundscape-y, resonant, and occasionally dotted with several string instruments. It was great. In front of him was a tumbler of some old Earth bourbon. It was good stuff, but not so much better than the best of Neo Mars’ distillates. The spirits planet-side weren’t so bad.

The door across from him opened, sliding with a soft, almost inaudible ssshhh. “Parker,” Mace said, setting the fossil aside, “what’s going on?”

“Sir,” Parker said, saluting him. “Field report, sir.”

“At ease. Come on, asshole, we’re friends,” Mace laughed. “Sit, relax. You want something to drink?”

Parker nodded, then sat across from Mace. “Not on rec,” he smirked, “but something non-alcoholic sounds great.”

Mace pointed to a small refrigerator. “Help yourself. There’s some cola in there.”

Parker walked over to the fridge, popped it open, and pulled out a can of cold cola. “Thanks,” he said, returning to the seat. He took a sip. “Good stuff. R&R sounds good.”

“Shit, you’re missing out. Vacation is great. Why don’t you take time off?”

Parker shrugged. “My CO hasn’t given it to me yet.”

“Shame. If only I were your CO,” Mace grinned.

“No offense, sir, but we’d never get anything fucking done,” Parker laughed.

Mace nodded. Parker was right; the two were great friends. And while Mace was above him, and not his CO, Parker still treated him as such. Mace wondered if the prick did it to tease him. All in good fun, of course. “True, true. Who’s your CO?”

“Thomas,” Parker said. “Sgt. Thomas, I mean.”

“Oh shit, you’re in for it, aren’t you? That guy can’t remember shit,” Mace laughed. “I was in the academy with him. Always forgot to check landing gear and fuel. Real fun,” he finished.

Parker shrugged. “Yeah, I have to remind him of things without making him look stupid. It’s not a good time.”

“Got to remind him of everything, sometimes.”

Parker glanced around the room. He seemed momentarily confused. A smile grew over his face. “You hacked the fucking PA in here, didn’t you?”

“How could you tell?”

He rolled his eyes. “I only see two speakers. You did it before, I remember. What are you playing?”

“Silicon Lifeforms,” Mace stretched. “Good stuff.”

Parker exhaled. “You think whatever caused the shitstorm out there is silicon-based?”

Mace shrugged. “No one knows. We’re not sure if it’s even a virus or bacteria. The Singe spreads fast. The coats told me it violates a couple of microbiology rules. They’d never seen anything like it.”

“Well, the research is helpful. Maybe we’ll cure all this shit one day. Who came up with that name, anyway?”

“The coats, I think.”

Parker shrugged. “Oh well. Still hope we find a cure, somehow.”

Mace nodded. “That’s part of the reason we have the colony. There are labs there. You saw ‘em. More data and the best scientific gear the coats need to get shit done. Maybe we’ll figure something out.”

Parker raised a brow. “I didn’t know that. I only know that it was there to centralize things.”

“Well, you do now,” Mace sighed.

Maybe it was a long shot. Mace knew more about that particular situation than he was letting on. The coats, or scientists, had found some promising proteins from whatever the hell the germ was that mutated most of the colonies across the planet. It’d take time to isolate more of it, though. Their theory was that some bug got hit with exotic rays or radiation—whatever—and it mutated. Changed into something beyond microscopic organisms.

There were many abandoned nuclear power plants around, and Neo Mars was more radioactive around certain latitudes. Delta served as a last-ditch effort to reestablish a stronghold and research facility and repopulate Neo Mars.

Mace didn’t mind the sound of that. He’d help all he could. Repopulation was a busy, visceral task. Lots of fucking. Lots of naked, horny women. Very busy.

Mace was a busy guy.

“Hey, they catch you, and they might take your music,” Parker smirked.

Mace stretched, then flipped him off. “Give it to you afterward?”

“Shit, I hope.”

“I’ll wipe it,” Mace teased.

“I’ll recover it.”

“I bet you would.”

Parker smirked. “Man, this kind of shit. We had some good times, didn’t we?”

Mace nodded. “Yeah. The academy was great. Too bad you split off. You would have been a great pilot.”

“Too bad you split off from me. You’d be a better ground officer than most COs. Hell, you’re swamped. They gave you more shit to do beyond just piloting.”

“Well, what are you going to do? So,” he leaned forward, “something about a report?”

“Thomas told me to give you the info about the colony,” Parker explained.

“Oh damn, color me mildly impressed. The guy remembered who was responsible for Delta’s engineering and infrastructure reports. So, what’s up?”

Mace Frost was, in fact, one of two or three people overseeing the engineering and infrastructure reports of Delta. He was also the only officer on the grounds. The other had fucked off to Neo Mars’ desert on orders by General Aire. Who knew where Aire was.

Parker started. “Everything’s ready to go. Construction is complete.”

“Verification run went over fine?”

Parker nodded. “Yes. Everything is stocked. The geothermal has about three centuries of power for a full population, say the coats. The greenhouse and hydroponics are mostly in order but not ready for harvest. Food stock is good otherwise. Defenses and weapons are looking good. We’re short on ammo, but the fabrication module should correct that.”

“Fantastic,” Mace said, “did you send the report to me?”

“On the network, your inbox.”

“Great. I’ll look it over. Coats say we’re ready?”

Parker nodded again. “Yes, sir.”

“What about the shamblers and other monsters?”

“It looks manageable. There are none around the colony yet. The auxiliary defenses are up, but not the entire thing. They should keep wanderers out from the perimeter.”

“Any reason everything isn’t powered on?” Mace asked.

Parker shrugged. “I think they just went into operation today or last night. From what I understand, they’re behind schedule with those. That being said, we can finish activating defenses. It’s a remote enough area guarded by mountains and canyons. Scouters say there aren’t any walking corpses for 100km in either direction.”

Mace nodded. “We’re about 300km out from Delta. Wheels should be faster. Did we get everyone from nearby outposts ready to go?”

“Yes, sir. They’re all prepping to get in the transports. We’ll be going first, according to what the higher-ups and coats say. By the way, security said your keycard should be activated. It’s waiting for you at the colony.”

Mace nodded. “Good. Entryway in the first security office, like I asked?”

Parker nodded.

“Great.”

Due to a mishap and other incompetencies, half of the keycards and security implements had to be created and matched at Delta. This annoyed Mace, but at least it was there waiting for him. Besides, the backup system with his biometrics had already been programmed in, plus he had a couple of access codes. He was one of the few with total access to the entire facility.

“Permission to speak freely, sir,” Parker smirked.

Mace glared at him with a grin. “You like that shit, don’t you? Speak up.”

“When we get there, for the love of God, share some of that fucking bourbon,” Parker laughed.

“I’ve been teasing you with that for a bit. Hey, maybe we can score a couple of the lady nurses or coats and bring ‘em up to the quarters. You take one or two to your room; I’ll take the other ten,” Mace laughed.

“Fuck you, sir,” Parker chuckled. “You got the numbers backward.”

“You asshole. Get the hell out of here. Thanks for the report. I’ll see you around,” Mace chuckled.

***

There were memories of the transport.

That and another bothersome fact: the laundromat had gone down, meaning everyone wore the same nameless uniforms. Wonderful. A recruit under Thomas misunderstood orders and routed some spare power in the wrong direction, and… pop. The higher ranks decided it was better to get spare clothes on and fix the problem at Delta, which had a high-tech fabricator just for this kind of thing. If the guys on the transport didn’t know him, they’d assume he was some under-rank guy.

After that, it was time to hop on the wheels and go. We drove and drove all the way to Delta, and then we had a quick meeting. 

The APT, or Armored Personnel Transport, was essentially a high-torque, over-armored bus. You could stand in it, but only just. The thing was wider than it was tall, which was good, considering the engine burnt through power like the brimstone fires of deep Hades. And that was okay because it moved, and it really hauled its weight.

So, he spent time with the other troops loading things up, making sure the trek to Delta wouldn’t be a pain in the ass. Several soldiers assisted in loading the back of the APT with ammunition. Not long after, everything was ready to go.

He looked at the outpost behind him, wondering if it’d still be there at some point in the future. A couple of military vehicles sat in the back. Several marines waved, nodding. “See you in a day or two!”

Mace waved back at them.

Everyone was leaving except the skeleton crew. That was fine; Mace knew the outpost was out of the way. The concrete walls and perimeter safeties should keep it safe enough. Sighing, he stopped at the UTV.

The engine started, and they were off.

About fifteen passed by. Neo Mars’ sun hung lazily in the atmosphere, casting parallel rays of light over the landscape. Occasionally, they’d pass a few shamblers. There was one wraith, but the driver, 1st Lt. Glassum, plowed through it like nothing.

The wraith exploded, briefly coating the reinforced polycarbonate windows in gore. Intestines and entrails dripped down the synthetic glass, dispersing beneath the UTV’s underside. Next to him, Holten joined, keeping an eye on the progress of the transport.

Holten had a couple of other officers up there. Mace sat by the side as a secondary pilot in case anything happened. That, and he was given more directions to keep an eye on things while Holten and others planned the arrival designations.

A group of shamblers roamed near the left side of the road, stumbling. Holten glanced over at the group. “Wraiths?” Holten asked as if noticing them.

Mace shook his head. “Shamblers,” he murmured.

Holten nodded. “Just drive past them. It’s not a huge group, anyway. Just a couple.”

The driver nodded. “Yes, sir.”

They’d been driving for hours. Delta was approaching. Sure, they had to drive through a couple of cities and pass a few outposts, but the colony was close—close enough, anyway.

“How much longer?” Holten asked.

“An hour, sir,” the driver replied. “Running routine survey of the area.”

Holte nodded. “Excellent.”

A proximity sensor went off. “Something in the road ahead, sir. Obstruction of some kind. Couple minutes ahead. Long-range proximity surveys caught it on the scan, sir. It’s… I don’t know what it is.”

“Where?”

They glanced around, squinting at something on the horizon just after the road’s vanishing point. Holten froze. “What… the fuck?”

“What’s going on up there?” a soldier called.

Mace narrowed his vision. He gazed at the thing in the distance. What the hell was that? It was possible that the thing on the horizon was no more than a pile of debris, but the distant, flesh-colored skin and what appeared to be movement from legs made his stomach churn. He’d seen shamblers, wraiths, and other things, but this… was new.

A cold horror suffocated Mace, then. He swallowed. What if they are mutating? What if there are more kinds?

“Sir, peripheral turrets ready?” Mace asked.

The CO next to him nodded. “They’re ready. God… what the fuck is it?”

“I don’t know,” Mace replied.

The driver in front of them slowed. “Should I slow down, sir?”

“No,” Holten replied, “keep going. We’ll clear it if we need to. We have the bigger guns.”

“Sir, the thing looks like it’s fucking moving,” someone said from the back.

Holten pointed. “Secure that ‘fucking’, men. Hold steady. This is a tough vehicle. We’re USF.”

But Mace couldn’t steady. Something was wrong. As they drove closer, it became that whatever it was moved. It wasn’t debris. This thing was alive. “Mother of god,” the driver mumbled.

“What the fuck is that?” a soldier screamed.

“They’re not supposed to get that big!”

Another one. “Those are LPGs on it! Oh god!”

Holten’s eyes went wide. “Oh shit...”

The CO next to him backed away from the front-facing windshield. Anxiety filled his eyes. “Oh my god!”

The creature, towering at least several dozen feet, turned in their direction. “Take it out!” Holten ordered. “Fire! Fire, fire!”

The turrets on the transport’s sides lit up. Each muzzle burst into fire, unloaded streams of 50 caliber hollow-point caseless rounds. The stream of pulsed metal and ions danced over the desert road’s horizon. “Watch out!”

Through the dust and smoke, something flew toward them. The driver panicked, swerving. “Take cover!” Holten screamed.

Next to them, the creature’s rocket smashed into the ground. A plume of fire and a flash of light engulfed the transport. Mace lifted, rolled, and smashed into the back of the vehicle, watching as it rolled, careening down the road, over and over.

Then he saw the crate of ammo come down, right at his head. Before he could register anything, blackness took him. Mace collapsed, unconscious. Finally, the transport stopped rolling, replaced by the buzz and crackle of twisted electronics and burning fuel.

***

And then he was awake.

Jolting, Mace gasped. He shot up, staring ahead, eyes wide. He remembered everything. Cold and piercing sweat ran down his back and face.

Faye’s hands rested on his chest. “What’s wrong?”

He was going to hyperventilate. Slow down, slow down! He was a USF pilot. That transport… was heading to Delta. Delta… that was it!

“Fuck me,” Mace exhaled.

Cinder, now awake, approached, crawling on her knees with wide, cautious eyes. “What happened? What’s going on?”

“I need water,” Mace said, shaking.

Mace Frost, USF, 2nd LT, and 1st rank pilot or 1R as they called it. God… there was so much coming back to him. A leader, a flier, and a tough sonofabitch. He almost didn’t see Cinder hand Faye water and unscrew the bottle top.

She handed it to him. Mace glanced at her. “Thanks,” he finished.

After a few seconds, he took another breath. “What’s going on? A nightmare?” Faye tried again, concern in her vixen eyes.

Mace shook his head. “Sort of. What time is it?”

“Chronometer’s touching at 0400,” Cinder finished.

“Good. We need to roll as soon as possible,” Mace finished.

Faye stared at him. “Why, what’s going on?”

“Delta,” Mace said.

“What is that?”

He turned to Faye. “Our new home and our future.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, confused.

Mace gently gripped her shoulders. “I’m Mace Frost, 2nd Lt, and one skilled pilot. There’s a secret, well-secured haven.”

“Holy shit, you remember who you are?”

He nodded. “I remember a lot, now.”

“Uh… what’s going on?” Cinder asked, tilting her head.

“I didn’t get a chance to tell you, but I took a nasty hit to the head a couple of days back. I was on a transport to Delta, and something took us out,” he finished.

“You are USF. I knew it,” Faye said.

“Right. And I’m about to take us somewhere better than a dirty gas station floor. We have to do this fast, though. The sooner we’re off the roads, the better.”

Faye stared. “Are you sure you didn’t just have a bad dream?”

“It was a bad memory, and it was very real. Everyone, sleep,” Mace replied.

The two looked at him. Cinder shrugged, then returned to her sleeping bag. Faye laid back down next to Mace, staring up at him. “How far away?”

“Not far,” he said. “Come on. Let’s sleep.”

***

They drove.

Mace woke up and explained some of what was going on, along with exploring his memories. He was USF like she’d suspected, but was surprised to know he was some hotshot engineer-pilot with high rank and responsibilities.

It made her like him even more.

It turned her on.

They’d gotten in the car after waking up and packing their things. Cinder sat behind her—of which Faye had questions—and she slipped into the passenger’s seat. Mace took the wheel, slipped the vehicle into drive, checked a few readouts, and then headed out.

He was certain. The man was certain that they were going somewhere better. But where was that? How much better? Could she stop scavenging, finally? Could she come to terms with her existence? Maybe even find out more between her and Cinder.

“So, it’s a colony?” Cinder asked from the back seat.

He nodded. “A combination of a colony, installation, and manufacturing facility.”

“How do you know all this?” Faye asked.

Mace turned the wheel of the car. “Because I was in charge of some of the engineering and supervising the entire transfer to the colony. I’ve got access to everything.”

Faye shifted back into her seat. “What’s… everything?”

“Everything. You’ll see.”

The way he took charge of the situation made her feel just that much more excited. Faye, being a master of hiding her arousal when she needed to, chose to keep it to herself. She had no idea if Cinder would react negatively to flirting or…

You’re thinking about him, you, and her, aren’t you? Faye ignored the conscience in her head and instead turned her gaze back to the road ahead. “I could use a nap, maybe some snuggles after all this shit,” Faye mumbled.

Some master. Couldn’t even hold back the desire to mention snuggling, Faye quietly told herself.

“Did you say shower?”

Mace grinned. “I told you. Delta has everything.”

“A nice hot shower and snuggles afterward,” Cinder whispered.

Mace turned to her. “Did you say snuggles?”

Her eyes went wide. “Uh, no, ha. Why would I say that? No, I was, uh, shouldn’t we, um, just focus on… the road ahead?”

Ahead, a narrow canyon pass approached. It was tight; Mace knew that the car could get through fine, but if there were any obstacles, they’d have to find another way. He could weave around a few old, abandoned vehicles, sure, and even a few rocks or collapsed signs, but enough monsters, and the pass would be essentially impassable.

“You said snuggles,” Faye repeated.

“I did? I meant, um, by myself. Yeah,” Cinder said.

Faye stared at her. “Sure, you did.”

The shadows of the eclipsing canyon walls cast dim shades of orange-dark through the pass. He drove around several cars, a broken sign, and debris from other materials. They’d managed to get over halfway through and… sure enough, shamblers. Not many, but enough to cause problems. Mace could run them over, sure, but… it wasn’t worth the risk.

Not when they were so close to the colony. Maybe there would be others there, he thought. Maybe he would return to find a few survivors from the transport and other installations. Even if it were empty, the supplies would last them forever.

As long as it was clear. If struggle broke out from the inside, Mace didn’t think they had enough ammo to handle it if something had gone wrong. Clearing out a fully populated colony would take too many bullets. The shamblers several feet beyond the debris are your problem—stop focusing on what you might deal with for now.

Mace sighed. He turned his focus back to the group of shamblers crowding the last stretch of road. Behind him, Faye and Cinder were teasing each other.

“I mean, if you want to snuggle us,” Faye teased.

Cinder froze. “I… I mean, we just met.”

They’re talking about snuggling me? Mace wondered if he might have heard something wrong. Instead, he called for them. “Shamblers,” Mace said, interrupting the kitsunes.

Ahead of them, crowding a pass in a small group, were several shamblers.

Faye turned her head to the window. “I see them.”

“Should we get out and dispatch them?” Cinder asked.

Mace chewed on his lip. “We might want to.”

“Works for me,” Faye said.

Carefully, Mace slowed the car. He slipped it into park and killed the ignition. Moments later, each of them left the vehicle with weapons readied. The first shambler took several steps toward him in the shadowy canyon.

It lifted its arms, groaned, and took several more steps. Mace lifted his carbine, aimed, fired, and took it out. The thing’s head exploded, falling backward in a pool of gore. Another approached. Mace did the same thing, watching the corpse dive onto the sandy, crimson puddle under it.

Next to him, Faye and Cinder dispatched the other three. Between their pistols and gunfire, each creature was taken out. Mace watched more of the shamblers spin, then fall onto a dirty road plot. Finally, they were done.

Cinder, splattered with a bit of blood on her face, turned to him. “Onward,” she said, playfully tapping her head with the pistol’s barrel as if saluting.

Mace smirked. She had humor, and that was good. “To glory or whatever,” Faye exhaled.

So, Faye had humor, too. But Mace already knew that. “Alright, kitsunes,” he said, “let’s hop back in the car and finish this.”

“Hot showers await,” Faye added.

Mace smiled. “Yes, they do.”

As they entered the car again, Mace felt a ping of some surreal emotion. Given Delta was still around in the next few hours, their lives would change forever. Together.


23. Delta

It didn’t take them more than a couple of hours of driving afterward to find the installation. Mace had remembered the coordinates, told Faye to punch them in, and then followed the PDA’s map. Given enough time, he would have found Delta, anyway. It was just easier to have a distraction-free navigator.

Plus, he was still somewhat fuzzy. While he remembered everything, some of the images were hazy and blurred. That would correct in time. Maybe the various med bays and med labs could discover something happening with his brain. There were even specialized infirmaries, though those were mostly for ICU situations and battle scenarios.

Ahead, Delta approached. Behind him, Faye and Cinder’s excitement was palpable. It felt good. Seeing them with smiles made his day. He didn’t know Cinder much, but on a general principle, Mace was satisfied with her happiness.

Here, he turned into the road that led to Delta.

They drove down the road, eventually surrounded by several long canyons and reinforced caves. Just ahead, Delta’s entry gate and walls were there. They were just as large as he remembered, if not more so.

He could almost sense their expressions of awe. “Holy fuck, this place is huge!” Cinder gasped.

“Surrounded by rock walls and poly-alloy reinforced caves, too,” Faye replied.

“Yeah, and those caves have mineshafts for ore and storage, along with sensitive manufacturing facilities. This place is a small city, basically,” Mace said.

Mace drove up to the entry gate and large, poly-alloy walls. Shadows of the Neo Martian landscape cast blotches of dim spires and ghostly darkness over the area. He parked, turned, and smiled at both of them. “I have to scan my palm and enter the code to get past the gates. When we’re in, I’ll make copies of my key card,” Mace said.

“They do biometric and physical?”

Mace nodded. “It’s a matter of security and convenience. If I lose my hand or my palm is fried off, a keycard comes in handy,” he said.

Cinder shrugged. “Fair enough.”

With that, Mace slipped the car into park and left it, making his way to the panel and lock system along the right side of the gated entry. There, he entered the key code 314156 and scanned his hand along the biometric reader.

A sound came from the scanner, and large, metallic gears somewhere buried in the wall began to spin. The power cores and geothermal system were still active. This was good. The geothermal kept the cores charged, and the cores powered the facility, along with residual solar and other means. Delta had more than one way to generate energy.

He couldn’t remember everything all at once.

It’d come in time.

Mace watched the large doors begin to slide open and returned to the car. Putting it back in drive, he pulled forward, watching as the electronic readouts, systems gauges, and power gauges approached empty. He didn’t even realize they were so close to running out of fuel.

Finally, he passed the gates, leaving the winding pass and canyon path behind. Seconds after, they were inside the initial exterior lots of Delta. He could see the auto rockets and pulse-carbine turrets in multiple locations and many large satellite arrays. If someone were out there, they’d reach them.

But there probably wasn’t anyone out there—only echoes, as Mace remembered. Earth had gone radio silent a decade ago… who knew what was going on there? As Faye had told him, no one had heard from Earth for a while.

“Holy shit,” Cinder whispered.

Faye leaned forward. “This place is so well guarded. How long did it take to complete the entire colony?”

“About 8 years. They dumped everything into it,” Mace replied. “They were hoping to understand what caused everything here, hoping to fix it, wishing to cure The Singe.”

“The Singe?” Cinder asked.

Mace nodded. “That’s what they called it.”

“Do you think they were going to?” Faye.

Mace shrugged. “There were a lot of undisclosed projects meant to combat the… whatever it was. Even you were part of something, it sounds like.”

“Yeah,” Faye replied.

Finally, he was around the lot of South Lock. He parked the car and stared ahead at the entryway airlock. Meant to keep out germs, the airlock was an airtight chamber with positive pressure. Once someone passed through and was hit with a quick spray of evap and bio scanners didn’t catch anything obvious, entry was permitted.

Given you had a keycard or clearance.

Mace had just that: clearance. His access was valid to pretty much anywhere in the facility, which was good for him and great for everyone.

“Let’s head out, and I’ll take you through the airlock system, and we’ll start looking around. This place is pretty big,” he said, “so we’ll need to figure things out, but later, probably. Tonight, I think we should focus on food, hot showers, and picking rooms.”

“Rooms?” Faye smiled.

Mace grinned. “Of course. Rooms.”

Both Faye and Cinder seemed to perk up at the sound of that. He couldn’t blame them. Hell, once they saw the standard apartments, they wouldn’t want to leave them. That wasn’t including officer rooms or the rank suites.

This was going to be good.

***

The airlock went well enough. All three were marked as clear after getting an evap treatment. He watched as the nearly invisible spray of fine mist washed over them, then instantly evaporated. Had it been invisible, they wouldn’t have noticed.

Other than the scent of citrus.

Then he led them past the exterior airlock into an antechamber and final interior entryway. Once there, they passed the first corridor to South Lock Lobby 1. The reactions on their faces were enough to make the days of struggling and surviving worth the pain.

But… there was no one there. He felt it immediately when they entered the base. He was hoping that, maybe, someone had shown up, but the empty lot and noiseless halls made it clear that the place was totally empty.

Running on auto.

So that meant it was just him, Faye, and Cinder. What happened to the other vehicles? The installations around Neo Mars? Still… it was something he could figure out in time. As he took a step forward, now pushing back the thoughts of a totally empty colony and the fates of other USF, he began to remember.

Remember locations, layouts, the key card system, all the suits, the med-lab, med-bays, specialized infirmaries, kitchens, power plants, communications arrays… all of it. Rushing back to him, it was almost overwhelming. But that was okay. It would make sense soon enough.

“I remember so much now,” Mace managed.

He led them to the first elevator. Faye and Cinder glanced around, taking in the environment. A combination of coolant pipes, air shafts, grating, tiles, and support beams ran down the immediate ceiling.

“How old is this place again?”

Mace turned to them. “Barely a year. We dumped all of our resources in it, like I said.”

“God,” Cinder sighed. “This place is huge.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet. Come on, I can get this elevator to take us to Level 2,” Mace took a step toward the first elevator.

“What’s on Level 2?”

“Operations and two adjacent control rooms on the side,” Mace explained, “and it’s all modular if necessary. If something goes wrong, there are backup installations that can be installed.”

“How?” Faye asked.

“There are some crawlers and bots outside. As far as I know, there are only a couple redundant modules, so… if we lose the foundation or the skeleton of operations, it’s game over,” Mace finished.

He approached the elevator and then called it. Cinder and Faye stood behind him, both of their kitsune tails swaying curiously. Faye twitched an ear. “I don’t think… I’ve seen a working elevator in a long time.”

The elevator chimed with a ding. Mace glanced up at the lights above. LEVEL ONE blinked in red LEDs above the doors. “Alright, going up,” he said as the doors opened.

He motioned toward the open doors. The elevator’s interior was surrounded by gray, brushed metal with a flat, dull finish. Accents of black, matte glass, and wood lined the perimeter. White, mostly opaque, backlit plastic lined the side of the door.

A keypad rested on the right side, along with a few locks and buttons. Faye stepped in first, scanning around. “This looks so new.”

“It is, remember?” Mace reminded her.

Cinder took a step past him. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

“I’m sure, ladies. I designed some of this place,” Mace said. “I’m not just a pilot and ranking officer. I was a USF high-level engineer, too.”

“So, you’re smart and confident?” Cinder grinned.

Faye laughed. “Are you real? Is this place real?”

“Definitely,” Mace chuckled. He stepped into the elevator, watching the doors shut. Another chime filled the air. Dialing in F2, Mace directed the elevator to Delta’s second level.

The inevitable tug of gravity pulled them upward. Mace could see Cinder glancing around, studying the elevator, lights, and more. She tugged at him, pointing above. “What’s the grate doing up there?”

“Maintenance and emergency access to the workings of the elevator shaft,” Mace replied.

“How many levels total?” Faye asked.

Mace turned to her. “Three sublevels, three levels. Sublevel 3 is mostly tunnels and used for regulating some of the geothermal stuff, pipes, and other infrastructure. The third level of the upper building is about half the size of levels 1 and 2. Mostly serves as comms and other components that work better at an elevated height.”

“Shit,” Faye laughed. “This place is huge.”

Cinder rested her hands on her curvy hips. “How stocked up is the colony?”

“Mostly done, I think. For just us three, we’re good forever.”

Cinder nodded. “I want to see the showers and rooms.”

“Got that right,” Faye said.

Finally, the elevator slowed, gravity equalizing against the opposing force. Ding! Mace watched as the alloy doors slid to the side, exposing the corridors ahead. The dim light reflected off some of the pipes and walls.

He stepped out, leading Faye and Cinder behind him. Auxiliary lighting took over the corridor. Mace knew he could make it brighter, given the place was powered by most geothermal energy, but the Martian light spilling through some of the windows would be more than enough to keep things lit.

Besides, Mace would have it activated in a minute, which would be soon enough. Down the corridor, he could see the reinforced, bullet-proof glass overlooking the walls and interior courtyards of Delta. “Come on,” Mace said, “I want to show you operations.”

He motioned, the two following down the corridor. The elevator shut behind them, the quiet sound of the doors closing vanishing into the facility’s air. This is perfect, Mace grinned quietly. Everything was finally calming down, now. He even remembered more than he thought he would, proving useful for later.

Mace led them further down the corridor. Back at the elevator, it was possible to either take a left or a right or go forward. He knew to go straight; that’s where Operations was. From there, he could get certain things moving, functioning, and powering extra machinery and tech in the system.

The hallway was lined with more brushed gray metal alloy, several lays of pipes, vents, tech, wires, and coolant systems running above them behind a layer of grating. Below, a series of grates lined the edges of the floor with a strip of carpet in the middle. It was something he vaguely remembered debating with some of the engineers and techs, but he didn’t exactly remember what they were debating about specifically.

He wondered if they liked it so far. God, they’d have hot water, soap, towels, and real beds. He himself was already thinking about lying in one of the officer suites, curling up in the sheets with Faye, and sleeping. Hell, he might even invite Cinder.

They could all cuddle up and sleep, though he and Faye would be naked. Then again, the way Cinder had been talking to him, he didn’t think she’d mind. It wasn’t a thing Mace would ever decline. Two kitsune women in his bed, naked?

I like the idea of this, very much.

Mace took another foot forward.

Mace was at the door for Operations. He swiped his keycard. The doors parted, Neo Mars sunlight spilling into the hallway. Cinder and Faye stood behind him, peering over his shoulder. Carefully, he stepped into the room.

The two kitsunes followed behind him. “God, this is a big control center,” Faye murmured.

Mace turned back to her. “Pretty decently sized.”

“Understatement,” Cinder giggled.

The room opened up before them. Several raised platforms lined the exterior, north-facing side of the room. A series of reinforced windows lined the perimeter along the northwest, extending a meter beyond the perimeter of the first level. There, someone could oversee the entire north and west sides of the complex.

“This is Northwest Ops?”

Mace nodded to Faye. “Yeah. There’s a Southeast on the opposite side of the corridor, just across from us. Same layout but facing the opposing directions.”

“What about those control rooms?” Cinder asked.

“It’s nearby. It’s the same level, off to the left and right, behind the elevator shafts. It mirrors operations,” Mace said.

“Wow. This place got a map?” Faye laughed.

Mace grinned. “There are maps on the walls, paper and digital. There are some PDAs around here, too. Here, let me show you around the place. This place has access to security, infrastructure, power, and more. Granted, those places have finer control, but think of this like the bridge or… HQ, or something.”

“Can communications be run from here?” Faye asked.

Mace nodded. “Yes, though the array and comms rooms have their own special gear. Ops interfaces with everything for overseeing and direction. Kind of a place to monitor, observe, and direct.”

Faye nodded. “Okay. So, if something goes down, you must go to the actual room with the stuff in it?”

“Right,” Mace replied. “So, say security goes down. You’d only be able to fix it by seeing what’s going on in the security room. You couldn’t fix it from here, but you could monitor if that makes sense.”

“Makes sense,” Faye replied.

“There’s also a universal tram system that connects neighboring outposts and bases. Runs beneath the facility, starting at sub-level 3 and under a couple of the cave systems. Not as deep as the mineshafts and mining complexes.”

“What are these control panels over here for?” Cinder asked.

Mace paced to them. “Monitoring comms, from what I see. There are monitors and panels and tech in here for everything.”

“Everything?”

Mace nodded. “Yep.”

“Does this facility keep records?”

“It’s got a giant digital library,” Mace explained. “All of our knowledge, servers, city data—it’s all here.”

“Just text and literature, or are there other media?”

Mace turned to Faye. “Blueprints, any video, picture, audio, or anything that was shared on Neo Mars’ network, either through the net or satellite.”

“How far back?” Cinder asked.

“All the way, just about.”

“Fuck,” Faye sighed. “That’s a lot of data. I’m impressed.”

Mace grinned. “You haven’t seen anything yet. Come on, I have to power on these defenses,” he finished, walking to the opposite raised platform in the room.

Cinder followed Mace to the next bank of controls and panels, Faye behind. He stood before several displays and leaned forward, typing something into keypads and flipping several switches. After, he entered a command into the keyboard and watched as several displays above flickered to life.

They revealed different turrets, rocket systems, and laser weapons rotating into alignment. Several satellites began scanning the dim skies of Neo Mars. “We’ve got sentries and turrets?” Faye managed.

Mace turned to her. “Yep, good shit. They’re really accurate.”

“Liking this place more already,” Cinder laughed.

“Good,” Mace smirked. “Now, let’s check out some other places in the facility. I need to introduce you to some of the amenities inside here, starting with your own beds.”

But there was something Mace withheld. There should have been someone there. Not just him, but someone. So, when he was entering things on the keyboard, he pinged whatever trackers and markers he could. There were no biomarkers, not because none existed, but because something was corrupt.

He had to fix it at some point. Either a lot of people had died, or they were trapped somewhere. Mace couldn’t be sure. It was a dark topic, anyway. Imagine being one of the very few people left alive after all the effort.

Don’t think about that, hotshot.

He had Faye and Cinder, he was alive, and they had all the supplies they needed. Besides, they could always use the U-TRAM to get to different places, if need be. It was meant to connect several bases nearby. They probably had resources.

With that, he led them out and directed them to the rooms. Hopefully, they’d be happy with the dorms inside the building.

***

He led her to the bed nestled in the rear wall. “And this is the standard bed,” Mace explained.

He motioned to it with his hand. Faye took a step forward, her tail swaying. A wide smile ran across her face. “These are just the regular apartments or dorms or whatever?”

Mace nodded. “Yep.”

After setting some more defenses up and checking a few things with the water and power supply, Mace looked for rooms. Each was capable of showering, along with other things like cooking food in a kitchen, watching something on the projector, listening to music, and tons of other things Mace couldn’t quite remember.

That excited him.

Even better, there were many clothes for women’s and men’s sizes, and the textile fabricator could always make more. He could take Faye out on a date at one of them, have the AI or auto-system run its course, and populate the food.

It wasn’t like a real restaurant, but it might be close.

“What kind of food? Can I get a big ass meal and pass out in a food coma?” Faye asked.

Mace smirked. “I mean, pretty much anything.”

“Anything?”

He nodded. “A big steak.”

“Oh my god,” she said, licking her lips, “that sounds delicious. I’ve never had one, but it sounds delicious.”

“A bunch of stuff to try.”

“How much do you want to bet Cinder is taking a hot shower right now?” Faye asked.

Mace nodded. “Yeah,” he replied. “Probably so. We should soon, too.”

While Mace was taking them down the hall, Cinder went exploring. He didn’t want to stop her, and she’d discovered the North Lock apartment complex. Using the elevator system, which covered both sub-levels of the main colony and the top two levels, made swift transportation.

“Then food. The sex. A lot of sex,” Faye sat on the bed. “You could fit three people on this. And the beds get bigger?”

Mace almost choked. Did she reference a threesome? He shrugged, rubbing the back of his head. “Yeah,” Mace laughed, “a lot bigger. These are standard-issue beds. I think the size is a queen, basically.”

Faye grinned at him. “Let’s break it in tonight.”

“We can do that. What do you want to eat?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. But get me the biggest fucking meal ever, and I’ll suck you dry,” Faye winked.

Mace grinned. “I can do that. One more thing,” he turned. “All of these are connected to comms, so you can either use the built-in intercom in the walls, the overhead for talking around the room, or the video caller. There’s also a PC in here. I’ll ensure everyone gets upgraded chronometers if you want.”

“I do,” she said.

“That’s good. We’ll all be able to communicate easily around here. I’ll hand out radios, too.”

Faye rose from the bed. “You’re not worried Cinder is getting lost?”

“Not at all. Watch,” Mace said.

Faye watched him approach the intercom. “You think she’ll find the intercom?”

Mace shrugged. He approached the intercom next to the bed. Mace took a second, then pressed his thumb on a button. “Boo.”

Faye raised a brow.

After a few seconds, Cinder’s voice came in over the intercom. “Not funny! You scared me half to death!”

“I see you found the intercom,” Mace laughed.

“Took me a second after you spooked me,” Cinder said.

“Meet us in Mess Hall L1-1 in a bit for dinner,” Mace said. “If you get lost, there are displays along the corridor walls and PDAs, too.”

“Already found a PDA in my room,” Cinder said. “Though, I think I want to be closer down there with you guys. Level 2 is just… it feels lonely.”

Faye seemed to blush. Mace turned back to the intercom. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. We can even go to the suites. Bigger, too.”

“The rooms get bigger?” Cinder asked over the intercom.

“Yep. Meet us in the mess. I’ll bring a PDA, and we’ll select some rooms.”

“On it,” Cinder replied. “See you in a few.”

Mace turned to Faye. “See? Easy to communicate.”

“Do you want her closer to us?”

Mace rubbed his head. “I mean, it wouldn’t hurt to have rooms closer together.”

Faye let out a sigh. “Good. I think you could use the company. It would be… easier not to feel so lonely. Anyway, food, right?”

Mace smirked. “Yep. Let’s get something to eat.”

***

He led them to the mess hall, specifically MH L1-1, as he’d asked. There, he went to the kitchen, found several pre-made meals, and stuck them into the nearest microwave. After finding the knives and utensils, he sliced up some fruit, poured several nice drinks ranging from wine to cheap soda, and set the cafeteria table. Faye and Cinder sat there, smiling, sharing food, and laughing.

He was happy. They were happy. In moments, he’d bring them the meals he’d warmed—big ones—and they’d dine on steak, mashed potatoes, sauteed mushrooms, grilled corn, bacon kebabs, and stir-fried vegetables for the night; that, and some honey wheat bread with butter.

Ice cream and chocolate for dessert. Maybe top it off with some whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles. Fuck it, add chocolate syrup, he thought. Might as well load up on the good-feeling chemicals in natural food sources tonight, anyway.

The past several days were enough to make him punch a wall. Tension built in his muscles, and, for the first time, he felt it beginning to expunge quietly, each myofibril winding down, decreasing tension and replaced by the ache of new muscle cells growing in their place.

Like going to the gym but for way too fucking long.

He set the plates in front of Faye and Cinder. Their eyes lit up. Faye’s tail swished side to side, its fuzzy, orange-fox bushy mass gently displacing the surrounding air. Cinder twitched an ear, then did much the same with her own tail. Mace sat down in front of his own plate. “Dig in, ladies,” he said. “Full bellies.”

Faye licked her lips. “Don’t tell me twice.”

“I’m going to enjoy this steak,” she said, salivating with a smile.

“Good. We can talk about what we’ll do,” Mace replied, producing a PDA.

They began to eat.

Faye glanced up at him. “So, what do we want to do now?”

Mace wiped his mouth with a napkin, then scratched his chin. “Everyone agrees that we want to stick close to each other, sounds like. Cinder, you still okay taking the suite across from us?”

Cinder paused, swallowing a wad of steak. She chewed with a mouth still a little full of food. It was cute. “Suite?”

“Yeah,” Faye nudged her, “we’re getting the suites.”

“Meant for offices,” Mace nodded, “and we may as well be after everything.”

“Count me in!” Cinder yipped. “I won’t say no to a suite. How big are they?”

“Big,” Mace said. “Lots of room. Big beds, too.”

“Oh nice, how many can fit on them? Three, four?” Cinder asked.

Mace glanced at Faye. She grinned wide and winked. “Uh… several people, yeah. They’re extended kings.”

“Wonderful. Good for cuddling,” Cinder said. “And the warm blankets?”

“Lots,” he said.

They’re both mentioning threesomes now… what’s going on? Mace returned to his dinner. “How is everything?”

Faye leaned back, patting her belly. “Fucking delicious. I feel warm. Like my blood sugar is roaring up. I feel amazing.”

“Good. Cinder?”

Cinder, licking gravy from her lips, nodded. “Mmm, mhmm, mm.”

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Mace laughed.

Faye paused, then glanced to Mace. “Where’s everyone else?”

He stared, then sighed. “I don’t know. No one else was here. There should have been more… it’s totally empty.”

“Do you remember what happened?”

Mace shrugged. “I know we were attacked by… something. There were other transports on the way. If they were attacked like I was… I don’t think many people would have made it. I can check the readouts here in a bit, after dinner, and see if there is anyone here. Everyone should have an implant to read location.”

“You mentioned something about cave systems?” Faye asked.

“Yeah,” Mace said. “They’re meant for mining resources. They’re more mineshafts inside of large mineral deposits. They run through caves and stuff.”

“…Do you think they’re in there?”

He paused. “I hope not. That’s what those trackers are for. I couldn’t get a clear signal on them earlier.”

“Do you have a tracker thing?” Cinder asked.

Mace nodded. “Yeah. Unless it got damaged.”

“Maybe we each should get one,” Faye said. “It might make it easier to keep us safe,” the kitsune advised.

Mace nodded. “Yeah, that does sound like a good idea.”

“All of us or just you two?”

Faye laughed. “I meant all of us.”

“Yeah, Cinder, that includes you,” Mace laughed.


24. New Futures

She paced around the master suite.

Faye decided tonight would be the night. They were safe now and no longer alone. She was full, revitalized, and feeling exceptionally lustful. In the next hour or so, he would return to the suite they claimed as their new room shared together.

Before he left, Faye brought up her ear. It still ached. Mace gave her painkillers from one of the medicine cabinets in the room and told her they could either look at it now or in the morning. He’d explained that the place had multiple med bays, labs, and ICUs. There was tons of equipment and treatment.

Her ear probably would be fixed in no time. She wanted to kiss him then and there. She’d been dealing with the stupid ear infection, or whatever it was, for weeks now. She was too tired to get an examination by the AI and the painkillers had kicked in, anyway.

“First thing in the morning, then,” Mace told her. “Or it’s your ass,” he winked with a smirk.

Good, Faye thought. You can have my ass all you want. Hopefully tonight.

Soon.

Mace was messing with something in one of the Operations modules, leaving her to explore the room. Curious, she explored several dressers. After all, she wanted new clothes. Faye was tired of staying in the same bland shirts and pants.

That, and she wanted to do something special for Mace.

When they first arrived, he mentioned a textile fabricator. She pursed her lips and searched the room. The dressers didn’t have anything useful. If the narrow AI in the fabricator was trained on everything she had ever worn, she could make whatever she wanted.

Fuck it, Faye thought. She was able to admit to herself that Mace was hot, that she liked him, and she wanted his dick. It was stressful being on the road, stressful running from the shamblers and wraiths.

She wanted to let off a little steam.

Riding Mace’s cock would be perfect. Plus, she’d developed an attachment to him. When Faye thought that something had happened to Mace, she’d lost it; she sobbed in his arms, asked him if he was okay, and made a total fool of herself in front of Cinder.

Well, oh well. Cinder was going to be part of her life moving forward, anyway. Mace didn’t seem to mind her. That was good because Faye didn’t mind the idea of treating Mace to a threesome… and she didn’t know why, either.

Something just clicked with Cinder. She was another hot kitsune, another gorgeous and sexy fox chick. Mace would want her anyway. And, if Faye had to be honest, she liked the idea of being in a tight-knit circle with him above them, pounding them both…

Faye found the walk-in closet and opened the door. Wow, she thought. It was bigger than she expected. Along the racks, hangers, and shelves, several embedded fresheners dotted the interior. There, in the back, she saw the textile fabricator.

Faye took a step toward it. A circular and white platform, glossed in resistant ceramic and layers of technology and glass, sat on the ground. Several rings of scanning modules half-enclosed the sides. She smirked.

All she had to do was step inside, scan her bare-naked body, and select a fashion for the night. Then, in fifteen minutes or so, it would be delivered to the closet through a shaft system and hung inside for her to try on.

And she desperately wanted to do that. Faye could only imagine the look on Mace’s face when he came into the room. The man had been staring at her cleavage and ass since they met. One time wasn’t enough. Plus, she wanted to try the doggy-style position, anyway.

On all fours, taking him sounded like fun. Faye had suspected he’d unload in her, no problems. A cream-pied, stuffed kitsune happily asleep beside the strong and confident Mace didn’t sound like a bad idea.

She could even wake up and taste his cock, so should she desire. And she did. She wanted to know how masculine his firm shaft would be. Faye needed practice anyway; she wanted to master oral for Mace, and that meant using her lips, mouth, and throat.

Turning on the scanner, Faye stepped onto the platform and waited.

Faye wondered, then, if she could really do it. Could she essentially be in a relationship with Mace while Cinder was, too? And did she like that? It’d be a harem, pretty much. While she stood, two scanners blinked. They rotated around her and took in her shape, size, and height.

Seconds later, a screen was before her, denoting all the types of outfits, shoes, and wearables it could make. There were a lot. Some of them she found particular interest in. Anything remotely goth or jazz club-like seemed to catch her attention. She smirked.

Faye would wear them for Mace tomorrow. Maybe not tonight, given that a shower was in order with him, and she was too tired. Tomorrow, though, would be a day of fun. Picking an outfit, she smirked.

***

Cinder stretched on her bed. She’d showered already.

She lathered and took care of her sensitive places first. After soaping her breasts, she dowsed them in hot, steamy water. Then, she took care of the rest of her body.

Cinder didn’t realize how curvy her body was. She knew she was voluptuous, but she didn’t think she was that shapely. But that was good. She looked like a woman, a full grown, ready to accept Mace and—

What are you thinking? Stop it!

She sighed. Cinder stepped out of the shower and toweled off briskly. The kitsune wanted to feel the comfortable bed again, this time clean. It would be easier to get under the covers, she mused. She gave herself a stern look in the mirror and then returned to bed.

Which is where she laid now. There, she stared up at the ceiling, wondering. Her feelings were quick. She liked Mace. Maybe it was because the man saved Cinder from that monster, the stalker. But…

It didn’t matter. She liked Faye, too. In fact, she liked them both a lot…

Cinder flicked her tail. She was about the same height as Faye. It’d be easier to snuggle up with Mace that way. They could both be on either side.

She sighed. Cinder Valentine, the horny kitsune. The short, red-haired, violet-eyed fox girl felt lusty, maybe too much. But… was that so terrible?

They’d—she’d—been roaming the wastes for a long while. She deserved a break. Besides, Delta was huge. The place could hold them forever.

Indefinitely, basically.

She could also plot with Faye, given that Faye and Mace were open to that. They could decide on fun things to do, both of them. Cinder stretched, and her breasts were victim to gravity. She yawned and took a moment. Had she heard moans coming from across the hall?

Kitsune’s had way better acuity than any human. Was that Faye she heard screaming? Cinder felt a tremor of passion snake up and over her torso. She was wet.

Maybe she could take care of that. Maybe Mace and Faye would, sometime. For now, she would use her own fingers and please herself into a daze. She could focus on her attuned senses and pay more attention to the sounds nearby across the way.  

Then listen.

And sleep.

***

Mace returned from the C-1 (COMMUNICATIONS-1) and S-1 (SECURITY1) after an hour or so.

He’d spent several minutes aligning things over the intranet network and activating turrets. If anything were going to try to get through, it’d be met with a violent and fast hail of turret fire. This was good because the stalker was the thing that concerned him the most.

That thing could jump. High.

If it tried enough, it could get over the walls…

But that wouldn’t happen. There were turrets, secondary turrets, and levels of armor that would protect the building and them from anything that was too far into the installation’s lot. They’d be safe. Mace knew that, but it helped him feel a little better that Delta’s systems were full and at charge.

Cinder was across the hall, directly. She, too, was showering, cleaning, and getting ready for the best sleep in however long. Mace felt good about her being so close. He told Faye he liked it, and Faye agreed.

He paused, stared at her door, and smirked. She would be okay.

They all would. He took a step into his suite. There, Faye waited for him. She hopped out of the loveseat and nearly tackled him. “I love this,” she said. “There’s so much room. I feel a lot secure.”

“We should be good for… well, basically the entire time we’re here,” Mace explained.

He squeezed her, patted her head—a new thing he figured out she liked—and returned to the bedroom.

Then, he showered with Faye. Mace lathered her, carefully scrubbed all the contours of her body, and spent a few seconds groping the meat of her ass and the delicate skin of her inner thighs. Then, he’d fingered her, playing with the kitsune’s g-spot.

She’d tasted him, then. Faye drew his dick into her mouth, stroked, and sucked. Mace almost came but decided to hold off.

Hold off until they are in the extended king-size bed. After toweling off, that’s where they went. Now, they were next to each other, clean and still naked.

They lay on the bed together. Dinner was good, but the shower was even better. Faye, nude, curled up next to him. “We should have taken a shower together.”

“If I didn’t have to double-check the programming, we would have.”

Faye nuzzled into him. “Can we take one together in the morning?”

Mace nodded. “Definitely. You still have some energy?”

Her tail swayed. She pressed against his side, breasts against his shoulder. Faye was warm. And soft. Mace liked that. “Why?”

“You wanted to try doggy, right?”

Faye blushed. “Oh… yes.”

He kissed her forehead. “Me too. Want to try being submissive?”

“I think I’d like that,” Faye admitted.

“We have plenty of time. So, get on your knees, then,” Mace said.

She gulped. “I… on my knees?”

“Submissive. That’s how it works. You like it, don’t you?”

She quivered. He could tell she was enjoying it. “Yes…” she admitted shyly.

“Hm. I bet you’re nice and wet right now, right?”

Faye nodded excitedly. “Yes…”

“Then get on your knees. You want me to stuff my cock inside of you, don’t you?”

“Please,” Faye huffed, “please. I need it.”

Mace shifted, snapping his fingers. He placed his knees on the bed, hard cock pointing in her direction. “Taste it first,” he said. “I know you want to taste my dick.”

Faye sat up, eyes locked on Mace’s throbbing, hard cock. “Yes…”

“Tell me how much you like it in your mouth,” Mace said.

She didn’t waste any time. Her maw wrapped around his cock. In seconds, he was at the back of her throat. Holy fuck, did they just know how to deep-throat? Mace groaned, watching her eager mouth and hands work his glistening, saliva-soaked cock.

“Good girl. You like my dick in your mouth, don’t you? Admit it,” Mace said.

Faye nodded and moaned. Her eyes wide. She seemed to force more of his shaft and head into her throat as if to say “yes.” Mace groaned again. He could feel the wad building up in his groin, ready to explode and fill her mouth and belly with his white-hot seed.

And she’d look so good filled up… but she could swallow his load later.

He snapped his fingers again. “Don’t get greedy, hon,” Mace smiled. “You can swallow the next load.”

Faye extracted him from her mouth, gasping. “God, you taste good. And I felt so fucking turned on with your cock down my throat. I like your dick in my mouth.”

“Good girl.”

Faye trembled. He could see she was ready. “I… liked that,” Faye murmured.

He bent down, kissed her, and then watched as she positioned herself. Her tail, bushy and a lovely bright and burnt orange, swayed back and forth. He could see her perfectly curved ass and wet, smooth lips. God, she didn’t have really any hair on her pussy.

Bald, essentially. Her tail and ears were really the only parts with obvious fluff. That was fine. She could wrap it around him as he pounded away, stuffing her pussy with his hard dick. Mace rubbed the head of his engorged cock over the smooth, creamy-white flesh of her vulva. “That feel good?”

“Oh god…” Faye moaned. “Please, please, put it in. Fuck me, please…”

“Beg,” Mace smirked.

“Please, I want your cum so bad. Please, please, I’m tired of waiting, Mace! Fuck my tight pussy, I can’t handle it!” Faye exhaled.

Mace bit his lower lip, smacking her left ass cheek lightly. She jolted briefly, a moan of pleasure escaping from her mouth. “Good girl,” Mace said. “You better tell me how good it feels.”

She nodded. “I will, I will!”

Mace pushed the first inch of his cock into her tightly coiled kitsune vagina. Immediately, he could feel how wet she was. The fox woman was like a wet and slick waterfall. Her tight insides seemed to pull him deeper into her pussy, as if beckoning him to cum.

Beckoning him to fill her.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” Mace groaned.

Faye laid her head on the pillow. Ass up, face down, Mace thought. She glanced back at him over her shoulder. “You feel so fucking good… oh my god, YES!”

Mace rapidly thrusted, shoving more and more of his dick into her tightness. He could see her beginning to quiver more, trembling and shivering with each thrust. Her breath increased, respiration chaotic and filled with lust.

He was going to cum. “Fuck, you’re about to get a big load, Faye,” Mace murmured, gripping the sides of her hips and ass.

“Give it to me! Fill me up, Mace!” Faye all but howled.

Her tail wrapped around him. Balls deep, Mace finally drove the last thrust of his cock into her pink, wet pussy. The spasms began. “Oh, fuck!” Mace growled.

Faye let out a long, lustful moan. “Oh god, YES! I can feel it pumping into me, filling my pussy! YES, YES, YES!”

Fingers still pressing firmly into the meat of her ass, Mace continued to unload his sperm into her, each gush unloading more and more white-hot load. Finally, after the spasms stopped, Mace paused, took a breath, and withdrew his dick.

She was still wet, dripping now with his seed. Faye collapsed. “Oh fuck… you came in me a lot…”

“Did you get off?”

Faye nodded. “While you were cumming, I came with you. I think all of that went in me…”

“Didn’t let a drop leak out,” Mace said, falling back into the bed.

She shook her head. “Nope, not a single drop!”

“Good girl. Fuck, I need some sleep,” Mace laughed.

Faye glanced at him. “Round 2?”

“Already?”

Faye nodded. “Yep. Don’t make me ask Cinder for help,” she teased.

Mace smirked.

“Maybe I will,” he replied.

“I dare you, stud,” Faye laughed, sticking her tongue out.

Fine then, Ms. Nightshade. Mace only smiled back. At that moment, he knew exactly where things would go. Quietly, silently, he accepted her dare.

Not that he thought Cinder would protest. If anything, she’d been giving them both looks since they found her. She was the one who suggested being closer.

Besides, a dare was a dare. He couldn’t let the kitsunes down, anyway, especially when Delta was theirs. They may even cure the Singe.

Plus, he was a man of his word.

Vixen A.D. 2 is coming!

Thank you for reading my book! Ratings and reviews are really appreciated!

OTHER HAREM ADVENTURES

DRAGON ESTATE (Dark fantasy slice-of-life harem.)

DESPERATE TIMES (Post-apocalyptic disaster survival harem.)

AFTERMATH FALLS (Post-apocalyptic disaster survival harem.)
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