
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	Donald Trump had been President for less than six months when the first zoms appeared – at one of his own rallies, no less. Trump and the leader of his Secret Service detail, Diaz, barely made it out alive. They returned to the White House and holed up there – but not for long. His aide Adam Lutz joined the team when they barricaded themselves in the Oval Office, shortly before they were all saved from a full-on zombie massacre by a hard-assed soldier named Tomlin, who helped them escape from the overrun Capitol and flee to the besieged CDC headquarters in Atlanta/. There they located Dr. Simmons, the one man who just might be able to end the apocalypse before the last of humanity was slaughtered. And now, traveling in a huge, balloon-tired armored vehicle called an MRAP, Trump and his protectors and allies have fought their way from the devastation in Georgia to their last refuge: a brand new construction site in the middle of nowhere, along the Texas/Mexico border, where they’re about to make a last stand for themselves, America, and just maybe the entire world …

	

	

	“Welcome to the ass end of nowhere,” Tomlin said as the MRAP pulled to a stop.

	Donald Trump climbed out of the vehicle that had been his home for the last two days, stiff and ill-tempered. The whole team – Diaz, Tomlin, Dr. Simmons, and Lutz – lined up beside him along the ridgeline and looked down at their destination for the first time. It was a vast interlocking collection of huge, blocky buildings, each as big as a warehouse or an airplane hangar – a brand-new installation, as big as a small city, that nearly filled the shallow desert valley below them.

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” Adam Lutz said, looking up from his iPad, if only for a moment. “Sierra Blanca, Texas.”

	“I thought we passed Sierra Blanca half an hour back,” Diaz grumbled, wiping a drip of sweat from his high, brown forehead. 

	“We did. That was a tiny little town that’s been here forever. This Perimeter Defense and Interdiction Construction Center is different. It’s actually built next to an old ghost town, but we stole the name.”

	“Why?” Dr. Simmons asked. She was stronger and far more engaged than the still-in-shock woman they had encountered at the CDC. The two days of travel time had actually done her some good. “Why not just name it after the ghost town?”

	Lutz glanced at her and almost smiled. “It was called Fort Quitman.”

	Trump snorted and rested a hand on the hilt of his machete. “Good decision,” he said.

	“We thought so.”

	Trump shrugged inside his jacket, trying to ignore the sharpness of the early morning air. It was just past six a.m. in the middle of the West Texas desert – too early and too cold to suit him. But they’d made it. Finally.

	The trip from Atlanta to Sierra Blanca, almost due east along Interstate 20, should have taken no more than a day of continuous driving. But the world was literally falling apart around them, and that made for slow going. They had been forced to stop twice for gasoline, and each fill-up required hand-to-hand combat and the liberal use of a flame thrower and grenades, along with the spontaneous expenditure of more ammo than any of them would have liked. 

	Now, two days later, fed and rested…they had arrived.

	The Sierra Blanca facility, designed and built to guide the construction of the border wall for hundreds of miles in either direction, was surrounded by a fence of its own – stout eleven-foot chain link-crowned with loops of barbed wire that, so far, looked unbreached and unbroken. As far as Donald Trump could tell, glaring down from their observation point a mile from the front gate, it looked like they were going to have some trouble on this last leg of their journey. There were figures visible outside the perimeter fence, milling around the visitor’s parking lot in aimless, continuous movement, as well as more figures – and vehicles and construction equipment – inside the perimeter, right up to the walls of the facility. 

	The facility itself, complete with a freshly painted WELCOME sign and logo, looked completely shut down, locked tight. Its double-reinforced steel doors were closed and bolted; its high windows were shuttered. Even the massive communications array on the roof had a fence and guards of its own.

	He did like the lights, though. The exterior spots were still burning brightly even in the early morning gloom, strong and steady and offering the promise of safety…if only you could reach them. 

	Tomlin was peering through their only set of binoculars. He’d found it in one of the MRAP’s supply bins. “Not a big surprise,” he said, “but those are zoms outside the fence. About two hundred, I’m guessing.”

	“All right, Colonel Braverman. Got it.” Adam Lutz, his hair once again perfectly in place despite the stiff Texas desert wind, was talking into his iPad again. No comm rig was necessary now; this was just straight and normal Facetime with the leader of the Sierra Blanca facility.

	He looked up at the team and grinned. “It’s for real this time,” he said. “I promise. Colonel Braverman gave me a tour of this place with his laptop webcam, showed me what he’s doing here, what he’s got inside.” He faced the President and tried to make eye contact, but almost immediately dropped his gaze. Even after three days on the road with him, Adam was still a little awestruck by Trump and the adventure he was part of. “It’s an A-level site, Mr. President,” he said. “It’s only been in operation a few months, but that’s true of all of the Pee-Dicks.”

	“Pee-Dicks?’ Diaz said, still scowling at the churning mass outside the fence a mile below.

	“Perimeter Defense and Interdiction Construction Center,” Lutz said. “‘P-DICC’ for short.”

	Tomlin huffed. “Perfect choice,” he muttered.

	Lutz smirked. “Yeah. Anyway: It’s a good thing. New equipment, a full communications array that’s a hundred percent functional, plenty of food and water – they’re even growing a fair amount inside the perimeter already – and an actual natural spring. That’s actually why Fort Quit— ah, Sierra Blanca was chosen as the regional headquarters to begin with. It’s kind of perfect. And this time I’ve actually seen inside and double-checked. It’s solid, secure, and free of zombies…”

	“Good,” Trump said.

	“…which is also why they won’t let us in.”

	Tomlin signed bitterly and turned to the young aide. “Say again?”

	Lutz looked embarrassed. “The inside of the facility is totally clean. The outside? Not so much. And they've got exactly one dozen weapons with very little ammo left. So—”

	“So they won’t risk coming outside to help us, and accidentally let the bad guys in,” Tomlin said. “I get that. It just means we’re going to have to clear our own path. As usual.” 

	Diaz took off his wraparound sunglasses long enough to rub his tired eyes. “Great,” he said.

	Tomlin had barely torn his eyes away from the binoculars. “The gate is solidly closed. Latched. Might be locked, can’t tell from here, but we can deal with that.”

	“So we drive up to the gate, hold off these things long enough to open that up, and drive right in,” Trump said. “Piece of cake.”

	Dr. Simmons cleared her throat almost delicately. She was barely five-foot-five and narrow-shouldered. Her wide brown eyes had never quite lost the haunted look they had first seen in Atlanta. “You know,” she said, “before our little…road trip…I had never actually held a gun, much less fired one.”

	“Me neither,” Adam said. He couldn’t quite tear his eyes away from the milling mob of zombies a mile distant.

	“That’s why you two are staying in the truck,” Tomlin said. “Doctor, you’re needed to continue research into what…” he waved at the distant threat “…this is all about. And Adam, you’re our strategist and comm guy. We need you.”

	Lutz beamed. It was clear all he had ever really wanted in life was exactly that: to be needed. 

	Then Tomlin turned to the President of the United States. “And I’m sorry, Mr. President—”

	“I’m not staying in the truck,” he said bluntly. “Don’t even ask.”

	Tomlin almost chuckled. “I wasn’t going to. I was going to say I actually feel like shit about it, but I’m going to ask you to join Diaz and me out front.”

	Trump almost smirked as he nodded.

	“We’re supposed to be protecting you,” Diaz said. “That’s our job. But this time it means putting you directly in harm’s way while we get you to safety. It sucks, but—”

	“It is what it is,” Trump said and put his hand on the machete hilt again. “It’s what I want.”

	Tomlin nodded. “Okay then.” He turned back to the MRAP and took a breath. “Let’s get going.”

	

	The sun was coming up as the huge armored vehicle trundled down the highway to the Sierra Blanca PDICC. They were remarkably close to the fence and the zombies that were blocked in before the walkers noticed their existence at all. Meanwhile, Trump and the team were scanning the terrain to see exactly what they were confronting.

	The parking lot was wide and flat, with a few low planters and speed bumps decorating its surface and providing little interference and no cover at all. The guard shack was built directly into the fence; it was tightly shuttered and locked down. No surviving guards or security people in sight. 

	There was a healthy selection of civilian vehicles – sedans and mini-trucks – scattered across the lot. Most of them had been torn open – windows shattered, doors torn away. A few others had unbroken windshields that were coated with a deep red film on the inside, the remains of head-shots or mortal injuries. There was a school bus parked in a special spot off to the left; Trump didn’t want to think about what had happened to its passengers when the outbreak hit Sierra Blanca. And off to the right, fifty yards from the gate, was an oversized white van with satellite dishes on the roof and the CNN logo painted on the side. Obviously they’d come to cover the protests and been caught when the shit hit the fan. The van itself was closed tight, but there was no sign of movement or life inside its foggy windows.

	The chain-link fence itself was very sturdy, thirty feet or more from side to side and mounted on swollen tires that allowed it to be rolled open by electrical motors or manually. If opened to its full width, it would allow the entry of massive construction equipment, eighteen-wheelers…or a horde of flesh-eating monsters. At the moment it was closed, as impenetrable as the rest of the fence. And its latching mechanism…

	“Padlocked,” Tomlin said, using the binoculars one last time. “With a lock as big as my fist.”

	“And that’s a big fist,” Lutz said absently. Trump thought his tone might be a little admiring, too.

	“No worries,” Diaz said. “We have bolt-cutters.”

	Tomlin shrugged. “True. It just means more time to get inside. Gonna make it tougher.”

	Trump checked his weapons and ammunition for the two-hundredth time: a stout but deadly HK MP-7 machine gun in his right hand; his Mossberg M500 shotgun in a shoulder rig, ready when he needed it; his well-loved and trusty Smith and Wesson on his right hip, fully loaded with the safety off. And of course his nicked and blood-stained but newly sharpened machete strapped to his left thigh.

	He was ready to roll.

	Tomlin put the Cougar into a sharp U-turn and planted it directly in front of the gate, the double doors at its back no more than ten feet from the gate. He set the brake, stood up, and turned away from the driver’s seat. He was already fully outfitted himself. “We ready to do this thing?”

	Dr. Simmons swallowed. “Not even a little bit.” 

	He ignored her and moved to the rear door. Trump was to his left, his machine gun at his side. Diaz was to his right, his own MP-7 in one hand and a massive set of bolt-cutters in the other. Lutz and Simmons stayed to the rear, willing but far from ready to close the door after them.

	“On three,” Tomlin said. “One…” He carefully unlatched the doors in front of him. They could all hear the screeching moan of the undead just outside the vehicle. “Two…” Trump let his machine gun fall on its strap, reached over his shoulder, and pulled his shotgun over and up. “THREE!”

	Tomlin kicked the doors open, and before he or the zoms outside could so much as move, Donald Trump fired his shotgun – once, twice – straight into the faces of the undead. 

	The sheer force of the rounds threw the walkers back, opening up a hole in the crowd that had already formed around the vehicle. Tomlin jumped into the empty spot and swept multiple rounds of his machine gun directly into the mass of decaying flesh directly in front of him. The first row fell hard, so he stepped forward and did it again, literally carving a path through the chaos to the latch mechanism of the gate.

	Diaz was right behind him, firing left, firing right, keeping the zoms from flanking them. Trump climbed heavily down from the MRAP – ready and brave, yes, but not young or light on his feet any longer – and emptied the Mossberg into the closest, most threatening creatures.

	Trump knew most of the zoms at this point were once-living protesters or tourists. He’d half-expected them to look the part: latter-day hippies, all tie-dyed and long-haired. In fact, most of them looked like they had been fairly normal middle-class Americans in their former lives: lots of cardigans, bulky-knit sweaters, and baseball caps. And everyone seemed to be wearing glasses. At least that was true for the grown-ups. The child-zombies, the ones that had already worked their way to the front of the mob, were all t-shirts, blue jeans, and head wounds. And they were fast, compared to your basic middle-aged adult zoms. Fast with lots of pointy teeth.

	Kids from the school bus, he thought, as he planted one foot and swung the other one as hard as he could. He connected with two of the mini-zombies and kicked them hard back into the crowd. A beat later he fired the Mossberg again, exploding the heads of three of the adult undead and keeping the crowd back, if only for a heartbeat.

	They were closing in. The MRAP itself made a great barrier behind them, but the zoms were coming in from the left and right, along that ten-foot corridor between the Cougar and the chain-link, and they didn’t show any sign of stopping, slowing, or fading away.

	The Mossberg was empty and Trump was out of ammo. He reversed it in his hands, gripped the still-hot barrel, and swung it like a club at his nearest attacker, taking two-thirds of its head clean off as it came for him. He spun and did it again in the other direction, ramming the Mossberg’s butt into a risen teenaged girl with rat-bites – or dead baby bites – on her cheek. Her neck made a wet snapping sound as he hit it. As she spun back and to the left, she blocked the way of the next zoms for a precious five seconds.

	Diaz was at the gate. He already had the bolt-cutters clamped around the curving shackle of the padlock…but it was thick and hardened against exactly what he was trying to do.

	It was going to take some time to snap that open, Trump knew. And they didn’t have any time.

	He swung the shotgun like a club one last time and then lost it in the grasping crowd of the undead. Enough of that, he told himself and brought up the MP-7 machine gun, pouring fire into the right-hand mob while Tomlin did the same on the left, aiming low to sever their staggering legs first, then high to blow off their heads.

	As long as the ammo—

	That was as far as Trump could get in his thoughts. Then he heard the dry clack as Tomlin’s machine gun ran out of ammunition.

	Diaz cursed as he lunged into crimping the bolt-cutters. They bit halfway through the steel…and stopped.

	Trump knew they had ten seconds. Maybe less.

	He turned and split his fire between left and right, holding them back, making them earn every inch of their relentless advancement. He imagined he could feel his weapon growing lighter as the last of the bullets were fired, and even as he turned one last time and squeezed the trigger into the churning bodies to his right, he heard that same clack from his own weapon as he'd heard from Tomlin's…and he knew. It was almost over.

	He took a step back, no more than five feet from Tomlin doling out head-shots with his handgun and Diaz bellowing at the padlock as he crimped down again and again. This is it, Trump thought. This is the—

	“Hey!” 

	He looked up at the shrill, semi-familiar voice behind him and turned to see Dr. Simmons peering out at them from the half-open doors of the Cougar. “Get down!” she shouted, as loud as she could.

	Trump’s eyes widened in surprise. The petite doctor was hefting a rocket launcher on one shoulder, a sleek and deadly RPG-69, loaded with an anti-personnel incendiary grenade.

	Tomlin saw it, too. He shouted – Trump thought he might have said “NO!” or it might have been “GO!” but it didn’t matter. They both lunged away as she fired into the left-hand mob and the zombies exploded in a ball of flame. They stopped surging forward as they burned. 

	“How the fuck—” Tomlin started to say.

	“I read the manual!” she called back. “I only have one more of the HEI, the incendiaries. What about the ones marked HE? I could—”

	“NO!” he said. The burning zoms were close by, but the other contingent, the ones on their right, had paused as well, cowed by the sight of open flame so near. “No, those are filled with little ball bearings, it’ll kill us all!”

	She goggled at that. “Good to know! Didn’t get that far!”

	“Almost there!” Diaz said, still struggling with the padlock and the bolt cutters. “Swear to God, almost there!”

	“Load up the other one!” Tomlin said, hacking at the closest attackers with his K-Bar. Trump wanted to help but decided to keep the S&W for later – if there was a later – and dropped the empty machine gun so he could pull his machete.

	He spun and chopped a dead twelve-year-old in the throat, dropping him with a single stroke.

	“I’m trying!” Dr. Simmons called. “It’s hard!”

	“Come on, goddamn it,” Diaz yelled, and it took Trump a moment – and a knife-thrust into a soccer mom’s skull – to realize that the Secret Service agent was talking to the lock, not to them. “Come on!”

	Their defense and the grenade had given them a few additional seconds, but no more. The zoms were still coming. Even the burning ones were being replaced by more determined creatures.

	“Braverman can see us!” Lutz called over the doctor’s bowed shoulders. “They’re waiting for us! Right inside!”

	“Wonderful news,” Tomlin said, making it sound like a curse. “If—”

	There was a yet another scream – a new one, human and female, high and cutting. Accompanied by the guttural, bass bellow of two of three other voices, indisputably human and nearby.

	Even as the burning zombies tried to pull themselves together, Trump and Tomlin turned to look at the uninjured wall of zombies to their right…and saw the ones in the front pausing again, confused, and the ones in the back falling away, collapsing, as if caught in an invisible threshing machine.

	Tomlin plunged his K-Bar into the head of two earnest-looking teen zombies in peace-symbol tees – one, two, that fast. Trump kicked another set of mini-zoms back into the mob and hacked at the adults again, even as the crowd of the undead seem to slow…and thin…and finally break apart in an entirely unexpected assault from the rear.

	“GOT IT! GET DOWN!”

	Trump and Tomlin ducked away as Dr. Simmons let loose with the second incendiary grenade on the already injured force to the left. The targeted zombies screamed in a terrible, satisfying way as the fireball fused another dozen of them together, creating a gummy black wall of charred flesh, still standing and groaning but unable to advance: Their legs and literally been melted together. 

	The heat on Trump’s back was so intense he wondered if his own clothes would burst into flame. But his eyes were focused on the almost disappeared crowd in the other direction…and on the quartet of humans that had taken its place.

	There was a tall, slim, muscular woman in a tank top and torn blue jeans in the lead. She had luminous skin, high cheekbones, impossible green eyes, and a nasty cut along one temple. He recognized the face and the brittle, sprayed-in-place hairdo. He’d seen her before, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember her name.

	“You’re a reporter,” he said. “With CNN. You’re—”

	“—fucking amazed you’re not dead in a ditch,” she said. There were three men behind her, dressed in the remains of khaki and denim. A cameraman. A producer. A bystander or a civilian or something else, but all three of them were over six feet tall, covered with weapons, and broad across the chest, ready for hand-to-hand combat. A new breed of warriors.

	They were armed with bladed weapons and truncheons only – nothing that required ammunition. They were slathered with blood and zombie-gore. But they were very much alive and ready to fight. Far behind them, halfway across the parking lot, Trump could see the CNN van with its door yawning open. They had been waiting inside – waiting for a break.

	“We’re from the media,” the blonde said. “And we’re here to help.”

	Trump knew the wall of burning zombies at their back was holding off a new attack, at least for a moment. The mob in front of them had been cut down, and even the ones that were still moving couldn’t stand or advance.

	“’Bout time you people were good for something,” Trump said.

	“GOT IT!” There was a sharp pop! as Diaz drove home the bolt cutters one last time, and the padlock holding the gates to Sierra Blanca finally fell away. 

	“Okay!” Tomlin said, keeping a sharp eye on the charred, churning wall to one side. “Simmons! Lutz! Do what I told you, get ready to back the Cougar right through the gate as soon as—” 

	—but suddenly the blonde reporter was right there, tight against Trump’s back, with a glittering butcher knife against his throat. No one had even seen her move.

	“No way,” she said. “We’re getting out of here.”

	For one moment, Diaz and Tomlin both looked as if they couldn’t understand what she was saying. “But…inside. It’s safe. We’ve been talking to them. They’ve got food and medical supplies. They—”

	“What, in there?” she said, pressing the knife even tighter against Trump’s throat.

	“Let me go, you fu—”

	She tightened her grip even more.

	“Take it easy, Mr. President,” Diaz said. “We got this.” Trump had never heard a man sound more dangerous.

	“I’m not spending Armageddon with those people,” she said. “We’re getting the fuck out of Dodge. We’re taking your truck.”

	“There’s nowhere to go,” Tomlin said, struggling to sound reasonable. “Atlanta’s a loss. DC is just gone. You’ve got a better chance here than—”

	“No way,” she said. “I have plans. Tony? Bert? Sy? Get in there.” She nodded tightly at the rear doors of the MRAP, and Dr. Simmons, almost spontaneously, swung the barrel of the empty rocket launcher to confront them. They skidded to a stop.

	The burning zoms to the right were starting to get themselves together. A few less-injured walkers were literally digging through the smoking corpses of their friends, still eager to kill as quickly as they could.

	Trump made a quick decision. He was good at that.

	“Simmons? Lutz? Get out of there. Let ‘em have it.”

	His people didn’t move nearly fast enough to please him, so Trump snapped it out again at twice the volume, with twice the force. He could feel the sharp knife biting into the underside of his chin, but he didn’t allow himself to think about it. “Get out!” he shouted. “NOW!”

	Simmons dropped the empty rocket launcher and hopped down. Lutz was close behind, climbing out of the MRAP more carefully. The anchorwoman’s henchmen climbed up and disappeared inside in an instant.

	“Believe it or not,” she whispered in Trump’s ear, “I never wanted to hurt you. Even…before. It was just good TV.” 

	She let him go and kicked him away as Simmons and Lutz passed by, thrusting him almost directly into Tomlin’s arms. She took three long steps and virtually threw herself through the double doors of the MRAP. They banged shut behind her.

	“Son of a bitch,” Tomlin said. A zombie, more roasted meat than raw flesh, crashed through the wall of sticky black zombies and threw out its arms, half-falling, half-jumping towards him. He whipped up his sidearm and shot it square in the face. He looked almost happy to do it.

	Diaz lifted up the handle of the gate’s locking mechanism. “Little help here,” he said and hauled on the chain-link. It rolled back with a squeal of protest.

	Lutz and Dr. Simmons fell to and helped him pull it open. Together they made a five-foot gap in the perimeter, just as the MRAP’s huge diesel engine roared to life and the vehicle jumped away from the fence, then jumped again…then sped off. It threw up a plume of desert dust and a spray of gore as it escaped. And a whole new wall of zoms, blocked from view by the truck itself, were suddenly confronting them.

	“Come on!” Diaz said. “Come on, let’s MOVE!” 

	Tomlin shoved the doctor and the Presidential aide through the opening and into the inner yard. He turned to seize Trump by the arm, and the President pulled himself free. “I got this,” he said, still holding his machete in one fist. He bounded forward, though the open gate. Tomlin and Diaz were close behind.

	And so were the zombies. 

	“Close it!” Tomlin shouted and hauled on the gate. The zombies inside the yard were much more widely scattered; in fact, all the noise and gunfire at the chain-link had only attracted the foggy attention of a few walkers that happened to be near the action. But there was a wall of the undead, at least ten bodies deep, trundling slowly but unstoppably across the tarmac, straight towards the gate. Trump could see they would push through in a stinking stampede of dead tissue if the team didn’t get the gate closed and latched. “CLOSE IT!” he shouted.

	All five of them – Diaz, Tomlin, Simmons, Lutz, and Trump himself – dug their fingers into the gate and pulled for all they were worth. The wheels complained loudly, crunching and squelching on human and zombie remains, shuddering as if they were being asked to do the impossible.

	And the zombies came closer. And closer.

	“Little more!” Tomlin shouted. “JUST A LITTLE—”

	The gate mechanism slammed home with a satisfying chunk just as the first of the undead rammed into it, barely inches away. Tomlin and the rest staggered back, gasping for breath, as the biters crowded against the rattling chain-link and screeched for their blood.

	They paused, nearly exhausted, to look at the next and hopefully last battlefield. 

	There was a wide, slightly winding flagstone path set directly into the raw dirt of the construction site – dirt recently overturned and tamped down. A construction shack and other worn outbuildings were off to one side of the path, next to a series of slit trenches meant for construction debris. Just beyond that, closer to the entrance and on the opposite side of the path, huge pieces of complicated and somehow mysterious heavy construction equipment were neatly parked: back hoes, steam shovels, haulers, and a particular huge and impressive mobile crane, two stories tall and four hundred feet long, painted bright yellow. A few hundred feet past that was the relatively modest double doors of the PDICC itself, now clearly barricaded from the inside.

	There were few zoms in view – a dozen, maybe less – and all of them relatively far away. Ten times that many bodies were strewn across the dirt – soldiers, construction workers, and anonymous support staff wearing business suits or hard hats or both. There were weapons scattered everywhere as well, dropped by the security staff or Army personnel, “liberated” from inside the facility but abandoned during the battle they had ultimately lost. 

	All in all, Trump and his team were looking at a hundred-yard walk to safety, nothing more. 

	Tomlin crouched down next to one of the bodies and began to rifle through its pockets, his face hard with suppressed grief, pain, fatigue. It was obviously tough work but it had to be done. Diaz took his cue from his fellow soldier and moved to another body nearby, checking the many pockets of the uniform for ammunition, additional weapons, even bottled water. They found plenty. 

	After five minutes, they reunited at the head of the flagstone path. Trump got two full magazines for his M-7 machine gun and was given a K-Bar of his own to supplement the machete. It felt more like an old-fashioned short sword in his hand, it was that big and heavy. He liked it. Meanwhile, the screeching and yowling of the zombies beyond the fence, just a few feet away, faded from Trump’s awareness. It was like background noise he’d been hearing all his life.

	“All right,” Tomlin said, taking the lead. “Four points around the President. Sir, you’re in the middle. We’ll take this slow and steady and—”

	—he pulled his K-Bar, spun in place, and planted the blade six inches deep in the forehead of an ex-female walker who had wandered too close. It looked like she’d been an executive secretary just a few days earlier.

	“—and we’ll get ourselves out of this. Finally.”

	They started to move as a single unit, one step at a time, towards the door to the refuge. They passed a construction shack on the left. Trump noticed the morning sun glinting off its corrugated tin roof; he felt the light touch of the desert breeze, still cool so early in the morning. It was almost a nice day here in the desert of West Texas, and he knew how crazy it was to even think that. 

	There was a dumpster next to the shack, and though they all heard something thrashing madly inside the metal box, no one approached it to look inside. If it can’t get out, it can’t kill us, Trump thought. That's a good thing.

	“Yeah,” Lutz said into his iPad as they walked. He had a white bud plugged into his prominent ear. “Yeah, that’s us.” He paused and cleared his throat. “Yeah, just five of us. What can I say, it’s been a long trip.”

	Diaz glanced at the President and shrugged. Guys like Lutz, he seemed to say, will always be guys like Lutz. 

	They were a quarter of the way home, coming up on the slit trenches and the construction equipment. Almost home, Trump told himself. Just a few minutes now…

	“What do you mean, to the left?” Lutz said to his invisible friends. “Your left or my—. Oh, shit!”

	To their left, off to the south, a roiling mass of the undead welled up out of the first of the slit trenches – a wave of screaming hunger and teeth, less than fifty feet away.

	“Lying in fucking wait!” Trump said and turned to face the attack. 

	The zoms were so close together they presented as a single wall of death. Their screams and smell preceded them, and the stench alone was enough to knock Trump back a step. Three days rotting in the desert sun, piled into trash pits waiting for…something, for food or enemies or just random movement and sound…had turned them all sticky and gray and stringy.

	Trump, Diaz, and Tomlin opened fire on the approaching wall of zoms simultaneously. The first wave fell like sacks of meat; the second wave fell over them in a classic display of zombie clumsiness; a second round of machine gun fire brought down Wave Number Three, which tumbled forward and drove Wave Number Two into the ground – or rather, into the bodies of Wave Number One. “Zombie sandwich,” Trump muttered…

	…but that barely slowed the approach. Trump spared half a second to wonder just how many walkers had packed themselves into the first of those three slit trenches, and what had roused them enough to come into the light. Was it simply the smell of human flesh? Was the smell of five people enough to stimulate a horde of a hundred or more walkers? This wasn’t going to be the zombie version of the loaves and the fishes, after all.

	All five of them were driven to the right, off the flagstone path, away from the wall of walkers and towards the construction equipment. Trump glanced towards the PDICC; they were still a good fifty yards from the front door, and even though he could glimpse movement inside the building, it was clear there was no rescue party on the way. He actually couldn’t blame them. Why risk your safety in the face of this?

	He popped out the empty magazine and inserted the last load he'd been given. He saw Tomlin and Diaz doing the same thing, almost in unison, and he knew they were the last rounds his fellow team members had as well. Adam Lutz and Dr. Simmons were even worse off; they had nothing but their edged weapons to defend themselves. They fled from the advancing zombie-wall as fast as they could manage, looking wildly for refuge among the haulers, trucks, and steam shovels.

	And the zombies kept coming.

	Trump took another step away from the mob and his shoulder blades bumped against something hard and unyielding. He risked a quick look behind and saw that he and Diaz were backed up against the tread of a huge excavator, a massive piece of construction equipment with treads like a tank and a giant shovel on the edge of a giant arm. The mechanical monster was almost twice as tall as a grown man, with the driver's cab at the very top. 

	Tomlin was with the others, twenty feet closer to the entrance; the two civilians were almost hiding behind the Special Ops soldier. He was herding them into the bed of a hauler, far enough off the ground that it might, just might be too high for the zombies to climb.

	The leading edge of the next wave had reached them. The last of Trump’s M-7 ammunition was gone. He dropped his empty machine gun, pulled out his machete, and started chopping.

	There were still six bullets left in his Smith and Wesson .38. That could take care of up to five zombies and still leave a final round for Trump himself. He had no intention of going down, but if it came to that, there was no way he was going to let himself be turned into one of those things. He deserved better. So did America.

	He swung the machete at the two nearest zoms and they fell immediately, almost eagerly, under the blade. Days of baking in the desert sun had turned them strangely soft as well as stringy; it didn't take much to sever a head or collapse a skull and turn them into a barrier instead of a threat. But there were so many of them. Another swing – forehand, reverse, then backhand – and a lunge-chop-chop by Diaz, right next to him – and they both had a moment to breathe…but only a moment. 

	“Come on,” Diaz said. “This way.” He took advantage of the tiny break in the confusion, as the biters struggled to climb over their fallen comrades, to turn and do some climbing himself: up on top of the excavator’s huge treads, up towards its cab. Once he had his feet under him, he turned and reached a hand down to the President. “Take it!” he said. “Hurry!”

	Trump didn’t hesitate. He locked hands with the agent and jumped as Diaz pulled. In a dizzying instant, he was up on the treads; a second later and he was being pulled inside the cab of the construction vehicle, eight feet above the rioting dead. He looked over and down and found Tomlin, Lutz, and Dr. Simmons had made it safely to the flatbed of the hauler. A sea of zombies was all around them, grasping at the edges of the truck, reaching up to seize them by the foot, the ankle, anything.

	“This shit has to end,” Diaz said. He began to flip switches and move levers on the excavator’s dashboard with a strange familiarity.

	Trump was surprised. “You know how to drive this thing?”

	Diaz gave him a sidelong look. “Yeah. I worked construction back in college. A family thing.” He continued to check gauges and meters.

	“Ah,” Trump said. “Should’ve guessed. With your background. I mean with a name like—”

	“Please, Mr. President. Please. Stop.”

	He punched a big red button with one manicured thumb and the Komatsu PC300 Excavator roared to life. “Not a lot of fuel,” he said, “but fuck it: You only live once.”

	Diaz shoved the vehicle into gear and plowed straight into the mass of zombies. The huge shovel came down hard and smashed a dozen of the undead into stinking paste as the treads turned and ground another dozen beneath its three-ton chassis. 

	“That’ll work!” Trump shouted, and Diaz couldn’t keep himself from whooping as he turned the Excavator to the right and began to carve a perfectly straight path through the zombie-choked yard to the PDICC entrance. The popping, crunching, splooshing sound of the zoms being crushed under them was almost as loud as the shrieking hiss of the creatures themselves.

	Tomlin, on the hauler with Lutz and the doctor, saw the opportunity in front of him. “Run!” he shouted to the civilians. “Jump down, run for the door!” 

	Trump, looking down at them from the cab of the vehicle, had to admire their courage. They were untrained and inexperienced, with no real exposure to the chaos around them…but they weren’t cowards. They’d proven that a hundred times over already. Now, without hesitation, they did as Tomlin told them: They jumped out of the hauler, onto the raw dirt of the construction yard, and ran flat-out for the doors to the facility, as fast as they could go…

	…and right into the approaching wall of a second wave of zombies that rushed out of the second slit trench, twenty feet to their left.

	“Shit!” Diaz and Trump said together, as a new mass of zoms surged into view, as large and unyielding as the first. Diaz veered the excavator towards the mob, bringing the shovel down again and again, but there were just too many of them. The walkers swarmed around them like giant, slow-motion army ants. Trump remembered seeing something like this in one of those zombie movies – it seemed like a thousand years ago – but this was slower, stronger, and in many ways far worse. After all, this was real. 

	Tomlin was no more than ten paces behind them, but it was too far. He hacked and stabbed at the biters that surged forward and backed them up, held them off, but he couldn't make any headway. The aide and the doctor were alone, running off to one side, away from the zombies and off the flagstone path, trying to circle around the new wave of attackers and still reach the refuge.

	They were too slow, and the zoms were too fast. Trump could see it plainly: They weren't going to make it.

	“Pick up Tomlin!” he shouted over the rising, grinding yowl of the undead. Diaz pulled the wheel to the right, moving through the mob towards the Special Ops soldier, who was far closer to them than Lutz and Simmons. As he steered, Diaz shoved on a lever to his right, and the excavator’s shovel came up again and hung right in front of them. This time it was filled with zombies, arms and legs churning, body parts and gore dripping off as it rose. 

	“Good!” Trump said. He saw that the shovel had cleared a patch right next to Lutz and Simmons, even as the excavator itself was turning towards Tomlin. “I’ll hold them off!”

	“No, Mr. President!” Diaz shouted as he continued to steer. “NO!” He didn’t dare take his hands off the wheel; there was nothing he could do when Trump popped open the door to the cab and jumped – longer and farther than he thought he could – over the heads of the zombies and into the cleared space right next to Lutz and Simmons. 

	All he had was his machete and his .38. He hoped that was all he would need.

	Last stand, Trump thought as he put himself between the zombie onslaught and the two civilians. The double door to the PIDCC was less than ten yards beyond them. “Run!” he said. “Go, now!”

	He slashed at the first two zoms that came near. They fell and he pivoted to the right, raised the blade and sliced another zom straight down the middle with an audible pop. A downward drag, a backwards step, and he pulled the machete free, even as he reached across his body, pulled out the Smith and Wesson and fired a single shot dead into the left eye of a lanky, long-haired zom formerly in his thirties. 

	Lutz and Dr. Simmons reached the porch directly outside the entrance. The cheerful blue door suddenly opened wide, and four sets of hand seized them by the shoulders and wrists and jerked them inside, into the dark. They had barely cleared the frame before the door slammed shut again; the sound of the barricades falling back into place was loud enough for Trump to hear, even as the killing continued.

	He was falling into a hideous rhythm. Slash and cut. Turn fire, cut and slash. Again. Again. Some distant part of his brain kept count, and when he reached five shots he put the .38 back in its holster and pulled out the K-Bar. Its blade glittered wickedly in the morning sun. 

	They would get closer now, even more dangerous, but he wouldn't stop.

	He wouldn't stop.

	He wouldn't stop.

	Diaz' excavagtor reached Tomlin, who was waging a desperate hand-to-hand war of his own. Diaz pulled the release lever in the cab, then shoved it forward with vicious satisfaction and dropped the shovelful of zombies with a bang, right next to Tomlin. The flesh-and-ichor explosion of its impact released a whole new level of chaos – enough for Tomlin to slash and leap his way onto the side of the massive construction vehicle, then into the cab. 

	He didn’t even bother to thank his fellow soldier. He just swept an arm towards the President, spraying blood and gore as he gestured. “Help him!” Tomlin bellowed. “HELP HIM!”

	They were ten yards away, and an ocean of the undead churned between them.

	Trump knew he couldn’t keep it up much longer. Knife to the head, machete to the throat, two more and three more…but he was getting tired. They were getting closer. Even though he was backing towards the entrance to Sierra Blanca, it was still a long way away, and the excavator was no closer.

	Then, for some insane reason, the wall of oncoming zombies seemed to slow…almost pause. He was suddenly, if only for a moment, in a circle of trampled dirt, surrounded on all sides by the walkers…

	…and then a monster pushed through the wall of flesh and confronted him.

	He had probably been a construction worker in life. Six-foot-three or -four, built like a linebacker. But the zombie…thing, the virus or the curse or whatever it was, had actually made him even bigger and stronger. He was a monster now, taller than any human alive, covered in rotting gray-green flesh that was decorated with dripping sores. His teeth seemed to have multiplied in his head, and when his cracked and bloody lips pulled back they all seemed to be sharp as spikes and impossibly close together. His tongue, pustular and rotting, looked like a separate living thing, a hell-borne snake thrashing in the monster's mouth.

	It confronted Trump. It leaned forward, ratcheted its jaw wide open and yowled at him. Death, it was calling. Death.

	Trump stood tall. He straightened his shoulders. Never stop, he told himself again. Never give up. He lifted the machete high, held it over his shoulder for one long, glorious moment, then swept it forward with all his might, with every ounce of rage and anger and defiance he could muster—

	—and eight inches before it hit home, the creature’s right temple exploded outwards, the back of its head dissolved in a mist of blood, and the giant zom fell straight down – straight down, onto its knees, then onto its chest, then stopped moving entirely, well and truly dead a second, final time.

	The zoms and Trump alike just gaped at the corpse.

	What the hell? he thought. He heard a distinctive click, turned for an instant, and saw a broad-shouldered man in a Pendleton shirt standing in an open window of the massive structure behind him, right next to the PDICC entrance. He was holding a sniper rifle, and a wisp of smoke was drifting from its muzzle.

	The man nodded, then faded into the darkness of the building's interior.

	Trump turned back to the mob, expecting them to overwhelm him in an instant…but the excavator was there instead, careening past him, mere inches away, crushing the undead under its treads as it passed. The zoms that escaped or avoided it were still coming – but one, then another, then another fell from single, deadly head shots. Trump turned again, ready to move now, and sprinted the final few feet to the Construction Center's front door. He saw more living humans with more guns in more windows, carefully – almost surgically – firing on the walkers, holding them back until the door opened barely wide enough to let him in.

	He vaulted into the darkness. Into safety.

	Trump found himself in a wide, well-lit lobby, illuminated by the steady glow of electric light – an effect he had taken for granted his whole life that seemed like a bloody miracle now.

	Lutz and Dr. Simmons were off to one side. Trump started to speak to them but heard the door behind him shriek open once again. He turned just in time to see Diaz and Tomlin rush in. The bang and slam of the door and the barricade were like thunder in the crowded room.

	That first man he had seen – the big, broad-shouldered fellow in the Pendleton shirt, his smoking sniper rifle still held loosely in one hand – was standing in front of him, at the head of a group of very serious, very intent people of all ages and sizes. He had a lantern jaw, salt and pepper hair cut high and tight, and a nose that looked like a ski jump.

	“My name is Braverman,” he said. “Hal Braverman.” The guy Lutz has been talking to, Trump thought. Good. It was all true.

	Braverman straightened his shoulders and brought his rifle up into parade rest. A veteran, Trump realized. You can tell. “Mr. President?” he said, and there was unexpected emotion in his voice. “The Wall is yours.” 

	Trump straightened up himself, and all the pain and fatigue fell away, if only for a moment. He gave the man a grim smile. 

	“You’re damn right it is,” he said.
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