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    Hidden in shadow, back pressed against an age-stained cinderblock wall, Peter Lewis thumbed shells into a shotgun. A weighty bulletproof vest hung from his shoulders under a singed and bloodstained shirt. Breathing heavily, doing his best to distract himself from the fight to come, he glanced at the floor and whispered, “How you doing, partner?”


    The rat near his feet—practically a household pet now, with all the creatures of hell roaming the earth—stopped rooting through the trash to look up at him. Skinny and scabby, it twitched its nose and whiskers and blinked its pus-yellow eyes. It said nothing in reply.


    The abandoned factory brightened. Both Peter and the rat cut a glance toward the ceiling. Three stories above, on the other side of a row of shattered skylights, a white wedge of moon shone through the clouds. The rat quickly lost interest and returned its attention to the garbage-strewn floor. Peter watched the night sky for a few seconds longer and thought how, in vastly different circumstances, this could have been a fun evening out with the dark-haired accounting student he’d recently met. An abandoned factory under a bright moon could be an interesting, possibly romantic, place. She could pretend to be afraid of his friend, the yellow-eyed rat, and he could pretend to protect her. Then they’d go to a wine bar and have a good laugh.


    He sighed. Chances of seeing her again were slim. Currently, a soldier’s life span was measured in days. If he somehow managed to live through the next two minutes, the Smart People in the War Department would only redeploy him; they wouldn’t retire a living, breathing person with combat experience. Not when they were suffering an extreme shortage of new recruits, a problem currently being addressed, although Peter saw no supporting evidence. Of his unit, he was all that remained. Hell-spawn had slaughtered every other person, one by one. Their screams would never leave his ears, assuming he made it out of the factory alive. The rat was his only remaining friend.


    “You better watch out,” Peter told the rat. “The big bastard around the corner will fry you, if I don’t shoot him first.”


    Perhaps the rat didn’t appreciate the suggestion because it shambled away without looking back. Peter watched it go for longer than necessary. He was delaying the inevitable, and he knew it. The horror lurking between him and freedom was not a hunter. As long as he waited, it would wait longer.


    He swiped his hands dry on the remains of his shirt and racked the Remington’s pump, chambering a shell. The time to attack had come.


    With nerves sparking and twitching like a downed power-line, he broke cover and sprinted toward a stack of wooden pallets. Broken glass crunched under his feet, dust puffing with every step. He had the insane urge to stop and sneeze. In the periphery of his vision, he saw a jumble of rusting forty-five gallon drums, toxic green fluid leaking out and puddling on the floor beneath them. Behind the drums, shipping containers were stacked randomly on top of each other, paint peeling off in flakes as big as handbills. Fear filled his chest like ice water. He forced himself to ignore it. It didn’t matter what, if anything, was hiding in the containers. For now, his only concern was the—


    A creature twice the height of a man, covered in scales and oozing sores, bounded out from behind the pallets. With an enraged roar that filled the factory, it opened its maw.


    Peter squeezed the trigger without breaking stride.


    His hasty shot hit the Hellion and a spray of blood and gore flew from its chest. It stumbled, bellowing in pain. A long, thick tail whipped left and right, snapping the air, and the monster regained its balance. Glowing crimson eyes brightened. Despite the dripping wound, it inhaled, and its massive chest expanded. It belched a red orb of fire from its mouth. The flaming meteor sped toward Peter in an impossibly fast blur. At the last instant, he sidestepped. Sizzling with heat, the fire ball flew over his shoulder, leaving the stomach-turning stench of burnt hair in its wake.


    Once again, the Hellion inhaled, and its eyes brightened. It flexed its arms, and curved claws clacked together like old bones. Its mouth opened. As Peter surged toward it, the scaly bulk filled the lens of the shotgun’s red-dot sight. Peter squeezed the trigger once, and as fast as he could work the shotgun’s pump, he fired again. Chunks of flesh the color of decomposing foliage filled the air. The Hellion rolled its head from side to side, spraying gobs of hot saliva in a frothy white arc. With a howl of mortal agony, it crashed dead on the floor.


    Momentum carried Peter forward into a pool of the creature’s blood, dark and slick as oil. His feet went out from under him and he landed on his back with a heavy, explosive grunt, just as a fusillade of gunfire split the air—he had ignored the shipping containers for one second too long. Bullets slammed into him with dull, wet whumps. Bright red blood spattered the wooden pallets. His vision misted pink. Gasping heavily, he rolled sideways behind the pallets, insignificant protection but enough to buy a precious heartbeat. Small shards of broken glass slashed him in a dozen different places. Sluggishly, he forced himself to a knee. He raised the shotgun. Pain and blood loss prevented him from holding it steady and the barrel drew Michelin-sized circles in the air in front of him.


    Three Imps lurched toward him, emaciated skeletons wearing scraps of clothing clinging to bones stained black from the grave. They fired handguns as they approached, less lethal than a Hellion’s ball of fire, but, in his weakened state, Peter doubted he had the speed and reactions to take down all three before they killed him.


    Bullets shredded the air. Splinters of wood flew. Chips of cinderblock peppered his back and arms. The colossal sound of gunfire was as intense as a physical assault. Panic narrowed his vision. The trio of Imps tottered past the forty-five gallon drums, moving inexorably toward him.


    The drums!


    He pointed the shotgun in the general direction of the leaking drums and pulled the trigger. They exploded, vaporizing the Imps in an oily cloud of red fire. The concussion pressed forcibly on Peter’s eardrums like two giant thumbs. Panting heavily, with the harsh taste of burnt chemicals catching in the back of his throat, he pushed himself to his feet. With the butt of the shotgun pressed firmly into his shoulder, eyes running down the length of the barrel, he did a shaky three-sixty, clearing his surroundings.


    Nothing.


    For now, at least, he was safe.


    Peter reached out and tapped the F5 key on the computer’s keyboard, saving his progress.


    He flopped backward in his chair. His shoulders slumped and his arms dropped to his sides. He squinted at the clock above the computer desk. With surprise, he saw it was two-forty AM. He rolled both hands in tight circles, then wiped them down his face. He’d played 9 Circles for almost three straight hours. Not surprisingly, after that long mashing the keyboard and working the computer’s mouse, his wrists ached. He removed his Blue Jays cap and scratched his sweaty scalp, marveling at the game’s realism. Yawning, he tabbed the Escape key on the keyboard. A message popped up on the computer screen: “Soldiers don’t quit when it gets tough. Are you a soldier?” Peter grinned with exhausted effort. The programmers had a sense of humor. He slowly rubbed the back of his neck, ruffling his short black hair, then turned the computer off. It was way past bedtime.


    In the bedroom, Peter’s heart gave a little jump of pleasure. His girlfriend had left the bedside lamp on for him. Maria was buried under an avalanche of mismatched blankets, all pulled up high and bundled under her chin in a tight knot. All he could see was her face. An unruly tangle of black hair fanned across the pillow. Peter saw beauty when he looked at her. If pressed, he would have said her hair elevated her to that pedestal. She seemed to spend a great deal of time plucking, shaving, trimming, waxing, and loudly wishing she had the fine blonde hair of a corn-fed Nebraskan girl. When she went on like that, Peter told her, always with alarm shading his voice, to “Stop talking crazy.”


    He knelt beside the futon they shared and gently peeled the covers back, doing his best to slip beneath them without disturbing her. Under the covers, he wriggled close, reveling in the warmth of her body. She mumbled something incomprehensible, reached out with her foot and stroked the back of his leg with her toes, then she was gone again. He clicked off the lamp, wondering how many times that evening he told himself, “I’ll quit as soon as I make it around this corner.” As he plummeted toward sleep, he promised himself to hit the gym and go for a run in the morning; something to compensate for all the sedentary hours in front of the computer.


    9 Circles was one addictive computer game.


    *


    The futon mattress compressed, stirring Peter from a restive sleep. From a long way off, a voice called, “Time to wake up.”


    He didn’t move. He wasn’t sure he could—his body ached. His head ached. His mouth and throat were as dry as cracked concrete. He couldn’t remember ever feeling this trampled, not sick but rather, like he’d been trapped in the middle of a mob with nowhere to go when it transitioned from angry to violent.


    “Come on.” Maria spoke gently but insistently.


    “What time is it?” he mumbled.


    She kissed the edge of his ear. “Same time it is every morning when the alarm goes off.”


    So, seven AM. Not even five full hours since he’d gone to bed, which wasn’t enough sleep. “Oh man, am I tired.”


    “What time did you come to bed?”


    Peter flashed a sheepish grin. “Almost three.”


    “No wonder. Are you awake now?”


    He opened sleepy eyes. She wore a filmy scrap of silk she generously labeled “panties,” a towel in which she’d
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