
        
            
                
            
        

      
   

A world fallen – under a plague of 7 billion walking dead
 A tiny island nation – the last refuge of the living
 One team – of the world’s most elite special operators

The dead, these heroes, humanity’s last hope, all have…
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Notes from the Authors

Michael
 This is the ARISEN book that nearly beat me. Like all well structured stories, this epic project had a “dark night of the soul” – followed by an “all is lost” moment. And in that moment, I genuinely thought this book was too big, too hard, too complex, too daunting – and that my powers to make it happen were inadequate to the job. I’d seriously lost faith that I could make this story work – every chapter I’d written looked horrifying, and every new one I had yet to write looked impossible. I told Glynn I thought I was going to have to put the whole thing aside, and work on something else for a while, just to try to clear my head. He wondered aloud if we might be zombied out – and perhaps should wind up the series more quickly than we’d intended. For my part, I seriously wondered if we’d simply built a story both too intricate and too sprawling to manage anymore. 

 But, somehow, over the next twenty-four hours, instead of walking away from it… I made a decision. I decided that ARISEN was (by far) the best story we had to tell; and, much more importantly, I decided I was going to write this book if I had to do it five words at a time – i.e. even if the magic never came back, and the whole thing remained a complete soul-crushing struggle, fought inch by inch. But, somehow, as soon as I had made that commitment… the magic came back. All those myriad interlocking plot elements started to slot into place… the story problems all became tractable – or even started to look like opportunities… and the writing became fun and thrilling again. (Okay, there were actually about 100 subsequent occasions when it got hard as hell again, and completing the climax made me physically ill and wretchedly exhausted, but that’s not important – the main thing is it never again seemed fatally impossible.) 

 In retrospect, I think it was necessary that I pass through this crucible-type stage of the writer’s journey. But to get there, I had to embrace, in my weak and tiny way, the one quality that all special operators have burnt into their souls: RESOLVE. I had to be committed to achieving the mission – no matter what I had to do, no matter what it cost me. Or, as perfectly described by former Navy SEAL and sniper instructor Brandon Webb as the only answer to adversity: “Tough. Deal with it. Adapt and overcome.” With those last three words, you almost can’t lose at life. 

 There’s no question in my mind that each of these books has been harder to write than the last. But I’m equally sure that each one has turned out bigger, better, and more thrilling than those that came before. Long may it last. Thanks for sharing the adventure with us. Viva ARISEN. 
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 “But I will kindle a fire in the wall of Rabbah, and it shall devour the palaces thereof, with shouting in the day of battle, with a tempest in the day of the whirlwind.” 
 – Amos 1:14 
 “And the Egyptians were urgent upon the people, that they might send them out of the land in haste; for they said, We be all dead men.” 
 – Exodus, 12.33 





 Like A Bad Dream 
 Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick gripped his pistol in one increasingly bloodless hand, while he did a magazine count by touch with the other. There still weren’t any more than he’d started out with. And the ones there were didn’t look like lasting, not in any kind of extended engagement. 
 He couldn’t even remember what had happened to his primary weapon. 
 And then – movement, just a dark shadow-blur, sliding laterally between the trees, maybe a hundred yards out and to the left. He could hardly make it out, except for the fact that it wasn’t human. Something about the way it moved; there could be no mistaking it for a living thing. Even those few frames of smudged outline made that chillingly obvious. 
 As Fick squinted into the jumbled, menacing forest, trying to piece together what the hell had happened, and work out where exactly the ever-living fuck everyone was… he clocked more movement, this time at his three o’clock. But by the time he swung his head and pistol in that direction, it had gone again. It remained only as a few pale pixels painted on his peripheral vision, a lighter gray on the dark gray-green of the forest. 
 The sun was up there somewhere – but a long way off, and on the other side of a hell of a lot of thick forest canopy. 
 Fick pressed his sweat-drenched back up against the base of the thick white-oak tree he had leapt to as the closest decent cover. Then, drawing and exhaling three quick, sharp breaths, he popped his head and gunsight around the edge, and tried to generate some kind of situational or tactical awareness. 
 The very first thing he saw settled his fraying nerves a great deal: it was Brady, thirty meters from his position, and doing the exact same thing – poking his head and weapon around from behind a tree. They locked eyes across the dimness of the forest. And then Brady flashed that enormous smile of his, the one that always seemed to say: Isn’t this shit just hilarious? Fick nearly smiled in response. 
 Now at least he knew where one of his people was. 
 Nobody had fired yet, thank fuck – the expanse of heavily forested glen, all of it in a slight depression, remained silent as the tomb. Or, wait – was that actually just his hearing all messed up? He didn’t dare make any noise to test his theory. But as Fick withdrew back behind his tree, head on a swivel, breath still shallow and ragged, a rising and falling noise began to grow in volume, like a purring, or growling, but crescendoing indistinctly around him. 
 Getting his weight up over his feet, holding his weapon ahead of him one-handed in an unfashionably old-style grip, Fick sidestepped out a few feet from cover, bending at the waist and craning his neck to try to spot the source of the noise. And there it was: one of the big radial engines of the B-17, stuck way up in the goddamned V of a tree – its propeller still spinning, but in some wacky parabolic arc. Fick couldn’t imagine how a disembodied engine could be growing louder, so that probably meant his hearing was still coming back. As he stared at the hypnotic wobble, the propeller validated his theory by coming loose from its mooring with a ferocious bang – and then whanging its way violently and terribly through the dim air. 
 Fick’s neck whiplashed like an umpire at Wimbledon as the 12-foot-long, 400-pound, three-bladed propeller buried itself in the exact tree Brady was sheltering behind. Brady launched himself away from there like an electric cat, looking profoundly freaked out – but his posture also poised and ready for anything. The two free blades of the propeller continued to wave and sing for a good five seconds after impact. 
 Like some fucked-up giant tuning fork. 
 As Fick stood transfixed, Brady swivelled his head, saw Fick, and smiled again. This time, the smile said: Jesus Christ, was THAT close! Brady’s movie-star features were very expressive, and Fick had gotten good at reading his expressions. Everyone who served long together tended to develop high-bandwidth nonverbal comms. 
 A voice called out behind him now, and Fick began to turn away – but as he did so, a dark shape, or maybe two of them, rocketed out of the forest, tackled Brady where he stood, still smiling and shaking his head, and carried him out of sight. Fick heard the Marine grunt once, but after that – silence. He crouched down and coiled his muscles to sprint to his aid… 
 But then stopped dead, seemingly paralyzed. Somehow he couldn’t make his legs uncoil. At first Fick had the insane thought that it was fear. That somehow he was so terrified by whatever had gotten Brady that he couldn’t move. And there was fear there, sure, plenty of it; but when he looked down he also saw his right leg looked like it had been dipped in blood. He had some terrible gash in his right quadricep – so deep it had severed any nerves that might have told him of the injury. The slash also extended to his left leg, where it became a shallower, less serious wound. 
 Fick’s hand moved to his blowout kit for a bandage – but then he heard thrashing from the vicinity where Brady had gone down, and instead he took off at a lopsided gallop. The injury could wait, and his Marine in contact couldn’t. 
 He flicked the safety off his pistol and hauled the hammer back as he ran, then depressed the barrel toward the ground, and finally rounded a last tree… and there was nothing. No, not nothing – the leaves on the ground were scattered or crushed, and dark blood stained the forest floor in an uneven pattern. But no Brady. Fick looked up, trying to peer into the thick crush of hardwoods that stretched out beyond vision. 
 There was just nothing. 

What in the fucking name of everything holy was that? he thought, swivelling jerkily left, then right, gun held stiffly forward one-handed. They didn’t… take you. They never TOOK you.

 This couldn’t be happening. 
 He gave his head one violent shake, willing it to tell him something different. He had to find his people. And he seriously had to get his shit together. 
 More noise behind him. Fick followed it along what turned into a trail of aircraft wreckage, strewn across the forest floor. There were twisted and torn aluminum panels and struts, great shredded swaths of fiberglass insulation, and obscure engine parts slick with clear fuel, black oil, or red hydraulic fluid. Fick picked his way through the detritus carefully, like an intruder, pistol held forward at just below horizontal. 

Jesus Christ, he thought to himself. All those death-defying miracles we pulled off to secure that goddamned airfield, and protect this plane. And now it’s all come to this… He was gripped with overwhelming sorrow and regret, despite his long training not to indulge such emotions. 
 Whatever noise he had first heard continued to draw him on. He found himself trying very hard to think about anything but what it actually was. That fact alone meant it couldn’t be good. 
 Movement, another blur to his right – he spun and snap-fired, two rounds in a quarter-second double-tap. He thought he saw his target go down. The two heavy reports echoed, scattering dozens or maybe hundreds of birds from the canopy of trees overhead, but then quickly faded out, absorbed by all the wood and foliage. 
 Fick stayed where he was for a second, just trying to control his breathing. 
 Movement to his left this time. He spun in the other direction, tightening his trigger finger – but then eased off. It had disappeared as quickly as he saw it – but that one was simply too big to be a Zulu. There was only thing it could be… and that was Predator. That huge, fearsome, hobbling ex-Delta son of a bitch. 
 So Alpha, or some of it, was still out there, somewhere. Moving. Still alive. 
 Fick wanted to call out. But somehow he couldn’t make his vocal cords engage. 
 Instead he prodded his flesh, which was chilled now from the thorough coating of cold sweat, into movement again. Down along the wreckage trail he went, still following the chilling sounds coming from the end of it. Soon he came in sight of… the entire tail section of the bomber, including the tail-gunner turret. Fick couldn’t immediately see inside of it. He stepped around some more jumbled crash debris, over a tree that had been snapped off at its base, and through a thick covering of ground foliage. 
 Now he saw the glass of the turret had been thoroughly spider-webbed, making it opaque. He continued to circle around, finally reaching the point where the tail section had been torn off the mighty B-17 Flying Fortress like a plastic model broken apart by a toddler. 
 Pulling aside a heavy interior panel, Fick pushed his way inside the turret. 
 And there he was. Reyes. 
 If he’d been badly wounded before, he was a goddamned mess now. His right hand held his side arm. But his left was curled around his midsection – keeping his intestines from spilling out into his lap. Blood and viscera coated his lower half, as well as much of the interior of the turret. Fick’s face fell as he instantly assessed that this wasn’t a survivable injury. Reyes gave him a weak smile, somehow overcoming for a moment what must have been soul-scraping pain. Not to mention fear. The hard-ass Angeleno was staring down the barrel of a one-way journey to the other side. 
 As the smile drained from his face, Reyes reached out to point his pistol at Fick, who edged away, brow lowering in alarm. But Reyes was only showing him the inside of his right forearm. A big chunk of it was missing. There could be no doubt it had been bitten out. The tooth marks were obvious. 
 “Jesus, Reyes,” Fick muttered. “How?” 
 Reyes just blinked twice, slowly, his breathing shallow and fluttery. “No idea, Gunny. It was there when I woke up.” 
 Fick swallowed something huge and heavy in his throat, as it instantly became obvious what had to be done. Hell, there were two reasons, either sufficient, for taking care of Reyes, for not leaving him like this. The first was that he was dying. The second was that he wasn’t going to die, not properly. As Fick hesitated, a shriek erupted behind him and he spun, pistol already tracking and triggering off a half-dozen rapid-fire rounds. But his target was gone before he could tell if he’d hit it. 
 It had flashed by perhaps twenty meters away – but also a full five meters off the fucking ground. 
 Now Fick blinked twice himself, hard. 

Foxtrots – but flying? Flying fucking Foxtrots?! What the hell? They jump real high, but they don’t fly – it ain’t possible… This is a like a bad fucking dream.

 As Fick finally dared to turn his back to the forest, as well as to face his mortally wounded Marine, he heard a new voice. And it sounded like it was in his head. I’m really losing it, he thought – but then realized it was only his radio. Christ, he’d forgotten about his radio. He should have already contacted Alpha and linked in with them, never mind with his own team. He reached up to touch his earpiece, and then the boxy radio in the long pouch on his vest. He twiddled the volume knob up, and started to speak, when the voice came again. 

“Fick, it’s Chesney. Come in, Gunny. Gunny, I need extraction. I need help…”

 Fear gripped the voice, but it was still recognizable. He knew it: the Kid was alive. “Chesney, Fick, just calm down. We’re gonna get you out of th—” 
 But then the radio channel blasted with static, and a different voice cut in. 

“Break, break! JFK CIC to Mortem Two, how copy?”

 Holy shit. The voice was faint and staticky, but it was audible – and it sounded like Commander Drake himself. Fick could only figure they must have crashed in some kind of radio reflection zone. Contraction of the troposphere, maybe, something… Then Drake’s voice said something he couldn’t make out. Fick pressed his fingers to his earpiece and squinted off intently into the thicket of trees that surrounded them. “CIC, this is Mortem Two! Say again, you’re coming in broken and distorted. Repeat your last!” 
 A burst of static, then something else. Fick pressed the earpiece harder, squinting even more intently off in concentration. “CIC, Mortem Two. REPEAT ALL AFTER ‘ESCAPE’!” 
 Fick was desperate now to make out the transmission, to figure out what was happening, to gain some kind of control over his situation. But in doing so, he was getting badly distracted, and he knew it – his situational awareness flagging more with every second, his vision gone long and out of focus. And that’s when it landed on him, its half-rotted face right in his, centimeters away, jagged teeth snapping, mucus and gunk flecking on to him. 
 Fick grabbed it by the hair on the back of its head, hauling for all he was worth to keep it off him – but he couldn’t bring his pistol around. His gun hand wouldn’t move. So instead of shooting it, he snarled himself and lunged his own head forward to bite the stupid dead motherfucker before it could bite him first— 
 * * * 
 “It’s okay. It’s okay…”

 Fick found himself lunging at a face even stranger than that of the flying fucking Zulu. It was the face of a young woman. She was holding something wet to his forehead. The wrenching shock of essentially being teleported from one world into another thrummed through his whole body and mind. As his vision dialed up and the world around him started to make some kind of sense again, Fick felt cold steel beneath his hands, and the room vibrating around him. 

Chuckie. I’m in the goddamned bomber. And it’s still in the air.

 They hadn’t crashed, and they all weren’t going to die, one by one. 
 “Fuck me,” he said aloud. “It was a bad fucking dream.” 
 “Yes,” the girl agreed, her pale blue eyes inches from Fick’s. “You were having a bad dream.” 
 Fick’s face was still slack and awestruck from the fog of sleep, and from his miraculous escape from that nightmare, and he reached up to grasp her hand as it mopped his fevered brow. Looking around him now, he saw that he was still in the bomber, and remembered that it had miraculously gotten off that runway at Beaver Island – with Alpha team and their mission objective safely on board. And, trying to pick out the human figures that stretched down the fuselage, he remembered that most of them had made it. 
 Most but not all. 
 He had lost Chesney, the Kid, who had sacrificed himself, staying behind in that control tower to cover their extraction. They’d lost the co-pilot and their flight engineer, in the terrible explosion of the Zulu jihadi and the underground fuel tank, which had also badly wounded Reyes. Fick himself had nearly burned to death in the same incident, and Brady had been pummeled by machine gun fire and shot through the arm by a flaming zombie. 
 Fick knew Alpha had lost two people, including their commander. He could also tell they had a variety of injuries – Predator favoring his leg, Ali her arm. Juice had a head bandage, and Henno one on his shoulder. Frankly, they all looked like shit. 
 But they hadn’t died at that overrun airfield. And they hadn’t crashed in some flying-Zulu-infested forest, the survivors picked off one by one while Fick couldn’t run or scream. 
 He was so relieved he felt like crying. 
 And as he continued to hold the girl’s small hand in his, and looked up into her eyes, his own face became almost unrecognizable. It was suddenly no longer the face of an old, grizzled, seemingly unkillable Marine, but that of a frightened boy, gazing up desperately for reassurance – and receiving it. The girl, whom Fick slowly began to recognize as Emily, Alpha’s mystery civilian, looked kindly down on him, returning the tenderness he was sending out. 
 But then Fick’s face reverted in a flash, resuming its normal fearsome aspect, deep-furrowed scars twisting up. “Who are you, anyway?” he asked, pulling his hand away. 
 Emily recoiled from him, and let the damp rag fall into his lap. And as she rose to leave, Fick was already cursing himself for speaking to her that way. All she’d been doing, pretty obviously, was mopping the sweat from his forehead, making herself useful – and being kind. 
 But Fick also knew why he’d reacted the way he had. 
 It was because of the shock. Not the shock of waking from that horrible, technicolor-vivid, immersive dream, where he lost all his people one by one. No, that was minor by comparison. The real shock had been from the way he felt, for exactly two seconds after he woke, looking up into the girl’s bright eyes, feeling her delicate hands on his mortified flesh. 
 For just a moment in there – and there was no way Fick could deny this to himself – he had felt cared for in a way he had not felt in a long, long time. Probably not since he was a boy, lying enveloped in his mother’s arms. 
 God knew his Marines cared about him. Brady had shown that clearly enough when, already wounded himself, he had been willing to fight Fick to keep him from getting off the plane and throwing his life away trying to rescue the cut-off and doomed Chesney. But with the men, in sight of that care, and in spite of it, he couldn’t admit weakness. And he could never show fear. 
 But, in those two seconds with the girl, he had done both. 
 And it had been okay. 
 His breath caught in his throat again, so vividly did the feeling still grip him. 
 But then he remembered what Drake had been trying to tell him in the dream – and had actually told Handon in real life, over the bomber’s radio. He’d said: “Congratulations on your escape from the frying pan.” 
 And Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick’s briefly smoothed brow crinkled up again with worry. And he realized he had better get the mask back in place, and right now. 
 Because this shit wasn’t over. 





 Alamo 
 Flight Deck of the USS John F. Kennedy, off the Coast of Virginia 
Screw the ear protection, Commander Drake thought, pushing away the pair of puffy headphones that the yellow-shirted air officer (more commonly known as the “Air Boss”) tried to force upon him. Yeah, it was probably at least 150 eardrum-shredding decibels out there. They were standing only about ten meters from the afterburning turbofan engine of an F-35 fighter, as it revved up to its full 43,000 pounds of thrust, preparing to be catapulted off the deck. 
 But Drake had heard worse than that before and survived. 
 Moreover, he just had a whole hell of a lot bigger problems than hearing loss right now. In fact, if preparations for this battle didn’t start shaping up a lot more smartly, he might actually be better off not having to hear what was going to happen to his ship, and to his people. But right now he needed to push that thought away from his already overtasked brain – and even further from his face. 
 He simply couldn’t afford to reveal the crippling doubts he felt. 
 Drake tried to muster an approving nod for the Air Boss – who was responsible for all aircraft operations on the flat-top, starting down in the hangar deck and extending out to five nautical miles in every direction from the carrier. Under normal circumstances, the Air Boss would be up in PriFly (Primary Flight Control), on the very top level of the five-story “island” that towered over the sprawling five-acre flight deck. But, as far as Drake could tell, no circumstances had been anything like normal for about two years now. 
 Hell, everything on the carrier had been non-stop improvisation, and crisis management, and frantic running from one wrong place to another, ever since starting this FUBAR mission they had unamusingly, to Drake at least, called Secunda Mortem. 
 Drake’s eyes went down now toward their feet, where the Catapult Officer (or “shooter”) was ensconced within the catapult control pod – a small glass-encased control station with a transparent dome that protruded slightly above the deck like a blister. With only his head and shoulders visible behind green-tinted glass, he looked like Captain Nemo piloting his submarine. Right now, his eyes were on the the Aircraft Director, who controlled all movements of the planes on deck, and who stood fearlessly out at the front of this one. He exchanged salutes with the pilot, touched the deck, and then pointed off down the runway. 
 By means of this symbolic dance, first one, then the other, of a pair of single-engine F-35 Lightning II stealth fighters blasted out of the two waist catapults and tear-assed up the angle deck, accelerating to over 165mph in less than two seconds. The old steam catapults had been replaced by the new EMALS – the Electromagnetic Aircraft Launch System, which slingshotted their birds faster, more powerfully, and with more precision. In four eye blinks, the two birds had taken all their screaming power and grace and heavily-armed death-from-above up into the skies over the stranded carrier. These planes were primal and lethal – and also a miracle of human ingenuity, engineering, and viciousness. 

Much good may they do us, Drake thought to himself. 
 But then he mentally shrugged, and allowed himself a single nod of approval. At least the first of his combat sorties was safely away. That was one less thing to worry about. One of about a million. 

TEN million, he mentally corrected himself, grinding his teeth. He had an estimated ten million things to worry about, most of them arriving about an hour from now. 
 But then he cast about the deck in mild confusion. He had expected to see the air wing’s other surviving pair of F-35Cs – humanity’s only other matched set of last-generation, multirole, ground attack, reconnaissance, air defense, stealth fighters (price tag: $280M each). Even with all the other frantic activity taking place across the bustling expanse of the flight deck, Drake was pretty sure he would have seen a couple of 50-foot-long, 50,000-pound aircraft. 
 He grabbed the Air Boss by the elbow. He didn’t bother asking him why the man was down on the deck instead of at his station up in PriFly; he’d have his reasons. And Drake only had time now to care about outcomes, not ways or means. 
 “Boss!” he shouted, into the other’s headphones, over the fading noise of the jet engines, and through the ongoing general madness and tumult that was life on a working carrier flight deck. “Where are my other two birds? And why aren’t they taxiing?” 
 The Air Boss held Drake’s gaze with his own slitted ice-blue eyes – which were surrounded by enough lines and wrinkles to indicate a man who had been around the block a few times, and had his share of troubles and close calls along the way. “Still below,” he shouted back. “Still prepping, after the CAS mission to Beaver Island.” 
 “Why the hell aren’t they ready?” 
 “No excuses, Commander.” 
 Drake gritted his teeth again. The Air Boss was where all bucks stopped as far as flight ops went, which was normally great. But today, Drake was in the very front row of the firing line. And he needed to know what was going on. “Give me an explanation, then.” 
 The Boss tossed his head over Drake’s shoulder, toward the fore. “Well, your general militia there is still drilling on my refueling and rearming point. We could cycle birds faster, and fly more sorties, if I had that space back.” 
 Drake exhaled heavily. He was constantly robbing Peter to pay Paul around here, trying to stretch out their inadequate resources – of people, of equipment, of supplies and fuel and ammo. And most especially of time. “I’ll see what can be done,” he said. It was his next stop anyway. 
 He didn’t bother saluting as he marched off, nodding crisply at his aide to follow. 
 * * * 
 This was an inspection tour – and almost certainly his last. Drake, acting commander of the carrier and its strike group, was stretched far too thin himself, trying to oversee the last stages of the manic preparations taking place in virtually all parts of the nuclear-powered supercarrier, both above and below decks. 

Scratch that, Drake thought as he fast-walked. FORMERLY nuclear-powered. 
 They had failed in their efforts to start up one of the two A1B high-core-energy-density reactors, and thus perhaps drive the boat off the Virginia sandbar where it had been wedged, seemingly permanently, by the nearly successful mutineers. On top of that, their construction effort to close up the enormous hole in the starboard-side hull – blown there by a detonating magazine full of surface-to-air missiles, also courtesy of the mutiny – had resulted in catastrophe: the loss of the enormous steel panel, destruction of a three-story crane, and the deaths of two sailors who had been hanging their asses out over the side, and risking them on behalf of everyone on the boat. 
 And now, since they couldn’t flee (steam away), and they couldn’t hide (properly seal up the goddamned ship), that only left them one option: to fight. And Drake was going to do everything in his power to make his people and his ship ready. 
 Because a storm of perhaps ten million dead was about to break upon them. The initial lashings of that storm were already spilling out into the shallows – and beginning to lap up against the towering hull of the Kennedy. 
 Drake could already hear small-arms fire popping from out at the prow. That was mainly people test-firing, learning to use their weapons. 
 But very soon, they would all be shooting in earnest. 
 Now he approached the biggest group that would be doing that shooting. The “general militia,” the Air Boss had called it, and it was indeed drilling on the open area of deck afore of the island and stretching nearly to the waist. This was the centralized rearming and refueling point that had been built into the new Ford-class supercarriers to reduce the time needed to turn around aircraft – doing it on the deck was a lot quicker than sending them down on huge elevators to the hangar deck – and thus increase the number of sorties per day the carrier could launch. 
 But air operations were no longer their primary operational focus. 
 Today, the USS John F. Kennedy was the Alamo. 
 And this large group of sailors drilling on the deck, men and women both, and of very mixed ranks and ratings, were their Texans. Maybe there was even a Davy Crockett somewhere in amongst them. Then again, Drake thought to himself grimly, maybe that’s not an analogy I want to extend too far…

 Everyone knew how the Alamo had worked out for the guys inside. 
 Drake saw that the militia were all wearing the blue-and-gray digital-camo-print fatigues that were the standard Navy working uniform. Off to the side were large stacks of anti-flak vests, inflatable flotation vests, and lightweight Advanced Combat Helmets, which were assigned to all Navy personnel for use in surface warfare. Drake guessed they’d be wearing them soon enough. He also spotted several boxes of protective shooting glasses, which he was told by the Marines were helpful for keeping zombie gunk out of your eyes, and thus preventing infection. Though he didn’t expect there’d be enough of those to go around. 
 As Drake stalked up, he heard the booming voice of one of their special-operations Marines instructing the twelve or so ranks of sailors, 400 of them in total. From the side, he recognized the man as Gunnery Sergeant Blane, one of the MARSOC senior Fire Team leaders. He was lecturing the newly formed militia on something about small-unit tactics. And Drake sure as hell wasn’t going to interrupt him. Instead he buttonholed one of the two other Marines behind him, who were uncrating boxes of brand new assault rifles. 
 “How they looking, Sergeant?” 
 The lanky, squatting man turned at the waist, then rose to his full height. He wore battle fatigues in the MARPAT digital-camo pattern, with a side arm and spare-mag pouch. As he straightened up, his musculature, lean lines, and sheer physical grace rippled even through the baggy fatigues. His buzzed blond hair tapered to a regulation Marine high-and-tight, and his jawline was sharp. This guy was squared away. 
 “Sir. We’ve got the militia mustered, including everyone from the first round of the draft.” 
 Drake looked at the man’s name patch on his blouse: Coulson. Drake recognized the name – this was Sergeant Brandon “Ice Cube” Coulson. The punchline about his nickname was that he was understood to be pretty much the whitest man on the team. He was also known to be a cool, methodical, and totally unflappable operator – but with a profoundly goofy sense of humor that usually came out at the most inappropriate times, for instance when it looked like everyone was about to die. 
 Drake looked back up at him and said, “Draft? Didn’t realize it had come to conscription.” 
 “Just an expression, sir. These are all volunteers. It’s the second round that might need to be compulsory… In any case, we’ve selected those among the crew who were most physically fit, who had qualified most recently on their weapons, and who basically seemed clued in and up for the fight.” 
 Drake almost smiled; almost. “You mean: out of those who weren’t already required for other critical shipboard or fleet duties.” 
 “Yes, sir. That, too.” 
 “And? C’mon, Sarge, tell me something I want to hear. Please.” 
 The expression of the already serious-looking warrior darkened a shade. “Well… I wish I could tell you they’re battle-ready. But I’d say that, at best, they’re going to be competent with their weapons, conversant in basic maneuvers, and reasonably capable of understanding and carrying out orders.” 
 “But?” 
 “But when the lead starts flying, and the moaning of the dead drowns out everything else, well, there’s no way of telling how they’ll react. Not until the moment they’re actually first in contact. And then we’ll find out pretty fast.” 
 Drake nodded. He was getting good at not reacting visibly to bad news. “And what do you think will happen then?” 
 The strapping Marine NCO furrowed his brow. “Some will hold. Some will fold. A few of them – and not the ones you would guess beforehand – will step up and become heroes. They’ll be totally fearless, and they’ll be fearsome fighters. But others, standing right beside them, will collapse in tears. Statistically, twenty-five percent of them will lose bladder or bowel control. That’s proven true across the board.” 

Jesus Christ, Drake thought. But he continued to keep his face neutral. “Okay, Sergeant. Are there any other resources I can provide you with, that will help you to improve or accelerate this process?” 
 The MARSOC Marine looked thoughtful. “Well, sir… we could definitely use Rose and D’Amico and the rest of Fire Team Four.” It took Drake a second to recall that these were men he had assigned to overseeing the defensive constructions and ammo resupply depot at the prow – the bit that was going to be on the business end of the hurricane of dead when it hit. “That would allow us to do more one-on-one coaching, instead of the impersonal parade ground instruction. Sir.” 
 “I can’t spare them right now,” Drake said. “But I’ll see if I can get them some help from elsewhere, and get them back to you more quickly.” Even as he said it, though, he knew it wasn’t going to happen. 
 They were out of time. 
 Drake returned a salute and, as he marched off again, let his eye wander over the front rank of these “militiamen.” Of course, they were mostly familiar faces – with the winnowing of the crew over the two years of the ZA, down to not much more than half of their original complement of 4,300, there were no real strangers anymore. Not even on this enormous floating city. Drake scanned them as he passed. 
 Even to him, it was obvious these people were nothing like infantry, or ground combatants. Some of them would have originally been joiners, barbers, plumbers. But if anyone could whip them into some kind of viable fighting force, it was the MARSOC Marines – whom Drake knew to be tough, exquisitely trained, and fearless to the point of absurdity. It was also these Marines who would be leading the recruits in combat – who in fact would be leading the defense of the whole ship. 
 They, at least, were something Drake could have faith in. 
 * * * 
 Next stop, as he marched relentlessly up the flight deck, was the port-side Phalanx Close-In Weapon System (or CIWS – usually pronounced “see-whiz”). This was a 20mm electric Gatling gun mounted on a swiveling base underneath a giant radar-guidance system, the whole apparatus standing nearly 15 feet high. Because of its bulbous, trashcan-shaped radome, and also because it usually aimed and fired itself without an operator, the sailors affectionately referred to it as “R2-D2.” Which, Drake figured, as he climbed down a ladder to the platform on which it sat at just below deck level, captured it pretty well. 
 And today R2-D2, God willing, was going to be a critical player in their last-ditch, close-in defense of the boat. 
 Sure, it was actually designed to shoot down incoming anti-ship missiles in flight. But its six-barreled Gatling cannon traversed 150 degrees to either side, elevated 80 degrees up or down, and put out 4,500 armor-piercing tungsten-penetrator rounds per minute – or 75 every second – each one moving almost 2,500mph. So Drake figured their big pet robot could do some hellacious damage to a lot of half-rotted dead bodies, not to mention cut through hundreds of them at a time before its sabot-discarding four-inch-long autocannon shells even began to slow down. 
 But that was only if the damned thing fired. 
 “How we doing, Chief?” he said crisply, as he hopped the last few rungs down to the platform. 
 “Sir,” replied the thickset, forty-something Chief Petty Officer who ran this gun crew. “Very good, sir. We’ve disassembled, cleaned, and oiled everything on the remaining weapon system.” There had previously been a matching droid on the starboard side, but it had gotten slightly blown to smithereens during the mutiny – and Drake wouldn’t have had time to visit it even if it did still exist. The Chief paused and frowned slightly before going on. “But this gun hasn’t been discharged in over a year. Between you and me, I’m worried about the firing pins, I’m worried about the structural integrity of the barrels, and I’m a little worried about the actuating gears and motors in the platform.” 
 What Drake was mainly worried about was ammunition. 
 In their long months of scavenging, they had regularly stocked up on small-arms ammo, as well as grenades and rockets, all of which the Marines burned through rapidly on their shore excursions. But, frankly, Drake had never imagined they’d ever again be defending the carrier itself – never mind from this large a threat. They certainly weren’t ever again going to be shooting down anti-ship missiles or incoming aircraft. 
 So, basically, they weren’t drowning in ammo for this weapon system. The gun itself had a 1,550 round magazine. And they had a total of 60,000 belted rounds stored on the boat – all of which had now been brought up to this station. The immediate problem was that, given the gun’s absurdly high rate of fire, the limited ammo made test-firing it painful. 
 Then again, if the gun didn’t go bang when they pulled the trigger, they could have all the ammo they liked and it wouldn’t matter. 
 “Clear your guns, Chief,” Drake ordered. 
 The Chief only hesitated fractionally. “Aye aye, sir. But I’m going to suggest we all get under hard cover first. If there’s a stoppage or misfire, at the muzzle velocity these things go, it might result in a… very kinetic event.” 
 Drake knew that by this he meant one or more of the barrels might explode – pretty much like Elmer Fudd’s hunting rifle when Bugs Bunny stuck his finger in the end. But scaled up – way up. He followed the members of the gun crew around behind a steel bulkhead. 
 The Chief issued the order to his gunner. “One-second burst. Manual aim, zero degrees on the horizon. Fire when ready.” 
 The six-barrelled electric Gatling gun rapidly and jerkily moved to level with the deck, making a Terminator-like screeching sound as it did, and ended facing straight out. And then it made a very different sound as it started to fire – something like Paul Bunyan’s buzz saw in hell, speeded up ten times. It took a fraction of a second to spin up to full speed and volume, and a fraction to fall off when it was done. While it fired, clouds of light gray smoke billowed straight out of the six barrels, as if it were some kind of industrial fumigating device. 
 Before anyone could duck or flinch, it was over. Nothing had blown up. 
 Emerging back out onto the platform, Drake allowed himself a relieved exhalation. Finally – one damned thing, going exactly as it should. Maybe that would set the tone for the rest of the day. Then again, it was going to be one hell of a long day. And it hadn’t even really started yet. 
 “Very good, Chief,” Drake said as he mounted the ladder and started the climb back up to the deck. “Carry on.” His next and final stop was going to be the fortifications under construction on the prow. 
 The pointy end of the spear. 

Or rather, he thought as he climbed, the business end of the anvil…






 Ghosts in the Machine 
 On Board Chuckie, 10,000 Feet Over North America 
 The interior of the B-17 Flying Fortress, during their long, rattling, windblown flight back across half of undead North America, was nothing like a pleasure cruise, and not much like business class, either. In addition to being perilously crowded, the bomber was a hive of activity – some of it frantic, some quiet and methodical, some of it even solemn and contemplative. 
 Because everyone on this plane had just dodged death – and not by a wide margin. 
 Emily, the civilian girl rescued from the pirate ship Diablo by Alpha team, looked over her shoulder just once as she walked away from where Gunny Fick still lay on the deck, as she returned to the safety of Ali’s side, of sitting in her shadow. Emily wasn’t totally sure what had made her go over there and try to minister to the Marine leader in the first place. The poor man had just looked so piteous, so vulnerable and fearful, as he twisted around in his troubled sleep, trying to get away from whatever stalked his dreams. 
 Maybe she’d just thought someone should watch over him. 
 Also, even aside from his childlike night terrors, Emily thought there was something strangely innocent about the old warrior. On the surface, he seemed so gruff, and intimidating, and battle-scarred. But she felt sure she could see something more tender and human underneath. Maybe it had come from months of living with Logan and William and the other guys on board the Diablo. Maybe she had developed some ability to see through the masks and posturing of rough men, to the humanity hidden underneath. 

Then again, maybe I’ve had enough of all that, she thought, as she passed by one of the soldiers standing and relieving himself out the smashed-out window at the left-side waist of the plane. Urine splatter blew back in on the slipstream, and she cut as wide a berth around it as she could manage in the cramped interior of the ancient bomber. 
 When Ali looked up from where she sat on the deck, and locked eyes with her, both of them seemed to sigh with relief – Emily because Ali had turned into her protector in this very strange world she’d been abruptly thrust into. And Ali because… well, Emily didn’t know why. She only knew the woman commando seemed to see something in her – something that may or may not even be there. 
 She crouched down onto the deck and curled up beside the only other girl on this heavy bomber full of death and destruction – and grunting and farting. Ali had seen what had happened with Fick. She said, “Don’t read too much into it. These guys are expected to be emotionless badasses. I think you scared him by making him feel something.” She reached across to brush Emily’s hair out of her eyes. “It was a kind thing you did.” 
 Emily just shrugged. 
 Ali also wanted to tell her that she never had to worry about anyone here treating her like her previous group had. But she couldn’t quite find the words. 
 Ever since the shootout on Lake Michigan, and Emily’s exodus with Alpha, Ali’d had it in her head that Emily and her sister were helpless victims of the pirates on the Diablo. And that they had been subject to horrors and abuses that didn’t bear thinking about. Even when the older sister went all Reservoir Dogs on them on the lakeshore, Ali held to this narrative about the younger one. Looking over at her now, she continued to think about the parallels between Emily and her own little sister, whom she hadn’t been able to rescue from a life of servitude in Somalia – and had no choice but to leave behind, in the care of another violent man. Now, Ali found she could hardly even remember what her sister Amina looked like. 
 Whatever the similarity between them, though, it certainly lay beneath the skin. 
 And, anyway, Ali was self-aware enough to know she had been clinging to her rescue of Emily as perhaps the only decent thing to come out of that terrible, brutal, and bloody interlude on the lake. For the first time in a long time, the job had become personal for her. She didn’t yet know whether this would prove to be a good thing, or a total disaster. 
 But now, seeming to read Ali’s mind, Emily said, “Do you know who they were? The guys on the Diablo? I mean, before all this.” 
 Ali shook her head no. 
 “They were all members of the same auto-workers union. They worked on the same plant production line in Detroit. They were just these working-class guys.” 
 Ali shook her head. Terrific, trade-unionist pirates.

 “And, actually, they never really did anything to us. They never hurt us. Not after… after the initial thing.” 
 Ali realized she probably needed to hear the backstory. “What exactly happened?” 
 Emily looked down at the deck before speaking quietly. “Courtney and I grew up in a tiny town you’ve never even heard of, in upstate Wisconsin. When the world fell apart, two years ago, our parents tried to get away with the two of us. Our uncle had a boat on Lake Michigan, so we fled out onto the water. It worked for a while. But then we ran out of fuel, and were running out of food and water. And that was when we ran into the Diablo.” 
 She took a deep breath and sighed it out. “The guys had gotten hold of it in Detroit, then followed the canals up and around into the Great Lakes. When our two boats crossed paths, there was a confrontation, then a fight… Courtney and I survived. And they took us with them.” 
 “I’m sorry about your sister,” Ali said. “For whatever it’s worth.” 
 “Half-sister. And to be honest, I never liked her that much – and I hated her father. He was a bastard. At least my dad hung around for a while and tried to take care of us. Hers only only came by when he needed money, or wanted to screw our mother.” 
 Ali hesitated. “And after you went with them?” 
 “It was terrifying at first. We didn’t know what was going to happen to us. But we had no choice. And, in the end, believe it or not, they really did protect us – from everything, and for a long time. It was weird. There was like this huge disconnect between how they treated us, and the things they did to other people we came across.” 
 Ali tried to listen without too much judgment. She also didn’t probe any further about the death of the girl’s parents, which was glaring by its omission. She could only think Emily had blocked it out, or was unable to deal with it yet. But she also wondered: was the girl suffering from some kind of Stockholm Syndrome, where the captives grew to love their kidnappers? Or did Ali really have the wrong idea about what things had been like on that boat? Or maybe – and the wiser part of her knew that this was most likely – it was just that things were a lot more complex than they appeared at first glance. 
 Emily went on, speaking quietly, her voice just audible over the wind, the unvarying roar of the three surviving engines, and the rising and falling of the airframe rattling around them. “I don’t know. It was like we were part of some primitive tribe that we weren’t all that proud to be part of. But we were also terrified of being kicked out. Because it was the only place we were safe. Outside was certain death.” 
 Ali still had some bad images stuck in her head. And she figured she needed either to confirm them or dispel them. “But with, what, fifteen men… and the two of you girls…” 
 Emily monitored her feet. “You mean sexually. Courtney slept with them. I think she did it with half the crew at one point or another – and she led the other half to believe they were next, or at least had a chance.” 
 “But not you.” 
 “No. They left me alone.” 
 Starkly relieved at this, Ali wondered if it was possible the older sister had done this on purpose – sacrificed her own virtue to safeguard her younger sister. Or maybe she just liked it. Perhaps a bit of both. 
 “And yet, you left your own sister, to go off with us, a group of total strangers.” 
 Emily looked up. “Well, first of all, I think Courtney was starting to pick up the worst traits of the guys. By the end, I hardly felt like I knew her at all. Her pulling that stunt on the beach was just the last and worst thing.” 
 Ali nodded. She had gotten seriously bashed on the head in that incident. And she’d come within about one second, and a few pounds of trigger pressure, of blowing the older girl’s brainstem out the back of her head, to bring it to an end. 
 “Second,” Emily went on, “I know it doesn’t make a lot of sense… but I felt like you weren’t total strangers. Like I knew something about you. If not all of you, then at least you.” 
 Ali looked across at the much younger woman. She was glad the connection didn’t only go one way. If Emily was some kind of stand-in for Amina, the little sister Ali hadn’t been able to protect… maybe Ali represented the protective older sister Emily had never quite had. 
 “And, anyway, I knew you weren’t like them. That you weren’t capable of inflicting the same kind of cruelty on other people. That was obvious.” 
 “Even after we killed most of them?” 
 Emily shrugged. “This is the end of the world. People have to defend themselves. That’s all you did. They attacked you, like they did everybody. They just picked the wrong target this time. I think they liked the look of your guns and equipment, and got greedy. And it all went wrong for them. Also, I heard what you said about the scientist and his laptop, so what you’re doing must be important.” 
 “You still took a gamble, coming with us.” 
 “There was no going back to my old world. You put an end to it. Maybe it’s better this way. Maybe there’s no going back for any of us.” 
 Ali’s gaze grew long and she recited, “‘The best way out is always through.’” 
 “Who said that?” 
 “Robert Frost.” Then Ali thought of the possible vaccine that was riding with them up there in that dinged-up, but still defiant, WWII bomber. “Don’t give up on the world. Not yet.” 
 Emily blinked her big eyes and nodded. After a long pause, she said, “They weren’t bad people, you know. Not really. Not at first. They had some bad experiences trying to survive. At first their ruthlessness was necessary. But after a while I think they started to like it. They lost track of themselves somewhere along the way, lost sight of something – let some part of themselves die.” 
 Ali stared off into her own mind’s eye now. Was this what Handon had been trying to save the operators of Alpha from? From letting the human part of themselves wither and die? Maybe those dead men back on the water were a warning to them, of what waited – if Handon failed, if they spent their humanity, or abandoned it, in order to stay alive, and to complete the missions. Maybe that was the abyss that lay beneath the narrow wire they all were walking. 
 “Hear anything from Homer, love?” 
 Ali looked up, her fist autonomously balling up. Nearly anybody else would get slugged for using a term of address like that with her… 
 * * * 
 Henno had heard Predator’s rumbling basso call to him more than halfway down the length of the noisy-as-hell bomber. It penetrated all the way into his sleep. As had long been his principle and practice, he’d laid down and racked out on the deck the minute they left the ground, ready to sleep through the long flight. But now he was needed, so up he got. 
 He clambered around the riot of people and equipment that filled the cramped space. How in hell were they planning on fitting us in here if five guys HADN’T snuffed it? he thought to himself. When he almost stepped on Ali, he paused to ask her for news of Homer. 
 After easing open her fist, she said, “I tried to radio him, of course. I worked out we might be passing nearly directly over him at a certain point in the flight.” 
 “And? You get him?” 
 Ali paused strangely long before answering. “I don’t know.” 
 Henno cocked his big head. “Wait – how can you not know?” 
 Ali shook her small one. “There was something. Some trace of signal in the noise. It sounded like a voice. And the voice sounded like his. But it was incredibly broken up. And it all might have just been my imagination. Ghosts. Spirits in the radio static.” 
 Henno grunted once, but his eyes shone with a flinty kindness and concern for her. “Well, no worries if we go ahead and believe it was him. That bloke’s unkillable. We’ll see him again, all right.” 
 Ali smiled tiredly in response. Good ole Henno, with his rugged faith that things would work out. She understood that Yorkshire, where he was from, was like England’s version of the American south, or maybe their Texas: independent, fierce regional identity, largely but not entirely agricultural. And, mainly, they embraced traditional values like hard work, keeping your head down, being honest about who you were – and apologizing to no one for it. And a belief that things would work out if you did all that. 
 But now Predator was bellowing for his Yorkshireman again. 
 “Begging your pardon,” Henno said, stepping over them. “I’m comin’, you old nag…” 
 When he reached the rear of the plane, he saw that Reyes – who had been peppered with shrapnel and knocked cold in the explosion at the airfield – was still stuck in the tailgunner turret. And Predator needed help hauling him out. Even with a gimpy leg, Pred was a man-mountain with the strength of Hercules, and could have pulled Reyes out by himself. He just couldn’t do it without exacerbating the Marine’s injuries, not to mention subjecting him to a lot of unnecessary pain. 
 Wordlessly, Henno and Pred arranged themselves behind and to either side of him. They then got their hands under his armpits and thighs, and coordinating only with a nod, smoothly hauled him out and laid him down on the deck. 
 Still wordless, Predator got an aid kit opened up, and handed Henno a pair of angled, blunt-tipped bandage scissors, to start cutting away their casualty’s fatigues. Henno started work around the bloodiest parts, figuring himself to be on physician assistant duties. While he did this, Pred got an IV set up and a drip jabbed into Reyes’s arm; then injected some broad-spectrum antibiotics into it. He then got a light out and shined it into Reyes’s eye, which he held open with thumb and forefinger. 
 “Where are you, dude?” Predator asked. 
 “Airborne.” 
 “And what happened?” 
 “Got blown up. While saving your punk asses.” 
 “Good enough.” Pred clicked off his light, and turned back to the aid kit. 
 Having passed his concussion and traumatic brain injury assessment, Reyes propped his head up on something, then looked over at Henno, who was still undressing him. “Hey, man,” he said. “I know you. From the briefing on the JFK.” 
 “Aye,” Henno said. “You wanted to hear about the Queen.” 
 Reyes laughed. “I think it was more you wanted to tell me about the Queen. I’m American, man. Sic semper tyrannis, and all that. But I’m glad to see you again. Wasn’t sure I was going to.” 
 “I always come back round again,” Henno said. “Like a bad STI.” 
 Reyes squinted in confusion. “What the fuck’s an STI?” 
 Predator handed him a couple of painkillers, which he had to swallow dry, then removed and tossed one of the field dressings that Fick had slapped on Reyes’s leg back at the airfield. Then he handed a clamp with a bandage on the end to Henno, who held it in place while Pred injected some local anesthetic around the edges of the worst wound – then opened up a sterile pair of forceps and started digging around for the chunk of shrapnel he knew was in there. While he poked and prodded, and Reyes grunted in pain, Henno finally answered: “Sexually transmitted infection.” 
 “Oh,” Reyes said through gritted teeth. “Got it. You Limeys even got your own special-sounding herpes.” 
 “No, that I got from your mum,” Henno said, carefully wiping away blood around the wound. 
 Reyes erupted with a belly laugh – which shot pain all through his lower body. 
 But it was totally worth it. 
 * * * 
 With his regular chaperone (Ali) having moved on to watching someone newer, greener, and younger (Emily), Dr. Simon Park now hung out with Juice, the two of them sitting up against the bulkhead behind the command deck. Juice wanted to make sure their “precious cargo” was safe and squared away. He was also worried about the man. 
 “I’m fine,” Park said. “I feel incredibly lucky to be alive.” 
 “Yeah,” Juice said, smiling from under his thick mat of beard. “That was some kind of a day. Hell, this is my job, I’ve been doing it nearly non-stop for nineteen years. And I’m exhausted. Plus amazed to still be breathing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like our last forty-eight hours.” 
 “Well, that’s a relief, then. It’s not just me.” 
 “No. I’d say you’ve held up like a world champion.” 
 Park nodded. He was thinking that he now actually was the world’s champion. Everyone left alive was depending on him to make his vaccine work. He said, “I’m a little new at saving the world. In some ways, it would be less pressure if I were still buried in that bunker in Chicago.” 
 Juice looked across at him in the thin slashing light that fell diagonally across the cabin. “Well, the way it looks to me, you’ve already stepped up three times. First in creating the prototype vaccine. Then again when you survived – unlike everyone else in Chicago. And finally hanging in with us on our withdrawal under fire, all the way up the lake. The rest should be easy. Right?” 
 Park smiled, partially with relief. Other than Ali, he decided Juice was his favorite of the Alpha operators. For a deadly soldier and IT genius, he had a lot of teddy bear in him. “I hope so,” he finally said. “I hope it’s not too late.” 
 Juice spat dark tobacco juice into an empty water bottle. “It’s not too late. And look at it this way: the virus spared exactly the wrong guy, from its point of view. It killed everyone in Chicago but you. And you’re the one who’s going to get this thing.” 
 Park shrugged, and then seemed to steel himself. “I guess… but if I’m going to, I should probably be working every minute. I should be working on it now.” 
 “Go for it.” 
 As he hauled his laptop out and started it booting, Park glanced at the large, bearded commando who physically was so unlike him – but was perhaps not all that different on the inside. They were both tinkerers – one in computers, the other in living cells. “Well, it’s thanks to you that I can work – because of you draining and drying the laptop for me, after our swim in the lake.” 
 “Yeah, it’s generally not the water that causes the problems. It’s the electric current shorting across the water when the power comes back on. Just have to make sure it’s totally dry before powering it up again. Rinsing the lakewater silt out with clean water first is also key, though counterintuitive.” 
 “I don’t know why I never picked up on any of that. I suppose when you’re a scientist, it takes every minute just to stay current with developments in your own tiny subfield. It makes you stupid about other things.” 
 Juice pursed his lips somewhere beneath the cumulus cloud of beard. “I think the consensus right now is that you’re just about the smartest man on the planet. Anyway, don’t worry about it. IT stuff is my job. That’s what I’m here for.” 
 “That, and single-handedly fighting off an entire forest full of flaming zombies.” 
 “Yeah, that was fun, too. One of the perks of this job – no two days alike. Oh, I forgot to mention: I also duped your drive, while you were sleeping. That data’s way too important to have only one copy of.” 
 Park looked across at him. “Wait a second. How’d you get in without my password?” 
 Juice just winked at him, an unmistakable gleam of intelligence in his eye, which seemed at odds with the matted beard and the reversed ballcap. Park wondered whether this meant he hadn’t needed to log in to dupe the drive, or else he had hacked in. Or, worst of all, if he had just guessed or stolen or otherwise somehow worked out his password… 
 “Unfortunately,” Juice said, “we lost the data-capable burst radio to the bottom of Lake Michigan. So, just like before, we’re still going to have to walk this out of here. But at least we’re data redundant now. How you doin’ on battery power?” 
 Park looked down as the machine finished coming up. “Good, for the moment. I got it fully charged at the cabin. I don’t suppose there’s a power outlet on the plane.” 
 Juice shook his head. “No, not on this old gal. I had a power inverter in my ruck, but that went out the window before take-off. But go ahead and work. We’ll be on a U.S. Navy warship in little over an hour. Probably one with two nuclear reactors on it.” 
 Park nodded. 
 Maybe everything was going to be okay. 





 Wings 
 Pilot’s Ready Room, the JFK

 Lieutenant Hailey Wells stared at the playing cards in her hand and then back up at the other three pilots sitting around the plastic crate in the middle of the room. Two sevens – that was all she had. But it didn’t matter. She liked to play the other guys off anyway, pushing them as far as she could, whatever hand she held. Sometimes it even worked, but it was a damn good thing they never played for cash. It just wasn’t her game. Oh, sure, she could bull out a poker face with the best of them, but for some reason she just didn’t have the killer instinct.

 That was also, she knew, why she was sitting in the Ready Room after several sorties had already been flown out to engage the storm, and why she wasn’t being picked each time a replacement was needed to give the main fliers a break. Not enough initiative, they had said after she barely scraped through qualification on the F-35. How she had made lieutenant, she didn’t know. It had been a quick promotion after missions into Japan and South Korea the year before had gone well for her. Effective close air support provided for the Marines on the ground, with minimal fuss. She figured her performance was generally good, but was also very aware she held the lowest rank of any living pilot in the JFK air wing. 
 Hailey had wanted to be a pilot ever since she was a child, and when she flew her first training missions it was like a wish coming true. She didn’t score very high, never did throughout her training evolutions, but it didn’t matter. 
 She had earned her wings. She was a fighter jock. 
 But today she didn’t feel much like one. It had been months since they dumped her beloved F-35 over the side and relegated her to other shipboard duties. Hell, they had dumped most of their aircraft over the side that day, or shortly after. She knew it was all going to shit everywhere, and they all had to pull their duties wherever they were needed. But to finally be sitting in this room during combat air ops, just waiting for her chance to get on deck, and knowing there were five times as many pilots as planes, and that every one of them out-ranked her… all of it was about as depressing a feeling as she had had since the numbheads – what she liked to call the zombies – had torn the world to the ground. 
 Every one of the other pilots sitting at the poker table would be called before her, no doubt. So when the door opened and the air-wing leading petty officer called her name, she didn’t even react, but carried on staring at the cards in front of her. A few seconds later another pilot, Johnson, who had been at her elbow for the last hour, pinned her with his eye and spoke. “You did hear that, right?” 
 Hailey stared at him and then looked around at the others. It wasn’t her turn, was it? Had she been so far off in her own head that she had missed a round completely? She replayed the last few seconds and tried to pick up what she had missed… the hatch banging open, a voice… “Wells, you’re up. Checks in two mikes.” And then the hatch clicking shut. 
 She dropped her cards onto the crate face up, and stood up too quickly. “Pair of sevens. I’m out.” 
 Thirty seconds later she was beating deck down the passageway and up the ladder, ignoring the laughter that she heard as she rushed out of the compartment. 

Laugh all you want, assholes.


Her turn. It was her turn. 
 And it was all happening too quickly for her head to catch up with. She hit the fuel-laced open air of the flight deck within two minutes, ran across to the only aircraft present with its cockpit glass tilted up, and climbed the ladder. At minute three she was hatch down, helmet on, and going through the checks, calling out to the Plane Captain louder than she needed to. Her head was buzzing, and her nerves burning. Thankfully, her hands weren’t shaking – her discipline was enough to keep control of that – but she was so adrenalized she felt as if they were. 
 At four minutes the countdown began. 
 Green-shirted flight-deck crew got her bird hooked up to the EMALS catapult. This consisted of a slot that ran part of the length of the bow runway, roughly a football field long. From the end of the slot emerged a metal lug, attached to a shuttle – which was now hooked into the towbar on her plane’s nose gear. When the EMALS was fired, it would accelerate her to 165mph in two seconds. 
 At four minutes and ten seconds, the blast shield was raised behind her, to keep the plane’s gigantic jet engine from barbecuing everything and everyone behind it on the flight deck. 
 And at four minutes and twenty seconds her brain was trying to exit through her ears as she was propelled off the deck, and launched into open air. Three seconds of g-force acceleration later, and the sky opened up around her for the first time in what seemed like an age. She was free again. The worry of whether she would even remember how to fly dissipated as her muscle memory took over, everything working just as it was supposed to. There were no zombies where she was now, only the endless sky. 
 She took a deep breath, and grinned. The plane jolted, buffeted by increasing winds and the turbulence out of the northeast, but gray skies, rain, even lightning weren’t going to slow her down or demoralize her. She was in the air again, finally. She cleared her throat and checked in with PriFly. 
 “Tugboat Jack, this is Thunderchild. I am clear and feet wet, ascending to three thousand, and turning on heading one-zero-five to initial target package coords, over.” 

“Acknowledged, Thunderchild. We’ve got you on the big board, and show you clear on that heading and altitude. Be advised that weather conditions are intensifying, over.”

 Hailey banked the aircraft, arcing out over the expanse of water then overflying the carrier the other way, watching as the massive hunk of steel shrank in size with every second. Straight ahead of her, the sprawl of the Virginia Beach seafront stretched out along the coast, the shells of once populated and busy hotels and resorts now empty and falling into disrepair. Even from altitude, she could see the signs of two years of abandonment. Windows had shattered where main water pipes had burst and sent torrents of water gushing through upper levels. On some of the buildings, entire chunks of the exterior had fallen away where the elements had battered them, and not been kept at bay by the careful maintenance of human hands. 
 As she soared over the slowly crumbling skeleton of the city, Hailey spotted things that made her heart sink. On the top of one of the high-rise seafront hotels there were the remains of some sort of hastily built shelter, and a line of long-fallen, broken-through defenses near the fire escape. There were no signs of human movement on the roof, and she realized this particular bastion of resistance had collapsed a long time ago. All that moved now was a washing line, blowing in the wind, and heavy with clothing that might have been hanging there for two years, never to be taken down. 
 Then there was the storm of dead itself, stretching out for miles and blanketing the landscape – a massive herd that looked like history’s largest army of ants, swarming through the streets on the outskirts of the city, covering everything. It wouldn’t be long before the main bulk of it swept across the beach and started rolling out into the sea. She could already see the fastest and foremost of them, hundreds of scattered, tiny figures splashing into the waves. 
 That was why she was up here. To prevent that from happening, or at least to delay it for as long as possible. That was why the plane felt heavy and sluggish – the weight of her payload of ordnance was adding nearly half again the weight of the plane. 
 She glanced at the flight status indicators in front of her, and checked her position and heading, altering course only a little. Two kilometers northwest and just inside the swarm. That was where she would drop her first munition. 
 The target came up fast, and Hailey banked left to correct course to within a meter of her intended trajectory, waited for the the target to be acquired, and let rip. 
 She waited the slightest of moments for that feeling to come, but it wasn’t there. The empty feeling, like she had just cut off a small part of her soul as she sent a deadly weapon careening into a target that contained real, living people. No, this wasn’t like Libya or Syria at all, and she knew that if there were nightmares she would be able to handle them. The animated things below may once have been people, but all they were now was empty, heartless shells, each screaming for mercy. No emotion came, and no guilt. This was an alien invasion, or a horde from hell. Hailey wanted to feel something, anything, but nothing came. 
 “Tugboat Jack, Thunderchild. First JDAM is away, over.” 

“Thunderchild, Tugboat Jack. Acknowledged. Awaiting BDA, over.”

 Hailey started to bank the plane, taking a long arc around the edge of the swarm, intending to circle, observe, and allow the cameras on the plane to record everything for the analysts back on the JFK, as well as waiting for the combat system status monitor on her console to indicate a successful strike. But she didn’t need that. On the edge of her vision, the ground, already darkened by the mass of dead, erupted in a black cloud hundreds of feet across. A 2,000-pound JDAM going off was hard to miss. 
 “Tugboat Jack, Thunderchild. First JDAM has impacted. I’m seeing a large amount of dust and debris. I am not visual with the ground at the moment, but looks like a hit. Over.” 
 There was a moment of silence as she waited for a reply. Right now, she knew, a dozen pairs of eyes would be scouring the video feeds she was sending them, and analyzing the results. 

“Thunderchild, Tugboat Jack. We show good effect on target. Maintain overwatch and await confirmation of next target package. Over.”

 “Copy that, Tugboat Jack.” 
 The cloud of dust below began to dissipate, blown away and across the mass of dead by the wind of the incoming weather front. As Hailey watched, glancing out every few seconds to get a clearer picture, she noticed a shifting in the writhing mass below her. The area near where the bomb had impacted was temporarily motionless, just a mass of broken bodies, but the gap was being filled. The dead were pouring into the opening, and spreading toward the impact crater. 
 Hailey felt a lurch in her chest. Unless they stepped up the payload, these strikes were going to make so little difference to the size of the dead storm that it was almost pointless dropping them. But the way the dead were moving toward the blast made her think. She’d expected the explosion to get the attention of the ones in the immediate vicinity. Noise generally drew them. But, as it was playing out, hundreds or thousands of them, ones that had already moved far past the impact point, were turning back and heading straight for it. 
 It looked like ringing the dinner bell. A really big one. 
 “Tugboat Jack, Thunderchild.” 

“Go ahead.”

 “Are you seeing what I’m seeing? There is some serious distraction of the herd by the munition impact. They are really clumping up, a huge section of the herd reversing course.” 

“Wait one, Thunderchild. We’re analyzing the feed now. Can you do a flyover and get us a better look?”

 “Roger that.” 
 Hailey banked the plane again, arced closer to the impact zone, and then reduced her altitude, passing over three times while trying to aim the nose-cone camera on to the area. She could see it even more clearly now. Thousands of the dead were running full-tilt toward the spot where the bomb had hit, even though it took them backward and in the opposite direction to the main storm. They ran into the area and then stopped, piling up on top of one another, like they had gone there for some reason that now escaped them. 
 Whatever the numbheads’ thinking, or lack thereof, the explosion had proven much more compelling than whatever it was that urged them to follow their current path to the sea. 
 “Got that, Tugboat Jack?” 

“Affirmative, Thunderchild. Stand by for next target grid reference.”

 She didn’t have to wait very long. Ten seconds later, the radio buzzed again. 

“Thunderchild, Tugboat Jack, we’re sending your next grid ref.”

 Hailey glanced at the new target and frowned. It was the same spot, exactly where she had just struck. She mentally shrugged, banked a stomach-churning 180, and flew directly at the same grid square. 
 Target acquired, Hailey sent the second JDAM plummeting from the sky as she rocketed over the sprawl of already damaged buildings, and the massive clumping of the dead. 
 “Second munition away.” 
 She felt the impact. Not physically – she was already a half-mile away and banking around again when it happened – but her sense of timing was acute, and as the plane leveled off and soared toward the second blossoming explosion, she saw it happening once more. Again, thousands, maybe tens of thousands were breaking away from the edges of the new gap in the swarm and running, or stumbling, as fast as their dead legs could carry them, toward the now even deeper crater. 
 She had two more strikes before she was out of bombs, and then it would be down to missiles. Those were unlikely to have the same effect. 

“Thunderchild, Tugboat Jack. We want you to move concentration of the remaining strikes to the front of the herd, but we’re having difficulty keeping up with its advance. Can you do a pass nearer to the beach front?”

 “Affirmative.” 
 The plane jolted with thrumming power and turbulent air as Hailey turned 180 degrees and headed back out to sea. On her heads-up display, CIC had indicated a rough area that described a trajectory toward the JFK. She took the plane back out over the water, arced around, and then dipped, dropping out of the rough air, as the long line of abandoned beach-front hotels raced by again. 
 On the coast ahead, she saw a bridge clogged with vehicles, but ahead of that she noted a small lake that the swarm had just reached. Dark figures poured into the water and tumbled over one another. She painted the spot with a laser to read in its coordinates, thinking it would be easy to assess the damage of a strike on open ground, and started to come around again. 
 She was just about to pull up and regain altitude for the bomb run when she saw a different sort of movement. The main street that ran along the back of the row of hotels was reasonably clear, and still a few hundred yards from where the swarm was surging forward. Only a single group of cars blocked the road. And the view as she passed over was clear enough for her to see a single vehicle barreling along it, pursued by a crowd of fast-moving dead. 
 There were people alive down there. 
 And the bridge that they were heading for was blocked. 
 “Tugboat Jack, this is Thunderchild. Be advised that I just spotted a moving vehicle downtown. I repeat. A moving vehicle in the city. Unless one of the dead has gained a brain and remembered how to drive, we have survivors down there.” 





 Don’t Slow Down 
 Norfolk Avenue, Virginia Beach 
 It darted out from the shadows of the treeline and raced toward the side of the truck, almost making contact, almost latching on to the exhausted man holding on to the side of the vehicle. The man, a civilian survivor from a group that had by some strange turn of events fallen in with Second Lieutenant Wesley and his shore-patrol team, didn’t see it coming as he leaned out from the truck, aiming a pistol back down the road, toward the distant mass of dark figures that pursued them. 
 They had been followed for their entire high-speed drive down Norfolk Avenue, and the vaguely human shapes they could see relentlessly pursuing them in the distance never seemed to lose much ground. On foot, they somehow kept up with the truck that the survivors and Wesley’s men clung to, as it bounced across the broken, bumpy, and weed-riddled road like an off-road vehicle, rather than the civilian pickup it was. Sure, the truck was holding on, but it creaked in protest with every bump they bounced over, and the engine sounded like it was ready to burst its guts out. 
 No one, least of all Wesley, had expected the creatures to have penetrated so far into the city. But one man had seen it coming: Melvin, a Scottish sailor posted to the Kennedy in Britain and now bizarrely under the command of Wesley, an Englishman, for the duration of their crazy expedition to the Virginia Beach naval station. Vehicle patrol, shore patrol, it didn’t matter which and was all the same to him – it meant looking where you were going and where your weaknesses were, not at what you had left behind. 
 A sharp crack sounded as Melvin cranked off a round from his assault rifle and the nearest dead runner snapped backward in mid-sprint. The palsied figure somersaulted involuntarily, its upper body pulled backward by the bullet impact that took half its head off and sprayed a cloud of blackened blood across the road. Others ran straight over the top of it, not slowing nor taking notice. Pale, ragged creatures moving with a freakishly lurching gait but with a speed that defied biological reasoning, they spilled out from behind a row of prefab buildings and into the street. 
 But they were too slow this time. The truck, despite being overloaded with refugees and the sailors of Wesley’s crew, barreled along the broken road, swerving around debris, and left the dead pursuers eating a cloud of dust. The bristle of gun barrels from the back of the truck remained trained on the sprinting pursuers, but none fired now. 
 In the driver’s seat, Wesley gripped the steering wheel and stared at the road as sweat poured down his face. He could see an intersection in the distance with the debris of several smashed-up cars blocking a direct route across. And it was coming up fast. He had only seconds to adjust their bearing so that he wouldn’t have to slow down too much. 
 His mind felt like it was on fire. In the back of this truck was a group of Americans who had survived the apocalypse where so many millions hadn’t, and it was down to him, hands tight on the wheel, to somehow make sure they survived a little longer. 
 An hour ago, up in the observation tower on the naval station, he had been sure not a single human being was alive in the area, that this part of the U.S. was devoid of life, of anything at all with a heartbeat. Now they had made contact with proof that this wasn’t so, and this discovery prompted a hundred questions in Wesley’s mind – the first of which being, how many others might have survived? 
 They shot across the intersection, not slowing, even though Wesley’s stomach lurched at the dread thought of colliding with an oncoming vehicle. Of course he knew that no other vehicle would be moving on this road. There probably hadn’t been anyone along there for two years, but it didn’t override his natural terror of blasting through an intersection at full speed, his instinct to slow or stop or at least look both ways… 
 But they couldn’t slow down, and he swerved the truck around several abandoned cars before pulling back into the center of the road again. As the cars blurred by, Wesley noticed that the nearest had been burned out rather than simply left behind. And sitting there, inert, inside the charred remains of the metal frame, was a single blackened skeleton, barely recognizable as a human being. The image of it burned into Wesley’s mind and stayed longer than he preferred. The frozen grimace, the blackened and empty eye sockets… 
 Was that a better way to go? Would it be more merciful a death to burn than to be torn apart by a ravening crowd of the dead? Or, even worse, to be bitten and survive long enough to join them? No – to live was better. 
 Wesley battled to focus his thoughts, snapping his concentration away from the dreadful image. Ahead, the road was clear for a hundred yards or more, but further along were more signs of blockage. With every turn and every moment that ticked by, Wesley’s dread of seeing the way ahead completely closed off increased. He knew they could never beat the storm on foot. 
 “Tell me we’re nearly there!” he shouted, his voice only just carrying over the noise of the protesting engine and the howling wind. Thankfully, the ringing in his ears from the torrent of gunfire that had been the basis of his day so far was on hiatus, if only for the moment. 
 Behind him, leaning in through the broken rear window, the leader of the survivor group – a large man with a tattoo on his neck, whom Wesley had learned in the last few minutes was named Burns – shouted back. 
 “About two hundred yards, if I remember correctly! We should hit a crossing.” 
 Burns coughed twice, holding his chest and wincing, before going on. Wesley had no doubt the man had been injured during the mass brawl with the runners, and prayed he wasn’t infected. But that battle had been in close quarters, and it had been messy, so it was possible that at least one of the survivors wouldn’t be surviving much longer. They would just have to deal with that as it came. 
 “After that, bear south along Pacific Avenue for a mile or so! That should take us to the first of the lakes and the inlet.” 
 “To the boats?” said Wesley. 
 Burns nodded. “That’s the idea! There were a lot of them there at one time.” 
 In the passenger seat next to Wesley, Derwin held a wadded-up ball of cloth to his side, where blood still oozed from his gunshot wound. He held his pistol in his free hand, unable to both stem the flow of blood and wield his assault rifle. Wesley noticed how pale he was, and as though sensing his concern, Derwin turned and nodded gravely at him. 

I’m still in the fight.

 Wesley glanced in the rear-view mirror, craning to see past the heads of people crammed in the back. Behind them, less than a hundred yards away, the group of runners that had rushed the side of the car were slowly fading into the dust haze left by the truck. But behind them, far out but not far enough, Wesley could also see the heaving crowd that followed. They would have maybe three minutes, five at most, when they got to the lakes. Then the fast-moving front edge of the storm, the runners, would be on them. 
 He prayed the tattooed hard man in back knew what the hell he was talking about. 
 Because perhaps only a mile behind them was the great body of the storm itself, a writhing, rolling mass of bodies subsuming everything in its path. Occasionally, as the truck swerved around the road, Wesley thought he could make it out, but at that distance it was difficult to see any kind of detail. All he could see for sure was a wall of darkness, a massive plague of insects crawling their way across the empty city. Wesley doubted very much they would make contact with the storm itself. 
 Because if they didn’t move quickly enough, the runners out front would get them first. 
 Ahead of them now, and closing fast, Wesley saw a massive concrete building. In front of that, lying across the road and only leaving a gap that might just be wide enough for the truck to pass through, were the fallen remains of a system of traffic lights. Long metal poles half a foot thick had fallen into the street, smashing their lights across the blacktop. Bare wiring lay strewn among the scattering of plastic and glass, and underneath the far set of lights was a hatchback, crushed under the weight of a large chunk of concrete from the building. 
 The roadside building itself looked like it was collapsing in on itself, and what might once have been an entranceway was open to the sky, a gaping maw of broken masonry and twisted metal-reinforcement mesh, raw like an open wound. Wesley tried to ignore the burn marks, evidence of either a fire or some massive explosion, as they raced toward the intersection. 
 “This is it!” shouted Burns. “Go right!” 
 The tires screeched and spewed dust and gravel as Wesley turned while braking the truck down to almost a crawl. He swung them out wide and then back toward the gap between the fallen traffic lights, but even as the glass under the wheels crunched and splintered, he already knew that the gap wasn’t wide enough for them to get through. They stopped a foot from it. 
 “Damn,” Wesley said, his mind reeling as he tried to work out a way around, or a way through, but he couldn’t see it. The fallen lights on the left were a meter high of smashed and bent metal, and on the left, it was maybe only a foot high, but— 
 “Burns!” 
 “I’m here. Can you not get through?” 
 Options flashed through Wesley’s mind, none of them viable. He looked everywhere, but nothing new jumped out at him. Beside him in the passenger seat, Derwin leaned forward, also staring out, trying to find some kind of route for their exodus. 
 “We can’t go around,” Derwin said. “I don’t see a way. Not without going back on ourselves.” 
 He was right, and Wesley knew he was right. On the left, the sidewalk was blocked with the collapsed building. And on the right, a trio of cars had collided with a truck that was now nose deep in the lake, blocking access even to the grass verge and the raised walkway. 
 “Damn it!” said Wesley. “Can I go straight on?” 
 “No,” said Burns. “We can’t. When we were here last there was a building fallen on the main stretch, and if we go along the beach we won’t make it before they get here.” 
 “Where, then?” Wesley felt panic overtaking him in earnest now. 
 “Go through!” said Derwin. “The truck can handle it!” 
 Wesley stared at the fallen lights. No choice. There was no time for anything else. 
 Derwin slapped Wesley’s headrest. “Back up. Then floor it.” 
 Wesley slammed his fist into the dashboard, cursing, but then turned and shouted out the back window. “Everyone hold on tight – and keep your hands inside the truck!” He then took a deep breath, hoping he wasn’t making a serious error of judgment. 
 But there was nothing else for it. 
 Behind him, Burns had clocked the situation and realized what Wesley intended. “Oh shit… okay, but do it quick! We got critters a hundred yards and closing!” 
 Wesley glanced up in the rear-view, relieved to see weapons and limbs pulled back in, and heads disappearing from view, as his passengers hunkered down. He slammed the truck into reverse, rolled it back twenty yards, switched gears again, put his foot to the floor, and just hoped to hell Derwin was right. 
 Glass, dust, scraps of metal, and God knows what else flew under their wheels as the truck lurched forward and slammed into the tangle of street lights. Wesley was thrown forward, but still held on to the wheel and kept the truck powering forward. There was a screeching, tearing sound as metal scraped along the blacktop, ripping up tarmac and gouging a long wound into the surface of the road. But then, just as the truck felt like it was on the verge of slowing and becoming hopelessly stuck, there was a wrenching of metal and they were off again, swerving right onto the wider road that led down to the lakes, the wreckage of the intersection left behind. 
 A cheer rose up from the back as they raced away, but it had to compete with the nails-on-blackboard shriek of a section of streetlight dragging along with them, before it broke off and tumbled away behind them. 
 Wesley checked the rear-view again, thinking that whoever tried to take this road next would actually have to get out and move the damned lights. But he soon forgot this as he clocked the dark line of predators that followed them. They were no longer a hundred yards back, but now forty, maybe fifty yards behind. He pushed the pedal down, trying to get their speed up, but with the weight of so many passengers, the truck just wouldn’t oblige. 
 It was then that he felt a pull on the steering wheel, hard to the right. He fought against it, straining and cursing the good luck that had now turned bad. A flat tire. It had to be. He knew it. The weight of hell was bearing down on them, hot breath on their necks, and this was what fate would throw into the mix, just to piss him off. 
 He leaned out the open window, looking down toward the front of the truck. Sparks flew from the wheel – or was it the wheel? No, the wheel was fine, but something had caught underneath the driver’s door. A large chunk of metal, almost certainly from the street-light, had pierced the bottom of the door and wedged in, and now dragged on the ground. 
 “Burns!” 
 “Yes!” 
 “Can you see what’s wedged in the door on my side? We’re dragging something!” 
 Painful seconds passed as Wesley struggled with the truck. It almost seemed as though the damn thing wanted to pull them off the road. He could see Burns’ shadow as the man tried to inspect the debris that clung to the undercarriage, but he could also see behind them where lurching figures were streaming across the ruined intersection, leaping over the downed light system without a moment’s pause. There were hundreds now, and at the speed they were moving, it would be a miracle if the damaged truck made it to the lakes before they were overrun. 
 Wesley squinted out at the road ahead, looking for anything that might help them. About two hundred yards away, a single abandoned vehicle sat in the middle of another intersection. The rest of the road seemed clear for as far as he could see. Nothing useful, but at least the way ahead was clear for now. 
 “Wesley!” shouted Burns. “Keep your hands in the cab, okay? Don’t lean out!” 
 Wesley had no intention of sticking his hands out. But before he could answer, he saw the business end of a shotgun pointing past his head toward the tarmac, just inches from him. 
 “Wait. you’ll blow the—!” 

BANG!

 Too late. 
 The noise was stunning, and every other sound in Wesley’s world faded instantly – the screaming of metal against the road, the shouts of the passengers, the roar of the truck’s engine. Everything went quiet, and was then replaced by a ringing noise that made Wesley’s head hurt. And then he sensed more than saw something shiny tumbling down the road – whatever had been stuck under the truck was gone. Then they were moving faster and the vehicle was no longer fighting him for control. Best of all, the tire was still intact, and not blown out by the shotgun, as Wesley had dreaded. 
 But the shotgun blast wasn’t the only shot. The rear-view erupted in a blossom of flashes, and the air cracked with reports, and Wesley could barely even make out what was going on behind him. He gripped the wheel and concentrated on what he could do, and that was just keep them on the road. 
 He steered the truck in a wide arc to avoid a single abandoned vehicle, and then sighed with relief as the road ahead of them opened up, clear of debris, and empty of the dead. On his right, he saw the first of the lakes, and had a view of the city without the looming roadside buildings in the way. Beyond the first line of structures, the mass of dead was already surging forward, spewing through the streets and filling every bit of ground. Some of the smaller buildings, one or two stories high, were being enveloped completely. 
 Then, on the very periphery of his vision, the flash of a small dark object rocketed across the darkening sky, followed by a sonic boom. Wesley jumped so sharply that he hit his head on the roof of the cab, but managed to regain his composure. A moment later the whump of an explosion sounded in his ears, almost deafening. Across the lake and through the structures, Wesley could see the ground erupting and whole buildings collapsing. Debris and the twisted shapes of dozens or hundreds of zombies were thrown into the sky as some sort of massive explosion tore into them. A few seconds later, the very same shape – a fighter jet, Wesley now surmised – shot past again, and another sonic boom followed. The thing was so damn fast Wesley barely had time to snap his neck around before it was gone again. 
 “Holy shit!” shouted Derwin. “They’re bombing the area. We need to move!” The man’s face was turning even more pale now. 
 Wesley tried to ignore the plane and the explosions, not to mention the swarm that now fast approached them, and the closer ones chasing them up the road. He willed the truck to go faster. This was all just a little too much. Could anything else be thrown against them? They weren’t just running from a massive horde of the dead now, they were also driving underneath falling bombs. Did the pilot even know they were down there? Probably not. At any moment the ground could disappear and they could all be atomized to vapor, and it occurred to Wesley that maybe that would be the easiest way out. He was a survivor, and stubborn, but there was only so much that a man could take in one day. 
 “See ahead? The access road heading off?” shouted Burns, snapping Wesley from his grim thoughts. He could barely make out Burns’ voice, but it was still there, and further along he saw what Burns meant – a leaning metal sign, with an arrow pointing down a section of road that sloped away and out of sight. 
 “Yes, I see it!” 
 “That’s where we check first – Lake Rudee. We should be able to see from the ramp if there are any boats, so don’t go too far down in case we have to back up.” 
 Wesley glanced in the mirror again. How far ahead of the dead were they now? Three hundred yards? He guessed they would have a minute, maybe two, after they stopped. That was if the main mass of the swarm hadn’t already reached the lakes, and the inlet. He had no idea how they were going to pull this off. 
 “And if there are none?” asked Wesley. His hearing was coming back, but slowly. 
 “Then we go over the bridge to the next lake,” said Burns, “and hope like hell there are some down there.” 

Oh, sod it, Wesley thought, his thoughts growing peaceful again for some reason. 
 Hoping like hell just seemed to be the order of the damned day. 





 Bad Day at Ammo City 
 USS John F. Kennedy

 A clean ocean breeze swept over the JFK’s flight deck, as if over wide-open prairie, mercifully wicking the sweat from Commander Drake’s face. Actually, being out on deck was more like standing in an enormous parking lot – except with a sheer 90-foot drop on every side. 
 Also, this parking lot wasn’t empty. Aside from flight ops in the stern, and infantry drilling amidships, and people and tractors scurrying all over and in various directions, most of them carrying or hauling equipment… there were also two great projects in the fore, out near the front edge of the deck that hung over the gigantic, protruding prow of the supercarrier. 
 And it was these that were Drake’s last stops on his terminal inspection tour. 
 The closer one was the site of their primary militia ammo depot. From overheard snippets of conversation, Drake gathered the men had taken to calling it Ammo City. This was built to sit within arm’s reach of the defenders manning the ramparts on the bow. Huge pallets were being unloaded and shifted around – each stacked with crates of 5.56mm rounds, rifle magazines, and 40mm and 25mm grenades. Some of this ammo would be feeding the Marines’ SOF Combat Assault Rifles (SCARs), but most was for a vast armory of experimental XM29 Objective Individual Combat Weapons, which had been recovered from Oceana Naval Air Base. 
 No one had known what such a huge storehouse of advanced assault rifles was doing there, nor why it had been abandoned. But Drake knew one thing – he was seriously grateful to Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick, who had insisted they spend the time, manpower, and air transport capacity – and they’d had damned little of all three, especially time – to ferry the massive storehouse of weapons and ammo over to the carrier. 
 Now Gunny Fick looked pretty goddamned smart. 
 Because, on the short list of things that might save their bacon, the advanced hybrid rifles were at or near the top. Assault rifle underneath, smart grenade launcher up top, with a computer-assisted sighting system and integrated laser rangefinder, these might just be the edge that would allow their largely inexperienced troops to keep the endless ranks of the dead from coming over the gunwale – and then consuming everything and everyone on board. 
 Whoever was in charge of this ammo-hustling operation, if anyone, Drake couldn’t immediately work out. So he just watched the action for a minute. It looked like it was all coming together. Three enormous aircraft elevators crawled up and down the outside edge of the ship, and the ammo pallets were being brought up from the one amidships. From there, they got picked up by a pair of giant forklift trucks, each of which Drake knew was capable of lifting up to 12,000 pounds. 
 They then got ferried up to this ad hoc ammo depot, where a dozen men and women broke open the pallets and tried to catalog and organize the contents, shifting crates all around. There were separate areas for 30-round magazines of 5.56mm rounds, 5-round magazines of 20mm grenades, and for individual 5.56 rounds and 20mm smart grenades. A couple of people on the crew were already at work using mechanical magazine loaders to get thousands of the latter into more of the former. 
 Once the battle got going, they would continue filling the empty mags that would no doubt start to carpet the deck. Drake didn’t imagine they’d be able to keep up with the expenditure of ammo, and the emptying of mags. But even if it was shovelling seaweed against the tide, at least they were helping. 
 They were still in the fight. 
 * * * 
 Drake was more or less content with the progress he saw here – though one tiny thing bothered him, which he couldn’t at first put his finger on – so he moved on to the construction site out at the very front edge of the ship. This was the dominion of Master Chief Shields – their top surviving engineer and construction rating, who had previously spent twenty-five years keeping U.S. Navy warships glued together and plying the high seas. Shouting here, pointing there, and scurrying back and forth, he was overseeing the effort to turn the carrier into a fixed defensive position. 
 Down in the engineering workshops, he had designed, and they were even now still constructing, modular metal “ramparts” to be affixed to the front edge of the deck, as well as partially around its sides. These six-foot walls had platforms and firing ports where the defenders could stand, and presumably get a little cover from the ravenous flesh-eating bastards they’d be trying to hold off. 
 The problem was: the front edge of the deck was also the spot where some of their combat aircraft were going to be taking off from. So the clever part of the rampart design was the hinge – in theory, these would flip them out and over the edge, clearing the deck for outgoing aircraft. And taking off from a carrier under way at sea was death-taunting enough, without having to do it over a big wall at the end of the runway. 
 “Master Chief!” Drake bellowed as he strode up. “Tell me my birds are going to be able to launch over all this shit.” Because he would very soon be ramping up both his bombing sorties and combat air patrols (CAPs). And he was going to need at least one of his bow catapults and half of the bow runway to do it. 
 “Aye, sir,” Shields answered, throwing up a sharp salute as Drake walked him down. “Our tolerances are tight – just a yank of the control lever here and they’ll flip right out of the way.” 
 Drake remembered that Chief Shields had previously been pretty optimistic about his project to graft a huge hunk of steel on to the gaping hole in the side of his boat. And that had worked about as well as a papier-mâché condom. 
 Drake raised a single eyebrow. “You’re sure about this?” 
 A shadow seemed to pass over the grizzled Master Chief’s face – but then was immediately replaced by a look of stern resolve. “Those aviators’ lives are in my hands. I take nothing more seriously. And I’ve lost too many men today already.” 
 Drake nodded. He knew better than to second-guess the Master Chief. He had gotten something badly wrong trying to patch up the boat. But maybe Drake had asked him to do too much, too quickly, and with too few resources. Shields had presided over a disaster. But as the woman said, failure consists not in the falling down – but in the staying down. And Drake knew the man needed second-guessing now like he needed an extra dick in his forehead. It would achieve nothing, and probably just further ding the man’s confidence, which had been dinged enough. 
 Drake didn’t have time for second-guessing anyway. He had to maintain his faith in his top people. Because they were about all he had. 
 “Okay,” he said, finally. “But just tell me one thing.” It had suddenly hit him what was wrong with the picture back at Ammo City. He now looked over his own shoulder, to where one of the forklifts was racing across the deck with a triple load of ammo pallets stacked on it. “Why isn’t that man wearing his colored jersey?” All flight deck crew were identified by their colored shirts – aircraft handling and catapult officers wore yellow, green was maintenance personnel and cargo-handlers, white for landing signal officers, red for EOD and firefighters, etc. This was ironclad. But the dude driving the forklift was only wearing the standard digital-camo fatigues. 
 “He’s not flight deck crew, sir,” Shields said. “He’s galley crew.” 
 Drake did a double take. “A fucking cook?” 
 “More like a potato peeler, I think. Maybe a dishwasher. Not sure.” 
 “Jesus Christ.” Drake knew a lot of people were currently doing jobs they weren’t rated for. It was mend-and-make-do across every corner of this crazy, floating, stranded, dysfunctional city – almost literally all hands on deck. But he didn’t much like the idea of critical, precarious, exacting work – such as moving explosives with heavy equipment – being done as a learn-on-the-job exercise. 
 Looking back now at the front of Ammo City, he realized something else – that the guys who had put this thing together had used a bunch of motley steel struts, rods, and long iron bars to lay the thing out and stabilize it. Very much in that spirit of mend-and-make-do, they had scavenged the detritus of the three-story crane that had gone over and broken apart in the mishap. Drake vaguely remembered having ordered that crap be pushed over the side. But when it had been policed up and repurposed instead, he’d hardly had time to ask questions about where it went. 
 And as he snorted once with amusement at this, his gaze went long again – back out to that incoming forklift. And he squinted in renewed concern, because he suddenly got a very disturbing sense that the overloaded vehicle was coming in too fast. It simply wasn’t slowing down, or not slowing enough. Drake focused in on the driver – and saw that the man wore a look of stark panic on his face, his torso bouncing up and down as he stomped on one or both of the forklift’s two big brake pedals. 
 “General quarters!” Drake shouted – as the quickest and most economical way to get everyone’s attention, and declare an emergency. Almost all the sailors at the two work sites looked up, and several used the second or two they had to get under cover. But the welders working on the ramparts – masked up, propane tanks on back, and welding torches hissing right in front of their faces – didn’t even look up, or pause what they were doing. 
 The forklift rammed into Ammo City with a terrifying crash, right into the end of one of the rows of stacked crates, its own cargo of pallets leading the way. Much of the row crumbled and collapsed in on itself, though this also acted as a crash pad for the forklift, absorbing some of the force and slowing the truck’s advance. 
 The top pallet on the fork’s stack, however, stood higher than the row – and got launched over the top. It arced through the air, flying toward the ramparts and impacting the center section almost exactly where it met the front edge of the deck. In that spot squatted one of the welders, who disappeared between the pallet and the steel rampart. 
 He never had a chance. 
 Among the rising shouts and chaos, Drake scrambled, rounding on the impact site – not to help the crushed victim, whom he felt sure was beyond help – but to do a dynamic risk assessment of the whole fucked situation. The first thing he saw was the flame of the welder’s acetylene torch – it hadn’t gone out, but still burned and sizzled, sticking out from behind the mass of crates, over a large and expanding pool of dark blood. Now it flamed up against the dry, lightweight wood of one of the pallets. And before Drake could react, the wood ignited into a lively and rapidly growing fire. Beneath the flames, he could just make out the markings on the crate. 
 “Clear the deck!” he bellowed. “Everyone out! GO, GO, GO!!” 
 The work detail at Ammo City had already legged it, and now carried on toward the stern, running for the cover of the island. The Master Chief’s team of construction guys, those still standing, raced along behind them. They knew the drill, and were trained better than to try any heroics. Clear the deck meant clear the goddamned deck. 
 The first propellant-launched grenade went off with a pop, shooting out the back of the flaming crate and flying, slow enough to follow with the naked eye, straight toward Ammo City. But when it got there, it flew right through the narrow center aisle and out the other side, dropping to the deck and skittering down its full length before dropping off the stern into the ocean far below. 
 It had missed all the stacked ammo and explosives by inches on either side. 

Holy fucking shit, Drake thought, did we just dodge a bullet…

 But that was all the time for thought he had. Because, in another second, when the rest of the grenades in that crate cooked off in the fire, they were absolutely guaranteed not to miss everything on the deck – including and in particular the enormous depot of bullets and bombs – and were certainly going to impact and explode on something. If they were very lucky, they would only hit bulkheads, and people, and tractors – things that wouldn’t themselves blow up, triggering yet more explosions. 
 Basically, all their heroic preparations were about to be reduced to rubble by grenade fire – and their battle ended before it began. 
 “Oh, fuck this,” Drake muttered, gathering himself and coiling his muscles. 
 And, for the simple reason that he was closest, and because there was no one else, he ran the opposite way from everyone else on deck – toward the danger. Reaching around the flames that engulfed the crate, he found the release lever he hoped would unlock the rampart – it did – and flipped it out and over. Then Drake put his shoulder down and into the flaming crate – and shoved for everything he was worth. 
 The big, heavy box – which seemed a lot heavier due to Drake having to push the dead body of the welder before it – scraped across the deck then tumbled over the side, falling nearly 100 feet down to the water below. As it dropped, and as Drake could hear but not see, some hard-to-determine number of additional grenades cooked off. Two or three of them smacked into the steel prow of the ship and exploded. Others arced off over the ocean and splashed down harmlessly. As the echo of the explosions faded, Drake could hear the splash and sizzle as the flaming crate hit the water and extinguished itself. 
 He collapsed to the deck, sucking oxygen. 
 Correction: he hoped it had been the dead body of the welder. 
 * * * 
 “Why the fuck is this shit on my deck?” Drake asked now, back on his feet, the rescue and recovery effort buzzing around him. He was looking down at a pool of reddish hydraulic fluid on the bow runway – the one that went straight from the waist to the very front edge of the deck, and also ran quite close to Ammo City. It was this that the forklift had hit, and then skidded on, unable to stop. 
 “No excuses, Commander.” The Air Boss was now on the scene, and subject to the Commander’s wrath at close range. But Drake simply didn’t have the energy. He was still physically weak and trembling from the wash of adrenaline that flooded his body during his ill-considered exercise in individual heroism. 
 And, anyway, he knew this was really nobody’s fault. A working flight deck was a damned dangerous place at the best of times. And everyone on board was massively overtasked. Those F-35s hadn’t been up in months before today. They were supposed to be on a regular maintenance schedule whether they flew or not. But everything had slipped in the ZA, maintenance standards in particular. If those incredibly high-tech birds had managed to take off and land safely, that alone was a major accomplishment. 
 A little leakage had to be overlooked. 
 That is, until it almost got everyone on the flight deck killed in a gala fireworks display that would have made a jaunty farewell for humanity’s last supercarrier and her crew. As it was, it looked like only a single man had been lost. One of the other welders had been injured when the airborne pallet crashed into the section of rampart he was working on. Now, Drake watched the medical personnel checking the the man’s vitals, while a litter crew stood by. Damned dangerous day for welders, Drake thought, remembering the ones who had gone into the sea when the crane went over – but then he steeled himself and tried to dredge up the strength to crack one last whip. 
 “Load that man up!” he shouted. “Get him in the litter and get him out of here. Clear this scene and get back to work. There’s no time for occupational health and safety on this goddamned ship right now.” There’s no time at all, he thought, but didn’t say it. The medics gave him a look, but complied. As they lifted the wounded man and started to move, Drake added: 
 “And I want an aid kit and a litter at every work site on this ship. Not just the trauma bays – everywhere men are working. I also don’t want medical personnel sitting on their asses in the hospital – I want them out roaming the boat, looking for people to treat. And they don’t stop when the battle starts, either.” Drake knew someone was going to complain that they shouldn’t risk their invaluable doctors, nurses, and paramedics that way. But Drake figured they’d be back down in their nice safe hospital soon enough – when the casualties started piling up, and they had people to work on. 
 Until then, their necks were on the line like everyone else’s. 
 * * * 
 As Drake’s shoulders began to sag, and his breathing slowly came back to normal, he decided to take himself back up to his little room off the Flag Bridge, up in the island, and a million miles above all this madness. He’d treat himself to a couple of minutes of blissful solitude, and silence. Get his head together before the fight started. Where his aide had ended up, he didn’t even know. He crossed the open stretch of flight deck alone, half in a daze. As he trudged, he tried to master his thoughts. 
 But he wasn’t very successful. 

What the fuck was I doing with THAT? he thought. It was emphatically not the job of the acting commander of the carrier strike group to do shipboard damage control and firefighting – never mind hurling himself at a burning crate full of grenades. As the ship’s highest ranking officer, he shouldn’t have taken such a terrible risk. But of course he knew full well why he’d done it: because it had to be done, and there had been no one else. And, anyway, pretty soon no one on this boat was going to be safe. 
 Maybe not even down in the hospital. 
 Was there even any point to everything they were all doing? What the fuck were they doing? Surely there wasn’t much more faith or hope for the crew to hang on to at this point. But then Drake grabbed himself by his mental lapels, shook himself, and dragged his head back from that cliff edge of nihilism. Despair was the unforgivable sin. And he simply couldn’t go out that way – he couldn’t give up. If he was out of faith, he’d just have to push through it, and carry on. He’d fake it, if he had to. 

And also remember, he admonished himself, we don’t have to WIN this battle. Of course, there was no possible way they could win it – it was fewer than three thousand of the living against ten million of the dead. They couldn’t win. 
 But maybe they could hold. 
 Maybe, just maybe, they could hold off the hurricane of dead long enough. Plus, Drake still had one or two tricks up his sleeve. 
 Maybe they still had a chance. And however tiny, it was something. It wasn’t certain death. And it was something they could hold on to. 
 With this thought, he reached the island and began to haul open the hatch with his palsied and infant-weak arm. But, for some reason, he paused just to stare at the damage-control station built into the outside of the island. Consisting of a large-bore hose, buckets of sand, and fire blankets with pull tabs, these things were placed at intervals all over the ship, on every deck. There were also fifteen separate hose stations all around the outside edge of the flight deck. The carrier and its crew were extremely well equipped and highly trained to do shipboard firefighting and damage control. This was because that was always how warships went down. Not from the damage suffered in an initial attack – but from the follow-on damage caused by spreading fires, chained explosions, and flooding, particularly below decks. 
 Drake thought about his order to put aid stations and medical personnel all over the boat. In the ZA, and certainly with the rampaging infection risk they were about to face, combat medicine was perhaps as important as damage control – an out-of-control outbreak would take down the ship as quickly as an out-of-control fire, finishing them in minutes in either case. Then again, once someone was infected, there was nothing you could do but shoot him in the head. 
 But that too was damage control. 
 At last, Drake hauled open the hatch and staggered inside. He had to dig down for the strength to climb the ladder. He just needed to sit down for a minute. That was all. He’d be fine in a minute. As he climbed, he thought about all the things that still needed be done, to come together, for them to have a fighting chance. 
 And the responsibility for it all sat on his shoulders – alone. 
 And Drake, in his innermost heart, didn’t for one minute believe all those stars would align. Not in time to save them. But as long as their escort destroyer, the USS Michael Murphy, stayed afloat, they could still complete their mission. Fick’s Marines, and Alpha with their mission objective, the scientist and his data, were on their way in. Even if the carrier fell, the Murph could recover those guys, and ferry them back to Fortress Britain. The Kennedy might go down, but the Murph would raise the banner and carry on. 
 And maybe the world would still have a chance. 
 Meanwhile, Drake couldn’t allow himself to say anything that even hinted at how hopeless he rated their chances. He couldn’t let his facial expression betray his doubts. In his innermost depths, he didn’t believe they were going to last an hour against this thing, not once the full onslaught started. But until they went down – and they’d go down fighting – he would try to carry out his duties to the utmost of his abilities, and to his last pulse of strength. 
 And the foremost of those duties was to lead. 
 With that thought, he reached the level of the Flag Bridge and reached for the hatch handle. But it opened up from the other side first. From behind it appeared Lieutenant Campbell, the current watch commander in their Combat Information Center (CIC), who purposefully strode out with a sheaf of papers under one arm. But when she saw Drake, she stopped in her tracks, and stopped him in his with a sharp look. 
 “‘Congratulations on your escape from the frying pan?’ Jesus, Commander, that’s what you said to the expeditionary force? Why’d you have to tell them that?” 
 Drake exhaled. Nothing was private on board a US Navy ship, and everything got recycled into scuttlebutt. Oh, well, screw it, he thought. No point in anything but honesty this late in the day. “For one thing, it’s the truth. For another, if you can’t maintain a little humor in the face of impending doom, then the ZA’s hardly worth fighting – is it?” 
 “Fair point,” the LT said, as Drake tried to push tiredly around her. “Though the doom might be a bit less impending if we had those tac-nukes on the Washington, wouldn’t it?” 
 Drake paused and looked up at her. “Sure would,” he said unhelpfully, trying to sidestep her and preparing to apply a forearm shove if necessary. 
 It was common knowledge among the boat’s senior officers that their escort sub, the nuclear-powered Virginia-class USS Washington, had not crossed the Atlantic with the carrier and the destroyer, and was still back somewhere near Portsmouth in Britain. In part this was because, at 25 knots, she had only 60% of the top speed of the two surface vessels – and speed was critical. 
 But the real reason was that she was the world’s only other nuclear-powered vessel, and thus had unlimited range and endurance – and CentCom has insisted on keeping her in reserve, in case this mission were to fail. On the other hand, no one – other than Drake himself – could know the sub’s current location for sure. Because it was an ironclad rule of fleet operational security (OPSEC) that only the commander of the strike group actually knew the location of the nuclear sub at any given time. 
 And Drake sure as hell wasn’t telling the LT now. Nor was he commenting on the presence or absence of those Tomahawk cruise missiles, the ones with the tactical nuclear warheads, which were among the Washington’s payload of 40 missiles and torpedoes. 
 Finally, he head-faked left, then jogged right, and slipped around her. She turned and watched his back as he crossed the Flag Bridge, head down, finally reaching the hatch of his private room at the rear. At last – just a few minutes of solitude and silence. So he could recharge. And prepare himself for what lay ahead. 
 But it wasn’t meant to be. As he opened the hatch, he heard someone calling his name, and looked behind him to see a man actually leaping across the room. It was Captain Martin – the Brit from the Royal Corps of Engineers, and the Kennedy’s acting Chief Engineer. 
 “Commander,” Martin panted as he trotted up. “I need you.” 
 Drake blinked his eyes slowly. “Everybody needs me, Captain Martin.” 
 “No,” Martin said. “I need you – RIGHT NOW.” Something about his expression said this was a man who ought to be listened to. 
 And who had absolutely no plans to go away until he was. 





 The Running Dead 
 Pacific Avenue, Virginia Beach 
 The weather was turning on them now. When Wesley and his team, along with the survivors, had made their escape from the naval station, the sky had been bright and blue, but that had begun to change at an unnerving rate. The skies darkened and the rain blew in. At first it was no more than a sea mist, drifting across the road and covering the coast-facing windows of the truck, but five minutes later a light rain had begun and the rumbling of thunder and lightning troubled the sky to the northeast. 
 It didn’t seem to Wesley to bode well, as he slowed the truck to a near crawl, angled off the main street and down onto the access road. The truck was difficult enough to maneuver with so many people on board, but now he had to deal with buffeting wind and falling rain. The damn wipers were missing, and every time he had to swerve into the wind he was blinded, the front screen becoming a deluge of running water. As the truck screeched to a halt, he poked his head out the window, squinted, and tried to see what was waiting for them along the half-mile stretch of the bridge. In fact it was jammed, backed up with vehicles all the way across the sea inlet. But he hoped that they wouldn’t have to cross the bridge, that they would see some boats down on the lake on this side of the water. 
 “Can you see anything?” he asked, as the brakes of the truck squeaked in protest. 
 “I’m looking,” said Burns, and there followed a pause of about ten seconds that seemed an age, as Wesley looked into the rear-view mirror and back down the road at the fast-approaching rabble of runners. He estimated two minutes, tops, was all they had. Also understanding this, Derwin, still wincing from his injury, holstered his handgun, painfully hefted his assault rifle, leaned out the window, and took aim back down the street. 
 “Shit,” said Burns, eventually. “I see one boat trashed and half submerged, but nothing intact. There are some on the other side, though.” 

Damn, and damn, thought Wesley, as he put the truck into reverse and took them back up the access road. Quickly shifting gears, he saw the dark shapes in the mirror getting ever closer, and hit the pedal again. The truck jumped forward and began rolling toward the bridge. A hundred yards ahead at the foot of it was where the vehicle jam started, and Wesley could see cars, trucks, even an eighteen-wheeler, just sitting there blocking the way. 
 The bridge was two lanes wide, with a gap in the center that seemed to be clear. It ran through the middle of the vehicles and ended about fifty yards in, where a driver must have thought it clever to try to force his way through the middle and gotten stuck. The access lane, as thin as it was, was the only way open, and Wesley aimed the truck at it as they sped up. But the bridge was arched, and beyond halfway he couldn’t see whether any of the other lanes were clear or not. They would just have to hope that they were. 
 “Wesley,” said Derwin. “Get a move on or I’m going to have to open up on these things.” 
 They rolled past the first of the abandoned vehicles – cars, vans, and even an ice-cream truck were bumper to bumper, their windows smashed out and many of the doors hanging open. The truck rocked as it drove over a pile of debris, and Wesley heard cracking noises over the whining of the engine, but he didn’t have time to think about it as he focused on the way ahead. 
 There was a way around the vehicle that blocked the center lane, and they had made it nearly halfway across when a Winnebago came into view. How the thing had been turned on its side was a mystery, but the fact that it blocked the way was perfectly clear. It was crumpled up against the side of the bridge and wedged in tight by a semi cab. Wesley touched the brakes and was about to stop when a gap appeared on the right, one big enough to— he swerved into it, cringing at the shriek of tormented metal and cries of alarm from behind him. 
 “Sorry!” he shouted. “Just hold on!” 
 Something clanged down onto the blacktop, probably a side panel, but he didn’t have time to worry about it as he swerved again, back into the middle of the bridge and the gap between the two rows of vehicles. They were beyond the stuck RV, thankfully, and ahead of them the way was clear for another fifty yards. 
 But then it ended, abruptly, with the looming shape of an overturned eighteen-wheeler, and Wesley knew now why the bridge was backed up all the way to the other side. 
 He put his foot down, surging them forward at the overturned semi, and then hit the brakes, stopping them just yards away. He was about to shout at the others to abandon the truck, but as he opened his door he could already see Browning leaping out and taking up a position behind them, as the rest of the passengers jumped down onto the bridge. One of the women lowered a child, a wide-eyed young girl no older than five, into the arms of another. 
 “Are we not riding in the truck no more?” asked the girl. 
 “No, we have to walk now,” answered the woman. 
 “We gotta run!” shouted Burns, as he leapt down from behind the driver’s cab, “or we will never beat those bastards to the boats.” 
 There was no messing around or hesitation – ten seconds after Wesley stopped the truck, the group was pounding shoe leather across the steel grating of the bridge. They ran around the side, heading through a gap that only allowed them through in single file, and then they were onto open ground. The bridge sloped away into a flat, open street that stretched into the distance. But that wasn’t where they were going. 
 To their right, over a low fence, was a grass verge with a few sparse and unhealthy trees leading down to the docks, and as they rushed through and onto the walkway beside the lake, Wesley’s heart jumped in his chest. He almost stopped dead, fear trying to grip and pull him back, but everyone was running forward, their goal a pair of white yachts moored 200 yards down the pier. Behind him, he heard Derwin gasp, and knew that he had seen the same thing. How everyone else could be ignoring it was beyond him, but then maybe the survivor group were used to horrors on this scale. 
 Across the lake, and barely 300 yards away, the writhing mass of the storm had finally caught up with them. The only thing keeping them from being overrun and devoured was the expanse of water between them and it. Hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of dark, kicking, clawing shapes spilled around the buildings that lined the waterfront. Bodies fell over one another and stumbled into the inlet, falling into the depths to be crushed by others as the storm hit the opposite side of the lake and started pouring into it there. The noise was both overpowering and indistinct, tens of thousands of screams and moans all rolled into one to make a rumbling, soul-scraping, voiceless static. 
 Wesley caught up with Burns, the leader of the survivors. 
 “How are you going to get the boat moving?” he shouted, through gasps for air. “The engine battery will be dead by now, won't it?” 
 “We’ve got a battery, with a lot of juice still in it,” shouted Burns. “And we’ve got fuel. And that boat is a high-priced bastard – just what I was hoping to find. It’ll start up, trust me. You just concentrate on keeping the dead off. And keep your fingers crossed.” 
 Gunfire erupted behind him, and Wesley turned and raised his handgun, seeing Derwin, Melvin, and Browning backing toward him and firing back down the walkway. The runners were on them now. Dozens rushed through the copse of trees and onto the path, relentless in their urge to catch their prey. They were fifty yards away now and closing, and they didn’t get tired. Wesley glanced back to the survivors, who were running flat out toward the boats and not looking back. Out beyond the trees, the bridge was being overrun, dark shapes sluicing between abandoned vehicles, shoving one another aside in their individual desperate attempts to catch the fleeing humans. 
 “Run, you idiots!” Wesley snapped at the sailors, then took off down the walkway. Now was not the time for a rear-guard action. He knew that if they stopped, they would be caught, and there were just too many bearing down on them for a few guns to make a difference. 
 Wesley’s three sailors broke away, following him at a sprint. He could almost feel the dead behind them, catching them up, closing the distance. In his gut he felt a scream building, one of utter terror, as overwhelming numbers of them, fast-moving ones, converged on their position. Their only chance at escape was to get out onto the water. 
 Ahead of them, given even those few seconds of head start, the survivors were piling onto the first yacht. As Wesley ran down the pier and leapt over the side, he saw two of them disappearing down a hatch, one pulling a jug from his backpack – gasoline he guessed, by its color – and the other hauling out something that looked like a car battery. One of the women was rushing the children to the front of the boat, but the others were now lining the railing and aiming weapons back at the oncoming runners. 
 Wesley landed on the deck, skidded, turned, and took his place in line just as the three shore patrolmen jumped on. Then they waited, listening to the overpowering noise of the horde, as the mass of runners sped along the dock toward them, almost within range now. There were dozens hurtling along, and hundreds behind that, and Wesley’s heart thumped, his head swimming with the overload of movement and peril. 
 It seemed like minutes passed, but it could only have been seconds. Then they were in range, and the firing began, the line of survivors and sailors blasting down the pier at the figures surging toward them. There were too many, even for a dozen guns, and every one they took down was replaced with another, and another. Bodies fell into the water and hit the wooden dock, and still they came. 
 Then the dead were at the gangway leading to the boat, just twenty yards away, those at the front falling from the hail of bullets. Wesley resisted the urge to fire at random, just get as many rounds off as he could, instead aiming and making every shot count. This was it, their last-ditch defense. The mass of dead spilling into the water on the other side of the lake would never be a problem if they didn’t get the yacht moving – they would all be dead before those got anywhere near them. 

All this way, he thought. Across an entire ocean on some crazy mission, and I’m not going to make it home. And to have discovered this miraculous group of survivors, whom he’d dared to hope he could help save, and now he was just going to die with them. All this way, so many close calls – and it was coming down to a yacht that just didn’t want to move. 
 Then a runner was leaping at him across the short span of water, landing with a bang on the deck, only two feet away. As it lurched forward, throwing its weight at him, Wesley swung around, trying to bring his handgun to bear, but he was too slow and the thing collided with him, sending him sprawling out backward. Blackened hands grasped at his face, missing him by inches as he tried to shove it away. The corpse wasn’t as heavy as he was, but it was fast, and frantic, and its mouth only inches away, teeth crunching up and down as it struggled to bite. 
 Then it was windmilling backward, yanked away. Wesley jumped to his feet, his head still spinning, and there was Browning, one hand holding his rifle by the pistol grip, the other hauling on the ragged clothes that barely hung from the zombie. He slammed the creature against the side of the boat, and was raising his rifle to fire when the yacht’s engines roared to life. 
 The ground underneath them shifted and Wesley was thrown to the deck again, falling forward this time. A shot rang out just inches away, followed by a splash of water. He looked up, lifting his handgun to fire at the runner, which he expected would be either on him in a second or attacking someone else, but it wasn’t there. All he saw was the dock moving away from them at speed, runners leaping into the water, trying to land on the boat before it was out of reach, and Browning, still aiming his rifle at the spot where the runner had been just a moment before. 





 Unkillable 
 On Board Chuckie, 10,000 Feet Over North America 
 After a few minutes, Handon emerged again from the pilots’ command deck. He didn’t engage with or even meet the eyes of Park or Juice as he stepped over them. Instead, he stomped a trail directly back to Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick, who was doing a gear and weapons manifest with Brady. There wasn’t very much of either, as most of it had gone out the windows to lighten the plane before (or during) take-off. But it looked like they were soon going to need everything they had. 
 “I need to brief you,” Handon said. 
 Fick looked up. “My office or yours?” 
 There wasn’t a hell of a lot of private space going. But, fairly quickly, the two units’ acting commanders worked out that there was in fact a relatively spacious compartment, intended for the bombardier and navigator, way out in the nose, ahead of and beneath the flight deck. Somehow, Graybeard had known about this (prior service in WWII?) and had scored it for himself. Handon and Fick booted him out. 
 Handon spread out a paper map on the console. 
 “Okay,” he said. “I just got off the horn with the Kennedy.” 
 “Drake?” Fick asked. 
 “No. He’s a little overtasked right now. I talked to the CIC watch officer.” 
 “And?” 
 “And they’re going to be engaged – soon. The outer edge of this storm, as they’re calling it, has already reached them. And the bulk of it will be on them inside of the hour. They’ve already launched ground-attack sorties. And their bombardment of the shore is about to begin.” 
 Fick crinkled his brow. “What’s their game plan?” 
 “Try to thin it out as much as they can. And then try to hold.” 
 “Until?” 
 “Until we get there, for one thing.” Handon checked the GPS on his watch – which, slightly miraculously, had signals from the four sats it needed to compute a position. He leaned over and drew a black X on the map. “We’re here.” He then eyeballed the distance, and calculated time based on airspeed. “We’ll be at the coastline in seventy-five minutes.” 
 Fick looked up and locked eyes with him. “And that’s when things get hairy.” 
 “Hairy like Juice’s nutsack.” 
 * * * 
 “Hang on a second,” Ali said to Emily. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.” She squeezed the girl’s arm, rose, dug around under the bench behind her, then padded toward the front of the plane. She found Juice, still sitting with Dr. Park outside the command deck. She approached them while holding something behind her, shielding it with her body. 
 “Surprise for you, brother man.” 
 He looked up and cocked an eyebrow. 
 From behind her she produced his beloved SIG SG 553 assault rifle. 
 His eyes lit up. “You saved it!” 
 “Yeah,” Ali said, handing it over. “I hid it behind a strut.” 
 Juice checked out his beloved primary weapon – but then looked up in alarm. “Wait a minute – you risked the plane crashing on take-off, or not getting off the ground at all, for this?” 
 Ali shrugged. “I didn’t think three kilograms was going to make the difference one way or the other. And you’ve only got one of these – it’s your baby.” She looked over her shoulder briefly. “Anyway, Handon kept his, too.” 
 Juice chuckled. “Ha. His 416. There’s definitely only one of those. And I guess, if we did crash, we were damn well going to need them.” 
 “Exactly.” 
 As she turned to leave, Juice said, “Hey, what about your weapon?” 
 She just winked at him over her shoulder. 
 * * * 
 After finishing a fairly involved and fiddly process of patching up the variety of holes in Reyes, Predator now hobbled back up the aircraft, ducking his head beneath the low struts – all of which were low to him. As he did so, he passed Marine Staff Sergeant Brady, who was sitting alone and looking meditatively out the glassless window of the waist gun turret, with the wild breeze on his face. 
 He didn’t seem aware of the arm wound that Predator had wrapped up for him, nor of the various contusions underneath his body armor, all of which he’d had inflicted on him by perhaps the world’s only flaming zombie machine gunner, back on Beaver Island. Predator didn’t really know Brady well enough be sure, but it seemed uncharacteristic of the naturally happy and outgoing Marine to be so quiet and pensive like this. 
 But, then again, it had been a vicious battle to hold that airfield. And Brady had been the linchpin of the defense, somehow holding the whole northern front together for the entire fight. And men had died anyway. This might have had something to do with Brady’s solemn aspect. 
 Predator stopped and squatted down beside him. “Arm okay, dude?” 
 Brady turned his head to look at him. “All squared away, Sarge. Thanks again.” 
 “Don’t mention it.” Pred paused and looked thoughtful. “Hey. I heard you used to be a martial arts champion.” 
 “Yeah. Something like that.” 
 “What form?” 
 “Brazilian Ju Jitsu.” 
 “Ground grappling, huh? Pretty badass. Most fist fights end up as ground fights. Plus I seem to remember all the top MMA guys were BJJ, by the end.” 
 “Yeah. It’s pretty practical. Except, obviously, for zombie fighting.” 
 “Ha! Yeah. No.” 
 “Then again, pretty much all martial arts are pretty much useless in the ZA.” 
 “I don’t know,” Pred said, looking thoughtful. “We had to slug it out with some living dudes during our exfil. Ali got tangled up in some close-quarters grappling. And some knife work.” 
 “Oh, really?” Brady looked slightly disbelieving, and then slightly annoyed. “Man, you’d think we have enough problems, without the few remaining living people trying to kill each other. Can’t we all just get along?” 
 “I know, right? You’d think so. But maybe a little thing like the apocalypse isn’t enough to change human nature.” Predator shifted his big bulk. “By the way, I heard we may have to jump into the drink and get fished out. You think you can jump, and swim?” 
 “No problem.” 
 “All right, then. Good jarhead.” Predator clapped him on his unwounded arm, before rising to leave. 
 * * * 
 “Hey, wait,” Fick said. “That seventy-five-minute flight time doesn’t include refueling.” 
 “Re-what?” Handon didn’t look thrilled about having to deal with yet one more goddamned thing. 
 “Oh, yeah,” Fick said. “Nobody briefed you.” 
 Handon’s lips formed a tight line, and he just waited for it. 
 “The good news is we’ve got enough fuel to reach the Kennedy. The bad news is it isn’t all in the tanks.” 
 “You mean those jerrycans in back.” 
 “Yeah. The ones Greybeard almost got left behind to fill for us.” 
 Handon eyed Fick levelly. “So you’re saying we have to pull over.” 
 “Yeah, pretty much. Touch down, secure the site, top the tanks, lift again.” 
 Handon put his palms on the table. “It always sounds so easy in theory. I’m kind of surprised the pilot didn’t mention this when I talked to him.” 
 “Probably a lot on his mind.” 
 “Okay. Where do you figure?” Handon stepped to the front of the bomber’s nose, almost all of which was frameless plexiglas, previously used by the bombardier to get a full picture of targets on the ground. The view out, both below and ahead, was spectacular. 
 Fick leaned out beside him. “I guess any flat, straight stretch of road will do. As long as it doesn’t have a median or barriers. Or trees nearby.” 
 “A million miles from anything would be nice.” 
 “That, too. Well, no time like the present. You wanna tell the pilot, or shall I?” 
 Handon got the impression Fick and the pilot had already had a few tense moments in their operational history together. 
 * * * 
 Something about his talk with Brady affected Predator. The way the normally vivacious Marine had sat alone, looking out that window, his expression so serious – as if he was trying to work out why their God had forsaken them. It was obviously something more than just the loss of his beloved coffee supplies, tossed out with so much other gear to lighten the damaged plane. 
 But Pred had been around the deployment block enough times to know that the aftermath of combat, particularly when there had been losses, made some men contemplative. 
 And he was feeling a little that way himself. 
 So he just sat down in the waist bubble opposite from Brady’s, their backs facing in. And as the wind ruffled his hair, and he watched the gentle landscape of the American heartland roll by beneath them, he allowed himself a rare luxury: that of getting into his own head. 
 As he settled down, he felt his underwear going up his ass-crack again. In the ZA, it was hard to get anything in his damned size, not least skivvies. It was pretty annoying, the indignities one had to suffer – on top of the end of the world, and the fall of man, and and whatnot. Casting around, somewhat ridiculously, to make sure no one was looking, he gave his drawers a tug. 
 And as he looked back down the length of the plane, he saw Ali retaking her previous seat on the deck, and the girl from the boat, Emily, curling up beside her. In that vulnerable posture, she looked even younger than she probably was. And that youth and fragility made Predator remember something he hadn’t thought about in a long time: how much he and his wife had wanted to have a little girl. 
 But with every year, when it had seemed the time to try for a baby, instead another mission, another deployment, another extended absence had come up. And Cali would agree to put it off again. She always understood. It had seemed foolish not to delay parenthood just a little longer, until some more sensible time for them both. Some day. 
 But, in the end, the most foolish thing had been to keep putting it off. 
 Because they had waited until it was too late – too late for everything. 
 The sunlight from outside slanted across Predator’s big jaw, deep-set dark eyes, and muscular, meter-wide shoulders, as the bomber banked around to get back on course. And in his mind’s eye he now pictured the sunlight in their old kitchen, the way it would gleam through the glass vase on their kitchen table, which was usually filled with the big sunflowers that Cali was crazy for. Of course, everything in their beautiful home had been her doing. 
 His job had been to avoid knocking things over. 
 Predator, the unkillable giant. That was who he was, certainly to the people he served with. But he knew that all people contained multitudes, and that he himself was no different. 
 Because of his size, he’d always had an annoying tendency to attract bar brawlers, tough guys who figured the opposite of “small man syndrome” would apply with him – that because he was so huge, he’d never had to fight. 
 They couldn’t have had that one more wrong. 
 Around Fort Bragg, he’d usually been okay. For people there, the great majority of whom were military, it wasn’t hard to guess from his appearance that he was part of the special operations community. And that was warning flag enough. But when he’d traveled, or served overseas, he would occasionally get civilians, or conventional military, big tough dudes, a few martial artists, all wanting to take a shot at him. 
 They rarely realized they were picking a fight with what actually might be the single deadliest man on the entire planet. 
 Generally, if he couldn’t dodge the whole thing, he would try to thump them once and end it before anybody got hurt. Or else hold them down and give them the old talking to – explaining why what they’d just tried was such a profoundly bad idea. He didn’t really enjoy hurting people, especially servicemen who were supposed to be on the same side, or else the civilians it was his whole job to protect. He by no means fit the gentle giant stereotype; but he was capable of gentleness, when it was possible. When it made sense. 
 Of course, if anyone fucked with his team, starting with and in particular Juice, with whom he’d grown very close in the last two years… Then again, Juice was more than capable of taking care of himself. And usually rather better at defusing situations. 
 Sometimes, other people he was with got him in trouble. For some reason, when he was out with SEALs, they always seemed to want to pick fights, and practice their excellent sparring and grappling skills, usually in dodgy bars. SEALs tended to be very modest-sized – like 5’9” and 160lb, which was only about 80% of Pred’s height, and literally half his weight. So they certainly punched above their weight class. But, in Delta, it had been seen as not very professional to go around getting into bar brawls. 
 The operators were simply too valuable, their jobs far too important. 
 Pred wondered if he’d ever see that SEAL bar at Coronado again, McP’s. Or the Green Beret Parachute Club at Bragg. But then that made him wonder if he’d ever see his home again, or whether he’d even want to, in the state it was likely now in… and then about whether America could ever be retaken, or recovered. All of which didn’t make for a healthy train of thought, as he realized when his thoughts returned to Cali again. 
 He remembered their final goodbye before his last mission, before he left for the UK. As had been the case for a long time, he hadn’t been able to tell her where he was going, or what he’d be doing, or for how long. And that was the last time she had set eyes on him in this world. They were to speak one final time, on the phone, just before the fall… but that memory was too painful for him to call up, even now, even as he seemed willing to lacerate himself with other such searing thoughts from before the end of the world. 
 It was funny. Everyone seemed to think that Pred was all but unkillable – perhaps literally unkillable. And he knew a part of him enjoyed that image, even sometimes did things to encourage it. But being unkillable didn’t mean you couldn’t take damage. It didn’t mean life couldn’t wound you, with its vicissitudes, with its non-negotiable pain. 
 And with the inevitability of loss. 
 So Predator had suffered losses, just like everyone else. And, like the others, he kept that pain and loss wrapped up tightly. Everything had to be secondary to doing the job – most especially any weakness that might interfere with operational efficiency, that might endanger their missions. And that might get people killed. 
 But what Pred could really never show, and what ate at the very depths of his soul, was exactly the thing made the others never worry about him. Because if he really could never be killed… then he was doomed to go on fighting this war forever. Even after the last of his brothers had fallen. He didn’t much like the idea of being last man standing. This was one reason he worried so much about keeping Juice alive. As long as Juice didn’t go down, he knew he could go on. 
 Hell, he’d already outlived Cali, which he wouldn’t have guessed would happen in a million years, given his line of work – not to mention women’s longer lifespans, plus Cali having been five years younger than him. 
 But, even if he couldn’t be killed… he could still be turned. 
 And some frail, childlike part of him was terrified of that danger – because what kind of Zulu would he make? Even discounting the fearsome image he projected, all the mythology that surrounded him, he figured he would be horrendously dangerous, on account of his size and strength alone. He knew he could do atrocious damage, if he went on a rampage before someone managed to stop him. Victims of the virus had definitely been turning more quickly lately – he’d seen it, and there was no denying it. It was some mutation, no doubt, conducing to quicker spread and worse outbreaks. 
 What if he turned before anyone could put him down? 
 This made him super-paranoid about getting bitten, or splashed. It also made him absolutely determined, and cold-blooded: if he did think he was infected, he was going to turn himself off – instantly. There would be no time for goodbyes. 
 He sucked at goodbyes, anyway. As Cali had known even before the end. 
 His total loyalty now was to his team. And, before everything else, he wanted most to keep standing and fighting beside his brothers, doing his duty by them – and dying with them, if it finally came to that. But the more missions they did, and the dicier things got, the more likely it was that he would at some point be turned – turned into a terrible danger to the very people he loved so much. 
 And it was this conflict – wanting to stay, but not wanting to stay too long – that tore at his soul from two sides. 

Oh well, he thought. I guess I’ll just burn that bridge when I come to it. Meanwhile, he kept his side arm very handy – safety on, hammer down. 
 But with a live round in the chamber. 
 Because maybe there was only one thing that could kill Predator. 
 Predator. 
 * * * 
 When next Handon exited the bombardier compartment, he found Henno holding up a section of fuselage just outside it. The serious Brit was slouching slightly, sharpening a big fighting knife, and looking moody – or maybe even slightly dangerous. It also looked as if he’d been waiting for Handon. Which he had. 
 Handon stopped walking, nodded, put himself up against the opposite wall, and just waited for it. 
 Henno carried on with the schick-schick of his blade on the whetstone, then looked up at Handon, his eyes in shadow. “I get what you were trying to do back there. On the water. It took me a while to twig to it, but I do get it now.” 
 Handon only nodded in response. It didn’t need rehashing. Henno was talking about Handon’s decision to try to help those stranded people on the lake. The escapade that had nearly gotten the whole team killed, and nearly scuppered their mission. The underlying factor that had motivated that decision had been Handon’s fear that they were all in danger of becoming dead inside, losing their humanity – and leaving no distinction worth having between the living and the dead. 
 “Thing is…” Henno said, slipping his knife back into its belt sheath, and the stone into a pouch. “Nobody’s going to have any humanity to safeguard… if everyone’s all fucking dead. Yeah?” 
 “I take your point.” Handon figured they both understood each other. And, anyway, he was fairly inclined to see it Henno’s way right now. Everything was a trade-off, and there was always a balance still to be achieved. But maybe he’d already achieved it – he’d dispatched the pirates, spared the girl, and gotten everyone out alive, along with the mission objective. Maybe that was the middle way. 
 Then again, maybe more compromises would be required next time – more whittling down of their humanity, more concessions to necessity, more accords with death. Who could know? More problematically, he wasn’t sure how Henno was going to react if more viciousness did become necessary – and Handon refused to do it. It was possible the two of them were going to have some kind of a reckoning. 
 By this point, Henno’s expression hadn’t softened at all. And the last thing Handon wanted was a face-off. So he just looked away and changed the subject. He said, “I’m sorry you’re going to have to jump without your rifle.” 
 Henno looked up again and smiled, but it wasn’t a very conciliatory expression. “No worries, mate. I expect if I really need one, there’ll be plenty of them lying on the deck down below.” With that, Henno straightened up and took himself back to the rear of the plane, which was starting to tilt and whine. 
 They could both feel their descent beginning. 
 * * * 
 “Looks like setting up a perimeter might have been overkill this time,” Handon said to Fick over his shoulder. The two men stood back to back, looking out across a lightly forested but otherwise empty landscape, as the pilot stood on the road on tippy-toe, topping up the wing tank from one of the jerrycans of avgas. The rural two-lane highway stretched out of sight in both directions, undulating gently through sparse pine forest. The sun shone on them through thin clouds, and a few birds could be heard from the treeline. 
 Fick nodded serenely in response. “Yeah, well… as General Mattis sagely instructed: ‘Be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill everybody you meet.’” 
 “Smart Marine,” Handon said, scanning the horizon over his sight. 
 And, it was true, things were going disarmingly well. Lonely stretch of highway, not a structure or even abandoned car in sight, nice smooth touchdown on the blacktop. And, though Chuckie made a lot of racket, and the least-wounded shooters on board had immediately spilled out to pull security, there wasn’t a dead guy to be seen, not for miles in any direction. 
 Handon tried to remember the last time that had happened. 

God bless America, he thought, still scanning the wood line over his rifle. There was definitely something to be said for her great open spaces. Not to mention the open highway. Then he cocked his head, as he saw Predator hobbling forward and off the edge of the road. He pressed the PTT button on his radio, rather than shouting. “Pred, what have you got?” 
 There was a pause as the big man limped up to a tree with a narrow trunk and broad, dipping branches, dots of pale orange weighing them down. “Peaches,” Pred reported tersely. Handon could see him reaching up and plucking fruit. He carried on doing so until the pilot finished dumping in the last can of fuel, capped the tank, and dashed back on board. 
 The other operators then collapsed on the plane. Handon watched them all reboard, Pred holding out the front of his shirt, which bulged with the fruit, then shook his head and waited for the others. As usual, he’d been first out, and would be last back in. Finally, he backed up to the bomber, climbed up and in, and pulled the hatch shut. Pred was there, handing him a ripe peach before heading back down the length of the aircraft. Handon accepted it, took a very wet bite, then stuck his head out into the flight deck to watch the take-off. 
 Some part of him wasn’t going to believe this until they were airborne again. This was the not inconsiderable part that had been burnished into cold, unsentimental steel by many years of reverses, setbacks, ambushes, dry holes, and easy missions instantly turned lethal and impossible. But less than a minute later, Chuckie’s rear wheels left the ground, the plane climbed and banked, and they were safely back up above it all. 
 Plus they had peaches. Handon’s was damned tasty. But he knew they were only going to have another hour to enjoy them. 
 Because then they were going to be right back in the thick of it. 
 And he feared it was going to be thicker than even they had ever seen before. If reports were to be believed, what was waiting for them at the edge of the continent – the biggest undead herd that had ever been recorded – was going to make their desperate battle through undead Chicago look like a light day of room-clearing drills back in the shooting house. 
 Handon figured they’d better enjoy their peaches while they may. 
 He took another sweet, juicy bite, and wiped the juice off his chin with his forearm. 





 Simulation 
 USS John F. Kennedy, Flag Bridge 
 Drake turned on his heel again, turning away from his private room, that blessed privacy ebbing so quickly out of reach. He then numbly followed Captain Martin back through the Flag Bridge, then down four flights of ladder and back out onto the deck. 

So far away, he mused, yet so far away. 
 As they stepped outside, Drake looked up and sniffed the air. For centuries, sailors had physically attuned themselves to the portents of the weather. That had all changed with the advent of geostationary weather sats and high-resolution Doppler radar. 
 But then it changed again when everything went to shit. 
 And now Drake’s nose, newly alert, smelled something on the air. But the approaching storm could already be seen and heard, out on the horizon to the northeast. He snapped back to reality when he saw Martin stopped and looking back at him. Drake shook his head, carried on at a smart pace, and said, “Give me the background on the way.” 
 Martin nodded as they marched toward a low structure that was the most direct route to the nuclear reactor frames. “The background is: since I failed to get the reactor started and get us out of here, and now as a result we’re probably all about to die, I’ve been keen to figure out how I can make myself useful. As far as keeping us alive a little longer goes.” 
 “Go on.” Drake pulled open the hatch, let Martin go in first, then they both began descending again immediately. 
 “Right,” Martin said over his shoulder. “So what I’ve been doing is putting together computer simulations – of the Kennedy on the sandbar, of the ocean floor and the tidal sea around it. And of what’s going to happen when the storm gets here.” 
 Drake nodded tiredly. He followed Martin off the ladder, through another hatch, and into a dark passageway, which they fast-walked down toward the reactor control room. 
 Martin looked over his shoulder. “One thing first, though. How long did you say until the UK engineers arrive?” 
 After Martin had shut down the reactors, to keep the carrier from plowing catastrophically into shore – and after they had worked out that most of their nuclear engineering ratings had died in the mutiny, outbreak, and explosion – Martin knew the next thing Drake had done was radio CentCom in the UK, to try to and rustle up some guys with the expertise needed to restart their reactors. Martin also knew Her Majesty’s Forces had pretty much sodomized the proverbial canine on that one. But, still, word was that the engineers were in the air and inbound. 
 Drake, grimacing, didn’t answer until they were just outside the control room. He stuck his head in and saw that Martin’s two attachments, Ensigns Safo and Jakobs, were at their stations. He pulled up short and pulled Martin into a conspiratorial huddle outside, just around the corner. He checked his watch. 
 “Six hours,” he said, finally. “They’re on a fucking prop plane, which was the only thing CentCom could rustle up that could both cross the Atlantic and land on the flat-top. And which would hold their team, plus pilots.” Before Martin could react, he added, with conspicuous emphasis, “But that fact is need to know. You read me, Captain? I cannot have word of this getting out. Morale is on a goddamned tightrope as it is. There’s beleaguered, and then there’s totally fucked. And I can’t have the crew feeling they’ve slipped down from one to the other.” 
 Martin nodded. He did read him. The scuttlebutt he’d heard had them needing to hold out for only an hour or two once the onslaught began, before the engineers arrived and they could all get out of there. He figured now the scuttlebutt had been planted. But, still, it was hope, a damned precious resource. 
 “Okay,” Martin said. “Tell me this, then. Can these blokes definitely start this reactor?” 
 Drake paused and tried to keep his expression from darkening any further. “No. Not definitely. They’re not Royal Navy – they’re not even maritime nuclear engineers, but civilian power-plant guys. It was all CentCom could manage. And they’re not familiar with this exact type of reactor. But they’ll have a shot at it.” 
 “I had a shot at it.” 
 “Touché. I know, it’s not stellar news.” 
 Martin looked stoic as he said: “Well, I’ve got some more.” 
 Drake couldn’t even look surprised. It was pretty much all bad news lately. 
 “Come inside,” Martin said, leading the way, nodding to his two ensigns, and sitting down at a desk with a chunky and powerful-looking workstation atop it. He logged in, then swivelled to face Drake. “The thing is this: I’m not sure the ship’s engines alone are going to be enough to get us off this sandbar. Even with full reactor power.” 
 Drake nodded tiredly. “Yeah. That had occurred to me as well. But there didn’t seem any point in freaking out about it until we could actually try.” Also, he mentally added, because I didn’t have the bandwidth, and there were more pressing things that I needed to freak out about.

 “It also depends heavily on when we actually try it,” Martin added. 
 Drake nodded again. “The tide table.” 
 “Exactly. Depending on the tide, we could be in as much as five feet deeper or shallower water. Which makes a big difference.” He called up a lush, matrixed, 3-D environment on his screen. “I’ve built a simulation of the carrier, based on the specs and schematics you left your home port with. And I’ve also done a simulation of the immediate environment, particularly the seabed, based on old oceanographic surveys – plus sonar scans I had your people upstairs do for me.” 
 “Good thinking.” 
 Martin clicked and dragged the rendering of the carrier and the seabed beneath it, both of which pirouetted around an invisible axis. “Remember, this is just a simulation. But I’ve put in friction coefficients based on the particulate make-up of the sandbar and the surface materials of the carrier’s hull. Also a power coefficient based on maximum engine output.” He tapped a couple of keys. “So if we ramp it up to full power, and do it at low tide… as you can see, the carrier doesn’t budge.” 
 “And if we do it at high tide?” 
 Martin clicked and changed a menu selection, then ran it again. 
 “Then the carrier doesn’t budge.” 
 Drake sighed. “Well… at least you don’t have to feel bad about not getting the reactor started.” He put his palm on his forehead, and ran it through his cropped hair. “It didn’t even matter.” 
 * * * 
 Lieutenant Campbell was becoming the seemingly eternal watch officer in the Kennedy’s Combat Information Center. “Doesn’t this woman sleep?” her subordinates asked one another as they went on and off shift, while she was always there. Now, she swept back into CIC after some briefings on the Bridge. 
 “Sitrep on the bombing sorties,” she ordered, striding to the center of the big room. 

That would be a sitrep since four minutes ago, thought a junior officer sitting at a high-tech console. But he answered flatly. “Birds two minutes from target. Enemy disposition unchanged, based on previously computed delta. Telemetry says all aeronautical and combat systems nominal.” 
 Campbell nodded. But before she could call out her next order, an Aerographer’s Mate Third Class tumbled in from outside, presumably from up in PriFly. “Lieutenant,” he said. “We’ve got a situation. And I can’t find Commander Drake.” 
 “Out with it.” 
 “There’s a storm front coming in, ma’am.” 
 “No fucking shit, Seaman.” 
 “No, uh, I mean… no, ma’am.” The young enlisted man looked more flustered than he had a second ago. “I mean an actual storm front – a weather front. It’s whipped up pretty quickly out in the North Atlantic, and is coming down fast across Nova Scotia. The edge of it’s going to hit us dead on.” 
 The LT blinked once. “When?” 
 “Its edge will be here in an hour. And we’ll be inside it in two.” 
 Campbell blinked once more. Right behind that other storm, she thought. They were going to get hit with this at the same time as they were being shellacked by the dead. A one-two punch. She shook her head. “Fan-fucking-tastic. Can’t we predict weather more than an hour in advance anymore?” 
 “No, ma’am, not these days – not without reliable weather sats. Plus, the weather patterns have been getting weird for two years.” 
 The LT knew it. The meteorological and oceanographic guys did not have an easy job in the ZA. Then again, nobody did. “Okay. Get me a detailed forecast and a severe weather report with implications and recommendations. And update the charts. Dismissed.” 
 She turned her head back up toward the overhead screens. Because she still had bombing runs to quarterback. 
 And they were starting within the next minute. 
 * * * 
 Drake watched Martin’s computer simulation run a couple of different ways, impressed, if not exactly pleased. He looked over at the composed British officer, and at the Corps of Royal Engineers patch on his shoulder. “I thought you were an engineer, not a video-game designer.” 
 Martin shrugged. “Everything’s a video game these days. Believe me, nothing gets built without CAD software and multiphysics engineering simulations. You really don’t want to wait for a gale-force wind and a bunch of overloaded lorries to find out what’s going to happen to your cantilevered cable bridge under those conditions.” 
 “Point taken. But if I’m understanding this correctly… then we’re totally fucked. We’re simply not getting off this sandbar.” 
 “Not necessarily,” Martin said, turning to face the display again. “There’s almost always a way to finesse things. To run it another way. To think outside the parameters of the model.” 
 “Such as?” 
 “For starters, adding force to it. We can get a tug from the destroyer.” 
 Drake nodded. “The Murphy. Yes. No. I’ve thought of that. But we can’t risk it. The Murphy has to stay at stand-off distance. If the Kennedy falls, she’s the only way back for the others – for the scientist and his vaccine.” 
 Martin looked intent. “I understand that. But bear with me. The carrier has two anchors – and the chains for them are a bit over two thousand feet each, according to the specs. Even with droop, and with the moorings, that’s well over a kilometer of distance. Now I don’t know exactly what will be involved in rigging up a tow-chain between two warships like this. But I’m sure it can be done. Look, I’ve simulated that, too.” 
 As Drake watched, Martin pulled in a destroyer sim, then a slightly sagging, very long length of unspeakably heavy chain, stretching from the stern of the carrier to the destroyer. Then he ran it again. 
 Drake squinted at the screen. “Nothing’s happening.” 
 “Yes, I know. It’s still not enough force to dislodge us.” 
 Drake sighed out loud. “When the battleship Missouri was grounded, in 1950 I think, it took twenty-some tugboats and salvage vessels to get her off the bar. And she only displaced 45,000 tons, less than half what we do.” 
 Martin nodded. “I take your point. But there are a lot of other variables that differ between the two cases. Keep bearing with me.” Martin clicked around, pulling in more elements and overlays. “I’ve also simulated the storm itself… the mega-herd of dead.” 
 Drake’s breath caught slightly as he watched an undulating blanket, like an impossibly gigantic swarm of ants, cover the shore, and then begin to crawl out into the sea. “What – you simulated ten million Zulus? Some kind of AI?” 
 “Yes, in a word. AI zombies. Once I’d programmed one, doing ten million was just a question of brute processing power.” As he spoke, the edge of the insect-like mass, now underwater, reached the base of the carrier and began to pile up against it. “I gave them simple behavioral rules, based on what we were seeing on the drone footage. For starters, they home in on humans, right? They’re also attracted to noise, tend to clump up together, and try to swarm in a mass over structures or other obstructions by climbing atop one another. But, for the simplicity of the model, I mainly have them all trying to reach this room, by any open avenue.” 
 Drake nodded. “Like goddamned soldier ants.” To their misfortune, that was pretty much what they were seeing on the drone video – something too close to hive behavior. As Drake watched, the swarm continued to pile up against the prow and rise toward the level of the flight deck. Drake assumed, or ardently hoped, that time was accelerated in this scenario. 
 With the chain still attached to the fantail of the carrier, and being pulled on fruitlessly by the destroyer, the dead finally swarmed up and over the deck. Within a few seconds, they had covered every surface of the boat, including most of the five-story island. It was like watching locusts devour a field. 
 “Okay, so at that point we’re really fucked,” Drake said, grimacing – but then his expression changed, and he squinted intently at the starboard side of the ship sim, where the heaving piles of dead were being sucked out of view, from some force below. 
 Martin saw where he was looking. Using the mouse, he rotated the boat around so that side was visible. “I included the hole in the starboard side of the hull. That’s them swarming inside, and filling up the lower decks.” Drake looked horrified, while Martin looked pained at having to bear yet more bad news. But then he steeled himself, and perked up again. “But don’t eat the messenger – at least not just yet. Now look what happens when I run things slightly differently…” 
 He stopped this round of the simulation and moved the time marker back. 
 “Okay,” he said, pausing to look Drake in the eye again. “Now I really need you to keep an open mind about this.” He adjusted a few of the parameter sliders. “We just need to bring the tide up about two hours, which entails us holding the storm off for another two hours. That gives us a higher tide, and more buoyancy to work with. Then we tweak the weight of the carrier a bit – and, critically, the center of ballast, both of which should be doable.” Finally, he started the sim again. Soon, the dead were again piling up against the prow, higher and higher… 
 Martin leaned forward intently. “Now just prepare to suspend your disbelief slightly for a few seconds.” He rotated and zoomed in on the massive, rising pile of dead against the hull – which also extended down to the sea floor below. “Okay, and the destroyer starts tugging now…” 
 He and Drake both leaned forward to watch the simulation play out. 
 It finished. 
 Drake didn’t say anything for a few seconds. 
 Finally he spoke. “Holy shit. Was that what it looked like?” 
 “Yes. It was.” 
 “What else did you change to get that outcome?” 
 Martin spoke intently. “In addition to the storm itself, just the tide, the displacement of the carrier, and center of ballast. And those are variables we can control.” 
 Drake frowned. “But what I just told you – about the arrival time and the engines…” 
 Martin nodded enthusiastically. “But that’s the beauty of it. We need this last factor whether we have the engines or not – and if we have this we don’t need the damned engines.” 
 Drake was still struggling to wrap his mind around this “last factor.” It seemed far too crazy to be possible. 
 “The equations don’t lie,” Marin said. “Assuming the validity of the underlying assumptions.” 
 “And there’s no way we can do this before… that?” 
 Martin shook his head. “Not until it gets here. Every way I run it, we fail. Until that moment.” 
 Drake stood, his mind racing with the implications. “Can you put this on a laptop?” 
 “No. But I can export it as a movie.” 
 “Do it. Ready room, back of the Flag Bridge, in fifteen.” 
 Captain Martin started to rise and salute, but Drake was already out the hatch. 





 Lead the Fight 
 Bridge of the USS Michael Murphy, off the Coast of Virginia 
 Commander James Abrams, captain of the Arleigh-Burke-class guided-missile destroyer USS Michael Murphy, gazed out the front screens of his bridge and out at the sea. In the foreground, on the very prow of the ship, and flapping defiantly in the breeze, was the “snake on stripes” flag – with its field of red and white stripes, rattlesnake, and “Don’t Tread On Me” text – which had first been run up at the ship’s christening. 
 That had been on May 7, 2011 – what would have been the 35th birthday of the ship’s namesake: Navy SEAL Lieutenant Michael P. Murphy. 
 “Captain,” a voice intruded into Abrams’ reverie. “All stations report full readiness.” This voice belonged to Abrams’ longtime Executive Officer (XO), Lieutenant Commander Jones. Abrams slightly absently took the tablet computer Jones was handing him, with its integrated station status updates. He glanced down and flipped through a couple of screens. But it was all as he expected. 
 He laid it down on the console in front of him and raised his eyes again up to the sea and sky. He still had a few minutes left, a little calm remaining before the storm – though any sense of calm had to be somewhat internally generated. The bridge of an Arleigh-Burke destroyer was a cramped and crowded place at the best of times, and today was worse than usual. The bridge bustled with officers and men of various ranks and ratings – and the only two who seemed neither to be coming in nor going out were Abrams and Jones. 
 No, today was nothing like normal. Today was in fact the most thrilling and nerve-wracking watch the officers and men of the crew could even remember. 
 Today they were going to see action. 
 * * * 
 Lieutenant Michael Murphy had been the first person to be awarded the U.S. military’s highest decoration, the Medal of Honor, for actions during the war in Afghanistan. He lost his life leaving his position of cover, and knowingly exposing himself to enemy fire, to get a clear radio signal and call in help for his four-man SEAL team – which had been surrounded and attacked by a force of 150–200 Taliban fighters. 
 Their location, in a remote and mountainous area of Kunar Province, had been compromised when they were discovered by local goatherds. When Murphy determined them to be non-combatants, he ordered them released. The herders promptly reported the SEALs’ position to the local Taliban commander – who then attacked with machine guns, AK-47s, rocket-propelled grenades, and 82mm mortars – resulting in a running, tumbling, desperate, hours-long firefight as the SEALs fled down the side of the mountain. When it was over, only one of the four had survived. 
 And it wasn’t Mike Murphy. 
 He died fighting, and spent his life without hesitation, trying to save his men. 
 In a passageway down below on the destroyer that had been named in his honor, a glass display case showed Lt. Murphy’s helmet, vest, boots, and K-Bar knife. 
 And never for a minute did the men and women who served aboard the Murphy forget the heroism and sacrifice of their ship’s namesake. And his constant, spectral presence aboard the ship steeled the crew’s resolve to demonstrate equal heroism in service and in battle. And, if necessary, equal sacrifice. 
 The ship’s motto was: Lead the Fight.

 * * * 
 On the other hand, Abrams thought to himself, in the few last minutes he had before the shooting started, that motto had become something of a joke since the start of the ZA. In reality, their role had been more like Follow the Leader, with the Murph trailing around after the carrier like some maid in waiting, never getting its guns in the fight – and, worst of all, never doing the job for which it had been designed. 
 The job of protecting the carrier. 
 It was axiomatic that every other vessel in a carrier strike group ultimately had the same sacred task: supporting and protecting the flat-top. At whatever cost. 
 But all the many threats to a nuclear supercarrier that used to exist in the old world – enemy aircraft, batteries of Chinese anti-ship missiles, stealthy Russian submarines, swarms of Iranian Navy patrol boats, ramshackle dinghies loaded up with explosives by jihadis – had all gone away, seemingly overnight. 
 Abrams snorted once in mordant amusement. Well, he thought, that was one nice thing about the fall of civilization – no more threats to western civilization…

 On the other hand, it made life in the carrier strike group seem a bit pointless at times. The state-of-the-art weapons and technology on the Arleigh-Burke destroyers were legendary – its powerful Aegis combat and radar system, that could search and track over 100 targets out to more than 100 nautical miles; its anti-aircraft missiles and Phalanx CIWS to blast attacking aircraft and incoming anti-ship missiles out of the sky; its anti-submarine warfare (ASW) capabilities with towed sonar array, torpedos, and sub-hunting Seahawk helicopters. When Admiral Burke, for whom the class was named, was asked how the new destroyer compared with the ones he’d had in World War Two, he answered: “If I’d had one of these, there wouldn’t have been a World War Two.” 
 But the ZA was nothing like the world’s previous conflicts. And all of the Murph’s overwhelming firepower had more or less lain idle for the last two years. Their weapons were no longer optimized against the threats the strike group actually faced – and neither was the Murphy’s crew, who were exquisitely trained and drilled, but for wars that now would never be fought. The Kennedy basically did its own fighting with its own people. And aside from the utility value of the Murph’s two Seahawk helicopters – which could insert Marines, move things around, and stand by to rescue downed pilots – they had basically performed the same role they were in right now. Namely, redundancy, to be there in case the Kennedy went down. 
 They still trained hard, and kept up readiness. But no one amongst the crew really expected ever to be called to action. And they struggled to understand what their role in this new fallen world was. So they’d all simply had to reach down deep, and adapt. And endure. Because they still had jobs to do, and some kind of a role to play. 
 Today, that role would be stepped up – at last. 
 Abrams and his senior officers couldn’t hide their disappointment that Drake had ordered them to remain at stand-off distance – away from the flat-top, away from the shore, and especially away from the enemy. This stance was meant to ensure that, even if the Kennedy fell, the Murphy could still steam away. And that they could fight on. 
 Of course Abrams understood that it was absolutely critical for one of the two ships to survive. Somebody had to make it home. And, more importantly, someone had to safeguard and deliver the objective of their great mission. Not all of the operational details had been made available to Abrams and his staff. But he had the broad outlines. He knew it was about trying to find a cure. And a way to bring humanity back from the brink. 
 No, Captain Abrams understood this imperative. He just didn’t like it. 
 Positioning his boat so far from the beached and largely helpless supercarrier, wedged as it was on the sandbar off Virginia Beach, also meant he couldn’t properly do his job of protecting it. And this was the very first occasion in the ZA when the Kennedy actually needed protecting. 
 There was one other reason Abrams didn’t much like the Kennedy looking down the barrel of such mortal peril. And that was a certain Lieutenant who served in the carrier’s Combat Information Center. Someone Abrams had known before all this – and because of whom he had gone way out of his way to get his first command assignment in the Kennedy strike group. Someone he had gone to some lengths to be close to. So, the danger to the flat-top was a matter of absolutely critical professional concern to him. 
 But it was also personal – intensely so. 
 Briefly Abrams pictured the gorgeous face of that certain CIC officer… they’d only had a handful of days together, on shore leave, but they’d been unforgettable. And now, as he knew he had to do, he drove that thought and that image far from his mind. 
 Because, right now, like everyone else in the strike group, like everyone else in the military really, Abrams and his people had to concentrate on doing their jobs – the job they actually had been given in the coming battle. And their first task was that of bombarding the coastline. 
 It couldn’t be said that destroyers had never done this kind of work before. The D-Day landings at Omaha Beach might well have been turned back – if not for brave destroyer captains and crews seeing the butchery taking place on the strand, and deciding to act. They could see the landing troops were being murdered by machine guns in the German pillboxes – which were supposed to be taken out by Sherman tanks. But few tanks had made it ashore, and the men stumbling out of the surf were paying a terrible price. 
 That is, until the destroyer captains brought their vessels in perilously close to shore and delivered broadside bombardments against the German positions – saving the day, as well as untold numbers of Allied lives. 
 But D-Day was a long time ago, and the role of the modern destroyer did not particularly encompass shore bombardment. Then again, the Arleigh-Burke boats were damned versatile, and their armament did include a single 5-inch (127mm) deck gun, for which they had a total of 680 high-explosive rounds. More to the point of their usual mission, they also had a vertical missile launching system with 96 cells, as the launch tubes were called. 
 Those cells were partly filled with Tomahawk cruise missiles – an excellent ground-attack weapon. However, the majority of them held surface-to-air-missiles (SAMs), Harpoon and Sparrow anti-ship missiles, ballistic defense missiles (BDMs), and anti-submarine missiles. None of those were intended for firing at ground targets; though all could be made to do so, if clumsily. 
 It wasn’t anyone’s fault. No one had predicted the fall of civilization; and when the shit started to come down, re-optimizing the destroyer’s missile stocks hadn’t been high on anyone’s list of priorities. Even if it had, Abrams doubted anyone would have predicted a mass of Zulus big enough to be attacked with cruise missiles, for God’s sake. Nor that they would be assigned the mission of firing on, and trying to thin out, a 10-mile-wide front consisting of as many as 10 million ravening, infected, dead bastards. 
 But Abrams knew full well that Drake wasn’t interested in excuses. Military commanders rarely were. What Commander Drake was interested in was mission success – and the survival of the Kennedy. And Captain Abrams and his crew had somehow to make that happen. 
 Or at least contribute materially to it. 
 * * * 
 Abrams’ reverie was broken once again, probably for the last time, by the sound of the XO going through launch-release protocol with both the missile control room, and their own Combat Information Center downstairs. Their reports came back across the little speakers that dotted the bridge at the juncture of bulkhead and overhead. 

“Missile Control to Bridge. Physical safeties are disengaged, and cells eight through twenty-four are prepped, checked, and launch-ready. Birds are ready to fly.”

 The 5-inch gun would be getting its workout, as well, in due course. But the shore bombardment would begin with a missile salvo. This was at least something like an appropriate fire-mission for a guided-missile destroyer. 
 “That’s received, Missile Control,” Jones said into a hand mic. “Stand by.” He turned a knob to switch stations. “CIC, Bridge.” 

“Bridge, CIC.”

 “Report status for ground attack salvo Alpha One.” 
 CIC on the Murphy, which had the capability to run an entire massive air–sea battle for the whole strike group and its air wing, was actually significantly bigger than the bridge itself. Not to mention less vulnerable, buried as it was in a windowless room below decks. 

“Bridge, CIC. Target… um, targets locked in and tracked in real time, five-by-five. Missile impact point co-ords laid in, all launch and control systems nominal.”

 “Roger that, CIC. Stand by.” The XO turned to face Abrams. “Captain – on your command.” 
 Abrams stood up from his command chair. It wouldn’t do to be sitting down while kicking off the Murphy’s first real combat mission of the ZA. He looked around the bridge. It all began now. 
 “Mr. Jones,” he said. “Release salvo Alpha One.” 
 “Aye aye, Captain.” But before Jones could bring the mic back to his mouth, a bright red light commenced blinking on the console in front of them. The red light was beside a red phone handset on the console. This was the direct line to the bridge of the Kennedy. 
 “Belay that order, Mr. Jones,” Abrams said, reaching for the handset. “This is One-Twelve Actual,” he said into the mouthpiece, using the Murphy’s hull number, DDG-112. 

“Abrams. Drake here. Listen, I’m gonna need you over here. Right now.”

 Abrams only hesitated fractionally. “Yes, sir.” 

“And, listen, Jim. I’m also going to need you prepared to execute those shore fire missions… while maneuvering.”

 Abrams hesitated fractionally longer. “What kind of maneuvers, sir?” 
 Precision artillery fires while maneuvering the ship were a whole different animal, involving much more targeting and computational complexity. And the crew of the Murph hadn’t done anything like that in quite a while. But, then again, the ship was practically one huge floating computer for targeting and tracking. And his people would do their jobs. 

“We’re shooting you over a set of waypoints and timings right now. Have your guys lay ’em in and rerun your targeting calcs. But you get your ass over here, and I’ll give you the strategic and tactical update in person. And Jim?”

 “Yes, sir?” 

“We’re all sitting here waiting for you. Back of the Flag Bridge.”

 The line went dead. Abrams looked across to Jones. “Scramble Firehawk One for me.” 
 Jones nodded. “Already on the deck and prepped, pilots on cockpit standby.” 
 Abrams grabbed his phone and headed for the hatch. 
 Jones watched him go, and as he steeled himself to take command of the vessel, said a silent prayer that they’d get their captain back before the fight started in earnest. Not least because he figured the Kennedy was about to be a damned unsafe place to be – and it didn’t look like getting any safer any time soon. 





 Your Mission 
 The JFK, Deck Four – Stores 
 It was like a warehouse, one that hadn’t been cleaned for decades. Even though the area was busy almost every day with stores crew coming and going, there were still a lot of quiet places hidden away among the rows of crates and boxes, if you knew where to find them. It was mostly dark, with only strip lighting every twenty feet or so, and even that was turned low to preserve power. 
 Along a central walkway, forklift trucks passed each other, and the three figures sitting on crates a few rows back could hear the low, electrical hum as they passed by. Occasionally, the quiet was broken by the slam of the heavy forks hitting the deck, or the crack of a crate as some overzealous driver misjudged a corner. They were all tired – hell, everyone on the ship was tired – but none of the three Storekeepers sitting in near darkness could sleep. 
 They’d seen it. The swarm, or the storm, or whatever folks were calling it. Up on deck just an hour ago, standing in line, chilled to the skin from the cold wind coming in ahead of the weather front, and barely listening to the Marine who was bellowing instructions at them. They’d all seen it. It was a dark line, at first barely visible between the massive shorefront hotels, but moving fast, and during the time they went through their drills, the dark line moved closer, spilled between the hotels, and then turned the bright sands of the beach black. 
 And then the sea had begun to swarm with the damn things. 
 Robert Callum – Rob to pretty much everyone – had been U.S. Navy for over thirty years now, a Storekeeper First Class, and close to retirement, literally weeks away, when the ZA hit. He had been looking forward to his place in Minnesota, the lodge he had bought just a few years before. Lots of fishing and staring out at the lake was what he had in mind. Not much chance of that now. He honestly thought he had seen everything the world had to offer until standing out on that deck, watching the endless stream of dead pour into the sea. 
 They couldn’t swim, and that made his skin crawl more than the horrible fact of the storm itself. To cross the water to the JFK, they would have to literally fill the ocean up with themselves. Underneath the roiling mass that was surging slowly toward the carrier were thousands upon thousands of others, trapped under the water and being crushed into the seabed. It was an image he struggled to deal with. They had been people once, and if they were alive now, this would have been one of the worst disasters in history, with thousands of people drowning under the crush of thousands of others. 
 But they weren’t people anymore, just empty shells that had somehow disconnected from their humanity yet still managed to keep walking. They didn’t breathe, so they wouldn’t drown, and if some of them got stuck in the sand for eternity, the water would gradually erode them, dissolving them until only their bones lay on the ocean bottom. 
 Rob wondered at what point the new thing that lived inside the dead, whatever that was, the thing that kept them animated, would leave. When a living person dies, he dies and it all ends, as far Rob knew. But the undead? Was there some symbiant creature hidden inside there that would remain trapped on the bottom of the ocean for all time? 
 A cough sounded, and Rob jumped, his mind returning from the horror of the dead surging into the sea and spilling across the waves. He looked up and saw that Dooley, the young man who had joined them from the U.K. just before they left, one of the mass of new replacement crew, was leaning over at an odd angle. Across from him, Kate, another new recruit, was rubbing her eyes, having obviously nodded off. Both were Storekeepers Third Class – and, to Rob, both seemed younger than newborn pups. 
 “You okay, boy?” Rob asked, his voice low. 
 The boy, Dooley, was quiet now, though he was always pretty quiet. Rob didn’t think he could be older than eighteen. He wasn’t Navy, and had been recruited right out of the Merchant Navy in the U.K., as had Kate. They both had experience of serving on a ship during wartime, which had been part of the criteria, but they were both still green. Under normal circumstances, a new life aboard the JFK would be a massive improvement in both of their circumstances. But after what they’d seen crawling toward them across the waves today, Rob wondered if this was a fate much worse. 
 “Dooley?” he asked, louder this time, and for a moment wondered if the boy was losing it, disappearing inside himself in some way. He wouldn’t have blamed him. 
 The boy stood up quickly, confused. “Sorry,” he said. “I… must have been dreaming. I guess I fell asleep.” He turned, looking for the crate he’d been sitting on, then sat down again, still looking disoriented. 
 “Don’t worry, son. It’s fine to be scared. I can’t sleep at night myself.” Rob shifted to get more comfortable. They could have gone up to their berthing areas, but they’d all agreed to head down here. Too much noise up there, and it would be worse today, with the non-stop activity across the ship, and even those few off duty chattering about what they’d seen. 
 “I don’t want to sleep,” said Dooley. “Not after what I was just dreaming.” 
 “Nope. I got sympathy with that,” said Rob, thinking that nightmares were a common problem these days. He’d had enough of his own in the last two years. Hell, they even had two or three complete whiteouts locked away somewhere – crew members who had utterly lost their sanity. Rob wondered for a moment where they kept those guys. 
 “I can’t get it out of my head,” said Dooley. “The storm.” 
 “Me neither,” said Kate. “They were like soldier ants.” 
 Dooley looked up, his eyes wide and bright in the dim light of the cavernous cargo space. “And we have to fight them off? It just seems crazy.” 
 “It could be worse,” said Kate, with a shrug. “We’re only in the deep reserve force. We don’t have to be at the front when those… things… attack. We may not even have to go outside.” 
 They sat in silence, listening to the hum of a forklift as it slowly approached, the long whining buzz of the electrical motor getting louder and then tailing off as it headed into the depths at the back of the ship. 
 “There’s so many,” said Dooley. “And they say it’s ten miles thick.” 
 “Ten kilometers, I heard,” said Kate. 
 “Same thing,” said the young man. 
 “Well, not really, but it doesn’t matter,” replied Kate. 
 Rob considered that. For the swarm to be that large, it had to be made up of millions of them. When they’d seen them pouring into the sea, he was convinced that it wasn’t anything to worry about, even though they were all up on deck going through drills to prepare them to fight when they reached the ship. It was a couple of miles across the water to the shore, and even with that many, the things couldn’t swim. They’d literally have to fill up the whole shallows to get to the carrier. But it was a fact that they would do so now. Somebody, somewhere on the ship, had done the math and it wasn’t a matter of if. 
 It was when. 
 The three were silent for a moment, listening to the distant clatter as someone dropped a pallet at the other end of the deck. There was a curse, and laughter, and then silence again. 
 “Do you think…?” Kate started to say, but then stopped. Rob could see her expression in the dim light, a weak glow that lit only half her face. She looked puzzled, but then turned around, staring out across the sea of crates, and then back again, frowning. 
 “What is it?” asked Rob. 
 “What’s that noise?” Kate asked. She stood, walked across the small clearing they had turned into a makeshift camp, and peered down the aisle nearest to the the hull of the ship, the great curving wall that delimited their world, and kept the ocean out. Then she was back again, walking between the crates. Rob listened, and could see Dooley concentrating, straining to hear what the girl seemed to. 
 “I don’t hear anything,” said Dooley, turning to watch as the young woman prowled around the crates. “A rat, maybe?” 
 Rob nodded. He’d seen a few of them from time to time. Big bastards as well, and how they’d managed to get onto the ship in the first place confounded him. But Kate was ignoring them, still glancing behind boxes and looking more agitated by the moment. 
 “You can’t hear that noise? That scratching?” she said, her head appearing over the next row of crates. 
 “No,” said Rob. But then he did hear it, faintly at first, and as his hearing became more attuned to the sound, it grew louder, more distinct. 
 “I can hear it,” said Dooley. “What is it? That’s not a rat. Where’s it coming from?” 
 “Shhh,” cautioned Rob. “Be quiet a minute, will you?” 
 The three of them stood there in the darkness and listened, each trying to locate the sound. It was dull, like something trapped inside a container. A long scrawling, metallic, grating sound. 
 Then there were more. Instead of a single scratching noise there were now several, and the noises seemed to be coming from all around them. 
 Dooley began to back away, toward the central aisle. 
 “Something has got in here,” he said, his voice trembling. “It must be one of them. One of the dead has got in here.” 
 “Calm down, Dool,” said Kate, as she emerged from a gap in the crates. “It’s okay. If one of those things was in here we’d know about it. We’ve been coming down here for weeks. And they couldn’t get in without going through half the ship.” 
 After a few seconds the boy seemed to relax, as he somehow managed to grasp this logic, but Rob was distracted, and not paying attention to either of them. Instead, he followed the noise, still trying to locate it. “Not inside,” he muttered under his breath. “They’re not inside. So they have to be…” 
 He looked at the inside surface of the steel hull, barely twenty feet away, feeling his heart thumping faster, heavier, and slowly made his way through the piled-up boxes until he was standing just two feet away. 
 He hesitated, but then reached out and touched the cold metal. And he felt them. Vibrations thrummed along the superstructure, his hand sensing the slight tremors of all the sharp, clawed fingers that were only a few feet away now. The noise and vibrations slowly rose, changing from a few, to dozens, and then to so many that all they could hear was the rising clamor of thousands of dead hands trying to claw their way into the ship from the outside. 
 “Oh… shit,” said Rob, pulling his hand away as though he had actually felt the dead touching him. He felt unclean, and wanted to run off to a shower compartment somewhere and scrub every inch of his skin. “They’re outside,” he said. 
 “Can they get in?” asked Dooley, his voice still trembling. “How did they get this far so quickly? They were miles away.” 
 Rob didn’t answer right away. His mind was spinning. How many clawing hands would it take to scratch their way through the thick metal hull of the carrier? How long would that take? Would they actually be able to? And if they were at the bottom of the sandbar already, then how long would it be before they were filling the seas upward and then toppling over the edge and onto the deck? 
 “No,” he said. “They can’t claw their way in. The hull is several inches of solid steel plate.” 
 “Don’t count on it,” said a new voice, from over near the central aisle. It was deep, and gravelly, and not one any of the three could recall ever hearing before. 
 They all turned as one, nearly jumping out of their skins with fright. 
 “Jesus, man,” snapped Rob. “You shouldn’t sneak up on folks like that. And what do you mean? Of course they can’t claw their way in through steel plate.” 
 The newcomer stepped into the dim light cast by one of the emergency strip lights, and revealed himself. He was old, and had a beard that was long and unkempt. His clothes were ragged, his face gaunt, with eyes that stared out from sunken sockets. 
 “They might do it if they were left for a couple of centuries. Mere rivulets of water made the Grand Canyon,” said the man. “But we won’t be here long enough for that. We’ll be long gone. Or else we’ll be dead.” 
 Rob stepped toward the man, wary. He hadn’t the slightest clue who this was, and if it was some madman who had somehow managed to get aboard then Rob wanted to get between him and the others, Kate and the boy. 
 “Who the hell are you?” asked Rob. 
 The man smiled. 
 “Why, Seaman Callum, I’m disappointed. I’m your captain, of course. And you don’t have to worry about fighting up on deck. You’re not going up there, at least not yet.” 
 Rob’s eyes widened. The Captain? Jesus. How? That old guy had barely been seen for two years, having hidden himself away and cut off nearly all contact. But Rob looked at the man’s eyes, and the smile, and even though he had changed dramatically in two years, it was him. 
 “Sir, I’m sorry, sir!” said Rob, and he was about to blurt out some excuse, but the Captain cut him off. 
 “There’s no time for that now. I need you to do some things for me. Special assignments. And you are to ignore your normal duties and any counter-orders, on my authority.” 
 Rob stood up straight and saluted, not surprised that a moment later Kate and Dooley stood next to him, both as awed and wide-eyed as he was. 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “No more of that, either,” said the Captain. “Now. Would you happen to know the status of the excess stores of firefighting foam? We had a heap of it somewhere, but it’s… been a while since I was down here.” 
 * * * 
 Able Seaman Stewart Evans was convinced he had what was probably one of the most uninteresting jobs on the entire ship. Deep in the bowels of the massive behemoth that was the JFK, and actually not that far from the Deck Four storage rooms, was a small maintenance passageway leading to a single, solitary compartment. In that compartment was the heart of the JFK’s extensive fire-prevention system, a massive tank and high-pressure pump system that fed out to the many hose stations and jets on the flight deck and in the main hangar. 
 Before the ZA, this was actually one of the most important stations on the ship, and a line of defense that could be deployed almost instantly, anywhere a major fire or possible explosion of fuel or weapons was happening. 
 Of course, there hadn’t been much action in the way of flights in the last two years, but making sure the system was still functional was Evans’ job. And he wasn’t about to give up on it, or disregard it, even if everyone else seemed to have forgotten it even existed. He hadn’t been alone back then – hell there had been a whole team of them assigned to maintain it – but as the crew dwindled and the need for the system became less urgent, the team shrank. 
 In the last six months, Evans had spent most of his waking hours sitting in that small room, watching the same dials and readouts, all reporting the same unchanging situation. Functional. Tank pressure optimal. He even set out a bunk in the corner of the room, choosing to sleep there rather than stay in the half-empty berthing compartment now mostly used by the folks who worked in the hangar-deck farm. They stank of fertilizer, and he didn’t like the smell. 
 It wasn’t so bad, being alone, not when you had access to the ship’s library, and there were fewer people checking books out. But right now he was sitting, frowning at the book he’d just finished, highly disappointed with it. So much so that he didn’t even notice the old man standing in the doorway until the guy coughed. 
 Evans sat up, surprised, dropping the book. 
 “Evans, isn’t it?” asked the Captain. 
 Evans fumbled, picked the book back up off the floor, dropped it on the bed and stood up. He didn’t recognize the man’s face, or the thick beard, but he sure as hell recognized the uniform. 
 “Yes, sir. I’m sorry…” 
 “Enough. Let’s not tarry on that.” 
 Evans saluted. “Yes, sir.” 
 The Captain was silent for a moment, his gaze sizing up the seaman. 
 “You’re the technician in charge of this system?” 
 “Aye, sir.” 
 “Very good. I have a job for you.” 





 Decision Point 
 On Board Chuckie

 Safely back in the air, for the moment at least, Handon and Fick continued to make the most of the little mission planning suite they’d commandeered – the bombardier and navigator’s compartment in the nose. But the atmosphere in there had grown unexpectedly oppressive. For a few seconds, the only sound was the burble of the engines, the rattling of this old warrior of the skies all around them, and the wind rushing by outside. 
 Handon looked up. “If the carrier falls? He said that?” 
 “Yeah,” Fick said. “That’s how Drake put it to me, last I heard from him. If the Kennedy falls, he said, then we’re going to have to jump, splash down, and get fished out by the destroyer’s search-and-rescue guys. And then we sail back to England on her.” 
 Handon sighed and leaned back. “But at least with our mission objective in hand.” 
 Fick nodded. “Right. Which is sort of the point of the whole exercise.” 
 “And nothing other than that really matters.” He pinned Fick with his eye. “I got the feeling the CIC watch commander was telling me something similar just now. A coded message.” 
 “Coded to mean…?” 
 “Don’t count on the Kennedy surviving.” 
 Fick looked up. “But did they order us to do it? To jump away from the flat-top?” 
 “No. They didn’t. It’s our operational prerogative. And our call. She said they hoped they’ll still hold the flight deck when we reach them. And we’re welcome to try to jump straight onto it, if that’s how we want to play it. Assuming they’ve suspended flight ops by then, which is likely.” 
 Fick nodded. “So we can join the fight there. And reinforce the defense of the carrier.” 
 “Exactly. But with one caveat: the scientist obviously has to go straight to the destroyer. We can’t risk him, and we can’t risk his data.” 
 Fick snorted. “Parachuting out of a perfectly good airplane into open water, which is rapidly filling up with Zulus, isn’t exactly a risk-free operation.” 
 “Touché,” Handon said. “But it’s got to be better than digging in with a beached carrier that’s probably about to be overrun by ten million dead. And that we don’t expect to make it in the end.” 
 Fick grunted. “Huh. Well, maybe it is safer. But the scientist is still gonna need security.” 
 “I figured Ali. She’s been the babysitting detail so far. He seems to listen to her.” 
 “Fine by me.” 
 Handon patted absently at his breast pocket. No cigar. Dammit. 
 Fick saw this and grinned, his deep facial scars furrowing. He reached into his own pocket and retrieved a single tan, hard, plastic tube. He pulled it open, removed a dark Cohiba in its gold band, then tore it in half and handed one end over. He usually saved this for the very end of a mission. But maybe this was the only chance they were going to get. 
 “Son of a bitch,” Handon said. “Where’d you get that?” 
 “We pulled a lot of scavenging ops at overseas military bases. One thing the top brass can always be counted on for is creature comforts. We’ve also got some fantastic Scotch back in our quarters.” 
 Handon leaned in as Fick struck his Zippo for him. 
 “So the question remains.” Handon leaned back and puffed, as some of the stress drained from his face. “Do we jump for the Kennedy or the Murphy?” 
 “Well, I know where the fight is.” 
 “Yeah. But not so fast,” Handon said, taking the half-cigar out and tapping the ash. “There’s one other critical mission parameter.” 
 Fick looked up as he twirled his own stogie. “What was that thing you were just saying about how only one thing matters? The mission objective?” 
 Handon looked him in the eye. “I did. But what’s the scope of the mission?” 
 * * * 
 Ali secured the straps against Emily’s skinny frame, pulling them tight enough to hurt a little. 
 “How’s that feel?” 
 “Tight.” 
 “Good.” Ali tugged them both another half-inch. “They’re meant to be.” She spun the girl around, checked the container and ripcord, and checked the positioning of the parachutist’s life preserver. She then patted her on the ass, and spun her around again. A few feet away, Juice was doing the same to Dr. Park. 
 Ali spoke to both of them now. “There’s no jump door on this aircraft. But the rear escape hatch will do. The important thing for you to remember when you go out is to dive low. You need to make sure and clear the ailerons on the tail. Understand?” 
 “I think so,” Emily said. 
 “Got it,” Park said. 
 “Low and fast. And you pull the ripcord the second you’re clear. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 Emily paused and held Ali’s big dark eyes with her huge light ones. “Ali.” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “What happens then?” 
 “We’re going to be briefed on that. But the most likely scenario is we float down to the ocean surface, inflate our life preservers, detach our parachute rigs – and wait to get fished out by some nice U.S. Navy rescue swimmers, who will then give us an amusing helicopter ride.” 
 “Don’t worry,” Park said to her. “You’re in good hands.” 
 Emily tried to smile. “And what about the dead?” 
 Ali managed a smile in response. “You should know better than anyone – they don’t go out on the water. Right?” 
 But in her head, she found herself modifying the line from the little girl in Aliens: 

They mostly come on land. Mostly.

 * * * 
 “The other parameter is this,” Handon said. “This thing isn’t over – even if and when we get out of North America alive. And one of our two teams has to survive for the next phase.” 
 “If that’s so,” Fick said, “then why do they keep sending us both on suicide missions?” 
 Handon laughed. “Fair point. But in any case we’re looking down the barrel of at least one more mission – after this one.” 
 “I’m listening.” 
 Handon drew a deep breath. His cigar was down to a nubbin, but he couldn’t quite bear to finish it off. It seemed somehow like the short fuze that was burning for all of them. “The vaccine – the one Dr. Park developed. It’s only a prototype. He designed it based on samples of the virus he collected back at the very beginning. Right before the fall.” 
 Fick stubbed his own cigar out. He sensed their interlude of relaxed camaraderie was coming to an end. 
 Handon let his continue to burn down toward his fingers. “But the virus has been mutating all this time. It’s not the same bug that started the plague. The prototype vaccine works by RNA interference – on genes of the virus that have probably evolved over the last two years. Park believes he can adapt his technique. But he needs to know which genes of the virus are transient, and which are the critical ones – the ones that stay the same over time. Otherwise, we’ll be inoculating people against a strain that doesn’t exist anymore.” 
 “I’m following. So how do we determine that?” 
 “We need a sample from a very early-stage victim. The proverbial Patient Zero.” 
 Fick chuckled, a bit mirthlessly. “Sounds like a bad zombie movie.” 
 “Nevertheless. By comparing the current strain with a sample from a victim near the beginning, he can tell what the unchanging genes are. Sooner or later – and I’m guessing later will be too late – we’re going to have to go out and dig one up. And that means returning to the point of disease emergence.” 
 “Hargeisa,” Fick said. Unlike most people, he had lived long enough to hear the disease named after the city in which it was first identified. “Somalia.” 
 Handon nodded. “Right. Which means sailing to the Gulf of Aden.” 
 “And then another mission into denied territory. Probably another air insertion.” 
 “Also correct.” 
 Fick bobbed his head. “So if I’ve got my geography straight, all of Somalia ought to be within range of the Seahawks on the Murphy – they’ve got the range, endurance, and load capacity. Which means we can do the mission even if we lose the flat-top.” 
 “Yes. But what we can’t do it without is an SOF team with the full spectrum of capabilities needed for that mission profile.” Handon finally felt the the cigar end burning his fingers and squashed it with his palm on the table. “We have other special mission units back in Britain, at Hereford. But I’m honestly not sure there’s going to be time. The clock’s still ticking – maybe too fast to just swing by Southampton and pick up a new team, before heading south again and rounding the African Cape. And we’re on the water now – with perhaps the only two vessels that can stretch to the mission.” 
 “One vessel,” Fick corrected. “The other is beached.” He looked up at Handon seriously. “Wait – have you been briefed on the outbreak at Hereford?” 
 Handon’s eyebrows knitted up. Fick immediately knew no one had told him yet. Shit.

 “It was bad – happened right before you launched from the carrier. Drake didn’t want to tell you, since there wasn’t a damn thing you could do about it.” 
 Handon remembered now how they had lost comms with USOC at Hereford right before they took off. “Outcome?” 
 “They controlled it. But I heard your Colonel had to take off in an Apache and rocket your whole goddamned hospital himself. Something like twenty percent casualties, base-wide.” 
 Handon shook his head. This news actually seemed to shake him. Hereford was the one place that was supposed to be safe – the one rock they had under them in this topsy-turvy fight. 
 Fick went on. “So, point is, I don’t think we know for sure what the status of your teams there is. Maybe they’re still operationally effective. And then again maybe it’s just us.” He paused. “Also, there’s been a bad outbreak in the south of England. That one’s not contained, and it’s heading toward London. I’m told it’s got a lot of the military engaged.” 
 Handon shook his head again. Fortress Britain itself was in danger of falling, and no one had told him until now. 
 As always, the biggest variable in warfighting was the dissemination of information. Those who survived combat learned quickly that it was almost always understanding what the hell was going on that kept you alive. But information was flighty. Sometimes things that weren’t remotely true got passed along to everyone in the battlespace; other times, absolutely critical intel never got to the one group of people who desperately needed it. 
 It all made death very whimsical. 
 “Okay,” Handon said. “Then it’s more true than I knew: the clock’s ticking down, and it may be down to just us. Which means your team or mine – one has to survive and be ready to go, ideally along with its leadership.” 
 Fick looked up. “You do know I’ve got the rest of my guys, five other fire teams, on board the flat-top?” 
 “I do know it. But that’s the thing – we don’t know if the carrier is going to make it, so we can’t count on them any more than we can count on Hereford.” 
 Fick shook his head. “Your point, I take it, is that we can only afford to send one of our two teams to reinforce the carrier. Which is probably a death sentence for whoever does it anyway.” 
 “We don’t know that for sure. Not yet.” Handon turned and put his hand against the plexiglas, pressed it up against the sky. “Look. Your people have more serious injuries than mine. So you go to the destroyer. We’ll jump in and try to save the day on the carrier. And if that doesn’t work… then you get your men patched up, raise the banner, and carry on. You finish it.” 
 Fick pushed the map away from him, and put half his ass on the edge of the little table. “Okay, Handon. Look. I haven’t made any secret that I think my guys are up to any mission your guys are. But the fact is… I still have twenty-one Marines on that carrier. They’re digging in, or maybe already fighting, right now. And I’m going to go back there and lead them.” 
 Handon just looked tired. He knew, and he knew Fick knew, that this was just posturing. It couldn’t be any more than that. “Okay, Gunny. I get you. But, look – you know full well that the lives of the last fifty million human beings on the planet hang in the balance. Whatever we decide to do, it’s got to be about that.” 
 Fick physically deflated slightly. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right.” 
 “Let’s just make sure we have a plan that gets Dr. Park out of here with his laptop, that safeguards at least one team with its leadership, along with sea transport to the Gulf of Aden, and air transport from there to the interior. And we’ll take the rest as it comes.” 
 “Okay.” 
 Handon smiled weakly. “And if we’re still at an impasse about who goes to the JFK, I’ll fight you for it.” 
 Fick stood and put out his hand. “You can fight Brady.” 
 Handon grasped his hand. “Brady can fight Predator.” 
 “Sounds like a plan.” 
 * * * 
 “Everybody bring it in, and listen up!” Handon barked, stepping into the main compartment of the bomber, and facing down the length of it, as Fick followed behind him up the little ladder. The others variously rose and tried to crowd forward. 
 Handon saw Ali there, holding the hand of the girl from the Diablo. And, in that brief moment, he admitted to himself what he already knew: that the real reason he was assigning Ali to get Park to the destroyer was that he couldn’t bear to send her to her death. 

So much for gender equality in special operations, he thought. 
 He looked over to see Fick stepping up beside him. As he drew a breath to be heard by everyone over the noise, Fick started in without him. 
 “Here’s the deal! Naval Air Station Oceana is overrun. We can’t land there. And, as you’ll have guessed, this wonderful historical aircraft is unfortunately not suited for carrier landings. So we’re all jumping for it – either back to the Kennedy, or farther offshore, to the Murphy. As half of you already know, and the rest have probably worked out by now, the Kennedy is currently beached. And she’s facing down the biggest herd of undead anybody’s ever seen. If she can hold on long enough, she can get her reactor restarted and maybe get the hell out of there. But I’ll be honest with you – nobody rates her chances very highly. The Murph is remaining at stand-off distance. And if the flat-top goes down, she steams home alone.” 
 Fick looked over at Handon, who was running his eye over the men and one woman of these two unrivaled teams. Handon took the pause as an invitation to continue the briefing. 
 “We’ve been given a choice – jump in and fight for the JFK, or jump to safety on the Murph. Relative safety, anyway – we’ll go into the drink, and get fished out by their rescue swimmers and helos. But here’s the thing. One of our two teams has to survive, with the capability to carry out the next phase of the mission. Yes – there’s a next phase. You’ll get briefed. But one fiasco at a time. So let’s pretend this is a democracy for ten seconds. Who’s got input?” 
 The wind and engine noise ruled for the next few beats. Handon looked up again, and said, “Oh, and not Park, obviously, who goes straight to the destroyer. And not Ali, who goes as security for him.” He looked again at the group. “Come on. What say you? Pred?” 
 Predator looked up from under his huge brow. “Flat-top.” 
 Handon looked nonplussed. “That it?” 
 “That’s it. Flat-top.” 
 Juice half raised his hand. “I’m with Pred. If that’s where the fight is, I don’t like the idea of running out on it. Anyway, if it all goes tits-up there, we can always displace to the destroyer.” 
 Handon suppressed his reaction to this, which was half impressed and half amused. Displace, he thought, is a term that covers all manner of sins…

 Juice read his look. “Helo, ship’s launch, zodiac, lifeboat. Or just dive off the flight deck and swim for it. Lot of options.” Handon wasn’t sure that was strictly true, but he liked where Juice’s head was at. 
 Brady, who was leaning his lanky, muscular, and dinged-up frame against a strut at the side of the cabin, looked up and raised his hand. “I’ll go to the Kennedy,” he said. “No glory-hogging for the dog-faced soldiers.” 
 “Not to mention,” said Reyes, “the rest of our guys are on the flat-top. They fight on the Kennedy, we fight on the Kennedy.” But Reyes said all this from a sitting position. It wasn’t clear whether he could even stand. What was clear was that he didn’t give a shit whether he could stand or not. In their world, the brotherhood came before all else. And you didn’t run out on your brothers. End of story. 
 Only Graybeard looked troubled. Finally he spoke, his thumb and forefinger on his gray-whiskered chin. “I’m not sure it’s the smartest play. How likely are eight men to make a difference to a fight that big? And why throw us away in a set-piece battle, when we could make a big difference somewhere else in the war?” 
 He let his cagey, veteran’s perspective sink in for a few seconds, before scratching his whiskers and adding, “Then again, what the hell. If everyone’s dead set on reinforcing the Alamo, it’s fine by me. Hell, I’ve already cheated death twice today.” Left unsaid was that he had cheated death hundreds of times. The only thing you knew for sure about an operator his age was that he was a survivor. 
 As Handon reviewed the resolved faces of the men lined up before him, he mentally slapped his own forehead. It was unanimous: of course everyone wanted to go to the Kennedy and fight. He should have known better than to put it out for discussion. Nobody was going to back down. None of them were going to be the team who slunk away. Which meant it was ultimately going to have to be an executive decision. 
 Which it should have been in the first goddamned place. 
 Beside him, Fick just shook his head and muttered, “Cocky motherfuckers.” 
 There followed a few seconds of heavy silence – or, rather, of engine noise and wind. But then Henno, who had been in the back, pushed his way through to the front. He looked coolly around him before speaking. 
 “I hate to always have to be the one-man Department of the Bleeding Obvious. But what you two military geniuses have neglected is redundancy. If we’re definitely going to need one team for the next mission… then we’d better fucking well plan on hanging on to two. Hadn’t we?” 
 That observation hung in the air for about one second, before Handon shook his head and said: “Henno’s right.” Of course he was right. 
 Handon instantly realized that, for all his feeling superior to Fick for letting bravado cloud his view of operational requirements, he had basically been guilty of the same thing. He had let it become, in his mind, some kind of dick-measuring contest about which team was more willing to jump into the fire. Rather than simply a matter of making sure the job got done. 
 But having critical tactical details pointed out by guys not in charge was the oldest story in the spec-ops book. Particularly in Handon’s old unit, Delta, it had been an ironclad rule that the guys undertaking the mission were the ones who planned it. And their planning sessions virtually always took the form of a “Chinese parliament” – in which every member of the team pitched in, and everyone had his say. All of them had something to contribute, or they wouldn’t have been there in the first place. It had been much the same in Henno’s SAS. 
 Professionalism was always job one; or at the very least ought to be. 
 “Ah hell, he’s right,” Fick agreed. “Two is one, one is none.” 
 No one contradicted this – and no one could usefully improve upon it. 
 “Okay,” Handon said, with finality – and also realizing it was much easier this way. “We all jump for the destroyer. We’re going to take both teams out, rearm, refit, and be ready for the final push. That’s the op order. And that’s the end of it.” 
 He squatted down to the deck and unfolded a map. 
 “This is going to be a water landing, with surface recovery by rotary-wing assets. Let’s huddle up and work out a jump plan, timings, conditions, comms, and contingencies. You all know the drill…” 
 * * * 
 Fifteen minutes later, Handon sat alone back in the nose of the plane, staring silently out the plexiglas bubble. From where they were now, two things could be seen outside. First, the weather was turning – there was a front moving in from the northeast, darkening the sky. Handon could even make out distant lightning flashes. A hellacious storm was exactly what they had jumped into, to start this whole sonofabitching mission. 
 But Handon was too tired to curse fate, even if he’d been inclined to. 
 The second unmissable feature of the landscape was the dark stain that covered the ground ahead of them and to the south. It was still distant, and the coastline itself only just visible. They were cruising at 10,000 feet, so the coast, just visible on the horizon, would be about 120 miles away. That also jibed with their flight plan – of arriving over the two warships in about thirty minutes. 
 It was still too far to make out the carrier, and visibility was shrinking anyway. But Handon knew the floating city was out there somewhere, straight ahead of them. But the herd – that could be seen just fine. The bomber was coming in on the coast from the northwest, and the Zulu horde from the southwest – which put them on a collision course. Handon couldn’t make out any details in the thing. It was just an ugly stain, or some nightmare county-wide carpeting of black ants. 
 But he could see that its forward edge was already at the coastline. 

And we’re headed right for it. 
 Handon shook his head. He was used to being the very pointiest end of the spear, and intentionally taking his team to the most dangerous places in the world. But this was kind of pushing it to the limit. They were flying straight into the very biggest herd of dead that had ever been recorded. It was just a force of nature now, caring no more for what it rolled over than a black hole cared about the planets it devoured. 
 Even Tier-1 guys might check their sanity at that point. 
 On the other hand, the only way they were getting home was by going through that. 
 And they also had the significant consolation of going over and past it, and jumping to the ship that would not be in close contact with the herd. It was only dumb luck that their teams were indispensable for the next mission, and thus were being sent to the rear. 
 Peering out the window toward the ocean, Handon wondered what was going to happen to Drake, and the Marines aboard the Kennedy. Not to mention all the other sailors and aviators on that great ship, which was about the last evidence of humanity’s genius for creation, and for large-scale destruction… 
 All those brave men and women, whom Handon also knew were essentially sacrificing their lives, if it came to that, just to get the eight operators of Alpha team in position to insert for their target objective – and to be there to retrieve them when they came out again. It would be a hell of a sacrifice, and a terrible price to pay. Handon sure hoped it didn’t play out that way. Not least because he didn’t feel particularly great about ducking out, going to the rear, and leaving them to their fate. 
 But this wasn’t his fight now. Bad feeling or no, he needed to get his head together and focus on his own mission: which was getting these two teams over their jump point, out of the plane, into the water – and then safely back out of it again and onto the destroyer. 
 He couldn’t do anything about all the other stuff right now. 
 * * * 
 Ali caught Emily looking out the corner of her eye at Fick again. Suddenly, the burns on his face were really visible – the ones he had suffered when he saved the bomber from being blown up by a flaming fuel hose, back on Beaver Island. So Ali dug around in the aid kit beside her, found two packets of burn cream, and held them out to Emily. She looked over, hesitated – then took them, rose, and padded over to where Fick was field stripping his side arm on a cloth laid out before him. 
 The old Marine looked up as she arrived and looked down wide-eyed upon him, hand on hip. Then she sat down, crossed her legs, tore open one of the packets, and leaned in toward him. “Come here,” she said. Fick laid his pistol slide down on the cloth and leaned in. “Closer,” she said. He stretched his neck out toward her, obediently. 
 She squeezed some of the cream on to her fingertips and began to daub it gently around the angry red skin on Fick’s forehead, cheek, ear, and jaw. When she’d finished that, she examined both sides of his hands, tore open the other packet, and salved them as well. 
 Gunny Fick just sat quietly, and obediently, and let her minister to him. 
 And he found it made some of the pain go away. 





 Madness in the Method 

JFK, Deck Four – Stores 
 The cacophony of scratching and banging echoed through the huge space and the mountains of stores as the dead pummeled the hull of the carrier. In the near darkness, Kate, Dooley, and Rob, along with a dozen other shanghaied crew members who just happened to cross the Captain’s path as he wandered the lower decks, breathed heavily as they pushed carts laden with canisters of fire retardant along the dusty track at the center of the deck. 
 When they arrived at the service tank – a small compartment in an adjoining passageway that served as both the heart of the fire-defense systems for the ship, and the water-pump room – the pile of canisters was already stacking up. Rob pulled his truck up just short of the hatch and watched, leaning on the bulkhead and getting his breath back, as two sailors quickly emptied the pallet and moved the dusty cylinders into the room beyond. Inside, Rob could see another guy attaching canisters to valves, flicking switches, and checking gauges. He hadn’t a clue how the wash-down system worked, or how this was going to help the situation, but he had faith in the Captain, and hoped to hell the man knew what he was doing. 
 He also hoped they hadn’t all fallen into the clutches of a madman. But the eagle pinned to his collar said they had to do what he said, either way. Anything else would be mutiny. 
 As they headed back to the other side of the sprawling deck, Rob heard the roar of engines and glanced back. The front of stores was lit by the same low-powered strip lights, and although it was still pretty dark, he could see another mass of activity. A forklift truck, an old one that had been decommissioned and put aside for parts, was driving onto the elevator ramp, and behind that three other vehicles were lining up. A deck cleaner that Rob knew no longer worked, its pump system split and unrepairable, a portable generator station with a fuzed contacts, and a digger missing its hydraulic system – all decommissioned and useless except for spare parts, but all still mobile. 
 A pang of doubt hit him. What the hell were these for? But he shrugged it off. There had to be a method in all of this, otherwise they would all be up on deck with the militia instead of down in the belly of the ship. And he probably preferred it down here, all things considered. 
 Halfway across the deck, they passed the Captain and an engineering rating with a terrified expression. Rob didn’t catch the whole conversation, but it seemed tense, and the engineer was scratching his head as the Captain chattered at him. 
 “I am aware of your concerns, but we have no time to discuss this, and it isn’t a request. We have an hour or less and those ballast tanks have to be emptied.” 
 “Yes, sir. I understand, sir, but straight out of the valves without control? The system isn’t built to just jet the water out at full pressure. We’re supposed to use low-pressure controlling pumps. If we bypass that and just open the valve, it could…” 
 Rob pushed on, and even though the Captain’s voice went up a notch as they headed deeper into the stores, he didn’t catch the rest of the exchange. Instead, he concentrated on keeping his breathing steady. He hadn’t had this much exercise in months. 
 Rob was about to speak himself when the banging started. It was distant at first, and definitely not the noises of the dead. It was the sound of metal on metal, and soon grew loud enough that it could have been right next to them. All three jumped, startled at the intensity of the noise. 
 Over at the far end of the deck, Rob could see a half-dozen people, split into two groups and slowly moving along the two curves of the hull, walking backwards. Each held a large wrench or a tire iron – evidently any heavy, metal object that would make a loud noise – and they were banging on the hull, pounding it as hard as they could. Rob shook his head, not even trying to fathom why they would be doing this – but then, today, there were a lot of people following the bizarre orders of the newly re-emerged Captain, and Rob didn’t really understand a lot of the reasoning. He only knew to do what he was told. 
 “This is nuts,” said Kate, as she pushed another cart alongside him. “Where did all these people come from? I thought most of them should be up top with the militia.” 
 Rob laughed. “What, like us? The old boy must have grabbed every hand he passed. It’s not been like this since we raided that weapons cache in Singapore. You think we’re busy now, you should have seen the place then. We loaded four hundred metrics in a single day, helos coming in every five minutes. Forty-second Street was quieter that day…” 
 Rob broke off, and was silent for a moment, off in his own head. Forty-second Street really had been quiet on that day, as far as cars and living people went, and it was hard to forget sometimes. He remembered trips in to Manhattan as a child, his parents holding one of his hands each, sometimes a little too tightly… and he recalled how awestruck he always was at just how many people and cars could be crammed onto one street. 
 “What’s the ballast?” asked Dooley, tearing Rob away from his own little world of memory. 
 Rob glanced back. The kid was doing his best to keep up, panting like a dog as he jogged along behind them. Thank you, kid, for drawing me away from that dark place.

 “The ship uses water tanks all over, for stability,” Rob answered. “As well, there are some solid ore-mix tanks down in the belly, which are basically to counterbalance the ship’s uneven weight. It’s to stop it leaning the wrong way. Older carriers had a list to starboard, but with this baby they found it was also listing at the back, because of the extra decks they added there. The ship is… heavy on the ass, should we say.” 
 “Right,” said Dooley. 
 Rob grinned. Nothing like being an old-timer for knowing shit that baffled the young ones. “Look, kid. We’re stuck on a sandbar. Right?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “So, if they empty the aft ballast tanks, the front of the ship will rise. Though I don’t think it’ll be enough. It’ll lift it quite a way, but we’re pretty jammed up, and they can’t do nothing about the solid ballast. That stuff is buried deep and it ain’t going nowhere.” 
 “Oh,” said Dooley. 
 Rob was pleased to have some better idea of what they were all doing down here. But he still felt as if he knew too little, and also too much, both at the same time, and it felt to him like memory’s long march was now coming to an end. 





 …And They Have a Plan 
 MH-60 Seahawk Helo, Airborne Between the JFK and the Murphy

 Captain Abrams watched the ruffled sea spool out fifty feet below them – the wind was picking up, and some weather coming in – but he didn’t get to watch it for long. This was a one-minute helicopter ride, from take-off on the destroyer to landing on the carrier. Still, the fresh air of the ocean and the white noise of the rotors were a welcome change from the human-scented air and non-stop chatter of his bridge. 
 It was always nice to get out of the office. 
 He twisted at the waist to look behind him and around the cabin. The MH-60 Seahawk was the Navy’s multi-mission helicopter of choice, and was based on the Army’s venerable UH-60 Black Hawk – but grayer, and with a hinged tail to stow away better on ships. The R (or Romeo) variant, like the two that lived on the Murphy, was next-to-last-generation, and considered “Sierra Hotel” (shit hot) by the pilots and crews that flew them. They had ballistically tolerant rotor blades, self-healing fuel tanks, transmissions with fail-safe lubrication, triple-redundant hydraulic and electrical systems, and protective seating for all crew members. 
 Basically, they were very hard to knock out of the sky. 
 The four-man crew on this one, call sign Firehawk One, consisted of a pilot, a co-pilot/ATO (airborne tactical officer), a sensor operator, and a crew chief/door gunner. And they and their aircraft were extremely capable of carrying out a wide array of missions, including combat search and rescue (CSAR), anti-submarine warfare (ASW), medical evacuation, close air support, and even special operations. With its four AGM-114 Hellfire missiles and GAU-16/A minigun mounted in the door, plus its ability to insert Marines quickly and precisely into denied areas, it was rather better optimized for zombie warfare than the warship that housed her. 
 Abrams was damned proud of them, and damned glad they were his. 
 As their flight approached the stern of the supercarrier, Abrams could see an F-35 blasting off from the angle deck. But their timing must have been good, because they didn’t go into a holding hover to wait for a break in the air ops cycle, but instead just flared straight down toward the angle-deck runway, right beside the island. 
 In the last few seconds before their altitude bled away, Abrams scanned out across the flight deck and found that he could make out, well, a hell of a lot more going on than he could really make out. Men, machinery, and equipment sprawled and crawled everywhere – and he’d never seen so many warm bodies, never mind heavily armed ones, all drilling on the flight deck at once. Most were forming up around the prow. As the Seahawk’s flight path brought them in from the stern, Abrams figured maybe he was lucky not to see whatever was in the ocean out in front. 
 The big helo kissed the deck on three fat tires then settled, as its big side door slid open and Abrams hopped onto the deck, alone. Ordinarily, he’d be arriving with some staff – and, ordinarily, there’d be someone to greet another vessel’s captain coming aboard. Abrams sighed. He guessed it just wasn’t the kind of day for naval protocol. 
 Anyway, he knew the way to the Flag Bridge, and took the steps two at a time. 
 * * * 
 When he pushed open the door to the briefing room at back, it was standing room only. Every seat at the small table was taken, and several officers and senior enlisted men held up walls around the periphery. Abrams saw a lot of faces he knew – Drake, the CAG (commander, air group – a good-looking senior pilot whose name escaped him), the Air Boss (name also forgotten), one of the senior Marines who wasn’t Gunny Fick (a Gunnery Sergeant whose name patch said Blane), Master Chief Shields from Engineering… and a few others that he couldn’t quite place. 
 Oh – and as he’d been simultaneously excited and terrified would be the case, also present was the CIC officer who had drawn him to this whole strike group in the first place… but now, in the service of maintaining his professionalism, that was the one face he struggled to keep his gaze from falling upon. He didn’t think he’d be able to keep up his poker face if they locked eyes. 
 Abrams also realized, slightly belatedly, there was actually one seat unoccupied. It had clearly been reserved for him. Uh oh… Drake nodded at him and Abrams sat, while a man he’d never seen before spoke – in an English accent. Now that Abrams looked at him, he was also wearing a British forces uniform. 
 “…I suppose what I don’t understand is why we can’t just seal the hatches leading to all the compartments that are adjacent to the hole. This being a ship, every compartment and passage ought to be watertight, right? If we can’t seal it off on the outside, do it on the inside.” 
 Abrams gathered he was talking about the enormous, vulnerable gash in the JFK’s starboard side. 
 In response, Drake merely pointed at Chief Shields, who answered for him. 
 “Sure, we can dog all the hatches. Already done that. Problem is all those missiles that exploded there didn’t have the courtesy to stop their blast damage right at the panels between frames, all in a nice straight matrix. There are bulkheads that are knocked down, others that are weakened and structurally shot. There are hatches that won’t shut, there are exposed crawlspaces, electrical ducts, air ducts, drainage ducts. Hell there are interstitial spaces I barely knew were there. I’m doing my best to lock all that down, and shore it up, with the zero manpower I have for the job. But it’s all half-measures, and it’s not going to hold – not against that many dead. If and when they get inside the superstructure, I’d strongly suggest taking your bets off the table.” 
 The big, serious Marine, Blane, spoke up. “Also, if they’ve overrun the flight deck at that point, and they’re crawling all over the island… can we even steam away? What, do we never go out on deck again? We need to stop them before that happens, to maintain control of the flight deck, for air ops, and positive control of the vessel. The whole idea of riding out the storm was never that brilliant in the first place, in the view of this Marine.” 
 “Okay,” Drake said, waving his hand to cut this off. “Enough about the hole. That plan is planned. Moving on. As most of you know, the high-level strategy for this engagement is to try and hold – hold out long enough for the incoming nuke guys from the UK to land and kick the reactor over. And then we all steam the hell out of here. The new little wrinkle we’ve discovered is… we’re not sure we can actually drive ourselves off the sandbar with engine power alone. Captain Martin here has developed simulations that illustrate this.” 
 Martin half-opened the lid of a laptop and looked to Drake. 
 Drake’s brow furrowed, then he fractionally shook his head. “On second thought… not right now with the sims.” He looked back around the table. “Let’s stipulate that what we’re about to tell you is grounded in oceanography, materials science, and physics. What we need to do, firstly, is lighten the ship, mainly by offloading cargo – trans-shipping it to the Murphy if we really need it, dumping it over the side if we don’t. Two, we’re going to hold on until high tide, which will help our buoyancy. But the third and most important step is: right now, we’re already rigging up both lengths of our anchor chain into a single strand and making it fast to the Murphy. And when our engine comes online, and our screws start turning, and we’re also lighter, and the tide’s up… then the destroyer is going to start hauling, and tow our asses out of here. All taken together, it should do the job.” 
 “Plus the engines,” Shields asked. “Right?” 
 Drake tried not to pause or change expression. “Right. Plus the engines.” 
 Abrams spoke up now for the first time. “Sir. Isn’t it worth trying to tow you off now?” 
 Drake nodded at Martin, who spoke in response. “No. We’ve run it a number of ways, based on the weight of the ship, the depth we’re wedged in the sandbar, friction coefficients, and the gross torque and horsepower of the Murphy. And we’re very confident you won’t have the power to do it on your own. You’ll pull your own hull out first.” 
 Drake pinned Abrams with his eye. “And about that. You do not risk your boat trying to save this one. We’re bringing you in closer than I wanted to, to try this. But if it starts looking like we’re not coming loose… or if the dead get too close… you’re to cast off that chain and steam to a safe distance. You’re also only going to be able to pull so hard until your hull fails. So you’re going to have to monitor that very closely. Do not mistake me: if it’s not happening, you do not risk scuttling your vessel. If the Kennedy isn’t coming loose, you have got to survive. That is your job number one. If we go down, and you’ve already retrieved the mission team, you’re to steam the hell out of here – straight for Portsmouth. Got it?” 
 Abrams also kept himself from visibly reacting. “Yes, sir.” 
 “And you’re to station a security team at your endpoint of that chain – a big one. You know how the dead like to crawl up anchorlines and bowlines and shit.” 
 “Aye aye, sir.” 
 “And, whatever happens, you do not risk the structural integrity of your ship hauling on mine. You very clear on that?” 
 “Roger that, sir.” 
 * * * 
 The meeting broke up into a number of smaller but more intense conversations. 
 Abrams could just hear the Air Boss arguing with the LT from CIC, something about “at least trying to draw them off some more. It’s been working, you know it has! Look, we loop my fliers out over the sea, so they can’t follow our engine noise – and then we do some show-of-force flyovers, right on the periphery of the herd, to the south, or the north. Then drop more ordnance. It’s gotta draw some of them off, right?” Abrams couldn’t make out her answer in the general cocktail-party tumult of chatter. 
 Through all this, Drake was trying to make his way over to Abrams – but got intercepted by Chief Shields. “This trans-shipping of cargo weight, Commander. Where do you expect me to find the manpower for that?” 
 Drake looked profoundly unsympathetic. “You’ve finished your defensive construction work, right?” 
 Shields squirmed. “Finished is a fluid concept. And, anyway, many of those ratings are going to be needed for the fight. And we’re out of time now, anyway…” 
 Drake very obviously didn’t give a shit about Shields’ manpower problems. “Find the people. Find the time. This is going to happen. Now stop talking about your problems and start creating my solutions, Chief.” 
 But before Drake was even free of him, he got buttonholed by the CAG. “Commander, I’m still not a hundred percent comfortable with these ramparts being built on th—” 
 Drake cut him off. “Stow it, Cole. The time is fast coming when we’re going to be out of the business of launching aircraft – and just trying to keep our heads above water. The ramparts stay.” He looked up and raised his voice. “This meeting is concluded! You’re all dismissed. Return to your duties.” 
 But he pointed his finger directly at Martin, who was rising. “Not you. You stay.” 
 * * * 
 Abrams found his vision going long and out of focus as he rose to leave, partly due to already trying to picture the operation for attaching the enormous anchor chain to his ship – which, evidently, Drake had already set in motion. 
 The most obvious solution would be to secure it around their own “wildcat” – as they called the vertical shaft which was used to spool and unspool their own anchor chain. They’d most likely tow the chain over in a launch, then winch it up to the destroyer’s deck using a smaller, lighter chain or heavy braided rope… 
 He was already so far into his own head he didn’t notice the furtive looks or whispering of two enlisted men on the Flag Bridge, both near the outside hatch, one of them manning a radar station. Abrams saw the hatch had been propped open, as it sometimes was, to permit a breeze inside. 
 Stepping into the open air, he moved to the side and put his back up against the wall. He just wanted a few seconds to think, and to breathe, and to get his head together – before he was shoved back into the close and constant company that was life in the surface fleet. But as he stood, arms crossed on chest, and after the others from the meeting had filed out, Abrams realized he could hear the two seamen just inside, hissing to each other. 

“Dude – that plane from the UK is nothing like two hours away.”


“Yeah? How long?”


“Five, if it’s a minute. Also, I heard they’re British civilian power-plant engineers. What the fuck do they know about maritime nuclear reactors?”


“I don’t know, dude. It’s just more mushroom farming, ain’t it – keep us in the dark and feed us shit…”

 Abrams frowned, straightened up, and descended the external ladder to the flight deck to get back in his Seahawk. He gave the pilot a single word of instruction over the ICS headset mic – “Home” – then slumped back against his seat, thinking dark thoughts all the way. 
 As the sleek bird crossed the short stretch of ocean, then swooped back in toward the helo landing deck at the stern of the destroyer, Abrams looked out and could see two of his sailors standing on top of the hangar that overlooked the helipad. One was leaning down into into an open case, while the other stood and hurled what looked like a large model airplane into the sky. It was one of their hand-launched RQ-11 Raven drones – which would be useful for having their own aerial surveillance and view into the battlespace. Unfortunately, the vector the dude hurled it on was nearly directly into the flight path of the Seahawk, which was now roaring in to land. 
 Abrams mentally shrugged. He just had to trust that everyone on his ship knew what the goddamned hell they were doing. 
 He only hoped the same was true of everyone on the Kennedy. 
 * * * 
 At last, Drake and Martin sat alone in the silence and peace of the nearly empty meeting room. The last person out had closed the door and Martin now had his laptop open, flipping through windows onscreen – talking while he worked, but not looking up. 
 “I’m going to need to set up some kind of measuring apparatus,” he said. 
 “To measure what?” Drake asked. 
 “The actual numbers of dead outside – and how they match up against the simulated numbers.” 
 “Can you use the observation deck?” 
 “No. I need a mobile aerial view.” 
 “Okay. I’m sending up the X-47 shortly anyway.” 
 “That a UAV?” Martin asked. 
 “It’s a lot of UAV.” 
 Martin nodded, satisfied. “But there’s also the question of what’s going on under the water, around the hull. In the sandbar.” 
 “So you need an underwater view.” 
 “Precisely.” 
 Drake nodded. “We can do underwater. We’ve got a MK18 Mod 2 Kingfish.” 
 “That another drone?” 
 “Yes. But a UUV – unmanned underwater vehicle. Looks like a big torpedo. But good maneuverability, good depth floor, great optics and sensors. Can linger for ages.” 
 “Brilliant,” Martin said. “That’ll do.” 
 Drake stood. “I’ll assign someone to run it for you. What else?” 
 Martin didn’t stand himself. He just looked up at Drake, his head slightly cocked. “Why didn’t you tell them the real plan? For getting us off the sandbar?” 
 Drake paused, his lips pursed, before answering. “Are you out of your mind? It’s fucking absurd, on the face of it.” 
 “It works in the simulation.” 
 “Yeah. And if reality matches the sim, then… then our doom will also be our salvation.” 
 “Indeed it will.” 
 “We just have to keep it from fucking killing everyone on board first…” Drake’s expression sagged a little. “But the odds against all of this coming together, in time to save us… What’s your degree of confidence? Based on your models? What are our real chances?” 
 Martin looked genuinely amused. “Are you having a laugh? Calculating confidence is even harder than calculating the original prediction itself. A lot harder, actually.” 
 “C’mon, take a shot. Give me something. You’ve sold me on this plan. And now everything’s hanging on it. Convince me I didn’t just sign all our death warrants.” 
 “All right.” Martin stuck his face into the laptop and started typing and clicking as he narrated. “Multiplying out all the degrees of confidence I’ve got in each of the assumptions that went into this model, some of them slightly made up, and all expressed as percentages… and then plugging all those into a basic statistical regression… I get, um, thirty-nine-point-four percent. That’s the likelihood everything will work as advertised.” 
 Drake paused before answering. “That’s not terrible.” 
 Martin leaned back in his chair. “It’s also a bit of a sham. You need to understand that estimates of the probability of one-time events are actually conceptually flawed.” 
 “Why’s that?” 
 “Because it’s either going to happen or it’s not. It can’t thirty-nine percent happen, or happen thirty-nine percent of the time – because there’s only the one time, and it either happens or it doesn’t.” 
 Drake sighed. “And we’re either dead or we aren’t.” 
 “Exactly. In the end, it’s either going to be one hundred percent or zero percent. Arguably, all that thirty-nine per cent number can be is our subjective view of how likely we think it is. It’s not a statistic.” 
 Drake looked to Martin as if his attention was fading. Maybe he didn’t need a probability and statistics lecture right now. Maybe he was exhausted. 
 “But there’s one thing I can quantify, with some statistical significance.” 
 Drake perked up slightly. “Yeah?” 
 “When it’s going to happen. If it does. How soon.” 
 Drake checked his watch. “You said about the same time as high tide.” 
 “Yes. But that’s the center of a range. And with ninety-five percent certainty, that range stretches from as soon as… fifty minutes… out to just over four hours.” 
 Drake sighed. “So we may need to hang on longer than we thought. A lot longer.” 
 Martin just shrugged. “How long do you think we can actually hold?” 
 “When the full onslaught hits? Not five hours. Not four, either. I don’t know.” 
 “Let’s hope it comes in at the low end of the range, then.” 
 Drake put his hands on a chair back and leaned forward. “Yeah, let’s hope. Moreover, given all of that uncertainty… and given the plan we’re actually counting on for getting us refloated… You still need to ask why I didn’t tell them? Is that what you want the crew pinning their hopes on? No, they’d shit themselves if I tried to tell them that’s our real plan for getting out of here. We’re not telling them those numbers, and we’re definitely not telling them what we really have in mind. Because, right now, morale is more important than anything. It’s not even just morale – it’s… it’s bigger than that, it’s what we both just said. It’s hope. Hope has been bleeding away all around us. And now hope is more valuable than bullets, more valuable than live bodies. More valuable even than…” 
 But then Drake trailed off, hearing himself getting needlessly theatrical. He sighed, the weight of his upper body feeling impossibly heavy on his arms. Finally, he raised his gaze up to Martin, and looked him in the eye. When he spoke, his voice was steady and quiet – but firm. 
 “What you said earlier, about how you failed to get the reactor started, and failed to save the ship.” He paused a heavy beat. “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 Martin nodded, almost imperceptibly. Drake thought he was looking uncomfortable in that special way the English did, whenever anything got too personal, or if you tried to praise them. Or, in this case, tried to take blame off their shoulders. 
 “I gave you an impossible job. You took it on and did your best. Hell, you told me what was going to happen. And in the end you saved everyone on board, by heading off a core meltdown.” 
 Drake took his weight off his arms, stood up straight, and exhaled. 
 “Now we’ve got another chance. And we’re all in this together. Every setback is shared. Any success is everyone’s. And we’re just going to have to adapt and overcome… or else we’ll go down fighting. Either way, we do it together.” 
 With that, Drake turned, pulled open the hatch, and exited. Captain Martin slowly and quietly closed the cover of his laptop. 
 And, for just a few seconds, he sat alone and in silence. 





 The Raining Dead 
 Lake Rudee, Virginia Beach 
 The dead were pouring into the lake now, and by the thousands. The yacht, a gift from fate for Wesley and the ragtag group of sailors and survivors he led, now floated out in the middle of Lake Rudee – slowly drifting toward the sea inlet, but still only fifty scant yards from the pier’s edge. The engine had fired up long enough to blast them away from the rampaging dead at the dockside. But, almost immediately, it had petered out again, and now only stuttered. Problems with the alternator, Burns had said, but he promised they would fix it. 
 In the meantime, that left most of the group watching the horde as it slowly filled up the water around them. More than once Wesley swore he saw something moving in the depths below, but as yet nothing had tried to climb on board. This surprised him every time he looked over at the docks, where the runners still poured across the bridge and leapt without hesitation or reason into the water, only to vanish beneath and not come up again. 
 There was a blur of movement to his left and Wesley turned, expecting something to leap at him, but instead he stepped forward and caught Derwin, just as the man staggered and started to fall. One of the survivors – a short guy with stubble on his chin and biceps that suggested a lot of gym time – also grabbed hold of the half-delirious shore patrolman, and they lowered him down to lean on the railing of the yacht. He was turning very pale, and his eyes didn’t focus on Wesley as he spoke. 
 “Come on mate, stay awake. Stay with us.” But Derwin was drifting, almost unconscious one moment, and then moving but dazed the next. 
 “Damn,” cursed Wesley, as he noticed the growing patch of blood soaking through the man’s uniform. “He’s lost too much blood.” 
 “We need a medical kit,” said the bodybuilder. “To try and wrap this wound up properly. Slow the bleeding.” He turned to Burns. “We still got the med kit?” 
 “No,” said Burns. “We lost it when we had to break and run this morning.” 
 Melvin and Browning joined the group huddling around the semi-conscious Derwin. 
 “Okay,” Wesley said. “I’ll go check the cabins. Can you lot just keep him still, or something? Maybe get him some water.” 
 The first cabin door he came to was open, as it had been when they boarded. The hinges at its bottom had cracked and broken away, leaving it hanging at an odd angle. There were several empty boxes jammed in the doorway, leaving only a small gap above that wasn’t big enough for Wesley to get through. He pulled the top two boxes away, and was surprised when they just fell to pieces in his hands. He dropped the remnants onto the deck behind him and stepped into the short entryway to the cabin. 
 The place stank of something, but it wasn’t the smell of death, more like unwashed than undead, but he drew his gun anyway. He’d been on a yacht before, but nothing this big. There had to be a couple of decks beneath this one, and although the group had been to the engine room, and the pilot’s room above it, no one had been down into the crew quarters. 
 Almost on cue, and just as Wesley stepped into the barely lit main berth, a heavy roll of thunder rumbled above, and a moment later a flash of lightning lit up the room through two portholes. There was no movement in the cabin, but Wesley still paused as he stepped inside and surveyed the wreckage. It had been lived in, but not recently. The floor was littered with empty food cans and torn boxes, but anything organic had long ago dried up. 
 A glance around the room showed no other exits, and nowhere for a hidden zombie to lurk. Only a small cupboard with its door swinging wide that only a child could sneak into. Across the cabin, hanging on the wall, was exactly what he had come looking for, a large box with a red cross on it. He almost walked straight across the room to grab it, but then stopped. There had been a noise, hadn’t there? Just then, as he stepped inside. Not the noise from outside, nor the thunder. Something else. A scratching? 
 Wesley leaned down, aiming his gun into the cupboard, paranoid enough now to check even that, and he was glad he did. The cupboard was in darkness, with barely any light hitting the inside, but there was just enough to reflect off the two eyes that stared back at him. 
 His heart rate doubled in an instant and he stumbled back, hitting the shelving on the opposite side of the cabin, as he watched a furry head slowly poke out of the darkness. He had the gun aimed right at the dog’s eyes, and nearly fired, but he stopped. If the bullet passed through the animal, it might make a hole in the boat and they’d start taking on water. If he could just grab the med kit and get to the door, maybe he could lock the dog in. 
 He took three quick side steps, while keeping his gun up and watching the pooch, then grabbed the kit and started to edge his way across the room. Wesley could see it a bit better now, and it looked to him like a German Shepherd. It still didn’t move, but just watched him. No growling or show of teeth. The dog, unlike Wesley, seemed to be perfectly at ease with the situation. 

Maybe it’s not dangerous. But it could be hungry.

 Then he was out the door and shutting it behind him. Problem solved, for now. 
 Burns was waiting for him and grabbed the med kit as soon as Wesley appeared on deck. The big man opened it and rummaged around, seemingly finding what he needed. 
 “Errr,” Wesley said. “We seem to have a guest in the cabin. A good-sized dog. So don’t go in there. I don’t know if it’s rabid or anything like that.” He glanced around and saw the little girl from the survivor group grinning. 
 “A doggy?” 
 Wesley smiled. “Yes, there’s a doggy. But we don’t know if it’s a good dog or a bad one.” 
 “Oh,” she said, her smile disappearing. With a lurch of sadness, Wesley realized that this was probably a child who had known little but disappointment in her life. 
 Without warning, the yacht’s engine suddenly roared to life, and a half-hearted cheer went up. A moment later they were moving again, chugging away from the dock and toward the distant bridge that spanned the neck of the inlet. 
 “Okay, I got him bandaged properly and wrapped up tight,” said Burns, now standing at Wesley’s shoulder. “But he’s lost a lot of blood. I still don’t know that he’ll last long.” 
 Another survivor appeared from the prow and jogged over to them. 
 “We have another problem,” he said. 
 Burns sighed. “What now?” 
 They followed the man to the top roof deck, where he pointed up and ahead at the bridge. As they approached it, Wesley could make out movement among the riot of abandoned vehicles. 
 “We gotta go under that,” said the man. “And it’s crawling with those fast ones.” 
 “Oh, shit,” said Burns. 
 Wesley looked up at the bridge, and then down at the expanse of water beneath it. And just as he worked out the problem, as the boat came within fifty feet of the bridge, he saw the first flailing shape drop from above and splash into the water. The first of many. 
 “Stop the boat!” shouted Burns. “Turn us around.” 
 The boat slowed as ordered, then started trying to reverse. Wesley watched in horror as they drifted to within ten feet of the shadow of the bridge on the water. 
 And the dead began to rain down. 
 Dark figures plummeted downward, missing the boat by only a few feet. Looking toward shore, Wesley could see hundreds of runners sprinting onto the bridge from the road. He couldn’t see up onto the bridge itself from there, but knew they would be running through the abandoned vehicles, speeding toward the middle. Dozens of them now tumbled down at them. Gunfire rattled as Melvin and Browning sniped at ones that were too close. Ten seconds passed as the living ran for cover, leaving Wesley and the shore patrolmen standing alone on deck. 
 None of the dead landed on the yacht in the end – they had stopped in time, and for that Wesley was grateful. But the force with which they hit the water sent splashes pelting the hull, and he had no idea how much damage a falling body could do to the already weather-weakened deck. Never mind to them. 
 The vessel finally backed away, and Burns rejoined Wesley. The man was about to speak when there was a flash of darkness in the sky, and the plane shot by again, the sonic boom hitting them a moment later. 
 “Okay,” said Wesley, regarding the undead guardians of the passage out to sea. “Now what the hell do we do?” 





 Flushed 

JFK, Flag Bridge 
 Drake rubbed his forehead and squinted, waiting for the Tylenol to kick in and headache to pass, but it wasn’t shifting. He stared out the main screen and across the deck at the chaos down below. It occurred to him that never before, even on their biggest ops back in the world that was, had this vessel been so close to panic and dysfunction. Then again, the ship had never before had to fight for its life. As he shook his head in wonderment, he belatedly noticed the Air Boss standing in the doorway. 
 “How long have you been there?” Drake said, pulling up a chair and collapsing into it. 
 The big man shrugged. “Only a minute. You asked me to see you after the meeting.” 
 “Did I? Sorry. Not much sleep since this shitstorm started up. Do you know there have been five injuries in the last day? Stupid stuff like dropped heavy equipment. How many of those guys do you think just don’t want to face off against the swarm?” 
 “I don’t know that any of us are all that enthusiastic about it.” 
 “Fair point.” Drake took a look at the overhead, trying to remember why he’d called the other man in here. “Right. Look. The flight deck is getting too dangerous, trying to be two things at once, and time is ticking down. You can see for yourself that the dead are going to be at the gunwales soon. I think we should recover the last birds and cease air ops. Now.” 
 The Air Boss looked slightly crestfallen. “We have two more rearmed and refueled, ready to fly. I was hoping we could get in one more sortie.” 
 “Yeah,” said Drake. “I was, too. Anything that can degrade the herd is great. But the danger is we end up with no space or time to safely recover them, and the pilots find themselves having to punch out. Two birds in the drink don’t bother me that much. But the pilots might not find the waters to their liking.” 
 “Yeah, I see your point. We’ll call it.” 
 Drake could see the Air Boss didn’t like this. He didn’t much like it himself. They were running low on heavy weapons already, and they hadn’t made much of a dent. The port-side missile launchers were already dry – though the surface-to-air Sparrows weren’t too damned accurate when targeting ground targets anyway. Then again, they didn’t have to be. In this threat environment, you almost couldn’t miss. And the port-side CIWS wasn’t amounting to much in the end, regardless of all that inspection and test-firing, because while it could swivel to face nearly forward, it couldn’t shoot around the prow. And of course Drake couldn’t maneuver the boat to get a better shot. 
 Then again, this was all pretty standard with combat operations – things rarely worked out in any way you would have predicted, much less planned for. 
 Drake was about to speak again, but his phone started to buzz. He looked up to the Air Boss, trying to call to mind if there was anything else that urgently needed dealing with. “Okay. Carry on,” he said putting the phone to his ear. A piercing burst of static hit him for a moment before the line cleared. Maybe their own shipboard wireless packet network was starting to fail. Everything else seemed to be. 
 “Go for Drake.” 
 “Sir, this is Albertson.” 
 Albertson. Who the fuck was he…? Right, the hydro-stability guy. 
 “Sir, you asked me to look at timescales and calculations for dumping the forward ballast tanks.” 
 “And?” 
 “Well I’m out on the flight deck right now, looking down at the forward pump expulsion port. I came out to check if there were any obstructions that might stop us using it.” 
 Drake stood, looked out, and managed to spot the man down below in the distance. 
 “Okay. Speed this up, can you?” 
 “Well, it’s already emptying.” 
 “What?” 
 “Sir, the ballast tanks are already emptying, and from what I can see it’s an uncontrolled expulsion.” 
 “Is that bad?” 
 “Erm, well, not bad so far. But there are fifty-foot jets of water blasting out of the side of the ship. Obviously, someone already started flushing the tanks.” 
 “Someone? Who is someone?” 
 “I have absolutely no idea. Sir.” 
 Drake frowned for the third time in as many minutes. 
 “Okay, so let me get this straight. The tanks are emptying. Nothing has gone wrong so far. Goal achieved. But we don’t know who the fuck opened them. Is that about the shape of it?” 
 Silence for a moment. “Um… yes, sir.” 
 “Great. Then return to whatever it was you were doing.” 
 “Aye aye, sir.” 
 Drake put the phone down, stood up, paced across the room and headed for CIC to watch the last air strikes. Under normal circumstances, emptying the ballast tanks without authorization would be considered an act of sabotage. But he didn’t remotely have time for such crap right now. 
 How quickly everything changed. 





 Thunderchild 
 The Skies Over Virginia Beach 
 A few thousand feet above Wesley’s stranded yacht crew, Lieutenant Hailey Wells was also feeling the first effects of the weather front. Heavy winds now buffeted her plane as she banked once more and headed back inland. One last bomb to release, before having at them with the missiles. 
 She spotted the fleeing group of the living again, or what she presumed must be them. It wasn’t as if there was anyone else alive down there. This time they weren’t in the truck, and they were no longer running along the docks. They were on a boat, a large yacht by the looks of it, out on the water – and the pier they had been running along when she last sighted them was now completely flooded with the dead. 
 But those poor bastards evidently had another problem. The yacht was near the bridge that spanned the mouth of the lake and the inlet to the sea, but was turning back. Then Hailey saw why. Flailing figures were raining down from the bridge, dozens of them leaping from the railing and landing in the water. A quick scan of the area made the situation very clear to her. The refugees on that yacht weren’t going anywhere unless they went under that bridge, and it wouldn’t be long, maybe twenty minutes, before the horde of dead, currently surging through the city, filled up the lake and swallowed the boat and its crew. Probably quite literally. 
 And their exit was effectively blocked by the ones falling from the bridge. 
 Hailey eyed the span, wondering if there was anything she could do to help them. The missiles she had on her hardpoints were Hellfires, and far too destructive to deploy directly – there would be no bridge left and the debris would probably block the inlet. But maybe her 25mm auto-cannon? As she blasted back inland, closing fast on her next target, she mentally played back the image of the bridge: the cars and trucks all backed up, the dead pouring through the gaps and over the edge… 
 A tentative plan formed in her mind. One missile at the foot of the bridge, fifty yards back, and then cannons along the length of it. Sure, if she hit some of the smaller vehicles they might go over and into the water, but the bigger ones wouldn’t. That should clear the way underneath, or at least thin things out enough to make the risk worth it. But would they be ready? 
 Hailey knew she would take all kinds of flak for diverting from her flight plan, and for such creative deployment of her limited ordnance. But if those people down there escaped as a result? That would be worth the risk. And the flak. 
 As she released her last JDAM, took the sleek fighter through a tight 180, and then zoomed back out toward the seafront, the need to brief the flat-top intruded on her thoughts. 
 “Tugboat Jack, this is Thunderchild. Last JDAM is a hit. Over.” 

“Roger that, Thunderchild. We are beginning cyclic recovery of all aircraft, and winding down flight ops. I’m sending your recovery instructions and landing slot. We’re on a tight timeline here, so don’t dawdle, over.”

 Ending flight ops? Already? 
 “Tugboat Jack. I’m not black on ordnance yet. I still have times-two Hellfires.” 

“Acknowledged, Thunderchild. This ops window is closed. RTB immediately.”

 “Roger that. Over.” 
 Below her, the lake blasted by in a blur, but she did get one last look, and saw the water was now teeming with the dead. The folks on that yacht wouldn’t have the bird’s-eye view that she did, and wouldn’t see that the previously blue water was black and thick with bodies. Any minute, the dead under the surface would be clawing at the sides of their boat. 
 But she was out of time. Her slot and approach vector were happening now, and she had already overflown the refugees. The lake and that bridge were a mile behind her in an instant. Ahead of her was open water – and, in the distance, the looming hulk of the Kennedy. 
 But, then again… just one Hellfire, and a couple of strafing runs with her five-barrel Gatling cannon… That’s all it would have taken, and those people in the yacht might have had half a chance. 
 But it was too late to help now. Or was it…? 
 * * * 
 Up in PriFly, the lead air controller watched as the blip that represented their last active air mission, an F-35 moving into its recovery slot, suddenly reversed course and headed back toward land. He frowned at his screen, then grabbed a desk mic. 
 “Stormchild, Tugboat Jack. Update status, over.” 
 There were ten seconds of silence, and the controller felt his heart thump heavier. Was there some malfunction with the aircraft? 
 “Stormchild. This is Tugboat Jack. How copy, over.” 

“Tugboat Jack, Stormchild. I am making one last thunder run.”

 “Negative, Stormchild, negative. Reverse course and get back in your recovery slot immediately. If you want to use this flight deck to land, you need to get your ass back and do it now. Your last chance is evaporating.” 

“Copy that,” came the crackling voice of the pilot, but a few seconds later it was obvious that her heading had not changed. She was still blasting back toward land – and her last seconds of recovery window ticking away. 
 “Stormchild, Tugboat Jack.” 
 There was no reply. 
 “Shit,” cursed the air controller, turning toward the Air Boss. “Sir, I think we have a problem.” 
 * * * 
 Hailey twiddled down her headset radio volume, the last words of the air controller fading even as he spoke them. She sighed. So, her first combat mission in ages might in fact prove to be her last. But, then, it might have been anyway. The JFK did not look like it was moving any time soon, and that would mean abandoning it. And that meant no more air missions. 
 The folks on that yacht were going to die if they didn’t get help. And her chain of command didn’t want to send her back to use her missiles anyway, so this was only utilizing a resource that would be wasted otherwise. All this she told herself, but deep down she knew it was just something she had an emotional need to do. She couldn’t walk away. 
 She blasted over the seafront, laser-painted a spot just inside the foot of the bridge, then banked right, and headed on a parallel path to the main road. A quarter-mile farther and she whipped around again, bled off some altitude, and soared toward her target. This was the strangest feeling – she had never before in her career ID’d, painted, and engaged a target without oversight and approval from command. There was definitely a court-martial type offense in here somewhere, but she didn’t have time to work out exactly what it was. 

Damn, she thought, as the Hellfire missile ripped away, rocketed downward, and slammed into the base of the bridge. I might actually be keelhauled for this… As she blasted over, she just had time to see cars, trucks, road, bridge, virtually any matter in the vicinity, all rise into a great fireball and dust cloud, raining down debris for two hundred yards all around. 
 She dropped down even further and felt a tingling burst of excitement as the tops of the buildings on either side of the road rose up higher than her cockpit. She did another pass over the bridge, checking the effect of the Hellfire – which had basically blown up the whole foot of the bridge – turned back around, put the target reticle of the big auto-cannon at the center of the mass of fast-running dead that still surged across the span, and let the deadly thunder fly. 
 Just a couple of quick strafing runs. 
 Then she could climb out and get some air underneath her. 
 * * * 
 Drake was down in CIC in less than a minute. 
 “Okay. Give it to me, and fast. What the hell is going on?” 
 Lt. Campbell faced him, and pointed at the big screen overhead. “We have a pilot who ignored her recall instruction, isn’t responding to hails – and seems to be providing air support to a group of civilians on the ground.” 
 Drake looked startled, even for him, even in the middle of everything else. “What? Supporting who? Give me the nose-cone video.” 
 Campbell waved at an ensign, and the overhead screen came up with the feed – just in time to catch a strafing run of the bridge. 
 “Jesus Christ…” Drake muttered. 
 “That’s nothing,” Campbell said. “Watch this.” She pushed the ensign away from his station and dragged back the slider on the recorded video. When she’d gone back a minute, she froze it on some kind of yacht on the inlet. Then she zoomed in, the high-resolution video resolving and the detail coming out. Two of the men on the deck of the boat were in U.S. Naval Security Forces uniforms. Their own shore patrolmen. 
 “What the hell?” Drake said. Then he squinted at a man beside those two, who wasn’t in a Navy uniform. Son of a bitch… “That’s the Brit, and his team of shore patrolmen. They were reported KIA. But who the hell are the rest of those people? They’re not ours.” 
 Campbell shrugged. “We were told there were no friendlies anywhere still out on the ground. The one survivor from that team reported them wiped out. Then this pilot, Wells, spotted a vehicle running ahead of the storm, but we didn’t know who it was, and she was being recalled anyway. Basically… Wells seems to have gone rogue. She blasted the bridge with a Hellfire, and has been hammering it with cannon fire for the last few minutes.” 
 Drake shook his head, and considered his options. 
 “We don’t have time for this. I’ve got 2,400 souls on this ship to think about. Hail her one more time, then shut it down.” 
 * * * 
 The mysterious fighter plane shot back up into the darkening clouds over Wesley and the others – and this time, instead of heading back along the beach front and making another thunderous run at the bridge, it banked and climbed sharply, rising toward the thunderheads above. The unexpected love from above, it seemed, was at an end. 
 Wesley got to his feet, hands still gripping the railing, and stared around at the sheer devastation that one aircraft could wreak in just a few minutes. They hadn’t even heard it coming. A flash across the sky, and an explosion somewhere along the street leading up to the bridge, and then a sonic boom had announced the arrival of the plane, and its intent. 
 A cloud of gray-black smoke had erupted from the foot of the bridge, and debris began to fall. Everyone aboard the yacht, now fifty yards from the bridge, had dove for cover as shards of concrete and God knows what other shrapnel smacked into the deck. The dark smoke spilled across the bridge and then spread across the lake, obscuring any view of that end of the structure. 
 Less than thirty seconds later, and just as the smoke was clearing, the plane returned – but this time from the other direction, its giant underslung machine gun unleashing a devastating hail of destruction. From his hiding place near the cabin entrance, Wesley had watched as streams of explosive shells plowed across the bridge, tearing cars to pieces and shredding the runners that streamed around them. 
 Three times the plane had blasted over them, and three times it let its gun rip. It wasn’t until it banked and headed out to sea that Wesley noticed the absence of movement under the bridge. 
 The dead weren’t falling anymore. 
 For a moment he was confused, thinking that even the devastating attack by the plane would only reduce the numbers temporarily. But as he scanned across the full panorama, he saw that the foot of the bridge, near where the main street rose up, was now a twisted mass of broken concrete and steel, and the runners were still coming – but not onto the bridge. There was no longer any way for them to get up there, so instead they ran straight toward the water. 
 And this meant that there would be no more dead dropping down on their heads. 
 “Burns!” he shouted, but then nearly fell over as the yacht lurched forward, the engine already burbling. 
 “I’m on it!” bellowed Burns, from inside the wheelhouse. 
 The yacht sped toward the bridge, gaining speed rapidly. Wesley’s stomach started to churn as they powered across the open stretch of water. As they approached the shadow of the bridge, Wesley saw just one runner drop from the side and splash in, and he drew his pistol, getting ready. Over near the stern, Browning and Melvin were already aiming their rifles to the sky, preparing to defend the boat. 
 The seconds ticked by, and it all seemed to take too long. Even the powerful yacht wasn’t moving as quickly as Wesley wanted it to. But then they were beneath the shadow of the bridge, and then out the other side, speeding onto open water. A cry of relief spread across the boat, and for the first time in a while, Wesley smiled. 
 Then he saw the massive horde of dead that were surging across the beach and out to sea, and his smile faded. 
 * * * 
 Hailey smiled contentedly as she hauled on her yoke and climbed out of there. Her little rogue mission might well mean the end of her flying career – the loss of her wings. But maybe it was worth it. She had definitely done her good deed for the year. And it felt great to have helped those people down below. To have made a real difference. 

Maybe this is what a whole career comes down to, she thought, or even a whole life—

 And then her air-collision radar went absolutely ape-shit. 
 As the blood drained from her face, and she banked the plane for everything it was worth, the g-forces tried to pull her very brain to the right side of her head… 
 And then an even louder alarm sounded. 
 Her engine had just flamed out. 





 No Fear 
 On Board Chuckie, Over Virginia 
 Up on the flight deck, Handon tried to give Fick the empty co-pilot’s seat, due to him being wounded and old and everything. But Fick wasn’t having it. He correctly assessed that Handon and his people had been going non-stop for about thirty hours longer than he had with his. And he also sensed that Alpha was running on fumes at this point – even if their stoic acting commander never let it show. So Handon sat. 
 Though he didn’t much like the view the seat afforded. 
 The sky around them was a malevolent, oppressive gray in every direction – but even more so straight ahead. They were flying directly at, and very quickly into, the thunderstorm coming in off the North Atlantic. Sheets of aerial lightning ripped through the thick clouds way out ahead of them and to their left. And smaller static-driven flashes flitted around closer in, like killer wraiths of the sky. 
 Very soon, heavy and fast-moving rain started slashing down on the cockpit glass – and wicked, needle-like drops zipped inside, through the hole the Canadian sniper had made back over Beaver Island. More water also came in through the spiderwebs created by the rampaging, flaming, undead machine gunner on the ground. And all of that cold, high-altitude water started to dribble into Handon’s assault suit, chilling his skin. 
 He twisted his neck and looked back at Fick, who suddenly looked pretty smart for giving up the seat. But it wasn’t a bait and switch – Fick really had thought Handon could use the rest. He was actually pretty sure Handon could use sixteen hours of uninterrupted sleep. But he wasn’t going to get it. 
 Like all of them, he was either going to keep going for a while longer; or else drop off into a sleep that would outlast eternity. 
 Fick recalled the old slogan from the No Fear T-shirt: “It’s not that life’s so short. It’s just that you’re dead for so long.” He pulled a camo handkerchief from his pocket and stuffed it in the big bullet hole in the glass. Most of the deluge on Handon stopped. 
 The pilot ignored this little moment of humanity, and instead carried on trying to keep the plane in the air and on course, while also trying to raise the JFK. “Tugboat Jack,” he said into his hand mic, using the JFK’s radio call sign, which was a reference to the young John Kennedy’s heroism in towing a badly wounded member of his crew to an island by swimming with the man’s life-jacket strap in his teeth. “Tugboat Jack, Charles Zero One air mission, over.” 
 After a few too many seconds, a response came back – but slightly broken up by static, probably due to the storm. “Charles Zero One, Tugboat Jack receiving. This is PriFly, we have you on the big board, but no final flight plan filed. What’s your intent, over.”

 A look of relief washed over the pilot’s face. They were now showing up on radar on the carrier – and with comms established, they’d also have guidance as they flew into this double death-zone of overlapping storms. “Tugboat Jack, we are approx ten miles north-northwest, inbound for air drop, requesting carrier flight ops and airspace advisory and approach instructions. Repeat, urgently request airspace advisory and approach instructions. Over.” 

“Charles Zero One, Tugboat Jack. We are conducting cyclic air recovery ops. Repeat, air recovery ops in progress now. Airspace deconfliction critical. Break.”

 Fick and Handon watched the pilot square his jaw. They knew he was a naval aviator, and specifically trained for this. 

“Also be advised that strike group vessels are conducting ground fires. This is a shore bombardment. Repeat, shoreward ground fires inbound. How copy, over?”

 The pilot pressed the bar on his hand mic while his left hand tried to hold the control yoke steady, as it shook increasingly violently from the storm. “Charles Zero One copies all. Repeat, copy all, over.” 

“Charles Zero One, be advised. Final approach instruction as follows: turn on heading one-seven-five and descend to forty-seven-hundred, maintaining current airspeed of one-six-zero knots… proceed four minutes on that course, heading, and speed. Then turn on heading nine-five for approach flyover and air drop. Readback, over.”

 “Tugboat Jack, Charles Zero One. Turning on heading 175, descending to 4,700, airspeed 160. Four minutes, then turn on 95 for approach. Over.” 

“Charles Zero One, affirmative. Repeat, that is all a-ffirm, over.”

 In the ensuing few seconds of silence, or rather the noise of the engines and the storm, Handon cast his eye over the flight deck controls. Something was bothering him. Then it hit him. There was no radar console. He looked at the pilot. “No radar on this thing?” 
 The pilot shook his head. “This is one of the later B-17s that did get an early version of the British H2X radar. But the readout is down at the bombardier’s station. And it’s ground radar only, which wouldn’t be hugely helpful anyway. Hang on.” 
 Handon didn’t much like the fact that they were flying blind through this soup. He squinted out into the increasingly violent storm, as the pilot worked the radio. 
 “Tugboat Jack, Charles Zero One, interrogative: is airspace deconflicted on our path below 4,700? I’d like some latitude to dodge the worst of this storm, over.” 

“Charles Zero One, wait out.” There was a pause, filled only by the ballpeen hammering of the bomber’s aluminum skin by the lashing rain, and the distant thunder. “Charles Zero One, you are clear down to the deck on your approach. But be advised – do not otherwise deviate from your approach instructions. There are heavy flight and combat operations all over our airspace. Deviate at your own peril. Over.”

 “Tugboat Jack, that is all received with thanks. Out.” 
 The pilot replaced the mic, and got both hands back on the yoke. Then he began to slowly press it forward. 
 “Hey,” Fick said, leaning forward himself. “Are we losing altitude?” 
 “That’s affirmative. I’m bleeding off a couple thousand feet. If we can get below some of this electrical activity, that will reduce our chances of a lightning strike.” 
 “Would that be a problem?” 
 “Not on a modern aircraft, which has shielding and surge suppressors. But on this museum piece, I’m slightly worried about shorting out all the electrics. Or having a fuel tank explode.” 
 Fick leaned back and quietly whistled. 
 Handon just looked forward and squinted out at the fury of the storm. In a few seconds, he was going to have to go and make ready for them all to jump out into it. 
 * * * 
 Back in the main compartment, everyone was geared up and into their parachute rigs, double- and triple-checking the straps and seals of their neighbors. The operators were also brass-checking what weapons they still had, and passing around ammunition – selflessly. 
 By the time they’d all got away from that airfield together, one group having gone into harm’s way to bring back the other, they had became brothers. The operators of Alpha knew the Marines had dared and sacrificed much to get them out safely. And the Marines, having pulled Alpha out of the fire, sure as hell weren’t going to let them get killed now. 
 It would be as brothers that they jumped out into this storm – out into both of them. 
 Ali, designated babysitter for the jump, stood with Emily and Park just ahead of the tail turret, by the emergency hatch on the starboard side. These three would be first out the door. Ali was giving them last-minute instructions, and much-needed moral support. The worsening storm outside wasn’t reassuring the two civilians any. 
 Emily asked, “Is this safe?” 
 Ali looked her in the eye. “Yes. It’s going to be scary. But it’s going to be a lot safer than most of the things we’ve done in the past thirty-six hours. And it’s going to be okay.” 
 She squeezed Park’s upper arm with one hand, and brushed Emily’s bangs out of her eyes with the other. She knew that parachuting was never without risk – and that jumping out of an airplane for the first time was always terrifying. Doing it over open water, in a thunderstorm, and nearby to a county-sized herd of undead… well, fear should be the worst of their problems. 
 Because Ali knew deep down that this wasn’t going to be anything like safe. She felt reasonably confident that she could shepherd these two through it. But the dice were always rolling, and the world was a very strange place – seemingly stranger by the minute. And nobody could begin to relax until they had solid ground, or at least ship’s deck, under their feet. And perhaps not even then. Even their safe return to Fortress Britain might only be another reprieve. 
 But for today, for now at least, they were still alive. 
 And Ali, understanding the dangers, made every preparation to keep them that way. 
 * * * 
 Handon held on to the edge of his seat as Chuckie began to rumble and judder like a jalopy on a technical downhill single-track. The storm continued to worsen as they turned and descended, and was now nearly as bad as the one they’d jumped into over Chicago. But that had at least been out of a reasonably modern aircraft, actively maintained, and with all its engines still working. 
 This thing was a relic – a badly damaged one, with only three engines turning over. 
 Handon was reminded of the paratroopers of the 86th and 101st jumping over Normandy on Operation Overlord, on D-Day minus one, many of them getting shot out of the sky before they could even get clear of their planes – or else tumbling out of jump doors, already burning, after their aircraft got hit… 

Well, he thought, at least there won’t be ground fire on this one.

 Also, last time they had jumped with their own chutes – Para-Flite MC-5 SOF tactical canopy systems – which had been packed, stored, maintained, and transported by them. Today it would be whatever was in the back of the plane, which the Marines had probably dug out of some warehouse in the Philippines. It was nothing against the MARSOC guys, who Handon knew were jump trained, as were virtually all special operators. They’d all done their five jumps at the Airborne School at Fort Benning, and all had their jump wings – some even had stars on them for combat jumps. 
 But, in the end, they weren’t primarily an airborne force – they were an amphibious one. And God alone, thought Handon, knew what was going to happen with these chutes. But then he smiled, remembering a favorite line from Moby-Dick: “Here goes for a cool, collected dive at death and destruction, and the devil fetch the hindmost.” That was a book he’d always loved, though no one else seemed to. And, in this case, it would be a cool, collected dive not at death, but at the dead – and it would also be the dead that fetched them, not the devil, if they fell short. 
 In any case, the spec-ops mindset told him that even a parachute failure was just another hurdle to be negotiated. Parachute didn’t open? Tough shit. Adapt and overcome. As the old saying had it, you’ve got the whole rest of your life to try to get your chute to deploy. 
 Handon granted himself another few seconds of monitoring the storm as they flew into the teeth of it. On any other day, they’d cut a wide berth around this or try to get over it. But not today. The only easy day was yesterday. 
 He felt Fick’s hand on his shoulder. “Time to stack ’em up, Sarge.” 
 “Yes,” agreed the pilot. “Five-minute warning! You’re at five minutes. Go!” 
 Handon stood up from the co-pilot’s seat. 
 He turned to step around it, to exit the flight deck. 
 Something loomed in his peripheral vision, snapping his head back toward the front. It grew to fill the cockpit glass in fractions of a second. The pilot shouted, “FUUCCKKK…!” and the plane around them tilted wildly on its axis, rotating 45 degrees and lurching with a violence that was heart-stopping. 
 Handon was thrown on top of Fick, who was thrown up against the left bulkhead behind the pilot. Neither could move from the g-forces. Then the bomber came level again, and the artificial gravity released them, dropping them in a tangle to the floor. 
 Handon steeled his muscles and started to pull himself to his feet. Underneath him, Fick muttered, “What the fuck was that?” 
 Around his instant hyperventilation, the pilot gasped. “A fucking F-35! Jesus fucking… That was seriously not supposed to be there. It was climbing as we were descending, coming straight in on us… I think I saw the pilot punch out.” He shut up now, and struggled to bring the big bomber back to level, and work out the last evil vibrations in the airframe, after their wild evasive maneuver. 
 Handon pulled himself back into the co-pilot’s seat and looked over at the pilot, who was still trying to bring his breathing under control. A massive adrenaline rush had dilated his pupils to saucers, and his hands visibly shook. But they had made it, and the man who had just saved them was getting his shit back together. 
 Handon, instantly all business again, said, “What’s our new heading? And how does that impact our jump plan? I need an update.” They’d been thrown significantly off course, very close to their jump marker, and Handon needed to adapt to that if necessary. 
 The pilot shook his head. “Hang on. I’m going to try and get us on a new heading to your jump point.” 
 Behind them, Fick pulled himself to his feet and said, “Never mind the fucking jump plan. Where does our new course put us relative to the carrier’s flight ops? And the shore bombardment? Remember that bit where we’re not supposed to deviate because we’re so close to their fire lanes?” 
 The pilot blinked once, then looked down to check his instruments. 
 Outside, one of the remaining three engines exploded, the nearer one on the starboard side – and the only one on that side still running. 
 Afterward, Handon decided he’d heard some kind of high-pitched whistling coming in on them, outside to the right, and beneath the noise of the storm. And he had a guess as to what that was – an artillery round from the shore bombardment. But this was only after the fact. 
 Right now, he looked out and saw the engine flaming out and disintegrating. The plane began to shudder much more violently – and started losing altitude. The pilot battled the controls, trying to steady them. It also looked like he was trying to keep the nose up. Without looking away, he said: 
 “You two gentlemen need to exit this aircraft. And take everyone with you.” 
 Handon and Fick looked at each other, both tensing their muscles. 
 Stealing a glance out the glass to the right, the pilot said, “We are down to two engines. And I don’t know how long that wing is going to stay attached to this airframe. So I suggest that if you’re gonna jump, you do it right fucking now.” 





 Zack Don’t Surf 
 The JFK, Flight Deck 
 Morgan Wilson stared down at the waves below and shivered as the cold wind and the rain began to bite. They’d been standing at the very front of the flight deck for only about half an hour, but it felt like an age – just standing and staring and waiting – and what had started as a cool breeze on their faces was now becoming a storm. Overhead, the bright blue sky of the morning had turned gray, and then black. He wasn’t sure what was worse, the rumbling of the storm above them or the darkening waves below. 
 He peered down into the water again, trying to keep focused, but he was no sentry, and was more accustomed to being kept busy on the lower decks at his normal duties. All this standing around was mind-numbing. Across the water, the swarm of dead still poured into the water, wave after endless wave. But after what he estimated to be fifty yards out they vanished under the waves. Sure, the water looked dark, maybe a little darker than it was normally, but the warning they’d been given, that the dead would fill the sea and then attack, seemed to have been overblown. 
 He glanced around, taking in as much as he could of his surroundings. The place was chaos, or so it seemed to him. Helos were coming and going every ten minutes or so, mostly between the two ships, and overhead fighter planes were making constant flyovers. Every few minutes the horizon over the city would light up, and a distant explosion would echo across the water. This would be followed by a massive, rising cloud, and then the aircraft responsible would shoot across the sky, bank around and head back to shore for another run. 
 Four times now, the monstrous birds of prey had roared in to land on the flight deck, and only a few minutes later two more would be in place, hooked in and quite literally catapulted off the ship. It took a level of courage, or madness, that Morgan simply couldn’t fathom. How the pilots could strap themselves into tons of metal and be thrown into the sky that way was so far off the radar he could barely think about it. His head hurt when he did. 
 At the same time, he could watch the deck gun on the destroyer, the USS Michael Murphy, pounding the coast with its shore bombardment. From where he stood, he couldn’t see the other ship behind them. But he could hear the 5-inch gun barking, and occasionally feel as much as hear the big high-explosive shells whistling overhead. And their impacts on the city, and on the horde, were impossible to miss. The sound of every distant explosion rumbled back to them – and for most they could see the bright flash, the cloud of smoke, and the general mayhem that resulted. That deck gun was firing every three seconds. 
 Soon the rain hit them, initially only a light shower, cold from the sea breeze, but actually refreshing until it intensified. There was a rumble of thunder, and then several flashes of lightning, and the rain really began to hammer down, drenching him through. They had all been issued ponchos to help against the incoming storm, but they were about as useful as a woolen hat. His grip on his assault rifle was less steady, the thin work gloves drenched through within minutes. 
 He laughed, even as the sky lit up with a crackle of lightning. Maybe those pilots weren’t so crazy after all – they weren’t standing out in the pouring rain, a storm raging overhead and ten million dead things crawling toward them. Maybe there was something in that. Then a lightning bolt shot from the clouds and hit one of the high-rise buildings along the seafront, and Morgan realized those planes were flying up in it. Screw that.

 He was staring at the waves, his vision slightly blurred, when the first shout went up. At least a dozen people on the line noticed it at the same time, and cried out in shock. His vision sharpened and he snapped out of his daze, looking down into the waves below as they lapped against the hull. But it wasn’t the waves that had caught his attention, and everyone else’s. It was what was down there in the depths. At first he couldn’t make out what everyone was getting worked up about, but then he saw the movement. 
 Dark shadows shifted under the water and sometimes, just at the corner of his vision, he thought he saw something bob up from the waves, a small splash of foam erupting and then dissipating as quickly as it appeared. But by the time he focused through the torrent of rain, the movement was gone, washed away in the waves once more, and he wondered with each vision if he was imagining it, or if the storm was just messing with the sea and making him see things that weren’t there. But everyone was staring down there, and some of the crew looked pale as hell, like they were about to pass out, or throw up. Or both. 
 Then his eyes began to focus on the bigger image, and the movement of the waves vanished, fading into a dull sheen that revealed what lay underneath. Below him, staring up through the dark waters, were a million blurred and featureless faces. Their arms reached up from the depths, not yet breaking the surface. But it was only a matter of a few feet now. Their dead, ravaged skin was already bloated from immersion in the water, even after such a short time, and it disfigured many of the faces staring upward, but their eyes were unmistakable. Dark, hollow voids that somehow, Morgan felt, burned with hatred and hunger, and stared up at only him. Thousands, tens of thousands. Millions. Every single face burning with intent. 
 Morgan staggered back a step, his heart nearly leaping from his chest, and noticed many others doing the same. Shouts went up from the commanding Marines, urging them to get back in line and hold their positions. No one broke and ran, but the flash of fear skittering through the militia was tangible, and he could almost smell it. Then another smell hit him, a much darker, horrific one. The rank odor of the dead drifted upward, assaulting his senses. 
 He stepped back into line, nearly gagging from the stink, but still gripping his rifle with shaking, freezing hands, then turned away, took a deep breath, and stared back down again. Other hands were breaking the surface of the water, and by the thousands. Even as he watched, a few of the dead burst from the sea and clambered on top of ones still trapped below. More broke the surface, dotting the water as far as he could see, but that was not the greatest worry. 
 As Morgan looked up, panning toward shore, he saw that the fifty-meter drop-off, the point where the dead fell away into the sea, or at least had done so until now, had ceased swallowing the surging mass. The sea between the shore and the JFK was finally filled with the bodies of the dead, and there was nowhere else for them to go, other than up and over. 
 Now, as he watched, they flowed from the city streets, still smashing through the broken remains of what had once been a popular beach resort. They surged down onto the beach like an endless army of insects, rushing across the sand, stumbling and pushing, fighting each other for every yard, and then charged over the top of the water, running upon the bodies of those that had turned a shifting ocean of salt water into a writhing mess. A massive wave of the dead was heading toward them, barely a mile away and closing fast. 
 It was at this point that the destroyer’s missiles started piling in again. There had been an initial couple of salvos, but that was before Morgan’s unit had taken their positions out front, and all they’d been able to see were the brilliant launches going vertically into the sky above the Murphy, and then arcing like graceful fireworks off into Virginia Beach in the distance. But now they were targeting the horde out in the surf, massive explosions ripping apart the shallows, even as they ripped apart hundreds of dead bodies. A seemingly endless volley of streaking missiles tore into the sea and the horde directly in front of the carrier, and only a half a mile away – and the pyrotechnics were breathtaking. It was like a wild infantry change into the teeth of the world’s heaviest artillery, the geysers of massive explosions, giant columns of water and body parts, shooting up into the storm-tossed sky. 
 But the horde didn’t slow down, and the missile strikes didn’t thin them out enough to matter. They didn’t even notice. 
 Ten minutes later, the entire line of defenders watched in awe and shock as the massive swarm of dead collided with the front of the ship. There was no lurch, no shock wave as they hit – the behemoth supercarrier was far too heavy to be rocked by this first charge. Morgan didn’t know what he had expected would happen at that point, but the speed of what followed certainly wasn’t it. As the first wave of zombies hit the hull, they were crushed under those that followed, pushed downward as the mass of bodies clambered atop one another, piling up against the overhanging steel wedge of the prow, and clawing upward, then being crushed in the stampede as yet more climbed on top of them. Wave upon wave of dark figures writhed and climbed, pushing ever upward. 
 “Lock and load!” shouted a Marine standing a few feet away, his voice bellowing in Morgan’s ears. The man was checking his own weapons – two assault rifles, one hanging from its strap and the other in his hands. 
 Thousands of pale and damaged faces glared up at the defenders with those dark hollow eyes, their hands reaching out desperately, their expressions contorted with rage. With every second that passed, the pile crept higher, closer, and within a minute almost half the distance from the ocean surface below to the deck was filled with bodies. The screaming, moaning, hissing horde was close enough now that individual details could be made out. 
 “Acquire targets!” shouted the Marine. Other voices bellowed the same, their Marine leaders maintaining a stoic, determined face that they hoped would keep the line from breaking, keep them focused on the task at hand. They had to stop this irresistible force from getting onto the ship, and Morgan realized in that moment that this was probably the last thing he would ever do. 
 He gripped the rifle, lifted it, and aimed, steadying his breathing as well as he could, even as his heart and lungs wanted to burst, and his legs wanted to carry him as far away from this place as possible. But he knew what was at stake. He knew that their mission was to save the rest of humanity. He’d hoped to be part of the bit that was saved, rather than ending up among the dead, and he had no illusions of heroism. 
 But he could do this one thing. 
 The dead were only fifty feet away now and still they swarmed upward. The pile of bodies grew in real time before their terrified, unblinking eyes. 
 “Engage targets!” came the order. “Fire!” 
 The militia now opened up, the line of defense sputtering at first, and then erupting into a massive wall of gunfire as the first wave of the storm assaulted the lines. Morgan’s rifle was one of the first to jump to life, the kick of the weapon somehow comforting as he emptied his first clip without really aiming. Anywhere in that mash-up of dead things was a hit, and they didn’t have enough ammunition to kill every one of the swarm anyway. All they could do was hold back the tide as it heaved its way across the top of the ocean, as ten million implacable dead men rushed toward them. 
 Or else they could die trying. 





 A Hundred Ways to Get Killed 
 On Board Chuckie, Somewhere Above the Coastline 
 Over the roar of the stricken, bucking bomber, Handon shouted, “What’s our altitude?” 
 The pilot stole a glance at the altimeter. “Three thousand! But I can’t hold it!” 
 Handon grimaced. All the cells of his body were telling him to get the hell out. But he knew he couldn’t go yet. There was critical information he still needed. “What are we over?” 
 “What?” 
 Handon grabbed him by the shoulder. Jostling a pilot at work wasn’t a great idea at the best of times, never mind while he was trying to keep a badly damaged plane in the air. But Handon couldn’t push his people out over certain death, regardless of how bad it was up here. 
 “WHAT ARE WE OVER? Right now?!” 
 The pilot shook his head. The view outside was pure storm soup. “I have no idea! But you’ve got to get out that door while we’re still at a safe jump altitude!” 
 Handon chewed his own teeth. “And if we jump into the middle of that herd, we’ll wish we had stayed in the crashing plane!” 
 The pilot’s eyes darted to the console. “We’re over water by now! We have to be…!” 
 Fick stood frozen, watching this surreal exchange. There was absolutely no time for this. But it was also another case of there being no time to fuck it up. While he stood rooted to his spot, the storm lashing all around them, the gravely wounded plane bucking and flailing, in the middle of all this madness, Fick wondered: Was that dream I had a portent? Is this plane really going down after all? And are all my people going to die, for real? As panic began to grip him, he thought: I gotta get my Marines out of here…

 Handon, his head touching the pilot’s, shouted, “Are you SURE?!” 
 “Yes! I could calculate it precisely for you based on dead reckoning and the charts. But I’d just as soon fly the fucking plane. Now get! The fuck! Out!” 
 And that’s when it belatedly hit him: this man was holding the door open for the rest of them. And there was little or no chance of him being able to go through it himself. 
 Handon looked at Fick, who looked back. 
 And they both turned and scrambled out of the flight deck, one after the other. 
 * * * 
 “Marines! Green light, green light! We jump now! Go, go, go!” 
 Some unfamiliar, atavistic, but surging part of Fick was still thinking: I’ve got to get my people out. We can’t go down in this plane. He shrugged into his chute as he ran down the center of the bomber, slapping heads. 
 He reached the rear escape hatch, twisted the latch, and hauled it open. The breach in the plane admitted no light – day had turned to night from the aerial ocean of black storm clouds outside – but slashes of cold rain poured in on the screaming, gusting wind. 

I’ve already lost Chesney, Fick thought, watching his men fight their way to their feet. I nearly lost Graybeard. Of course, he’d lost people before, many of them. But it felt surreally different this time. He could easily face up to dying with his men. But he didn’t think he could bear being the sole survivor. Not like in that dream. Not like that. 
 No, their old LT had done it right, spending his life to save the lives of the men. Going out early, rather than living long enough to see them picked off one by one. 
 Fick shouted, “Everyone out that fucking door! Now, now, now!!” 
 But as he looked back up the cabin, and saw the others trying to help Reyes to his feet, he realized with a start that what he was doing was… panicking. Never having done it before, he was slow to recognize it. And he instantly knew that he had to get his panic under wraps – he had to master his fear. Whatever he thought he’d seen in that dream, now was not the time to let it scupper his leadership. They were in a genuine emergency, and the men needed him panicking like they needed magic marker dicks drawn on their faces. 
 The LT was gone, and Fick was still here, and it was just his duty to keep serving, to keep leading the men – and to watch them die, if it came to that. It sucked, but no one ever said fulfilling his duty was going to be a goddamned Thai massage with a happy ending. 
 He steadied his voice, stepped forward, pointed, and said, “Carry that man. Then toss him out!” Brady and Graybeard moved quickly but carefully to comply. They hefted Reyes by boots and armpits, like a sack of something, and quick-walked him with baby-steps to the rear. The hatch was too narrow for them to swing him out lengthwise. So Graybeard placed the wounded man’s torso in the opening, back first; and Brady swung his feet around, then pushed them up and over. And Reyes did a sitting backflip out the hatch, and off into the sky. 
 Brady took a single step to the edge and powered himself out. 
 Graybeard nodded once at Fick, grabbed the right edge of the hatch with his hand, and swung himself around and through it. 
 Fick stepped up to the lip, but paused to look back down the cabin. 
 Handon was shouting at him. 
 “The destroyer!
Jump for the destroyer!” 
 Fick gave him a thumbs-up. 
 And then he hurled himself out into the lashing storm. 
 Nearly two miles below him, a much bigger, much worse storm lashed at the Kennedy. 
 * * * 
 Handon slapped backs as he went down the line. The Marines had gotten out the door so quickly and efficiently that there was space for Alpha to line up almost before they’d got to their feet. Less than twenty seconds had passed since he’d left the flight deck. He mentally took back what he said about the Marines not being a real airborne unit. 
 At the end of the row, closest to the hatch, Ali stood with her two civilians. Handon stuck his forehead up against hers and shouted over the storm, as well as the bellowing and groaning of the stricken aircraft. “Listen up!” He looked down and checked his watch: GPS was a no-go, and he didn’t have time to find their grid square on a map, but the compass worked. “We’re still on a heading out to sea! I want you to wait as long as you can before you jump!” 
 Ali nodded. She didn’t need Handon’s intent explained to her: this would give them the best chance of clearing the herd, as well as the fight on the carrier, and splashing down farther out and close to the destroyer, where their chances of recovery were best. 
 Handon stuck his head out the hatch into the crashing wind and rain. First he looked down – there was nothing to be seen but black clouds and electrical violence. They were just going to be playing the odds jumping out over that. But they couldn’t stay where they were. He looked up and forward now: neither of the engines on this side of the plane was running. But the near one, which had taken the most recent hit, was a metallurgical mess. The structural stability of the whole wing around that point was obviously compromised. The wing trembled and flapped, with shredded and burnt bits of steel waving in the wind. 
 He grabbed Ali by a strap and pulled her head outside with him. 
 “You keep your eye on that engine! The second it gets any worse, you jump!” 
 “Check!” 
 They pulled their heads back in. Ali grabbed Park, and Handon grabbed Emily, and they yanked them both out of the way, pressing them up against the opposite wall. Predator stalked up, ducked his head, and tumbled out. Henno followed him, nodded once, said, “See you in the sea, skipper!” and launched himself out. Juice was still trundling up the cabin. 
 Handon turned to Park. “Give me the laptop!” 
 Park hesitated. 
 “We can’t lose both it and you! Give it to me!” He could see Park was attached to his MacGuffin, and wanted to keep being the ring-bearer. But it was too risky to keep them both together; and there was no time for arguing. Handon started to unsling the satchel himself. But Juice interposed himself between them. He grabbed Handon’s arm, held up a thumb drive, then shoved it in Handon’s sleeve pocket, Velcroing the pocket flap down. “Copy of the data for you, top! That makes three!” 
 Handon realized that solved the problem. Good ole Juice. 
 All their knees buckled as the plane lurched violently. Emily went down to the deck. Juice recovered, struggled upright, and then launched himself out the open door. Handon looked back once. If Ali and the scientist never got out of the plane, or if they didn’t have time to get their chutes open, it didn’t matter in the least what they were over. But there wasn’t time to second-guess his instructions. 
 He just had to trust that she’d call it right. She always did. 
 Handon also didn’t like not going out last, but it made operational sense, and he mainly needed to clear the hatch for the others. He pulled himself upright, fighting the rocking and the g-forces of the careening and descending aircraft, and launched himself out. 
 The first thing he felt was the aileron scraping against his lower back – he hadn’t dove low enough, and nearly got himself killed before he even got clear. Instantly, the wind and slapping rain pummeled his face. He had jumped without goggles before, which wasn’t any fun at the best of times, but not into anything like this. He squinted into the tempest that buffeted him from all sides, but saw nothing. 
 He immediately deployed his canopy, without checking his altimeter. Whatever altitude he had, it wasn’t going to be much – and he wanted to have as much flying time as he could get. Being able to steer himself even a hundred extra meters one way or the other might mean the difference between surviving this drop, and becoming a meat waffle lunch for the Zulu herd below. 
 And that was only one of about a hundred ways he could get killed in the next four minutes. 
 After deploying his canopy, recovering from the violent arrest of his freefall, and hauling on his steering lines, he looked up and tried to spot the bomber above and behind, not really expecting to see it. But, weirdly, there it was – as if some wormhole through the storm had opened up between him and it. He saw a figure go out the hatch. From its size and shape, it was the girl. He watched and waited, willing two more to follow. 
 But before they did… the right wing of the plane separated cleanly from the fuselage, pirouetting out and away, off into the storm. 
 The bomber rolled slowly and heavily on to its left side, beginning a lugubrious spin down and away. Going into its death spiral. 

Just like over Normandy, Handon thought. 





 Ammo City Blues 

JFK Flight Deck 
 The noise was off the scale, and Morgan had given up even trying to hear any of the orders the Marine just a few feet away was shouting. The guy may as well have been miming. 
 Below the staggered line of defenders at the ramparts, the swarm was just a dozen feet away. The raking fire of the heavy machine-guns on the Murphy, which had opened up shortly after the defenders had, thank God, clattered in his ears, and in answer to this the uncountable dead roared and moaned. Assault rifles rattled along the line, including his own, and overhead, just to add to the audio assault, helos swept by slamming missiles and minigun fire into the fray. 
 And then there were the grenades. 
 Everyone was armed with these hybrid rifles that were part grenade launcher, which Morgan couldn’t remember the name of, even though they had been told ten times during their rushed training. But the effect of the grenades was unmistakable. One minute the mass of bodies was climbing and clawing, making its way toward the foot of the makeshift defensive wall, and the next they were dying and dismembering as great chunks of the attackers were turned into a messy pulp by fast-moving high explosives. 
 The problem was most of the destroyed ones really had nowhere to go – and merely became part of the platform climbed by the countless ones behind them. Shortly after that, the Marines had bellowed for them to check their grenade fire. The horde was too close, and explosions inside that distance were profoundly unsafe. Now it was down to the bullets of the assault rifles, which were much less devastating, plus needed more aiming. But the militia did as they were told, everyone too afraid of blowing up a friend, or themselves. 
 They had fought this battle for half an hour already, but Morgan wasn’t aware of time passing anymore. He was already near to collapse from exhaustion. How they were going to keep this up was beyond him, but he kept going. The rush of movement around him, the sight of the dead below, all of it blurred into one crazy vision as he continued to fire, reload, fire, reload. Behind him, the crate of magazines that he reached into each time he ran out was already beginning to deplete. Hands constantly reached in and grabbed new mags and more than once he found himself holding the same one as another defender. Now it twinged his back even to lean down. 
 He reloaded and turned back to face the onslaught, but at that moment something barreled up at him from below. He barely saw it in time and only just managed to step back as it leapt from the swarm below, cresting the rampart and reaching for him. It had once been a man, and it still wore the tattered remains of a dirty, yellow tracksuit. Half its face was hanging away, flapping against the side of its head, revealing a grotesque maw of glistening, bloodied teeth, and sharp, broken fingers swept within inches of his face as it flew past. It had been aiming for him, and for his back while he was turned away, but it missed and collided with the man to his left, now grasping each side of the man’s face and digging the shards of bone that had once been fingers into his temples. Blood spurted into the rain from both wounds as the creature latched on, clawing and biting. 
 From the blinding way it moved, Morgan knew it had to be one of the Foxtrots the Marines had warned them about. 
 The sailor screamed, trying to batter the creature away, and Morgan turned, lifted his rifle, and tried to aim, but there was no clear shot, the Foxtrot and sailor entwined in a battle to the death, and one that Morgan knew the man had already lost. 
 Then suddenly they were both gone. 
 In a rush of movement, both the zombie and the sailor tumbled over the rampart and plummeted into the swarm below. Morgan staggered away, shocked to see that the pair had been kicked off by the heavy boot of one of the Marines. He didn’t know the Marine’s name, nor had he known the name of the man who stood at his shoulder for the whole battle this far. The sailor below was still screaming, but the noise was quickly drowned out, and in seconds he had disappeared into the writhing mass. 
 Morgan stared at the Marine for a moment, shocked at how quickly the decision to kick a crew member from the deck had been made, but then he turned back, lifted his rifle and started firing again. He knew there had been no other choice. Even if the sailor had won the fight, he was infected and soon would have been one of the enemy. 
 He was wondering if he could be so cold and act so quickly if the Marine hadn’t been there, when the noise around them changed. He couldn’t place what had happened, but he knew it was something bad. His ears were already ringing, and he couldn’t quite clock the new change. The swarm was louder, the rattle of the defenders’ guns was louder, but something was missing. 
 It hit him just as the Marine stepped back, eyes wide. At least one of the guns from the Murphy had ceased to fire. The Marine next to him stepped back, looking behind him, and shouted “Fuck, they’re reloading!” 
 And the swarm below surged upward faster than Morgan’s senses could keep up with. In less than ten seconds the dead were in his face, reaching out, pulling themselves over the top of the rampart. They surged over as Morgan stumbled back, nearly tripping over the crate of magazines. He kicked, rolled, and landed on the other side of the supply pallet, scrambling to get back on his feet. All along the ramparts, the defensive line was collapsing. Dead bodies tumbled over the makeshift defenses and onto the deck, some jumping up and leaping upon the defenders, outnumbering them two, three, four to one. 
 Morgan emptied his magazine into the crush of bodies before him, but realized the impact just wasn’t enough. The Marines were shouting to hold the line, and defenders were doing their best, but the dead were overpowering them. Just a few feet away, a tall man dressed in engineering overalls held his position, refusing to back down even when the formation to either side of him was collapsing. For a second, Morgan even thought the man would stand and hold, but a dark figure shot from the riotous crowd and knocked him backward, and then the surge of undead swept over him. 
 Then they were running, following the shouts of the Marines to regroup on the other side of Ammo City. Morgan followed the Marine who had been next to him, running between two high walls of ammo pallets, while behind him, clawing and hissing, came the swarm. He didn’t look back, knowing the stinking creatures were only a few feet behind. The Marine barreled forward, glancing over his shoulder, running full tilt through Ammo City for the new position on the other side. And as he glanced back at Morgan, he ran through an intersection in the pallets… 
 And got hit from the right, by a creature moving so fast that Morgan didn’t have time to track it. One second the Marine was there running ahead of him, and the next he shot out of sight, falling into the aisle as multiple fast-moving bodies slammed into him. Morgan tried to slow himself down, but he hit one of the creatures pursuing the Marine, tumbled over it, and rolled forward, hitting the ground hard. He threw his body to the left, dodging as one of the dead broke away from the pack and rushed him. He wanted to run but found himself in a cul-de-sac of pallets, with eight-foot walls on all sides. 
 He sat up, stunned. There were at least six of them attacking the Marine. The doomed man was trying to push them away, spitting curses, trying to bring his weapon to bear, but they had him pinned, and the blood started to fly. The one Morgan had stumbled over now broke away and rushed at him, much faster than he had seen a zombie move before, and he barely lifted his rifle in time, pulling the trigger as the barrel leveled on the creature’s face, which exploded. He kept his trigger depressed and turned the spray of bullets upon the pack of dead that was tearing the Marine to pieces. 
 Movement came in fast from his right, from the same direction that he just had. He turned his weapon, but as three figures rushed into the cul-de-sac, his magazine ran dry and he pointed an empty, feebly clicking assault rifle on… three other militia members. 
 They rushed into the gap and crashed in a heap around him, none realizing in time that they’d run into a dead end. Morgan glared at the pallets surrounding them, desperate for a reload, and spotted it almost immediately. The very bottom crate next to him was what he needed. He pulled his knife from his belt and cut into the cling-wrap and through the soft wood, reaching in and pulling a dozen mags out, several skittering across the deck and quickly grabbed up by the three newcomers. 
 They sat there, the four of them, backs up against the far wall of the cul-de-sac, aiming their weapons outward, waiting for the attack to come. The dead continued to rush past the gap at full speed, yet somehow none noticed the four refugees huddled just ten feet away. 
 In the distance, a volley of small-arms fire erupted, and Morgan realized the militia must have managed to regroup. Then an even louder booming of guns joined in. The Murphy was back in the fight. But that wasn’t going to help him and the others hiding with him. They were cut off from the main group, stranded in the middle of Ammo City, and the defensive line had fallen. 
 These four scared people, now missing in action, huddled miserably in the rain, as the battle surged all around them. 





 Drop Zones 
 On Board Chuckie, Over the Ocean 
 When the one-winged and dying bomber began rolling to the left, it threw Ali up against the right-side bulkhead, and then dragged her along it, back toward the tail. All the momentum was down and to the left. The g-forces that pulled at her were atrocious, and waves of nausea rolled over her from the sudden absence of any absolute up or down. 
 There was only one thing she had to do now. 
 But she almost certainly had to do it in the next few seconds. 
 The stricken plane made terrifying groaning noises as its own enormous weight and momentum tried to tear it apart at the seams. With the open escape hatch rolling up toward the sky, more cold rain poured in and a single stark flash of lightning illuminated the interior, then dropped it back into terrifying darkness. Invisible, implacable forces pulled at Ali’s every body part, pulled the very blood in her body to one side. 
 It was like being on a theme park ride gone horribly wrong. 
 Dr. Park had been slightly to the rear of her when the wing went. That meant he was thrown up against the tail turret. He was now just out of reach. In this frozen but also fast-evaporating second, Ali was still pressed up against the bulkhead that had the hatch in it. She figured, but didn’t know for sure, that the plane would go into a left-hand spiral and keep her where she was. If that was wrong, and gravity instead dumped her on the opposite wall, then hope would be dead. She’d never be able to lift herself up to the hatch, never mind Park. 
 She had to make something happen – now. 
 She tensed every muscle in her torso, and rolled over to her left, flopping on to her back, still pressed up against the left bulkhead. (Ab work! she thought. If I live, I swear I’ll never complain about ab day again…) This flop put her just within reach of Park, who was sprawled around the entry to the tail turret, yelping in terror. Ali ignored this. 
 Instead, she grabbed him by his belt with one hand, and his shirt with the other, and dragged him – dragged him for all she was worth. 
 All around them, wind and storm and engines and groaning metal shrieked, the plane itself screaming and bucking, and Ali could feel that it was just about to settle into the downward spiral that would come to an end only when they all plowed into water, or land, and (in either case) broke apart and disintegrated into very small pieces. 
 Mustering more upper-body strength than she ever imagined she had, she pulled the relatively small and light scientist up across her own body. When he was pressed against her, she shoved with everything she had, and reversed her earlier flop, rolling them both to the right. This put them only a few feet from the hatch, Ali on top. Her lungs and eyes and most especially her muscles burned and screamed, as she adjusted her grip on Park, braced herself, and rolled one last time. 
 They both flopped over, him on top now. And this left them adjacent to the lip of the hatch. 
 Ali found his ripcord and pressed it into his hand. 
 She tensed and shoved with her arms, more or less benchpressing the man. At the last second, she shoved and rolled him to the right. 
 He flipped over and tumbled out the hatch. 
 The g-forces slackened as the bomber settled into its death spiral. Ali fell away and slammed face first into the opposite section of fuselage – nearly ten feet from the escape hatch. 
 But it may as well have been ten miles. 
 * * * 
 As usual in combat situations, Fick struggled to work out where he was, where his people were, and what the fuck was going on. Wind and rain slapped at him as he hung in the sky, floating slowly toward earth. Luckily, if that was the word, he had broken through a lot of the cloud cover pretty quickly. Scanning through all angles and planes, though, he couldn’t spot a single other one of his people. 
 But looking down, he found he actually could make out a lot beneath him. 
 And he didn’t like the look of it. 
 The flat-top was now floating in a sea of dead. They surged up around the prow, a giant, squirming hill of formerly human bodies. Many more surrounded the boat at the water line – but only in front did they pile up to the level of the flight deck. Fick didn’t like to think of how many crushed dead fuckers it took to make a pile from the seabed, 130-some feet up to the edge of the deck. 
 But it was a lot of dead fuckers. 
 He could also make out the beleaguered defenders fighting out on the edge of it. They seemed to be firing full out, their muzzle flashes shining brightly in the near darkness of the storm, albeit almost silent from this distance. The grenade blasts were another matter – bigger flashes, and bangs that were audible, even at this range, and even through the sound of the wind and thunder. 
 And wait – was that a drone buzzing around over the battle? Well, that made sense. Fick didn’t know for sure that they’d ceased manned flight ops. But he could take a guess. The flight deck was just too damned precarious a place right now to try something crazy like launching full-size aircraft, ones with people in them. 
 Twisting his neck in the other direction, he found he could also make out the destroyer from where he floated – it was a good chunk of water to the aft of the carrier, and a bit off its starboard side – and as hoped and planned for, Fick was closer to it than to the flat-top. He should have no problem splashing down nearby to it, then signaling for recovery. Hell, they’d have to be pretty damned distracted not to see his canopy float by right from the goddamned bridge. And presumably they were forewarned and looking out for him. 
 He then did a double-take as he realized the two boats were connected by what looked like a huge span of anchor chain. Were they trying to tow the carrier off the sandbar? He didn’t know. But that would make sense, too. While he’d been off fighting his own desperate battles, God knows what the people here had been doing to try and salvage their situation. 
 But what Fick did know was that the two boats were now battling for their lives. He could visually make out the destroyer’s fire lanes – they were actually hard to miss, not least because they made a huge, brilliant wall of death between Fick and the carrier. He thought: Well, one good thing – at least we’re on the right side of all THAT. 
 The Murph’s 5-inch deck gun continuously pummeled the shore – or rather, the great sprawling mass of dead that were in the shallows leading up to the carrier. Fick didn’t know for sure how deep the water was in front of the flat-top. But he knew he couldn’t stand in it. He’d tried, when he led the security team for the damage party after the beaching. 
 But the undead were piled up well above the surface. They had at this point filled the shallows. They were filling the whole goddamned ocean. And leading up to the prow of the ship, their shape described a slope – a positive slope of the dead, arcing up to the edge of the deck. They surged up around the prow, and around both sides of the flight deck out to about 15 meters, lapping at it and then receding. Thousands of them scampered up over the backs of others, and tried to tumble over the gunwale – or rather what looked like some kind of improvised rampart wall – but were shot, blown up, shoved, hacked, or otherwise thrown back into the sea. 
 Fick actually wasn’t a hundred percent sure why, with that many dead piled up to the deck, they weren’t overflowing it, rampart or no, and washing its defenders away like the Biblical flood. But then he followed the destroyer’s fire lanes to their terminus – and realized why. The 5-inch gun was firing into the base of the pile, knocking it down at intervals. And their heavy machine guns were sweeping and pummeling the ranks of boarders as they tried to scramble up and over the top. These close-in weapons systems weren’t at an ideal angle or firing solution, but it hardly mattered with guns like that. And they were targeted in tighter than the 5-inch could safely shoot. 
 Fick could now see the Phalanx CIWS Gatling gun that perched over the Murph’s stern, and one of its Bushmaster autocannons, on the starboard side, hammering away. They fired into the top of the half-pyramidal horde non-stop. And Fick could see the mountain of dead erode under this crushing, withering, sandblasting fire. The defenders on the flight deck mainly had to deal with the relatively few survivors of this onslaught – those particularly badass or just lucky ones who came out the other end of the meat grinder. 
 But, nonetheless, the ranks of attackers were being replenished as quickly as they got sluiced away. Like the endless stinging drops of rain that the howling winds lashed across Fick’s long-suffering face. 
 Fick couldn’t see the carrier’s CIWS on the port side, but got the impression it wasn’t firing – either because it couldn’t engage at its oblique angle, or maybe because it was out of ammo at this point. He didn’t know. 
 Without warning, the destroyer now launched a salvo of missiles from its rear cells, which covered the back part of the deck in a big grid like a chessboard. They burst from their individual cells into the sky just like Roman Candles, creating an amazing light show, and trailing worms of thick gray smoke. The flames from their rocket engines cast glare and deep shadows all over the destroyer, and the ocean around it, for hundreds of yards. 
 Fick couldn’t identify the missile types; but they accelerated straight up into the sky, fell over on their sides, and screamed down into the herd racing through the shallows up to the carrier. The half dozen explosions turned tens of thousands of dead bodies into millions of pounds of ground beef. It looked maybe like the strike was aimed to be just far enough out to avoid any risk of splash damage to the flat-top – not to mention to its defenders on deck. 
 Fick hauled on his steering lines, turning himself away from the Kennedy – and focused on getting closer in to that destroyer. 
 * * * 
 Handon too found himself alone in a storm-tossed sky. There was no one to be seen anywhere in the nearly black cloud landscape that spread out around and above him. But that didn’t mean the sky was empty. Lightning flashed, and rain actually blew up at him… a second after which he realized that he was caught in a powerful updraft, and no longer descending but rising through the lashing rain and wind. 
 A second later, an even more powerful downdraft came out of nowhere and launched him down toward the ocean surface. Holy shit, he thought, as his stomach tried to crawl out of his eye sockets. With meteorological chaos like this, Handon knew they must be right at the seam between a high-pressure system and a low-pressure one. But knowing this gave him no satisfaction. Because he knew the wild winds, on top of that tumbling exit from the dying bomber, on what was only an estimated heading… all of this meant his team’s drop was almost certainly scattered to the four winds. 
 And looking below him now, he could only hope the others had ended up far from where he had. Because not only was he a hell of a lot closer to the carrier than the destroyer, but somehow he’d ended up on the wrong side of the destroyer’s fire lanes. And now a wall of death blazed between Handon and the ship he needed to reach. 
 He tried to mentally work out the geometry of how it had happened. The plane had been moving on a rough east-to-west heading. But it hadn’t been exact, and the bomber had been in distress – and must have crossed through that lane a second time before Handon was able to get out. He thought: I guess with only two working engines, both on one side, and the pilot trying to keep us at jump altitude, maintaining heading was the least of his problems…

 Also, Handon remembered, the man had given his life so that others would have a chance to get out. There was almost no possibility he had punched out of that roll. 
 However the hell it had happened, now a withering wall of tracer rounds (not to mention all the invisible regular rounds in between the tracers) poured from the rear and side of the destroyer into the teeth of the herd rolling up on the flat-top. This wall of death separated Handon from the destroyer itself, or certainly would once he descended a little further. “Big sky, little bullet” as they said, sure – but they weren’t so little that one of them hadn’t taken out the bomber. And the last thing he wanted to do was to parachute through that. 

Uh oh – now there were also missile launches, from the rear cells, and those lofted up a hell of a lot higher than the auto-cannons – higher in fact than Handon’s current altitude. 
 He, and every member of both teams, needed to get clear of the carrier and get to safety on the destroyer. But, then again, they weren’t going to be any good for an Africa mission, or for anything, if they got the shit murdered out of them by 30mm Gatling guns, 25mm Bushmasters, and surface-to-surface missiles. 
 Handon looked down again. He couldn’t make out much on the surface of the ocean behind and beside the Kennedy. But with hundreds of thousands of dead piled up in front of it, he didn’t imagine the sea anywhere in the vicinity would be a very healthy environment. He imagined himself floating around in that, waiting and hoping to be scooped out of the water by living people – before he was pulled under by dead ones. 

Fuck. He twisted his head once in frustration. There was only one place to go where he had a fighting chance. 
 He keyed his mic and hailed his team through the noise of the wind and rain. Unsurprisingly, with the storm, and with everyone God knew where, he got no response. But he transmitted anyway. Maybe they would receive it. “Handon to Alpha. My drop is busted, and I cannot make the Lima Zulu. Repeat, busted drop. I’m going to try and set down on the Kennedy flight deck. Repeat, dropping onto the carrier. You are ordered to make for the destroyer if at all possible. Repeat, proceed to the destroyer. Out.” 
 He hauled on his risers to line up his approach. From this position, he could probably take his pick of landing points on the rain-lashed five-acre flight deck. But, given the way things were looking up front, a little further back seemed a lot more appealing. Then again, if he was going into the fight, he may as well get ready to make himself useful. So he steered a course a little ahead of the boat’s waist. That would give him a chance to get settled, work out what was going on, and then link in with the defenders. 
 Handon took a deep breath. He also stole a glance down at his HK416 assault rifle, strapped across his body. And he said a silent prayer of gratitude that he’d hung on to it. 
 He only wished he’d managed to keep more than a single magazine of ammo. 
 The battle on the flight deck raced toward his boot soles. 
 * * * 
 As Fick descended on the buffeting and bucking winds and gusts of rain, even after turning toward the destroyer, he still had a view of the carrier flight deck – and at his lower altitude could also now make out just what he had expected to see: his Marines out front, leading the defense. 
 And he hesitated. 
 He remembered very clearly what he and Handon had agreed, about the necessity of jumping to the destroyer. But hauling his steering lines away from that fight on the carrier was one of the toughest things he’d ever done. Luckily, if that was luck, the fire lanes of the destroyer were between him and the flat-top. Trying to steer that way would probably only get him sliced into jarhead cheese. 
 He tried hailing his guys on his team radio, for a sitrep. They should be close enough – and they were. Their responses came straight back. 

“Fick, Brady. I’m stylin’ – no problem reaching the destroyer.”

 Reyes and Graybeard echoed that. 
 Fick looked all around him – he should be visual with them by now. But some of the storm clouds were low, though broken up, and visibility was weird. 
 But suddenly he realized he could no longer see or hear the firing on the flat-top – because it had mostly stopped. Looking down, he saw what he didn’t want to see: the surging horde at the prow had piled up too high. It was like a wave of squirming limbs and teeth, like the Blob from the 50s, like some million-man monster in a shock horror film – and it was now crashing onto the deck. The defenders had started falling back, running for it, while only a few put down covering fire. Fick saw one at the very front, one of his Marines, firing full out. He then looked over his shoulder and shouted an order. 
 And then the wave took him. 
 It wasn’t even that he went down under it – he was pulled into it. 
 Fick twisted up his face. “Oh, fuck this all to hell.” He simply couldn’t do it – he couldn’t run away from the fight, not with his Marines in trouble. He hauled on his left steering line and yanked for all he was worth. The prevailing winds were onshore, for the moment, and he might just be able to make it to the carrier before he splashed down. 
 That was if he wasn’t fragged into meat by the destroyer’s guns. 
 He pressed his radio transmit bar. “Fick to Fire Team One. Carry on to your drop zone. Get to the destroyer. How copy?” 
 The team copied. And as Fick looked behind him, he thought he could make out one or two of their canopies. They were within sight now. Pretty quickly the tracer fire from the destroyer was so thick and close below him he felt like he could walk across it, and get to the carrier that way. But so far he – and, just as importantly, his chute – remained unperforated. 

Long may that last, he thought, gritting his teeth. Just another few seconds…

 Ahead of him, as well as below and to the left, the carrier, half-covered with the dead, softened by the haze of falling rain, loomed up at him. The flight deck was coming up fast, really fast – but so was the entire huge stern of the ship, its big flat steel ass. 
 And he was going to hit one or the other in the next few seconds. 





 The General Militia of CVN-79 
 200 Feet Above the JFK Flight Deck 
 Once again, Command Sergeant Major Handon marvelled at how quickly and completely things could go to utter shit in combat. Start with the usual profusion of mistakes, miscommunication, and simple bad rolls of the dice that are common to all human enterprise… then add in the Murphy-esque tendency of these things to pile up at one place and time, and cascade into bigger and worse crises… and finally make it all played for life-or-death stakes, with both panic and heroism epidemic across the battlespace. 
 That was combat. 
 There was a reason special operators were selected for resilience, adaptability, and resolve. If they waited for shit to go right to get the job done, they’d all be dead and the rest of us would be living under some foreign power or theocracy. Plus dead. 
 Handon hauled on his steering lines for everything he was worth, frantically trying to flare. The deck raced at him at train-wreck speed – and so did a rampaging shit-ton of riled-up Zulus racing around upon that deck. 
 Thirty seconds earlier, everything had looked like Christmas morning, albeit Christmas in atrocious weather. Once he’d committed to giving up on the destroyer and going for the carrier, he’d been able to get a clear reading on the shape of the battle below, pick out a nice spot amidships and behind the lines, and then begin leisurely floating back to earth. 
 And then two things, or rather everything, had changed, all in a heartbeat. 
 First the front line of the defenders on the carrier had buckled, then broken. Handon could tell from a quarter-mile up that most of the people fighting were not real infantry – and that they were being held together by the Marines leading them. But panic races through a fighting force like a virus; it’s actually one of the main things soldiers are trained against – to resist panicking, breaking ranks, and running for it. But these people hadn’t been trained, or not been trained enough. 
 And something bad had happened on the front line, though Handon couldn’t see what, and the defense started to collapse, in seconds. Some tried to hold, but others were running, and soon all were retreating, splashing through the nightmare rout at varying rates of speed. 
 As the ranks broke and holes appeared in the line, shrieking and grasping dead swarmed in their rear within seconds – meaning the front lines were suddenly everywhere and nowhere. Handon could see the Marines shouting and trying to re-form the ranks. But for the moment the entire front of the flight deck was nearly complete chaos. 
 But it was also in that exact moment – just when Handon faced a serious tactical requirement to change his LZ and touch down somewhere safer, further to the rear – that the storm decided to hit him with a homicidal downdraft, which seized him and his parachute and rocketed him down toward the deck. After a couple of seconds of acceleration, it was almost like he was burning in – as if he didn’t have an open parachute at all. 
 And so now Handon had somehow to slow his rate of descent – while also preparing to defend himself instantly upon touching down, in the desperate and confusing and extremely deadly melee below. 
 The more appealing option of steering himself out of trouble was off the menu – not enough control, not enough sky, and definitely not enough time. 
 * * * 
 With one second to impact, and still falling way too fast, Handon looked down and realized he had a whole new problem. He was on course to come down directly on top of a group of five or six Zulus, who had knocked down a sailor and were now elbowing one another in the face for the privilege of scooping out handfuls of his guts. It was a perfect little circle of maximal horror, and Handon was hurtling toward the exact center of it, with not enough positive control to divert. 

Jesus Christ, he thought, in the last instant he had to think, still flaring, or trying to. Which was worse? If he hit the non-skid surface of the steel deck at this speed, he’d almost certainly break his legs – and then would be killed or turned shortly after. If he landed on the group of Zulus instead, it would be a much softer landing, on rotted and tenderized flesh – but of course he would almost certainly be killed or turned shortly after. 
 Fuck it, he was out of time, out of room to maneuver, out of options… 
 His assault boots went right into the dying and screaming sailor, and the energy of his impact knocked several of the dead off their feet. The deck all around him was slick with the blood and viscera of the dying and half-devoured man, diluted with a lot of rainwater, which pooled and splashed all around. When Handon hit, he just managed to stop his feet going out from under him – thank God for that no-skid – and he absorbed the shock of the impact with his leg muscles, and came up fighting. 
 He understood with terrible clarity that if he lost his footing, if he went down under this mob, he’d be bitten and infected within seconds – and probably a number of seconds he could count on one finger. The most dangerous and vulnerable moment of any parachute insertion was always the instant of touchdown. And that was even before the thousand other factors that made this one uniquely lethal. 
 In the same motion as landing and releasing his steering lines, Handon drew his Kimber Custom .45 with one hand and his Vorax combat knife with the other, both from his chest rig, and came up stabbing and shooting. He put a lightning double-tap into the nearest dead head (the one dead ahead), then two headshots on one scrabbling on the ground at his feet. Clocking incoming motion to the left, he flipped the blade into an overhand grip and brought it around with his left hand and impaled a face. Motion on the right now drew his knife hand across his body for another facial reconfiguration. 
 With the momentum of drawing his left arm across his body, he carried on into a spin in place, just in time to face others falling on him from behind. Four more .45 rounds and the pistol went dry. But, dropping it in mid-air along with the knife, he now had the two feet of space and quarter-second of breathing room he needed to get to his assault rifle, which he brought up and tight in to his shoulder. 
 The bad news was that he had no room to maneuver. The good news, such as it was, was that he could just whirl in place, the relatively short-barrelled rifle pulled in tight, shooting extremely close-range groupings into the mob of attacking and flailing corpses. But focusing on a fast-moving target closely enough to hit it, never mind hit it in the head, while simultaneously maintaining 360-degree situational awareness to avoid getting taken down by the ones you’re not shooting at, was one of the hardest cognitive and motor-skill functions in the world. Only operators at the extreme pointy end of the elite military pyramid could pull it off. 
 Handon fired and whirled, fired and whirled, having not one fraction of a second for hesitation or error. The dead around him fell so quickly it was like they were being turned off with a remote – or as if he was a human spinning blade, scything the circle around him in an expanding circle, leveling a field of wheat. Every shot, four or five each second, was a killing shot. 
 As his immediate vicinity started to clear up, based on the perfection of his shooting, Handon could make out sailors and Marines fighting all around him. It was like fucking Braveheart now – like no combat any modern army had seen since Stalingrad. The Marines, shouting and waving, when they weren’t also shooting, tried to stop the chaos and panic and re-form the lines. 
 Handon had just bought himself a couple more heartbeats of life. But it was no less true now than before that losing his footing, or losing that breathing room, meant nearly instant death – or, rather, instant infection and then a slow, painful undeath. 
 Handon’s eye passed over a tall Marine in full battle rattle, who shouted something and pointed over Handon’s shoulder. 
 Handon whirled, instinctively going down into a crouch – but the hissing dead guy leaping at his back had already gotten in close, and Handon couldn’t acquire, so he jammed his left palm hard into its chest, knocking it to the deck, pointed his rifle and… click. Empty mag. He hadn’t done a tactical reload, not so much because he didn’t have time (though he didn’t), but because he didn’t have another mag. So he stepped forward and stomped his boot heel through the still-hissing head, crushing it like a melon, and splashing its contents across the deck like it had been dropped from a high balcony. 

Hmm, spent too long on that, he thought as he was tackled from behind, by one or more Zulus in frenzy, and went straight down on his face. Stunned from the frontal impact of the hard deck, arms and weapon crushed under him, he could actually feel an expulsion of fetid air on his neck as one of the dead opened its mouth to bite… and then a frustrated hissing as that weight was pulled off him. He rolled on to his back, pulled his second .45 left-handed and aimed through his knees… and saw the same big Marine firing his big tan assault rifle down at writhing figures at his feet – and obliterating the heads of the two he had just bodily yanked off Handon’s back. 
 Looking around him from his position on the deck, Handon figured he must have parachuted into the very exact worst point of the whole breakthrough. Because it all seemed to be coming under control now, but in his vicinity last. A new perimeter had been formed by the sailors, led by the Marines – not at the original line up at the prow, but further back, about a hundred meters, at the point where the angle deck came to an end and the flight deck narrowed toward the front. The few leakers still rampaging around their rear were being encircled and cut down. 
 The handsome, lanky, pale-skinned Marine reached down and offered Handon a hand up. Handon took it out of politeness; this dude had just saved him from certain undeath. As he hauled him up, the square-jawed man looked Handon in the eye. “Sergeant Major,” he said. “Welcome back – and welcome to the General Militia of CVN-79!” Handon vaguely recognized that as the Kennedy’s hull number, which he’d seen painted on the side when they first boarded – about a thousand years ago. He also vaguely recognized the Marine from their pre-mission briefing. His name patch said Coulson. 
 Handon took a second he didn’t particularly have just to look around and marvel – but also to retrieve his knife and handgun from where he’d dropped them. The rain had slackened somewhat; now just a kind of a hazy drizzle fell. But the wind still gusted, black and dark-gray storm clouds pressed down from a low sky, lightning flashed in the distance, and a lot of general atmospheric menace remained. But at least there wasn’t that earlier lashing rain, which would have made the close-quarters fight on the deck even more absurdly hazardous than it already was. 
 But Handon’s amazement wasn’t really about the weather. It was about the place, the whole situation. It seemed like eons since he’d last stood on the deck of this ship. When they had launched off it for their mission, he’d had no idea whether he’d ever see it again. But now he had fought through hell and worse, and had somehow made it back. 
 Though the ship wasn’t in anything like the shape he’d left it in. 
 It was now in very serious trouble. 
 “Okay,” Handon said, catching his breath. “What’s your tactical situation…?” 
 * * * 
 He trotted along beside Coulson as the latter gave him a tour of the lines, while providing a high-level view of the battle. They both still had to shout over the regular and rhythmic firing, plus the explosions from the 20mm grenades that the defenders launched flat into the heaving masses of dead coming across the foredeck. 
 Coulson said, “I’ve got nineteen Marines left, at various points around the boat!” 
 Handon continued to scan the battlespace. “You in command?” 
 “I am now! Gunny Blane went down in that last rush. Motherfucking CIWS on the Murph stopped to reload, and we got overrun. God save us if their see-whiz and Bushmaster both go down at once… Anyway, I’m damn glad you’re here – we need more skilled leadership right now like a meth-head needs meth!” 
 Coulson turned and pointed back up toward the island. “We’ve got four guys up top in overwatch as snipers and grenadiers – also to help defend the island, for when it comes to that.” Handon squinted and could just make out the Marines up there pouring down steady and presumably accurate fire. There were also periodic whumps from launchers lobbing grenades – which took some lobbing, given that the island was nearly a half mile back from the line. 
 Though that distance was shrinking. 
 “I’ve got the rest of my fire team plus half another, six guys total, running this fight up here – we’re leading a group of what used to be 400 militia. Call it 275 now. The salient feature of our current line is this: it’s just slightly ahead of the gaping fucking hole in the starboard side of the boat. If we get pushed back any farther than that, the creepy-crawlies are going to swarm inside, and down through the lower decks. And then we are all McFucked with Cheese.” 
 Handon could easily make out the giant gap in the hull – though he had no idea how it got there – and could also see that the right flank of the militia was just barely protecting it. “What’s your fallback contingency?” he shouted. 
 “There are a hundred more militia in a deep reserve force down below in the hangar deck, ready to come up the aircraft elevator and blast into the fight – though they’re by no means as squared away and badass as this group.” Coulson’s pained smile made it clear how badass he really thought his sailors were. “The reserve’s led by another fire team of four Marines. Finally, a tiny handful more of our guys are strongpointing other critical positions around the boat.” 
 They both stopped trotting now. Handon watched two of the Marines run up and down behind a double staggered line of shooters in the front, slapping backs, tweaking positions, handing out mags, giving orders, and generally bucking people up. In some places, but not all, the front rank was kneeling, with the rear rank firing over their heads. 
 Handon tried to get a sense of the combat effectiveness of this cobbled-together force. At first, when he looked upon those standing and fighting in the line, as well as the ones moving in the rear, what he saw was a bunch of skilled tradesmen with guns – cooks, electricians, deck-swabbers. But then when he cocked his head, and looked a second time in just a slightly different way… what he saw was a bunch of very brave men and women. 
 He saw a band of brothers. 
 Fighting for their homes, their lives, and for one another. 
 He also noticed, belatedly, that they were almost all armed with XM-29 prototype assault rifles. He sure wondered where the hell those had come from – while also thinking they actually made this rabble in arms look more like starship troopers… A few carried the Remington shotguns that had always been part of the Navy arsenal, and which remained good zombie-fighting weapons. 
 One of the Marines shouted at Coulson as he dashed by: “You heard from Atwell? When exactly the fuck are they going to get their precious asses into the fight?” 
 Coulson gave him a shove in the shoulder to move him along. “They’ll be here when we need them! Now fuck off! Hold this position!” 
 Handon noted the solidity of the skirmish line, and shouted at Coulson, “You got pushed back, but your force didn’t collapse.” 
 Coulson shouted back at him, leaning in, “Whoop-di-fucking-doo! Because you see that big pile of crates and pallets up near the prow? The one all those undead douche-canoes are now crawling all over like it was a cheap Thai whore? That’s all our goddamned fucking ammo! They call it Ammo City. And some tactical brain trust decided to put it right behind the front line, for ease of resupply. And as we all know, the front line never moves. And now…” He paused to touch the double layer of magazine pouches on the front of his vest, and to take a quick look around. “Now I’d say everyone here is going to be black on ammo in about… six minutes. And after that happens, then you’ll see a truly impressive collapse.” 
 Handon heard a strange noise now amid all the chaos – and looked back to one side, then the other, to see both of the flight deck’s big yellow tractors chugging forward. These were normally used for towing aircraft around. Now they came up on both flanks of the line, space was made for them, and they pushed forward – serving as improvised bulldozers. They began pushing great heaping piles of destroyed Zulus off the edges of the flight deck, and into the ocean below. 
 Coulson caught him looking. “Yeah, one contingency I laid in myself! I didn’t think the rampart at the front would hold forever. And when it was breached, our biggest problem wasn’t going to be the dead attacking us – but piling up and burying us!” Handon could see the tractors already producing some precious breathing room. 
 And keeping the living in the fight a little longer. 
 Handon’s lanky Marine tour guide continued looking at the left flank, as two militiamen, emerging from behind the tractor, helped two others limp toward the rear. Then Coulson stepped forward, squinted deeply at them, leaned in – and snapped his rifle to his shoulder, firing two quick shots. The two wounded men dropped to the deck like bags of fertilizer – and their helpers stopped in place, frozen with horror. 
 The Marine lowered his rifle. “Pour encourager les autres, motherfuckers!” he shouted. Handon didn’t expect the horrified sailors understood that; but he did. It was good motivation not to get bitten. It was also totally necessary in any serious zombie battle – never mind one as desperate and close-hauled as this. The bitten were worse than useless to the team – they were about to switch sides. It was ugly, but sidestepping it would only make things worse. This way, at least the infection wasn’t rampaging through their own force, causing the dead to pop up on every side of the defenders. 
 At that moment, one of the other Marines ran by with his rifle, shaking his head, “Oh man, Ice Cube, that shit was cold…” 
 Handon thought if Coulson looked like any rapper it was Vanilla Ice. But he knew that nicknames were more often ironic than not. Shaking his head, he quickly clocked what needed to be done here; making it possible would be his job. He grabbed Coulson by the shoulder and pulled the man’s helmeted head into his bare one. 
 “I’m going to retake Ammo City for you!” 
 Coulson shook his head. “That’s a no-go! I don’t think it’s possible! With the sheer mass of bodies pouring over the ramparts now… maybe we can destroy most of them. But we can’t physically push them all back. It’s too much mass. The tractors will keep pushing them off the deck on the flanks, but they can’t go to the front. You retake Ammo City, and pretty soon the dead’ll just roll back over the top of you, destroyed or not. You’ll be buried under them!” 
 Handon nodded. “Okay, maybe we can’t hold it – but I bet we can retake it long enough for you to do an ammo resupply. How’s that?” 
 Coulson nodded. “Roger that! There’s actually a forklift up there somewhere. In theory, if we can hold the position for a minute or two, we could drive a few pallets right out the back. That would definitely extend our shelf life here. Maybe even long enough!” 
 Handon squinted. “How long’s long enough?” 
 Coulson checked his watch. Handon noted it was a Mickey Mouse watch; but at least a digital one. “About forty-five minutes!” 
 “What happens then?” 
 “You’ll see if we live that long! What do you need to make it happen, Sarge?” 
 Handon looked at the sluicing flow of animated corpses coming over the improvised wall at the edge of the flight deck. He wouldn’t want to guarantee they’d make it another five minutes before they were all overrun. But he put that thought aside, and got on with it. 
 “Give me two Marines and four of your militia!” 
 Coulson shook his head. “Can’t do it! I told you, experienced combat leaders are like fairy dust around here. But I’ll do you a deal: eight militia instead!” 
 “Done!” Handon looked up and scanned the lines. “Okay. What we’re going to do is push out a salient in the middle – but fast. What you have to do is keep us from getting enveloped. We’ll retake Ammo City. But you’ve got to keep the flanks from collapsing around us.” 
 “Roger that!” 
 “And I need a tractor.” Handon checked his own watch. He’d only been on this deck three minutes – and it was barely five since he’d jumped out of that bomber. This thought led to one about Ali – but he pushed it far away from his mind. “I’m also going to need some ammo! Or a whole new weapon, one of the two…” 
 Coulson shot a glance at Handon’s rifle, then physically spun around two militiamen at the back of the line, systematically pillaging their magazine pouches and handing everything over. As Handon refilled his own pouches, and as his team got selected and rounded up for him, he felt like he was forgetting something. Finally, it hit him, and he grabbed Coulson’s arm again. “One more thing!” 
 “Yeah?” 
 Handon tossed his head out toward the big depot of ammunition and explosives. “Check your fire and backgrounds! And no grenades!” 
 Coulson laughed out loud. “Roger that, Army man. You are one crazy-ass son of a bitch!” He trotted off to do whatever the next critical and urgent thing was he needed to do, to keep everyone alive for a few minutes longer. 





 Another Bullshit Night in Ammo City 
 The JFK Flight Deck 
 Handon was now huddled up behind the line with his cobbled-together special mission force, where he had created a small planning bubble amidst the chaos. He had a few critical things to convey to his new team – and only a few seconds to do it. The group of eight sailors, six men and two women, looked tense, to say the least. But they’d been selected to do something important, and they knew it. So they also looked determined. 
 And determination can sometimes carry the day. 
 Most of the militia wore flak jackets and helmets – but all of Handon’s people did. They were about to go intentionally into extreme hazard. Behind them, one of the two big tractors was being backed up to the line, its rhythmic reverse beeps surreally audible under the roar of the battle. 
 And the lashing rain that Handon had thought would make the fight so much more perilous was back. It came down so hard and heavy that its splashing up from the deck soaked them more from below than above. But everyone was soaked to the bone by now anyway. The sky flashed brilliantly in the north; and a half second later, a long rumbling thunderclap rolled heavily through the air over the deck. 
 Handon was already shouting into his huddle when the firing from the line picked up even more – and some newly urgent shouting joined the chorus. He looked up to see one of the Marines – Corporal Flores, a young, relatively small, and earnest operator – leap on top of the tractor, take a couple of aimed shots, then shout for Coulson, who climbed up there with him. 
 Whatever they were doing up there, Handon didn’t have time to mess with it, nor the attention to follow along. He didn’t have time for anything – except to prepare, and to go. Everything was moving very, very quickly – and even a momentary lapse of attention could prove fatal. He backgrounded his awareness of whatever was going down up on the tractor, monitoring it only enough to notice if it grew into something he needed to react to. 
 But up on the tractor, Coulson instantly clocked the situation: four sailors, who had been trapped in Ammo City when it got overrun, had somehow survived. Now they were trying to fight their way back to friendly lines. The crush of dead on the front quarter of the flight deck wasn’t so thick that you couldn’t push your way through it – but, being a crowd of infected, flesh-eating monsters, it was a hell of a lot denser than you really wanted to have to push through. 
 The four survivors, in their gray-and-blue fatigues, sci-fi rifles raised to shoulders, maintained a tight cruciform formation as they moved, backs all in to the center, each one facing out and firing in a cardinal direction – and firing non-stop. They had somehow managed to clear enough space around them to stay on their feet. But every mag change was a crisis, and there was little room for error. Though, given where they’d just come from, presumably they at least had plenty of ammo. 
 Nonetheless, they were drawing more interest, and the rampaging dead were focusing in and rushing them – and their progress back toward safety was slowing and jamming up. They didn’t look likely to make it. 
 Corporal Flores, still firing to support them from the top of the tractor, asked Coulson for permission to go out and bring them in. 
 “Negative!” Coulson said. “Points for humanity – but it’s suicide, and I can’t spare you!” 
 Flores answered as he changed mags. “Dammit, Sarge, forget humanity – it’s morale! They gotta know we’ll come for them if they’re lost or cut off!” 
 Coulson knew the man had a point. He only considered it for one more second. “Okay. I’ll do it, though.” He unslung his rifle, hopped off the tractor, and looked back up once. “If I don’t make it back, this shit show is all yours!” 
 Flores gave Coulson an awestruck look, like he’d just volunteered to take his place on the gallows. 
 Wasting neither time nor words, Coulson physically shoved the militiamen in the line out of his way and waded out into no-man’s-land completely on his own. Stepping off, rifle to shoulder, he emptied a mag with single shots in seconds, clearing space in front of him. His idea had been to make some room this way – and then make some more with his grenade launcher. But it was too tight for his safety, or even for the men on the line – never mind the group he was trying to rescue, whose position he couldn’t make out now that he was down on the deck. 
 While he blasted forward, Flores fired over his head, helping to clear a path – and still breathing fast at the shock of being saved from going out there. Now he was on overwatch – and Coulson’s life was in his hands. 
 In a few more seconds, Coulson, a death-dealing one-man Marine Expeditionary Force, had fought his way out to the beleaguered four, and began leading them back in. Dead rushed at them from all sides – and fire from the line also zipped over their heads and around and between them, inches away. Any one of the five, or all of them, could buy it so many ways now. It was totally touch and go. 
 As Coulson and the four reached a point only ten meters from safety, and it looked like they might just make it… Coulson looked up and locked eyes with Flores for a single instant. And in that frozen moment, a Foxtrot raced from the undead mob, reached the defensive line in two bounds, leapt over the two ranks of defenders, and flew up onto the tractor – taking Flores over backwards and down to the deck. 

Fuck! Coulson mouthed to no one… 
 Obviously, no place here was safe. And anyone could die at any second – even those who had stayed in the rear and thought they were safe. 
 When Coulson got back, no more than twenty seconds had elapsed since he’d leapt up on the tractor. And Flores was dead. It was all happening that quickly. 
 A medic raced forward and performed a rapid but thorough examination of the four survivors – a skill he’d obviously had to master in real time – which revealed that none of them had been bitten or scratched. None even had significant gunk on them. 
 It was a little miracle in the middle of this merciless purgatory. 
 And Flores hadn’t died in vain. 
 * * * 
 Briefing concluded, Handon climbed to the top of the tractor himself now with a few shoves of his powerful legs. He nodded down to one of his new guys, who handed him up an XM29. Another followed him up with a satchel of 20mm-grenade mags. The rain lashed down on them all unrelentingly, as both storms howled. The rain raked them in heavy sheets, and the dead continued to rage and surge to their front, all while the living on the line fired steadily to push them back, or at least keep them at bay. 
 The whole area seemed to roar, from the crackle of the rifle volleys, the thunder of the storm, the groans of the heaving masses of dead, the frantic shouts of the living. 
 “Cover up!” Handon bellowed, loud enough to be heard locally. “Fire in the hole!” 
 He aimed just behind the first ranks of attacking dead – counting on that front rank to provide some cover for the men in the line. And he systematically shot off all five grenades in the mag, dropped it out, and then put his left hand out palm-up, a full mag from his bagman instantly slapping into it. He repeated this routine with four mags in a row, creating a gaping if temporary crater in the Zulu mob – and then dropped the XM29 and leapt off the front of the tractor, right over the front line, which was now made up, in that spot, of his eight-man team. As one, they cut down the front rank of Zulus that had shielded them from the explosions. 
 And Handon didn’t so much wade in as butterfly speed-stroke straight into the pool of dead, blasting unerringly toward Ammo City like a one-man wind of destruction. His eight people followed behind him in a phalanx sweeping out to either side and behind, with him as the irresistible iron tip of the spear. Behind them and farther out to the sides, the rest of the militia slowly but steadily pushed forward to keep gaps from forming in the line. The whole formation was shaping into a bell curve – a normal distribution of asskicking and zombie destruction. 
 They all knew that for every one they put down, there were a thousand, a hundred thousand, out there behind it, ready to fill the gap. They knew they couldn’t really make a dent. But they didn’t have to make a dent. 
 They just had to push out a bulge in this battle. And then hold it for a minute. 
 In less than ten seconds, Handon had reached Ammo City. 
 Now he had to clear it. 
 Most of his instructions to his guys had been about how to stay out of his way, and avoid getting shot in the crossfire. But still they filed in behind him, stopping and strongpointing the intersections of crates and pallets, as Handon personally cleared each section. 
 Clear and hold. That was the objective. 
 Handon walked straight down the middle aisle, firing steadily forward – and tossing grenades when he had the space and safety to do so. As he reached each intersection, he’d spin left, then right, then left again. And finally right. The first two engagements were to clear the space immediately on top of him, to avoid getting jumped instantly; the next two were to clear to the ends of the row in both directions. 
 Empty mags clattered to the deck, tumbling on his boot-tops, spinning away behind him in splashes of gore-tinted rainwater. His mag changes were too fast to follow with the eye; his spins to either side of blinding precision. He padded forward heel-toe, quickly but smoothly, rifle tight into shoulder, head curled over it, shooting posture perfect, a portrait of utter precision. 
 He reached the final row – the one closest to the prow, and thus where things were worst. He fired into three or four lurching, wheezing, and variously decomposed dead bastards as they spilled into the matrix of crates from the front. Each went down from precise chin-point shots. He hit the intersection and spun left. His rifle barrel whacked into a head, so close was the first Zulu. He shuffled back a half step, took the shot, then shot the one queuing up behind it. 
 But that backward step took him into the one leading the charge from the aisle to the right. Fell hands grasped his shoulders, and Handon didn’t wait for the next step in that dance. He spun in place, breaking the grip around his neck – then turned his rifle sideways, gripped it with two hands, and used it to shove the whole conga line of dead away from him. With that tiny bit of space, he raised the rifle again and opened fire. His mag went dry as they dropped – and now there were hands on him again, from the other side. 
 Before he could react, a pistol shot went off by his ear. 
 When he spun again, one of his guys – no, it was actually a gal, with glossy black hair spilling from under her helmet – was holding her 9mm service pistol forward rigidly, with her heavy rifle hanging on its improvised sling. 
 Handon’s left ear now rang like hell. But he cared a lot less about that than about how the young woman had lined up her shot. Because she had taken time to make sure the contents of that Zulu’s skull splashed the wall of crates opposite, rather than Handon’s face. It now dripped chunkily to the wet and already gore-splashed deck, harmless. 
 Handon nodded his thanks, clapped her on the shoulder, and moved out again. 
 * * * 
 One of the forklift trucks was found just in front of Ammo City, which meant pushing out another small salient to recover it. Handon led this effort – which cost him two of his people, taken down on the flank before they could tie themselves into the new line, or even fire to defend themselves. As always, broken ranks were lethal. Even the Spartans knew this – it was one of the secrets of their success. Handon didn’t have time to do a headcount. But he was pretty sure he’d also lost one or two while flowing through and securing the area in the first place. 
 Now that he was so much closer to the prow, Handon could also see what he hadn’t before, what Coulson had alluded to – that it was mainly the fire of the heavy weapons from the destroyer holding the line and saving the day for them there. Particularly with the defenders having abandoned the ramparts, now giant 20mm and 25mm rounds from the destroyer’s CIWS and Bushmaster cannons just raked the top of the wall and the edge of the deck. It was obvious that for every Zulu that managed to climb over and drop down, maybe a half-dozen were blasted back. No wonder the defenders had been pushed back when the CIWS was reloading. 
 The gunners on the Murphy were keeping the situation tenable on the Kennedy. 
 While he had a quarter-second here, Handon shot a glance down and to his left, where there was a wooden crate, its lid lying crookedly across the top. Not lowering his rifle, he flipped the top open with his left hand and saw it was full of STANAG mags. He quickly moved to refill his pouches with one hand, while still firing with his right. This was a nice bonus, and it felt great getting dug out of that hole. 

Guess there’s a reason they call it Ammo City, he thought. And it’s mine now.

 Finishing this, Handon risked a glance behind him. As planned for, a green-shirted forklift operator was being rushed forward through the ranks of militia, and through the lashing of the rain, to the newly extended lines. While being covered by Handon and his team, he climbed aboard the forklift, fired it up, and drove it bucking and bouncing over the thick carpet of bodies back toward the rear. 
 Handon couldn’t supervise this part of the operation, as he himself was the indispensable linchpin in the line. But he could hear the whine as the operator lowered his fork and drove it under a stack of pallets, four fat ones. 
 It was Sergeant Coulson himself who checked the crate markings, to make sure they weren’t recovering a whole bunch of something they couldn’t use. And then the forklift practically did a bootlegger turn, splashing waves of rainwater and gore off the deck, in the operator’s haste to get back to someplace at least remotely safe. 
 And now all Handon needed to do was lead a fighting retreat, and shrink the salient back down to the straight line it had begun as. 
 But then something changed. 
 Through the haze and splashing of the downpour, first Handon clocked that the volume of hissing, jerking, scrabbling figures flowing over the ramparts had doubled; then tripled; then worse. In the next fraction of an instant, Handon realized that all the heavy-weapons fire on the deck edge had stopped. The guns on the Murphy had fallen silent – reloading, out of ammo, or overheated, Handon had no idea which, and it didn’t matter at this point. 
 Because now a re-quadrupled assault of Zulus poured over the wall, and rushed across the front of the flight deck, like the very worst moment of Rorke’s Drift. Handon flicked his fire-selector switch to full-auto – something he virtually never did – depressed his trigger, traversed his barrel, and began a hasty retreat back into the warren of crates that was Ammo City. 
 Even more so than usual in combat, it was difficult in the extreme to know what the hell was going on, particularly from the center of the maelstrom. But Handon realized with a sickening lurch that their absence of comms with the destroyer, their failure to coordinate, was about to get everyone killed. And it seemed to Handon that the general retreat happening around him had nearly instantly turned from hasty to panicked. 
 It had become a rout. 
 Both of the flanks of militia that had been pushed out were now collapsing, falling apart in seconds. Many sailors went down as they reloaded, or else fired fruitlessly, throwing up their hands as the ranks of the vicious dead fell on them. Others turned and ran. A few gallantly tried to conduct a fighting retreat, firing as they walked backward. Most of those were pulled down. 
 Handon heard a voice that sounded like Coulson’s, bellowing, “Hold this line! HOLD THE LINE!” But it was for nought. 
 The moaning of the dead, the hissing of the rain on the deck, the staccato tattoo of the rifles, and the horrific screams of men and women being taken down and eaten alive… all of it combined into a kind of nightmare soundscape from some storm-tossed hell – a panic-inducing free-for-all that left only the very best trained and skilled among them unaffected. 
 Pretty much only Handon, and a handful of the Marines, were still combat effective. 
 Handon stood at the front-middle intersection of Ammo City, firing straight out the front, slapping in mags as he emptied them, and holding the very front of what remained of the line. It was only the narrowness of the aisle that kept him from being overrun and pulled down – only so many dead could rush in at once. When he had a free quarter-second to work with, about a second later, he looked left and right. To his enormous relief, his people were still there. 
 Down either row were the two sailors he’d put there. Both of them, their backs facing Handon, were firing and holding. Granted, the onslaught of dead was moving lengthwise down the flight deck, and so not as many were coming sideways up the row and attacking them. 
 But, still, they were doing the absolutely essential work of keeping Handon’s flanks clear, and his heart swelled with gratitude and pride, as his head recognized and admired their discipline and bravery. His guys had gotten exactly two minutes more training than their fellows – but it had been two minutes of training from a Tier-1 operator, and that had steadied their nerves and steeled their resolve enough for them to hold when others broke and ran. 
 Handon even stole a look behind him, and saw his guy plugging the hole to the rear. Few dead were coming at him that way; but even one getting through and coming at Handon’s back would have been too many – enough to bring the whole formation down. As it was, Handon’s hand-picked militia was holding Ammo City. 
 But it couldn’t last. 
 Handon could feel rather than see that the rest of the sailors and Marines had abandoned them. He didn’t blame them for a second, not even the jarheads. Their responsibility was to the ship – and they had to try and salvage the whole defense, not save the lives of a few guys and a single parachuting interloper. But the fact remained: Handon and his dwindling team were alone, with the whole undead storm swirling around them. 
 And, unless he took action, very soon they would be overrun. 
 Handon heard a scream to his left – it was his man on that side being taken down. Now Handon had two avenues to defend. He spun from one side to the other, firing non-stop – and knowing this couldn’t last long. He had to formulate some kind of a breakout plan. But he was completely overtasked just staying alive; they all were. They couldn’t stay here. But there was no way out, and no time to think of one, and no way he could see to make one. 
 Handon heard another scream – another one of his people going down, somewhere behind him. In a few more seconds, he was going to be alone in the middle of this Minotaur’s labyrinth. And even he couldn’t fire in four directions at once. 
 It was all collapsing around him. 
 And it was all going to be finished in seconds. 





 Ass Full of Jarheads 
 Stern of the JFK

 Gunny Fick wasn’t going to make it to the flight deck. It was just too far, and his descent through the sky had sped up too much at the last second. He was in some kind of killer downdraft, yanking him mercilessly through the wind and rain. 
 For a second it had looked like it was going to be close. 
 Now it clearly wasn’t – not close at all. 
 However, there was still the carrier’s fantail deck, basically a big rectangular hole in the towering wall of the stern, like a kind of giant oversized patio, which now raced at him – and which also represented, he knew, his last chance. It was either manage to hit the fantail deck, or else smack into the giant vertical steel ass of the carrier, and then slide down it into the dead-tossed sea below. 
 And he wouldn’t last long down there. 
 Fick flared his chute desperately – but not as desperately as he wanted to, because he still had to hit a narrow window. If he slowed himself enough to make his landing safe, he’d also miss the fantail deck entirely, smacking into the stern above it. He was coming in hot, with basically no room to maneuver. A large door in the rear wall of the fantail opened up on to the hangar deck – for a second he was tempted to go for that, as it would give him farther to slide. But trying to parachute through an open door was just crazy talk, and— 

Fuck it, he thought. I’m out of time, anyway.

 A small knot of amazed and aghast sailors, wearing helmets and flak jackets, broke and scurried to get clear of his landing zone. Fick hit the unyielding steel deck at speed, his legs collapsing under him, and his momentum carrying him into the bulkhead at the rear. He hit it like a ton of bricks, mostly head first, and collapsed in a pile of himself. 
 The trailing silk of his parachute floated down gracefully and draped over his half-dead body. 
 * * * 
 When the sailors on the fantail unburied him, they found Fick having a bit of a lie-down. Just hugging the cozy steel deck plating for a few seconds there. But, shortly after they revealed his sprawled-out shape from under the burial shroud of silk, he sat up, rose to his knees, knelt there in a daze – and began gathering up his parachute, solely out of habit. 
 One of the sailors squatted before him and leaned in close, ogling at the profoundly rough condition of this inexplicable Marine-from-heaven. “You need a medic, man?” 
 Fick just coughed and waved his hand vaguely. He looked down at his double armful of parachute silk, shook his head, and dropped it again. 

That was fucking pointless, he thought. He had better shit to do than repack his chute. 
 A dramatic swooping motion in his peripheral vision drew his gaze up – just as the same group of sailors shouted, broke, and ran for it again. 
 A second big green canopy flew in through the rain and wind and a big body kissed the deck just a meter to Fick’s left, in a nice two-point landing. It was Graybeard. Just as quickly, a third parachutist appeared out of the storm and landed two meters to his right: Brady. 
 Fick shook his head. “Oh, you sons of bitches…” 
 Brady just grinned. Graybeard shrugged, then stepped forward and shrugged out of his harness and pack. “You go,” he said. “We go.” Cursing under his breath, Fick started to get out of his own harness. And then all three of them ducked reflexively as another swooping motion flew at their heads… 
 This one missed the fantail deck entirely, coming in too low, and crashed into the stern just below it. The three Marines lunged at the parachute lines, or grabbed armfuls of silk, while a couple of panicked sailors rushed over to help. Hauling powerfully, they hefted the limp body at the end of the lines up to the railing, pulled him over, and then lowered him to the deck. 
 It was Reyes. His head lolled on his neck. 
 Fick glared down at him. “Dumbass! What possible good do you think you can do here?” 
 Reyes just looked childlike and slightly hurt, staring up from his prone position on the deck. “I didn’t want to miss anything.” 
 Fick shook his head. These were just the kind of strong-willed, unstoppable, bulldog-tenacious men he had. Love ’em, hate ’em, or (most often) both, he was stuck with them. 
 “Okay,” Fick said tiredly. “But, Reyes, your dumb ass is going to the hospital. And I’m not carrying you there.” 
 Reyes looked even more hurt. “Let me stay here. I can guard the fantail.” 
 Fick shook his head. “You can guard the goddamned hospital.” 
 Brady said, “If history’s any guide, that will be the most dangerous place on the ship.” 
 Fick grabbed a nearby sailor. “Can you carry this man to the hospital?” 
 The sailor shook his head, cradling a shotgun. “Love to help you out. But we have orders not to leave this post, hell or high water. But we’ve got a litter there you can use.” He pointed to what looked like an improvised aid station, set up in the corner. 
 “All right,” Fick said, Graybeard already going over and grabbing and unfolding the litter. “We’ll drop him off ourselves, on our way up to the fight. It’s not totally out of the way…” 
 As they got Reyes loaded up and headed out, Fick shook his head one last time at the absurdity of the whole fucked situation. 

Well, he thought, and this was the one consoling thought he could come up with, at least Alpha is safe on the goddamned destroyer…






 Predator’s Lament 
 The JFK Flight Deck 
 Handon spared a look straight up, along the walls of the pallet maze that surrounded him. He thought about climbing up on top of one of the stacks, as the only way to keep himself alive for a few seconds more. But he was loath to do it, because he couldn’t readily tell his people to do the same. In the two minutes they’d had to plan and coordinate, one thing they hadn’t done was tie in comms. Most of the sailors didn’t even have radios, never mind common frequencies. 
 Handon brought his gaze back to level and resumed his frantic, hopeless, methodical, perfect-but-still-not-good-enough shooting, forward and left. However many Zulus fell, others pushed by them or climbed over. The only reason Handon was still alive was that the bodies blocked the aisles. If he were out in the open, not protected by the grid of Ammo City, he would have been pulled down several lifetimes (i.e. several seconds) ago. 
 His pouches were empty again, and he was pulling mags directly from the open crate beside him. Unlimited ammo was great. But what he needed was unlimited shooters; or at least more than the one who still covered his right, and the two or three he suspected, but didn’t know, were still alive behind him, and covering his back. He had a vague sense that those few were collapsing in on him. Somebody had to be there – because he hadn’t been swarmed and pulled down from behind. Yet. 
 But the noose was closing. And Handon saw no way out. 
 That he’d go down shooting, fighting in mankind’s last biggest military operation, and in support of its last best bid for survival, was some consolation. But he’d never really doubted he’d go down fighting – that he’d die in a pile of his own brass. 
 What bothered him was that the job wasn’t done. And he hated to be called home before seeing it through. 
 He realized the shoulder of the man to his right was now touching his own. Stealing a glance, he saw more hair spilling out from the helmet – it was the young woman who had saved him earlier. She was still on her feet. But, now that they were back to back, there was nowhere else to retreat to, and no other options left. 
 “Climb!” Handon shouted. “Climb for it!” Maybe he could manage to bring one person with him. Then again, looking up, he belatedly realized the eight-foot wall of crates wasn’t very climbable – it was nearly sheer, in fact. He wasn’t sure he’d have time to scramble up there before he was waist-deep in dead and pulled back down again, with no one covering his withdrawal. For that matter, he wasn’t real optimistic an eight-foot wall was going to long hold up a herd of dead that had just climbed up to the fucking flight deck of a supercarrier. 
 He figured it was just turning into out-of-options day here in the ZA. 
 Still firing non-stop, rain-water dripping into his eyes and streaming off his body, Handon glanced up again to try and plot a vertical route. 
 And enormous black assault boots flew at his face out of the dark gray sky, soles first. Handon recoiled reflexively, and tried to duck. For a second, he didn’t have the faintest idea what was happening. 
 But then a huge, wet shadow hit the deck and completely filled the aisle to his left. Giant arms reeled in the parachute canopy that floated down behind him, and wrapped it around the two or three flailing Zulus in front of him. Then a pair of tree-trunk-like legs dug into the deck, and the man-mountain started shoving. And as he did so, the entire aisle full of writhing and grasping dead bodies, plus the already destroyed ones, were pushed back – shoved all the way down the aisle, and straight out of Ammo City. 
 It was like Paul Bunyan had dropped in, and started tossing giant redwood logs around. 
 “NOBODY RIDES FOR FREE, MOTHERFUCKERS!” came a bellowing, basso voice, which practically drowned out the storm and the battle itself. 
 Handon blinked hard at the giant, rippling back. 
 Predator. 
 * * * 
 Having cleared the left flank through the very literal method of using his monstrous physical strength to push the dead straight out of it, now Predator turned, faced Handon, and took a quick look around him. 
 Handon hardly had time to greet him. He was back to firing flat out, straight up the aisle that faced the ramparts, which he could now almost get a handle on, with his left flank covered again. He did note that Predator didn’t have a rifle; his SCAR-H had been lost in that bunker in Chicago; and the shotgun he’d cadged from the Camerons had gone out the window to lighten the bomber. He still had his side arm; but, in a fight against odds like this, with nearly unlimited opponents, it was just about as useful in its holster as out of it. There it stayed. 
 But Pred was looking around him, and doing perhaps a better job of creating and maintaining situational awareness than Handon was. Because he quickly clocked a large steel rod that ran along the deck through the gaps in the pallets – a strut that in fact had been recovered from the destroyed crane, and used to stabilize the base of this block of Ammo City. With a guttural roar, and another massively powerful shove of his whole upper body, Predator sent the entire wall of crates spilling over on to its side. Wood and metal clattered and crashed as splintered planks, mags, grenades, and individual rounds erupted, tumbling out into the lashing rain and the chaos of the battle, spilling onto the deck, down the aisles, and all around their enveloped position. 
 It quickly became clear this accomplished two things. First it cleared some space around them. Handon hardly thought this a great tactical innovation, since it had only been the cover of the walls that had kept him alive this long. And, sure enough, dead started stumbling in over the debris, from the whole front-left quadrant. But the second thing it did was uncover the big steel rod running through the pallets beneath. Pred had no way of knowing that it had taken two burly sailors to carry the huge hunk of metal over there from the wreckage of the crane. 
 He only knew he liked the look of it. 
 And when he hefted up the enormous length of iron, and began laying about him with it, Handon quickly developed more sympathy for the plan of clearing out some space. Because, with a little room to swing it, this improvised weapon quickly proved to be much faster and more devastating than Handon’s rifle – plus engaged more opponents at once, and never needed reloading. The iron bar became a crushing extension of Predator’s ridiculous physical strength, as he heaved it left and then right, clearing – and holding – a 270-degree arc out to almost fifteen feet. 
 Amazingly, he was knocking down the swarming dead faster than they could rush in. 
 Of all the kill-crazy rampages and heart-stopping bravery and badassery that Handon had witnessed in his very long career, this probably topped them all. The girder sloughed off rainwater as it arced through the air to one side, then the other, crushing dead bodies with each metronome-like swing. It collapsed chests and ribcages, dislocated shoulders, knocked heads clear of necks. Bones, organs, limbs, thoraxes, all of them flew through the pelting rain to tumble and splash across others still standing, or across the surface of the deck. Some of the ones that went airborne from the swinging and unstoppable force knocked down others behind them, like bowling pins. 
 Predator bellowed his rage out into the storm as he laid down devastation all around him. Rivulets of rain ran off his bulging musculature, and flashes of lightning illuminated his set jaw and eyes that were fixed and precise and emotionless, like a bird of prey, or a great white shark. In this moment, the impossible came to pass: hundreds of undead… ten million of them… all the world’s dead put together, it didn’t matter – they couldn’t resist him and his berserker rage. In this moment, he transcended all mortal limits. 
 In this moment, he became a god. 
 Handon had never heard Zulus make any noise except the hissing and moaning associated with their hunger, malevolence, and the nearness of prey. Of course it was his imagination, but he would have sworn he could hear these ones begin to keen with fear, pain, and panic. Dozens of them, and pretty soon hundreds, were just being swept away into slaughterhouse leftovers. Soon there was a ring around them, twenty feet out, waist-high and growing, of dismembered Zulu. Few of them were destroyed, because most had their heads still intact. 
 But with bodies ruined by the irresistible impacts of Predator’s gargantuan swings, they weren’t much more dangerous than chained-up dogs. 
 * * * 
 Over a kilometer away across the water from this desperate scene, Captain Abrams blasted out of his bridge on the Murphy and rolled around the outer side deck toward the stern and within sight of both the CIWS gun station on the stern, and the Bushmaster on the starboard side – and, more importantly, within shouting distance of them. 
 Both had gone silent, and he could see the two gun crews frantically reloading. 
 The timing on this sucked a whole barrel of phalluses. The crews just hadn’t been enough on the ball – and, okay, he hadn’t been enough on the ball – to manage the timing needed to keep them reloading in serial, rather than parallel. And this lapse was carrying an immeasurable cost for the men and women on the carrier. 
 Abrams didn’t need the Raven mini-UAV to see what was happening on the flight deck of the Kennedy. He barely needed binoculars – it was visible with the naked eye. 
 They were being overrun. 
 He sucked in a huge lungful of air, and started bellowing: “Move your fat asses! Get those goddamned guns back online! Now, now, now!” 
 * * * 
 As Handon fought alongside Predator’s kill-crazy rampage, he now perceived the second Miracle of Ammo City. While monitoring Pred’s lethal frenzy in peripheral – mainly with a view toward not getting hit with the all-crushing steel bar – he had still been facing and shooting forward. And now he saw the heavy strafing fire on the ramparts kick up again – and the flow of undead over its top slow, then nearly stop. The destroyer’s guns were back up – though Handon couldn’t know for how long. Now was their main, and perhaps only, chance. 
 “Go, go, go!” he shouted. “Displace!” 
 Predator moved down the mostly destroyed row, exiting Ammo City to the left. He kept swinging his Brobdingnagian steel club, nearly mindlessly now, sweeping the deck all around them, clearing a path for the others. It was just pure arm and chest strength, sending crushed dead bodies flying through the pelting rain in all directions; and even the ten-million-Zulu march couldn’t mobilize quickly enough to replace the ones he devastated. In the fairly big pinhole he created, he and Handon and what turned out to be three surviving members of his team made their escape. 
 As Predator led the way out, the roar of the battle and the storm somehow faded to background noise for him, and his visual field went into razor-vivid slo-mo – and his mind actually began to wander. His first thought was: Christ – I AM a holy terror when I go off on a rampage. Which is great – just as long as I stay on the right side…

 But soon, with every wide, dramatic, slow-motion swing of his land-giant’s improvised weapon, each one collapsing thoraxes and shattering pelvises, he found himself peering off into memory, even as he squinted into the splashing rain and rampaging horde, trying to picture… his wife. God, he had to work so hard even to call up Cali’s face now. She was drifting away from him in time as she already had in space, the horrible, insurmountable expanse of the ZA spreading out and piling up between them. 
 And he didn’t think he could feel any farther away from her than he did in this moment – standing out in the near dark of the rain-lashed flight deck on this stupid, stricken carrier, ankle-deep in gore, single-handedly holding off a significant chunk of the entire world’s population of undead. 
 And, once again, that final phone call with her intruded into his mind, like a cancer metastasizing into healthy flesh, like a thought he couldn’t unthink, a memory that would not be erased… Back at Hereford, he had started trying to get through to her when they first got word that Fort Bragg might actually fall. And he finally did get through – but he did not count himself lucky that he had; though others around him, who hadn’t been able to reach their families, seemed to think him lucky. And finally, in the end, he had never told anyone, with the sole exception of Handon, that she had been bitten, and in the process of turning, when they spoke for that final time. 
 The memory of her terrified, sad, loving, pleading voice was now like a mortal wound, an arrowhead buried deep in the heart of the great unkillable warrior. None could resist his assault, nothing could stop him. But he hadn’t been there to protect the only thing that really mattered – his darling Cali. He couldn’t save her; and he’d had nothing more to offer her than his poor words, along with tears that no one would ever see. 
 And without really being aware of it, he looked up to find that there were no more Zulus for him to bash. He cast around to find that he had single-handedly cleared most of the fore-deck down to a manageable level – and that he had led Handon and his survivors right up to the front of the re-forming line of militia. 
 He had won. 
 The center of the line was now anchored by the forklift truck, which faced away, toward the stern. On its opposite side, hungry militia tore into the crates and grabbed up ammo; and two or three had jumped up on top of it to fire down into the remnants of the enemy that Pred had so terribly culled. It appeared now the defense would stand, at least for a while longer. Pred turned and saw three tooled-up sailors racing back to the lines behind him, herded along by Handon, who was as always bringing up the rear, last man out. Pred made way to let them in, and moved to face outward and cover their withdrawal. 
 But as he started to turn, he paused and took one hand off his weapon, just to reach down and pull his drawers out of his ass-crack. Ahhh. That had been bothering him since he hit the deck, but he hadn’t had two seconds to fix it. Nice.

 And as he smiled out loud at the feeling of relief, he heard a wild shrieking noise, coming in on him fast – and a heavy weight landed on his back and shoulders from behind. It could only be a leaping Foxtrot, and so it was, flailing around on his back like a hyperactive five-year-old. Pred reached up behind him to yank it off. But even as he did so, one of the sailors on top of the forklift depressed his shotgun, sighted in carefully, and fired a single 12-gauge buckshot round. 
 His aim was perfect. 
 The Foxtrot’s head exploded like a shotgunned watermelon. 
 Brain matter, blood, and viscera splashed full across the side of Predator’s face, coating his head with gore, which dripped thickly from his eyes, his nose, his chin… 
 Still on his way back in to the lines, Handon looked up to see what had happened. “Nooo!” he shouted, racing forward toward his friend. 
 Predator shook his head once. He dropped the Paul Bunyan club where he stood. It fell to the deck and hit with a low-pitched double clang, one end then the other settling, droplets of water splashing up gracefully at either end. Pred could feel, taste, and smell the foul, infected, rotten viscera thickly coating and running down his face. And he could hardly see at all – but he knew exactly what had happened. 
 He blinked heavily, twice, but to no effect. He shook his head again. 
 And now, as he stood otherwise motionless in the center of the two lashing storms, his right hand moved smoothly up to his pistol in its rig on his tactical vest. He snapped away the thumb-break, drew the weapon, and flipped up the safety with his right thumb. And as he hauled the hammer back, and raised it up toward his own right temple, his lament from back in the bomber played back in his head: 

Maybe the only thing that can kill Predator is Predator…

 A sharp pain flared in the top of his gun hand as something whacked into it with wicked force. It was Handon, making a precise barrel strike with the end of his rifle as he raced up, causing Pred’s fingers to flex open involuntarily, and the pistol to fall to the deck. 
 Handon followed this up with a heel strike to the back of Pred’s knee, which sent his leg out from under him, dropping him toward the deck. 
 In almost the same motion, Handon let his rifle go, drew his Vorax knife from his chest rig, and slammed it down, also with wicked force, straight into the forklift – or rather into the keg-shaped fuel tank that was mounted at head height on the rear platform, just above the engine. Having impaled this, Handon pulled and tore. Only the indestructibility of the knife, and his own desperate strength, made this possible. The relatively thin skin of the fuel tank ripped into a jagged gash. 
 Finally, taking no more than a second for all of this, and with no room for hesitation or error, Handon found a nerve point on Pred’s neck – he knew he had no chance of forcing the 315lb giant anywhere he didn’t want to go with only arm strength – dug three fingers into it, and pressed down desperately, bowing Predator’s head beneath the thick stream of gurgling gasoline that splashed from the gored tank. 
 Predator bellowed again from the pain and shock of the gas dousing his face, sounding like a wounded T-Rex, or a healthy lion. Nearby militia staggered backward, shocked and terrified and having no idea what the hell was happening. 
 “Don’t move!” Handon shouted, working to keep the huge head in place. “Hold steady! I got you. Don’t move.” 
 When finally the tank went dry, and Handon let him pull away and straighten up, Predator immediately reached up toward the agony that screamed in his eyes. But Handon said, “Don’t wipe it away – let it run.” He didn’t have to try to restrain him again. Predator understood, and did as he was told. 
 Finally, Handon took the blinded giant by the elbow, and led him unsteadily through the lines and back toward the rear. 
 Their battle was over for now. 
 * * * 
 All the way back at the island, almost at the stern, Handon helped Pred down to the deck, and got him sat with his back up against the huge structure, just to the side of one of the damage control stations. He then turned to open the plexiglas panel and started unreeling a length of fire hose – but then realized there were three other people behind him. 
 It was all three of the survivors of his mission to Ammo City. 
 Handon almost laughed. They were like puppies. No, scratch that – they were like warriors. And having followed Handon to hell and back, it seemed they planned to stick with him. They knew a good team when they were on one – and a fearless, capable, and self-sacrificing leader rarely needed a T-shirt announcing himself as one. 
 “You,” Handon said to the nearest, one of the men. “Get that hose deployed and pumping.” To the next, he said, “Get to the nearest aid kit. If it’s got eyewash pods, bring it. If it doesn’t, get down to the hospital and get some there. Go!” That left the woman, who had started daubing at Pred’s face with the sleeve of her blouse. She winced at the angry, inflamed flesh of his eyes, lips, and nostrils. 
 The other sailor now got the hose going and Handon took it, aiming the stream over Predator’s head and letting it run. They all stood like that for a minute, Pred enduring his waterboarding stoically – at which point the other sailor came back at a dead run, a big green aid kit clutched under his arm. He skidded to a stop, flipped it open, pulled out two fat bottles of saline irrigation solution, and handed one to Handon. Handon tore the top off, tilted Predator’s head back, and started washing out one eye cavity, then the other. He carried on until he had emptied both bottles. 
 Pred blinked and teared, the whites of his eyes blood-red and ravaged. 
 Handon looked over his shoulder at his three new attachments from the U.S. Navy. Only now did he have the time to read their name patches: the two men were named Parlett and Roy, the woman was Armour. That seemed apt – she’d certainly been his sword and shield in that last engagement. 
 Handon took a deep breath, only now internalizing that the five of them were safe-ish again. They weren’t going to die in Ammo City, at any rate. Handon for his part could not remember a closer call in his entire twenty-year-plus operational career. Now wasn’t the time to grieve for the five he had lost; but he could be happy that he’d at least brought these three back. That was something. 
 And, most importantly, they’d completed their mission. 
 Handon looked at each of the three in turn, and gave them an approving look – one that said: You did good. But aloud he only said, “Return to your duties.” They all seemed to hesitate. “Go – get back in the fight, where you’re needed. But stay together if you can. I’ll try to find you later.” He almost told them he’d fight alongside them any day; but resisted getting too sentimental, particularly when so much peril still abounded. 
 The three nodded, hefted their weapons, and headed out at a trot. 
 The strength draining from his body along with the adrenaline, Handon slumped down on the deck beside his casualty – who had been, before that, his savior. He looked over, in the relative silence of the rear, almost a half-mile back from the front, and just watched as the big man regained control of his face. 
 Finally, Handon said “What the hell?” That seemed to capture it. 
 In his basso voice, sounding both more tired and more peaceful than he usually did, Predator said, “Thanks for what you did. But you know it doesn’t guarantee anything. I could still turn.” 
 “Sure,” Handon said. “But if it comes down to that, I’ll take care of you myself. You’re not allowed to die unless I say so. Anyway, my question stands – what the hell was that?” 
 Predator shrugged again. “Spare the rod, spoil the Zulu.” 
 Handon laughed in surprise. “No. I mean, what are you doing here at all?” 
 Predator sighed. He then levered his enormous frame, big inflamed face and all, back up off the deck and to his feet. “Oh – that. C’mon, I’ll tell you while we walk.” 
 Handon stood up wearily, but then hesitated. “Where to?” 
 “Back to the front. ’Cause does it look like this fight is over to you?” Even from more than half the length of the carrier back, the near continuous firing, explosions, and moans of the dead floated on the air. The battle still raged. 
 “No,” Handon said. “I don’t suppose it does.” 
 The two set off at a steady lurch, Handon a little steadier. Pred talked while he lumbered, still favoring his badly wrenched knee. “Basically, I heard your transmission during the drop, then spotted you plummeting into the middle of the fight. Didn’t much like the idea of leaving you on your own.” 
 Handon tabled for now the disciplinary matter of Predator having not gone where he was fucking well told. It was the logistical matter that confused him. “But you must have jumped half a minute before me. From not much more than three thousand feet.” 
 Pred nodded. “Hellacious updrafts. I could have flown over this battle all day.” 
 “Maybe you should have.” 
 “They should have patched me into the command net. I could have run the whole battle like some kind of grandmaster chess match.” 
 Handon looked down at the little glass bubble of the catapult control pod protruding from the deck as they passed it. Speaking of running the battle, it occurred to him that when things got worse up here, that would be an excellent place to position someone in command, where he could monitor the battle close up, but from safety. With the catapult officer long gone, it now sat empty. 
 Handon clapped Pred on the shoulder. “They’ve got drones for that, they don’t need half-assed Predators sailing around with parachutes. And I ought to give you a fucking-off for disobeying orders and following me in. But maybe I’ll let it go this time.” Left unsaid was: Because you completely saved my ass. 
 And with this, they found themselves only a few meters behind the front line again. And that was probably all the time they were going to have for shooting the shit. Handon started looking around for how next to make himself useful. He spotted a few of the Marines doing their regular routine of running around and shoring up the lines. Then he realized two of them weren’t Marines. One ran right by him. 
 He could hardly believe it – it was Juice. 
 Handon grabbed him by the arm. As the bearded one was yanked to a stop, Handon looked past him – and immediately picked out Henno anchoring the right flank, and heading up the defense of the vulnerable gash in the hull. Handon muttered, “Oh, you incorrigible sons of bitches…” These two must have landed behind the lines while Handon was trying to get himself killed up at Ammo City, and hadn’t been in a position to notice much of anything back here. 
 They had all followed him in. 
 Also, sure enough, Handon saw that Henno was rocking one of the XM29s, presumably picked up off the deck, where there were in fact a whole lot of them lying around – just as he’d predicted. Though Handon also noticed that Henno now failed to catch his eye or return his look. Whatever had led him to decide to follow the others down here, after being so adamant that they all needed to jump for the destroyer, was going to remain a mystery for now. 
 But as Handon watched those two work, it occurred to him that the quick reversal of the militia’s rout, and the successful re-forming of their lines, might have been in no small part down to them. He could already see they had wired themselves into the Marines’ defense, and fallen into combat leadership and mentor roles, which they were now executing with energy and efficiency. 

Scratch that, Handon thought, thinking back to the utter chaos that had reigned on deck when both the destroyer’s guns had gone silent. It wasn’t that the reversal and re-forming had happened quickly – it was that it happened at all. That breakthrough had been twice as bad as the earlier one. The defenders might well have been totally overrun and wiped out, and it had looked like it was going that way. Maybe now Handon knew why it hadn’t. 
 The quick, decisive actions of a few professional, capable, and confident operators, at exactly the right place and time, can make all the difference. 
 Serving as frontline infantry in a fixed battle wasn’t by any means the best or most appropriate use of exquisitely trained special operators like those on Alpha team. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t do it. SOF skills were always built on a base of exceptional conventional soldiering. And the Alpha operators, particularly as combat leaders, had incalculably augmented the effectiveness of the force on that flight deck. 
 Handon shook his head. “Well, I guess it’s just disobey fucking orders day again…” He let Juice go, to get on with whatever urgent task he had been headed toward. And he regretted only that Henno wasn’t close enough to hear him recycle Captain Ainsley’s line from that rooftop in Chicago. It was a suitable homage. Maybe he’d tell him later, if they both lived. 
 He spotted Coulson nearby and, before going to link in with him and take his place back in the line, he looked up at Pred one last time in wonder, shook his head, and said: 
 “Well… at least Fick and his Marines are safe on the destroyer.” 





 Open Water 
 Ocean Surface, off the Coast of Virginia 
 Mist. Darkness. Water below, all around – and also above, falling from an evil sky. 
 Thick, heavy raindrops splashed and churned on the ocean surface, reducing visibility to a few meters. Near darkness reigned overhead, in a stone-gray skyscape of towering, churning clouds – rent at intervals by bright white sheets of lightning, not to mention the much more unnatural, and more incessant, angry-red shooting stars of tracer rounds. These streaked across the sky overhead, going from an origin he couldn’t see to a target he tried not to imagine. 
 He only hoped they knew what they were shooting at. 
 So – angry darkness above, and misty grayness around… but it was the almost complete blackness below that terrified him. He hadn’t yet definitely felt anything brush against his legs – but he couldn’t swear that nothing had, either. And his imagination was running away with him. There was no question there were dead in these waters – and a hell of a lot of them, more than he had ever seen before, and many more than he cared to imagine. 
 He couldn’t see them from where he floated, not with the splashing of the rain on the ocean surface, and the resulting mist and haze. But that only made them scarier. 
 A lot scarier. 
 Dr. Simon Park… slightly eminent bioscientist, certainly for such a young man… skilled and keen, if amateur, virologist and vaccine researcher… erstwhile hack survivalist (though, as Juice pointed out, he had survived – unlike everyone else in Chicago)… most recently first-time solo skydiver… and now lone and lost survivor, floating upon the mid-Atlantic dead sea, trapped beneath and in the middle of some kind of vicious and terrifying naval battle. 
 Also afraid, alone, spatially confused. No real idea where he was. Badly disoriented. 
 And then there were the sounds. The distant chatter of rifles and machine guns… the lower, guttural roar of what he assumed were bigger ship-mounted guns – and which he also assumed were producing the torrent of red tracers across the sky… the whump of grenades or perhaps other types of explosives… the faint shouts of living people crying out in pain, or fear, or panic, or else trying to rally others… and, beneath it all, only intermittently audible, but more terrifying for all that – the moaning of the frenzied dead. 
 It sounded like the roar of a stadium crowd from a far distance. Not loud – but rich. Multifold. Made up of too many individual voices to make out. And powerful. Also, it was more like the roar of a hundred stadiums. It raised the hair on Park’s neck and arms. 
 Or maybe that was the chill from being in the water. 
 He’d gotten his collapsed and soaked parachute off him, and inflated the life preserver, as Ali had instructed him – a hundred years ago, back in what had seemed like the safety of the plane. Now, every few seconds, he paddled himself around in a tight circle, checking out the water on all sides. He was watching for threats… and looking for friends… alternately possessed of hope and of terror. 

God – where was Ali? Where was anyone?

 His laptop satchel hung around his neck, pulling him lower in the water than he would otherwise sit. But at least recent events had taught him to turn it off completely, rather than merely put it to sleep. Hopefully Juice could drain it for him again later. Or, actually, he hoped he’d learned something from his time with him, and could do it for himself now. 

Crap. He belatedly remembered the IR strobe light, the emergency distress signal, that Ali had shown him, and which was attached to his life vest. He hesitated before activating it, trying to remember – the dead couldn’t see in infrared, could they? No, of course, that was impossible. They were no longer human… but they still had human-issue eyes. And human eyes couldn’t see in that part of the spectrum. It was just basic biology, and optics. 
 He pressed the rubberized button. Nothing changed that he could see. But of course that was the expected behavior. He couldn’t see in IR either. 
 He then paddled around in a circle again, scanning frantically. 
 Nothing. 
 God, how he wished the rain would stop. Then he wouldn’t feel so… isolated. Trapped. He knew the carrier, and the destroyer, both of which Ali had described to him, couldn’t be very far away. But aside from the streaking tracer fire, he couldn’t see a thing. It was like a bad dream: no idea where he was, no way to get out, only a dreadful and growing feeling that something was coming for him. He tried to fight the panic back down. 
 The effort cost him. 
 How long would he have to float here, waiting? Was anyone even coming for him? Had – he hated even to think it, but – had Ali even made it out of that spinning, diving, one-winged bomber at all? Oh, God…

 By heroic, Herculean efforts, she had managed to shove him out the door – to save his life, and not for the first time. But he hadn’t seen another chute open above him. Then again, most of what he could see above him was his own chute, as soon as he got it deployed. And then, so soon after, he’d been nearing the surface of the ocean, and had a whole new set of dangers and tasks to deal with… But he hadn’t seen anyone else. Not even Emily, who had gone out before him, and who had almost certainly gotten clear. Maybe her chute hadn’t opened? 
 Park realized now that what he needed to do was exercise some mental discipline. His bad thoughts were running away with him. And if he went along for the ride, they were going to lead him down a dark spiral of mental self-torture. 
 And down that road madness lay. 
 And if he had learned one single thing in his few days with Alpha team, it was this: not to panic, not to give in – to fatalism, to fear, to despair, to anything. To keep operating, keep trying to survive, to succeed. One of the operators, he couldn’t even remember which, had told him: “Whatever happens, keep moving and thinking. Countless millions have spent their last moments on Earth paralyzed by confusion. Don’t be among them.” He had only been a few days in the company of these people. But the lesson, their example, had come in a very high dosage. 
 It was almost impossible to be around these men, and one woman, and not have their calm, dynamic, unflappable, never-quit attitudes rub off on you, at least a little. 
 Maybe it would be enough to see him through this. 
 * * * 
 Park had just decided to act, to take responsibility for his own survival, and had started paddling toward the distant source of the tracer rounds, hoping it was the destroyer… when a semi-translucent green rectangle blotted out the tracers and faint ambient light, darkening his patch of ocean even further. After startling, he immediately realized it was another parachute, coming down only a few feet from him. 
 And as it flared and splashed in, he could also instantly tell who it was – Ali. 

Oh, thank God for that. He tried to remember the last time he had invoked a deity, in anything other than jest or mocking. But he sure as hell meant it this time. He felt weak with gratitude and relief. But he also felt pride – that he had formulated a plan of action, and had started executing it. Maybe next time it would count, and his resolution and calm would make the difference. 
 But right now, within seconds actually, Ali had gotten free of her chute, inflated her vest, paddled efficiently up to Park, and grabbed him by a life-vest strap. 
 “How we doing?” she asked, quietly and calmly. The two of them floated, facing each other, the rain coming down on their heads and all around, as if it was them against the world. 
 “Okay,” he managed – feeling his lip tremble from the chill. The water wasn’t freezing, but it was no hot tub, either. Not in late November, and in the mid-Atlantic. Or maybe he was trembling because he was so happy Ali was alive, and that she had found him. “Wait – how did you find me?” 
 She lifted the flap of his satchel and flexed out one of the inner pockets – revealing a small, rugged electronic device of some sort clipped in there. 
 “Personal transponder,” she said. “Only one we’ve got left. But you won that lottery.” 
 Park shook his head in wonder. She’d obviously tagged him with this without his knowledge, sometime before he jumped. (And it had been sometime before he jumped – back in Chicago.) But what really flummoxed Park was how she’d gotten out of that spiraling bomber. “Back in the plane—” 
 “Hang on,” she interrupted. “I’ve got to call for our ride.” 
 She reached into the long pouch on her vest, pulled out the rubber-banded flexible antenna of her MBITR radio, unwrapped it to its full length, and switched to what she ardently hoped was the right channel. Then she hailed the Combat Information Center on the Michael Murphy. 
 “DG One-One-Twelve, this is Mortem One detachment, on open water in your AO. How copy?” 
 To no one’s greater surprise and relief than her own, a response came back almost immediately. Advantages of being local, finally. They had come a long way. “Mortem One detachment, you have CIC on the Murphy, we are call sign Warhero. Go ahead with traffic.”

 Ali decided to screw the formality of radio protocol. “Yeah, Warhero, we were sold some story about a helo and rescue swimmers fishing us out of this soup. Also be advised that our group includes the Papa Charlie from Op Secunda Mortem. Repeat, we are the precious cargo. Over.” 

“Warhero copies all, Mortem. But be advised: both of our rotary-wing assets are currently engaged with replenishment and fire-support ops for the flat-top in contact. We are retasking one of them to recover you now – but she’s close to bingo fuel, so will not be able to linger long. We’re going to need you to stay at your current position and be ready to move. Repeat, stay put. We’ve got your grid reference, and will come to you. How copy, over?”

 Ali spat some water – more heavily loaded than Park, she was even lower in the water – then pressed her PTT button. “That’s a solid copy on all, Warhero. However, that is negative on maintaining our position. We still have one pax unaccounted for, and we have to move to recover. Interrogative: do you read our transponder signal?” 

“Wait one… That’s affirmative on the transponder, Mortem. We have you up on our big board now. Still strongly recommend holding that position. And if you do move, mind where you do it. There are multiple hazards in that water – debris from the battle, not to mention one shit-ton of Zulus, over.”

 “Roger that, Warhero. Just have your fliers follow our beacon, and watch for our IR strobe.” 

“Roger that, Mortem. Your ride is call sign Firehawk Two, and will be en route your location shortly. ETA approx eight to ten mikes, over.”

 Ali exhaled some chilled breath. Eight minutes – they could do that. “Roger that, Warhero. Signing off now to save juice. But stay in touch. Out.” 
 As Ali folded her radio antenna back up and got it stowed away, she scanned the splashing, hazy surface of the water around them, as if plotting a course. 
 Park asked, “Where are we going?” 
 “To find Emily. I didn’t get her off that pirate boat and all the way to the coast just to lose her now. Come on. Stay close.” 
 The only thing Park liked less than the idea of blundering around this haunted stretch of ocean was being separated from Ali. So far, Alpha had meant life. He wasn’t about to place his bet elsewhere now, so he started paddling quietly after her. Still, he couldn’t help but be terrified that they seemed to be swimming in some random direction; and he couldn’t keep from asking her about it. 
 “Not random,” she said over her shoulder, and around a mouthful of seawater. “I spotted her chute in the water on my way down. I just had to pick you up first.” 
 Park calmed down, reassured by this. Though the dim light, the unknown black ocean below, the splashing and haze all around, and the raging battle overhead still jangled his nerves. 
 And then suddenly they heard the sound of screaming – a high-pitched female voice. 
 Park froze. 
 Ali stopped paddling – but not for long. She unclipped her life vest, pushed it at Park, and said: “Wait here.” Then she took off in a high-speed crawl stroke. 
 Straight toward the sound of the screaming. 





 The Floating Dead 
 Off the Coast of Virginia Beach 
 The yacht skimmed across the water, now four hundred yards from where thousands of undead staggered down the beach and into the ocean. It was, Wesley believed, one of the most bizarre scenes he had ever witnessed. They couldn’t all be following his small group in the boat. In fact, most of the creatures weren’t even heading toward them, but just pushing forward in the same direction as the others, staggering into the water in a lemming-like exodus, and then disappearing under the waves about fifty yards out. 
 There was nothing driving them forward that Wesley could see. It was baffling. But, what he could see out in the distance was the JFK, just coming into view. Visibility was getting worse by the minute, with the rain now lashing down in a torrential downpour, and the wind buffeting everything that offered any kind of resistance. When the towering profile of the giant warship came into view, and Wesley saw what surrounded it, his stomach nearly dropped out his ass. This was not what he had promised the bedraggled bunch of survivors who had joined them – a safe haven, and a way to escape from the U.S. to relative safety in the U.K. 
 Even though the Kennedy lay a good distance offshore, the dead had still somehow managed to reach it. And now, as Wesley watched the creatures pour down the beach and into the water, he finally figured out where they were all going. A new landfill had formed between the shore and the carrier, one not only built by man, but built out of man. Dead ones. Wesley could see the trapped ones writhing in the water, trying to break free, but they were crushed by thousands of others running across the dead-flesh bridge and piling up against the front of the carrier. And there had to be tens of thousands of them trying to get up there. 
 Hovering above the very tip of the massive ship was a helicopter, its door gun firing into the the tip of the pile of bodies, cutting it apart. Across the front of the carrier Wesley could see that a rampart, a defensive wall of sorts, had been built, and now hundreds of the dead were pouring over it. 

They’re already losing this battle.

 Wesley turned to the man standing next to him, and Burns looked back, shock evident in his eyes. “This doesn’t look like the kind of rescue party I was hoping for,” Burns said. 
 “No. Not really,” said Wesley, shaking his head. “This isn’t what I was expecting, either.” 
 Burns sighed, and looked around at his bedraggled group of survivors, some of them injured. 
 “Look,” Wesley said. “They have a hospital on that ship, and Melvin says we can get on board at the back. The dead may not even get to that part of the ship. And they must have an escape plan of some sort.” 
 Burns shook his head, but kept the yacht heading out to sea, toward the stern of the carrier. 
 “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I’m out of fucking ideas. We can’t go back on shore without heading at least fifty miles north or south, and we don’t have a lot of fuel, so it’s a one-way trip whatever we do. But this shit show…” He indicated the battle for the carrier. “It doesn’t look like a good option.” 
 Wesley kept his silence, and glanced over at Derwin, now slumped on the deck. One of the women was cradling his head and trying to give him some water from a Thermos cup. But he was looking more pale by the minute, and Wesley knew he had to get him back to that hospital, and fast. “Can you at least drop us off at the back? Melvin says there’s a dock back there that we can get onto.” 
 “Sure,” Burns said. “We can do that, at least.” 
 Wesley scanned the sea ahead, boggling at how dark the water was. It hadn’t seemed that way when he had been up on deck, looking out at the clear, blue waves a few days before. It had to be the weather, he thought, but that just didn’t feel right. Ahead, about 150 yards, he spotted something, or somethings, bobbing along, drifting slowly out to sea. He squinted, trying to focus in. 
 There were two bodies, both submerged up to their chests, maybe five feet away from each other. Burns must have clocked them too, because he frowned at Wesley. 
 “Floaters,” he said. “I’ll steer us around them. Don’t want those bastards clinging on to us.” 
 The yacht veered right and started to circle past the two bodies. As they got closer, Wesley noticed that one wore a helmet of some kind, and Wesley thought it looked like one of the big bulbous pilot helmets. The front visor was smashed, and he could vaguely make out pale skin in the dark interior. Both of the bodies were wearing inflated life jackets, though the one worn by the pilot looked only partially inflated. Nearby, maybe a dozen feet away, a sheet of gray-white material, probably a parachute, drifted in the water. 
 Then Wesley got a good look at the second one. It only had one arm, the other just a raw, red socket that revealed glaring white bone across the shoulder. Most of the creature’s face seemed to be missing, leaving a bright, washed skull exposed, the jawbone and teeth opening and closing mindlessly. Its other arm was intact, and reaching out toward the pilot, reaching out and trying to grasp and pull. 

Zombies don’t bother with other zombies, Wesley thought. Everyone knows that. So what’s wrong with this picture?

 Then it hit him. The pilot wasn’t dead. 
 “Melvin!” Wesley barked. “Get over here, I need you. Burns, that one there isn’t dead.” 
 Burns turned quickly, his eyes wide and staring at the two figures. One was motionless, the other reaching, clawing, slowly moving toward the unconscious figure in the water – just five, four, then three feet away… 
 But then Melvin was there, lifting his rifle. 
 “I’ve got it,” he said, steadying himself against the railing, and leaning out as he carefully aimed. The rifle cracked once, and then again as the others watched. He squinted deeply at the two figures, and let out a long sigh, then fired a third time. The one-armed zombie went over on its side, most of its already smashed-in face now missing. As the boat swung closer, Wesley heard a faint hissing sound, and he just caught sight of the hole in the inflated lifejacket that Melvin’s second shot had made, before the creature sank below the surface. 
 The second one snapped to consciousness at the sound of gunfire, and now began flailing, panicking. 
 “Let’s get him in,” said Melvin, but several others were already at the side of the boat, two of them reaching out toward the thrashing pilot, and another pointing a shotgun at him. 
 “Careful,” cautioned Burns. “He may be alive but still infected. Check for wounds before you pull him in.” 
 Wesley held on to the handrail and watched as they pulled the body on board. The pilot slumped against the deck, then reached up and struggled to pull off the smashed helmet. With some help from the others, it finally came off, revealing a mane of long, wet hair and the bruised and battered face of a woman. 
 She coughed, and then breathed heavily, looking around at her rescuers. 
 “You’re the folks in the boat. The ones who were trapped in the inlet…” 
 “Yes,” said Wesley, kneeling down next to her. “That was us.” 
 “Good…” she said, between gasps for breath. “Wasn’t all pointless, then. I was afraid you wouldn’t get out.” 
 Wesley smiled. “You were in the plane that blew the shit out of the bridge?” 
 The pilot nodded. 
 “I’m Andrew,” he said. “Erm… Second Lieutenant Wesley. Thanks for helping us out back there. I owe you.” 
 “Hailey. Lieutenant Wells. And thanks for stopping that numbhead from munching on me. Really, I think we’re even now.” 
 Wesley sat, back, impressed, and watched as the bruised but not badly injured woman caught her breath. 
 “Lieutenant, eh? I guess that means you’re in charge.” 
 But the pilot shook her head and grinned. “Nice try. With my aircraft gone, now I’m just along for the ride…” 





 Without Limit 
 The JFK Flight Deck 
 Handon slapped in a new mag from one of his vest pouches, which he had refilled at the forklift – as had everyone else stuck in this Zulu-Dawn-style shit-storm. He was shooting a lot, but not as much as the militia standing on the front line. Right now, he was mainly doing what the remaining Marines, as well as his own people, were – running to the spots where things were worst and pitching in there. By this means, and using a lot of fingers, they were holding the dyke. 
 Barely. And for the moment. 
 The rain had slackened again, and there was more ambient light with lighter and thinner clouds. But it was still cool and windy, and it looked as if the storm could rekindle itself at any moment. Handon hopped up on the forklift for a better look at the tactical picture. A couple of sailors and one of the Marines were already up on there, shooting down into the attacking dead. Casting around, he got a good look at the state of play, his first in a while. 
 In a way, having the line pushed back was not such a bad thing: those dead that survived the fire from the destroyer and came over the ramparts now had a good eighty meters of deck to cross. And they were taking fire the whole time – from the skirmish line, from the guys on the forklift, and even from the Marine sharpshooters and grenadiers back on the island. 
 They also now had hundreds, if not thousands, of their destroyed buddies to climb and clamber over. The whole front of the deck was turning into a huge, open-air, dead-meat market. 
 And it was a hell of a daunting sight. Handon had never seen so many in one place – not even in Chicago. It seemed to be a mix of Zulus (the slow ones), Romeos (runners), and Foxtrots (the nightmares). Luckily, the proportions were pretty favorable – maybe 70/20/10. Handon didn’t know if the storm had been blowing across North America, picking up dead guys in various flavors as it went. But he did know that if all of these had been Foxtrots, their lines would have been overrun, the defenders wiped out, and the carrier lost, all a hell of a lot earlier in the day. 
 It was also starting to look like Handon’s big coup of recovering three or four pallets from Ammo City was a fairly minor stopgap measure. Because, looking behind him at the front of the forklift, he could see that most of the crates had already been hollowed out. He wasn’t in a position to do a precise ammo manifest, but suffice it to say there was a hell of a lot less of it, only a few minutes after he secured it. 
 Looking out to both flanks and forward, Handon now belatedly but very clearly perceived something else that he hadn’t before: the dead were no longer coming over only the front edge of the carrier. When he’d first touched down, he could see they were already surging around the sides, out to maybe 10 or 15 meters – and, in fact, the ramparts had been built out around the sides somewhat, to account for this, and counter it. 
 However, that 10 or 15 meters had already become 30 or 35. And it was pushing out more, and fast. With a sinking shock of realization, Handon knew now this had always been inevitable. There were thought to be ten million of them. They weren’t all going to pile up at the very tip of the boat. Of course they were going to spill around to both sides, and start piling up there. And with every additional foot of flight deck they came over, they stretched the ranks of the defenders ever thinner. 
 Eventually – more like “really soon” – the mountain of dead was going to surround the boat completely. And then they’d be attacking the flight deck from every side, in a full 360-degree assault. Or, put another way, the living would be in 360-degree, all-around defense. And there weren’t nearly enough of them to manage it, and fewer all the time. The attrition of the militia was slow, but steady. 
 And, anyway, Handon remembered, they were all pretty much fucked as soon as the tide surged up to the hole in the starboard hull. Handon really had no good idea what they were going to do about that. 
 Come to notice it, the current line was fixed just ahead of the hole. But, for a minute or two in there, it had been total chaos, and there had effectively been no line. Had the hole been defended during the two breakthroughs? He was in no position to know. If there were dead below decks now, the crew would just have to deal with them. Though he figured somebody ought to at least alert CIC, or whoever was running this whole shit circus from perfect safety up in the island… 
 * * * 
 Commander Drake blasted through the door into CIC, moving as he had been all day like a man possessed – possessed, perhaps, by the will to live. Ordinarily, he would be running the fight from CIC – or, rather, a bunch of his subordinates would be running it on his behalf, and under his orders. Then again, ordinarily, the fight would be happening at standoff distances of tens or hundreds of miles, and fought with long-range missiles and fighter interceptors. And if anything got even so close as to be in fucking visual range, the CIWS and Sparrow missiles would take them out. 
 But today the fight was nose-to-nose, and they were slugging it out right in the trenches – or, rather, right out on his goddamned flight deck. So the Flag Bridge was the better place for Drake. He could see most of what was going on, and a get a high-level view of the fight. But he also found he had to keep running up and down, from deck to deck, to deal with different emergencies. His legs and lungs were feeling the burn, and he hoped this got him in really good shape, in case he or any of them managed to live through the day. 
 Ignoring all the other chaos in CIC, most of it directed by LT Campbell as if she were some kind of high-tech orchestra conductor of industrial-scale violence, Drake dashed across the floor and found Captain Martin where he’d left him: staring at his own laptop, along with four other displays built into the two consoles that had been earmarked for his use. 
 “Sitrep,” Drake said, the possibility of formalities not even occurring to him. 
 Martin looked tired, stressed, and slightly pummeled – that made him and everyone else on board. “I don’t know,” he said. “We’re not there yet. I don’t think we’re there.” 
 “Why not?” Drake leaned in. He could see the drone’s-eye view of the battle on one of Martin’s screens. The jet-powered UAV was mainly staying out off the bow of the carrier – though there were other demands on its time, and it was occasionally re-tasked for brief periods – so that Martin could have his view of the undead storm, and the general state of play. Or, rather, his view of the mass of dead piled up to, and increasingly around, the prow of Drake’s fucking ship. 
 “I’m not sure,” Martin said. “They’re not stacking up as thickly in the front as I’d simulated – and the mass of them on the deck itself now may be significant enough weight to count against us.” 
 “How can you tell?” 
 “What I’m doing here,” Martin said, demonstrating as he narrated, “is taking screenshots and doing volumetric sampling and estimations based on the 2-D images, using objects of known dimensions and distances in the foreground and background for scale.” 
 “And?” 
 “And they’re coming at us at the predicted rate – but they’re coming over the prow onto the deck faster than I predicted. Much faster. They’re basically a hell of a lot more aggressive than I programmed them in the model.” 
 Drake shook his head. “Yeah, real life’s so often a disappointment that way, isn’t it?” 
 Martin sagged. “At the end of the day, the mass, weight, and pressure of dead are all lower than I’d predicted at this point.” 
 Drake cursed silently. “And the tide?” But all he had to do was check his own watch. He saw they were only a few minutes from high tide. He changed questions. “How about the seabed?” 
 Martin brightened slightly. “A bit better news there.” He pivoted to another monitor, which showed an extremely murky undersea view. This was being provided by their Mk18 Kingfish UUV, which was piloted by a sailor a few seats over – Martin simply shouted requests at him (“Pan left!” “Swing round to the starboard side!”) as necessary. Right now it was doing a slow swim-by of the port side of the keel, close to the bow. Great, horrible, writhing masses of not-so-slowly decomposing corpses covered the seabed, as well as piled up against the hull of the mighty warship – all of them digging and grabbing and writhing, trying to climb up, or dig down, or just get into the carrier directly. 
 “The bad news,” Martin said, pointing at the screen, “is that they’re totally covering the ocean floor around the front of the keel, so I can’t actually see what they’re doing to the seabed.” 
 “And the good news?” 
 “I presume they’re doing to it what they were back when I could see them – scrabbling and digging. The lower down they are, the more interested they seem in the cavitation and other noises coming from the hull. And the ones at bottom are digging down, just as the ones on top are climbing up.” 
 “Great. So what’s the problem?” 
 “It’s just very difficult to judge the net effect on the sandbar from this murky video.” 
 Drake started to tell him he was in no position to give a flying fuck about one man’s difficulties with video clarity right now. But as they both watched in real time, the UUV operator did something he shouldn’t have – he swam in too close. Maybe it was the noise of its propeller, or the swivelling of its camera, that drew the attention of an undersea corpse, which twisted off the pile it was on, and half-lurched/half-swam toward it. This caused a minor avalanche of aquatic Zulus, which collapsed over the camera view on screen. First the video jerked, then twisted downward – then it filled with a rotting, torn shirt, and a breast, complete with nipple. 
 Then it went black. 
 “Oh, son of a bitch,” Drake spat. He looked over at the operator, who had the face and body language of a man who’d really just fucked up. “Get that asset free! Power it up!” 
 “Yes, sir,” the man said, fighting his joystick. 
 Drake looked back to Martin. They were out of time. They were out of everything. He cut to the chase. “Do I order the Murphy to start pulling? Or don’t I?” 
 Captain Martin took a deep breath. “How much fuel have they got?” 
 “Limited.” 
 “Then wait. I don’t think we’re there yet.” 
 “Fine. But we’d damn well better be there soon. Because we are this close to losing the flight deck.” 
 Martin grimaced. “It’s not going well?” He’d been down here in the dark cave of the CIC. And despite his flexible and high-tech views of the masses of dead beneath and above the ocean surface, he was basically ignorant about the fight happening right outside his door. 
 Drake shrugged. “A lot better since the destroyer’s weapons reloaded and started up again. You do have to love the way a large-caliber electric Gatling gun improves everyone’s day. However, when those guns run dry for good, and their ammo is going fast, the defenders on deck are going to be looking at the end. It’s only the destroyer that’s been keeping them from coming over the ramparts at four times the rate they currently are.” 
 Drake had just decided he didn’t have time to shoot the shit with the Brit anymore, when a junior officer from the Bridge trotted up and hailed him. “Commander! We’re getting reports of Zulus below decks.” 
 “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Drake said, turning toward him. With no parting to Martin, he turned, grabbed the ensign by the arm and headed for the ladder. As they half-trotted, he said, “Are we overrun?” 
 “No, sir. It’s just a couple of scattered reports of ones and twos, mainly ones. From what I can tell, we’ve taken them down, instead of them taking us.” 
 “Son of a bitch. That still means we’re in serious danger of shipwide outbreak – and getting ourselves hollowed out from the center. Which frames?” 
 “Got a list for you here…” With this, they blasted into the Bridge, where the activity was slightly less hectic than in CIC – and where the view of the danger flooding over and all around them was in plain view out the screens. 
 Drake grabbed the printout with one hand, and a hand mic with the other. Had the dead gotten in through the hole during the chaos of the breakthroughs? Or had the level of the dead pile reached up to the hole from the waterline? The difference mattered. Though their immediate response to it didn’t. 
 He gestured vaguely at the ensign with his hand mic. “Tannoy, ship-wide, go, go…” The young man punched it up for him. Drake spoke into the mic. His voice emerged – louder, crisper, and slightly mechanical-sounding – pouring out across every part of the ship, from down in the bilge rooms, out across the flight deck, and all the way up to PriFly. 

“All hands. All hands. We have reports of a SMALL NUMBER of single Zulus below decks. Full alert at all stations. Do not leave your station unless critically important duties require it. Repeat, you are confined to stations. And be advised: if you have any doubts about ANYONE, you shoot to kill – and sort them out later. We are NOT going to have another outbreak on this vessel. Regardless of the individual cost. That is all.”

 He threw the mic at the console. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered. If it wasn’t one goddamned thing, it was another. Then again, if it wasn’t this, it would have been something else. But once again – or, rather, much more than ever before – it was all falling apart around his ears. 
 The ensign brought him back out of his own head – which, thank God for that, because it was turning into a really crappy place to be. “Commander,” he said. “There’s one other thing that’s been spotted below decks.” 
 “What now?” 
 “Gunny Fick. And his fire team. Back from their mission.” 
 “Holy fucking shit,” Drake said. “Seriously?” But he didn’t wait for an answer to that one. “Have they got the scientist? And the vaccine?” 
 “Unknown, sir.” 
 “What the fuck does ‘unknown’ mean?” 
 “We’ve radioed across to the Murphy. The scientist evidently went into the drink. And the Murph’s open-water recovery op is in progress.” 
 “Do they have comms with their helo and divers?” 
 “Unclear, sir.” 
 Drake energetically cursed the fog of battle, which never seemed to go away, no matter how much technology they threw at it. In fact, the tech often seemed to make it worse. Then he remembered Gunny Fick was back on the boat. That simple fact made him feel better already. 
 “Get Fick’s ass on the horn.” Drake exhaled, but didn’t quite smile. “First decent news in several lifetimes…” 
 * * * 
 Fick and his Marines banged into the hospital through its double-width hatch, Fick carrying the front of the litter with Reyes on it, Brady and Graybeard sharing the back end. 
 Several hospital staff – doctors? nurses? techs? Fick didn’t have the time or energy to sort them out – looked up in mild alarm. Fick also saw two sailors in fatigues on some kind of guard duty; one carried an XM29, the other had a 12-gauge. In this first room, a handful of men and women were being treated for what looked like minor injuries – burns, concussions, blunt trauma… but they were all being watched like hawks by the two guards. Further inside, in the other treatment rooms and operating theater, one or two more seriously wounded were being tended to. Fick didn’t know if there were other guards back there, but he hoped so. 
 Nodding vaguely to everyone and no one, Fick led his team to an open examination table, where they plopped Reyes down. “Okay,” Fick said. “Good to go?” 
 “Yeah, Gunny,” Reyes said, looking up and around from his prone position. He punctuated that by putting his hand on his pistol on his chest rig. Fick reached to his belt pouches, emptied them of pistol mags, and laid them down on the table where Reyes could get at them. 
 A woman in surgical garb walked up and said, “Patients have to be disarmed, Master Gunny.” Fick checked her insignia and saw she was a Lieutenant Commander, and, thus almost certainly a doctor, if not a surgeon – not to mention that she terrifically outranked him. 
 But in this instance, Fick didn’t give a pickled rhino cock about the woman’s rank. He gave her a heavy look. “Maybe you’ve missed the bit where the hospital is the single most dangerous place in a world overrun by the dead.” He held her gaze fiercely until she looked away. “Take a tip from me. You just got thirty-nine percent safer, with this man here with his weapon.” 
 The doctor didn’t respond, but just sighed. She then looked down at Reyes and started feeling him up and quizzing him about his injuries. Fick nodded and turned to go. But he found another scrub-attired hospital dude standing behind him with a phone handset from the wall, holding it out. “You Fick?” he asked. 
 Fick took the phone. “Yeah,” he said, impatiently. He was extremely anxious to get himself and his men to their penultimate stop – the MARSOC team’s storerooms, where they could refit and rearm, and even get new rifles – so they could then get to their ultimate destination: the fight up top. 

“Fick, Drake here. Welcome back aboard. We’ve got dead below decks. You’re gonna go police ’em up for me.”

 Fick took a big breath. “Thanks for thinking of me. But there’s a little battle upstairs, with my Marines in it, that has first call on my time and attention.” 

“No, Fick, you’ll do as you’re goddamned told for once, and here’s why: because we’re out of ready reserve, and because we have no one else to do this work, and because there’s no one better qualified than you. And because if we have an uncontrolled outbreak below decks, we are all. Fucking. Dead. The battle on the flight deck is winding down anyway.”

 Gunny looked alarmed. “What the hell does that mean? 

“It means we’re about to be overrun. And we’re going to retreat and button up inside this tin can. Now – you, sweep and clear. Check the following frames and compartments: Three-Seventy and Seventy-One. Four-ten through Four-fifteen inclusive…”

 Fick ground his teeth, but pulled a small notepad and pen from his sleeve pocket – snorting in amazement that it hadn’t burned up when he was on fire, or dissolved when he was parachuting through the rain, or otherwise been ruined in some close call he couldn’t even remember from his day so far… 
 * * * 
 Handon spotted two things, almost at once – first a pair of militia out toward the right flank getting in serious trouble. Maybe they weren’t making their shots, maybe they were fumbling their reloads, or maybe they were just getting overwhelmed by what, even Handon had to admit, was a pretty damned overwhelming threat. 
 The second thing was Henno fighting over to their position to try and support them. The two sailors were backing up, causing the line to sag – and staggering, lurching, grasping dead were getting way too close to them before being put down. 
 Moreover, Handon had just had the bracing experience of seeing one young sailor get bitten – and then get pulled off the line by another, whom Handon gathered was his buddy, perhaps a friend of many years. A Marine had tried to dispatch the bitten one. But the friend had screamed at the Marine to “fuck the fucking fuck off.” He was going to do it himself. 
 And he had. 
 Now Handon could see Henno rushing to prevent that same vignette of maximal horror and pathos from playing out again. But what Handon could see that Henno could not… was two Foxtrots leaping up onto the deck, several yards behind the line. There could be no doubt about it – they were being enveloped, and the process was accelerating. 
 But right now what Handon had to deal with was the fact that there were two fucking Foxtrots in their rear – and, as of right this second, evidently only he had clocked them. With the ambient roar of the battle, and everyone all tooled up and looking through their sights, and the never-ending threat coming from the front, and all the chaos, it was easy to fall into combat tunnel vision. 
 Handon brought his rifle up smoothly and took a shot on one of the Foxtrots. But the round only glanced the head, taking off a piece of skull and scalp, but leaving the gamboling, ravenous creature basically unimpaired. And in only another fraction of a second, it had taken down one of the militia in the line from behind. Fuck. It had been too far from him, and moving too wildly for Handon to make the shot. Now that it fell on the screaming and wriggling sailor, it was stiller, and Handon put it down with a second shot – which was too late for its victim. 
 The second one was still locking on to a target. 
 Handon leapt from the top of the forklift, praying to the gods of ankle support as he hit the deck, pulled his rifle back up as he ran, and put two rounds into the remaining Foxtrot’s brainstem. By the time he’d got there and done this, a few others behind the line had clocked the thing – but were so shaken to have leaping dead in their rear that they’d barely managed to stumble away. 
 Only Handon had raced forward, closing with the threat. 
 Now Henno, who while Handon was running and shooting had single-handedly cleared a wide area and some breathing room in front of the two struggling militiamen, turned to the rear and approached Handon. Only now did he see the two Foxtrots that had been coming at his back. He shook his head, and said, “Fuck’s sake…” Handon nodded. 
 Coulson ran up to both of them, looking slightly wild-eyed. Handon put his head close to the Marine’s. “We’re getting flanked!” he shouted. “On both sides! And it’s only going to get worse!” 
 “Roger that!” Coulson said. “The end is nigh!” With this, he pointed out to the starboard edge of the deck. “But it ain’t here yet!” And as if on cue, two MH-60R Seahawk helos crested up above the level of the deck, the wind from their rotors pushing little waves of water and gore across the deck, and ruffling the defenders. Handon figured they must have been skimming the sea surface on their way in from the destroyer. 
 The first bird leveled off there, just below the deck, while its door gunner brought his GAU-16/A minigun to bear on the mountain of dead now climbing up the side of the ship – the ones coming toward the vulnerable hole in the hull. The gun spun up, making that fabulous buzz-saw noise that always made Handon smile – there was no fire support quite like 6,000 rounds per minute of 7.62mm. And, of course, only the good guys had these things, so the noise always augured good tidings. 
 From where the defenders stood, unless standing right at the edge, they couldn’t see what was happening down below. But this high-firepower development couldn’t be good for the dead trying to climb up and enter the Kennedy through the hole. 
 Henno clapped Handon on the shoulder. “Result!” he shouted, even as the second Seahawk blasted over their heads, flared, and touched down on the deck. But the truly amazing thing was where the pilot – clearly a fearless and badass flier of the first rank – chose to set down. 
 Not behind the lines – but out in front of them. 
 The rotors were a bit too high to do anything like decapitate the dead. But the helo’s door gunner, on the side facing away toward the bow, certainly was capable of it. His minigun spun up and he started doing damage the individual militia with their rifles could only dream of. The rotor wash wasn’t hurting either – many Zulus were going down from the artificial hurricane, or actually being knocked over the edge of the deck and into the drink. The defenders took advantage of this badassery, stepping up their shooting, to get the foredeck clearer than it had been in a while. 
 Handon thought to himself that better was good; but this was still half-measures. The ones they killed would only get replaced by ones behind. There would never be an end to them. 
 Handon noticed that the bird was also canted at an odd angle – because it had settled down on a thick and uneven carpet of bodies. Some of those had been put down but not destroyed – many of them Predator’s handiwork, no doubt – and they wriggled and struggled around the three fat tires of the helo. But they weren’t going anywhere. 
 This was all just far enough from the line for something like safety for the militia – though it still seemed to Handon like damned tight quarters to be dropping in 53 feet of spinning rotary death. But it was all happening. In another second, the crew chief began shoving boxes of small-arms ammo out the door facing the line. It was clearly a lot more than they’d keep on board, so Handon figured they must have picked it up from the Murphy. 
 He trotted forward to help gather it up, and with that and no other preamble, the Seahawk lifted again. Through its cockpit glass, Handon could see the pilot talking into his chin mic. They were clearly leaving on the hurry-up, presumably in response to some new tasking. As they rose, a thin scattering of body parts fell away from the landing gear, dropping back down into the general meat pile. 
 Handon thought he might have preferred it if they’d hung around a little longer. But as it was, for the moment, the situation was manageable. Working together, the defenders got the resupply boxes moved back behind the lines, before the dead started resurging and really charging them again. But Handon genuinely didn’t know how long they could keep this up. 
 Hell, he wasn’t sure how long he could keep it up. He found he was too tired – plus too task-saturated, just staying alive and helping to keep the wheels from coming off their circle of wagons – even to calculate how long he’d been going now. But it was a hell of a lot of hours, during most of which he had been pushed to his limits either physically or cognitively or, most often, both. Everyone had a breaking point. It happened to be the defining characteristic of Tier-1 operators that they could carry on past theirs – often far past. 
 But no one could keep slugging forever. 
 As Handon levered the top off one of the ammo boxes, filled his pouches, and then cleared out to make way for others, suddenly something hit him like an anvil. Only his utter physical and mental exhaustion, and the peril he had parachuted into the middle of, could account for him not having considered this before. And it only occurred to him now when he heard one of the sailors shout at one of the Marines, sounding exhausted and half-panicked: “How much longer?!” The Marine snapped a look at his watch and shouted back, “Any minute! Just hold on a little longer!” as he ran off again. 
 Handon found Coulson, stuck his head into the Marine’s face. “What’s the endgame?” Coulson didn’t immediately get it. Handon tried again: “What are we holding here for?” He wanted to tell Coulson that, a long age ago, in the bomber and over the radio, he’d heard something about getting the JFK’s engines started. But, frankly, he was out of breath. Basically, he wanted to know why they didn’t all just lie down now, since there were effectively infinite Zulus, and – barring some plan for getting the ship out of there – being overrun was inevitable and only a matter of time. 
 And, given all that, lying down was starting to sound like a really attractive option. 
 Coulson nodded in understanding. “A flight of nuclear engineers inbound from UK! Due any minute! They’re going to pull-start our damned reactor, and we’re going to steam our asses out of here!” 
 Handon sagged a little with relief. “That sounds good,” he said. 
 Then he squared up, reloaded, and poured himself wearily back into the fight. Henno, Juice, and Predator – all of whom had sustained variously painful and debilitating injuries on this never-ending mission – were already there, throwing all of their skills, energy, resolve, and viciousness into the defense, without limit or reservation or thought for their personal safety. 
 Handon could do no less. 





 Dead Can Dance 
 Ocean Surface 
 Right now, Ali knew two things. One, the water here, at least a half mile offshore, was too deep to stand in – probably too deep even for five to stand in, all atop one another. And, two, she knew that Zulus can’t swim. Not even those God-blighted Foxtrots – they had leapt out of the water at her like giant evil spawning salmon back on Lake Michigan. But when they hit the surface, they dropped back under it again. 
 However, what Ali hadn’t counted on was… Zulus in fucking life vests. 
 Sure enough, sailors on board one of the vessels, almost certainly the carrier, had been attacked, infected, and then been knocked or fallen overboard – all while wearing their standard-issue Navy inflatable life preservers. Now there was a whole new menace. Like some kind of perverse surface fleet, or maybe just water polo team, of the dead. 
 And it was these that Ali found Emily frantically trying to paddle herself away from – and that had prompted her screams of terror. When she got away from one, another would loom out of the rain and mist ahead. She was on the brink of total, abject terror. 
 Coming out of her crawl stroke, Ali grabbed Emily, turned her around, gripped her across the chest, and started stroking backward with her legs and free arm – standard swim-rescue tactics, to avoid being pulled under by a panicking drowning victim. Emily wasn’t going to drown, as she had her life vest on. But she was definitely panicking. And she was only a few feet away from pallid hands and dead faces, which waved and splashed and grabbed at her, as water and air hissed out from their blue lips. 
 Once Ali had her a semi-safe distance away – going back the way she’d come seemed a good bet – she let her go, paddled around between the girl and the floating dead bastards, of which she counted three, though visibility wasn’t great, and plotted her next move. While treading water, she considered just paddling them both out of there, back to Park, and waiting for that blessed helo extraction. But she couldn’t know for sure how long they were going to be on the water; and she also wasn’t sure how well these things could locomote. They mainly just seemed to thrash around, and the dead definitely weren’t learning creatures. But it was at least conceivable that their random flailing and grabbing might actually get them somewhere. 
 That would be just like Ali’s luck, anyway. 
 She couldn’t count on her handgun without draining it first, so she drew her knife, breast-stroked around to the outside of the one on the left, darted in, grabbed it by the life vest, and put her knife through its head. The others locked on, perked up, and wheezed and gesticulated at her. But they didn’t seem to be going anywhere, so Ali used the first one as a flotation device, flutter-kicked her way over, and finished the other two. If there were any more, she couldn’t see them from there. 
 When she made her way back to Emily, the girl had stopped screaming, but was still whimpering quietly. It had been a rough few minutes. Ali pushed her undead life buoy away and said, “It’s okay. You’re okay, I got you.” 
 Emily seemed to steel herself, nodded, and managed: “Where were you?” 
 “Just a little delayed. I’m here now. Can you paddle behind me?” 
 “Y—yes.” 
 “Okay, then.” And Ali started a slow side-stroke back in the direction she’d originally come from, Emily paddling behind. In another minute, they were reunited with Park, Ali had strapped herself back into her life jacket, and the three of them floated in a cozy circle, facing inward. 
 Like they were waiting for the sharks to come. 
 * * * 
 Seemingly less prone to panic than Emily – though they’d see how he did when the floating dead got there – Simon Park was nonetheless enormously relieved at Ali’s return. He was glad, too, to see Emily, and glad that she had made it. If nothing else, she was the only other civilian on this military rocket-ship ride he’d been on lately. And while Ali often seemed to be the only thing keeping him strapped in, it was nice to have company. 
 And then again… as they floated wordlessly, the rain still pattering down and kicking up the surface of the ocean into fractal splashes and mist, the three of them spinning very slowly from some current Park couldn’t otherwise perceive… 
 Well, maybe it was the splashing and the mist and near darkness – but Ali started to appear inexplicably ghostly to Park’s eye. Ghostly – and oddly silent. It was true that, in the short time he’d known her, she had always seemed to glide around pretty effortlessly, or sometimes even invisibly. The other members of Alpha could have told him that was more or less her defining characteristic – coming and going like a ghost, usually having shot someone very far away in between. And she never wasted words. 
 But, now… she seemed positively spectral. 
 Suddenly, Park was seized with a crazy idea: had Ali actually died on that plane? 
 Because she had only just managed to get him out of there before it went over on its side. And he definitely hadn’t seen her come out behind him. 
 Could this be the ghost of Ali, now watching over them? Or was he somehow hallucinating? He shook his head, trying to clear it. But everything continued to look hallucinatory. Including their guardian, floating low in the water, her face expressionless through the rain and mist. 
 Finally, he couldn’t resist any longer. “How— how did you get out of that plane?” 
 Her face showed no visible reaction to this. When she answered, it was deadpan. “I didn’t,” she said. Park’s breath caught in his throat. But then she looked around them, her expression still placid, undid the clips on her life vest, and shrugged out of it again. 
 “Don’t go anywhere,” she said, then took a big breath – and dove. 
 When she went under she already had her LED tactical light in her left hand, while keeping the right one free, and not too far from her knife – but she didn’t turn the light on immediately. Only when she realized she could see virtually nothing did she click it on, mainly because she didn’t want to swim face first into— 

Ohh, shit… She frantically back-paddled, rising a few feet up toward the surface, but then steadied her position. For a second, she’d been nose-to-nose with them. 
 And she didn’t know if they were standing five levels deep, or ten, or only two… but there were a hell of a lot of wriggling dead bodies down there underneath them. And they were not far enough down for comfort. Ali guessed that with the uncountable multitudes of dead spilling off the edge of the continent, many hundreds, or thousands, or hundreds of thousands, were simply being shoved out along the ocean floor. It was like some massive volcanic super-eruption of the dead. Ali laughed to herself at this – how many natural-disaster metaphors were they going to bring to bear on this damned thing? 
 Anyway, they were never going to fill up the ocean. 
 Then again, they didn’t have to. All they had to do was pile up off the seabed a little higher – and the legs of the three of them floating there would come within grasping range. 
 Ali figured it to be only maybe another twenty or thirty feet. 
 And then their little idyll of floating out on the water was going to come to an ugly end. 
 * * * 
 When she breached the surface again, she didn’t make any mention to Simon or Emily that they were actually floating above an aquatic army of the dead. That fact wouldn’t have helped anyone, not least Ali, who needed to keep her civilian charges calm and compliant. 
 But Park wasn’t stupid. “Um,” he began. “What’s down there?” 
 Emily, for her part, just looked at Ali with those enormous eyes. Ali merely nodded at them both and got on her radio again, trying to get an updated ETA on their extraction. 
 But no response came back. Nothing at all. 
 Ali blinked the water out of her eyes and eyelashes. As usual, instead of cursing fate, much less freaking out, she just mordantly shrugged at this latest round of adverse circumstances. And she began trying to work out a Plan B. 
 Unfortunately, the only one springing to mind was that of swimming to the destroyer. Oh, well, she thought. That’s not so bad. There’d be some hazards – friendly fire, red-hot 30-mil brass falling in the water, ship’s propellers, that kind of thing. But those could be managed. No, what she was really worried about was that, one, they’d be swimming toward shore, which meant shallower water and higher pile-ups of dead; and, two, it was going to take these two no little time to cover the distance. 
 And getting to safety sooner would definitely beat the hell out of later. 
 They needed to get out of this water. 
 But at least Ali knew the direction and the rough distance to the Murphy – both of which she’d clocked during her short float down to the ocean surface. 
 “Okay, guys,” she said. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 But even as the other two paddled in tighter and listened with avid attention, Ali cocked her head and stopped speaking. Then she smiled. 
 “Never mind,” she said. “We’re all getting out of here – the easy way.” 
 And then Park and Emily could hear it, too – the roar of an aircraft engine, and the whir of rotor blades. With the muffling of the rain and the mist, and the distant roar of the battle, the sounds were followed by sight of the actual helicopter only seconds later. It came out of the mist, blew the rain around in great lashing gouts, and pushed the water on the surface away from them in concentric circles of thick swells. 
 Ali squinted through the thick and now extremely harsh spray that lashed at them in addition to the rain. She could make out the pilot through the rain-streaked left-side cockpit glass. He had a night-vision monocle clipped to his helmet, and Ali figured he’d homed in on the IR strobe attached to Park’s vest – probably after following a heading based on their transponder signal. 

Gotta love technology, she thought to herself. 
 She was feeling positively jolly at the prospect of finally being recovered, at the ass-end of a mission that had begun so many hours and lifetimes ago. And, with a little luck, recovery would be followed by some dry clothes, hot food, and a warm rack on a nice Navy warship. 

Yeah… that’ll do nicely.

 But they weren’t out of the water yet. 
 The port-side door on the Seahawk slid open, while the aircraft held a hover approximately twenty feet above the sea surface, and a fully geared-up Navy rescue swimmer – wetsuit, flippers, snorkel – slid to a sitting position on the lip. Then, with no hesitation, he slid off and dropped through the air, flippers extended, hands crossed over his groin. He hit the churning surface and slid straight under, popping up again a second later. With a few controlled and powerful strokes, he reached Ali, Park, and Emily. 
 The latter two squinted and shielded their eyes from the rotor-driven horizontal rain. 
 As Ali knew he would, the diver first established comms. “Can you understand me?” he shouted over the roar of the hovering helo. 
 “Affirmative!” Ali answered, giving him a thumbs-up. 

“Anyone injured?”


“Negative!”

 The swimmer then looked back up at the helo and raised his arm. On this signal, the crew chief tossed out a rescue strop. This was a long, buoyant, flexible, orange, single-strap harness, with D-rings at either end, and a long stretch of rope attached, which trailed back up to the bird. In seconds, the swimmer had recovered it. He then cast his eye over the three of them and swam up to Emily, grabbing her left wrist and turning her around in the water. 
 Before he could proceed, though, Ali grabbed his upper arm. “Him first!” she shouted, pointing at Park. She felt slightly bad putting Emily at additional risk; but of course Park had the fate of fifty million riding with him, so he was coming out first. And Emily would be just fine in the number-two position. The swimmer nodded, turned, and took hold of Park, wrapping the strop around his upper body and under both arms. 
 While he did this, Ali looked up at the hovering Seahawk, mainly just out of the perpetual sniper’s habit of always observing everything. She could still see the pilot calmly holding the stick; then, a bit behind him, the door gunner, watchful and stalwart behind his minigun, helmet, and face shield, sticking slightly out of the gunner’s hatch. Finally, behind that, there was the crew chief in the full-size door, monitoring the line, and waiting to pull people in as they were winched up. 
 And then something else caught Ali’s eye – something so unlikely and unexpected that it took her a second to clock it, and longer to work out what she was seeing. She squinted through the wind, rain, and lashing spray, her awesome visual acuity competing with the terrible conditions. It was something in the front landing gear, on the port side, the side facing them. 
 The Seahawk had three sets of fixed, non-retractable landing gear – basically fat rubber tires on shock-absorbing struts – two under the main part of the fuselage, and one under the tail boom. Each of the two forward wheels was mounted on two separate struts, one of which rose straight up into an oval hole in the helo’s body, the other pointing forward and up at a 45-degree angle, and attaching into a cowling that protruded off the fuselage. 
 These two struts basically formed a V, with the fuselage sealing the top. 
 Something was wedged in there, right in that V. 
 And Ali didn’t like the look of it, not at all. 
 Not least because it was directly below, and no more than two or three feet from, the door gunner – and his open gun hatch. 
 As Ali watched, not yet reacting, even if there had been any obvious way to react, the wedged-in ball of meat began to wriggle; and then to uncoil itself, stretching out into something that looked not entirely unlike a human body – but from the sternum up only. And then a grasping arm extended out from this ball of meat. 
 It reached straight up toward the barrel of the minigun sticking out the hatch. 
 * * * 
 Petty Officer Second Class Bruce Detrick stared out toward the horizon, his eyes protected from the wind and spray by the face shield of his helmet. Other than gripping the butterfly handles of his minigun, and being alert, there wasn’t much for him to do here. The other crew chief was responsible for winching up the rescue swimmer, and their little fishies, back into the Seahawk. 
 In any case, a water rescue was a hell of a lot less dodgy than the ostensible “resupply” operation to the carrier had been. Detrick for one called that a goddamn close air support and combat op, when they were landing in front of friendly lines and right in the middle of a mob of rampaging Zulus. 
 It had been Detrick’s minigun, and that alone, which had stood between the crew of Firehawk Two and rampaging death. Theirs was a hell of a bird, and more than a hell of a crew, and Detrick hadn’t been about to let them all go down then and there. Still, it had been a close-run thing. 
 And he’d only just now stopped trembling from the rush of adrenaline, and the close proximity to so many dead. He liked to think he enjoyed the rush of combat – none of which they’d seen any of since the beginning of this mission and their long journey back to America. But in the past, even when inserting or extracting Marines under fire, he’d generally been shooting at Zulus a little more than ten fucking meters away. 
 So, in his heart, he was relieved when they were called away for this water rescue. This at least was a straightforward mission, and well within their capabilities. Detrick saw the rescue strop follow the swimmer in, who would be wrapping up their first fishie now. He drummed the fingers of his right hand on the minigun handle. 
 And then he saw something he wouldn’t have expected to – not in a thousand missions, not if the ZA went on for a million years. 
 He saw an arm. 
 The Seahawk was holding a hover, over the ocean, at four meters up if it was an inch. 
 And still here came this arm. And it was followed by another arm. 
 The two arms pulled up a head and a torso – right over the top of his fucking minigun. 
 And Petty Officer Detrick freaked out so badly that, pushing and stumbling away from his station, he fell out the other open door behind him. The elastic safety strap clipped into his harness jerked him to a stop ten feet above the water. There he swung in open air, feet kicking, hyperventilating, sea spray lashing his helpless body. He only barely understood what had just happened. But he knew enough to be terrified about what was going on in the cabin above him. 
 The other crew chief, focused like a hawk on managing the line and the winch, never saw it. He only heard Detrick shout as he stumbled out the door into open air – and then turned and rushed behind him, peering out over the edge. And there was fucking Detrick, hanging in open air like a goddamned circus performer. And he for God’s sake had to reel him back in. 
 But then he heard an inhuman shriek behind him. Spinning around again, he saw half a zombie – a Foxtrot, in fact, now energized by the nearness of prey, shrieking and rapidly hand-over-handing itself across the deck toward him. And now he stumbled backward and fell out the starboard-side door right behind Detrick. 
 He was a larger and heavier man, and his own safety strap, when it went taut, jerked the whole airframe – and the combined weight of the two of them hanging there caused the whole helo to list to the right side. 
 Cursing aloud, the co-pilot twisted at the waist, and tried to see what in God’s name was happening back there. When he didn’t get an answer on ICS, he shouted: “What the fuck is going on?” 
 The half a Foxtrot locked on to the sound of his voice. 
 And then when it energetically dragged itself through the narrow crawlspace into the cockpit… there was absolutely nowhere for the pilot or co-pilot to escape to. Both clawed at their side arms – which neither had imagined ever having to use inside the helo in their worst nightmares – but both were too slow on the draw. 
 * * * 
 Ali actually saw, not only the two crew chiefs hanging by their safety harnesses, but a heavy gout of blood splash across the cockpit glass – from the inside. 

Oh, shit. That can’t be good…

 And then, with no other preamble, the whole 64-foot, 18,000-pound flying machine tilted away, radically, to its right – also pulling on the nylon line attached to the rescue strop, which had just been secured around Park. Its engines shrieked at the sudden strain, and the slack in the line was taken up in two seconds. 
 Reacting instantly, Ali looped her left arm between the strop and Park’s body and dug in, as she drew her knife from her boot sheath with her other hand. No sooner had she done that than both she and Park took off, skating across the surface of the water, dragged by the lurching, screaming, and evidently now unpiloted helo. 
 They were only pulled a few meters before Ali slashed out at the nylon line, severing it in a single stroke. The two of them sank back down into the water, both looking back toward Emily and the Navy swimmer. “Come on!” Ali shouted at Park, beginning to stroke back toward the others, fighting the waves on the water and the punishing spray, while tuning out the shrieking engines and the shouts of the others, continuing to operate inside the maelstrom. 
 Park kept his shit together enough to swim along behind her. 
 They’d only just covered the distance back to the others when the roaring and shrieking of the Seahawk grew in volume behind them again – rose to greater noise and violence than even before, when it had been nearly on top of them. Ali twisted her neck – and saw that whatever horror show was happening inside that cockpit, it had now caused the the enormous helicopter to reverse its initial lurch. Its first out-of-control maneuver had taken it maybe fifty meters away from them, to its right. But now it was tilted at least as radically on to its left side. 
 And it was coming right at them. 
 Rotors first. 
 It was actually in the process of going over on its side, and it was going to splash in, hard – perhaps not precisely on top of the two men and two women in the water. But way too close. And the spinning blades were on a course to run right over them. 
 Trying to breathe around all the vapor in the air, her mind running at light speed, Ali reversed her knife into an overhand grip and flashed it out again – this time puncturing Park’s life vest. With a second stab, she ruined Emily’s, and then finally her own. “Big breath!” she shouted, as the shrieking, whining monstrosity of the Seahawk and its screaming rotors came blasting toward them. “Now dive! Deep!” She feared she was going to have to grab one or both of them, but they both took huge lungfuls of air, and both dove hard, with Ali following right behind. 
 Survival is a universal instinct, and a hell of a motivator, and all they’d needed was the right plan. Miraculously – or, ordinarily, for her – Ali had come up with it. 
 And now they all stroked and dove for their lives, swimming for the bottom of the ocean. 
 Only Ali knew that the dead were waiting for them down there, too. 





 The Replacements 
 The USS Michael Murphy

 Captain Abrams stood outside on a starboard-side gangway, only a short walk from his bridge. He was near the stern, because that was the side of the Murphy that was turned to the Kennedy. Soon – or at least he damn well hoped soon – the destroyer was going to get to play its part pulling the carrier off that sandbar. And reversing their engines was unlikely to cut it – they were going to need all the power they had in their four 27,000-horsepower gas turbines to have a chance. So away they faced. 
 But that moment hadn’t come yet. And Abrams and the Murphy were under orders to maintain this position, which made it harder for them to support the carrier. This was frustrating. Abrams knew if they had full freedom of maneuver, they could be giving it to that tsunami of dead much harder and deeper. 
 With that thought, he heard another salvo of missiles launch with a mighty whoosh, this time from the fore cells, and saw them streak overhead with dazzling light and noise. The targeting had to be careful; and, in any case, the Kennedy was too closely engaged for blunt instruments like surface-to-air missiles to save them. Still, the guided-missile destroyer could slow and degrade the hundreds of thousands of Zulus making for the flat-top before they got in close. 
 Right now, Abrams was out on deck to peer into a small color video monitor inside a hard plastic case, displaying the video feed from their Raven drone, which he could of course have done anywhere. But he generally felt like he had a better handle on what the hell was actually going on when he was out on deck and there was some chance of seeing and hearing things with his own eyes and ears. 
 That was as opposed to, basically, playing a high-tech, high-stakes video game – which all his young enlisted men and officers seemed extremely comfortable doing. Abrams had played a few video games himself growing up. But his responsibilities were too grave to allow himself to fall into thinking of war in such detached terms. None of the lives of the 291 officers and men under his command could be cheaply spent; and, once spent, could never be replaced. There were no extra lives or power-ups. The dead stayed dead. 
 Or they used to, anyway. 
 Right now, with the assistance of a tech/drone pilot, Abrams was watching a disturbingly close-up view of the crew of the Kennedy battling for their lives on their own flight deck. And, the way the battle was playing out, it was obviously only the heavy weapons of the Murphy that were keeping them alive and on their feet. The last time Abrams had been out here on deck, it had been to scream at their Phalanx CIWS and Bushmaster gun crews. Fear had been an effective motivator, and the guns had gotten back up and mostly stayed up. 
 But Abrams knew nothing lasts forever. Every single belt of 30mm and 50-cal had been meticulously rounded up from every cranny on board. But they’d been burning through it for a long time now. Abrams had more missiles in the cells. But those were strategic, not tactical, weapons. He would continue to order more strikes on the dead out in the shallows, and perhaps even on the base of the pyramid of dead climbing, and not so slowly surrounding, the carrier. But only the tactical weapons could sweep their bow clear. 
 And now the dreaded word came. 
 “Captain!” A runner had been sent to find him. “Stern See-whiz reports they’re two mikes from being black on ammo. A little more for the Bushmaster, but not much.” 
 Abrams nodded, dashed back into his Bridge, and picked up the dedicated phone. “This is 112 Actual. Our support weapons are two mikes from going down. Repeat, two mikes left.” 
 The response came in slightly broken and distorted. Abrams could hear the raging battle in the background – somebody had left a porthole or hatch open on the Kennedy’s bridge. Or maybe they hadn’t. “112, repeat your last, over!”

 “We are two mikes from black on ammo! Two mikes! Our guns are going down!” 
 When Abrams clicked off, he reflected that he was still waiting for the order to start tugging. He stepped outside, to where he had a clear view of that enormous anchor chain – two anchor chains, actually – that had been secured to their own wildcat spool on the deck. It was like a symbolic lifeline, or umbilical cord, from the smaller ship to the bigger one. And for that reason it made Abrams happy. 
 Today, they’d been allowed to do their job – to protect the flat-top. 
 And, God willing, before the day was done, they would be instrumental in securing the carrier’s salvation. And that was a good day’s work. Not to mention the least they could for those men and women battling for their lives. 
 Abrams went back inside. 
 He didn’t particularly want to hear those guns going down. 
 * * * 
 “Say again!” Coulson shouted into his chin mic, one hand pressed against the side of his helmet. “Still negative copy, say again, say again!” He was too close to the front lines for playing general, but it was dangerous letting himself get much farther away from them. The roar and general tumult were atrocious. But at least the rain had stopped for the moment. 
 Handon was there with him, planning the next stage of the battle. As the acting ground commanders of the two elite forces that led the dwindling militia, these two were the top of the command food-chain – excepting only Drake and Campbell up in the island. And they were smart enough to let Coulson and Handon run their own damned battle. 
 “Copy that!” Coulson finally said, nodding. “We are executing Dunkirk now, repeat Dunkirk is go! Sparta Actual out!” Handon could see Coulson twiddle his radio channel, without needing to look at it, back to the squad net he used to run his own team. At least local comms were good. Coulson grabbed the back of Handon’s neck and shouted at his face. “We are ten mikes from both guns on the Murphy going down! For good! And when that happens, we’re going to lose this flight deck. Ten mikes!” 
 Handon nodded. He knew it had always been inevitable. He looked over at the starboard deck edge, just off of which the one remaining Seahawk and its door gunner were still blasting away at the pile of dead climbing up to the hole. That was damned helpful, but it couldn’t linger forever, and its ammo would almost certainly go before that. 
 “Okay!” Handon said. “What’s the play? What’s Dunkirk?” 
 “We’re gonna be relieved! The reserve force comes up from below – to defend the hole only! Half will go down in it, half positioned up top! And then we fall back to the island! And we defend that as long as we can, then button up inside!” 
 “Roger that!” Handon said – but then cocked his head. “Wait a second! We’re giving up the flight deck? How do you plan to recover the flight of UK engineers?!” 
 Coulson shrugged. “Beats the shit out of me! I just work here! Maybe they’re gonna parachute in?” 
 Handon mentally cursed the fog of war. It was always there. Or maybe it was his own fault for coming late to the fight. “Okay – what’s your plan for breaking contact?” This was almost a bigger concern, or at least a more immediate one. They were so closely engaged, Handon wasn’t sure how they were going have the time or space to retreat. 
 Coulson read his look. “Don’t worry, D-boy!” Handon also didn’t know how the Marine guessed his former unit of service, but people in the spec-ops community tended to sense such things. “The up-top half of the reserve is gonna take our place in the line on the right flank! Then—” But Coulson cut himself off. 
 The fire from the destroyer, strafing the ramparts, had abruptly stopped. 
 Handon checked his watch. “That was not ten mikes…” 
 “No,” Coulson agreed, looking off in wonder. “But… this is it.” Handon took his meaning. They were into the endgame now. Everyone knew it. And it didn’t look like ending well. 
 Out across the foredeck, an entire ravening army of darkness began pouring over the ramparts and spilling across the front of the ship. It was as bad as the first two breakthroughs put together. It was worse. It was like the expeditionary force of all the warriors of Greece coming at them across the Trojan Beach. 
 And no reserve force was anywhere in sight. 
 Not only were they not going to be able to break contact, retreat, and button up – but they were all going to die. 
 Right here and now. 
 * * * 
 “I’m wondering if this was all a stupid idea. You ever think we were crazy to believe we could save this ship? Maybe we should have just evacuated to the destroyer, while we still had the chance.” 
 The speaker of these words was Marine Corporal Raible. And he spoke them in a hushed whisper, huddled in a dark corner of the carrier’s cavernous and echoing hangar deck. Normally, pre-ZA, this deck had served as the carrier’s garage for aircraft. At 120 feet wide, 25 feet high, and a full 710 feet long – more than two-thirds the length of the entire ship – it was the largest room most of the sailors and Marines had ever been in, with the possible exception of the Superdome. Under normal operation, the hangar deck could hold more than seventy aircraft, as well as spare jet engines, fuel tanks, and other heavy equipment. 
 But, under the new administration of the ZA, nearly three-fourths of it had been turned into an enormous organic farm, complete with giant rows of planter beds, UV lights, and an irrigation system, all of it held in place by miles of scaffolding. Raible had always thought this was weird. And now he thought it wasn’t doing them a damned bit of good. 
 Nonetheless, he knew his duty. And part of that was maintaining a positive, can-do attitude. He was only letting slip his deepest, darkest doubts to the one person who knew everything about him. And that was Sergeant Atwell. The two of them huddled up against the bulkhead just a few meters from their half of the reserve militia force: fifty armed and armored sailors, who had received not quite a full day of instruction – and most of whom, before that, hadn’t fired a weapon since boot camp. 
 Thirty meters aft of them, in the same cavernous compartment, were the other fifty members of the reserve – as well as the two MARSOC Marines who would lead them. 
 Up above, all around them in fact, the bulkheads, the overhead, and the deck shook and rumbled with the fury of the unrelenting assault and battle taking place outside. It was like being locked in the trunk of a car in a high-speed chase and shootout – and knowing that, very soon, the trunk would pop open. And it would be their turn, to get ejected into the shootout. 
 The tension was horrendous. Which partially accounted for Raible’s confession. 
 Sergeant Atwell nodded at him sympathetically. He knew he needed to hear out the concerns of the younger Marine. But he also had to get the man’s head back where it belonged. Because they were about to get into the game. And Atwell was pretty sure it was going to be the Super Bowl of their military careers – with no next season for whoever lost. And definitely no TV timeouts. 
 This was the real deal. 
 Atwell considered his words carefully. He didn’t even bother pointing out that the destroyer, which was built to house 380 officers and men, couldn’t remotely accommodate anything like an additional 2,400, which was how many the flat-top currently held, even at half strength. Hell, the destroyer probably couldn’t even physically hold that many. But, anyway, the bigger point was, well, bigger. 
 “It’s not just the twenty-four-hundred of us on this ship,” he said, holding his buddy’s eye calmly and steadily. “We are the vanguard of fifty million. The last fifty million of us. In the world. And if this ship goes down, what do you think’s going to happen to their chances?” 
 Raible nodded and exhaled. “They’ll go down.” 
 “They’ll go way down. Never forget: we are fighting for everyone.” He grabbed Raible’s shoulder with his right hand and squeezed. “Anyway, always was it thus. We fight for those who can’t fight for themselves.” It was true. This fact hadn’t really changed. 
 It had just gotten more extreme, more desperate. 
 Both Marines turned now to face their militia. Both of them were totally tooled up in full battle rattle – plate carriers and tactical vests, helmets, knee pads, big .45 pistols in drop-leg holsters with spare mags, SCAR-L assault rifles hanging on tactical slings, and vest pouches bulging with sixteen rifle magazines apiece. Each also had a fat satchel charge slung over his back – for use when things were darkest, or most parlous, or the situation perhaps irretrievable. 
 Much more important than any weapons or gear, though, was that they were exquisitely trained and skilled – and, most critically, they had been selected, ultimately, for the same trait that defined all special operators. 

Resolve. 
 They would never quit, they would never falter, they would never give in, and they would die giving their last full measure, to the greatest of their exceptional abilities. And today they would also be leading these fifty men and women, who were not Marines, and were nothing like special operators. And their obligations to them were equally solemn – more so, if anything. As the Bible had it: the greatest among you shall be your servant. 
 Like all great leaders, they were foremost the servants of the men and women they led. 
 And it was now that they got word. The other force further down began filing onto the giant starboard elevator. This would lift them up to the level of the flight deck, where they would take their places mounting a final defense around the edge of the hole, holding off the endless masses of marauding dead pouring across the deck. But even they were not the last-ditch defense. 
 That honor went to Atwell and Raible and their fifty – because they were actually going into the hole. In planning, it had become clear that only so much could be done to hold off the rising tide of dead from up on deck. Men were needed down in it – to battle those coming up from the ocean – and to fight them hand-to-hand, if need be. 
 Atwell leading the way, Raible pulling up the rear, this second reserve force began their two-minute trot up ladders and through passageways, which would take them to the hatch leading out to the half-destroyed area of the ship that made up the hole. 
 And the hatch they would use was the last one that had not already been welded shut, or if too deformed for that barricaded in some way. 
 But there was one aspect of the plan that only the two Marines knew: that final hatch was going to be welded shut behind them. Surely some, maybe most, of the sailors, had they known, would have volunteered anyway for what was probably a suicide mission. But too much hung on this operation. Drake had chosen to sacrifice honesty on the altar of survival. Just as he was choosing to sacrifice, if necessary, these fifty to save the other 2,400. 
 And to save the ship. 
 However… they were still only halfway to their position, still filing down a long passageway, when all hell broke loose up top. 
 Something was not going to plan. 
 * * * 
 The pilot of the other Seahawk was clearly a badass of the first rank as well. 
 Because when the Murphy’s guns went down for good, and the levee broke at the ramparts, he (or she, Handon couldn’t see and didn’t know) reacted instantly – climbing up from where they were battling the pile at the hole, and in one smooth and immensely powerful swoop pointed their nose for the new disaster at the prow. 
 And with no hesitation, and in quick sequence, the helo released all four of its AGM-114 Hellfire missiles mounted on their two protruding weapons hardpoints. One after another these blasted off their rails in long jets of flame and trails of pale smoke, impacting the ramparts nearly in the same instant they were launched. 
 A 106-pound air-to-surface missile, with a shape-charged warhead packing a five-million-pound-per-square-inch impact, the Hellfire may be the best and most aptly named weapon in military history. Virtually the entire front edge of the flight deck disappeared in a rolling ball of fire and smoke that rose toward the heavens, even as flames and debris arced off into open air a hundred meters out in front of the ship. The roar was absolutely pummeling. Virtually every Marine and sailor fighting on the deck either fell or cowered down, covering their ears and eyes with gloved hands. 
 The Alpha operators were the only exceptions – they’d had enough danger-close dropped on their heads to know not to react. Usually, if you didn’t have advance warning, once the booms happened it was too late to cover up. Better to maintain posture and situational awareness. 
 When all of the flame and most of the smoke cleared, the ramparts were simply gone. 
 And so were thousands of Zulus. The whole top of the pile had been blown off. As had much of the front lip of the flight deck. But that was, obviously, the least of their problems. 
 Handon rose from his crouch and started urging the militia back into their lines and up into shooting postures. Because that missile strike had bought them, at most, a couple of minutes. Every corpse that had been killed would quickly be replaced, world without end. And the living were going to have to do something about it. 
 And when the smoke cleared, the other thing Handon saw was the Seahawk taking up a hover over the foredeck, its door gunner hammering away at the reconstituting ranks of attackers that climbed back up – and none of whom were going to have to climb over the rampart this time. Handon mentally heaped honor on the pilots and crew of that helo. They were clearly brave sons of bitches, not to mention super-skilled at their jobs, and also unflappable under horrendous pressure. 
 But that door gunner was also only going to help a little, and only temporarily. And even as Handon thought this, the minigun stopped – jammed, overheated, or (most likely) empty. 
 Handon looked around him in all directions. The air was still hazy from the gases and particulate matter of the explosions, and his ears still rang, as everyone’s did. The surviving sailors were getting back into their lines, and re-engaging with the thickening ranks of the dead. Handon squinted out toward the front of the boat. 
 Coulson grabbed him from behind, his hand pressed to his ear again. “Reserve force are one mike out!” he shouted. By this point, the front of the deck was already heaving with dead again, dozens of them coming in fast – then scores, then hundreds. Nothing fazed them, nothing but brainstem-death or dismemberment slowed them down. Handon had to give it to them. They were the most dedicated and mission-focused force he’d ever fought. 
 Handon pushed his brain, trying hard to think ahead. They were still going to have to break contact somehow, and displace to the rear, leaving the hole in the hands of the reserve force. And there was no possibility of doing so without creating some more breathing room – a lot more. He squinted out ahead again and thought: If one huge bang is good, two are better. But the timing had to be perfect. 
 Rifle up and blazing away again, Coulson shouted, “Thirty seconds!” 
 Handon pushed the man’s barrel down with his hand, leaned in, and shouted. “Remember how we took Ammo City?” 
 “Who could forget!” 
 “Well, I don’t think we’re ever going to be able to take it again!” Handon patted the two grenades left on his webbing. “May as well get some last use out of it!” 
 Coulson nodded. “Okay! But we gotta get the Seahawk out first!” 
 “Got direct comms?” 
 “Negative! Have to go through CIC!” 
 But there was no time, and Handon was already climbing up onto the forklift. The Seahawk was holding position, and the pilot wasn’t looking his way. Handon pulled his rifle into his shoulder and triggered off two rounds into the bulletproof cockpit glass, right beside the pilot’s face. She – hell, it was a she – twisted her neck in his direction, face showing alarm. Handon dropped the rifle on its sling and raised both hands straight in the air – the standard aircraft marshalling signal for “Assume guidance.” He could see the pilot nod twice behind the glass. He made a circular motion with his raised right hand, then a throwing motion out toward the ocean. 
 This was the standard signal for, basically, “Get the fuck out.” 
 The Seahawk did exactly that, nose dropping and accelerating away from the carrier like a really badass bat out of some especially unpleasant hell. 
 Handon palmed his two grenades, and pulled the pins. A glance down told him Coulson was doing the same – plus frantically radioing his team to get the militia covered up. 
 It was a long, precise throw they had to make from their lines out to Ammo City. 
 All four grenades arced high and long through the air, two and then two more. 
 All four settled, clattered, and skidded right into the aisles of stacked ordnance. 
 Four perfect throws. 
 Handon leapt off the back of the forklift. 
 To either side of it, sailors dove for cover. 
 The rippling wave of thrumming, devastating, pummeling explosions that followed made the Hellfire missile strike look like three M80s and a Roman Candle. 
 It almost took the prow of the USS John F. Kennedy clean off. 





 World on Fire 
 Below Decks on the JFK

 Fick had lamentably lost track of the security card to their stores and weapons room somewhere along the line. He thought maybe it was back in his berth. And he had no plans to burn more time swinging by there. He also no longer had his “masterkey” – the shotgun slung under his M16, which opened all known locks. But the stores hatch came open quickly enough from a pair of fat .45 rounds from his pistol. 
 “Tool up,” he said, swinging inside and hitting the lights. “And do it fast.” It was like a toy store for spec-ops hard-hitters – a rack of spare SCAR rifles, another one of M4s, rucks and belts and plate carriers and tactical vests. Spare uniform and boots. And, mainly, ammo and grenades – though Fick noted there was a hell of a lot less of that than when he’d last been in there. 
 It was just another sign that his Marines up top were in the fight of their lives. 
 Fick wasted no time in grabbing a rifle, filling his mag pouches, and moving out again. Graybeard and Brady hustled right behind him. The gunshot wound to Brady’s arm didn’t seem to slow him down. But that was only the worst and most visible of the wounds all of them were fighting through. 
 Fick clicked on the tactical light beneath the barrel of his new M4 carbine. It was damned dark down here – either because the vessel and crew were at battle stations or, more likely, because they were running out of power. With his rifle to his shoulder, Fick patrolled forward down the narrow companionway, while stealing a look at the notepad, now in his left hand, where he’d scribbled the frame and compartment numbers Drake wanted them to check. 
 In less than a minute, they were at the first one – the Auxiliary Machine Space, down on the Third Deck, and close to the stern. Not only were there no dead there – there were also no living. “C’mon,” Fick grunted, moving his reduced team out again. Next stop was forward and one level up – Ship’s Heavy Weapons Armory. At least this was guarded, as it needed to be. 
 Spotting the guard before the guard spotted him, Fick took the precaution of yelling, “Friendlies! Comin‘ in!” 
 “Hey, Gunny,” the young man said, lowering his M4. “You’re back.” The guy seemed to recognize him, though it didn’t go the other way. As acting MARSOC commander, Fick had a higher profile. And he didn’t have time to waste catching up anyway. 
 “You got any dead guys around here?” Fick peeked inside the big compartment. There was another dude there, also armed, and listening to a radio headset. 
 “Not sure, Gunny, if I’m honest. Thought we saw a figure way down the passageway, moving damned strangely.” 
 Fick cradled his rifle. “You check it out?” 
 “Nah. We’re not supposed to leave our stations. We shouted for him to stop, and then phoned it in to the station he looked like he was headed toward. Also to CIC.” 
 “Okay,” Fick said. “Stay put.” 
 And he moved his guys out again. 
 * * * 
 Reyes lay still, breathing peacefully, and listening to the battle up top. There was a hell of a lot of aircraft carrier between him and the fight. But still he could make out a thin buzz of small-arms fire. This was punctuated by peaceful little cottony whumps, which were grenades. At one point the room shook, four times in a row, which Reyes took a guess and figured might be air-to-ground missiles of some sort. 
 He hated missing the battle, but he was okay lying here for the moment. The doctor who’d examined him couldn’t really improve on Predator’s bandages – Pred was a Tier-1 guy, which meant he might actually have more medical qualifications than the doctor, at least in trauma and battlefield medicine. Unfortunately, Reyes admitted to the doc that he’d been blown up, and now she wasn’t going to let him go until they MRI’d his head. Reyes figured if his brain were hemorrhaging he’d have died by now. But he could still conceivably have a skull fracture. So he just lay still and listened to the battle buzzing around and above him. 
 Come to notice it, he could also feel the room around him swaying very slightly, from side to side. Which was an amazing thing to feel on a ship that big – 110,000 tons of displacement generally meant total immunity from stormy seas. And this one also had a bilge keel on each side, to prevent rolling. Reyes had to assume that whatever was tottering the Kennedy wasn’t the sea, and it wasn’t the foul weather. 
 He removed his gaze from the ceiling to the two portholes in the double-width hatch that led to the outside companionway, and also ran his thumb over the safety on his holstered side arm. This was the best way to make himself useful right now. Being vigilant. 
 And no sooner did he look over than a figure ran past the portholes. Running below decks, especially during a battle, was not totally unheard of. Reyes didn’t get any kind of a look at the guy. And then a shadow passed by, much more slowly. 
 And Reyes couldn’t even see what had caused that. 
 * * * 
 It was much the same at the next station Fick and his team checked out. 
 “Any dead here?” he asked. 
 “We thought we heard a scream, Gunny.” 
 “A scream.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Where’d it come from?” 
 “Down here? Hard to tell.” 
 Fick smiled tightly, then turned away to face Graybeard and Brady. “Okay, this is bullshit. I’m not gonna be the Inspector Clouseau of this goddamned ship. And these guys have got it in hand.” He paused and considered for one more second. “Fuck it, we’re going topside. C’mon – we’ll spot-check a couple more frames on our way to the island. And then we’ll come out fighting from there.” 
 * * * 
 Reyes was just about to attempt standing up, to go out to the companionway and check things out – when two gunshots erupted, followed by what sounded like an abbreviated scream. He blinked once, slowly, as the following thought hit him: 

They’ve gotten around behind the team’s sweep.

 And then the hospital hatch banged open. Behind it were three of them. One lunged straight at Reyes, who was prone on the examination table closest to the door. He had nowhere to go but over – so he simply rolled himself off the other side, hitting the deck hard, his chunky pistol appearing in his hand. From there, he had a look at much of the hospital behind him – and its staff reacting to the violent incursion. 
 He actually saw surgeons picking up scalpels. That was quality. 
 He also had no idea what had happened to the two armed guards – they were suddenly MIA. 
 Shouts and clattering, metallic things falling over. And hissy moaning, ramping up in volume. It was all happening very fast. And Reyes thought: 

They must have followed the smell of blood.

 He considered trying to stand, but figured he could instead just give them another couple of seconds. Sure enough, two of them came around his examination table, one on either side, both locked on to people further back. Reyes elevated his weapon, steadied his aim, and fired; then traversed to the right, and fired again. Two rounds total. Gore from the two heads painted the ceiling; and both disanimated corpses collapsed, never to rise again. 
 But he had counted three. That might mean he was going to have to try to stand up after all. But then he heard a shotgun blast, then two more. Pulling himself around the edge of the table, he saw one of the security guys had reappeared – and bagged the third one. 
 Within sixty seconds, hospital staff in scrubs and masks were cleaning all the surfaces, wiping them down with iodine, and getting back to work. 
 And they put Reyes right back where they’d had him – nearest the door. 
 And nobody said anything about disarming him this time. 
 * * * 
 When Fick, winded from climbing another eight flights of ladder, and also flashing back to running up and down that damned air traffic control tower on Beaver Island, finally blasted onto the Flag Bridge, he found Commander Drake and Lieutenant Campbell and a bunch of other officers and senior NCOs staring out the fore-facing screens. 
 They were looking down on what looked like a life-size game of Risk gone horribly wrong: the enormous, crazy battle out on the flight deck. 
 When Fick clapped him on the shoulder, Drake spun around and looked like he’d just come face-to-face with Sasquatch. “Jesus Christ, Gunny. You look like someone cooked you. And ate half.” 
 Fick ignored this. “What are we looking at?” 
 Drake faced front again. “You can see for yourself. We’re retreating. The flight deck’s gone.” 
 And Fick could see. The whole front of the deck was now a jagged, smoldering crater. A small force, maybe fifty men, was holding a semicircle at a spot just behind that, up against the starboard edge of the deck. Fick reckoned this corresponded to the gash in the hull that exploding magazine had made. He leaned forward, and saw a bigger force, maybe 175 or 200, falling back to the island. In that group were several of his Marines. 
 And, in between the two, all across the deck in fact, were palsied, tattered, staggering, lurching dead, running around like they owned the goddamned place. There actually weren’t that many of them – but even in the few seconds Fick watched, he could see more starting to pour over the front edge of the deck again, at an accelerating rate. The fixed defense he had viewed from the air was gone. It was now down to two beleaguered outposts of defenders – one around the hole, the other falling back to the island. 
 But Fick and his guys were damned well going out to reinforce them. 
 “Sir,” Fick said to Drake, throwing up a quick salute and turning to leave. 
 “Gunny!” Drake said, not quite stopping him. “Try not to look to the west if you can avoid it.” 
 Fick half nodded, having no idea what Drake was talking about. 
 But he was already out the hatch anyway, Brady and Graybeard right behind. 
 * * * 
 Handon tried to get some air down, as he was now running a significant oxygen deficit. But that aside, the fighting retreat had been a success – or at least not a disaster. The gargantuan explosion at Ammo City had nearly cleared the deck, and given them the breathing room they needed to break contact and displace to the rear. 
 They had actually passed the top reserve force, all of them fresh and bright-eyed, coming up on the elevator and heading forward, even as what was left of the main force went aft. Now they were setting up a perimeter around the island, the Marines supervising. 
 So Handon took four seconds to try and catch his breath, while Pred, Juice, and Henno helped the Marines set the lines. Though he found he was mostly breathing gasoline vapor – he’d gotten soaked with it in his little gambit to disinfect Predator. 
 Handon now heard a shout, and spun around to see a breakthrough in the line already. From all the fury and panic, he guessed it was a rush by one or more Foxtrots. Several sailors, only just put in position, broke and ran. As Handon brought his rifle up and tried to get a sight picture, a retreating man with a shotgun staggered past, nearly colliding with him – then turned and fired back toward the breakthrough, right across Handon’s body. 
 Sparks leapt from his barrel – a not uncommon occurrence with shotguns, particularly ones that hadn’t been cleaned recently. 
 Handon’s vision went red and white, and all the oxygen around him went away. 
 He realized he was on fire. 
 The vomit of sparks from the shotgun had ignited him, or rather the gas he was covered in. 
 He heard a loud bang behind him as he threw himself to the deck. But before he could even start rolling around, something large, heavy, and stifling landed on him. And as he and his clothing sputtered out, he worked out that what covered him was a fire blanket – almost certainly from that station on the side of the island, the one with the hose he’d used to wash down Pred. 
 But he didn’t know what was on the other side of it, not for another couple of seconds. Then the top of the blanket was peeled away. On the other side, lying full on top of him, was Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick. And he was damned heavy. Handon could barely draw breath. 
 “Fick. What the hell?” 
 “Handon? Jesus Clit-twiddling Christ.” 
 But then Fick’s expression changed in a flash, and his handgun appeared from nowhere, rapid-firing almost before it was clear of leather. A third heavy body fell on the pair of them, Fick quickly shoving it off. Handon looked over. It was one of the Foxtrots. 
 When Fick finally got to his feet, and pulled Handon up after him, they found the breakthrough had been contained, and the other Foxtrots put down. The lines were still firm – and the ranks of dead on the other side still relatively thin. They still hadn’t really repopulated the flight deck yet; though that was coming. 
 First things first, Handon put his hand up to his head. Yep, he still had hair. That was a damned quick reaction by Fick to put him out. On the other hand… 
 “What the hell are you doing here?” Handon asked. 
 Fick said, “What are we doing here? I thought you were going to the fucking destroyer!” 
 “I thought you were,” Handon said, exhaling mournfully. 
 He looked around Fick and saw Brady and Graybeard emerging from the island. Fick, for his part, looked off to the other side and saw Pred, Juice, and Henno anchoring the lines. 
 Fick chuckled grimly. “Well, isn’t this just the Gift of the goddamned Magi.” 
 “Too true. Well… since we’re all here, I guess we’d better save this carrier.” 
 Fick had no argument with that. 
 Staff Sergeant Coulson appeared out of nowhere – and grabbed a guy literally by the ear. It was the one with the shotgun, who had just negligently discharged it too close to Handon and set him on fire. And now that Handon could see the man’s face, he’d swear it was the same overzealous bastard who had shot the Foxtrot on Predator’s back, and nearly turned the deadliest human in the world into a zombie. Coulson had apparently clocked the same thing. As he pulled the man along by the ear, he snatched his shotgun away with the other hand, and gave him an ass-chewing at the same time. 
 “Are you fucking determined to get people killed? Can you not smell the fucking gasoline?” He tossed the shotgun to Handon, who caught it with his free hand. “You’re relieved. Report to your original duty station. Below decks.” 
 But this chastened individual didn’t have time to take a single step off the deck before— 
 The entire world to the west, everything out past the front of the ship, instantly went sheet white – as if God had whited out North America. The dazzling flash ended as quickly as it began, and was replaced by a miles-wide fireball, which immediately expanded, ranging in color from deep sunset-orange to canary-yellow. Concentric rings of white smoke started to spontaneously form around and above it, each ring expanding and making way for the next one. In a few seconds more, the fireball had merged with the rings, forming into a single great bulb – all of which sat atop a pillar of smoke. 
 It was the classic mushroom cloud. 
 “Dude – what the fuck?” 
 Handon couldn’t even make out who said this. It could have been anyone. 
 He spoke for them all. 





 Endgame 

JFK, Flag Bridge 
 Lieutenant Campbell pulled her gaze from the transfixing vision of nuclear armageddon playing out onshore, and looked over at Drake. 
 “You son of a bitch! I knew it.” 
 Drake returned her gaze blankly. Any sense of triumph, never mind humor, had long since abandoned him. It was way too late in the day. But Campbell went on speaking. 
 “There’s only one vessel still floating with tac-nukes – the Washington.” She was referring to the strike group’s nuclear submarine, the one whose location only the strike group commander knew. But now Campbell knew something about its location as well. “And the max range of its Tomahawks is seven hundred nautical miles.” Which meant the sub couldn’t conceivably be any further away than that – but possibly a lot closer. “You blew off CentCom and had the Washington set off from Portsmouth after we did, didn’t you? It’s been catching up to us all the time we’ve been parked here.” 
 Drake grimaced back at her. “Keep it to yourself.” 
 “Like the crew’s not going to work it out!” 
 “Humor me. Anyway, my chain of command goes through the U.S. Navy Fleet Forces Command and up to the President of these United States – whether any of them are alive or not. It’s great that the Brits are still in the fight. But they don’t command this strike group.” 
 With a start, Drake realized for the first time that he was rather a law unto himself now. This had been true before – but with no one in the world other than the sailors on ships he commanded, it hadn’t mattered. Now there were other players – but only he commanded a carrier strike group, which had been said back in the world to be capable of winning a war against any country other than the U.S., singlehandedly. Drake wondered how all this might play out, and even briefly considered whether he needed to monitor himself for signs of corruption or megalomania. Tinpot dictators and super-villains usually got their start in positions of absolute power… 
 But now Campbell was looking back out the glass, and down to the flight deck. The walking dead were still climbing over the front edge of the ship, totally unimpressed by the thermonuclear light show and genocide of their fellows taking place behind them. And there were hundreds of thousands of them, if not millions, still on their feet, and still moving between ground zero of that nuclear detonation and the carrier. 
 Campbell said, “I don’t actually know that it’s going to help us too much in the end.” 
 Drake exhaled as he checked a display on the console before him. He grabbed a wireless keyboard, and talked as he typed. “It can’t hurt. If the small bombing runs distracted thousands of them, this might distract more. Anyway, some day all of those things are going to have to be destroyed. And we may never again have that many bunched up in one place.” 
 The LT looked incredulous. “What about the fallout?” 
 Drake kept typing. “I’d say that’s the least of North America’s problems right now. Anyway, the main thing for us is: with the core of the herd seriously degraded, that’s a hell of a lot fewer to spill out into the ocean and overwhelm us. Maybe it buys us a little more time.” 
 Campbell looked out to the deck again. She realized the island was finally living up to its name. They were not so slowly being surrounded, on all sides – and turning into a tiny, marooned, island of the living. Out toward the prow, she could also see the reserve, the defenders of the hole, battling for their lives, perhaps already close to being overrun themselves. 
 Death was everywhere. The noose was still closing. And they were deep into the endgame. 
 Finishing typing and dropping the keyboard, Drake snatched his cell off the desk and ran for the stairs, leaping down them to CIC – talking into the phone as he ran. 
 “Captain Martin!” Drake blasted into CIC on a wave of energy – or, more likely, barely restrained panic. He found Martin trying to drive two consoles at once. When he looked up, the Brit looked as frantic as Drake felt. “We’re out of time. This is it.” 
 “Right,” Martin said, shooting one quick look toward his drone view, and another toward a notepad full of scribbled equations. “Right, then. Do it.” 
 Drake suddenly stumbled, and Martin swayed in his chair. The whole ship had just lurched underneath them. Drake took his phone from his ear – Martin hadn’t noticed it was there – and tossed it on the console. “I’ve already ordered the Murph to start tugging. It’s on.” He didn’t add what they both already knew: the destroyer pulling on them wasn’t going to be enough. Not nearly. 
 Not on its own. 
 * * * 
 Abrams slammed the dedicated phone back down on the console. He looked at Jones, right by his side and steady as ever – which suddenly Abrams was weepingly grateful for. “This is it.” 
 “Yes, sir,” Jones said. “The ship is aligned on heading one-eight-zero. On your order.” 
 Abrams nodded. “All engines ahead one-third.” 
 “Captain!” A radar controller was looking up at Abrams from his station. “Firehawk One is inbound to refuel and rearm.” 
 Abrams just nodded calmly. “They can land on a moving platform. They’re Seahawk pilots, that’s half their damned job.” But then he paused. Something was suddenly tickling at his memory. Then he had it. He looked over to the air ops station. “Where the hell is Firehawk Two? What’s the status of their water recovery? Shouldn’t they be back by now?” 
 The man at the station nodded manically. “They’re underneath our radar, sir, so presumed to be engaged in the recovery op now. I haven’t had radio contact. But that may just be the storm.” 
 Jones looked over at him. He said, “Should we send Firehawk One? We have got to recover those people. They’re the point of th—” 
 Abrams shook his head and interrupted. “Negative. With our guns down, that bird’s firepower is desperately needed at the carrier. Get ’em rearmed and back into the fight.” As always, Abrams believed that supporting the carrier was job one – maybe now at the expense of a more critical job… He raised his voice, making it strong and steady. “All engines ahead one-third.” 
 And so finally the Murphy rumbled, juddered, and slowly started to strain forward. Within five seconds, having traveled no more than 25 meters, the ship jerked sharply. This was the last of the slack going out of the gargantuan chain rigged up to the JFK. The engines boomed in protest as the ship was prevented from steaming forward. The stern dipped in the water, tilting everyone on the bridge back slightly, as the USS Michael Murphy floated in its spot, trembling with barely restrained power. 
 “Engines ahead two-thirds,” Abrams ordered. Both the rumble and the shaking increased. But they still weren’t going anywhere. “All ahead standard.” Now a violent trembling seized the bridge, and everything and everyone on it. This was not a happy warship. But it was still a powerful one. Abrams opened his mouth – but caught a look from Commander Jones. His first officer leaned in close for a word. 
 “Captain. Drake was very clear – we can’t risk pulling our own hull out. And the flat-top is heavy enough, and those chains are strong enough, that we could do it.” 
 Abrams pursed his lips, but finally nodded. Jones was right. He just wanted so very much to get the Kennedy free. To save the day. To do his job. But only so much could be done – yet. He said, “I’m going out on deck. You have the conn.” 
 Abrams pushed his way out the hatch, to see what the hell was happening. 
 With his own eyes. 
 * * * 
 Less than a mile away from the Murphy, Emily’s contorted face burst through the surface of the ocean and into sweet, breathable air. The rain had slowed if not totally stopped. But at least with the rescue helicopter gone, there were no more violent lashings of spray and mist. She wheezed desperately, her body trying to draw in ten breaths at once, as if each were her last. She had dove just as deep as she had dared, and stayed underwater slightly longer than that. 
 It turns out a giant helicopter falling out of the sky at you, blades first, is terrifying enough to overwhelm even the body’s autonomous, ancestral dread of drowning. 
 When her eyes got clear enough of water to see, and her wheezing draughts of breath calmed down, she saw that Park was already on the surface nearby. And, in the next second, Ali’s sleek head breached the surface. She spit out some water. 
 And then just calmly looked around. 
 The three of them were alive. 
 And the Seahawk was gone – just completely absent. All that remained was an area of disturbed water on the opposite side of them from which it had been coming, as well as a few bits of debris floating on the surface, and pools of fuel or other unidentifiable oily fluids. And there were still a lot of air bubbles rising and bursting all around. 
 It was like some kind of watery grave marker. 
 Slightly belatedly, Ali worked to generate some situational awareness, and took a look around. And it turned out she had missed a little something: a motherfucking mushroom cloud, hanging in the west like the whole world on fire. What the fuck? It must have detonated while they were actually underwater, diving for their lives. 
 And if they were slinging nukes, even tac-nukes, then things must have gone from bad to fucked out there. Ali knew U.S. carriers and destroyers weren’t even supposed to have nuclear weapons on board anymore, not since the end of the Cold War – and not least because it was a lot easier to get foreign docking privileges without them. Then again, they’d never officially denied it. And the Murphy was a guided-missile destroyer, with a lot of cells. 
 And, now, the zombie battle had somehow gone nuclear. That was a new one. 
 Looking back at the ocean surface around them again, the next thing Ali clocked was the complete absence of the Navy rescue swimmer. She spun around, treading water, and tried to raise herself up as much as she could. But he was nowhere to be seen. This was ironic because he was, by far, the best skilled of any of them to survive what had just happened. But he hadn’t been as quick-witted and adaptable as Ali. And he hadn’t been trained, like Emily and Simon, to instantly obey her life-saving instructions. 
 Ali had known that there would be some buoyancy in the helo – she had been a helo pilot in a previous life, after all – but that, nonetheless, the blades would cut as much as eight or ten feet into the water. So she had known they needed to get below that, diving straight down, letting it pass overhead, before resurfacing again. She’d also known the friction of the water would fairly quickly stop the spinning rotors. In any case, there’d been no time to swim out of the way to either side – and definitely no time to swim back away from it. 
 Maybe the Navy guy had tried that. Or maybe he’d frozen. Maybe he’d done something heroic, to try to save the others. Now no one would ever know. 
 All Ali knew for sure was that their ride was gone, taken out by half a dead man and the unforgiving sea. 
 And if there was another one coming, she definitely couldn’t hear or see it. 
 They were alone again. 





 Take the King’s Shilling 
 The Stern of the JFK

 The yacht bumped dully into the steel hull of the beached and besieged supercarrier. Melvin was first off, followed by Browning, both jumping onto the small deck at the water’s level and looking up at the platform above. 
 “Identify yourselves,” came a voice from above. Wesley glanced up to see two sailors pointing assault rifles at them. 
 “Melvin and Browning from NSF,” shouted Melvin. “We’ve got Lieutenant Wesley with us, and we’ve picked up some survivors.” 
 The weapons above seemed to relax, but didn’t withdraw. 
 “Survivors?” said a different voice. “Where from?” 
 “Virginia Beach,” shouted Wesley. “And we’ve got an injured crewman down here who will soon be an ex-survivor, if we don’t get him to the hospital fast.” 
 Shuffling sounds issued from above. The rifle muzzles finally pointed some other direction. “Sir, was he bitten?” asked one of the sailors. 
 “No. He’s not infected,” snapped Wesley, realizing from the sailor’s form of address that he was still in some kind of charge. “It’s a gunshot wound, and urgent. Get that ladder down here, now. And a winch. Do you have a winch? He won’t be able to climb.” 
 “Yes, sir. Stretcher on its way. Just give us a minute, we weren’t expecting living people.” 
 Two of the survivors helped Derwin climb across to the little dock, and were then joined by another man who was limping. Burns stood on the dock next to Wesley. The UK security guard, now U.S. Naval officer, could see that the leader of these people was still undecided. 
 Burns turned to him, a tentative look on his face. “You do know that we could just sit on the yacht and wait to see what goes down. We don’t have to be here.” 
 Wesley nodded. “True, but maybe we can help. It’s up to you what you do, but I don’t have a choice. Or it’s simply not a choice I want to make. This is bigger than just us.” 
 It occurred to Wesley, now that they were actually at the Kennedy, that he didn’t know if he even had the authority to invite random civilians on board. But it was too late now, and he doubted anyone would turn away a dozen survivors from the presumably wiped-out U.S. He knew he wasn’t going to, anyway. Moreover, these people had survived for two years, proving it was possible that others had. 
 Over on the dock, Derwin slumped further down as the two survivors struggled to lift him onto the stretcher that was being lowered from above. The contraption hit the deck with a clang, and Derwin’s eyes shot open for a moment before he finally sagged onto the swinging metal frame. 
 Burns watched as three more of his group left the yacht, all with guilty expressions. His group was splintering, that much was obvious. Some of them were unquestionably loyal and would follow him wherever he led, but some didn’t agree with his thinking. He knew all were willing to fight for a possible escape from the doomed continent, but most would ultimately follow his lead. Sometimes that realization wasn’t a good thing. He bit his lip, wishing the decisions didn’t always have to land on his shoulders. Life had been so much easier when all they had to think about was planning their next big job. 
 As the rain pattered down on the deck of the yacht, Burns thought about what they had to go back to. Sure, they could take the yacht up the coast and find a place to land, but that would just lead them back to the same nightmare that was their lives before – running every day and barricading themselves in by night, only to have to fight their way out in the morning. That was no life for the three kids, no life for any of them. If Britain really was still standing, even half of it, and there was a chance or a hope that they could live without fighting for their lives every moment, who was he to take that away from them? 
 How many had died on their journey so far? Half? It had to be nearly that. The Keiths and their son, the four bikers, the couple hiding in the hills who let them stay in their lodge for the winter, only to die a week later because the dead had followed their trail up there. And there were more. Too many even to remember. 
 It was then that Burns noticed the child looking up at him. Little Dana Crossly, five years old and now parentless. Now his Dana, because she seemed to think he was her new pa. She looked as though she were about to cry, and the realization that he was the one returning her to that hell back on land was what broke him, and finally made him realize they could no longer go on the way they had been. 
 “Okay. This is crazy, and we could all die, but screw it. We’ve got nothing to go back to. We’ll come.” 
 Wesley looked surprised, but then grinned through his muck-smeared stubble. “That was a quick change of heart. But, you’re making the right decision.” I think.

 Burns shook his head, still not fully convinced. “I hope to hell you know what you’re doing.” There was a grave warning in his tone. 
 “I don’t see any better choice,” said Wesley. 
 With this, the survivor group started to disembark the yacht, grabbing backpacks and weapons and climbing out onto the low dock. Melvin and Browning had already reached the top of the ladder the sailors had lowered. The Scotsman jumped onto the deck, then leaned over the railing, glancing down at the survivors coming aboard. Last off was their found fighter pilot, Hailey, being helped along by one of the woman survivors. She had badly strained her lower back muscles in the high-speed ejection, and her knee had gotten wrenched somewhere between there and being pulled aboard the yacht. But her head was held up as she now finally made it back home. Melvin nodded contentedly. “I guess that’s all in then.” 
 Wesley nodded, then turned and looked down the tiny stairway in the center of the yacht at an open hatch. Nearly all in. Just one more straggler left to come. Down in the dim light of the cabin, peeping around the edge of the door, was the German Shepherd, its intelligent dark eyes watching him. 
 “You coming?” he called, and the dog turned its head to the side, cocking its ear. Then it made a quiet whining sound, and edged forward one step to stand at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at him quizzically. 
 “Come on,” he called, slapping his leg. 
 The dog’s ears shot up at the sound, and it bolted up the stairs and ran to his side, then sat on its haunches and looked up at him. 
 Wesley smiled. “Wow, someone trained you.” 
 The dog issued another whine, followed by a sharp bark. It was fidgeting, unable to control its excitement, and Wesley thought it likely the dog had been someone’s faithful companion a couple of years ago. It had probably been lonely as hell since then. 
 “Come on, pooch. Let’s get the hell off this boat.” 
 The dog leapt from the yacht, landed on the the platform, then stopped and looked back, waiting for him. 
 * * * 
 Fifteen pairs of feet pounded a third metal stairwell as the group made its way through the ship, heading for where Wesley vaguely remembered the ladder to the flight deck would be. Melvin was in front, followed by Browning and then Wesley. The shore patrolmen knew their way around the ship far better than he did, and he was relieved to not be in charge for a while. 
 As they ran up the stairs, Wesley wondered whether he should have made sure the kids got safely to the mess, and whether he should have gone with Derwin to the hospital. He even wondered if he’d remembered to shut the hatch to the tiny cabin that now housed his new canine friend, but he knew there just wasn’t time to worry about everything. He had to hope Browning’s instructions were clear enough, and that the four survivors could keep the kids safe and get Derwin to the hospital. As much as he wanted to help his friend, he knew that every minute he and the others weren’t helping defend the ship made it likelier that it would fall. A dozen extra shooters could make a difference, even if it was a small one. 
 They were passing an intersection with a bigger passageway, when their pilot stopped to peel off from the group. “This is me,” she said. “I’ve got to get back to the air wing, and get my new assignment. They’ll have some kind of job for me to do.” Speaking half under her breath, she added, “Even if I managed to ditch a 280-million-dollar aircraft, and my new job will probably involve potatoes in some capacity…” Wesley had briefly tried to convince her to go to the hospital, but she was having none of it. Now she nodded once at the others, drew her side arm, and limped off bravely – and alone. 
 The rest of the group carried on, moving quickly down long passageways, and up several stairwells. Hardly any of the place was lit up anymore, even less so than when he had been on the ship a few days ago, and that worried Wesley. The ship should still have reserve power, or so Martin had said, and all these corridors lit only by emergency lighting made the place even more creepy, and more likely to hide an unwelcome visitor. 
 They were crossing another intersection when Wesley saw movement down the corridor. This was in an unlit area, about forty yards down a passageway to their left, and not the direction they were heading. He stopped, surprising the survivors behind him, but the two men immediately looked in the same direction and stood still, one of them raising his hand to slow the group behind. 
 “Melvin,” hissed Wesley, knowing the man was a dead shot, and if there had to be gunplay down here, he wanted the guy who could take a zombie out with one round. The last thing they needed was to attract any others that may be around. 
 Wesley stood still, his handgun extended at the approaching figure as it lumbered out of the darkness along the corridor and into the pale beam of the emergency strip light. He barely had a moment to register the man’s pallid face, and the smashed leg, when a single shot rang out from over his shoulder, loud and echoing, ringing in his ears. Melvin. 
 The body crumpled. 
 “Move,” said Wesley. “If there are more, they’ll be heading this way now.” 
 * * * 
 They finally made it to the hangar deck, bursting from the stairwell in an energized knot, and were surprised to see the place bustling with activity. Even though a large proportion of the crew were now up on the flight deck, fighting for their lives and for the survival of the carrier, there still had to be a hundred or more down here. 
 Twenty yards away a group of a dozen sailors carried fire hoses across the hangar floor, dragging them toward one of the smaller elevators that Wesley estimated must come up amidships somewhere. Three forklift trucks sat on the deck next to a much larger aircraft elevator further on, with a dozen armed sailors standing by, all of them watching the ceiling nervously. None of the big elevators were down, so there were no gaps in the deck above to allow dead to drop through, but they could all hear the rumbling of the battle. There were also stacks of ammunition on one of the larger platforms, and several sailors were reloading a collection of assault rifles. 
 “You!” called a voice just a few yards away. 
 Melvin and Browning turned with their rifles, but then lowered them immediately. 
 “Captain?” asked Browning, sounding gobsmacked. 
 The newcomer didn’t look much like a captain to Wesley, even if he did wear an officer’s uniform. The man had a beard that must have been a foot long, and more suitable for a member of ZZ Top than a military commander. 
 “Yes, I am. Whoever you are, you are now assigned to the weapons crew. Over there. All of you. Quickly. We are going up in three minutes and we’re going to take this ship back. I’ll need your guns at the front. And you,” he said, pointing at Wesley. “You’ll help with the hoses. The same for any others who aren’t armed. Now go, timing is critical.” 
 Stunned into action, unable to formulate any objection, the newcomers started across the deck toward a group of armed men and women gathering next to a stairwell that led upward. Wesley turned to Burns as they jogged, and found him grinning. 
 “Well,” said Burns. “I guess I better get used to taking orders.” 
 Wesley laughed, wondering whether they were even going to be alive long enough for it to matter. 
 “You’ll get used to it. Stick around long enough and they’ll give you a rank and put you in charge of something.” 





 Damnatio Memoriae 
 Ocean Surface 
 Ali spat out another mouthful of seawater, her nose wrinkled with distaste. The seawater in the vicinity of large ocean-going ships was pretty dodgy at the best of times – they tended to eject their waste, trash, and used oil right in their wakes. 
 But God only knew what was going into the sea today. 
 And the bad taste in her mouth was far down the long list of problems Ali had right now. These were piling up – no rescue helo, no life jackets since she stabbed them, nuclear explosions – and they had all regained the surface less than a minute ago. She paddled up to Park to check him out. “You okay?” 
 “I’m good,” he wheezed, still breathing heavily from his dive, and jerkily treading water. 
 She turned then to Emily, whose head was also thankfully still on the right side of the ocean surface. “Em?” 
 Wide-eyed, she just nodded vigorously, while her body rose and fell with her half-panicked breaths and dog-paddling. With hair plastered down on both sides of her face, she looked more than a little like a drowned rat. Maybe only half-drowned. For now. 
 Ali took another look toward shore, and the textbook mushroom cloud that was still expanding and contracting and rising toward the heavens. But, surreal as it was to witness the first zombie-warfare tactical nuclear strike, Ali also knew that this didn’t impact their immediate situation. And she didn’t need to ponder for more than about two seconds to know what their new number-one problem was. 
 With all of their life vests punctured in the deep-dive escape from the crashing helo, they were all now keeping their heads above water only by treading it. And while Ali could conceivably do this for a very long time, maybe even indefinitely, the same was not true of the civilian girl. And it wasn’t true of Dr. Simon Park – the most important man in the world. 
 The clock was now ticking. And he, and all of them, were getting close to being lost at sea. 
 Ali knew there was a second Seahawk on the Murphy. Her job now was to get it here as quickly as possible, by any means. She pressed the PTT button on her radio again. There was no squelch of her radio taking the channel – there was nothing. Her battery was completely dead, and she knew it. She’d been able to get a fresh one from their resupply pallet back on Lake Michigan. But the others had gone to the bottom along with their first boat. And that had been a long time ago. Also, the cold of the ocean wouldn’t be helping any. Lithium-ion batteries didn’t like the cold; it could drain them as quickly as continuous use, sometimes more quickly. 
 So now Ali had to rely on something she never counted as part of her toolbox: hope. She had to hope the Murphy would work out that their first helo had gone down, that they were able to send the other one – and that someone else over there still knew their location. Basically, she had to hope someone came to their rescue. 
 They were in trouble. But not desperate trouble. Not yet. 
 “Wh—what happens now?” Emily managed. She was obviously working hard, with the cold, and with her exhaustion, to keep her head above water. 
 Ali made her voice calm and reassuring. “Now we wait. There’s another helicopter. As soon as they realize the first one went down, they’ll send it. And it’s close. It shouldn’t be long.” 
 But Ali honestly had no idea how long it might be. All she had was a silent prayer that the fog of battle wouldn’t leave them stranded, and doom them here. She prayed that those on the two ships, though engaged in a desperate fight for survival, would have their shit sufficiently together to work out that the three of them were still floating around out here, waiting. 
 She looked around them. With the rain splashing quietly again, and churning up the ocean surface, visibility was still terrible. But, suddenly, she realized it was good enough for her to see one thing – just not anything she had remotely wanted to see. 
 It slowly became obvious to her that, a ways off toward shore, not all of the churning she saw was from the rain coming down from above. Some of it was from below. The water was being churned from beneath the surface – and perhaps not very far beneath. 
 And out beyond that, through the mist and haze, at the very edge of vision, she could just make out… hands. Breaking the surface. They were indistinct, and they came and went. But it couldn’t be anything else. Back behind that somewhere, she figured, would be heads. And she had zero desire to still be here when those appeared. 
 Kicking her legs to stay afloat, suddenly Ali was seized by the expectation of kicking into something, at any second, and with every kick. It didn’t happen, not yet. It was deeper here, and they probably weren’t that close. But it was impossible not to anticipate it, half-feel it before it even happened. Looking at the other two, she concluded the two of them had not seen what she had, thank God. 
 But she knew the dead were getting closer. 
 And soon ten thousand dead hands would be grasping up at them from below. And that was a very conservative estimate. 
 Ali had to get them the fuck out of there. But there was nowhere to go. If they swam toward shore, the dead would take them. If they swam away from it, the sea would take them – they would all drown, sooner or later. And every inch they put between themselves and the spot where the helo had crashed reduced their chances of ever being rescued. The very first rule of being lost in the wilderness is: stay put. Stay close to your last known location. 

Fuck. Ali’s brain hurt, not least from the days-long stress and fatigue, as she tried to formulate some kind of plan – while also working hard to keep any sign of fear or dismay off her face. Her wounded arm started to hurt, as she used it to keep herself above water. And now her wrenched back kicked in, displeased at the way she had to arch it to keep afloat. She could feel it all closing in, starting to fall apart on her. 
 This couldn’t be it – not after everything they had braved and survived. The mission couldn’t go down here, literally within sight of success. And these two young people, whom Ali had worked so hard to keep alive – they couldn’t just drown, sinking slowly to the bottom of this peaceful, implacable sea. As impossible as it was to consider, never mind accept, that was what it was starting to look like. 
 Hell, Emily might have been better off if Ali had left her on that fucking pirate boat. Ditto Simon and his bunker beneath Chicago. At least they would have been alive. 
 But she quickly drove those thoughts from her head. They were of exactly zero use. And if she was going to buy it here, she was going to buy it while still battling, and trying to complete the mission. She was basically healthy, with her wits about her, and still strong and resilient as hell – even in adversity, even in the gravest extremity. She just had to figure something out. She patted herself down, looking for other gear that might have slipped her mind, that might help them. But there was nothing. 
 She would never give in to despair. But she couldn’t see any options at the moment. No radio, no flares, no flotation… devils on one side, the deep blue sea on the other. Nothing to do but try to keep their heads above water. And wait. And hope. 
 But hope was not a strategy. 
 Ali spat out another mouthful of water, and took a labored breath. 
 And she wondered how many more of those were left to her. 
 * * * 

“Go, go, go!” Corporal Raible shouted, windmilling his arms, and spouting quite a lot of what, in other contexts, he would have called “moto bullshit.” But he really did have to get these fifty adrenalized and terrified people out of this hatch – and he had to make them pass beyond it, and directly into perhaps the worst peril imaginable. 
 These were to be the human fingers in the dyke. And their lives were being spent to plug the hole. 
 Sergeant Atwell was already out there. He’d gone out first, leapt over and around the debris and refuse and cobbled-together seals and panels, and run straight to the point of contact – the very tip of the spear. And it was Raible’s job to make sure the rest of the spear lined up behind him. He could already see and hear Atwell firing furiously over the lip of the hole, down toward the rising horde. 
 The good news was that the mountain of dead rising out of the sea toward the hole had been degraded. The destroyer had targeted some of its missiles on the base of the pile near that point – and had even risked dropping 105mm rounds from its deck gun on the top of the pile, or at least nearer the top, after it had ceased its shore bombardment. The bad news was that the pile was already growing again, surging up and grasping at the open wound in the Kennedy – and faster than anyone had predicted or imagined. This second reserve militia force were only going to have minutes, or maybe seconds, to get out, get into position, and get ready to fight. 
 The position itself was like a multi-story building which had been torn open by a terrorist bomb – leaving multiple levels exposed, like a cut-away view or diorama, with a lot of severed wires, pipes, bulkheads, sections of decking, and not to mention a shitload of debris. More of the top had been blown off, meaning much of the area was exposed to the sky above. Master Chief Shields and his guys had done everything possible to seal the place up – in the time they’d had, with the people and resources they had. But it was still basically a disaster zone – one which the reservists had to fan out and fortify, once they’d all filed out the hatch that had been left unwelded for the purpose of disgorging them. 
 Raible was now on the verge of physically pushing his people out. The only thing that stopped him was that they had nowhere to go. The bottleneck in their advance was well past the hatch, out in the open space – as people tried to clamber over rubble, to look for cover and defensible positions, and slowest of all, to climb down to the other exposed decks. There were three of them in total, or rather parts of three. 
 Raible saw one other bit of good news: whatever had gone wrong up on the flight deck, which they had heard while making their way here, it had evidently been made right again – presumably by means of the world-shaking (or, at any rate, 110,000-ton-carrier-shaking) explosion that had knocked most of them to the deck. But they were back on their feet now. At least for the moment. 
 Raible shouted out toward the front: “Push out! Keep pushing out!” But he could already see almost all the frontline positions had been taken. The others were just going to have to function as a deeper reserve, waiting for those on the front line to fall, or be pulled down, or turned, before moving up to take their spots. Already, Raible could see roughly half their guys leaning out over the edge, discharging their weapons, and engaging the enemy. The roar was terrible. But this did solve the looming problem that had been tearing at Raible’s soul: that of covering the noise of the acetylene torch, as it welded shut the hatch behind them. 
 Now, as the last sailor clambered out, Raible looked back inside and saw the men who were to do the welding. He snapped them a salute, then helped pull the slightly deformed hatch closed. The men on the other side dogged it tight with the wheel. And then the telltale blue glare started up through the porthole glass. 
 They were now all locked out there – with ten million Zulus. 
 They were locked in with their fate. 
 Raible turned and started moving forward. As soon as he was out from under the overhang of the flight deck above, he looked up. As planned, there was Sergeant Lovell, one of the two Marines leading the reserve force up top, and guarding the rim of the hole from the swarm on deck. Lovell smiled down at him as Raible gave him a thumbs-up to let him know they were in position. Lovell returned the gesture, then his head disappeared back over the edge. Raible gathered they were already heavily engaged. 
 Looking forward again, he realized something terrible – the mountain of dead was back already. He could tell from the firing angle of the people at the lip – going from sharply depressed, up to level with the horizon, in only seconds. He knew Atwell’d had a little speech prepared for the team, because he’d run it by him earlier. It went something like, “Behind you is everyone you love. Behind us is the Kennedy, and all our brothers. Behind us is all humanity, and their hopes.” 
 But now Raible knew this speech would never be delivered. If nothing else, it was already way too loud – with the flat-out firing and grenade blasts, and the crescendoing moaning of the legions of the dead. Raible could see Atwell firing calmly and steadily, anchoring the center of the line. Before this moment, in the back of his mind, he had thought maybe they really could hold – or even win. It was the insuperable spec-ops mindset, not to mention just being a Marine. 
 But now that he saw what they were facing… he no longer thought they had any chance. Definitely not to win, and not even to survive. But maybe, just maybe, they could hold for long enough – and buy the carrier the time it needed to get the reactor started, and get them all the hell out of there. 
 In any case, he had a job to do. And this was what a long, hard, dedicated career came down to: a single moment in which to sacrifice everything, if that’s what was required. It was the greatest of prizes, and a suitable end for a warrior. 
 To die in a pile of his own brass. 
 As Raible raised his rifle to his shoulder, and picked his way forward to the line, he could already see the first defenders going down – or, rather, going over. They were being taken by what looked like Foxtrots, leaping up from the top of the rising pile, latching on to them, and then falling back. Their screams were quickly muted by the writhing sea of dead flesh that swallowed them. They were being eaten by the hill itself. Going down like that was a more terrifying kind of hell than Raible even wanted to contemplate. Yet others still stepped up to take the places of the fallen. 
 He didn’t have to get too close to the edge to get his first glimpse of the animated carrion wave that was trying to swamp them. And he instantly clocked the problem with their whole conception of this defense: every Zulu they destroyed simply brought the others closer. A few got knocked back by the force of rounds, particularly the 20mm grenades. But most fell where they lay, and their twice-dead bodies just became stepping stones for the others, making a better bridge for them to cross. 
 The living couldn’t win this way. 
 Or, as the expression went: you can’t win, you can’t break even, and you can’t get out of the game. 
 Raible hailed Atwell on his team radio. “Coming up on your six!” he shouted, hoping to be heard over the pitched battle. He saw Atwell steal a look over his shoulder. The sergeant’s square jaw, bright eyes, and serious but calm expression steadied him, as it always did. And then, as Atwell looked forward again, a pair of mottled, fell arms wrapped around his legs from below. As the body they were attached to fell back heavily, they took Atwell’s feet out from under him. His ass hit the deck edge, and he depressed his barrel to fire directly at whatever horror it was that had him. 
 Raible’s eyes went wide, and he raced forward to help, trying to get a shot. But even before he made the edge, Atwell had gone over it. Raible only got there in time to see him lying upon and being clutched at by the very mountain of dead itself, an uncountable number of hands and arms pawing at him, like he was crowd-surfing to the very bottom level of hell. 
 “No!” Raible shouted involuntarily from his constricted throat, as he panned his rifle around, trying even to decide where to take a shot. But then he spotted two things. First, Atwell’s face: his jaw was clenched, but his mouth a tight line, and he looked as calm and resolute as if he were standing watch on some wall, rather than being devoured by an undead hill – tensed up, but not worried. And then Raible saw what was in his hand: the pull igniter for his satchel charge. 
 This meant they had no more than fifteen seconds – and probably less. 
 His face a rictus of sorrow, Raible looked to either side. He couldn’t tell the militia on the line to cover up until just before the blast – the Zulus would overrun their perimeter in that time. So he just started firing, while counting down the seconds in his head. And while he did, and with every infinite, interminable, horror-filled instant that passed, he watched his friend descend down into death. As hands and mouths tore at him, Atwell clutched the satchel charge to his chest with iron forearms. 
 And he never made a sound. 
 Two seconds after he disappeared entirely, Raible shouted at the top of his lungs: “COVER UP!” Then illustrated this by getting down behind some hard cover himself. Those around him followed his example. 
 The charge went. It was more muffled than Raible had expected, with God knows how many bodies between it and them. Atwell had been pulled down pretty deep into the mountain of dead. But he now also blew the top completely off it. 
 The reservists huddled up as body parts rained down. 
 When the smoke cleared, the hill had been degraded, knocked down by perhaps fifteen feet. Which bought them, by Raible’s estimation, maybe an extra minute. 
 Lacking even one second to grieve for his martyred friend, he got on the radio, on the command net, and hailed the Combat Information Center, which was ostensibly running this battle from the island. “Leonidas Two to CIC!” 

“CIC, send it.”

 Raible panted into his chin mic. “We are in heavy contact – and in imminent danger of being overrun! Leonidas Two Actual is down. Position untenable! Repeat, position untenable – we are not going to be able to hold, over.” By the time Raible finished his transmission, he could already see the first of the new front line of defenders being knocked backward, or pulled over, by leaping Foxtrots. 
 Getting his own gun back in the fight, he thought to himself that this whole thing was just a poorly conceived defensive posture. It simply didn’t work. And, overwhelmed almost as quickly as they got set, they were having to learn it the hard way. 
 All they could do now was die doing their best. 
 As soon as Raible cleared the channel, Lovell, up above, call sign Leonidas One, jumped on to advise CIC that the up-top reserve force were in bad trouble as well. 
 It was all falling apart almost before it had been put together. 
 And they were facing the end, even as they tried to begin. 
 * * * 
 Handon squeezed off evenly spaced shots over the top of the line, the 360-degree defense that had been put in place around the carrier’s island. He was standing up on an outside ladder, where he could both see better and run the defense more effectively – not to mention fire over the top of it. He was also a lot safer up here, and he knew it. 

I’d feel worse about that, he thought to himself – if I hadn’t almost been killed twenty times today already…

 The ship lurched beneath his feet. He could tell the destroyer was tugging now. But, while they were moving, they definitely weren’t going. The storm of the dead remained tightly pressed up against the front of this seemingly doomed vessel. And it was here they still had to stand and fight. Maybe it was here they would go down. 
 Down below, Handon could see Henno, Pred, and Juice moving behind the lines, tweaking militia positions, handing out mags – and, mainly, reinforcing them when they needed help. On the deck on the back side of the island were Fick’s guys, Graybeard and Brady – and Fick looking over them from an observation deck there. Handon figured Fick must be seriously tuckered out to have removed himself from the front lines for once. 
 Handon’s HK416 went dry and he dropped the mag out and replaced it. He figured he must have put 5,000 rounds through this rifle since last he’d cleaned it. This made him additionally grateful the weapon had been specifically designed to correct the jamming problems of the M4 and M16, and would basically fire forever, under any conditions. 

I may actually put that to the test today, he thought, resuming firing. 
 He was also surprised the defense of the island was going so decently. They were all prepared to retreat again, when they had to, and button up inside. But that contingency was to be avoided for as long as possible – if for no other reason than it was nice to be able to see out the screens. Also, because the Zulus might break the glass, and flood into the ship that way. 
 Just when Handon was feeling a little comfortable, he saw something going wrong out at the semicircle of the reserve force defending the hole, way up ahead on the starboard side. He didn’t have a great view; but he could see they had people going down – and that they were struggling to maintain their perimeter. 

Shit, Handon thought. It probably didn’t matter much that his group held the island – if the whole, gigantic, floating city were flooded with dead from beneath, down through the hole. And just as he saw this, he also saw in peripheral vision Coulson leaping up the stairs toward him. 
 “Handon!” 
 “Yeah,” Handon responded, partially lowering his rifle and turning his head. 
 “We’re losing the reserve force! The defense of the hole is collapsing.” 
 Handon checked his watch. They’d held for about two minutes and change. Not a terrific run. But there was no point bemoaning it. “What’s your recommendation?” 
 Coulson looked seriously worried – for the first time today that Handon had seen. He’d weathered at least a half-dozen disasters, generally with a smart-aleck comment and wicked grin. Now he looked like it was finally catching up with him. 
 “I don’t even fucking know,” Coulson said. “We can’t abandon the island – even if we could somehow get this force to fight their way back up to the hole.” 
 “Can we split the force?” Handon asked. 
 But he was answered by a louder, gruffer voice – it was Fick, circling around the platform, and rounding on the two of them. “Negative. We’ll never be able to coordinate the fire and movement of this huge mob of deck-swabbers. Not half of them, either.” Handon realized Fick was patched into the Marines’ local squad and command nets on his own radio, and had heard everything going wrong. Handon just looked at him – waiting for some kind a suggestion, which he was sure Fick would have. 
 “Okay,” Fick said finally. “There are exactly seven guys here who can coordinate fire and movement closely enough to have a chance of advancing through that.” He flicked his fingers at the five-acre mosh pit of the dead that lay between them and the faltering reserve. 

Jesus, thought Handon. I’m suddenly really tired… 
 But, nonetheless, thirty seconds later he and Fick had descended to the deck and huddled up behind the line with the survivors of Alpha and of the Marines’ best fire team: it was down to Predator, Juice, Henno, Graybeard, and Brady. These five, plus Handon and Fick, had almost no time to plan – they were simply going to have to go, and rely upon their combined century-plus of elite training and operational experience to keep them alive. 
 All of them knew the shape of things now. 
 These seven super-badasses, winnowed from what was already the world’s most elite surviving spec-ops teams, were going to have to undertake one last impossible maneuver: fight their way across a half-mile of completely overrun aircraft carrier flight deck – and then rally and bale out the defense of the reservists at the hole. 
 Every one of them knew this was a nearly perfect suicide mission. 
 And not one of them expected to survive it. 
 But they were out of options. 
 And the fact that it was almost certainly going to get them all killed was neither here nor there. It didn’t even occur to any of them not to go. 
 * * * 
 The Flag Bridge was trembling, or even rocking slightly, around the officers and men serving in it. This was a good sign – that perhaps the ship was coming loose, as the destroyer powerfully tugged on it. But it wasn’t good enough, and it wasn’t happening quickly enough. 
 Not in time to save them. 
 Commander Drake stood beside Captain Martin, who had rushed up from the windowless tomb of CIC to witness the attempt to refloat the Kennedy. The tension now was just too much. Martin had to see if this was going to work. He had to know if anything he had done, all he had convinced Drake to dare, was going to come to anything. Or if it would just be one more failure, like his attempt to start the reactor. 
 Except that this time, if it didn’t work, then everyone would die, as the whole carrier, and not just the reactor’s core, would melt down – swarmed by the dead and incinerated in a raging and total outbreak below decks. 
 Drake and Martin had both overheard the radio chatter between the hole-defending reserve force and CIC – it was playing over loudspeakers on the Flag Bridge. But they didn’t need the spot reports. They could see for themselves, right out the damned screens. The flight deck was once again heaving with marauding dead, in various flavors, which had poured over the front of the flight deck from the inexhaustible supply available. And while the larger, more experienced, better-led main force was still holding around the island, the reserve force was simply being overwhelmed. Degraded, attrited, ground down. 
 They manifestly weren’t going to be able to hold – the time until they fell perhaps measured not in minutes, but in seconds. 
 And as soon as they collapsed, or shortly thereafter, the lower decks of the ship would be flooded and overrun with the dead. Not a handful, as had already happened, and which itself had represented a serious risk of a bad outbreak. But thousands this time – tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands. Aside from being eaten, infected, wiped out… the crew of the JFK probably wouldn’t even have room to stand. The dead would literally flood the ship. 
 Drake stared outside with dead eyes. 
 When the dyke did finally burst, he figured some pockets of survivors could probably hold out in locked compartments. But they’d never again be able to move the ship. And the last of them would finally die of starvation, or dehydration. 
 The game was nearly up. 
 “It’s not happening,” Martin said, his voice thick with despair. They could feel the ship trembling around them. But it just wasn’t coming loose. Martin once again checked the video feed from the UAV, its camera still locked on the mountain of dead pressed up against their hull. He thought about running the numbers again. But there seemed little point. It was either happening, or it wasn’t. And it wasn’t. 
 Maybe his simulations and calculations were all a load of shit. Maybe they had been fooling themselves all along. 
 “No,” agreed Drake. “It’s not.” 
 One of the junior officers standing nearby leaned over and spoke to Drake, panic tinging his voice. “What about the UK engineers? Aren’t they supposed to be here by now?” 
 Drake shook his head. “They’re not coming. Not anytime soon, anyway.” 
 Martin looked over at the American commander, his eyes full of pain. “What are you going to do?” 
 Drake didn’t react for a second. Then he swallowed heavily, and said, “I’m going to order the Murphy to drop the chain and steam out of here – back to England. And I’m going to order all hands to abandon ship. This is it. This is the end.” 
 “Abandon ship?” Martin boggled. “To where?” 
 Drake looked over at him now in surprise, as if snapping from a reverie. “I don’t know. God knows. Maybe a few lifeboats can make their way to safety from the stern. At least everyone won’t die here – buried below decks in this giant steel tomb.” Drake was also thinking that the time to do it was just before the ocean of dead broke the dyke – so his people would have some chance to get out before they were fighting hand-to-hand in the cramped corridors and compartments below, trying to flee and fight at the same time. It was too horrible to contemplate. 
 Drake reached for a hand mic; then set the tannoy to All Stations. 
 He brought the mic up slowly to his mouth. 
 As if he had a eulogy to deliver. 





 Unleash Hell 
 The JFK, Beneath the Flight Deck 
 The Captain sat in the observation dome built into the deck, perched over the EMALS launch controls, and watching cagily as the dead rampaged over the glass dome which was usually used by the catapult officer. The swarming creatures didn’t seem to notice the old man watching them through the thick glass only a few inches away. 
 He scanned out across the deck of his ship, at least as much as he could though the blur of corpses that rampaged everywhere. He could barely see the group of defenders still desperately holding the weakest point on the ship, the hole. They were bunched up, still keeping some semblance of a defensive line, but their numbers were dropping fast. 
 Soon, they would be overrun. 
 The Captain turned around and saw the defenders of the island, arrayed in formation around the huge tower that was the beating heart of the ship, their officers directing them from observation decks above. They too were holding their ground, but for how long? The dead outnumbered them more than 4,000 to one. Even the Spartans at Thermopylae hadn’t faced such overwhelming odds. And this new enemy had no fear of death or loss, no concept of defeat. Victory was merely a circumstance of continued existence. 
 He took a deep breath, turned to the man sitting at the station next to him, and nodded. It was time. He lifted a hand mic, and pressed the talk button, channel already dialed in. 
 “Now is your moment, Mr Evans. Turn on the sprayers.” 
 * * * 
 A couple of hundred yards away, watching out of the screens of the Flag Bridge high up in the island, Drake was still holding his own hand mic, hesitating even now, having never in his life expected to say the words he was about to, which would send every member of the crew running for the nearest lifeboat or escape route. 
 He took a deep breath, pressed the talk button, and drew breath to speak… 
 Just as the entire deck outside the screens turned from darkness into a hazy mist – and then, in less than three seconds, into a dazzling, surging mass of white. 

“What the fuck…” was heard through every loudspeaker, at every single station across the entire ship. 
 * * * 
 Handon looked over his shoulder and saw Coulson directing a couple of burly sailors in manhandling two big crates of ammo down the nearest ladder. He had the vague impression the Marines had cached a couple of pallets here for the final defense of the island. He also had a strong sense that Coulson would have personally shot anyone who tried to get into them before that. As the top came off one of the crates, Handon helped himself, filling up his mag pouches yet again – one last time, and for what might be his final mission on this earth. 
 But he was too tired to really feel the danger or drama. He just wanted this day to end – one way or the other. 
 As he scrabbled around inside the ammo crate, another hand competed with his. He saw the skin was a rich black, the fingers long and delicate – and the nails painted, though the polish was badly chipped. Handon looked up. 
 “Armour,” he said, with genuine pleasure. “Glad you’re still alive.” 
 She smiled a mouth full of straight white teeth back at him, her hair still spilling out of her helmet. This seemed to be an ongoing problem with her. “You, too,” she said, equally warmly. Then she looked around at the rest of Alpha and Fick’s Marines, who were getting in the starting blocks for their death run up the entire length of the overrun flight deck. “You not lookin‘ to stay that way?” 
 Handon just shrugged, as he slotted a final mag into his last free pouch. “‘Drop the question of what tomorrow may bring and count as profit every day that Fate allows you.’ Or, in this case, every second, I suppose.” 
 “Who said that?” Armour asked, Velcroing down her own last pouch. 
 “Horace.” Handon took off his glove to shake her hand. He had to go. “Good luck,” he said. But even as he turned and stepped into the line, right between Predator and Henno… he suddenly realized that a strange hissing noise had welled up all around them, just audible beneath the roar of the battle… and, much more unmissably, some kind of foam was now welling up from the deck beneath their feet. It was a thick, soapy white foam, spurting from previously unseen jets buried in the surface of the flight deck’s non-skid surface, spaced at regular intervals. The stuff quickly jetted up a dozen feet in the air. 
 And in less than three seconds it had piled up into a thick cloud, or sud bath, rising to a height of two feet across virtually the whole of the flight deck. 
 “What the fuck…?” Handon muttered, as confused as Drake had been, even if he had a much smaller audience for it. 
 The only reason he and the rest of the main force defending the island weren’t floundering in it was because they were clustered tightly around the island. Also, some of them were physically blocking the jets, though they tended to leap out of the way as soon as they started spraying. Handon looked down and saw he was standing in about a foot of the foamy white stuff. But out past their lines, it continued to well up – to three feet, and then nearly four in some places. 
 And, without examining it himself, Handon knew something else about the strange mystery foam: it was slippery. Ahead of him, the dead charging their lines were falling ass over teakettle, their legs going out from under them – and then sliding on their backsides as if at a water park. Never the most dextrous of creatures, the dead simply couldn’t regain their feet. Even their usual tactic of dragging themselves across the ground by their arms was failing. The white foam was slippery enough that not a single Zulu on the deck was able to locomote, but only flail. The entire host of invaders was all but immobilized. 
 Handon, unusually, repeated himself. “What the FUCK…” 
 He heard deep, gravelly laughter from behind him. It was Fick. As Handon turned, Fick said, “It’s AFFF – from the goddamned fire-suppression wash-down system.” 
 “What the hell is that?” asked Pred, kicking some of the stuff off his boots. Handon paused to look forward, just to maintain tactical awareness. But he didn’t need to. Few people on the line were firing now – and most of those that did were just dispatching Zulus that had slid right up to their feet. It was as if the battle had suddenly been put on hold, for everyone to take a slip’n’slide break. 
 “AFFF,” Fick repeated. “Aqueous Film Forming Foam. It’s the fire-retardant stuff used for fire suppression in emergencies, blow-ups on the deck, or down in the hangar. Can’t have a fire raging out of control around jet fuel or heavy ordnance. But it hasn’t been deployed in two years – or even tested, as far as I can remember. I’m amazed the jets are even clear enough to work. Also, I’ve never seen it this thick, even back when they did run regular tests. A foot deep at most. They must be emptying the tanks right now.” 
 Handon shook his head. He had spent some time on carriers before. But obviously not enough to know they had a system in place to cover the whole deck in fire-retardant foam. Then again, he wasn’t that surprised. He had seen video of fire and explosion disasters on carrier flight decks – and they weren’t pretty. They were incredibly deadly, in fact. He also really wondered why no one had thought of turning this on earlier. To his eye, it looked like the best defensive measure of the entire battle. 
 And now he also heard a deep rushing sound, from somewhere up toward the fore. Trying to see over the foam, he thought he could make out guys up on the prow manning fire hoses, from the ship’s many hose and damage-control stations. 
 “Well, shit,” Handon said. Now he knew two things. One, not only would it be basically impossible for them to make their way up to the hole now, through all that foam, and the spraying hoses… but, two, there was now little point. The deck was being cleaned – or, more accurately, scrubbed – of dead. 
 Alpha and the Marines had just been reprieved. 
 Handon looked around for Coulson – or, more to the point, for the Marine’s radio. He needed more battlespace intel. Whatever was happening, it had to be some kind of an opportunity. 
 The question now was how to leverage it. 
 Whatever else, Fate had somehow now allowed them all a few more minutes of life. 

Or maybe it wasn’t Fate, he thought, squinting off up the deck through all the foam. But whoever had done this, he would count it as profit. 
 * * * 
 “Why the hell did I end up at the front?” cursed Wesley as his shoulder hit the hatch. He wasn’t technically first out. That honor would go to Browning and Melvin, but it was his shoulder pushing the hatch open at the front of a hundred-strong force that now surged up the stairs toward the deck. 
 He was expecting the hatch to resist, thinking maybe there would be a mob of undead pushing on the other side, and maybe, just maybe, he wouldn’t be able to open it, and therefore could stay safely inside. And there were in fact dead behind it, but as it swung open he saw several bodies sliding away across the foam-flooded deck, leaving a gap of maybe ten feet for him to step out and let the first shooters through. 
 The spectacle before him was the new most bizarre thing Wesley had seen in his life. The entire deck was covered in a thick blanket of white foam, and within that foam thousands of undead writhed and clawed, unable to gain purchase, unable to stand or even crawl. As Wesley took a step forward, grabbing the hatch and pulling it open for those behind, he nearly landed flat on his ass. The deck was slippery, and his old boots had barely any tread. No wonder the dead couldn’t move in the stuff. It was difficult enough for a living human who had control of his limbs. 
 “Ach, fuck me,” said Melvin in his broad Scottish brogue, taking his first good look outside. “Someone needs to phone home and tell them we found a new way to fight the dead. Bring on the era of fire extinguishers.” 
 Then the two shore patrolmen were out the hatch, taking slow half-steps forward across the foam-covered deck, and more followed, each reaching the exit and slowing down to step outside, almost tiptoeing across the slippery mess. Wesley saw Burns, a determined expression on his face, gripping his shotgun and moving out of the hatch to the right, his back against the outside wall. Finally, after the emergence of a dozen or so of the weapons crew, as they had been named, the Captain himself stepped from the door, took a deep breath, and grunted with satisfaction. 
 But then his broad brow furrowed. “Over there!” he said, pointing to a spot about twenty yards away. The area was thick with foam and bodies, and even at that moment one of the dead was almost free of it, clawing for freedom and insane with hunger. “Concentrate your fire. Kill everything between us and that area, but avoid those posts sticking up there. And no grenades. Small-arms fire only!” 
 Seconds later, with the line formed up, gunfire cut through the muffled moaning of the dead. Wesley, newly issued shovel in hand, stood a few feet behind Melvin and Browning as they edged forward. The firing line shot anything that moved, and made slow but steady progress. After what seemed like an age, they finally made it, Wesley sagging with relief. Beheading corpses with a shovel was a stomach-turning task, and one that he hadn’t been prepared for. Every time his arms jarred with the impact of the shovel whacking flesh and then the hard surface below, he thought his stomach would empty. 
 Finally, they’d cleared a path to the spot the Captain had been so adamant they reach, and now Wesley discovered why. Jutting from the deck were a pair of pipe heads, with pressure controls. They were ports for wide-bore hoses. Twenty yards on was another identical station. 
 “Push those bodies out of the way!” shouted the Captain, snapping his fingers impatiently as he watched. “And get those hoses deployed, now!” 
 Wesley grabbed the business end of the first hose they managed to attach to a pipe, and by the time he stood at the front, aiming the nozzle at the pile of decapitated bodies on the deck before him, five others had grabbed hold of it and were steadying themselves against the violent force to come. Wesley had no idea how strong the water pressure was going to be, but he took the sailors’ actions as a warning. He gripped the handle behind the nozzle until his knuckles turned white, and braced himself against the deck. 
 The Captain still stood by the hatch, guiding and commanding the rush of crew members exiting through it in a loud voice. Most were using shovels and rakes to keep the writhing, foam-covered dead away, but others were firing into the mass, taking out those that appeared to be quicker, or more active. Killing the fast ones before they got loose. 
 “Hose teams! Clear the area from the pumps to the edge of the deck,” shouted the Captain, looking directly at Wesley. “Then turn and make your way to us.” 
 And then the hose came on, and Wesley was holding on to it with every bit of his remaining strength. The damn thing was spraying with such force that he thought it would launch the six of them off into the air. But even with the slick surface beneath them, they somehow managed to hold their ground and point the power jet at the deck ahead. 
 The effect was nothing short of stunning. 
 Between Wesley and the edge of the deck, there was about ten yards of foam and zombies. The jet surged across the deck and blasted them backward, bodies tumbling over one another as the massive force of water pushed them across a deck surface slick with the slippery fire-retardant foam. Within seconds the area was clear, the writhing, moaning dead having tumbled from the deck and into the sea below. 
 Then Wesley heard another loud hiss beside him as the second hose came online, the group controlling it bearing down hard. 
 “Aim that one this way!” came the Captain’s voice. Wesley glanced toward the hatch, where their main force was still gathered. 
 “We need to clear our way across the deck,” continued the old man, whose beard was now caked in white foam in addition to dirt. “Drive a wedge that cuts the deck in half and clears a way to there.” He was pointing at the bulky shapes of the two forklifts that had been left out after the abandonment of Ammo City and the defensive line behind it. 
 “Then we can really start to get these bastards off my ship.” 





 Don’t Shoot Me in the Ass 

JFK Hospital 
 Less than two minutes after admitting the last unwelcome visitors, the doors to the hospital burst open once more – but this time the remaining security guy, and not just Reyes, were ready. Both their weapons, pistol and shotgun, were up and trained on the two figures that staggered through, before the one in the lead could even turn around. The man, not dressed in a uniform of any kind, was coming in backward, limping and struggling, his ass pointing the way as he dragged the second figure with him. 
 “Hold your fire,” said Reyes, his free hand coming up palm facing the guard. This guy was jittery as hell since the last incursion, a bag of nerves, and likely to start blasting at any moment. But he responded to the Marine’s command, and held his position. 
 The man, or thing, dragging the other body turned around upon hearing the voices. Reyes prepared himself for some nasty vision, like a mouthful of flesh, or a smashed face, but all that stared back at him were the wide eyes of fear. 
 “Shit! Don’t shoot. Please.” 
 The security guy slumped with relief, and gave Reyes a look that said he was going to have a heart attack if this went on much longer. Reyes wondered how the man was even still alive. A weak ticker and nervous temperament were not the qualities you looked for when handing out shotguns. 
 And suddenly there were others pushing through the door behind the first two – a woman trailing two children and with a younger child in her arms, then two other men, backing into the room with their rifles pointed behind the group, covering the rear. None of these people wore a recognizable uniform – except the barely conscious man being dragged by his armpits. Surveying the little showdown, and the weapons being brandished, one of the women stepped forward. 
 “We’ve just come on board. We need help. This is one of your people,” she said, pointing at Derwin. The sailor was looking so pale, his skin almost blue, that it was difficult to tell if he was even alive anymore. “He was shot, an hour ago at least.” 
 A nurse pushed forward, followed by a doctor in surgical garb, and the two helped the survivor haul Derwin onto a gurney. 
 “Was he bitten or scratched?” the doctor asked. She was the same lieutenant commander who had briefly tangled with Fick, and her body language now said she wasn’t interested in having any debates about infection risk. Two years of battlefield medicine in the ZA had left her a steely-eyed veteran. 
 The woman answered, “No, not bitten. Just shot.” Then she added, tentatively, “I think.” 
 The doctor checked Derwin’s pulse and temperature. 
 “He’s alive, but barely. Vitals show no indication of infection. Let’s get mitts and a mask on him anyway, and get a saline drip in. Two units of plasma right now and type and cross for two more. I’m going to explore that wound. Let’s get going, people.” 
 The newcomers watched as the medical staff rushed Derwin to the back of the hospital, one of the nurses already attaching what looked like a pair of oven mitts to his hands, another fitting a mask that secured from behind but had air holes. The woman who had spoken to the doctor looked around the complex now, noting the rows of beds in the next room – almost all of them empty, even though a battle raged just above their heads. 
 “Where are all the wounded?” she asked. 
 The nearest nurse looked up as he helped a limping survivor onto a chair. 
 “Most people don’t need need medical care when they get wounded fighting Zulus. They don’t usually make it to the ward.” 
 * * * 
 The dead were now pouring off the edge of the deck in great torrents. 
 From his vantage point at the rightmost of the hose crews, and barely twenty feet from the sheer drop-off into the sea, Wesley could see the deck gradually clearing. Those crews, which together now comprised nearly sixty people struggling to point a dozen furious high-pressure hoses at the churning foam and zombie mess, was managing the impossible. 
 The hoses were kicking out water at such a rate that it was difficult to keep them from flying away, but the effect on the mass of dead, already struggling even to stand up, was astounding. The dead were being flung backward, flailing and grasping at air, bouncing against the hard deck surface and smashed against the incoming wall of water. And those pushed out near to the edge of the deck on either side were systematically ejected into the ocean. 
 Behind him, Wesley could still hear gunfire, and he was aware that Melvin, Browning, and a dozen other shooters were running along the line and taking out any stragglers that happened to get past the hoses. But, more importantly, they were taking down zombies loose behind the lines, those that had already got past them before this crazy expedition had launched. There were still a lot of dead, hundreds of them, stuck in the foam behind them, and clumsy or not, some were breaking free. 
 And the level of the foam was already beginning to drop, thinned and scattered by the jets of water as well as the sparse rain that still fell from above. But with that there was good news, too. Wesley could watch as the storm of dead carried on trying to climb aboard, but the mass of bodies at the prow was being cascaded with spilling foam now, and they didn’t seem able to grab hold of anything, or climb across one another as they had before. 
 At least for the moment. 
 Wesley scanned the panorama of crazy, chaotic madness before him. This Captain’s in-extremis force wasn’t anywhere close to removing the whole threat, with the horde still trying to crawl onto the ship at the very front edge of the flight deck, foam or no. But they had now pushed out past the two bow catapults, the EMALS launcher points the Captain wanted cleared so badly, and were making fast progress toward the hole. 
 At the same time, the militia still on their feet around the hole were fighting back. 
 But Wesley was puzzled by something else now. The teams rushing up to the catapults – what the hell were they doing with those forklift trucks? He couldn’t see clearly, and was too focused on keeping the hose pointed safely forward, but occasional glances revealed the Captain barking orders and a small team frantically driving the two forklifts to sit in the middle of the deck at the base of the catapults. 
 Wesley didn’t have to wait very long to find out. One moment he was ten feet from the nearest hose crew, and the next the line of hose wielders were edging toward him, bunching up – and creating a gap in the center of the deck, as though they were making room for one of those crazy-ass pilots to launch in a fighter plane. 
 “Clear out!” shouted Melvin. “Clear the runway! Everyone to one side!” The Scotsman waved at the hose crews and looked back over his shoulder with a grim expression. 
 Wesley now saw a forklift sitting in front of each of the launchers. 
 Then he realized that a catapult crewman was attaching something to the front of each of the forklifts and backing away, body low to the ground. 
 He’d seen them attaching those metal lugs to the planes before a launch… 

Wait, you’ve got to be kidding me.

 “Fire!” shouted the captain. 
 There was a sharp snapping sound, followed by a loud roar, as the two forklift trucks went from motionless to, a fraction of a second later, blasting down the runway at speeds that Wesley couldn’t even imagine. These launch systems were built to send 40-ton aircraft into the air. What was happening to these much lighter ground vehicles defied the imagination… 
 Not quite two seconds later, both forklifts rocketed off the front edge of the deck. But before that, neither had stayed upright, instead spinning, rolling, and screaming in protest, leaving a shower of sparks behind them as they tumbled along the hard surface of the deck, all the way barreling into masses of dead and pushing them before them, or shoving them off to the side, or just crushing them. Hundreds of bodies were knocked from the deck in waves, as several tons of solid metal smashed through their ranks with unspeakable speed and violence. 
 “Holy fucking shit,” said a voice to Wesley’s left. He turned to see Melvin with his mouth hanging open. “The guy is mental!” But then he burst into cackling laughter. 
 And no sooner had Wesley recovered from the shock of watching a normally slow-moving truck become catapult ammunition, than two more vehicles – the portable generator truck and the decommissioned deck cleaner that Wesley had seen below – were being driven into position. And beyond that, rising up from the hangar deck on the giant aircraft elevators, were more heavy machines. 
 Wesley suddenly recognized the driver of the generator truck – Burns. He leapt out of it and was running back to the other vehicles even as the catapult crewman attached the lug. 
 “Get those hoses in a line!” bellowed the Captain’s voice, once more loud and brooking no dissent. “When we’re done with the launches, you start a slow march forward and don’t stop. I don’t want to see one of you slacking off until we’re all standing on the prow!” 
 Wesley turned again to the front, and back to the job of keeping his hose on target. Ahead of him, he watched as the gaps left behind by the forklift missiles began to fill with the dead that still struggled onto the ship. They were being slowed down, knocked back, and degraded, and the living had gotten the upper hand for now. But there were still millions of them out there, and they were still trying to come over the top. 
 Wesley figured they could keep going like this for a while. But at some point they would run out of machines to lob, or the white foam would all be sprayed out and washed away, or the shooters keeping the stragglers away from the hose line would run out of bullets. 
 And somewhere along the line the ship would still fall if they didn’t all get the hell out of there, and soon. 





 Salvatio Futurae 

JFK, the Island 
 “Commander? The channel’s still open, sir.” 
 Drake looked down at his hand, which still held the mic. He gripped it tightly in his fist, the talk button still depressed. A glance at the desk showed the tannoy was still set to All Stations. 
 “Shit,” he said – but, this time at least, after releasing the button. 
 He glanced to his side, where Martin was leaning out over the desk, knuckles on the console, and boggling out the front screens. The commanding view from here was always nice. But sometimes it had particular rewards. 
 And right now they had an absolutely perfect vantage, as if from a VIP booth at the Super Bowl, as the entire flight deck was covered with foam from the AFFF wash-down jets… and then as a bunch of guys, Drake had not the first flipping clue who, emerged onto the flight deck and started sweeping it clear with fucking fire hoses. 
 The power of these blasting jets of water was nothing short of devastating. And the Zulus on deck were standing, or for the most part lying, on viscous foam. They went off the edge of the deck like tungsten slugs out of a rail gun. They practically rocketed off the ship and back out into the ocean. Drake had never seen anything like it. Hope rose up in his breast like a tidal wave. 
 And then this was tempered by the realization that he ought to be court-martialed for incompetence of command – for never having thought of this amazing shit himself. But – who the hell had thought of it? 
 He grabbed a pair of binoculars, raced out onto the observation deck, and peered down toward the end of the flight deck. 
 “Oh, no fucking way…” he breathed. 
 White beard, white hair. Commanding presence. 
 It could only be one person. 

Fuck it, Drake thought to himself. Just go with it. 
 A minute or so later, when their heavy vehicles started launching down the flight deck at 200mph and bowling over hundreds of dead like ninepins, he couldn’t even begin to know what to think about that. It was like he had entered some parallel dimension – one in which the dead were no longer a dire existential threat, but a mere nuisance, like mosquitos. 
 The hatch behind him banged open, and out of it raced the Air Boss, to whom those EMALS catapults belonged. He stopped a couple of feet from Drake, who swiveled his head to look at him. The Air Boss’ mouth was open. Absolutely nothing came out of it. 
 They both turned back to simply gaze, slack-jawed, upon the bravura closing number being performed on the stage below. 
 Drake realized that Martin had followed them out at some point, and now leaned on the railing just to his left. He then looked down at their feet, and realized the boat was still rocking slightly, as the destroyer still struggled heroically to pull them free of the sandbar. 
 At last, Drake tried to recover his senses, as he surveyed the deck below and saw that it was nearly completely clear of the dead. “We just bought some time,” he said. Looking back out toward the prow, he saw that dead were still coming over the front edge and sides, albeit at a slower rate, because they couldn’t get any purchase on the suddenly sudsy deck. “But maybe only minutes. What can we do with it?” 
 Martin, jaw clenched, nodded seriously and said, “Follow me.” 
 * * * 
 The rain was finally clearing. Ali thought that would be small consolation – maybe they would get to see the sun one last time before slipping beneath the waves. She could see Emily and Park fading fast. They’d been exhausted, from terror and extended exertion and stress, even before going in the water. 
 Soon they’d be done. 
 But as visibility started to improve, Ali found she could see the most startling thing. It was the stern of the carrier, which loomed above them and in the middle distance, and off of which was now pouring white foam – increasingly heavy in volume, and seemingly in slow-motion, much as the cascade of a waterfall looks slowed down at a distance. And all she could think was: Wow. On top of everything else, now they’re fighting a fire on the flight deck…

 But then, from the other direction, suddenly something else came at them out of the clearing mist and the lightening gloom. It whump-whumped in on them heavily and unerringly. 
 It was the other Seahawk. 
 “Oh, thank fuck for that,” Ali said aloud, through her own fog of exhaustion. Sometimes you just needed good old dumb-ass luck to bail you out. In this case, she’d take it. 
 The helo went into a hover about ten meters above them, and an equal distance out to sea. Ali spotted a crew chief in the door and waved at him. But the guy just sat there and eyeballed her. Jesus Fuck, what now…? She pulled out her tactical light, held it up with one hand, and flashed Morse code at him: “Throw us the strop.” 
 The crew chief nodded – but then leaned his torso back inside. When he reappeared, his voice blared across the water, over their own rotor and engine noise, from the helo’s loudspeaker. “WE’RE NOT HERE FOR YOU,” he belted out. 
 As she worked to keep her head above water, and her temper under control, Ali found the swells of the sea were rising higher. She paddled more vigorously, keeping an eye on Simon and Emily. Soon, she was going to have to pull one of them into a rescue stroke – and she wouldn’t be able to save them both. Dead tired herself at this point, she was going to have to dig down even to handle one. 
 Surely the helo crew wouldn’t sit there and watch them drown? 
 Steeling her patience, Ali blinked once, slowly. Okay, she thought. Fuck it. I’ll bite. She raised her light and flashed back: “Who the fuck are you here for, then?” 
 The crew chief pointed his puffy flightsuit-clad arm downward and a little further out to sea. “THEM,” he blared. 
 Ali tried to follow his arm. But as the swells continued to grow, she finally realized the waves weren’t the only thing rising up beside them – and she now understood what was causing the swells. A steel, slate-gray wall was emerging out of the ocean, just out to sea behind them. Within a few seconds of that breaching the surface, a whole horizontal platform of identical gray steel rose out of the water underneath it, sloughing off great sheets of water into the surrounding ocean. 
 It was as majestic as a whale breaking the surface – only with sharper lines and angles. And four times longer than the largest whale that ever swam. That wall was actually a conning tower. And the platform was the deck of a Virginia-class nuclear-powered fast attack submarine. 
 Ali just closed her eyes and shook her dripping head. 
 Nothing was surprising anymore. Not on a day like today. 
 She rallied her two charges one last time, and got them swimming toward the sub. 
 * * * 
 Corporal Raible was alone. 
 All alone with his duty – which consisted now of leading a dwindling band of terrified and barely trained sailors, all wielding lethal weapons in close quarters, trying to hold a disaster area and defend the world’s last nuclear supercarrier against a mountain of death that wanted to eat them all. And not just them – but everyone behind them. 
 The death mountain wanted to eat everyone, everywhere. 
 The roar of the assault rifles was crushing in the semi-enclosed space. And the 20mm grenade launchers were about to become a serious hazard. The sailors could be forgiven for using them, given how desperate was their situation – hell, they were supposed to use them. But there was a thing called minimum safe distance, and the dead were now well inside it. And Raible was starting to feel the heat of the explosions on his face. 
 Right now, he was trying to reposition his people further from the lip of the hole, so they couldn’t so easily be dragged over the edge by the leaping ones. This meant they could only engage Zulus that were already climbing into the ship. But the pile was back up to their level anyway, so it was a distinction without a difference. The ones coming in were basically just walking across a bridge of their destroyed buddies. 
 It was a meat avalanche, rolling implacably at them. 
 And it was the numbers of his dwindling force that Raible was agonizing over when, suddenly, out of thin air, he got reinforcements – whole new guys falling down on their heads, like militia from heaven. This rain of living people was slightly preceded by a cascade of white foam. 
 Raible recognized the fire-suppression foam instantly; but had no idea why it was coming down on them. And when the first sailor from up top went sliding over the edge, arms and legs wheeling, a pair of Raible’s people leapt away as she windmilled into the deck right between them. She’d only fallen ten feet and was unhurt, if slightly stunned. 
 It was much the same with the next ten or twelve who came down, seemingly from the Gods, to reinforce their dwindling ranks. Already back on their heels fighting the dead, a significant chunk of the force up top had basically succumbed to the suddenly foam-slick deck, and gone sliding over the edge. 
 But Raible would take them. 
 Improvising, seizing the initiative, he got the new fighters back on their feet and slotted in to the defense. He’d only just managed this, when he noted with extreme pleasure that the foam still pouring down was now washing off their bit of deck, and flowing out into the Zulu mountain. And he smiled out loud, realizing the slickness made it harder for them to get onto the ship, or at least to do so while still on their feet. 
 And that was when the entire city-sized warship lurched all around them – heaving like a sonofabitch, knocking him off his own feet. 
 Raible was thrown half over the top of his cover, then tumbled over on his side. As he pulled himself back upright, fighting to get back the wind that had been knocked out of him, he could see several things at once. The first was that another militiaman up top had gone over the edge – but this time had some airspeed, and flew right over their position and out into the hill of the dead. He screamed all the way down – and for a bit longer, as he was devoured. There was nothing Raible could do for him, nor for the second man who followed him. 
 Closer to home, most of his people had gone down to the deck from the lurch, some of them hard – and two had been knocked out to the edge, where they now kicked hysterically at the grasping arms that clawed at them, like Quint kicking at the shark after it flopped up on his boat. 
 Except that Raible wasn’t planning to let his people get eaten alive. He raced toward them, firing as he ran. He got there at the same time as others from the rear, half grabbing on to the two on their back and pulling, the others firing down into the giant mouth that was trying to consume them. 
 Raible could see both the terror and the resolve shining in the eyes of his people as they tried to keep one another alive through this. They were brand new to combat, but they had instantly, intuitively grasped its first rule: you fight for the man on either side of you, first and last. 
 And there was no question that having some of his few remaining fighters get knocked over the edge into the horde was a hellish turn of events. But to Corporal Raible, whose mind was running at full speed and ranging actively ahead, it also portended the possibility of salvation. 

Because the ship was moving.

 * * * 
 “Captain!” 
 Abrams swivelled to face the Murphy’s bridge radar operator. He would have happily given either love or money to be outside and to have eyes on the carrier as it came loose – or, as things stood, failed to come loose. But his place was on the bridge. And with most of the action behind them, his view on the state of play was all virtual. 
 The radar operator shouted out the news. “Surface contact, bearing zero-seven-nine, unidentified!” Drake just watched and waited for it. He knew more details would be coming, probably in seconds. “Signature is of an attack submarine breaching… Virginia class… It’s the Washington, sir.” 
 “Location?” 
 “Right where Commander Drake called it.” 
 “Kick-ass.” Abrams said that out loud, as he rose and fast-walked out of his bridge, grabbing a pair of binoculars as he did. This he needed to see for himself. Out on deck, he circled the gangway until he spotted Firehawk One hovering over the telltale silhouette of a surfaced sub, then raised the binocs and dialed in. 

Drake, you son of a bitch, he thought. He could now see human figures on the Washington’s deck – including three who were not wearing Navy uniforms. Two of those looked like civilians. 
 He darted back to the bridge and stepped up to the radio station, grabbing the radioman by the shoulders. “Can you confirm they got them?” 
 A short delay. “Aye, sir. The Washington confirms the Mortem Two objective is aboard. They’ve got the scientist.” 
 Abrams hesitated not one more second. “Engines ahead full!” 
 “Aye aye, sir.” 
 The trembling of the ship around them redoubled. It was like being on a vibrating hotel bed – or, in this case, an entire, large, floating vibrating hotel. With the screws spun up to nearly their full speed, the destroyer still sat in place, like a race car with both its accelerator and it brake pedal jammed into the floor, its enormous power constrained. 
 Abrams stonily gave his next order. “All ahead flank one.” 
 Commander Jones leaned in close to Abrams, but didn’t particularly keep his voice down. He had to speak over the noise of a large warship trying to rip itself to pieces. “Jim… we’re going to tear the guts right out of her. For God’s sake.” 
 Abrams shook his head slowly. “It doesn’t matter now.” 
 And it didn’t. Because Abrams knew that there was a third vessel in play. Whatever happened to the Michael Murphy, whatever happened to the John F. Kennedy… there was now another boat, the USS Washington, to ferry their objective back across the ocean – and to complete their mission. And so now both Abrams and the Murphy were free. Free to do their job. 
 Which was to protect the flat-top – at all costs. 
 “Flank two!” Abrams said. “Do it! Pull for all we’re worth!” 
 The superstructure of the ship was already emitting terrible groans. Jones was thinking he should seriously get out there and see what was happening to their wildcat – and, moreover, see what was happening to the sections of hull around it. He also figured he’d better bring a damage-control party. But as he rose to leave, the Captain spoke again. 
 Abrams cast his eyes over his bridge – perhaps for the last time. 
 “Flank three,” he said calmly. This was the limit – full power for their dual engines. It was like firing the main booster rockets on a moonshot. Except the rocket was chained to something eight times as heavy as itself on the launchpad. 
 Abrams calmly stepped out the hatch onto the gangway and circled around to the stern, the whole ship bucking and shrieking around him. He had given his final order. 
 And he damned well wanted to see what was going to happen next. 
 * * * 
 “Commander Drake!” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Leonidas Two reports an improved tactical situation in the hole. They think they can hold a little longer.” 
 “Got it.” Drake eyeballed the flight deck out through the screens. In the last minute, it had looked like half the survivors of Leonidas One, the up-top half of the reserve, had fallen right off the ship – or at least fallen into the giant hole they were meant to be defending. However, now their position was being reinforced by the unbidden and half-assed firefighting detail. 
 Who incidentally were pretty much taking back the whole flight deck. 
 Drake didn’t understand it for a second. But he did have to admit they were kicking major ass. The large group of sailors, identities and actual assignments unknown, were sweeping the deck clear of dead with enormous gouts of high-pressure water, and with rocketing heavy machinery – and they were doing so with authority. They looked unstoppable. And that was damned well a first for the living in this fucked-up, never-ending battle. 
 And Drake could still see that white-bearded old bastard down there directing them, raging around out in the fray, out at the front in fact, totally fearless. Drake muttered, mainly to himself, “Who’s running this fucking battle? Oh, yeah – nobody…” 
 “Commander!” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “The Washington has breached! She’s two thousand meters off our stern, bearing one-seven-five.” 
 “Got it.” So the cavalry was actually arriving on time after all. Maybe the Kennedy wasn’t going to be the Alamo. Maybe some of them would walk away. Or maybe they’d steam the whole fort right the fuck out of Texas. The Mexicans could have it. 
 A voice sounded behind him, repeating her line from earlier. “Drake, you son of a bitch. I knew it.” 
 He turned around to see LT Campbell striding onto the Flag Bridge, a tablet computer in one hand and her pistol in the other. Were things getting that bad? Or had she been below decks – or even out on the flight deck? Drake just mentally shrugged. 
 Right behind her came a hurtling Captain Martin, who had dashed down to CIC to retrieve his crap. He had his laptop and a thick sheaf of papers – and, as became clear when he plopped down at a station nearby, he had piped their UAV video feed up to this console. 
 “Any revolutionary new ideas?” Drake asked, looking down as Martin got plugged in, seeming somehow both manic, as they all were, but also unflappable in that particular British way. “Because we’ve been reprieved. For another minute or two.” 
 Martin propped up his laptop, flipped through some windows, and then started running the video of his last, biggest simulation – right alongside a monitor showing the real-time drone video of the storm raging at the prow, just outside. The similarity of the two moving images, one imagined and mocked up, the other all too real and happening in real time, was eerie. Drake was thinking Martin had actually nailed it. But Martin was thinking the opposite. 
 “Okay,” he said, scraping his hand across his forehead. “Why aren’t we coming loose? What’s changed?” Drake didn’t answer. It seemed like a rhetorical question. “When reality doesn’t match the model, that means either the assumptions were wrong – or else something has changed along the way. We’re out of time to revisit the assumptions. So, like the drunk looking for his keys under the streetlight, we’ve got to figure out what’s changed. Maybe it’s something we can still fix.” 
 Drake didn’t know Martin well. But he could tell the British officer and engineer was in the cognitive fight of his life. As if the Kennedy would stand or fall based on what happened in his brain in the next few seconds. Steam was practically coming off his forehead. 
 “What’s changed?” he repeated. “Between when I designed the model and now?” 
 That one wasn’t rhetorical. Drake answered. “One aircraft didn’t make it back. An F-35.” 
 Martin checked the weight manifest. “Fifty thousand pounds. But I had that as neutral, roughly amidships.” 
 “We can’t get it back, anyway.” 
 “What else?” Martin belatedly clocked the firefighting parties battling out on deck. “Where do those hoses draw water from? We emptied the ballast tanks already, right?” 
 “Yeah. They draw directly from the ocean.” 
 “From the front?” 
 “For those hose stations, yes.” 
 “Fuck, fuck,” Martin cursed. “That means they’re sucking water out from in front of the ship. But is it enough to matter? What’s the flow rate? God, I need to update the sims. But there’s no time. I’ve got to eyeball it.” And with that he leaned over a yellow legal pad and started frantically scribbling longhand equations. 
 It reminded Drake of when Martin had been trying to restart the reactor, and had gone to the whiteboard, squeaking out mysterious symbols with his marker pen. For some reason, Drake was taken by a feeling of nostalgia, and inexplicable calm. Like it was out of his hands now. He felt guilty, because the Brit was obviously wringing the last ounce of effort from his tortured brain, trying to save Drake’s ship for him. 
 The carrier lurched around them again, more violently now, sending everyone on the Flag Bridge grabbing at something to stay upright. 
 Martin straightened back up, and he and Drake locked eyes. They both glanced down to the monitor displaying the UAV video feed. It was still locked on the mountain of dead piling up against the prow. And in this moment, it looked bigger and thicker than it ever had before. Were they seeing it right? 
 And Drake realized with a start that something had changed – for the better. With the thick fire-retardant foam, plus all the water from the hose teams, streaming over the prow… suddenly, the dead couldn’t climb up and over the lip. They couldn’t gain any purchase. Instead, they were piling up in front of the carrier into a higher and wider mass than at any time before. 
 The ship lurched again, more violently. 
 Martin’s and Drake’s eyes stayed glued to the aerial video feed. 
 * * * 
 At three thousand feet above the battle, the world was strangely peaceful. Distance was like that – it smoothed rough edges, made danger and drama more abstract, granted perspective. Maybe the crew of a gigantic warship would all die down there today. 
 But an eon hence, would the Earth care? Would the universe? 
 The UAV itself certainly didn’t care. It had a relatively advanced silicon brain, in the form of multiple onboard processors. But it was still a long way from anything like sentience. Ultimately, it was controlled by human operators down on the carrier. But right now, for the moment, it flew itself in a preprogrammed pattern, tirelessly maintaining its lazy, wide, elliptical orbit way up above the chaos that reigned below, its unblinking eye serenely and tirelessly sweeping the scene, the focus of its gaze locked on to the front of the beleaguered warship. 
 And what it saw now, though it didn’t have the smarts or even the interest to evaluate the image, was a mass of what in reality was nearly 400,000 dead bodies, and which represented more than 40 million pounds of dead weight, all of it pressing up against the front of the 220-million-pound warship. The exact force this represented, arrayed in opposition to the friction of the sandbar, as well as the weight of the ship pressing down – and also combining with the force of the destroyer pulling on its length of chain – was something Captain Martin had calculated down to the Nth decimal place. 
 This unmanned aerial vehicle had a brother on the other side of the ocean surface – an unmanned underwater vehicle. This UUV had fallen in the line of duty, and was now buried beneath an aquatic avalanche of writhing dead, its mobility gone, its camera view occluded. But if the living people on the carrier, or the UAV circling above, could have seen what the UUV beneath the waves did: they would have seen many thousands of dead hands clawing at the ship’s hull from beneath the water. 
 Moreover, they would see these half-crushed masses of dead digging down into the sandbar, trying to find a way in, just as the ones above the water tried to climb their way up. And they would see them reducing, and partially destabilizing, the sandbar that held the Kennedy locked to the ocean floor, as the dead tried to follow any avenue that might get them closer to the living people inside. 
 And this destabilization, reflected in the sandbar’s falling friction coefficient, was something that Martin had also calculated with exacting precision. 
 And he had, as events were about to prove, calculated exactly right after all. 
 And these two mindless, uncomplaining, easygoing drones, one way up in the sky, the other at the very bottom of the sea, would be the first witnesses to the vindication of Captain Martin of the Royal Engineers – and first to witness the momentous transformations that happened when reality matched simulation. They got to see the all-consuming storm of the dead, with its enormous weight and mass and force pressed hard up against the prow, helping to push the carrier off the sandbar and back out to sea. 
 They were there to see the Kennedy’s doom become its salvation – as the horde of dead that wanted to devour them instead helped to refloat them. 

Quo Fas et Gloria Ducunt. That was the motto of the Royal Corps of Engineers. 
 Where Duty and Glory Lead. 
 In this case: they led the hell out of there. 
 * * * 
 Ali accepted a hand up onto the deck of the Washington, which was still sloughing off water after surfacing. She only paused long enough to get her feet firmly beneath her, before turning back to haul Park and Emily up out of the water from behind her – both at the same time, one with each hand. 
 She had come a long way, suffered and sacrificed an unspeakable amount, and performed a variety of near-miracles, to lead these two to safety – particularly the scientist. So she was damn well going to see them all the way home. And as the two of them finally stood dripping on deck, and coughed into their hands, and got blankets wrapped around their shoulders by stalwart sailors, Ali laughed out loud. 
 “Mission complete,” she said, to nobody but herself. 
 “I’d say you are mission complete. And a good job of it.” She turned to find herself facing a middle-aged but youthful naval officer wearing a ballcap emblazoned with “SSN-787” – the hull number of the Washington. From his rank and insignia, Ali knew that she was facing the captain of the boat. She took his outstretched hand and shook it firmly. 
 Sailors of various ranks and ratings were running across the deck now, and shouting to one another over the roar of the Seahawk, which was coming into a hover directly over the stern, and pausing in its descent barely a foot off the deck. 
 The sub captain caught Ali’s wistful look in that direction. “Believe me – the safest place for you right now is here on this boat.” 
 Ali nodded. “But they’re going to the Kennedy?” 
 “Affirmative.” 
 Ali eyeballed the guys now running toward the helo, and then getting handed up into it by the crew chief. She could see from the rating insignia on their shoulders that they were all either machinist mates or electronics technicians. And Ali would have bet a perfectly good life jacket that they were nuclear-trained MMs and ETs. These were the nuclear operators from a Virginia-class nuclear sub. And Ali knew that if anyone – other than the JFK’s original nuclear guys – would know how to restart the carrier’s reactors, it was very definitely these people. 
 Ali was very happy to defer, and let them have the ride. 
 Turning back, shaking more violently from the chill, she saw the sub captain now shaking Simon’s hand. He said, “Dr. Park, I presume! I gather you’re an individual of some strategic importance. That your laptop? We’ll get it drained and dried out for you.” 
 Park took his hand. But he said, “Thanks – but I can do it myself.” 
 “Very good. Welcome aboard.” 
 The Seahawk lifted off again, turning and putting its nose down, causing the wind across the deck to blast up, and making Ali shiver again. But, looking up now, she suddenly realized that, without her noticing it, the rain had stopped entirely. And the sun was beginning to leak through the dark clouds above – for what seemed like the first time in an age. Craning her neck, she followed the arc of the helo’s path, as it headed back east toward the carrier. And, out beyond it, she could see the virgin sunlight illuminating the JFK, as if washing the darkness away. 
 And as she watched the ship magically bathed in light, she also witnessed the beginning of a full-on miracle. 
 She could see now that the gargantuan chain connecting the Kennedy to the destroyer was taut. Looking to one side, she could see the Murphy straining, pulling for all she was worth. The plume of white water in her stern plowed high into the air and far behind her, as her engines ran at full power. 
 From this distance, the noise of its screaming engines was just audible – though not so the sound of the 110,000-ton carrier as it began to slide across the ocean bottom. From their angle on the sub, behind and to the port side of the carrier, its movement wasn’t quite perceptible. 
 But while Ali and her charges and the sub crew couldn’t see much of the motion of the towering behemoth as it began to slide backward into the ocean, as if being launched for a second time… what they could see was the unimaginably enormous mountain of dead piled up around the prow. They could see it around the port side, presumably with a mirror-image on the other, both of them sloping out and down, away from the front edge of the flight deck. 
 Ali glanced back behind and around her, and saw that the dozen-plus people still standing on the glistening deck of the Washington all stood rapt – their eyes trained in the same direction as hers. They were all witnessing a miracle: 
 The exodus of the USS John F. Kennedy. 
 They could all see the mountain of Zulus up against the prow slowly collapse, tumbling heavily down upon itself like an uncontrolled avalanche on an ice- and snow-blanketed Alpine peak, seemingly falling in slow motion as the carrier pulled away and the unimaginable volume of bodies lost purchase and dropped out from under itself. Immense geysers of ocean water rose up to the sky as the millions of pounds of dead bodies plunged into it. 
 And, as the distant sound of crashing and splashing faded out, a new sound took its place. 
 It was the wild, distant cheers of the exuberant men and women on the carrier – and as it carried across the water, it was met with a cheer in response from the destroyer as well. 
 And the air was clear enough now that Ali could see a couple of tiny helmets tossed into the air off the carrier’s fantail deck, arcing gracefully down into the ocean below. 
 Giant swells of water from the refloating carrier began to rock the submarine. 
 Ali just laughed out loud, and smiled into the breaking sunshine. 





 Time 
 The JFK, Sparrow Missile Deck 
 Dawn broke in the east, way out on the endless horizon, right at the seam between sea and sky. This was the second morning after the Battle of the JFK. The sky was largely clear, with a thin scattering of broken clouds on the horizon – just enough to make the sunrise gentle and pretty. The breeze, most of it an artificial wind from the giant vessel plowing through the ocean at its top speed of forty knots, was cold, crisp, and clean. 
 First Sergeant Aaliyah Khamsi, formerly of the 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta, now seemingly permanently on attachment to the Unified Special Operations Command at Hereford, United Kingdom, sat alone in the first morning light. The sharp sea air felt cleansing in her lungs. But in this moment, she was not sure she’d ever felt so completely alone. With everything she had already dared and risked and lived through, and all she’d lost along the way, there were definitely some competing moments for that title. 
 She sat on the cold outcropping of the little side deck, two levels beneath the flight deck, which nestled between the Sparrow missile launchers and the Phalanx CIWS. Homer had showed her this spot, and taught her this trick. Aside from being one of the few places to find any real solitude on this floating commune, it had seemed to her like the right place. 
 The right place to sit in silence – and to nurse the pain of missing him. 
 Ali hadn’t cried in longer than she could remember. She hadn’t cried since saying goodbye to her sister, for what had turned out to be the second-to-last time, when she fled their native Somalia, long before the fall. Back when she had set off into the unknown, so innocent of what the years ahead held – all that she was to learn, and achieve, and discover in herself. Not to mention the looming end of the world, about which she’d had no more real premonition than anyone else. 
 She hadn’t cried since then; and she wasn’t going to do so now. She’d survived worse than this before. Everyone still alive had. 
 Or, then again… maybe she hadn’t. Maybe this was rock bottom. 
 Ali had never really faced up to how much she had grown to depend on Homer. Not until now, when he was gone. Maybe she’d never wanted to depend on anyone so much. It didn’t fit with her proud self-reliance, her towering abilities, the way she was so self-contained. That much dependence on anyone was a kind of weakness, and one ill-afforded by someone in her line of work – plus far too risky in the ZA, where anyone could be taken away in the blink of an eye. It had happened over and over again. 
 And now it had happened to her. 
 Of course, Homer wasn’t dead, and she wasn’t grieving for him. Homer was a Tier-1 operator. And unless and until a corpse turned up, he was still in play. If any living human being could survive a land journey across a third of an undead continent, and then somehow make his way home, it was him. But there was no getting around the fact that they were leaving him behind. Of course they couldn’t do anything else. 
 And with every nautical mile the JFK put between itself and North America, that was another mile, and an even more uncrossable gap, between Ali and the best all-around human being she had ever known. She had interacted with some incredibly high-quality people in her time in the military, and particularly in the special operations community. But Homer was it – the real deal. His goodness, his faith, his belief in the power of love, had never deserted him. 
 No matter how bad things got. 
 And, at least for now, Ali had to carry on without him. 
 And as the end of the world marched on, it was starting to feel like everything was going to be taken, just torn away from them. One piece at a time, they would be stripped down. And naked and defenseless they would have to face the whirlwind that was this fallen world. 
 She rubbed her bandaged upper arm with her bandaged hand, both of which she’d had looked at in the hospital. Her wrenched back had also been wrapped up, though there wasn’t much that could be done for that. All of the injuries were bright little nexuses of pain in her much-abused body. But they felt warm, and she liked them, because they reminded her she was alive. She felt grateful for these sensations, when others now felt nothing. 
 She began to steel herself to get up and get moving again. Because she had one more errand, one more terrible loss to reckon with today. She had been putting it off, by coming down to commune with the empty ocean. But now it had to be done. On the one hand, it was just one more damned thing. On the other, it was a sacred debt of honor she owed to another amazing warrior – one who had given all his remaining days that others might live. 
 It was her duty now to go to Pope’s berth – and clear out his things. 
 She stood, blew into her hands, and climbed back up to the flight deck, then paused there and had a look around. In one or two spots in the distance, sailors went to and fro, or conducted little work parties. But the sprawling surface of the flat-top was mostly desolate – and it was peaceful. Like after a bad storm, when the sun breaks through on the still-dripping world. 
 The post-battle effort to thoroughly clear the flight deck and the rest of the carrier had been ugly, meticulous work – but relatively safe. Everyone had wanted to do it the least dangerous way possible, despite it taking longer. Nobody wanted to get killed or turned after having survived all the way to that point. And officers really didn’t want to order people to their deaths now. Those that remained had come too far. 
 Ali looked down at the deck beneath her feet. It was so clean it actually looked like you could eat off it, less than two days after the battle. All the shell casings, grime, blood, viscera, and other unspeakable gore had been hosed off. Hell, it looked like the deck had been scrubbed with toothbrushes. Cleanliness really was next to godliness on U.S. Navy warships. 
 By the end of the battle, when Ali had gotten helo’d over from the deck of the Washington with Park and Emily in tow, she’d figured the JFK would never look the same again. Then she’d watched, amazed, at how quickly the swabbies swabbed the thing up. Of course, it wasn’t just about esthetics – there was also infection risk in every dollop of Zulu gore. 
 And, of course, there was still a lot of damage that couldn’t just be swept away, or even painted over. She looked now up toward the prow, which looked like it had been carpet-bombed. But even the devastation there had been policed up as much as possible, then wrapped around with yellow hazard tape. 
 And now the flight deck was nearly empty again, which was a nice state for it in the new dawn. Virtually everyone among the crew, plus the Marines and the survivors of Alpha team, were down below – resting, recovering, licking their wounds. And marveling at the miraculous fact that they were still breathing air. 
 A raucous, unfamiliar noise sounded overhead – and when Ali snapped her head up toward it, she saw a huge, jet-black raven soar by, then settle out on the edge of the deck. It called twice more, seemingly right at her. She mentally flashed back to the last time she and Homer had been alone together – on the front porch of that cabin in the forest by Lake Michigan. A raven had perched over their heads then. She’d wondered if it was the harbinger of Homer’s death. And now – was this one here to tell her something? That Homer was okay? Or was it actually the spirit of Homer, there to say goodbye? God knew she’d never seen a bird like that so far from shore. It was very hard to account for. 
 Ali felt a lump rise in her throat. But she fought it back down. No, she wasn’t going to cry now. She just wasn’t. As the raven stretched out its wings and took flight again, she heard someone call her name in a deep, resonant voice. When she turned back to face down the length of the ship, she saw a lone figure walking slowly toward her, no assault suit, no weapons or ammo now, hands in his pockets, shoulders slumped, lit by the rising sun ahead. 
 It was Handon. 
 He got within a few paces of her and stopped. They faced each other in the cold breeze and thin morning light, and both nodded in acknowledgement. Ali noticed that, though he had showered and gotten out of the clothes they’d all been in for a week, he hadn’t yet shaved. A thick covering of straight, black whiskers was carpeting the lower half of his face. 
 Swallowing heavily first, she tried to brighten up as she greeted him. “Hiya, top. So, what, are you growing the beard of sorrow now?” 
 “The beard of what?” Handon seemed at a loss. 
 “Beard of sorrow. You know, like on Battlestar Galactica, when everything went to shit, and there was a time skip, and the male characters all turned up with thick beards – to symbolize all their pain and all they had lost.” 
 Handon half-smiled. “It wasn’t intentional.” 
 Ali nodded and paused a long beat. “What are you doing now?” 
 “Just looking for someplace to be alone, actually.” He seemed slightly unfamiliar to her in this moment, and slightly out of sorts – far from his usual role of being in charge, being the gruff top sergeant. Clearly he’d had enough of command for the moment. Now he was just a man alone on top of an enormous ship sailing across an empty and godless sea. 
 “I’ve got just the place for you,” Ali said. She described how to get down to the Sparrow deck. Handon nodded his gratitude and started to head off again. But then he stopped almost as quickly, and turned back to face her. 
 “Hey, I forgot to ask,” he said, pausing before going on. “What happened up there?” 
 Ali thought she knew what he meant. “What, in the bomber? After you jumped?” 
 “Yeah. And after the wing came off.” 
 “You saw that?” 
 Handon nodded. “Yes. And I was pretty sure that was the last I was going to see of you.” 
 “You weren’t the only one.” Ali took a look at her boots and reached back into memory. “Well, I got Park out the door first.” 
 “I figured that, him still being alive and all.” 
 “And after that… well, I couldn’t make it to the door. We were spiraling out, and the g-forces were too bad. I figured that was it for me. But it was okay, because I’d saved the mission objective. It was a pretty good note to go out on. Plus I’d die human, which wasn’t so bad.” 
 Handon squinted through the brightening sunlight at her. He didn’t have to say anything. 
 “But, then… then the plane came apart in mid-air. And instead of being crushed to death between an engine and a strut or something… instead I found myself falling through open sky. The whole bomber just sort of… came apart, opened up, and released me. Like I was being born. Or reborn, I guess. And I got clear enough of the debris to deploy my chute. I really don’t know how it happened.” 
 Handon held her gaze tightly. “I know what Homer would say.” 
 “Yes.” She smiled sadly. “That it was a miracle.” 
 So maybe Simon Park had been right, after all. Maybe she had died on that plane – and then been reborn. And was now the angel of her previous self. 
 The two of them stood that way, saying nothing more, for a few seconds. 
 Finally Handon said, “Okay. I guess I’ll see you later.” 
 And he wandered off toward the edge, leaving her alone again. 
 * * * 
 Henno minutely adjusted the little rectangular photograph on the table in front of him. Ainsley’d had it laminated – so he could take it with him on deployments to variously shitty and dirty places around the world, without carrying the weight of a frame. He’d found it beside Ainsley’s bunk. It showed both of his boys, and their mother, smiling in the sunlight in some pretty, green, peaceful place. Some place and time before all this. 
 Henno didn’t know whether humanity would ever get back to that. 
 But he knew Captain Connor Ainsley wouldn’t. 
 And, right now, the man’s wife was back in Blighty, not knowing she was a widow – nor that their two children had lost their father. It was a hell of a price to pay. Henno damn well hoped it would be worth it in the end. 
 He was sitting alone, in the near dark, in the Petty Officer’s mess below decks. This was the long table where he and Ainsley had last sat together, right before they launched on this mission. Ainsley had told him he hadn’t been able to get through to his missus on the phone before they left England. She hadn’t even known what her husband was flying into. Henno recalled thinking that was hard. 
 And he remembered something else. 
 He had asked Ainsley whether he thought they were going to make it back from this one. His answer had been: “Don’t worry too much about that. Worry about what kind of world we leave behind.” Unlike a lot of officers Henno had served under, Ainsley’s actions had always matched his words – one hundred percent. The two of them came from very different backgrounds. But they understood each other. Their values were aligned. One of those values was: actions count. 

And he had bloody well made his count. 
 Henno snorted and shook his head. 
 He thought briefly about the turn of events that had led him to parachute down onto the carrier – after having finally convinced the others that the destroyer, and safety, were the only place for the team which the fate of the whole world depended on. But, when Handon had turned for the Kennedy, and the others followed behind him like baby geese, it quickly became obvious to Henno there would have been damned little point in him going to the destroyer by himself. He hadn’t liked it one bit. But the decision had been taken out of his hands. Handon had simply reneged on his one sane decision of the mission, and they’d nearly all snuffed it – and the world had nearly paid a terrible price. The carrier had been saved by inches. What if it hadn’t? 
 Henno then thought back further, to his run-in with Handon in that pirate boat on the lake – and the latter’s spiritual crisis, or whatever the hell it was. Worrying about them all losing their souls, or becoming dead inside, in doing the job they had to do. Henno figured it wasn’t the very daftest idea in the world. He just had to somehow make sure the whole world didn’t wink out for the salvation of one man’s soul. Or for all of theirs. If they had to pay instead, then they paid. That was obvious, and it was simple. Ainsley hadn’t hesitated a single second before paying with everything he had. 
 The rest of them could damned well do no less. 
 Henno knew who he was, and knew where he came down. Neither looked like changing any time soon. The only difference was now he had to carry on without Ainsley – and without Ainsley running top cover for him. Henno now survived as the only Brit on a spec-ops team based at Hereford, home of the SAS, for fuck’s sake. Well, he’d just deal with that, too. If it ultimately came to some kind of a final showdown with Handon, then it would come to that. And Henno didn’t think much of Handon’s chances. 
 An unexpected voice pulled him from his reverie – he’d had his head down, staring holes in the photo of Ainsley’s family, staring well past it in fact. He looked up now to find a man all in white, looking at him expectantly over a counter, through a rectangular hole in the wall. 
 “Beg pardon?” Henno said. 
 The man smiled at him. “I said, you want a coffee or something?” 
 Henno’s expression softened. “No thanks, mate.” 
 “Hey.” The American sailor perked up. “You’re British.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “How about a nice cup of tea, then?” 
 Henno paused a beat before answering. “Yeah, cheers. That’d be grand.” 
 “How do you take it?” 
 Henno’s gaze grew wistful, and his vision once again extended out to focus on some other, distant place. Someplace where the dead lived forever. “Two teas, actually, if you don’t mind. One Whoopi Goldberg for me. And one Julie Andrews for me mate.” 
 The sailor suddenly looked all at sea. “I’m afraid you’ve lost me, dude.” 
 Henno looked up at him, with very many miles behind his eyes. “One black with no sugar, one with milk and no sugar. Please.” 
 “No problem.” 
 A minute later, the man brought two mugs out, set them down, and then left Henno alone again. As if he had been some kind of tea-serving angel, just dropping in to make sure Henno was getting on okay. As he waited for the tea to cool, the wound from that crossbow bolt in his shoulder throbbed slowly. He’d had it seen to at the hospital; though there wasn’t much you could do with a puncture wound. Just clean it out, cover it up, and wait for it to heal. 
 Henno warmed his hands around the steaming mug, and blew on its surface until it cooled a little more. Then he took a long sip. It warmed all the way down. He put the mug back on the table. And he looked over at the other one, as it steamed peacefully across the table from him. 
 “Well, you did it, mate,” he said. “You got us home.” 
 * * * 
 Commander Drake sat alone with his feet hanging off into the void. 
 The carrier’s island was only five stories of enclosed and inhabited areas – but the whole thing actually towered nearly 150 feet up into the sky. The balance of it, up above the manned decks, consisted of a towering, massed array of radar and communications antennas – microwave, X-band, SATCOM, data, fleet broadcast… all of them deployed as bulbous domes, and flat dishes, and motor-driven rotating ones… And winding around all that was a precarious network of metal ladders and steel-grate platforms which were used to access the equipment for maintenance. 
 Way up here amongst the tubes and wires wasn’t a very dignified place for the acting commander of the strike group to be. But it was a fantastic place to hide out. 
 And Drake hadn’t gotten two seconds to himself, alone, not for many days, more than he could even remember. His last attempt to be alone for a minute, right before the battle, had been pre-empted by a rampaging British Captain. Then again, Martin had come there to sell him on the plan that ultimately saved the ship. So Drake kind of had to forgive him that. 
 But he wasn’t making any apologies for his disappearance now. If nothing else, it was an astounding view – more than a hundred feet up above the flight deck, and two hundred above the skittering surface of the ocean, which glittered with tiny flashes from the just-risen sun. 
 It was truly a new day. 
 And Drake had never in his life been so happy to be under way. 
 It was like they had all been condemned men – but now had been reprieved. Every soul on board had been spared. More, actually – because the JFK’s crew had now been augmented by the survivors from the Murphy. That amazing, brave vessel hadn’t steamed away along with the carrier – and would never steam anywhere again. 
 She had gone down in the line of duty. 
 It would be going too far to say that Abrams had torn the Murphy’s guts out in towing the Kennedy free. But he had definitely wounded her – mortally, as it turned out. The instrument of her demise had been the deep axle mounted beneath the wildcat – the spindle around which they wound the giant anchor chains tied to the Kennedy. 
 The force of the destroyer’s engines, running flat out, and resisted by the much heavier supercarrier, had basically pulled the axle free of its mooring in the lower decks and sent it crashing through two thick steel bulkheads, and finally into the outer hull. It had then sheared through that, ripping a gash in the ship’s skin from the gunwale down to beneath the waterline. The axle ended up sticking out through the hull like a bad compound fracture. 
 So her guts hadn’t quite been pulled out. It was more like a really large bone had been yanked halfway outside the body. 
 And, not long after, the patient had hemorrhaged to death – taking on water at a rate that defeated her bilge pumps. Abrams’ XO, Commander Jones, had personally led the damage party. When he reported back, Abrams only wanted to know one thing: if they were going to lose the ship. “It is,” Jones had answered, “a mathematical certainty.” The humor of this straight-faced homage to the Irish shipbuilder who had reported the Titanic’s doom to her captain, before going down with the ship himself, had perhaps been the only way to release some tension. 
 Abrams may have lost his command. But he had spent her in the best possible way, doing exactly what they were meant to do – protecting the flat-top. And nearly every soul on board had survived. It was a testament to their training and discipline. 
 So it had been Drake’s honor to personally meet the Murphy’s fifteen encapsulated lifeboats, each one holding 25 of its brave crew members. It had also been a relief and a pleasure. Already badly thinned out, the Kennedy’s crew had shrunk precariously in defending itself from the storm of the dead. And Drake needed the people. 
 Every bit as much as they needed a new home. 
 He now scanned the surface of the ocean as it rolled out behind them at the carrier’s top speed of forty knots. Somewhere behind them, and far beneath the surface, lurked the USS Washington – the sleek nuclear attack sub once again down in the safety of the deep, only they and Drake knowing where. And even Drake didn’t know, right this second – he’d have to look it up. But he was glad they were there. He couldn’t know when he would have desperate need of them again. 
 He flashed back now to the tense minutes between the Kennedy coming free from the sandbar, and the Washington’s nuclear guys getting their reactor started again. The Murphy had gotten the Kennedy loose – and even left them with a little momentum, coasting out to sea. But that was the last towing it would ever do, and soon it was sinking beneath the waves. 
 And it had taken over an hour to get the carrier’s second reactor running – and longer to build up enough steam for main propulsion. And in that time, the inexhaustible storm of the dead had continued spilling out to sea and closer to them – and had even started piling up against their hull again. For a brief, horrifying moment, Drake had thought they were going to have to fight through the whole hellish cycle again. 
 But it hadn’t come to that. He’d actually already had Campbell and Lovell start doing a headcount, and wearily start re-forming the defense. But the ship had gotten moving – just before the dead piled up to the level of the flight deck again. 
 And now they were free – and they were still alive. 
 Most of them, at any rate. 
 The whole nightmarish interlude off that coast had been terrifying, and heart-stopping, and a much closer-run thing than Drake or his crew had ever lived through before. For a while, at several points in fact, Drake had found himself down to the bottom of his stores of courage, and of faith. Beneath bottom, in fact. Scrabbling at nothing, running on less than fumes. 
 But somehow he had hung in. Somehow, they all had. 
 Now, he struggled to take the right lessons from all this – to be worthy of the gift of survival and rebirth which he, and all the others, had been given. And as the brilliant low sun shone upon his face, and the wind whipped around him, as he perched up in his rigging like any sailor of the last 500 years in the mast tower… facing ahead, trying to make out the unknown terrain that lay over the horizon… finally, Drake felt his mind settle on what this all meant. Or at least what he decided it was going to mean, for him. 
 It had to be about never giving up, even in the face of the worst possible odds. 
 And it was about the human spirit. It will see you through, Drake figured. But, sometimes, only if you’re willing to ride it to the far limit.

 He shook his head and laughed aloud. 
 And he hoped to hell they never had to go any farther than they had on this one. 
 * * * 
 Juice and Predator threaded the narrow passageways of the Kennedy’s Gallery Deck, one limping in front of the other, the two of them pretty much blocking up the narrow space. They were coming from Alpha’s quarters, heading all the way back to the stern and the fantail deck, interested in some fresh air, if the swabbies would be good enough to let them out there. Regular discipline and security were starting to be enforced again. 
 There were also rumors of the odd Zulu still wandering around down in the bowels of this 20-story, 1,100-foot-long, 250-foot-wide behemoth – which was divided up into over 3,000 separate compartments. That was a lot of ship to patrol. Especially when so very many of the men and women who had set out with this vessel were no longer on it. 
 In fact, the ship seemed so deserted as they walked that they talked as if they were alone, the last two people in the world. 
 “How’s the leg, man?” Juice asked. “What’d the docs tell you?” 
 Pred answered without looking back. “Eh. It’s fine. Just have to keep this brace on for a while. I made ’em loosen it up enough so that I can operate.” 
 “You know, we could just go up and hit the flight deck if you want.” 
 “Nah,” Predator answered. “I’ve spent enough time there lately.” 
 Juice hadn’t quite seen, but had definitely heard about what Pred had done at Ammo City, saving Handon and his sailors. Now he said, “That was some John Woo superhero shit you pulled up there, man.” 
 Predator just shrugged. Juice had also heard about what had happened after that, when Pred had got splashed with infected gunk and had a terrifyingly close call – with himself. But he didn’t bring it up. He sensed that Pred just did not need to talk about that right now. So he changed the subject. 
 “I hear we’re headed for Somalia next.” 
 With that, they had reached the hatch out to the fantail deck. Predator pushed it open, and wind and sunlight and fine sea spray flew in to greet them. It felt great. He stepped out, holding the hatch for Juice, who closed it behind them. There was no one else out there. Pred put his arms on the railing, Juice joining him alongside. 
 “Yeah, Somalia’s fine by me,” Predator said. Squinting out into the long expanse of sea and sky behind them, it almost seemed they could just make out the last smudge of the dark line that was North America disappearing into the sea as it receded. Pred spat down into the massively churning wake below. “I never thought I’d hear myself say this. But I think I’m done with America. It definitely ain’t what it used to be.” 
 Juice spat as well. “Seriously.” 
 Predator stretched out his neck, looking from side to side. He couldn’t decide whether to try and fight off the crushing thoughts about his beloved and lost Cali that kept intruding into his mind. But as he regarded his emotions now, turning them this way and that, he felt some kind of resolution developing. Or at least some kind of peace. 
 He hadn’t died in the Battle of the JFK – and he hadn’t been turned, despite the close call, and despite his worst fears. Obviously, he had Handon to thank for that. But there was no shame in it. Relying on your team-mates was like relying on your own left hand. 
 Anyway, because of what Handon had done, Predator still lived. He no longer felt particularly unkillable. But he did feel very alive – almost reborn. And if he was going to carry on, to move forward, maybe he needed to put the past behind him. At least for now. Part of him felt like he was still going to have to really grieve for her some day. But he also felt like he could find enough peace, for now, to put his grief and loss aside. 
 And to do what still had to be done. 

And maybe even get some goddamned underwear that fits, he thought, tugging at it again. 
 Still stretching his stiff neck out, he looked off into the dark corner of the fantail deck, and now heard something that sounded strange. As if it didn’t fit. He took his arms off the railing and advanced toward the noise. He knew all the exterior surfaces of the ship had already been scrubbed of Zulu gunk, and searched for body parts. But it was a damned big ship. Hell, they thought there might still be whole ones walking around down here… 
 As he approached a waist-high equipment locker, he heard the noise more clearly. It was some type of clacking sound. Putting one hand on the butt of his side arm, he grabbed the top edge of the locker with the other. He could see now there was a dark, narrow space between it and the bulkhead behind. He looked over at Juice, who just gave him a What? look. 
 Pred frowned at this absence of solidarity, and yanked the locker away from the wall. 
 A head rolled out at his feet. He jumped and scrambled backward, as if he had just seen a mouse and was looking for a chair to climb on. As the disembodied head slowed and stopped rolling, it came to rest facing partially down, but with the face still visible. 
 And it clearly wasn’t dead. Little flickers of the eyelids, trembling of the lips. The clacking noise sounded again. It was the teeth. 
 “Oh, no fucking way…” Predator muttered, as he and Juice both rounded on the still slightly animated head. Pred got behind it, his back to the bulkhead. He paused, looking out over the railing, at the last of North America receding behind them. And he wound up a careful kick with the top of his foot, like a field-goal kicker, and caught it square. The head arced over the railing, then disappeared again down into the ship’s wake. 
 As it launched out of sight, Predator flipped the bird with one hand. 
 “Fuck this continent,” he said. 
 Juice leaned over the railing to watch the head disappear. “Seriously.” 





 Grace 
 The JFK, Rear of the Island 
 In the end, Handon decided he didn’t want to descend anymore. He felt like they had already plumbed plenty of depths. Right now what he wanted was to be up above it all. 
 He found a little exterior observation deck at the back of the island, outside of PriFly, which had more or less closed up shop for the day. Aside from the fact that nothing was flying right now, not a ton of people were moving around the ship. As his team-mates had noticed, non-essential personnel seemed to be cocooning, or as much as their duties allowed. Everyone seemed to need time to think. And just to breathe. 
 Handon sat down with his legs hanging over the edge of the deck, arms threaded through the railing, and stared off at the thick white churning of the ship’s wake, as well as the endless blue Atlantic spooling out behind them. Somewhere back there, now out of sight, was the edge of North America. And beyond that, somewhere, was Sarah Cameron. It was in part because he figured he’d be thinking of her that Handon had wanted to be alone. 
 Her loss was a heavy one to bear. 
 Of course, his losses extended further, and were much heavier, than the mere loss of love. He’d come back from this mission with barely half his team. Handon reflected once again on the vicissitudes, the pitiless luck, and the cold logic of combat. And he thought about how those lost were now gone forever. And how he’d have to live with that, every day – and keep going anyway. 
 But it had always been like this for the operators. They did work that was too dangerous not to take some of them; and too important for the survivors not to carry on. 

Even grief recedes with time and grace. Handon remembered the third-to-last American President had said that, at one of the 9/11 memorial ceremonies. He also remembered the next line: But our resolve must not pass. Handon figured that was at least as true now as it had been then. 
 Aside from Alpha’s dead and missing, there were also all the little losses – the ones the survivors accumulated, traumas both mental and physical. Handon thought of the injuries that the people in his charge, under his orders, had suffered. Virtually everyone on the team had been wounded in one way or another on this one. 
 Everyone, that is, but Handon himself. 
 Though he wouldn’t exactly describe himself as unscathed. Right now he could feel a deep ache in seemingly every muscle in his taut and powerful, but nonetheless forty-year-old, body. He was abraded and bruised and banged up from head to toe, plus slightly singed from having been briefly on fire. 
 And he felt a deep soul-tiredness that exceeded any exhaustion he’d ever felt before. Keeping it together, keeping the team and this mission from falling apart, had taken everything he had. And he knew he still hadn’t done everything he could have. 
 There had been that battle of the boats on Lake Michigan. Handon knew their first real fight with the living had not gone well – and it was a miracle they hadn’t lost anyone else. It certainly hadn’t been the sort of meticulous, perfectly planned and executed, totally one-sided takedown that made up the bulk of their playbook. Even impossible missions were supposed to go perfectly – because their training was perfect. It wasn’t fair that they’d been bushwhacked trying to help people in need. But fairness didn’t come into it. 
 Fairness had never been an aspect of their training – because there was no such animal in combat. The only thing you could count on was that shit would go wrong, probably badly; and that if you didn’t figure out how to fix it, or work around it, then you and your brothers were going to die. And your mission was going to fail. 
 And that was it. 
 Maybe they had actually over-adapted. The usual military failure was in fighting the last war. But, in this case, perhaps they had forgotten, too soon, how to fight the last war. 

Hell, Handon thought, Sarah probably had it right. Compared to humans, zombies were damned predictable – and a lot easier to deal with. You never saw them getting all shifty-eyed and trying to out-clever you. And they certainly never tried to sucker you in with a double-cross. You knew where you stood with a zombie. 
 Handon thought about his post-Sarah crisis of duty, and how it had manifested itself in the shootout on the lake and its aftermath. There were so many terrible decisions he’d had to make along the way. He remembered his choice, and before that Juice’s, to spare the pirate boy – William had been his name. Though it was a damned rough sort of mercy, dumping him on the lake with no arms or provisions. Handon wondered if the kid was still alive, even at that moment. 
 And then suddenly he wondered: in sparing him, had they been trying to pay the bill for the Cameron boy, Sarah’s son, whom they had failed to save? 
 He didn’t know. It had all been spooling by too fast in real time. 
 And now, on top of everything else, did he also have to worry about Henno – that he was going to be questioning his decisions constantly, after he led them onto that damned ship? And he thought: Here’s that bad dynamic between me and Ainsley, playing out all over again – except with Henno playing the part of me this time, second-guessing the commander…

 He also remembered his choice to spare the older girl, Emily’s sister, not long after that. How he had seemed to find some moral line there that he couldn’t justify crossing – no matter how important the end it served, no matter what the cost. And with that thought, he wondered if he had perhaps resolved this inner conflict after all – if he had found a middle way. Namely, that he would be compassionate when he could. And ruthless when it was necessary. 
 And maybe that was the best he could do. 
 Maybe, in the end, he was muddling through like everyone else. Handon shook his head. In the end, they’d just have to work it out as they went along. Improvisation and flexibility, too, were key components of the spec-ops mindset. 
 He couldn’t afford to start second-guessing himself. Not even if he had changed – maybe especially then. Back beside that stream where he and Sarah had last sat alone, he knew she had inspired feelings in him he never expected to have again. They had come on incredibly quickly. But there was no denying them. 
 You knew it when you felt it. 
 Handon breathed in a sharp lungful of the crisp air, and exhaled it slowly. 
 God, when it had looked for a minute there like he might actually have gained something, in the midst of all this loss… and then to have it taken away from him again so quickly, almost in the same hour… Life, he had been learning, was too hard to fight through alone. And that had been true before the fall, never mind now. 
 Then again, whatever their losses, whatever Handon’s doubts, whatever horrific trials still lay ahead… still, they had done it. They had succeeded in the impossible mission. Dr. Park was safe down below, working on his data, even at that moment. They had a partial, workable vaccine. And because of what so many remarkable people had done, and sacrificed, the world still had a shot. 
 But Handon also knew that his time for savoring this victory was already drawing to a close. This thing wasn’t over. They were going to have another mission to plan and execute – almost certainly to the interior of Africa. And it would be to a part of the dark continent that had been one of the most dangerous places in the world even before the zombie apocalypse happened. Once again, the odds against them were about to get stacked to the sky. And if it all tumbled over on them, there would be no mercy, no second chance, and no happy ending. 
 Not for them. And not for the world. 
 Handon knew he needed to be back in character, and back on form, for them to have any chance of making it happen. 
 In his last moments of staring backward, at all that was behind them, he thought again of Sarah, and he remembered something Ali had said to him back in the bomber, shortly after they took off from that overrun airfield. He had been looking behind them then, too – looking out for someone who never appeared. 
 “Don’t worry, top,” Ali said. “Sarah’s got our radio frequencies. We can pick her up later.” 
 But, as he watched the Atlantic recede behind them, he thought: 

Later is passing us by.

 * * * 
 Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick turned a bend in the passageway, and physically crashed into Emily, the rescued civilian girl who had turned up with Alpha. This pair who were perhaps more unalike than any two people on the entire carrier still seemed to have some inexplicable connection. After rebounding off each other, they each looked ahead and behind, finding that they were alone. Neither moved to leave. 
 They stood for a few seconds in awkward silence. 
 Fick had no idea why he was rooted to this spot. But he couldn’t stop looking at this girl. There was something about her – so small, and thin, and fair, and particularly frail. Like she was a flower, or the ghost of a flower. Then again, he also sensed underneath that a core that was very strong – maybe as strong as his own. 
 Or, who knew, maybe he was just full of shit. When was the last time he talked to a civilian, never mind a teenage girl? Finally, just to make the silence go away, he said something. “So – you like it here?” This sounded ridiculous to him even as the words passed his lips, but she didn’t immediately erupt in laughter. 
 “It’s okay,” she said. “A lot bigger than the old double-wide.” 
 Fick inclined his head. “You grew up in a trailer?” 
 “Some of the time. It’s definitely better here. More places to hide.” 
 Fick paused, then went on despite his better judgment. “What did you need to hide from?” 
 She hesitated a second herself before answering. “My mother’s boyfriends, mainly. Including my father.” 
 Fick thought of his own old man, who was also a Marine, and who had been one scary dude. “Well, at least your father was around.” 
 “He wasn’t, not really. Not most of the time.” 
 Fick puffed down a little now, feeling slightly more at ease. He pressed the sheaf of papers he held up against his barrel chest and regarded the girl in the dim light. “Yeah. Mine, neither. He was almost always off on deployment. And that was after dragging us to some new garrison town, maybe fifteen in as many years.” 
 Emily hugged her own elbows. “At least you moved. I was stuck in one shitty small town my whole life.” 
 Fick dared half a smile. “Join the Navy. See the world.” 
 Emily smiled, as well. “So we both had shitty childhoods.” 
 Fick paused. Neither of them, in honesty, had any idea why the two of them, basically total strangers, were having such an intimate, personal conversation, standing alone in the bowels of the world’s last nuclear supercarrier. But many things just had to be taken as they came in the ZA. Finally, Fick thought, The hell with it – and nodded and agreed. “Yeah, well. My dad was an abusive asshole, anyway.” 
 “Mine, too.” She looked at the ground, then raised her eyes up to Fick’s. “But they’re both gone. And we’re still here. The whole world ended, and we both made it somehow.” 
 Fick regarded her. “Well, with us both being alive and all, maybe I’ll see you around.” 
 “You can call me Em, if you want.” 
 “Yeah? Well, you can call me Gunny, if you want.” 

VERY strange girl, he thought, sidling around her and scuttling off… 
 * * * 
 Ali was now sitting on Pope’s bunk – and finally going methodically through his sparse belongings. He’d always been very Spartan. And, true to form, aside from weapons and gear, he hadn’t brought much on this mission. There wasn’t much that was personal. 
 On her walk back to Alpha’s area, she had passed by one of the Marines, whom she vaguely remembered from their briefing. He’d taken his hat off as he passed and said, “I’m sorry about the loss of your officer, Ainsley. And that black dude, with the knives. I’m sorry I forgot his name.” Ali had nodded and tried to smile. Now she thought about how quickly a person got devalued, how blurred into anonymity, across even two degrees of separation. To Ali, he had been a cherished friend and comrade. To this Marine, honestly trying to convey his sympathies, he was just “that black dude.” 
 Ali had already pulled out all the knives from Pope’s footlocker. She figured she’d give the team dibs on them, and hang on to anything left herself. Part of her thought she should keep the collection together. But having them actually used by the team was probably the best way to honor him. 
 Down beneath those, she found a letter – from a girl whose name Pope had never even mentioned. At least not to her. Nearby to that was a small picture – also of a girl she had never seen. Pope had always made himself completely available to Ali, and to everyone. But he had also been totally self-contained, self-enclosed. And, as she saw now, he had secrets that he never told. Not even to her. 
 Beneath the knives, covered by some clothes, she found a little dog-eared paperback. It was Man’s Search for Meaning, by Viktor Frankl. Ali had seen Pope flipping through it once or twice. But she didn’t know he took it down-range with him. She had never read it. From the back cover, she now learned that Frankl had been a survivor of Auschwitz during the Holocaust – and out of that had come his philosophy, and psychological practice, of finding meaning even in life’s worst circumstances. 
 Ali could immediately see the relevance here. And so she read the little book in one sitting, alone there on Pope’s bunk. 
 She found a lot of underlining around the section that said, essentially, sometimes all we could control was how we reacted to misfortune and suffering. And it was how we bore up to it that could still give our lives meaning. She wondered if maybe this was where Pope got his seemingly inexhaustible wellspring of professionalism and forbearance. He never seemed to have to work at it. It had always seemed easy for him – as had his amazing level of achievement, his skill and discipline and steadiness. 
 But Ali had been around exceptional, self-made people for enough years to know that a lot of what passed for natural ability was in fact hard-earned and carefully honed. Particularly in the spec-ops world, what looked like effortless mastery was usually earned by years or decades of painstaking effort and commitment. That was the only way you got so far above the average. 
 But then Ali remembered the thing about outlying statistics was that they usually regressed back to the mean. Ultimately, she thought, we all regress to the mean: silence, oblivion, eternity.

 As for finding meaning by bearing up to suffering, Ali felt like she had long sensed this, certainly since the fall. So, on one level, she felt validated. On another, though, it just made her sad. To think that was all that was left for them – choosing how to bear up to their suffering, loss, and terrible misfortune. 
 And then again, she also had some familiarity with how humans reacted to disasters and extreme or catastrophic events – and how and why they survived them, or didn’t. These had been matters of some interest back at Delta. Research into it showed that survivors tended to have a few particular traits in common: dedication to an ideal or values… belief in their ability to meet challenges… the determination to exert every bit of control they possibly could over events… and the ability to perceive meaning in random chance – or, more often, to create their own meaning. 
 Basically, survivors had a sense of purpose to their lives. And the belief that they could achieve that purpose. 
 And it was perhaps because of these traits that humans, it seemed, could survive almost anything. Homo invictus – man unconquerable. 
 And Ali now felt an unexpected wind of hope rise within her, bearing her up, and refusing to let her fall any further into despair. It almost seemed to speak in Homer’s calming voice. And it told her: maybe, if they held on and did their jobs for a little longer, there were miracles only a little out of sight, out ahead of them and just over the horizon. 
 Maybe, just maybe, they could still fix all this. Maybe there was still time. 
 Ali resolved to go out on deck again – but out to the prow this time. 
 She wanted to see what lay ahead. 
 * * * 
 Wesley heard the scratching noise even before he stepped into the compartment. He opened the hatch, slowly, his hand instinctively on his handgun even though it was holstered. His nerves were still screaming from everything that had happened in the last few days, and more specifically the last few hours of that insane interval. A shower. That was what he needed above all things, but he didn’t know if he could handle standing still for even five minutes. 
 As he opened the door, a pair of dark eyes stared back at him. Not those of the dead, thankfully. Everybody on board had been warned to be on the lookout for any wandering Zulus still left aboard, and there had been a number of full sweeps of the ship. Drake wasn’t trusting anyone. 
 The dog sniffed the air and shuffled on its haunches, but just sat there, looking at him. It hadn’t been in the storeroom where he’d originally shut it in on their rush to the main hangar after boarding. Somehow the hatch had ended up open again, which confounded Wesley. It had a handle, and a latch, and there was no way a dog was going to get out, but somehow it had, and the room had been empty when he finally remembered his new furry friend. He tried to think back, wondering if he hadn’t shut it properly. It was possible, considering how much of a panic they had been in. 
 That, of course, didn’t explain how the dog had ended up three frames down and behind another closed hatch, but as Wesley stepped into the room and let the door go, there it was. 
 “So this is where you ended up,” he said, looking the dog in the eye. He was rewarded with a brief, quiet whine in reply, and the pretty black-and-tan German Shepherd stood up, ears pointed straight up, licking its mouth. 
 “Oh. I guess you must be hungry?” 
 The dog whined again, and scratched the floor with its front paws. 
 “Come on, then. Let’s go to the mess hall and see if they’ll feed you.” 
 The passageway was quiet as the two made their way around the corner and up the ladder to the next deck, but the mess itself was bustling with activity. Fifty or more people huddled around tables, cramming down food and drinking from plastic cups as they watched a news program on a television overhead, others queuing up at the far end, and taking their turns shoveling soup and bread onto their trays. 
 Wesley was briefly confounded as to what could possibly be on TV, out in the middle of the Atlantic, and two years after the end of the world. But he quickly recognized it as one of the few remaining news programs from the UK. Somebody around here had somehow found the distant signal and tuned in to it. The picture and sound were staticky, but intelligible. 
 A few puzzled glances followed Wesley as he walked the dog through the room, but then he heard a familiar Scottish voice calling to him, and Melvin pushed his way through the bustle. 
 “You found the mutt, then?” he said, grinning. The man’s face was covered with bruises down one side, and Wesley was about to ask him how he’d got them when his attention snapped again to the TV. 
 He couldn’t hear much over the din of the room, but he could see a reporter sitting in a helicopter, looking down upon some area of what was almost certainly the English countryside. There were crowds of people on the ground, running through open fields, and when the camera panned out he saw a lot of other helicopters in the sky – big military transports, Chinooks, he guessed – and others on the ground. Soldiers were pouring out of the helos and racing past the fleeing civilians. The camera swept across the field, showing flashes of gunfire. 
 “Where is this?” Wesley asked, transfixed. 
 “Somewhere in the south, I think. Outskirts of Canterbury,” said Melvin, turning to watch the screen. “They got some deep shit going down there, all right. And from what I can tell, they’re struggling to contain it. Them’s the Paras going in, and that’s one big fist they’re smacking that place with.” 
 As Wesley watched, hundreds of airborne troopers from the storied Parachute Regiment formed up into firing lines and started sweeping forward toward a distant crowd. He couldn’t make out if the crowd were rioting people, or zombies, but he presumed the latter. What he could make out, dotted infrequently along the line of helmeted soldiers, were distinct, maroon-coloured berets on some of the officers. 
 Then the helicopter with the camera crew in it was also moving, distorting the view of the battle as it swept across a hundred feet of open field before swooping down again. The camera swung right, and focused in on another group of soldiers that appeared to be escorting a group of civilians across the field, and these guys were dressed differently, and looked far more beaten up. Underneath the live video feed, the caption changed from Airborne Troops Deployed to Counter Outbreak to Tunnelers Identified And Alive. 
 “Tunnelers? Who the hell are they?” asked Wesley. 
 Melvin shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure that one out. Apparently some sort of escape was made from the Channel Tunnel. People from France, but I thought the tunnel was collapsed.” 
 “It was,” said Wesley, who was in a position to know. And as he watched, confused, the group of soldiers ushered the civilians onto one of the waiting Chinooks. The camera zoomed in, focusing on several different figures as they climbed into the helicopter. A tall, black man carrying an axe, a smaller, chubby guy, a young man with a head-wound, and finally a young woman, carrying a child. 
 Wesley frowned. There was something familiar about the woman. She was covered in dirt, and her hair was tied back, but he still recognized her – something about her that he couldn’t place. That was, until she turned for the briefest of moments, and looked directly into the camera. 

Amarie.

 Wesley’s jaw opened, and his heart jumped. 
 It couldn’t be. She was… she had been in France. Everyone in France was dead. 

Some kind of escape from France, through the tunnel…

 But the child. Who was the child? Amarie had none when Wesley knew her. 

France was a deadzone… but Amarie was still alive…

 “…seen the Captain anywhere?” came Melvin’s voice, but to Wesley it was a distant warble, and none of the words registered. “I’ve asked around, but no one seems to have seen him since we all fought our way to the front of the ship…” 
 Wesley just stood silently in place, his face still slack with wonder. 
 * * * 
 The peace and relative silence of the cruising warship was broken when loudspeakers outside the island, and at various places around the flight deck, all crackled to life at once. 
 The announcement that came over them was clear and audible – including to Handon, still up in his perch at the back of the island; as well as to Ali, who sat now amid the wreckage out at the very front of the flight deck, watching the future come in on them as they steamed east. They both startled and cocked their heads to listen. 

“Attention. Emergency priority aircraft inbound. Repeat, aircraft inbound, clear the stern and angle deck for recovery ops. All shift-one deck personnel report to stations, including crash and salvage crews and firefighters. Repeat, clear the deck for aircraft recovery. This is an UNARRESTED landing, repeat, unarrested. We are raising barricade number one.”

 Ali rose from her spot, looked off toward the stern, and started walking slowly in that direction. Handon was also on his feet now, circling around to the side of the island that looked down on the angle deck. This landing strip extended from the stern to the waist at a thirty-degree angle, and was where manned aircraft came in to land, approaching the ship from the rear and snagging the arresting wire that would bring them to a jerky stop. 
 However, Handon could already see that two twelve-foot steel arms were being raised at the end of the angle deck’s runway – with a big, heavy-gauge net of nylon straps strung between them. This was the “barricade” – which was used to trap aircraft with malfunctioning tailhooks or damaged landing gear. Though, in theory, it could also be used to recover an aircraft that didn’t have a tailhook at all… 
 And, with this, Handon heard a buzzing sound and looked up to see a little speck coming in from behind them, directly out of the west. Within a few seconds, he was able to make it out as a small civilian aircraft – a Beechcraft Bonanza, one of the most popular civilian small planes, which had been in continuous production since 1947. Handon figured there must be thousands of them still sitting on abandoned civilian airfields across the U.S. 
 But as to what the hell this one was doing, why it was here, or who was in it, all of that was a total mystery to him. He started descending the outside ladder to the flight deck, as he saw the little prop plane lining up its approach. In this moment, Handon only knew one thing: that someone higher up had for some reason authorized the plane to land. 
 By the time he reached the deck, colorfully jumpsuited flight deck personnel had emerged and were running in all directions. On the other side of this crowd, he could just make out Ali, walking in from the prow. He jogged toward her, and closer to the barricade at the angle deck’s end. It looked like they would meet in the middle, both staying clear of the landing strip itself, as well as the personnel deploying and waiting for the controlled crash-landing they all sensed was coming. 
 Everyone was looking up in anticipation now, watching the sky to the west. 
 The advantage to modern carriers of having the rear deck angled at thirty degrees to the centerline of the ship was that if landings went wrong, they were less likely to result in the plane crashing into something or someone further up the flight deck. The downside was that, when the carrier was moving forward, as it almost always did for air recovery ops, it required the landing pilot to “crab-walk” the plane to the left periodically as it approached. 
 The little prop plane was doing just that, the buzz of its engine growing slowly in volume. But it pretty clearly wasn’t piloted by someone who had done a lot of carrier landings. He or she was struggling to stay lined up with the runway. 
 Half looking to the sky, and half trying not to run into anyone, Handon suddenly found himself standing beside Ali. They locked eyes briefly, and Handon reached for her hand and gripped it tightly. As they both watched and waited, an unspoken question hung in the air between them: Who the hell is this?

 And then it was upon them. The plane passed the first hurdle by not crashing into the stern, which was one advantage of not having to catch a restraining wire – namely that it could touch down farther up the angle deck. This it did, but awkwardly as hell, its front-right wheel hitting first. The plane bounced violently, seemingly at the mercy of the winds, the unyielding deck, and its own barely controlled momentum. 
 For a terrifying second it looked like it was going to flip over on its side. But the flaps dug deep and the left side of the plane slammed down into the runway. 
 Then, for another split-second, it looked like it might miss the barricade entirely, rolling off the edge of the deck and crashing into the sea below. Handon found himself digging his nails into Ali’s hand, and she realized she was biting her lip. A low murmur of alarm floated up among the flight deck crew. 
 But it was all over in seconds. The plane stayed on the deck and slammed into the barricade at the end, its single propeller trying to chew through the nylon as it ground down, all its momentum evaporating in a flash and a heavy heave. 
 Everyone on deck collectively exhaled. 
 And then the sound of ripping nylon grew in volume – and the barricade itself started to give way, tearing into two segments, each anchored at only one end. Fearless aircraft handling crew raced forward, got chains into the plane’s landing gear, and tightened up the slack. Finally, inches from the end of the deck, the plane was secure. Red-suited firefighting and damage-control crews raced forward, checking for sparks or flame, and making ready to deal with any hazards. 
 Finally, agonizingly, the double doors on the rear side swung open. 
 A woman backed out of the cabin, stepped down to the deck – and began helping two others out. Both were young children. 
 In a second, the pair of them stood out on the deck, staring around wide-eyed at the great crowd that surrounded them. It was a boy and girl, the former perhaps seven years old, the girl maybe three or four. Both were angelic, with perfect light-blond hair. They looked innocent and without sin, which was particularly weird in a place of such recent violence and desperate struggle. 
 Having gotten the children out safely, the woman turned around to face the crowd. 
 Handon’s mouth opened, and stayed that way, though nothing came out. 
 It was Sarah Cameron. 
 She hadn’t spotted Handon yet. And he couldn’t seem to send any signals to his legs to start them moving, or to his vocal cords to speak. Ali reached up and clutched his arm, even as he held her hand. 
 And now the smaller, front-side door opened, which allowed access to the cockpit. 
 The pilot climbed out, ducking his head. He wore grimy coveralls of some sort, and also had blond hair. As he stepped out and straightened up, the coveralls resolved as a combat assault suit. And the blond hair, though dirty, was suddenly completely familiar. He stepped toward the two children and put his arms around them; both looked up at him, reassured. 
 It was obvious they were his. 
 And the man, for his part, spotted Handon and Ali in the crowd instantly. He smiled broadly and easily at them – the smile also instantly, and intimately, familiar. 
 Holding his gaze, Ali’s breath caught in her throat. 

Homer.
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 A world fallen – under a plague of 7 billion walking dead
 A tiny island nation – the last refuge of the living
 One team – of history’s most elite special operators

The dead, these heroes, humanity’s last hope, all have...
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 There is a place where nightmares are real. It is a dark and terrifying place, hidden from the world we know by borders that only the most unfortunate of souls will ever cross.
 James Halldon woke up in the dark, alone, without any food or water, without a clue where he was, and with no memory of where he came from.

It only got stranger…
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 They are the most capable, committed, and indispensable counter-terrorist operators in the world.
 They have no rivals for skill, speed, ferocity, intelligence, flexibility, and sheer resolve.

Somewhere in the world, things are going horrifyingly wrong…




 Readers call the D-BOYS series “a high-octane adrenaline-fueled action thrill-ride”, “one of the best action thrillers of 2011 (or any year for that matter)”, “a riveting, fast paced classic!!”, “pure action”, “pretty much the definition of a page-turner”, “The Best Techno Military Thriller I have read!”, “Awesome!”, “Gripping”, “Edge of your seat action”, “Kick butt in the most serious of ways and a thrill to read”, “What a wild ride!!! I simply could not put this book down”, “Pretty bad ass”, “has a real humanity and philosophical side as well”, “a truly fast action, high octane book”, “spectacular in so many ways”, “Up there with Clancy and W.E.B. Griffin”, “one of the best Spec Ops reads I have run into”, and “hi-tech and action in one well-rounded explosive thriller.” 
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