
        
            
                
            
        

      
   

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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 “’Tis but a Tent where takes his one day’s rest
   A Sultan to the realm of Death addrest;
   The Sultan rises, and the dark Ferrash
   Strikes, and prepares it for another Guest.” 
 – Omar Khayyam, The Rubaiyat

 
 “Defeat is never fatal. Victory is never final. It is the courage to continue that counts.” 
 – Sir Winston Churchill 



 I Beat You 
 The USS John F. Kennedy

 Commander Drake blinked heavily and shook his head, as he walked himself back through the dark and empty companionways to his quarters from the late watch on the Bridge. It hadn’t actually been his watch. But there also wasn’t any rule against him sitting in on any damned watch he liked, particularly with him nominally being in charge and all. This job had so many downsides, he didn’t feel bad taking advantage of its few perks. Even if some of his people, including the current officer of the watch, obviously wanted to tell him to take his old, tired ass to bed. 
 When the ensigns started ignoring his demands for coffee refills, that’s when he took the hint. 
 Looking around him now at 01 Deck, he found that it had gotten pretty spooky down below, particularly at this ungodly hour. With the number-two reactor back online, they once again had basically infinite power. But, as a matter of policy, lights were kept low in unused common areas during the midwatch (midnight to 0400) and the first half of the morning watch (until 0600). There were an estimated ten million feet of electrical cables running through this floating city, and nobody was in any big hurry to have to replace them. 
 Now the vibe down here was slightly creeping him out – as were all the vague hums, scrapes, belches, and whines that a gigantic warship makes while under way, seemingly at random times and from indeterminate locations. Drake looked over his shoulder again, at the empty steel corridor stretching back into darkness. He then felt for the comforting weight of his side arm on his belt, and patted it with his hand. Whether or not to wear a weapon on board was the personal decision of each officer. Drake had gone either way with it at various times. But, after the Battle of the JFK, something told him they were still at war. 
 And that he’d damn well better act like it. 
 He had also heard the scuttlebutt about lone Zulus wandering the lower decks, long after the ship had officially been declared clear. He also knew for a fact, as those subordinate to him and kicking the scuttlebutt around did not, that none of these rumors or reports had been substantiated. Not a single Zulu had been caught or destroyed since they made way from the Virginia Coast, leaving behind them the 10-million-Zulu march – and also leaving it down to probably seven or eight million, by the time they were done with it. 
 Doing that much damage to the horde was impressive enough. But sailing away afterward with a totally clean and healthy ship was nothing short of a damned miracle. The infection risk of a tide of dead that size breaking over their hull was impossible even to calculate. Though, doing some quick mental arithmetic, Drake figured they had been bum-rushed by something like a billion pounds of infected tissue and fluids. 
 The Marines running the fight had been extremely efficient, even brutal, in dispatching anyone bitten, scratched, splashed, or otherwise seeming to be at risk for infection. There had simply been no other way to survive. And the clean-up afterward had been immediate, vigorous, and as thorough as the officers overseeing it could manage. 
 But what were the odds, really, that no one amongst the approximately 2,500 survivors of the strike group had come away from that engagement infected? 
 Moreover, this was just an unfathomably big ship: twenty stories tall, over a kilometer long, 250 feet wide, and divided up into over 3,000 separate compartments – many of them long deserted, closed up, or just seldom visited anymore. 
 As Drake passed by the area he’d given over to Alpha team, he heard some strange, resonant rumbling, almost at a frequency below human perception. Was there a dog on board – or maybe a bear? Then it hit him. It was probably Predator, snoring. It didn’t sound like he was having a good night. His bunkmate certainly wouldn’t be. 
 The night before, Drake himself had this crazy-ass dream, in which he was back in that tense interval when the ship had been pulled off the Virginia sandbar, but before the engineers from their sub, the USS Washington, had gotten their reactor started again. 
 Probably when he was a kid, he forgot when really, Drake had seen some horror movie about a teenager-eating slime mold in a lake. At the end, the last surviving teen leapt off a raft in the middle of the lake and swam for it. After stroking for his life, and making it to shore alive, he rolled over, looked back, and screamed: “I beat you!” At which point the slime mold reared up ten feet out of the water and flopped over on him where he lay. 
 In Drake’s dream, the engineers couldn’t get the engines started – and the storm of the dead had regrouped and was coming back for them. They were already piling up against the hull again, and on the verge of flopping back onto the flight deck. And all Drake could think was: he really didn’t want to be the last teenager from that movie. 
 Now, as he finally reached the hatch to his own compartment, and numbly pushed it open, he already somehow knew he wasn’t going to get much sleep that night, despite the stupidly late hour, and despite his exhaustion. 
 His mind couldn’t really shut down anymore. 
 And his dreams didn’t seem to care what he’d already lived through. 



 If I Should Wake Before I Die (i) 
 The JFK - Officers Quarters 
 The Biblical Fall of Man is one of the oldest human memories. It was the origin tale at the heart of all three great Abrahamic religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Abraham was a herder and farmer in the Fertile Crescent, the cradle of human civilization, which stretches from Mesopotamia, across the Holy Land, and down to the Nile Valley and Delta. 
 All the way into Africa. 
 Handon woke up smoothly and slowly – despite the frantic action of his own dream. At first he assumed it was this that had woken him. But then he saw that Sarah, beside him on the small bed, was twisting, jerking, and making weak little noises. He reached over to wake her. But then he remembered two things: one, she needed the sleep. And, two: the world out here was a nightmare that might not be preferable to whatever it was that stalked her dreams. She might actually be happier there than waking and remembering where she really was. 
 So, instead, Handon rolled out of bed, dressed out, located his MP3 player by touch, and slipped through the hatch, pressing it closed behind him. 
 He’d had no time or occasion before to learn the location of the nearest gym on this deck. So he walked until he found somebody – two sleepy sailors performing maintenance on some exposed electronics in a cluttered cabin – and got directions. He found it and was warming up in two minutes. He was the only one there at this hour. 
 As he got into the music, and into some bench-pressing, he knew exactly why he was doing this – basically, he was sweating it out. It being the dreams. By sheer effort of will, he drove them out of his mind, refused to replay them – declined to rent them space in his head. Instead, he thought about what he wasn’t any longer worrying about: the dead. 
 In this long war, he had been haunted by thoughts of all the reanimated victims they had to put down – by their past lives, or the interior lives they might still have, even against all evidence. He had been criticized by one of his people, Henno, for being too concerned about them – not to mention being too slow on the trigger with living people who got in the way of their mission. 
 But the last few days of balls-out fighting may finally have cured him of all that. Having to shoot their way out of a whole city of the dead, an entire continent in fact, hadn’t left a lot of time for philosophical reflection. Getting ambushed by the pirates on the lake, after naively stopping and trying to help, had probably amputated whatever humanitarian impulses he had left. And seeing ten million Zulus coming straight toward the carrier, with the intention of infecting and devouring every living person aboard… well, let’s just say that had kind of a dehumanizing effect. 
 Maybe Handon was ready to regard the dead as dead. 
 Maybe he no longer had the luxury of anything else. Because there was also no getting around that they were, at some point, going to have to destroy nearly seven billion of them, virtually the entire world’s former population, before life could go on. But that was still a long way down the road. 
 He pushed out a last rep, and set the trembling bar on the rack behind and above him. And he just lay where he was on the bench and caught his breath. 
 But as he exhausted that line of reflection, he found creeping back into consciousness an idea of what had prompted his bad dreams. What the underlying theme of them was. And it was always the same. 
 It wasn’t the fear of losing his team, having Alpha go down around him. 
 It wasn’t even that he might not have the strength to spend his people’s lives, if it became necessary, and it came down to that. 
 No, his real fear, the one before which he stood naked and trembling, was this: that he would get them all killed for nothing. That he would have the necessary resolve; but insufficient wisdom. That he might spend the lives of these irreplaceable warriors – in the wrong place. 
 Combat leadership was always about making decisions, any one of which could result in somebody’s death. 
 But the stakes were now at an unprecedented level – on both sides of the equation. With Ainsley gone, Handon was now where all bucks stopped, and he had never before commanded missions with so much on the line. And he also had never led soldiers at quite this elite a level, or of this immeasurable value. There was simply no replacing them. Just as there could be no failing in their mission. 
 Handon hadn’t gotten where he was, Command Sergeant Major for all of Delta, by being easily unnerved. 
 But everyone had a breaking point. 
 And he knew it was possible that he may yet find his. 
 And he was afraid it might happen at a fatal moment. What the hell would be waiting for them in Somalia? Would it be better, or worse, than Chicago? Because worse was pretty hard to imagine. Then again, they were taking themselves right to the very source of the disease. It was the most hazardous terrain imaginable – like beaming straight into your enemy’s stronghold, naked before all the guns. 
 And how would the team hold on then? How would he? 
 He had a bad premonition about Africa. Their luck didn’t seem to be quite so bad the past few days, certainly not like it had been in North America, when everything and more had gone wrong, practically like clockwork. But things were still running far from smoothly. And it seemed the ZA still had plenty of nasty surprises for them. 
 As usual, he’d just have to deal with them as they came. 
 For now, he pushed the images of those dreams out of his head, just as he had pushed that overloaded bar back up to the rack. He took a deep breath, stood, and loaded another twenty pounds onto the bar. 
 He would just keep pushing. 
 * * * 
 Sarah Cameron looks on helpless as her son races home, trying to reach the outside wire, pursued by the mindless and implacable horde. As before, it is an open question whether he is going to make it. But if he does, as before, it is very unlikely he’s going to be able to get the gate closed again in time. 
 Sarah had woken up on this day like any other bright sunny morning in the post-apocalypse. Only today she knew something was different. This was the morning that Handon and Alpha team would arrive. She got up quietly, not disturbing Mark, who almost always slept in. Emerging into the main area of the cabin, the early slanting sunlight slashing across the hearth and the weapons rack by the door, she went to the kitchen and put the coffee on. As it brewed, she came back out and started to climb on the cross-trainer. But then she remembered today was a free-weight day. 
 As she did standing bench rows with 40lb barbells, starting to work up a sweat, her head cleared and her mood improved. Staying fit was a habit that being in the TPS, the Toronto Police Service, had instilled in her. She figured fitness was like everything else – hard to start if you’re not used to it, hard to stop if you are. She understood why most people hated exercise – they weren’t doing it enough, and were always on the steep part of the slope. 
 And fitness was that much more important in the ZA. You never knew when you were going to have to outrun somebody who wanted to eat you – nor for how long, or how far. 
 And that was when she heard the shouting from outside. It sounded like her husband – but when she opened the door, Mark wasn’t there. She remembered that he was still in bed. Instead, she saw her son running toward the gate, running in slow motion. 
 So there was plenty of time. Time for everything. 
 And this time, unlike the first, Sarah takes action. She doesn’t know where her rifle is, but she doesn’t think she needs it. She walks forward slowly, all the time in the world, steps up to that gate, and lowers the bar over it. 
 And then locks it with a heavy padlock. 
 Then she steps back, puts her hand to her chin – and watches her son being eaten alive. She doesn’t need her rifle. She’s got her son. Or, rather, the dead have him. 
 And as she looks on, she tries to remember what the status of that timing belt is, the one their truck needs. She’d have to go into town herself to get it later… 
 And then she woke in one heavy beat, sitting straight up in bed the dark. She patted the damp sheets on either side of her. Handon was gone again – for the second night in a row. 
 Where did he get off to at this hour? She didn’t think it was her place to interrogate him about it. Or maybe she was scared to – frightened of waking one or both of them from this dream that was their reunion. 
 She checked the glowing face of her watch on the ledge behind the bunk. It was too early to get up, to start being productive, even for her, even here. 
 She had to try to go back to sleep. 
 She had to not be scared of going back to sleep. 
 * * * 
 Ali kept seeing the dead boy’s face. 
 Not that dead boy. The other one, the pirate boy, on the Diablo, whose name she couldn’t remember. She kept trying to work up the courage to ask him, to admit she’d forgotten – before they made him walk the plank. Coming awake now in the dark, smoothly and in silence, it instantly came back to her. 
 His name had been William. 
 She was sleeping alone again. Why was this ship such a damned lonely place? They were all together again, they were all jammed belowdecks in a cramped warship, and they were all united in victory. But the celebrations had only lasted a short time. Now the mood seemed somber, ruminative. Maybe it was the inevitable build-up and trauma of everything that had come before. Maybe people were only now having the first chance to really regard what they’d all lived through. 
 But it wasn’t just the sparser population that accounted for the feelings of loneliness. 
 No. People were also alone now with their demons. 
 And Ali was definitely there with hers. 
 Lying alone in the dark, the image of that boy’s face kept hovering above her in some space she couldn’t clear it out of. She kept thinking of him being sent out onto the water, unarmed, unprovisioned, saddled with his wounded friends. 
 Going to his death. 
 Very unexpectedly, the hatch to her cabin knocked – just twice, and quietly. She was basically decent, so she climbed out of her bunk and answered it. It was Handon. He was dressed in his PT shorts and t-shirt, carrying his MP3 player and headphones, and covered in a light sheen of sweat. She noticed his pumped-up muscles, swelling beneath almost zero subcutaneous body fat, in the detached way she might admire an older brother. 
 “I had a strange feeling you were up,” Handon said. He looked in over her shoulder. “Homer back with the kids?” 
 “Yes,” she said, as she opened the hatch wide and motioned him in, then flicked on the little desk lamp. He took a seat on one of the bottom bunks, and she sat on the one opposite. They faced each other across the very dim air of the little cabin for a few seconds before either spoke. 
 Finally, Handon said, “So. What’s going on in that head of yours?” 
 Ali shrugged, and thought to herself: Fuck it. We’re all alone and it’s the middle of the night.

 “I was actually just thinking about that boy on the pirate ship. The one we made walk the plank.” 
 Handon exhaled and slumped down slightly. When he responded, he did so carefully. “Given the circumstances we were in… and given our mission… there was no way around it. You know that, right?” 
 She exhaled. “Of course I do. The only alternative would have been a bullet to the head. Though, considering everything, that might have been the more merciful choice.” She leaned back further into the dimness beneath the top bunk, her arms braced on the thin mattress behind her. “But it played out the way it played out. We’re still alive, and that boy probably isn’t now. And that’s it.” 
 As Handon tried to read her expression in the silence that followed, she found herself unable to voice her next thought. She was now thinking about how, a scant few minutes after that, Handon had made the decision to leave Emily’s sister behind. Of course, there had been no sane way around that one, either. She had pointed a loaded gun at the head of the man who was perhaps the only chance humanity had left. She’d been very lucky to dodge a bullet to the head herself. 
 And it would have been Ali who delivered it. 
 “Jesus Christ,” she finally said aloud. 
 “What?” Handon’s brow furrowed with concern. 
 Ali shook her head. “I don’t know. After that, I very nearly had to top Emily’s sister. And then we left her out there, too – and Emily was okay with it! She understood the necessity. What kind of bullshit is this, that we’ve been reduced to?” 
 “Fair point.” Other than that, Handon simply didn’t know what to tell her. 
 She looked up now and held his gaze. “I guess… I’m just starting to have trouble even thinking of us as the good guys anymore.” 
 Handon looked away briefly, off into the darkness. He did know what she meant. It was just that he’d finally learned to stop worrying about it. They did what they absolutely had to do. 
 Ali said, “When I think of those heavily armed, treacherous assholes on the Diablo, with their two female captives… I mean, those were the only civilians we’ve even encountered in ages.” She paused again. “And I just wonder whether there’s even space left in this world for decent, normal people.” 
 Handon nodded. “As opposed to stone-cold hyper-professional killers, like us.” 
 She nodded back, then almost smiled. “I suppose we’re still vastly preferable to stone-cold amateur killers, like the pirates.” 
 Handon smiled in turn. But he knew what she was feeling. Perhaps, in the tiny dark space of the cabin, when she’d been alone with everything she was and everything she’d done, it was starting to seem more distinction than difference. 
 She drew another breath and then said, “I mean, take Henno.” 
 Handon resisted the temptation to say, “…please.” His rocky relationship and burgeoning power struggle with the SAS man was emphatically something the rest of the team did not need to be worrying about. 
 Ali went on. “I mean, Henno is a profoundly good man – where it counts. But he would also put his knife to your throat, or his .45 to your face, if you crossed him, or if you got on the wrong side of him or his mission.” 
 They both remembered he’d done just that to Emily, when her sister went rogue and threatened their op. 
 Ali said, “Henno knows what his mission is, and he knows where his allegiances and duty lie. And he doesn’t have any problem leaving a lot of hats on the ground if getting the job done requires it.” 
 “In a way,” Handon said, “he’s beautifully uncomplex.” 
 “Sure. But what’s the difference, then?” 
 “Difference?” 
 “Between him and the goddamned pirates?” 
 Handon could now see that Ali appeared to be trembling slightly. Had this whole mission gotten to her, maybe more than she was willing to admit – more than any of them had guessed? He knew full well that she had seen and done a great deal in her career, not all of it suitable for those with weak stomachs. And she’d been a rock up until now – you didn’t make it in the Unit otherwise. But right at this moment she was looking, well, a little traumatized. 
 PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder, still had a bad stigma, especially in elite units. It was taboo and it could tank a career. And the operators still lived for the fight, and wanted to stay in it, alongside their brothers, for as long as their bodies and their luck held out. No one wanted to be pulled from the line. On the other hand, Handon also knew they had to maintain combat effectiveness. And the job at their level was mostly mental, so that meant maintenance of both mind and spirit. 
 And it was also even more true in this world than the old one that the Tier-1 operators couldn’t be replaced, much less done without. Ali looked up, and was able to read the look of concern on his face. So she quickly and sharply pulled herself together. As a thousand times before, she knew she just had to suck it up, get her head straight, and Charlie Mike (“continue mission”). 
 “I’m fine,” she said, standing up. “It was good to talk through it.” 
 Handon didn’t let on that he didn’t quite believe her. He stood up as well, taking the cue. 
 “Get some sleep,” he said. 
 “You, too.” 

Fat chance, they were both thinking. 
 And as she pressed the hatch closed behind him, and climbed back into her empty bunk, Ali thought how much nicer it would be if she didn’t have to remain by herself in this cabin, all alone with her demons. Now that her relationship with Homer was no longer an open secret, but just open, it didn’t matter if they shared a bunk. And she would have really liked that. 
 Not least because every night stood a decent chance of being their last. 
 But, even though he was back, still he was absent. Something always got in the way. First it had been his wife – and now that she was truly gone, his children. But she instantly hated herself for resenting this, which was of course profoundly unfair. 
 She shut her eyes and decided she would just hash that one out on some other dark night of the soul. 
 There would no doubt be plenty more. 



 You Okay In There? 
 The USS John F. Kennedy

 Chaos surrounds him. Gunfire and shouting, and the moans and rasping of a million dead voices. 
 Just yards away, a grenade goes off, the thump of the explosion loud in his ears, but still dull. Much too close. The dead scatter in all directions, a mash of bodies that moments before were scrambling to consume the living. There are so many of them he is barely able to process the images as the crowd surges forward again and again, pushed back only by the sheer force of the fire hose that he holds in his hands. 
 He can barely hear the rattle of gunfire, hasn’t really heard it for the last twenty minutes. The noise is just too much for his eardrums and now they relay only the dullest version of the overwhelming sound around him, a thud-thud that resounds again and again. 
 The drums of war. 
 Wesley is vaguely aware of movement to his left, and he turns, his feet slipping, but he doesn’t go down. It’s Melvin, shouting something at him, but there is no sound coming from the man’s lips, and Wesley can’t make out the words. 
 He spreads his legs farther apart, and tries to press the surging force of the hose down toward the few straggling bodies crawling on the deck out of the way of the blast. Two of them are merely yards away, kicking and clawing in the white foam though barely able to move forward, let alone stand up. But they are moving toward him nonetheless. The force of the hose pushes the nozzle back up into the faces of the ones that stumble toward them, and he holds on as tightly as he can, bending his knees to bring it down once more. 
 A massive hiss, and screech of metal, draw his attention back the other way, toward the runway, as a huge dark shape is launched along the surface of the flight deck. Another chunk of large machinery being used as catapult ammunition to drive the dead back into the sea. This one looks like some kind of refueling vehicle, and its huge, bulbous bulk begins to tumble as it speeds across the deck. Those in its path not crushed into meat pulp underneath it are thrown into the air. 
 Wesley releases a massive lungful of air, realizing that he had been holding his breath, and turns back toward the heaving crowd. He is aware that Melvin is standing next to him, firing into the line at those that come too close, that manage to fight past their wall of water, but it takes a moment for him to realize that Melvin has now stopped firing. In the corner of his vision, Wesley sees the shore patrolman look down at his rifle, an expression of confusion on his face, as though he were holding something alien rather than the weapon he always carried. 
 “Melvin!” Wesley shouts. Even one man not firing on the line could mean the fall of their defense, a gap in the wall that could spell defeat for everyone. But the Scotsman seems to either be in shock, or just plain confused. 
 For a moment, Melvin looks up at him, staring straight into Wesley’s eyes. There is something in those eyes that has changed, and Wesley knows it, but he has to turn away, to keep the hose aimed and in place, or else he could be the cause of the defense failing. But he can’t help looking back. 
 Melvin is staring directly at him, his face contorted in rage. His eyes burn with a hatred that Wesley has only seen on the faces of… the dead. He barely has time to turn and attempt to defend himself when Melvin lunges forward. Wesley stumbles and then falls, the hose torn from his hands, as the weight of his friend knocks him to the ground. Pain erupts in his face and Wesley tries to reach up, to push Melvin off him, but the pain explodes again, and flashes of blurred red and blackness rush through Wesley’s vision as he realizes that for some inexplicable reason… Melvin is eating him alive. 
 He feels the world swim around him, and a massive jolt of pain as his jaw is ripped from his face, and a spurt of dark blood blinds him. The others are on him now, and his fading strength is no shield against their clawing hands and teeth. 
 * * * 
 …and then he sat up, cold sweat running down his back, his shirt – the same one he wore when he boarded the ship, and before he was given combat gear – sticking to his skin. Wesley’s senses reeled with the last echoes of the dream, even as the images still wandered ghostlike across his dimly lit cabin. He found himself scrambling for his handgun, still in its holster on the cabinet next to his bed, but his hands were clumsy, and he managed to calm himself, the dream leaving him, and the understanding that it was a dream arriving, before he could get the gun out. 
 He sat on the end of the bed, panting, his hands going to his face, and to his jaw, rubbing and squeezing the flesh just to make sure it was still there. He felt smooth skin, and rough stubble, and no blood. Underneath, his jaw was still attached to his face. He hadn’t had his face torn off, and he wasn’t on deck, being ripped apart and eaten alive. Even as he looked around the room, the details coming into focus, he could still see a shadow of the nightmare as it faded, could still see dead eyes and gnashing teeth, hands tearing at him. But then it was gone. The images faded, and all that remained was the stark gray of the walls, the closet and desk, and his bed – and opposite that, a dark corner with a pile of blankets on the floor, and something else. 
 “Oh man…” he said, out loud and to no one in particular. 
 Except that he got an answer, a quiet whine from the corner, where the German Shepherd sat looking at him from its new makeshift bed of blankets. 
 Wesley slowly relaxed and smiled as he looked over at the scraggy dog, sitting there with its head cocked to one side, as it had a number of times before. It was almost a questioning look, as though it were asking him something. He would have loved to know what it was thinking – to somehow read, telepathically, what was on the dog’s mind. He was sure there was a lot of story behind those eyes. 

How did you survive for so long out there? he wondered, eyeing the faint line of scars that ran across the dog’s head. It had to have been another dog, or maybe even a croc or a grizzly, or something. The dog would be dead if it was a zombie that injured her. 
 “How did you do it?” he asked aloud, and yet again the dog’s head went up, and tilted to one side as she gave a quiet sniff. 
 Two years, or at least the majority of that time, the dog, who had no name tag, had survived in Virginia Beach. Where almost every living human had fallen to the dead, this dog had somehow managed to make it through. Wesley wondered if she had spent most of her time hidden away on the boat they’d escaped on, only venturing out into the city to scavenge for food. There had been plenty of signs of that scavenging when he’d gone down below, even for the brief moment he was there. Empty packets of food were strewn across the floor, all of them torn open rather than opened carefully. 
 The dog had certainly been there a while. 
 “Did your owner live on the boat?” he asked, watching her eyes for any sign of understanding, but those piercing brown orbs gave little away, and she merely sniffed again and laid her head on her paws, peering back at him in return. 
 “Right,” he said. “Well, I suppose we ought to give you a name, don’t you think?” 
 The dog sat up at that, and licked her lips. 
 “Oh, yeah, maybe breakfast before that. Look, you stay here. I need to go and take a shower, scrub away some more of the nastiness from the battle.” 
 He stood up, stretched, then nearly sat down again. Every muscle in his body complained, even in places he didn’t know he had them. But his legs were the worst, across the thighs. Hours of holding that hose down, crouching to push the weight forward, must have stretched his thigh muscles beyond their limits. He moaned. 
 “God, I’m like an old man,” he said with a laugh. How many other people were feeling like this, still? Most of them, he guessed. Then his mind drifted to the hundreds who didn’t feel a thing, the ones lost in the battle, and this forced him to stand, stretch, and start moving toward the desk in the corner, where he had unceremoniously dumped most of his clothes before stumbling into bed. 
 After the battle, and after all the celebrations were over, which in themselves had gone on for some time, a lot of people had drifted off to find somewhere to sleep, but the ship still had to be run. And now that the crew had yet again dropped in number, that meant no rest for some, not yet. Wesley had spent four more hours, along with nearly everyone from the Captain’s in-extremis force, clearing the deck. Mostly that had meant more hose work, this time with water instead of the foam, which was by then completely depleted. God help them if they had a fire. 
 By the time Wesley fell into bed, he was sick of the sight of the damned foam, and zombie body parts. The stink on the flight deck hadn’t hit him until they were cleaning it. He hadn’t noticed the funk of thousands of dead, and the acid reek of the foam during the battle, but afterward, when his heart rate slowed, and his senses started to get back to normal, the smell hit him. 
 He had taken a shower before going to bed, and more since, but after the dream, or nightmare, he had an urge to wash again, and to keep washing. He threw on his clothes and headed for the door, worked the latch, and took one last glance back at the dog before heading out into the passageway. 
 “No noise now,” he instructed her, and was answered by another quiet whine. “I’ll be right back, and then we can go get breakfast.” 
 The companionway was busy as hell, and several times Wesley had stop and let hurrying crew members past. He shook his head, puzzled, thinking it must have been only him that felt like an old crone, with weak muscles and a massive headache. That’s what you get for spending most of your time on your arse in an office, while all these military types were running around, he thought. 
 Eventually, he made it to the nearest shower block, but stopped twenty yards away as he saw the queue stretching down the hall. He sighed, turned, and resigned himself to the longer walk, out toward the stern, where his old quarters were. He knew there was another shower block out that way, and toilets. 
 It was quieter, too quiet, as he walked into the showers, and he immediately saw why. Some time during the battle, while the ship was being pulled off the sandbar at Virginia Beach, several sections of internal structure had broken under the strain. Wesley stood in the middle of the room and watched water pouring down from above, where a massive metal girder had broken through and was pointing down at a dangerous angle. He did contemplate just standing in that torrent, which thankfully was pouring away into the drains meant to eliminate shower water. But he decided that, after all the luck he’d used up the previous day, chancing that thing coming down on his head was exactly what fate would have been waiting for. 

Please, he thought, his stomach complaining. Please let the damn toilets be usable, at least.

 This time he was in luck. The door to the toilet block was unceremoniously laying out in the corridor, flat on the deck where it had fallen, and the lighting inside was buzzing and flickering, but no big holes or fallen ceiling in there. 
 Wesley dumped his wash bag on the sink and headed for the nearest stall. He heard a noise farther down, and glanced over, squinting to make out a jacket hanging over the cubicle at the end of the row. Another noise followed, someone moving around inside. He chuckled. Someone else out this way with the same idea of dodging the crowds. 
 Sitting on the toilet, staring at the scuffed-up door in front of him, his thoughts drifted and eventually landed in England. He had been thinking of Amarie almost constantly since seeing her on the big screen in the mess hall, couldn’t take his mind off her, if he were honest. He had presumed her lost, along with the rest of France, hell, with the rest of Europe, and had even, after two years, ceased to think about her quite so often, to accept that she was gone. There had been nothing he could do. She hadn’t answered her phone, hadn’t been at her apartment or workplace, and he had never thought to ask, in the few short months they were dating, where her parents lived. He knew it was the south of France somewhere. Wine country. But that was it. 
 And he had presumed that when the riots worsened she had taken off back home to her folks’ place. He chose to believe she had gone home and escaped the danger. 
 But now, there she was, alive, in England, and with a child. The little girl was the other thought that wouldn’t go away. She couldn’t have been older than two years, could she? Maybe less. Wesley had very little experience with kids, and now that he thought about it, he couldn’t really have any idea how old the child was. But if she was less than two… that meant she must have been born around the time he last saw Amarie, or maybe just after. Was the child hers? It couldn’t be. Some baby she’d grabbed to save the poor thing’s life, he thought. 
 There was a loud bang at the other end of the toilet block, and it snapped Wesley from his thoughts, so violently that he jumped up and froze, both hands braced on the sides of the stall. He pulled his trousers up, thankful that he hadn’t even gotten started, and stood there for a moment, listening. 
 Another bang. This one loud enough that whoever was in the cubicle, or outside of it, had to be hitting the door with some force. 
 “Hey. Everything all right over there?” 
 No reply. 
 Wesley placed a boot on the toilet behind him and peered over the top of the door, into the open space near the sinks. He could see along the row, and no one was outside the far cubicle. He grabbed his gunbelt from its hook on the door, rushed to buckle it on, and then slowly, quietly as he could, drew his handgun, flicked the safety off, unlocked the door, and stepped outside. 
 But the weapon swung toward only a blank wall as he rounded on the room. There was no one outside the cubicles, and that meant… 
 He stepped slowly along the row, pushing open each door as he went, until he finally stood outside the last door, the one with the jacket hanging over it. 
 “You okay in there?” he asked again. 
 A gurgling sound came from inside, followed by a low, deep, rasping moan. Wesley went down on all fours and peered under the door, carefully staying a yard away. And he was glad he did, because the moment the thing in the cubicle clocked his face, it lunged, stretching its arms as far as it could. It was only inches from him. 
 For ten seconds, Wesley stayed on the ground, staring into the eyes of the dead man, and Melvin’s hateful glare came back to him, jumping from the dream he had already half-forgotten. He blinked, pushing the image away. Melvin hadn’t died in the battle, and his own jaw was still firmly attached to his face. Then he saw that this was someone he didn’t recognize, just another crew member, someone who had probably been bitten, panicked, and hidden himself away to avoid a bullet in their head. 

Oh boy, he thought. What an absolutely shitty way to die. Sitting on the toilet.

 Wesley aimed the gun at the creature’s head. 



 Just Another Day at the Office 
 Britain, Oxfordshire - CentCom 
 Colonel Robert Mayes was a troubled man. Standing on the balcony that overlooked the huge room that was the CentCom Joint Operations Center – his JOC – and looking out over the heads of dozens of busy ops-desk personnel, he was beginning to see a pattern that didn’t bode well for anyone. 
 Directly across from him, nearly a hundred feet away, was the massive, digital Area of Operations (AO) map, and it displayed the entirety of the south of England. Near the top was London, and down on the far right, amidst a jarring tangle of red blips, was Canterbury and then Folkestone – where he had just deployed a significant portion of the world’s remaining combat troops and heavy firepower. Each deployment was marked with its own flashing star, and they were distributed almost evenly across the bottom of the map. All engaged. All in a slow, controlled, tactical retreat. 
 The problem, he figured, wasn’t the net that had been cast to trap the outbreak. Everything had been in order there. That was, until fifteen minutes ago, when three new blips appeared on the screen. Down in the rows of desks below, ops officers relayed instructions and controlled communications across his defense network. They would take SITREPs from the front, issue commands, and update the tactical map so that he and his staff could make the right moves in this game of breathtakingly high-stakes chess. Fifteen minutes ago they had learned they were facing more opposing pieces on the board, represented by new markers on the map – red ones. Outbreaks. 
 And the new blips were outside of his entrapment circle. Appledore, Wittersham, New Romney, all of them reporting small-scale contact, and all of them southwest of Folkestone. 
 Mayes looked to his left, to the tall, lanky figure of Lieutenant Colonel Broads, his J2, or theater intelligence officer. 
 “What are we looking at here, John?” 
 The man looked uncomfortable. “Sir, we have teams inbound, ETA twenty mikes, on all of those new brushfires, but basically it’s spreading faster than we can track. Somehow, overnight, something must have gotten through the lines.” 
 “Runners?” asked Mayes, rubbing his chin. Three days solid under the glare of the JOC and he was badly in need of a shave, and that didn’t even touch on the discomfort of the headache pounding in his temples. There was only so much caffeine you could load a body with before it stopped being effective. 
 “Maybe,” said Broads. “It’s too early to confirm until we have some eyes on. We know these outbreaks are small, but after the type-three – supposed type-three – got out and hit Canterbury, we’re concerned there may have been more of them.” 
 Mayes sighed, and wondered where the hell Grews was. The Major had reported that everything was getting under control, just before he went off comms and somehow vanished from the map. But Mayes was skeptical about the Major’s view of the situation. He had presided over a cancelled bombardment, then a general call to evacuate, which could have ended in a free-for-all, if the Parachute Regiment hadn’t gotten boots on the ground when it did. Grews was becoming too much of a wildcard in Mayes’ opinion, and a possible liability. He hated relieving an officer of his command. But when the stakes were this high, he was willing to drop anyone, at any time. 
 “John, I need to know if we have more of these damn type-threes out there, and where they are, and what they are up to. Screw it, we know what they are up to, but if we don’t get some sort of visibility on this new spread in the south, it’s going to get pretty shitty, and pretty damn fast.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “And I need to know more about what we’re facing. The only real intel we’re getting on these things are reports from that carrier, and the bloody Americans don’t seem to consider intelligence sharing a big priority.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “And we only went and sent our most accurate witnesses of Folkestone to join them.” 
 Mayes frowned, and glared at the blips on the map. 
 “I need some options here. We’ve had plenty of people in contact. Someone must be able to tell us more. We don’t have Grews at the moment, wherever that screwball is. So I can’t pull him in for a briefing. Who else is there?” 
 Broads pursed his lips. “The Folkestone Garrison have men still operational who were in contact on the night of the breakout. But they’re inbound on the new outbreaks, along with those spec-ops teams from USOC. And I don’t know that they had direct contact with the type-three, only the resulting rush afterward.” 
 “Okay,” said Mayes. “So scratch them. Who else?” 
 “The civilians from the tunnel.” 
 “No. Not civilians. I need military intel. They don’t know shit.” 
 Broads looked thoughtful for a moment, but then clicked his fingers. 
 “The Marines who went into the tunnel at Folkestone also were engaged at Canterbury. They tagged and confirmed the original type-three, which was the original vector of this whole shit-show. They’re back behind the lines now, I believe. At least we have confirmation that the rescue op for the Channel Tunnel survivors was successful, so I’m going to presume we have the Marines back in the lines.” 
 “Who is that? What unit?” 
 “One Troop Royal Marines. They were the ones that busted out of Germany.” 

Grews’ pet Bootnecks, Mayes thought. Well, he’s had them on his leash for long enough.

 “That’s our men,” said Mayes. “I need their commander in quarantine and ready for debrief.” 
 “Roger that, sir,” said Broads. 
 “Hell, pull his whole team from the front. The Paras have the retreat under control, and a handful of men won’t make a difference. Have them sent to Biggin Hill and quarantined for refit. And get me their officer on the blower ASAP.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “And Broads.” 
 “Sir?” 
 “Make absolutely sure they are under strict quarantine. The last thing we want is one of them carrying the damn plague inside the M25.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 Mayes turned back to the screen. 
 “Now, we have how
many refugees on the way to the south gates?” 
 “Roughly thirty thousand, from the reports in so far. And that’s just from Canterbury and the Folkestone area. Other areas north of there are already starting evacuation into the safe zone, and I can confirm that we have that under control.” 
 “How long before most of them reach the wall?” 
 “About eight hours. They’re mostly on foot, and have been traveling overnight, so progress is slow.” 
 “Do we even have somewhere to put all these people? What’s the capacity of the quarantine zones?” 
 Broads looked puzzled for a moment as he made some calculations. “We can fit them, but we’d have to use the prisons as well. We’ve got room for maybe half that number in the facilities at Epsom and Gravesend, but we don’t have the logistics support right now to handle those kind of numbers. Food, water, blankets, medical supplies – all stretched thin.” 
 “If we have the space to quarantine them all, then do it, and alert the Royal Logistics Corps to find the support for it. There’s a reason they’re the largest corps in the Army. Anyway, I’m not fucking around with shifting refugees across London when we’ve got the outbreaks to worry about. Whose job is that anyway?” 
 “Erm… Major Hallings, sir. He’s OC of the quarantine camps.” 
 “Good. Get someone to ring him up and tell him he has thirty thousand refugees to cope with in the next few hours.” 



 Battlefield 
 Britain - Kent Downs 
 Lieutenant Jameson watched as the third helo rose rapidly from the ground, leaned to its left and then shot up into the darkening sky. With it, the last of the Channel Tunnel survivors were safely away, and on their way to London, where at least they would be far from the front line. For now. 
 For his men, after what seemed like an age of unrelenting combat, there was no such reprieve. In the distance, thunderclouds rumbled and sporadic flashes of lightning flickered like tendrils across the sky. He turned and scanned his unit, One Troop Royal Marines, and did a headcount. Two more of his men had gone down in the fight to break through to the friendly line of Paras holding the dead at bay along this section of the front. Even as he scanned the weary faces of his men, he found it difficult to identify who had fallen, which of those faces he saw every day was now missing. He knew all these men very well, like each was his brother, but somehow he couldn’t focus his thoughts and recall those that had gone. 
 They had been lucky, he thought. Even with two more men down, he was surprised they hadn’t lost a lot more. During the push through the waves of dead that were even now, inexplicably, coming from seemingly every direction, they had been surrounded more than once. At those times, the Marines had formed a tight circle around the civilians and gone into all-around defense, keeping the dead away with a torrent of gunfire, the civilians joining in with hand-held weapons when things got too close and the dead were too many. It had been a while since he had ordered his men to fix bayonets, but they had needed it this time. 
 The relief of reaching the rear was immediate. The group had pushed through the lines of paratroopers and collapsed onto the grassy field, not caring if they got covered in the mud kicked up by hundreds of boots. It was the first moment in nearly twenty-four hours that they hadn’t been fighting almost constantly, and they were all close to collapse. 
 Standing there, watching the last of the helicopters speed away, Jameson wondered where they would take the refugees next. London, sure, but where in London? What would they do with them? It wasn’t like they had homes to go to. Some of them, he thought, were British, and might have friends or relatives in London, but the majority were French. He guessed they would just have to go wherever there was space. It had been managed before, during the Blitz. 
 As he turned back to Eli, who was standing nearby watching the front, he hoped the tunnelers would be safe, and for the first time in two years. Initially, they’d been trapped in the Channel Tunnel – and he’d seen firsthand what that had been like, when his team cleared the place out – and then Folkestone, and on to Canterbury, both overrun and evacuated. And, in the case of the latter, bombed nearly to rubble, with them still in it. It was about time they caught a break. 
 “The line’s falling back,” said Eli, nodding toward the distant rank of troops. For the first time that morning Jameson noticed the dried blood on his friend’s forehead – from his concussion, he hoped, when that out-of-control 4x4 had knocked a stone wall onto him in Canterbury. The other possibilities weren’t as good. 
 Jameson frowned, wiped the dirt and sweat away from his eyes, and watched. Sure enough, the Para lines weren’t moving forward, as he would have expected, but backward, toward them. But they weren’t fleeing. This was a tactical retreat. He was wondering what the hell was going on when his radio crackled in his ear. 

“One Troop, this is CentCom, message over.”

 His frown deepened. 
 “CentCom, One Troop Actual, send message,” he tried to say, and was surprised to find all that came out was a feeble croak. His mouth and throat had clammed up, completely dry. He coughed, spat, and repeated the words more clearly this time. 

“We’re unable to locate Major Grews,” said the female voice, quiet and slightly broken by static hiss. “Do you have a visual on him or have had contact recently?”

 Jameson hadn’t heard from Grews since… when had he heard from his OC? Was it after the crashed ambulance, or before? He tried to focus on his last memory of Grews, but it just wouldn’t resolve. 
 “Negative. We’ve had no recent contact or visual on Major Grews.” 

“Acknowledged. Report if you do locate him. Break. We have a new op order for you, over.”

 Eli looked at him quizzically, and Jameson noted that his troop sergeant’s headset was missing, probably lost in combat – he couldn’t hear a word of the transmission. 
 “CentCom are looking for Grews, and we have new orders,” Jameson told him. Pressing his PTT button, he said, “Send orders, over.” 
 The radio crackled even louder, making it hard for Jameson to hear the words clearly. “Head just to the north of the refugee camp, half a mile. There is a Chinook vectoring in to extract you, ETA ten minutes. Call sign is Lead Duck Zero One.”

 “Roger that, but where are we going?” 

“Quarantine,” replied the operator. “Your ride will have further details. Over.”

 “All received,” he said, and as he did so his memory cleared, and his last conversation with Grews returned. “CentCom, be advised: I last saw Grews about an hour ago, in an airborne helo. He was overflying the battle as we pulled out of the city, but I haven’t seen him since.” He scanned the air across the battlefield, but after doing a full three-sixty and then panning back once more to be sure he hadn’t missed something, he still couldn’t see the tiny command helo among the dozens of big Chinooks. But he knew it had to be up there somewhere. 

“That’s received. CentCom out.” And the radio fell silent. 
 Jameson stopped scanning and turned to Eli, who had moved further away, and was standing with his back to him, looking up at the clouds. He was shading his eyes from the glare of the sun and peering toward the west, where dark storm clouds were rolling in, threatening to make their day even worse that it had already been. 
 “Crazy weather,” Eli said, turning to face his Lieutenant. “I reckon this bloody plague has screwed up more than people. This field’s gonna be a quagmire in a few hours. Shit, fighting deaders in the damn mud, again, just like in Belgium.” 
 Jameson coughed, then shook his head. “Not for us, at least not today.” His throat was drying up again, and he wondered if he had an internal injury, or maybe just a slight cut. I hope that’s all it is, he thought. 
 Eli looked surprised. “What’s up, boss?” 
 Jameson looked to the north across the field that an hour ago had been teeming with refugees. Now it was filled with paratroopers, and dozens of Chinooks emptying even more of them out onto the muddy ground. Just yards away, a new line was forming to bolster the effort to keep the dead at bay, and in the distance Jameson could make out another black dot zooming in over the trees – their ride, inbound. 
 “We’re being recalled. CentCom have something else for us.” 
 Eli raised his eyebrows. “And that is?” 
 “No idea, mate,” said Jameson, shaking his head. “They didn’t say what, or where, but we’re expected to be half a mile from here in ten minutes. Then up and out.” 
 Eli grinned, the first smile that Jameson had seen on the man’s face for a while. 
 “Nice,” said Eli. “Out of the rain and mud… and the dead.” 
 “For now.” 
 Jameson turned to his men, most of whom were still seated or lying on the ground. Some worked at checking their gear, but most were just getting their breath back and taking a well-earned break. He hated to cut it short. His men had been through pretty much every bad situation possible in the last day or so, and then some, but at least this time he had some good news for them. 
 “Okay. Everybody ruck up! We’re moving out,” he shouted, and grinned when his order was met by moans. 
 “We’ve gotta be one klick north of here in ten minutes for extraction. So, unless you really want to stay here and fight zombies in the mud with the boys in the maroon berets, rather than taking a nice ride back to quarantine…” 
 The response was as he expected, and his grin widened as every man leapt to his feet and started bundling up their gear. A minute later, One Troop was pounding dirt across the field. They dodged through the mustering paratroopers, and jogged through the wooden gate at the north end of the field, past a copse of trees and into the open ground beyond. More Chinooks were landing in the next field, half a dozen of them settling carefully before spilling troops into the mud. A few hours before, this field had been filled with refugees being checked for infection, those who had escaped the terrible outbreak in their town, and as One Troop ran along the narrow ditch at the edge of the field, they came across the grisly evidence that remained. 
 They stumbled upon the ditch about halfway across the field. A number of times squad members slipped and were pulled to their feet by those behind them, but when they saw the four-foot furrow, they all slowed, almost stopping dead. Jameson wondered what the ditch was for, but then caught his first glimpse of the body bags. Dozens of them were lying along the edge of the field, from where they normally would have been collected and disposed of, but the camp had been evacuated in a hurry, the convoy of CentCom vehicles hurrying away along the road, followed by masses of running or walking uninfected survivors. Here, lying in lines along the ground, were the unfortunate ones, those who had been cut or bitten. And there had simply been no other humane way to deal with them. 
 Jameson shook his head and tried to concentrate on the way ahead, pushing his men to follow at a quickening pace. He had fired upon hundreds of the dead in the years after the fall, probably thousands, but killing civilians who were still alive, but definitely or even probably infected, was a job he was glad someone else had to do. 
 As the Marines reached the end of the field, Jameson wondered if the people in those bags, the newly deceased, would ever be given proper burials. He saw Eli looking back, a thoughtful, sad expression on his face, and as he turned back again, Jameson nodded, understanding. 
 They reached another fence, and seeing no easy way around, climbed over the barbed wire that topped it and sprinted toward the fat, twin-bladed helicopter waiting in the middle of the barley field beyond. 
 As they rose into the sky a minute later, with all of his remaining Marines on board and accounted for, Jameson looked back across the battlefield, to see the lines of Paras facing off against the first mass tide of dead that had ever walked on British soil. There were no words to be said, so most of the men sat in silence, listening to the thrum of the rotors as they sped across the sky, away from the battle. Jameson was pretty sure it wouldn’t be long before they were sent back to this very place, or somewhere else along the line, but he was damn well glad to be out of it for at least a few hours. 
 A few feet away, Eli was writing into his notebook – a dirty, scruffy old thing he had kept with him the entire time they had been crossing Europe to reach Britain. He thought it must be a diary of sorts, but had never asked. He just accepted that everybody needed their place to go to get away. 



 Quarantine 
 Britain - London 
 No matter how many times he’d seen it, Jameson was still in awe of the battlements of London. From the window of the Chinook, he watched as the wall came into view some thirty miles out. It certainly wasn’t the most beautiful thing created by man. But he doubted there had ever been anything quite as imposing. Not, he thought with a smile, that any zombie would appreciate that. 
 Rising to fifty feet in most places and then up to a hundred if you happened to be standing in one of the gun emplacement towers, and built entirely of concrete and steel, the wall looked like something from a sci-fi novel. They called it the ZPW, the Zombie-Proof Wall, and Jameson often wondered if, even considering how impressive the defenses appeared, it had ever been tested live to deserve such a claim. 
 The Army and a swarm of civilian engineers and builders had been working on it for the entire time since the truth of the disease was discovered, and it had slowly changed over that time. The concrete cubes that made up the first sections, just ten feet high and placed in a line right down the middle of the M25 motorway, had been added to constantly over two years. More concrete blocks, then steel girders, platforms, watchtowers, barbed fencing, ditches, gun emplacements, and yet more ditches. To reach the wall on foot from the outside meant traversing no fewer than six deep trenches across two hundred feet of rough ground. It was a fixed defensive position, and ground-war nightmare, of proportions rarely seen in human history, comparable only to some of the great fortresses of the medieval period. And it was these details that made Jameson shake his head in wonder for the hundredth time. 
 Built entirely upon the M25, the ring-road which defined the outer border of London, and stretching the entire circumference – over a hundred and eighty miles – it was, Jameson truly believed, the eighth wonder. The Great Wall of China was much longer, and had taken far longer to construct, but it was built only of stone, and topped out at twenty-five feet. Jameson recalled trips into London during the different phases of construction of the ZPW, and how each time a different metal high-rise would be missing from the skyline. Quite a few had gone by the time it occurred to him to ask Eli what he thought was happening. 
 “Recycling and reusing,” Eli had answered, also obviously awestruck by the huge undertaking. He’d gone on to explain how they weren’t building the wall from new steel, or that already produced and stored, because there wasn’t any left. The huge fixed position that the PM believed would prove to be the final line of defense against the dead, should the rest of the island fall, had been built by tearing down metal buildings, as well as melting down entire fleets of unused vehicles. Prefab warehouses in their hundreds, north of London and across the country, had vanished overnight – dismantled for their new use. Those massive sheets of metal that made the walls of such buildings now lined the bottom of the ZPW, gouged and cut to provide a lower barrier that could shred anything trying to climb up them. 
 As their Chinook passed over it, Jameson looked down toward the battlements behind. Even after just three weeks away, there had been changes on this stretch of the wall. A new tower was rising from the concrete rampart just to the north, and the walkways and fighting positions had been extended in places. Most worrying, though, were the gaps. The wall was fifty feet high in most places, but it wouldn’t provide much protection if a hundred yards away there was an empty hole, thirty feet across, where the wall had been torn down and was being rebuilt. It was another detail Eli had been happy to fill him in on. Bad planning. If the wall was going higher, the bottom had to be sturdier, and they hadn’t always checked the road foundations. Sometimes sections started to collapse. 
 The passover point for military traffic was always within half a mile of this same section, and it always passed over the refugee quarantine camp. A display of power, Eli claimed. Show those held inside that there was no point in trying to break out, even if most of the aircraft going by had nothing to do with quarantine. 
 The big ungainly helo left the camp behind and headed across several miles of open ground before reaching Biggin Hill – the military-only quarantine. They banked left and made for the helipads at the north end of the huge complex. There were enough parking spots for thirty or forty birds there, most already taken. They dropped down and landed at the far side of the blacktop, settling gently on the deck without so much as a jolt. 
 Seconds later the doors opened, allowing the Marines to exit onto the grass beyond. Jameson took stock of his men, most of them covered in dirt and dried blood, their uniforms disheveled and torn, and felt sure that, to a man, they would have happily collapsed onto this much cleaner grass. Even with the short respite in the air, they were utterly exhausted, run down to the last of their energy. 
 But collapse wasn’t allowed here and every one of them knew it. You didn’t hang around in the arrivals area of quarantine unless you wanted extra attention. Jameson knew that once they landed, One Troop had five minutes to reach the compound a few hundred yards away before the tower gunners surrounding the high-fenced area turned their heavy machine guns and binoculars toward the troop and started watching them intently. 
 There were no chances taken inside the walls of London. It was shoot first and ask questions later, and no messing. Jameson had seen it happen a number of times. 
 They reached the compound in record time, two dozen men on the edge of collapse, pounding across the blacktop as though heading into battle. But this was a different thing entirely. Once inside, they would be tested and then quarantined in cells, and that meant forty-eight hours in lock-up with a bed and food, some books or the newspapers, and very little else. For most this would mean utter boredom, but for combat troops it was a chance to rest, some time to relax and do nothing. Best of all, it was time to sleep. 
 They stood, huddled together in the sparse brick building that had once been a crop barn before the ZA, but was now one of the testing areas for the largest military quarantine area on the planet. Jameson glanced over to Eli, who was looking out the window, toward the high fences that marked the boundary and the inner section of the camp. Beyond that, rows of squat, flat-topped buildings lined cramped alleyways. Eli had a faraway expression, and looked lost, or confused. 
 “What are you thinking about?” asked Jameson, frowning when the thick-chested man jerked his head up, snapping out of the daze. 
 “I was wondering if they had enough of those concrete boxes for all the refugees on their way,” he said. Jameson nodded, but in the back of his mind he wondered if that had really been what his troop sergeant was thinking about. He was normally chatty, and quick to comment, but since they had fought their way out of Canterbury, Eli had gone quiet. 
 “Okay, now what’s really bothering you?” 
 Eli looked down at the floor, then back out the window, and was quiet for a few seconds. 
 “It’s nothing,” he said. 
 But Jameson wasn’t having any of that. 
 “No. Really. Get it out. We’ve got hours to kill soon, locked away in isolation. Don’t stew on something for all that time. Especially if it’s something that—” 
 “They’re on the doorstep,” interrupted Eli, keeping his voice quiet, so not to attract the attention of the other Marines. “They’re here.” 
 Jameson sighed. 
 “That wall out there. That’s not going to keep them out forever, you know,” continued Eli, turning to face his lieutenant. “There are millions of people in the south. Millions. And the dead have finally landed on the island. Soon they will be piling up against that wall. Or just walking right through the holes in it.” 
 “We’re fighting them, though,” said Jameson. 
 “Sure,” said Eli. “Every country in the world fought, mate. Every one of them. They all fell. You know, I always thought we’d be okay here, safe on our island, and since we already managed to hold out, but in truth, it was inevitable, wasn’t it?” 
 Now Jameson was shaking his head. “This place lasted, though. For a reason. If we trap it and stop it, it can’t get bigger.” 
 Eli smiled, but it wasn’t a cheerful one. “That’s what the Japanese said. And they were the last to go, remember? Just like us, they walled themselves in, cut off contact with the outside world. They got it right, just like we did, and then one small fuck-up screwed them. They lasted a while and then one idiot dragged one up from the sea bed while they were fishing. Just one. And you know the rest. We’re well past one. And the wall doesn’t mean shit anyway, you should check the small print in the papers, mate. They have outbreaks inside the wall all the time. It only takes one of those little outbreaks to be of this new type of deader, and we’re screwed.” 
 “You’re just shaken from Canterbury,” said Jameson. “We all are. It will be stopped. We’re a lot more prepared for this than everywhere else was. You saw the Paras going in.” 
 “Yeah, we all did, but they weren’t pushing forwards, they were going backwards. Retreating, because we can’t get into hand-to-hand with the damn things. They’ll retreat right back to the wall and then we’re in deep.” 
 “That’s not true.” 
 “You saw the state of that wall. It may have looked grand for a while, but it’s two years old and now the faults are beginning to show. It’s collapsing in places already, in just two years.” 
 “They’ll fix it,” said Jameson. “You need to have a bit more faith in people, mate.” 
 But Eli was rolling. “And do you know what I heard? One of the Paras was yabbering to me and a few of the others before we left, and he said that it’s nearly down to Portsmouth already. They’re evacuating Portsmouth, mate. The south is lost and it’s been less than a week since they got ashore.” 
 “True,” said Jameson, and that stopped Eli, who looked taken aback. He hadn’t expected him to back down. But Jameson wasn’t intending to. 
 “Look. We have a severe problem with it at the moment. It’s spreading, but they’re evacuating. You weren’t the only one talking to the Paras. I was talking to a company sergeant major, and right now there are a hundred thousand troopers sweeping into the Midlands and the South. CentCom has everyone coming in from all directions. They’re evacuating every town between the outbreak and London, plus a few up to the north.” 
 Eli was quiet for a moment. 
 “That still means we could have close to a million or more dead in the South.” 
 Jameson nodded. “Yes. We could, but they’re drawing a line just south of London and reinforcing it with everything we’ve got. Those Paras are in there to help delay the tide while others are readying. And what’s more, that Para CSM says he’s seen dozens of flights going in all directions, like they must be dropping teams all over the place. He said there were a couple of minor outbreaks outside of the catchment area, but they were jumping on them.” 
 Eli looked down at his boots and coughed. “Well I guess we’ll find out forty-eight hours from now,” he said. “When most of it is either all over, or we’re in just the right spot to jump up on the wall and try to stop a million dead from piling over it. Last men standing.” 
 “Twelve hours,” said a voice from a few feet away. Both Marines turned to see an orderly, a Security Services corporal by his insignia, approaching. Jameson and Eli winced – if he had heard the conversation just coming into their corner of the big room, then the other Marines might have as well. 
 Jameson frowned. “What do you mean, twelve hours?” 
 The orderly walked up to them. “We don’t wait forty-eight hours anymore. Changed that just last week. The virus incubates and kills a lot quicker, and it’s speeding up. We’ve had no infected people last any longer than about eight hours for at least a month. Chances are you blokes are all clear anyway or you’d be showing signs.” 
 Eli stood up, and rubbed the top of his head, which would normally be shaven clean, but was now showing a thick fuzz of growth. “So we’re only in for the night then?” 
 “Yes. Just long enough for you to get some sleep. Or if you’re infected, time enough to die.” 
 As One Troop exited the big barn and traversed the alleyways between the labyrinth of concrete holding cells, the Lieutenant regarded his normally unshakable troop sergeant. It was obvious to Jameson that Eli’s confidence – for so long unyielding and unbreakable – had taken a jolt, and as much as he wanted to fix it, he knew there was little he could do. In actuality, his friend was perhaps more intelligent and calculating than he was, characteristics that had proven priceless in the past. Jameson knew that Eli held the rank he chose to hold, and had been offered a spot in the officer selection process a number of times in the past, but had turned them down. The man was better officer material than any officer Jameson had ever met, and his resolve was often what held the troop together, more than any judgment or skill on Jameson’s part. 
 But how was Eli going to fare with twelve hours to just sit and think? 
 “You know what?” said Jameson. “I’d love to get my hands on the idiot that let the things out in the first place.” 
 “Oh yeah,” said Eli, smiling for the first time. 
 “That damn security guard,” said Elson, who was walking just behind the pair. 
 Eli turned, shaking his head. “Not the security service. They did what they could to alert everyone, and most of them died trying. The calls were made, apparently.” 
 “Who, then?” asked Elson. 
 “Whoever didn’t do a thorough job of closing the tunnel in the first place,” said Jameson. 
 Eli nodded his agreement. “Someone screwed up,” he said. “Someone in charge, and I’d severely love to get my hands on them and wring their damn necks.” 



 Rebirth 

JFK - Alpha Berths 
 Ali awoke in the dark of the early morning – alone again, somehow still alone. 
 Last night’s weird but welcome visit from Handon had definitely eased her loneliness. But, like Homer before him, and Pope before that, he had gone. 
 And now the compartment she had once shared with Pope was as quiet, and nearly as dark, as the grave. The only illumination was from the tritium night sights on a weapon stowed away in the corner. It barely lit even a quarter of the room, giving off a feeble and spectral orange glow. 
 She lay still on her bunk for a while, staring at the blackness above her face. On her first night back here, she had almost climbed into the bottom bunk, just because it was easier. But then she found she couldn’t do it. It wasn’t superstition. It was that up here she could pretend that Pope was still sleeping down below her. 
 That he hadn’t gone. 
 In reality, of course, he had gone, and he was now sleeping forever, at the center of their last mission objective – and his final one. At least, Ali hoped he slept. She chose to believe that he did. She had to. 
 She sighed into the near blackness before her face. And her thoughts returned to Homer. 
 Last night, hours before Handon’s visit, he had come by and spent a couple hours with her – after putting the kids to sleep. But he too had ultimately left – to sleep in the same room with his children. Of course he had insisted on doing so; it was a point upon which he would not negotiate. So the three of them were now off in some dead officer’s berth, one Homer did not have much trouble qualifying for, considering his new, and unique, family situation. 
 After over two years of sleeping a million miles away from his two young children, the flesh of his own flesh – not to mention believing they were dead, or worse – now he didn’t want them any farther than arm’s length from him. Anyone would understand that. 
 And Ali did understand. 
 But it meant she was here. In the dark. On her own again. 
 In their short time together, the two had a great deal to talk about. About his disappearance, then miraculous reappearance, as if he’d descended from heaven. About how it was that his children, but not his wife, were still alive. 
 And Ali had much to tell him, as well – about the big show, the Battle of the JFK, which he had missed. And about how she had miraculously been reborn herself, emerging from that diving and disintegrating bomber – and then rising out of the implacable sea, which had tried to eat her, along with Park and Emily, in at least two different senses. They had come within minutes of drowning – and perhaps closer to being devoured by the multiple layers of dead that had spilled off the continent and were filling the very ocean. 
 So it had been a great deal to share, so much catching up, after what had been a pretty short separation. And now it left a lot to think about, too much really, a riot of thoughts chasing one another around in her head, all the ramifications and conclusions and contradictions colliding and tangling up. 
 Ali decided she had to put a stop to it. 
 So she got up, got dressed, and headed down to Alpha’s makeshift team room. The others had agreed to meet there first thing, to start a weapons, ammo, and gear manifest. This would be the necessary first step of their work-up for the new mission – Somalia. 
 She found the hatch open and slipped in quietly. Inside, Predator, Juice, and Henno were already at work. Maybe they couldn’t sleep either. They were all knee-deep in crap, amidst great piles of gear, up to their elbows in paperwork, and roaring with laughter as they shot the shit. Ali had just missed whatever it was that was so funny. But it didn’t matter. 
 It was very nice to see them all smiling. 
 * * * 
 On the same deck, a few frames away, Sarah walked away from the cabin she shared with Handon, after a brief morning parting, now putting one foot in front of the other as she walked away from him. Looking down at her hiking boots, she wished she’d taken a moment somewhere along the line to clean the damned things. 
 She wore technical hiking pants, a long-sleeve synthetic t-shirt, her dark hair no longer pulled back, but loose on her shoulders. The clothes weren’t the same ones she’d worn fighting her way out of the cabin in Michigan. Those had gotten trashed, and probably should have been burned, during her adventures with Homer. But they were an identical set, which had come out of her wilderness cache of supplies. 
 Unfortunately, she’d only had the one pair of boots. 
 And these ones had seen a great deal of punishment – a lot of miles trod, a lot of soil, mud, blood, and worse – all in that odyssey she and Homer had shared. They’d somehow traveled from the shore of Lake Michigan, all the way across North America to the Virginia coast – and finally back to some kind of safety on the wide ocean, and on board this awe-inspiring ship. 
 Sarah had never seen a nuclear supercarrier in person before, never mind lived on one. And now she already felt guilty about mucking up their nicely swabbed decks, as molded bits of dried mud still flaked off her bootsoles. Then again, she had been feeling several varieties of guilt lately, and figured she’d just better start getting used to it. 
 Reaching the end of the companionway, she couldn’t resist turning and looking back at Handon, catching a last glimpse of his broad, rippling back as he disappeared up the ladder. 

Goddamn, that’s a sexy man, she thought. 
 And it wasn’t because of his powerful, lean body. It was because of his confidence, and his capability, both of which just made her swoon – and she had never been one for swooning. Then again, maybe it had just been a long time since she’d been allowed to act or feel particularly feminine. After two years of wearing the mantle of leadership, battling every day to keep herself and her family alive, now she was reminded of what it felt like to be taken care of. The strong, independent woman in her recoiled at this. 
 But she couldn’t deny what she was feeling. 
 Of course, it was her family, whom she had failed to keep alive in the end, that was the source of her deepest guilt. Right now, her ecstasy and excitement at being with Handon were all twisted up with terrible remorse about the death of her son, as well as that of her husband. She had been unable to prevent their deaths – or, if you took a less charitable view, she had been implicated in causing them. After all that had come and gone, she had been unable to save them in the end. 
 Or had she been unable? Maybe she had just chosen not to. She knew there was no good in lacerating herself with thoughts like these, even as she did just that. 
 She also knew, or at least had a strong sense, that at least one of the Alpha operators judged her for what she had done. The decisions she had faced back at that cabin were impossible ones, an inconceivable choice for anybody to make: to sacrifice a child. Deep down, Sarah knew her actions had been necessary, to save the rest of them – and, by saving Alpha and Dr. Park, to keep alive their hope of saving humanity. 
 She couldn’t doom the whole world to save one boy, could she? Even if he was her own flesh. But it was more complex than that. She had never felt maternal toward her son, nor devoted to her husband – not to the extent that she should have. Certainly not after… after what had happened during their escape from the fall of Toronto, two years earlier. But that was a long time ago. 
 And there was no changing any of it. 
 In any case, necessary or not, justified or not, she knew one thing: that she was going to be rehashing and second-guessing those choices for a very long time. 
 She reached what she believed was the correct stairwell, and started down the ladder, heading deep into the bowels of this hulking, massive ship – a floating city really. As she descended, she continued to excavate through the layers of her own feelings. Aside from her family, there was also the guilt, potential or actual, about having a relationship with Handon at all. 
 The two of them did have a terrifying chemistry – which had kindled to a white heat in the few hours they’d spent together in the forest, and exploded in consummation upon their reunion here. They had tumbled into bed in minutes. Both had wanted it, and neither had doubted for one second the other was of the same mind. They had been like two magnets crashing into each other, after flying across the surface of the Earth, each in thrall to the other’s field. 
 But Sarah also understood the seriousness of Handon’s responsibilities. And she knew a little, or could sense or intuit it anyway, about the special burdens of being a combat leader. She knew that the chemistry of his unit had to come first – and that its cohesiveness, and effectiveness, were immeasurably precious resources, which could not be jeopardized. So she was exquisitely sensitive as to how the others on that team regarded her. 
 Basically, she had zero interest in becoming the Yoko Ono of Alpha team. 
 And she also intended to pull her own weight around here – to prove herself in this world, and stand on her own. She would never be a mere wife, or helpmeet, or accessory, not to any man. 
 But, her own independence aside, she also now knew, or thought she knew, that Handon actually did need someone. Someone outside of his chain command, someone to soothe his brow and be on his side and to hear his confessions. To help carry the burden. And to palliate the loneliness. 
 Sarah was also pretty sure that if Handon even knew about this need of his, he had never acknowledged or admitted it – perhaps not even to himself, and definitely not to anyone who worked for him. He had to be the immovable bedrock his team operated upon. And his resolve had to be unquestioned. 
 And with that last thought, she reached the deck she needed to be on. She exited the ladder, straightened up her expression, and strode out confidently, with her mind focused, on the way to her duty station. 
 * * * 
 Handon turned a narrow corner, ducked into a stairwell, and took the steps of the ladder one at a time, but fast. He had eight flights to climb, all the way to the top level of the island. He was still getting used to the feeling of being able to walk around unarmed, unarmored, and out of danger. It still tasted strange. Even after hundreds of missions, and making the transition from front line to rear echelon more times than he could remember. 
 If there was any real rear echelon anymore. 
 Making it back to the Kennedy had delivered him and his people from immediate physical peril. And delivering Dr. Simon Park, the man with the plan for saving humanity, had taken some of the weight of the world off their shoulders. Hell, a shower, a hot meal, and a change of clothes had made him feel like a new man. 
 But the stunning return of Homer, and for him, Sarah… well, that small prop plane landing had changed everything. 
 Handon and Sarah had brushed fingertips as they parted, outside the berth they now shared. He could still feel her touch on his hand. Then she’d gone one way, and he another, both to get started with what was definitely going to be a long day. 
 Reaching the top of the ladder, Handon pushed open a hatch and swung into the Flag Bridge, which was a hive of measured activity, and marched across it to the briefing room in the back. When he stepped through that hatchway, he found that he wasn’t the last to arrive, nor the first. 
 They were there to plot the next stage of their long journey, and the final act, they might dare hope, of this sacred and perilous drama. Failure was unthinkable. But the story of humanity was not yet written. And Handon knew that a happy ending was very far from guaranteed. 



 Command 

JFK - Alpha Team Room 
 In the womb of the team room, Ali let the mindlessness of the work soothe her. There was a lot to do – they were all going to have to jump through their own asses to get ready for this next mission in time. But it was damned good to be back with the team – safe, relaxed, out of danger, kitted down, and cleaned up. Even in silence, Ali enjoyed the warm familiarity of their company. 
 And while they were happy to see her, too… they were also giving her a certain look. She obviously wasn’t going to get much of a grace period as regards answering their questions about the Great Homer Mystery. 
 Ever since his dramatic deck landing the day before, with his kids and Sarah Cameron on board, he had been regarded like some sort of Christ arisen. And, since then, he’d been tucked away with his family almost the whole time. And nobody knew where the hell he had been, what had happened, nor how his two small children had survived two-plus years of zombie apocalypse on their own. 
 Almost nobody. 
 “C’mon,” Predator said, finally voicing what they were all thinking. “Put us out of our misery.” 
 Henno put a tablet down on a big plastic Tuff-Box. “Aye. You two were stowed away for hours last night. He must have found a few minutes somewhere in there to tell you what the hell happened to him. Spill it.” 
 Juice looked more tentative, but still curious. He said, “It’s got to be a hell of a story.” 
 Ali held their gazes levelly, and just sighed out loud. 
 * * * 
 One deck down, and a few frames back, raucous music leaked out of the MARSOC team room. Outside the open hatch, Emily, the civilian girl Alpha had rescued from the pirates on Lake Michigan, knocked on the bulkhead, to no effect. So she walked on in. 
 All around the room, standing, or sitting on boxes or down on the deck, half-dressed Marines busied themselves doing mission planning and prep work. Some cleaned or maintained weapons systems, others packed or unpacked cases and assault packs. One flipped through a thick printed packet. 
 Three of them, led by Sergeant Coulson – the lean, blond-haired Marine who had teamed with Handon in the flight-deck battle – were huddled up over a map on a folding table, pushing plastic pieces around. They were tabletop gaming their likely next op. On the wall beside them, a whiteboard had been covered with black, blue, and red marks – diagrams, lists, maps, and indecipherable scribbles. 
 There was only one actual chair in the room, and Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick was in it, his back three-quarters to the room. He had a small desk in front of him, with a laptop open upon it. The computer was doing at least two things: running a spreadsheet, and playing the rap-rock stylings of Limp Bizkit. Fred Durst was roaring something about somebody getting knocked the fuck out – perhaps straight the fuck out. Asses, checks, and mouths seemed to be involved. 
 It was through this scene, and this serenade, that Emily padded over to Fick, her small and lean form, long and thin blonde hair, and air of petite femininity a total contrast to virtually everything else in the entire room. Most of the Marines saw her enter, and just watched her cross the space over to Fick and tap him on the back. 
 He rolled his shoulder, as if trying to shrug off an unwanted intrusion, or buzzing insect. He was chewing on the mangled stub of a cigar, and staring daggers at the laptop screen. What was on it clearly held his attention, but not in a good way. Emily could see his left cheek and ear, both still red and peeling from being splashed with flaming aviation fuel back on Beaver Island. But it had been worse, and would be a lot worse right now, if Emily had not taken it upon herself to salve it for him on their flight back. 
 When she tapped again, he grabbed the top of her right hand with his and reversed it into a very uncomfortable wrist lock. Emily yelped in pain – a high-pitched noise that practically caused Fick to tumble out of his chair. He immediately released her hand, then dialed down the volume of the music. 
 “Em,” he said, looking like he had startled himself by remembering her name. 
 “Gunny,” she said, smiling beneath huge eyes, and rubbing her wrist. She nodded at the laptop. “Don’t turn it down on my account. I like classic rock.” 
 Fick was already opening his mouth to ask if she was okay, but now he shut it again. Classic rock? Jesus Christ, I must be getting old…

 “One nice thing about the end of the world,” she said. 
 “Yeah? And what’s that?” 
 “When you write your war memoirs, you can include all the song lyrics you want – without any frivolous lawsuits from the dumbasses in the music industry.” 
 Fick opened his mouth again, then closed it. He squinted, and just looked at her like she was some kind of alien visitor to their team room, which was pretty much the case. Finally he thought of something to say. 
 “In the Battle of Fallujah, the enemy blared prayers and religious songs over their loudspeakers – while we blasted Drowning Pool and Metallica over ours, twenty-four seven, just to fuck with them. Everyone started calling it Lalafallujah.” 
 Emily laughed. “The music festival from hell.” 
 Another awkward pause. Fick finally said, “Was there some actual reason you came down here?” 
 She hesitated, but then plunged ahead. “Well, um, Ali told me maybe you guys could use some help?” When Fick didn’t respond, she coquettishly crossed one ankle in front of the other. “Is there… anything I can do?” 
 Fick retrieved his cigar stub from where he had dropped it, and stuck it back in his piehole, seemingly just for the purpose of talking around it. “I don’t know,” he said, chomping. “Is there anything you can do?” 
 Emily smiled, because she actually got the reference. Fick was channeling Sergeant Apone from Aliens. Despite him being white, it was a nearly perfect fit. She played along, pointing at his screen. “Well, I can drive those spreadsheet macros.” 
 Fick’s eyebrows went north. He looked skeptical. 
 “Temp work. Plus computer classes at the community college.” 
 Relief washed over Fick’s face, as paperwork was just about the least favorite activity of every Jarhead whose job description included it. These team manifests, tab after incomprehensible tab, were making Fick really miss their lost and lamented Lieutenant, who as an over-educated officer type used to do all that crap for them. 
 “Be my guest,” Fick said, stepping away from the desk to make way for her. She sat down and adjusted the screen. After spending a few minutes explaining to her the tasks that needed doing, Fick happily moved across the room, looking forward to picking up something heavy. 
 A few minutes later, Emily removed an MP3 player from her pocket, jammed it into a USB slot on the laptop, and cranked the volume again. The laptop speakers started rattling out some edgier, more electronic-sounding rap-rock. Fick grimaced at first. But he soon found it growing on him. Marines around the room started bobbing their heads. Somebody fist-punched the air. 
 Sergeant Coulson looked over at Fick. “Hey, Gunny, a cute girl shows up – and your temporary command of this outfit draws to an immediate close.” 
 Fick stood up and jabbed an index finger in Coulson’s chest. “Hey! I’m still fuckin’ this monkey. She’s just here to take pictures.” 
 Emily turned around, her whole face lit up with amusement – and feigned shock. 
 “Don’t worry,” Coulson called across to her. “It probably won’t get any worse than this. Then again, it won’t get a whole lot better, either…” 
 Emily smiled, shook her head, and turned back to her work. Take my word for it, guys, she thought to herself. I’ve heard much, much worse. And lived through it, too…

 And she had. 
 She knew she was in a safe place now. 
 * * * 
 As Sarah traversed more companionway on the lower deck, she soon passed sailors walking alone or in small groups. She nodded at a young ensign, then an enlisted woman, as they went by. Neither seemed to know quite what to make of her; though the latter seemed to want to salute, before stopping herself. But, anyway, seeing these young, sharp, evidently capable people cheered her. 
 She had been a very long time in the wilderness – so many months in that lonely cabin. It had been precisely its isolation, carefully designed, that had allowed them to survive. But maybe she shouldn’t have been hiding out. Maybe she hadn’t been doing her part to save the world. Or maybe it had been all she could do – just staying alive had been her part. 
 But she’d never been much of a spectator. 
 Handon’s original idea had been to post her to the carrier’s NSF, the internal security force. It wasn’t too far from her own field of law enforcement (LE), and while possibly a stretch of her tactical skills, it would have been a good fit, and she knew she could grow to fill it. And evidently they needed people – after their onshore mission had gone wrong at NAS Oceana, and they’d had to conduct a frantic flight through shore bombardment to escape the descending storm of the dead. 
 But then Handon had a better idea, and a more important job for her. 
 Ali had been responsible so far for babysitting Dr. Park. But now she had to focus on healing up, as well as the team’s work-up for the Somalia mission. Back in the relative safety of the supercarrier, Park certainly needed less protecting than he had when they were fighting their way across Beaver Island, or parachuting into a giant set-piece naval zombie battle. But he was still the most important man in the world, and there were still rumors of lone Zulus wandering the lower decks – and Handon still needed someone he could trust, absolutely, to keep tabs on him. 
 He also figured he could count on Sarah to get the scientist whatever he needed to do his work, and basically keep the gears of his research churning. He had a strong impression of her as a capable, get-it-done type of organizer. She’d had to be, just to survive two years into the ZA in a tiny cabin, with two dependents, using only her own wits, skills, and good preparation. Also, while she was new to the carrier, she wasn’t new to being in a uniformed, disciplined service, nor to carrying arms – and using them. Handon knew he could depend on her, both to protect Park, and to get shit done for him. 
 So she’d been put on the NSF personnel manifest – but detailed as personal security to Dr. Park. 
 Turning onto the companionway with the hospital on it, she saw he was already there, waiting outside, laptop satchel over shoulder, hands in pockets – looking bright-eyed and ready to work. 
 That was a good sign. 
 * * * 
 When the last to arrive had taken a seat around the table in the briefing room, Commander Drake pushed his arms against its edge, biceps swelling a little beneath the short sleeves of his khaki service uniform, and he cleared his throat lightly. 
 That’s all it took to get their attention. 
 After his leadership in the Battle of the JFK – inspired, daring and, as he’d be the first to admit, desperate – after he had miraculously saved the ship and its crew from an assault of ten million undead… well, the officers and men had started to regard Drake as something like a minor deity. 
 Of course he’d been far from alone in pulling that off. Coulson and Handon had effectively run the fight on the flight deck by themselves. Master Chief Shields and his construction ratings had built the fortifications from behind which they fought. And virtually everyone on board had sweated, bled, and battled through their own terror, not to mention battling through the dead. 
 But it was a funny thing about command – while Drake couldn’t take all the credit for the victory, he sure as hell would have taken the blame if they’d lost. 
 Not that there would have been anyone left to blame him. No one who could still speak, at any rate. 
 And, in what was just one more weird mystery of the ZA, the Captain, the carrier strike group’s actual commanding officer, had disappeared again – completely. It had happened sometime after he led the final charge to clear the flight deck with his conscripted army, wielding firefighting foam, water hoses, and catapulted heavy machinery. Now, no one had the least idea whether he had gone down in that final rush – or, emerging victorious, had simply retired once more to some other hidden cabin deep below decks, never to reappear, perhaps until needed again. 
 Both of these theories had proponents. 
 But even if he had still been around, the crew would have voted him off their gigantic floating island in favor of Commander Drake. They followed him now without question. 
 Drake wore this lightly. Because he knew all too well that they, never mind the rest of humanity, were not nearly out of this hailstorm of giant turds – not yet, and not by a long way. Now, when he spoke to his gathering of senior officers, he spoke levelly and simply, his voice resonant – though perhaps a bit deeper and more gravelly after shouting through much of a two-day battle. 
 “The good news,” he said, “is that the ship’s been refloated, we’re under way – and quite a lot of us are still breathing air. The bad news, as some of you will have heard through scuttlebutt or your own channels, is that Fortress Britain is breached. While we’ve had our asses hanging out here on the edge of undead America, there’s been some kind of rapid infection in the southeast of England, via the Channel Tunnel." 
 He paused and scanned the faces around the table. Directly to his right was CSM Handon, looking serene and steely as usual, his rebar-like forearms crossed and motionless before him. Down from him was Captain Abrams – former commander of the sunken destroyer, and now Drake’s acting 2IC… after him, the Kennedy’s Air Boss… then Lieutenant Commander Cole, the CAG… and Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick, acting commander of the MARSOC team. Beside him was Marine Sergeant Brandon “Ice Cube” Coulson, who had commanded in Fick’s absence, after everyone senior to him fell… then LT Campbell from CIC… and finally the Brit, Captain Martin, who was serving as the ship’s Chief Engineer. 
 This wasn’t the traditional line-up, nor even the traditional room, for a senior officer’s briefing. But some of those original officers were dead now, and others had gone missing. Many of their roles hadn’t been refilled – while other jobs, totally unexpected ones, had opened up. (Director of operations for an organic farm, anyone?) Operational requirements had radically redefined themselves over the last two years of post-civilization, and had carried on doing so right up until today. 
 So everything was always ad hoc now. Drake pulled whomever he needed, to do whatever needed doing. Every job was mission critical, and naval tradition and protocol were secondary considerations at best. And if other officers on board were upset about being left out, well that was just too fucking bad. On the long list of things the survivors didn’t have the luxury of anymore, ego was at or near the top of the list. 
 “Wait,” LT Campbell said, “Wasn’t the Channel Tunnel supposed to have been collapsed?” 
 Captain Martin, who had been on the scene when it broke open, blinked heavily. “Collapsed,” he said, “turns out to be a bit of a fluid concept.” 
 Drake waved this off. “However it happened, the fact is that the dead are in Britain, and things are going sideways on them. And now the outbreak is vectoring up through the country – and directly toward London.” 
 The silence in the room took on a darker cast with this announcement. Almost as soon as the Kennedy had reached the one safe place left in the world… Britain had started going down beneath the same nightmare flood that had submerged the rest of the entire doomed planet. 
 Drake continued, his voice quieter. “Accounts differ as to how bad things are. CentCom, after evidently being a little on the slow side to take the threat seriously, are now fighting along a wide front, trying to keep the outbreak contained." He paused, trying to keep judgment off his face. He hadn’t so far developed a hugely positive impression of the British central military command. 

Then again, he thought, their country is still standing, and mine isn’t.

 "Obviously, their main objective is keeping the dead out of London. Because, if the capital goes down… well, I won’t belabor it. Ultimately, what they need to do is quell the outbreak entirely – either destroy all the dead or drive them back into the sea.” Drake looked up at Martin for confirmation. 
 The Brit nodded. “Yes, that’s about right. Having a moat the width of the English Channel is one thing. But living in a state of siege upon the land… well, as you all know, no country in the world, in the history of the ZA, has ever done it." 
 Drake paused and scanned faces before continuing. “Obviously… this impacts the urgency of our own mission.” 
 While the last nation of the living were fighting for their lives on the land there, the warriors on the water here had to give them something to hold out for. 



 Abandoned 
 Britain - Kent Downs 
 The zipping volley of 2.75-inch rockets from the Apache attack helicopter tore into the front ranks of the advancing figures, vaporizing them at the points of explosion. Then, as each warhead sprayed out dozens of five-inch tungsten darts, the bodies that remained were cut down in concentric and overlapping half-circles out to fifty meters. It was like ripples in a pool, or wheat going down under some enormous scythe wielded by a giant. 
 It was also a lot like mowing the grass – except that this shit couldn’t keep growing back forever. There were only so many living people in England. So there could only ever be so many living dead ones. 
 This was small consolation to Captain Charlotte Maidstone, as she zoomed and panned with her helo's chin-mounted camera to assess the impact of her rocket volley. Despite her resolve, despite all her carefully honed professionalism, she couldn’t stop scanning those faces on the ground, thinking about her family. It was ridiculously unlikely, but still… 
 The flechette rockets were the same type that her commanding officer at USOC, the Colonel, had ordered her to launch into their own hospital on the base at Hereford, to cauterize the terrible outbreak that had threatened to devour everyone who served there. Dead, alive, undead, or indeterminate, all those people she had cut down in that terrible minute had been her real family – her truest brothers and sisters. If she’d somehow white-knuckled it through that, then she could steel herself to get through today. 
 Anyway, she had no choice. There was damn little resistance holding some parts of this line. And along her assigned segment she was pretty much all that stood between the outbreak and the Capital – the ancient and mighty city of London, which had long been the center of the world, and which was quickly shaping up into the last bastion of humanity. But if anyone could hold this line single handedly, it was Charlotte and her fire-breathing dragon. 
 “Riding the dragon” – that was how they referred to piloting an Apache AH Mk1 attack helicopter. Totally deadly – and ridiculously complex. It has been said that taking one into battle was “like playing an Xbox, a PlayStation, and a chess Grandmaster simultaneously – whilst riding Disney World’s biggest roller coaster.” 
 Qualifying to fly one required an 18-month conversion course, just to transition from being a regular old combat helicopter pilot. It required learning to deal simultaneously with the flight instruments, four different radio frequencies, the weapons targeting computers, the defensive suite’s threat reports, the cameras and radar – plus watching the ground for muzzle flashes and friendly units, and the air for other aircraft. You also actually had to teach your eyes to point in different directions – because one of the weapons systems was slaved to your retina. 
 That was the 30mm electric cannon, which spewed ten high-explosive rounds per second wherever the pilot or gunner looked. This was in addition to the pods of anti-personnel rockets and the laser-guided Hellfire missiles – the shape-charged warheads of which pack a five-million-pound-per-square-inch punch. The aircraft also had an array of day and night cameras providing 127-times magnification, thermal viewing, and all-weather radar. 
 Then again, like so many things in the ZA, riding the dragon wasn’t what it used to be. There were no more air-to-ground threats that needed to be scanned for or defended against – never mind enemy aircraft, which were a feature only of wars long past. And because Charlotte wasn’t being shot at, she didn’t have to make attack runs. She could simply pick a spot, hover in place, and unload from there – which, if less thrilling, was a hell of a lot easier and safer. And with that much less to attend to, not to mention a military-wide shortage of pilots, she was doing without a gunner in the front seat these days. 
 It was just her, the legions of advancing dead, and her own morbid thoughts. 
 And she really was alone here. Right now, on this section of the line, there were no friendlies on the ground – for her to support, to look out for and avoid blowing up, or even just to hear their comforting chatter and matey accents on the radio. She knew the Paras were out there somewhere, fighting hard on both her flanks. But they were too far, her altitude too low, for them to be visible. 
 No, this was a pure anti-personnel mission, and she was the only personnel assigned to it. One living woman, and one fire-breathing dragon, against maybe ten thousand dead guys. 
 It was this fact of her aloneness, along with the 127x zoom optics, that was unsettling her mind now. She continued to peer through the camera, via the monocular lens in front of her right eye, trying to get a sense of the effect on target of that last rocket volley. The good news was she had basically destroyed, single handedly, the entire front wave of rampaging dead. 
 The bad news was that she could already see the next one advancing behind it. Another dark line was coming over the horizon – taking over the damned horizon, actually, making their own mass of rotting bodies into a new and twilit edge of the spinning Earth. England was being overrun in not-so-slow motion, the sceptered isle becoming a floodplain. 
 And the other bad news was… Charlotte could see their faces. All of them. With the high-powered optics, nothing was opaque or obscure to her. She could dial up the detail to an arbitrary level. She could see nose pores from a mile out. And, still very much against her will and better judgment, she once again found herself scanning faces, both hopeful and terrified of seeing a hairstyle, the familiar curve of a cheek or jawline, a scarf given and forgotten a hundred Christmases ago. 
 Because, for all she knew, her own father could be down there right now. Maybe her mother, too. Or her brother or sister. This wasn’t really her family’s part of the country. But she had lost touch with everyone, after running away and joining the military, the day of her eighteenth birthday. She knew seeing them down there was vanishingly unlikely. 
 Then again, vanishing was her family’s specialty. 
 Her father had gone for good by the time she was ten, and had not made himself very present before that, disappearing for weeks and months at a time. Her mother had been around – but only physically, retreating into days-long alcoholic hazes, numbing the pain of her past bad choices and dwindling future prospects. Even when she was sober, her coldness and psychological distance made it seem as if her soul had long departed her body. And Charlotte’s brother and sister, both older than she, had taken off as soon as they were old enough to support themselves. 
 Everyone had left her, one at a time. 
 Until she was finally old enough to leave herself. 
 Home had just been a place to escape from – and definitely not one to return to. But it didn’t matter now. The first proper home she’d ever known was in the British Army Air Corps, which had taken her in, and taught her to fly – in every sense. It had allowed her to make something of her life. 
 Later, her family and home had been among the operators and support personnel of USOC, the Unified Special Operations Command, to which she had been detached for the past eighteen months. Her job had been to provide close air support (CAS), casevac security, and if necessary defense of the very base itself. 
 She had found a place where her skills and contribution were valued, where she was esteemed and loved for who she was – a place where she truly belonged. 
 But, in the last few days, many of the teams at Hereford had been thrown into the desperate defense of the southeast – trying to reverse or at least stem the terrible outbreak. They said it had come from out of the Channel Tunnel – then rampaged through the county of Kent, and spilled out across the borders into Essex and Sussex. And now it was racing mindlessly, implacably, and seemingly unstoppably toward the Capital. 
 London. 
 Maybe they’d gotten complacent, letting themselves start to feel secure in the moated castle that was Fortress Britain. After all, no one had successfully invaded England’s green and pleasant land since the Norman Conquest – back in 1066. Even Hitler’s thousand-year Reich, and the blitzkrieg of his Wehrmacht, hadn’t laid so much as a single tank tread on Her Majesty’s soil. No, they had always been safe there, defending their island home, as the Great Man, Churchill, had put it. 
 Well, sure enough, now they were fighting in the goddamned fields – ones less than fifty miles from the bloody M25, which was the ring-road, and now the ZPW (Zulu-Proof Wall), that defined the outer border of London. 
 No, Charlotte’s parents weren’t down there, and she wouldn’t recognize them even if they were. God knew they wouldn’t have had the strength, or the adaptability, or in particular the resolve, to survive the Zulu Alpha. But Charlotte did. She was damned well going to survive all this. And so were her friends in the Army. 
 And so was Britain. 
 The next wave of surging dead was still nearly two kilometers back behind what had been defined as the MLR, the main line of resistance. But she was due to be relieved in this sector, and this carve-up of airspace, in a few minutes. And she still had a lot of ordnance left. There was little point in spending the fuel to ferry those heavy rockets and missiles all the way out here, and then right back to base again. 
 Moreover, Charlotte suddenly just found herself not in a defensive mood. And she was under her own tactical control right now – CentCom seemed task-saturated, as it woke up to the seriousness of the threat, and tried to run the many fronts of this battle from their Joint Operations Center (JOC) in Oxfordshire. Come to think of it, she hadn’t heard from the USOC TOC at Hereford in hours, either. 

Fuck it, she thought. We’re not backing up anymore. Not today. Not on my watch. 
 She didn’t know for sure what unit was meant to replace her. But whoever it was, she was going to make damn sure their backs weren’t up against the sodding wall. 
 She revved up her bird’s dual custom Rolls-Royce engines to something in the ballpark of their peak 2,100 horsepower, climbed until she’d gained 400 feet, and the engines, wind, and rotors were all screaming around her. And then she put her targeting laser just ahead of the next rank of advancing dead, out on the left flank. And she fired all four Hellfire missiles from her rail, moving the targeting laser a half a kilometer to the right each time. She then put her remaining rockets into the surviving dead behind that. And then she played clean-up with her 30mm auto-cannon, dropping dozens of the rapid-fire high-explosive rounds into groups and singles that were somehow still on their feet. 
 Sixty seconds later, she had single handedly cleared up a major chunk of overrun Kentish real estate. But then she remembered another Churchill quote – “However beautiful the strategy, you should occasionally look at the results” – and performed another careful battle damage assessment (BDA). Her effect on target was still excellent. She’d knocked the dead, at least in her sector, halfway back to effing Calais. 
 With these weapons and targeting systems, she almost couldn’t miss. And against that level of firepower, nothing could stand. Basically, nothing cleans house like an Apache. 
 “Quality, mate,” she said aloud. “Fucking quality.” 
 After this one-sided curb-stomp battle, she was now “Winchester” on ammo (totally out), and within five minutes of “bingo fuel” (just enough to get her home). And with that, her radio chirped up on the air-mission net, a flat and staticky voice, but recognizably masculine, growling at her across the sky – and approaching quickly. 

“Wyvern Two Zero, this is Dambuster One One, coming on station. We are a flight of two Typhoon FGR4s, with standard weapons payload and two hours playtime. Requesting handover of your sector, over.”

 Charlotte smiled as she keyed her mike. “Dambuster One One, Wyvern Two Zero. She’s all yours, mate. Happy times. Out.” And she kept on smiling – because she knew it took four men in two 90-million-Euro jet planes to take the place of her, riding alone in her dragon. 
 For the past 36 hours of this combat mission, she had been grabbing gas, and ordnance, and the odd half-hour of sleep, at a forward rearming and refueling point (FARP), about two klicks behind the MLR. But now her deployment was definitely done – it wasn’t safe to fly any longer without sleep, and CentCom wouldn’t let her try it even if she asked. 
 So she tightened her grips on the collective and cyclic, checked the moving map display, and mentally computed a course. She would be heading now toward the opposite horizon, the green and hopeful one. And, out beyond that, maybe her future lay waiting for her… So she wheeled her agile and deadly bird of prey around in a tight arc, the whole 80-foot and 16,000-pound machine feeling like a single sleek prosthesis, an extension of her body. 
 And she pointed it toward home. 
 “Home.” She said that aloud as well. 
 She liked the sound of it. 
 * * * 
 “Hotel X, this is Wyvern Two Zero, I am RTB minus one mike, requesting priority clearance for primary helipad.” 
 Because she was so obviously within radio range, and because this was such a routine clearance request – hers was one of only a handful of helos that used the USOC helipad – she hadn’t even waited for an acknowledgement before broadcasting it. 
 But now nothing came back. No clearance. No acknowledgement. No answer of any sort. 
 “Hotel X, Wyvern Two Zero, commo check.” Her eyes darted down to her radio panel. Everything was glowing in the right places. Looking up again, she could actually see the base, nestled in the Herefordshire hills, and growing in perspective. She was actually visual with the people she was trying to talk to. 
 But her Spidey sense was perking up now, so instead of flying straight to the X and flaring in to land, she instead wheeled around and did a clockwise circuit over the base. 
 Not only were there no other aircraft coming or going – but she couldn’t even see anyone moving on the ground. That made zero sense. She did a second circuit, while hailing the TOC twice more. Sweet F-A. No radio contact, no visual on anyone or anything. 
 Her dragon was basically breathing fumes at this point, so she had no choice but to put it down. She didn’t have the range to reach any other military airbase now. And she certainly wasn’t going to put it down outside the wire. Not with the island's defenses breached and the hills crawling with dead fuckers. 
 Dust billowed up around her as the beast settled on its three fat tires. Charlotte got her head out of her heavy, high-tech helmet, while the canopy lifted around her. Before climbing out of the cockpit, she unholstered her HK MP7 personal defense weapon from where it was nestled under her arm, then hopped down to the tarmac. 
 There was no ground crew rushing forward to meet her and to block the wheels. No techs from the Aviation Maintenance Company shoving aside refuelers and rearming guys to clip in computers, run checks, and make sure the bird was ready to go back out and deal more death. This was nothing like the normal Indy 500 pit stop routine. 
 Squinting slightly in alarm and confusion, she moved forward in her Nomex flight suit across the tarmac. Directly ahead of her was the aviation hangar. She checked that first, along with the attached offices, as well as the pilot ready room. Nothing; nobody. Then she actually ran across the open helipad to the officers’ and NCOs’ mess – now everybody’s mess, since the enlisted one got destroyed by that Hellfire mishap a week ago. She even did a run by the half-destroyed and boarded-up hospital. 
 Nobody – anywhere. 
 She knew that at any given time, and particularly lately, many or most of the operational teams could be outside the wire on deployment. And she’d already heard that more and more of them were being pulled into the defense of the southeast. But even if every single operator were out in the field… where the hell was everyone else? The support people, the command element, the TOC jocks, medical, comms? She’d only been gone two days. Yet they’d all vanished without a fucking trace. 
 Her beloved home had become a ghost town. 
 “This makes zero fucking sense.” She quickly realized that not only had she stopped and was standing in place – but that she was speaking aloud again. Maybe she was spending too much time in her own company. Logging too many hours without a gunner. 

Fuck it. She decided to go to the top. 
 She found the Colonel’s office unlocked, and empty. Stepping forward, the short barrel of her MP7 seeming to rise up under its own power, she pushed her way in. Loose papers covered the desk, as if he’d left in a hurry. Normally the Colonel was a fiend for OPSEC – he certainly observed a clean-desk policy in Charlotte’s experience. 

Fuck. She shook her head again. This was like a bad dream. Exiting the command shack, she ran toward the operators’ quarters and ready rooms. Echo’s area was locked. She tried around the other side, and found an unlocked door, which led to the Alpha billets and team room. She entered, pointing her weapon ahead of her, the screaming silence ringing in her ears. Hot tears began to leak from the corners of her eyes. 
 She was being abandoned – again. 
 Inside Alpha’s area, everything was squared away – not as if anyone had left in a hurry, much less a panic. More as if they had been setting off on a long journey. Which they had – Charlotte knew Alpha was on some kind of extended (and top-secret) deployment. Her mind began to scream, desperate for a clue of any sort. She opened one of the lockers at random. Inside was some clothing, load-bearing equipment, a few empty pouches. And taped to the inside of the door… 
 …a brilliantly lit photograph. It showed a man, a woman, and two boys, in some kind of beautiful green space. She recognized the man as Captain Ainsley, commander of Alpha team. She had to fight back a half-sob, shoving it back down her chest. The image was so alive and lovely and peaceful, it only underscored Charlotte’s aloneness. Her abandonment. But wherever Captain Ainsley was right now, she prayed he was safe. And wherever his family was… well, she prayed the same thing for them. 
 Not only had Fortress Britain been breached, but now, somehow, even Hereford had gone. Which meant no place was safe. Nothing could be more obvious to her. 
 On her final walk back to the helipad, just on a hunch, she ducked into the Quarantine Shack. No doctor was there on duty, but both of the Zulu-sniffing dogs were at their post – both looking tragically abandoned and forlorn behind their wire mesh. She took the time to feed and water them both. And then she set them free. 
 She didn’t know what else to do. 
 * * * 
 Charlotte watched the Potemkin Village that was Hereford fall away beneath her, as she turned her Apache back toward the east. She’d had to refuel and rearm the damned thing herself. The fueling was okay, but rearming was not a one-woman job, even if she’d remembered very well how to do it. 
 But none of that mattered now. She was back in the air. And, even if alone, she was safe. 
 Her prior mission on the line had been her last scheduled for a while, according to the CentCom battle controllers. So she didn’t have to go back there. But she couldn’t stay here. 
 And ahead of her, out there somewhere, was her home squadron – 1 Regiment Army Air Corps, based at Wattisham Airfield. This was in Suffolk, nearly on the east coast of England – but at least a bit to the north. 
 Captain Charlotte Maidstone said a silent prayer that the airfield still stood. If it didn’t, she had no idea where she was going to land this thing. 
 But there was nothing else for her to do. 
 It was time to go. 



 No Fox Among the Chickens 
 Britain – West Sussex 
 Alan edged carefully toward the movement in the bushes, his shotgun aimed at the rustling of leaves. This was it, what he had been trying to achieve for days, to finally catch it. The damned thing had been roaming the woods around the farm for weeks now and he’d lost a dozen chickens already. 
 The movement in the bushes stopped, the leaves going still, and he took a deep breath and stopped moving. It must have sensed his approach, he figured, and any movement now would completely screw it up. There was far too much cover here, and way too many bolt holes for it to run to. And if it was disturbed and fled, as it had already done a number of times, then he was likely to miss again. And he’d only get one shot. The dog was so damned fast that if he missed it would be away and running, and out of range before he could reload. 
 If only he’d taken Tessa’s advice and bought a bolt action instead, then he’d have a second shot if needed. It wasn’t like he couldn’t afford it, and with the gun restrictions lifted he could have bought an assault rifle if he’d wanted. When the ZA hit the world, and the military from other countries started making the UK their home, they’d brought with them all manner of guns. Alan smiled – if there was one thing you could count on the Americans for it was a lot of hardware. Ammunition, that was the problem, as well as the reason he’d stuck to his single-barrel shotgun. He had a few hundred shells stored away in boxes in the house, more than enough to keep him in good supply, and to deal with the occasional wild dog that moved into the area. 
 The leaves rustled again, and Alan lifted the shotgun, slowly, and took aim. Should he just let rip? The blast of birdshot wouldn’t be likely to miss in such a small area anyway, but he didn’t fire. He wanted to see the thing before he ended its life. 
 The wild dogs were a new problem that had appeared not long after the zombies. There hadn’t been many outbreaks in the UK, and those that did occur had been very small and were stamped out before they spread. But when the rationing started to bite, many people began hoarding their food and prepping for the worst. And even though Alan hated it, he knew this meant that for some, the family dog was booted out to reduce the number of mouths to feed. 

Damned stupid city folk, he thought. What happened to that phrase… what was it? A pet is for life… something like that. Well, those people kicked out their best buddies pretty damned quickly, just to save a few tins of food, when times were suddenly hard. He’d never do that to his dogs, no chance. And the thought of his three Border Collies, huddled up next to the fire in the farmhouse, gave him a warm, fuzzy feeling. They were his babies. 
 The movement in the bushes had stopped again, and Alan could feel the start of a cramp building in the backs of his legs. He’d wait the beast out if he had to, but he hoped to be back at the farm within the hour. Tessa would have his lunch on the table, and he really didn’t want to miss that today. Being out just after first light, following the trail the dog had left after killing two more of his birds, meant he had already missed breakfast, and his stomach was rumbling uncomfortably. It puzzled him, how the dog was able to get through everything he had set up, and still kill his chickens. Barbed wire, solid wood fences. Doubled-up netting, traps of various types. The dog seemed able to maneuver around everything and still get in there and out again, with a full belly and a mess of feathers and guts left strewn across the chicken pen. 
 As Alan stood there, just watching the bush, waiting for the creature to make its move, he noticed for the first time how quiet the woods had gotten. There were usually birds in the trees or other small animals moving about, and normally this place would be full of ambient noise at this time of the morning. But now the air was still, with no sound at all. But then there came a very distant throbbing sound that he couldn’t place. He hadn’t noticed it before, but it was very slowly getting louder. 
 Against his better judgment, Alan looked away from the bush and up to the sky, where he thought the sound was coming from. He saw nothing at first, but as he watched, tiny dots appeared on the horizon, heading toward him, and there were a lot, dozens maybe. He frowned, and continued to watch as the specks got bigger, becoming more distinct. A flight of helicopters, coming in from the west. The noise of their rotors grew louder as they approached, and Alan stood, transfixed, the dog in the bushes temporarily forgotten, as two dozen fat, twin-bladed military helicopters sped through the air only a few hundred yards away. The roar and downdraft were tremendous. 
 And then the bushes rustled again, and there was a crack of breaking twigs, and Alan spun back to where he should have been watching, toward where the dog was creeping… or had been a moment before. But now all he saw was a dark streak of fur running away. He raised the shotgun, knowing the animal was still in range, and fired, but too late. The dog disappeared behind a large oak, and all that Alan got for his efforts was a scattering of wood and bark chips as the blast hit the lowest branches of the tree. 
 He cursed aloud, then turned toward the flight of ungainly helicopters, which were now getting smaller as they headed out toward the opposite horizon – toward the east coast. He cursed again. 
 Two hours of walking in the woods, tracking the dog down, and he had missed his chance because of those buggers, he thought as he trudged forward, heading in the direction the dog had taken. He would follow it for a while, to see if it might hole up somewhere else, but he knew his chances were pretty slim. It would bolt a couple of miles now, most likely, and his tracking skills were not quite good enough to follow the thing indefinitely. No, he wouldn’t see the evil canine chicken-murderer again today. 
 He stepped through bushes and over fallen logs, reloading his shotgun as he went, and eventually made his way across the stream that marked the boundary of his farmland. He had intended to clear this bit of forest, back before the zombies arrived, chop the trees down and turn it into another field for crops, or maybe even plant an orchard. But Tessa had insisted that it it stay wooded, and be left to go overgrown. That woman has always been a nature freak, even in school, he thought. And even though he’d persuaded her to marry him and settle on the farm, he still hadn’t been able to remove the hippy side of her nature, and he was always secretly glad of that. 
 He crossed the stream and walked up to the lane on the other side, then started to trudge down it, back toward the farm. He decided the best way to beat the dog was to go back to making the chicken pen even more difficult to get into. This time he’d make the thing damn near impenetrable. 
 He had only walked fifty yards when the bushes on the side of the road rustled, sending a rush of leaves into the air. Alan stopped dead, and lifted the shotgun. 

No way, he thought. Did I just luck out, and the dog is back already?

 He stepped forward, slowly, edging toward the bushes. Again, he only had the one shot, and he damn sure wasn’t going to miss this time. 
 He took a deep breath as he side-stepped, slowly moving around the bush so as to get a good aim at what lay behind it. 
 The bush erupted in violent motion, and Alan held his ground and aimed, waiting for the perfect moment to fire. But what came rushing out of the bushes was not a canine. It was a human figure, closing the gap between them so quickly that Alan had only a fraction of a second to see the blood upon the face and the pale color of the skin. He was aiming straight at the man’s face, already starting to lower the shotgun in shock, thinking he had nearly killed a person. But then he realized this wasn’t a living person at all – that the angry, hungry-looking man rushing toward him was dead already, and had been for some time. 

Pull the trigger! his voice screamed in his head. But he stood frozen with terror as it barreled toward him, reaching out, about to fall on him. 
 And then the gun went off – and the angry expression on the zombie’s face was replaced by red-misted air as its head partially vaporized. The body kept on moving, staggering a few feet before landing on the dirt track, nearly at Alan’s feet. 
 He wobbled unsteadily, almost falling down himself from the shock. He had only seen the dead on the TV, never in real life, never right in front of him, and… Oh god… He had only barely stopped the thing, with inches, and less than seconds, to spare. He found himself shaking violently, his nerves firing madly. He finally lowered the shotgun, while taking deep, ragged breaths. 
 That was when the second runner burst from the bushes. 
 It had been a few hundred yards away, and heading toward the village and the sounds of life, when the noise of the gun set it off. It ran, bursting through bushes and stumbling across the stream, not even aware of the terrain around it, as it made for the source of the noise. 
 It was barely out of the treeline when it leapt upon Alan, knocking him to the ground. He fell backward, stunned, and felt the hard soil slam into the back of his head. His vision swam, and bright lights and black spots flickered in and out of view as he struggled to stay conscious. It was on him, clawing and scratching, trying to get at his flesh, but unable to quite get there. 

This is it, Alan thought. I’m dead. I’m going to be one of them or this thing is going to eat me alive, right here. 
 But when he opened his eyes, he saw that he had managed to push the shotgun before him, ramming into the creature’s throat, keeping it at bay. It raked at his arms, and tried to scratch, but it wasn’t able to get through his thick waxed jacket or his gloves. But he was also stuck underneath it, with no way to get out. For thirty seconds, the struggle continued, but Alan could feel his strength beginning to ebb, and the creature was relentless. Even though it hadn’t hurt him yet, it would only be another few seconds before he could no longer hold it back. It clawed and scratched, every desperate clench of its bloodstained fingers a little closer to his face. Still, he pushed back, forcing it up and away, as he tried to heave it over to one side. His only possible chance for escape was to get the damned thing off, but for something that had been dead for a while, it was incredibly strong. 
 Then it was being pulled off him, dragged away, and he could hear growling and thrashing. He sat bolt upright, and saw it was now a few feet away, still reaching for him, and still clawing at the ground. But beyond it was the dog – the same evil mutt that had been stealing his chickens. But now it had its jaws locked on the right boot worn by the zombie, pulling it away across the path. 
 Alan leapt to his feet and stumbled forward, lifting the shotgun as he went, but reversing it as he did. He stepped forward, lifted the heavy weapon as high as he could, and then smashed the zombie across its forehead. The result, he thought, was very satisfying, even as he felt a little disturbed that caving in someone’s skull should be a pleasure. The rotten head cracked and collapsed, and the body stopped fighting and lunging. Alan stepped back, and took another whack for good measure. 
 Then he looked from the twice-dead body up to the dog, which was now sniffing at the corpse, and looking up at him nervously. 
 This mutt, which he had intended to kill only an hour earlier, the savage that had been mauling his chickens, had saved his life. Now that he had a good look at it, he saw that it was not all black, but actually the same breed as his other dogs, another Border Collie, and that it wasn’t as scruffy as he had expected it to be. But the moment was broken as he heard moans coming from the woods, and more from up the dirt track. He looked back, and saw three more of the dead stumbling along the road in their direction. These ones weren’t running, but merely staggering along like a trio of drunks. But they were heading toward him. 
 He turned to go, but then looked back. The dog was watching him, warily. 
 “Come on,” he called, and then began to jog back toward the farm. He had to get Tessa and the dogs into the truck and get them out of here. Or else he would hole up, lock the doors, and call the police, or the army, or whatever that organization one called… Central Con? Either way he had to get back home, and fast. If the dog followed, then good. It had saved him and the very least he owed it was a safe home. Another day of life. 
 As he jogged back to the house along the lane, he glanced back, and saw that the dog was following, tentatively, about fifty feet behind him. 

Good dog, he thought. My three are going to love you.

 Maybe he’d even give it some chicken. 



 Those That Remain 
 Britain - Central London 
 Rebecca Ainsley, wife of USOC Captain Connor Ainsley – and now, though not yet known to her, his widow – stood at the window of her front room, staring out into the street below. The rain was beating down on the hunched figures milling around there, and although their street was usually very busy, today it was heaving with people almost to the point of being a riot, and the torrential rain didn’t seem to be helping much. Dozens of them were huddled together, pulling hoods over their heads, or trying to find shelter where there was none, as sheets of storm-driven rain lashed down. It had been bright and fair the day before, and the sun had cheered Rebecca up, but this dreary, gray sky depressed her again. 
 She had five minutes to drink her coffee and shove the hastily made toast into her mouth before heading out. Her two sons would be due at the school in twenty minutes, and the walk was fifteen minutes at least. She hated to be late dropping them off. As she turned to call the boys, to make sure they were dressing as they were supposed to, one of them ran past the doorway, in the hall, already dressed. Good, she thought, at least one of us is with it today.

 She looked back out the window, and her gaze shifted to the bustle across the street, and the cause of the increase in foot traffic – the refugee relocation center. It had only opened up a few months before, occupying what had once been a community center. Ever since, there had been a constant stream of people coming in from the quarantine camps, all bedraggled and weary, and all looking for somewhere more permanent to live. 
 Rebecca didn’t like the facility being there at all, not with everything it brought to the neighborhood. She felt for the refugees, honestly, but not long ago, these quiet, empty streets had been a nice place to walk, with tree-lined paths and open stretches of grass – something not so common this close to the center of London, particularly not after two years of the dead roaming the earth. Now she had to stay in at night, and not because of the dead. There were very few outbreaks in London itself, and those that did occur were put down quickly. 
 No, it was the homeless wanderers that were the problem now – the people who had nowhere to go. 
 Many of those coming to the relocation center really just wanted someplace to call home, at least for a while, somewhere that had solid walls and a door that locked. But others arrived in the minibuses, did their obligatory sign-in and registration, and then didn’t wait for relocation. They simply drifted off into the streets. It was these ones that caused all the problems, breaking into houses and squatting, or else building makeshift housing on empty and disused land. Only a few streets away there was a park, one that she had taken the boys to often when they were very little, just so they could play on the swings and the slides, but now that park was a city of boxes and shanty buildings, and home to hundreds of drifters. 
 Rebecca thought that among the ZA’s wandering homeless there were probably many good people, most of them in fact, but there were also a few that would cut your throat just to steal your shoes. A couple of years ago she could let the boys out on their own to play in that park around the corner, but now they stayed in, and the place wasn’t safe enough even if she went with them. She couldn’t even remember how long it had been since they’d been anywhere just for fun. 
 Yes, she could. Three months, no more. It was the last time Connor had been home. Those had been a good few days, before he was rushed off yet again to go wherever he was sent. She tried to think of something else, to take her mind off the fact that she hadn’t heard from her husband in over a week. It was usual, and certainly not uncommon, for him to be away for long periods. But he did normally try to phone her regularly, no matter where he was. And he hadn’t called. 
 As she watched a new throng of refugees walking into the building opposite, she wondered if the phone lines were even up at the moment. She hadn’t checked, and she glanced over at the phone, thinking maybe she should call her brother, an excuse, really, just to make sure. She hadn’t spoken to Alan in a week, and with the chaos going on in the south, whatever that meant, she was worried about him. He was far enough from it, surely, practically all the way over near Portsmouth. 

No time, she told herself, and threw her coat on, then headed for the door. She’d ring him when she got back from picking the boys up again, later on. They would love to speak to their uncle anyway, they always did. How they loved his dogs. 
 Out on the street, with her two boys in tow, and thankfully neither of them complaining, Rebecca walked along the sidewalk, heading in the direction of the school. They passed a group of soldiers, and then a larger group of civilians standing on the side of the road, all of them weary, and all dirty. As they turned the corner, and the refugees disappeared from sight, she thought for some reason that she recognized them. How that was possible, she wasn’t sure, but there were familiar faces among the crowd. Old school friends maybe? No, that wasn’t it. 
 As they moved along the busy street, past a trio of men sitting on a bench, watching her and her boys as they passed, Rebecca instinctively pressed her hand against the bulge in her purse, the handgun that Connor had given her, and painstakingly trained her to load and to shoot. She barely ever took it out, but the feel of the thing, and its deadly power, reassured her. She wasn’t defenseless. 
 Ten minutes later, as she saw the gates of the school ahead, having double-timed it along the canal with her hood pulled tightly over her head to keep the rain off, and making sure both the boys did likewise, she finally remembered where she’d seen the group of people on the street. It had been on the TV, in the canteen at work. They were the ones from the Channel Tunnel, she’d swear they were. That footage of those men getting into the helicopters, along with the one woman with the child. They were unmistakable. 
 She smiled as she thought of that little girl, actually a refugee from France, nearly two years after the country fell. Some of those in the tunnel group were said to be British and on their way home when they got trapped. But some were French, others Spanish, nationalities very sparsely represented by the living these days. That much she knew. Working for the Quarantine Authority in central London gave her access to a lot of information, and one snippet of that was how many refugees had come in from other countries during the fall of Europe. It was literally just in the thousands for France and Spain – those who had managed to take the train in the last week before the lockdown, and those who had already been visiting. 
 She snapped out of her thoughts, kissed her two sons goodbye, and watched as they ran through the gates of the school. Only when the pair had disappeared inside, past the armed soldiers at the doors, did she turn and start walking back, and as she made her way along the longer route via the road, her mind went back to the tunnelers, especially the little girl, and she wondered where they would be sent off to next. 



 This Old Town 
 Britain - Central London 
 The rain beat down on the dirty London square with relentless aggression, torrents hitting the ground and forming a river that ran directly across where the assembled group stood. Hackworth, the unelected leader of the survivors from the Channel Tunnel, cursed as he felt the water seeping into his socks though his shoes. They were new boots, and new socks, and after two years in the dark, wet, dirty tunnel, wearing the same set of clothes, he was not pleased that his new boots were now three inches deep in water. 
 They had already been standing out in the rain for an hour. Sure, he thought, the people organizing all these waifs and strays may be busy, but you’d think they would at least find the hundred or so people gathered in the cobbled area outside somewhere to wait out of the rain. The only person not getting wet at the moment was Josie, the little girl, safely covered up by her mother’s coat, as well as her own. Hackworth admired the young woman, her mother, immensely. She had been so strong throughout their time in the tunnel, and anyone who could so bravely face having to give birth in those conditions deserved endless respect. Now, she stood there with her coat over her daughter and the rain washing over her face. He edged around, irritably shoving a few strangers aside to get to where Amarie was standing, and placed his hat, a new one, on her head. 
 She smiled at him, but he could see she was struggling. 
 “Is there any news about how long we will be here?” she asked. 
 Hackworth shook his head. “Nothing. I’m beginning to think they’ve forgotten all about us. Maybe I should go and prompt them again.” 
 Colley, the huge Moroccan man, and Hackworth’s constant right hand, appeared at his side. “I will go and find out. This is ridiculous.” 
 Hackworth nodded, and watched as Colley’s massive bulk pushed through the crowd and into the building. He didn’t get much past that, though, and Hackworth could see him talking and gesturing to one of the soldiers at the entrance. 
 They had only been in London for a few hours, one of which they had now spent standing in the rain. The helicopters that had picked them up from the chaos outside Canterbury didn’t bring them all the way. After a short flight, they had found themselves at a military air station, where they were bustled onto trucks, and then sent on to yet another quarantine zone. He had hoped they would avoid doing that all over again, having already been in quarantine after they came out of the tunnel, but no such luck. 
 Thankfully, the isolation period was a lot less the second time around, for reasons unknown to Hackworth, and the journey in the trucks to the center of London had been a quiet one. None of the tunnelers had wanted to talk, and most were content to sit in silence and mourn the loss of those who had died in the tenement in Canterbury. Hackworth had tried not to think about it himself, preferring to look out the window and be shocked every few minutes by how much this once great city had changed. Buildings that had once dominated the skyline seemed to be gone completely, which puzzled him. There weren’t many cars, and only a few buses running. Most of the streets were now filled with pedestrians. 
 At one point they had passed Elephant and Castle, south of the Thames, and Hackworth had craned his neck to see if the old pub he remembered was still open. It was, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. The Underground station, once a busy thoroughfare, was boarded up, the entrance blocked by netted blocks of stone, a trio of soldiers standing guard. It was the same at the college just across the way. The usual bustle of busy people was now replaced by military vehicles and guards. 
 Colley now trudged back to them through the water, looking grim, and bringing Hackworth out of his thoughts. He pushed his way through the crowd and stopped, shaking his head. 
 “They gave me these,” he said, holding his hand out. Hackworth took the bundle of paper slips, squinted at them and then looked back up. 
 “Ration slips?” he said. “Jesus. It’s come to ration slips.” 
 Colley nodded. “Apparently we should go join that queue down the road to get fed, and then we’re to come back here. Then they’ll have us someplace to go, within an hour or so.” 
 The solemn group trudged together through the rain toward an area with several green military marquee tents dotted here and there. There was steam coming from the back of one, as well as the smell of food cooking. The group joined the back of the queue, as Hackworth shook his head in disbelief. 
 “I never would have thought I’d see a military encampment in the middle of London,” he said, as he continued to try to figure out just where in the city they were. His memory of the place was distorted by how much it had changed in the last couple of years. So many structures were boarded up or torn down – and some of the landmark buildings he would normally have used to judge his whereabouts weren’t even standing anymore. He thought they might be somewhere near Camden Town, maybe even one of the plazas, but it looked so different he couldn’t place it. 
 They stood in line, barely talking, and watched Army trucks pick up and drop off groups of people. Every few minutes, a new vehicle would arrive, disgorging a group of bedraggled and scared refugees, and then taking others away. There were hundreds, maybe thousands in the area, huddled in groups, looking dejected or just cold. 
 As Hackworth wondered if many of these people were from Canterbury or Folkestone, he heard shouting across the road, and turned just in time to see two men begin hitting each other, and another trying to pull one of the men away. A bag was torn open, its contents spilling upon the ground – it was money, coins and notes, falling into the puddles or scattered across the ground. Several other figures broke away from the crowd and joined in the fight, kicking, punching, and pushing one another. 
 And then Hackworth saw the third man reach into his jacket and pull out something shiny… something that looked like a gun. Chaos erupted in the square. 
 Hackworth grabbed Amarie and the child, and pushed them both to the ground, placing himself between them and the danger. Colley was pushing their group back, away from the melee. Everywhere, people were running, moving away from the fight. And then the gun went off, a loud crack that split the air and set off screams from the crowd, while Hackworth watched, puzzled, as the man holding the gun was thrown forward and onto his face, sprawling across the cobbled ground. Quickly, the water around him turned red, his blood pooling and mixing with the rain. 
 Hackworth tried to figure out what the hell had happened, but all was confusion, as people ran in all directions. Two more gunshots went off, and then he turned to see a group of a half-dozen soldiers approaching the scuffle, rifles raised to their shoulders. Another man tried to draw a weapon as he turned toward them, but they all opened fire – and three, maybe four, figures in the brawl fell to the ground. 
 The soldiers ran forward, weapons up and panning, as the remaining brawlers raised their hands over their heads. Hackworth watched as this scene unfolded, the soldiers leading the remaining men away, and a truck soon arriving to take away the dead. All five of those who had fallen were quickly lifted onto the truckbed and covered with sheets. 
 And, as if nothing had happened, the crowd in the plaza returned to the queues, though the talking and bustle was quieter. 
 “This is crazy,” Hackworth said to no one in particular, but Colley was standing next to him and answered. 
 “Nuts. I’ve never been to London before,” said the Moroccan. ”But this isn’t quite the safe place I imagined it would be. To think that this was where I was originally trying to get to when everything went crazy…” 
 Hackworth turned to the big man. “It isn’t. Is it?” 
 “What?” asked Colley. “Not what I expected?” 
 “No. It’s not safe here. We need to—” 
 “What’s that?” asked Colley, pointing over at the open-topped truck with the dead men piled in back. 
 Hackworth spun around, looking to where Colley was now pointing. But there was nothing, just the truck, and a pile of covered bodies. Two soldiers sat in front, and another stood outside next to the driver, talking through the window. 
 Then Hackworth saw it: movement. One of the bodies in the back of the truck twitched. 
 “Oh shit,” he cursed, and started to move toward the truck. 
 As he closed the gap, Colley right behind him, he started to shout. The soldier next to the driver spun around, startled by the noise, his weapon rising instinctively. He frowned at Hackworth, but then ran to the back of the vehicle and peered over the edge. 
 The body, very recently dead from a bullet wound to the throat, sat up. The soldier leapt backward, fumbling with his rifle and watching wide-eyed as the dead man clambered off the back of the truck, the sheet sprawling onto the ground. It staggered to its feet, locked eyes onto Hackworth, and began to lurch forward. 
 Hackworth moved back as Colley stepped in front of him and produced his ax, then began to raise it. But he didn’t need to use it. A loud crack echoed across the plaza once more as the soldier fired, his aim not accurate enough to kill the thing, but good enough to knock it to the ground. He then stepped forward as the creature flailed onto its back and tried to get up again, but this time his aim was methodical, precise, and the second shot took the zombie between the eyes. 
 Other soldiers ran into the plaza now, and as Hackworth backed away into the crowd with the rest of the tunnelers, he heard an officer barking commands. 
 He continued to retreat, and soon found himself with his back against the tent serving up food. He turned, nearly falling over the market stall, and looked straight at the server – a middle-aged man in military overalls. 
 “You got a ticket?” asked the man, but Hackworth only blinked in response. He’d just seen a fight, summary military justice, and a newly risen zombie taken back down, all in a matter of a minute, in the middle of the only remaining capital city in the world. 
 “Are you deaf?” asked the caterer. 
 “What?” said Hackworth, frowning. “No. I’m not…” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the bundle of ration slips, then handed them over. 
 “Is this normal?” asked Colley, who hadn’t left Hackworth’s side the whole time. 
 “What?” asked the caterer. “Fights?” 
 “Yeah,” said Colley. “And that guy… turning.” 
 The caterer started to hand over plastic plates of what looked like vegetable stew. Hackworth wasn’t sure what it was, but it smelled pretty good. 
 “You’re not from London, are you?” asked the caterer. 
 “Nowhere near,” said Colley. 
 “Well, the fighting’s normal, quieter than usually if anything. But turnings? No. Not quite like the last few days, with all the folks from the front coming in. I mean, there’s always the odd one stumbling around in the dodgier areas, but not like the amount we’ve had turn up the last few days.” 
 A few minutes later, as the group gathered just down the street, all shoveling stew and stale bread into their mouths, Hackworth stood watching the plaza, where they had come from. 
 “Covent Garden,” he said, finally. 
 “What?” asked Colley. 
 Hackworth indicated the cobbled street where the fight had happened. “It’s fucking Covent Garden,” he said, bewildered. “Doesn’t look anything like it used to.” 
 Colley shrugged. Having never seen it in the first place, he had no reference to compare it to, but one thought did come to mind. “How do they expect that wall out on the M25 to keep the dead away, if they’re trucking infected people right into the city?” 



 Black on Ammo 

JFK - Hospital 
 “We considered setting you up your own lab, in an unused compartment nearby. But we ultimately decided it was quicker and better just to give you ours. It’s through here.” 
 From the insignia of the woman who greeted Sarah and Park in the front of the hospital, she was a Lieutenant Commander – and a certified flight surgeon. From her commanding demeanor, she also gave the impression that she ran the joint. She wore a service side arm on her hip, and her name tape said “Walker.” 
 She led Sarah and Park through two large examination and ward rooms, then turned left into a side compartment – a slightly more high-tech one. Inside, she turned to face them and carried on speaking. She didn’t hem, pause, fidget, or shuffle her feet. She was rocks. 
 Sarah immediately liked her. 
 “Word came down straight from Drake,” she said. “We’re to afford you every consideration – whatever you need. So we’re giving you the keys to the kingdom. This is our medical lab, with additional stations for radiology and pharmacy. I can’t promise you my people won’t need to come in here to get things done. This department currently has fifteen officer billets and thirty enlisted, and we’re responsible for the health care, health management, and combat medicine for every one of the twenty-five-hundred souls aboard.” 
 She paused to draw breath. “The good news, from your point of view, is that some of our ratings are in laboratory, X-ray, and biomedical equipment repair. Those people are also at your disposal. Contact me, or the officer of the watch in my absence, for anything you need, or any questions you have.” 
 Park hastened to say, “Thank you.” Sarah nodded. 
 LCDR Walker nodded back. “Okay, then, here’s your six-bit tour. Pay attention because I don’t give it twice.” She turned and moved amongst the lab counters and stations as she narrated. “It’s a modestly complete bioscience lab, at least for biomedical applications. Some of the equipment is special purpose – cardiac enzymes, PT/PTT, hematology, that kind of thing. There’s also ultrasound and computed radiology – that workstation there, if it’s any use to you. But there’s also more general purpose microbiology equipment.” 
 She walked around pulling open drawers and cabinets. “We’ve got a good variety of test tubes, glass slides, and cover slips… beakers, flasks, and dishes… pipettes, syringes, Bunsen burners.” She pointed to a device that looked like a small photocopier. “Ultracentrifuge. And over there’s a spectrophotometer. Various flavors of chromatography at that station there. Induction coils, oscilloscope, and, finally, microscopes – two optical and one electron.” 
 She turned back to face the other two. “So you think you can save the world with this?” 
 Park smiled. “I can try. There’s some specialist drug-research and virology equipment I’ll need when we get to the UK. But I can definitely do useful work here.” 
 “Then I’ll leave you to it,” Walker said, already moving toward the hatch. She clearly had work to do herself. 
 When she was gone, Park and Sarah turned to face each other. “So…” he said. “Your job is just to keep me alive? I’m afraid you’ve got big shoes to fill there.” 
 “Why – you surprised to still be alive?” 
 “Yes, frankly. I never thought I’d see the outside of that bunker in Chicago. I was just waiting for the supplies to run out.” 
 Sarah nodded. This man was a survivor – just like her. And that wasn’t nothing. It could be the basis of a relationship. “No,” she said, finally. “My job is not just keep you alive. It’s also to keep you productive – get you whatever you need to work.” She paused and considered, looking around the room, then down at her empty belt. It had been a long time since she’d been farther than arm’s reach from a firearm. 

Oh, well, she thought. Life is change. And while it was better to have a gun and not need it, it was better still not to need one in the first place. 
 She noticed Park scratching at his ankle with the toe of his other foot. Then she saw the boots he wore clashed with his outfit – they were polished black work boots with thick soles and very high ankle support. But aside from that he was wearing business casual. Unlike her, Park actually was wearing the clothes he had escaped Chicago in – after they’d been through a piping hot cycle in the Kennedy’s gleaming laundry room. But now it was all matched with a pair of U.S. Navy Bates DuraShocks steel-toe boots. 
 Park shrugged while he scratched. “They take a little getting used to.” What he was used to was loafers, or lab slippers – neither of which had the weight, bulk, or stiffness of the military boots. Sarah figured he’d never had any need of a safety boot – though she had, across thousands of hours of patrol on the streets of Toronto, and then later in the forest. 
 Sarah smiled. “What happened to yours?” 
 “Walked them right off my feet. Two years in the bunker – then sprinting through the streets of Chicago, wading through the mud out of Lake Michigan, parachuting into the Atlantic…” 
 “Saltwater’s a killer.” 
 “So it seems.” Park paused. “Keep me productive, huh?” 
 “Actually,” she said, “I’m anxious to help you in whatever way I can. And I’m willing to try and learn whatever I need to know to do that.” 
 “Excellent. The more you learn, the more use you’ll be to me. And God knows I can use the help.” 
 “Okay, then,” she said. “I’m in.” 
 * * * 
 Up in what had recently been the relaxing atmosphere of Alpha’s team room, Ali now faced the moment of truth. 
 She had to spill the beans about Homer. 
 She hesitated another few seconds, shifting her view across the inquisitive gazes of Pred, Juice, and Henno. While she paused, it was quiet enough to hear the others not breathing. It was quiet enough to hear the lights hum. 
 She finally drew breath, and gave them the short version of Homer’s odyssey. The first part was indeed the story of an epic road trip – one gone horribly wrong, but salvaged in the end. The bombshell was what Homer and Sarah had found when they got to Virginia – specifically, in Dam Neck. 
 The other three just stared wide-eyed through the story. 
 “What?” Predator finally interjected. “You’re kidding. Those dudes are alive? How?” 
 Ali shrugged. “Alive and operating. As to how – well, basically, they’re that good. Plus they were prepared.” 
 “And the moppets were with them the whole time?” Henno asked, meaning Homer’s children. 
 “Yes.” 
 “…And their mother?” Juice finally asked, his voice quiet and breathy. 
 He had actually never met Homer’s wife. Then again, he’d never met Homer either, not before the work-up and rehearsals for their North Korea mission, back at Hereford, not long before the world ended. But after thirty months of working together, including fighting off the end of the world, everyone in Alpha felt they knew Homer’s wife – just as they felt they knew everyone important in the lives of their teammates. 
 Ali shook her head slowly. Her face was so still and composed it looked like a death mask. When she finally spoke, she did so very quietly. “She’s dead. And buried.” 
 That second thing had to be made explicit. Because, in Homer’s devout Christian faith, he was still married until death they did part. And while death had become a slightly fuzzier concept in recent years, being under the ground definitely qualified. 
 So, for Ali, this changed everything. 
 * * * 
 “What you first have to understand,” Dr. Park said into the quiet air of the lab, “is that this thing evolved… perfectly.” 
 He spoke with a special intensity. Sarah hadn’t seen a whole lot of his face before now. But she’d certainly never seen it lit up like this. There was no question he believed, he felt, what he was talking about. Alone now, the two of them leaned against opposite lab benches, bodies angled back, but facing in toward each other. 
 To Park’s side, his laptop was re-crunching his nucleopeptide analyses. He knew what the results were going to say. But he wanted fresh numbers to work with. So they had a few minutes. He continued lecturing. 
 “When it first emerged, this virus had one of the deadliest characteristics any new pathogen can have – a long incubation period. That’s what makes emerging diseases so insidious, and what allowed this one to spread globally, before anybody had any real idea what was happening. What a really clever pathogen needs is people who are infected – but who appear healthy.” 
 Sarah nodded. “I imagine that’s the only way it can blast across borders.” 
 Park nodded, more vigorously. “Exactly. You remember the WWZ movie? Where the zombie virus had an incubation period of exactly twelve seconds? How the hell did they think that was going to cross oceans? How would anybody infected with it ever be allowed to board a plane? Not only would they not get through security, they’d already be eating people back at the check-in counter.” 
 Sarah laughed quietly. “So not so plausible.” 
 “Not at all. This thing, our virus, Hargeisa, initially had an incubation period of several days – three to four, say the official records from the beginning. But my guess is it was over a week, and maybe even two, at the outset.” 
 “Why?” 
 “I’m just following the slope of the line. Because we know the incubation period got radically shorter after that. As I said, this thing was smart – and its evolutionary path was perfection itself. Once it had spread into every continent, into most of the world’s countries, and into all the major population centers… only then did it start to morph, to speed up. Incubation time dropped to hours – with breathtaking speed – and then to minutes. Nowadays, anecdotally, there are reports of cases where time from infection to turning is measured in seconds.” 
 Sarah nodded. She hadn’t seen anything like that herself. But, then again, everyone in her neck of the woods had died two years ago. And she’d been lucky enough not to witness anyone turn since. 
 “Now think about what that does for the virus. Once there’s a handful of infected people, or even one, in a populated area, it can rage through like a flash fire. With normal incubation times for deadly pathogens, once people know what’s going on, and know the risk, they can quarantine… isolate… pre-empt the spread of the disease. But, now, with people turning in seconds, it actually was like the opening scene of the same movie, in downtown Philadelphia.” 
 Sarah remembered it. “Mass panic. And no one able to run ahead of the storm. That much they got right.” 
 “Yes. And this new type, the one they call the Foxtrot, which just sprints around infecting the living… well, it’s merely the apotheosis of the same behavioral and evolutionary strategy the virus has followed since the beginning.” He glanced over at his laptop to check its progress. “A ridiculously fast-moving zombie is scary as hell, and extremely dangerous – to an individual. But a fast-incubating virus – coming off the back of very slow-incubating one – is deadly to a whole species. That’s what took us down.” 
 Sarah shook her head. “That and the fact that everyone already infected relentlessly hunted down those who weren’t.” 
 “Exactly. You’ve actually drilled down precisely to the unique genius of this virus.” 
 “How so?” 
 “Well, start by considering what a human looks like to a bacterial or viral infection.” 
 “And that is?” 
 “Food.” 
 “Okay. But if we’re already their food… then why have they started making us eat one another?” 
 Park nodded. “Why, indeed? And the answer is pure genius. Look at it from the virus’s point of view. The core challenge it faces is virulence versus contagiousness – that is, how bad it is versus how communicable it is. The Darwinian way to look at it is that it has two distinct reproduction challenges – reproducing inside a victim, and spreading to more victims in a population. It’s a trade-off. Basically, the faster it eats us, the harder it is for it to spread.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Well, reproducing quickly inside a single host means growing and consuming as much of our healthy cells and tissues as possible. But of course this wreaks havoc on our systems. And if they go crazy and make us too sick, then we won’t be able to get up and move around and infect others. Plus humans have an evolved aversion to obviously sick people, so we stay the hell away from them.” 
 Sarah’s eyes narrowed in thought. “So, in that sense, something like Ebola is a reproductive failure. It makes people bleed out from every orifice, which probably doesn’t conduce to attracting new infectees.” 
 “Exactly. And that’s exactly why there’s never been a really big outbreak of Ebola, or any hemorrhagic fever. But this bug, Hargeisa… what’s its solution to the problem? It’s to zombify the entire host, take control – and program it to go out and hunt down new bodies to infect.” 
 “Jesus. ‘Zombification’ – you say that like it happens all the time.” 
 “More often than you’d think. It’s hardly unknown in the natural world. There’s a fungus, for instance, that zombifies ants. It gets into an ant’s brain, makes it climb a tree and latch onto a leaf with its jaws. Then a long freaking stalk grows out of the back of the ant’s head – which drops a bunch of new fungal spores on the ant colony below. Those ants walk around picking it up, and the cycle repeats.” 
 Sarah wrinkled her nose. “Jesus. That might actually be worse than what our virus is doing to us.” 
 “Maybe. But, as far as a reproduction strategy goes, ours is the clear winner.” Park paused and looked thoughtful. “It’s the superior intelligence of evolution.” 
 “I wish as much could be said for its morality.” 
 Park looked at her, and his mouth opened – but then closed again. “Touché,” he finally said. “But the main problem all viruses face is how to hide out from the host’s immune system – which, in the case of humans, is actually an incredibly effective and efficient killer of invaders. And the most deadly weapon they have in that fight is genetic mutation – constantly evolving to find ways around our defenses, constantly shape-shifting so they’re not recognized as a threat. And it is this virus’s extremely fast rate of mutation that gives it a leg-up, helps it stay ahead. And makes it so cursedly tough to beat.” 
 “It sounds like a hard problem to solve.” 
 “It’s an incredibly hard problem – harder than more than a handful of people appreciate. Why do you think the one real success story we had with eradicating a viral pathogen was smallpox? It was because of its incredibly slow and limited mutation. Smallpox had so little potential for variation that a primitive vaccine made based on a distantly related virus – made out of cow pus – completely took it out. But I’ve got much bigger problems. And a much faster-moving target.” 
 Sarah nodded. “Nonetheless, Handon told me you’ve got a workable vaccine – at least for an older strain of the virus.” 
 “I do. It hasn’t had enough safety testing, or any kind of human trials. But I know it works. The core trouble is, it’s designed based on virus samples from the very beginning of the outbreak. And we know for a certainty that the virus has evolved – a lot. What I don’t yet know is whether the specific genes targeted by my vaccine have changed. I won’t know that until I test it against current samples of the virus. And what I really don’t know is, even if it works against current strains, whether it will keep working against future mutations. And there’s only one way I can determine that.” 
 “Patient Zero,” Sarah said. “Go back to the start.” 
 “Exactly. I need a sample from a very early-stage victim. When I look at that, and compare it to one from today, I can see which genes have remained unchanging. And then I’ll have a good sense of which are the essential ones, and are unlikely to change going forward. Those will be our target.” He paused before continuing, and his expression lightened. 
 “Really, anything I can learn about the origin of the disease is likely to be helpful. Where did it actually come from? Was it zoonotic – transferring over from another species? If so, was it an ape species – one genetically very similar to us – or something else? Or could it even have been man-made? You can see why I’m excited about the possibility of us going straight to Africa.” 
 Sarah’s response was measured. “I don’t know that there’s going to be anyone alive there to shed any light on it.” 
 Park shrugged. “You never know. And, anyway, the dead may be as informative as we need them to be.” He stopped and looked around. 
 “What is it?” Sarah asked. 
 “I only just realized what it is I really need right now.” 
 “A current virus sample?” 
 “Exactly.” 
 “Ironically, I think the crew just spent a huge amount of effort scrubbing the ship completely free of zombies and zombie gunk. You should have said something sooner.” 
 Park shrugged. “I think it was probably already too late by the time I came over from the sub. Mass death of the virus begins within a couple of hours of destruction of the brainstem.” 
 “I’m sure something can be done,” Sarah said. “It’s not like this world lacks for zombies.” She stood up straight, glanced around until she found a wall phone, pulled it free of its cradle, and started dialing. 
 “Who are you calling?” 
 “Commander Drake. Handon gave me his direct cell.” 
 Park nodded, impressed. It never hurts to be able to go straight to the top.

 * * * 
 The other three in the Alpha team room had finally gotten their breath, after the conclusion of Ali’s story. 
 Now she felt, for some reason she couldn’t put her finger on, that she had said too much. Or, at any rate, she’d definitely said enough for now. 
 So, instead, she glided over to the corner of the room, pulled a couple of crates aside, and finally flipped open an oversized Tuff-Box. She then rooted around inside, bent at the waist, and half disappeared into the big expensive shipping crate. When she emerged, she had another expensive box – this time a Pelican case, a long one, rifle-sized. 
 She laid it down on the deck, flicked the clasps, and swung open the top. Inside was a Mk12 Special Purpose Rifle, a designated marksman weapon – and identical twin of the one she’d carried into Chicago, but had lost in the crash of the B-17. Aside from being zeroed at the range before this mission, this one had never even been fired. 
 She hefted it and brought it to her shoulder, her perforated and bandaged bicep only complaining a little, then popped the covers on the scope. She took a look through the optic, then replaced the weapon in the shaped cut-out foam in the case. 
 “Quality,” she said. 
 When Alpha had first boarded the Kennedy, what seemed now like a thousand years ago, they’d brought great heaping bags and boxes of gear. This had included not just everything they might need for any mission profile – but also duplicates of everything critical. 
 So they actually had replacements for most everything lost on the Chicago mission – with its running street battles and sinking boats and crashing planes. The major exceptions were the rare and precious assault rifles, like Juice’s SIG SG553, and Handon’s HK416 – both of which had been saved, even at the risk of their rescue flight not getting off the ground. 

Good ole Chuckie, Ali thought wistfully, remembering the bomber. What a magnificent aircraft she had been – even if she tried very hard to kill me. In the end, it had gotten them all home alive – one last valiant service for the last of her kind from WWII. She was truly of the Greatest Generation. It made Ali sad to think of her ripped apart, wingless, lying at the bottom of the ocean… 

But better her than me. 
 “Aye, weapons we’ve got,” Henno said. “Ammo’s another tale.” Ali looked up as he handed her a tablet. As she reviewed the numbers in the spreadsheet, the corners of her mouth turned down. Now she remembered they’d jettisoned pretty much everything else from that plane. 
 Including all the ammo they had on them. 
 Ali shook her head. “But we brought so much… surely this can’t be it?” 
 “It was a hell of an intense fight,” Predator said. “A lot of brass downrange.” 
 “Also,” Henno added, “remember that pallet we pushed out ahead of us? Bottom of the lake now. And that other pallet? For the QRF to bring out with them? That got loaded into the bomber – then all of it shot off, or else jettisoned.” He paused to regard Ali’s look of dismay. “Not good that, is it?” 
 Ali said, “What about the ship’s magazine?” 
 Predator grunted. “Yeah. Ha. You remember that really big bang, toward the end of the battle?” 
 “Not really. I was down in the water.” 
 “Well, I doubt you could have missed it. That was Ammo City going up. And, not to be too much of a smart-ass, but the thing about Ammo City was that it had almost all the ship’s small-arms ammo in it.” 
 Without warning, the ship’s tannoy went, squelching and breaking into their little moment. 

“All hands on deck. Committal ceremony at the end of the forenoon watch in ten minutes… All hands bury the dead.”

 That last line was a bit of a conversation killer. 
 When they dared speak again, the four Alpha operators had a brief discussion about whether or not to attend this. Special operators in the military are a bit like expensive consultants in the business world: they didn’t have to follow all the rules, do the workaday crap, or attend mandatory meetings. 
 But it didn’t take them long to decide. Even with all the mission work-up they had to do, this wasn’t something they wanted to miss. And not only because it would be hard to face the sailors later if they skipped it. 
 They filed out, down the companionway toward a ladder, and up toward the light. 



 Captain America 

JFK - Flag Bridge Briefing Room 
 “In other news: CentCom wants us back,” Drake said, after dropping his bombshell about Britain being breached. Eyebrows went up all around the table, but no one else spoke for a moment. “They think Dr. Park and his research data aren’t safe until they’re back in Fortress Britain. I might suggest he’s actually safer here, given current events. But, in any case, they’ve ordered us to steam for Liverpool.” 
 “Not Portsmouth?” the Air Boss asked. 
 “Portsmouth's about to be under siege.” 
 Fick grunted. “This an order you’re inclined to follow?” 
 Drake shrugged. “I don’t see why we should start listening to them now.” To the best of Drake’s knowledge, he didn’t owe any particular allegiance to CentCom. Still, he knew he needed to try and play nice. Humanity wasn’t going to make it out of this mess if they started infighting, and tearing one another to bits. Still, Drake could feel a showdown brewing. It didn’t seem like CentCom’s ideas about how to save humanity aligned perfectly with his. 
 What he didn’t yet tell the others was that even if they didn’t go to CentCom, CentCom was coming to them. But he did need to alert the scientist to this fact, and made a note to do so. To the group, he said, “Besides, we’ve got other critical shit to do right now. And we’re by far closest to what appears to be our next objective. Not to mention most capable of achieving it.” He turned to Handon. “Sergeant Major?” 
 Handon nodded. “Dr. Park has been very clear on this. His vaccine is workable. But to tune it, to make sure it works against a rapidly evolving virus, he needs a sample from an early-stage victim.” 
 “And we can find that where, exactly?” the CAG asked. 
 “The origin point of the disease, which was northern Somalia. Probably Hargeisa. And we’re lucky that the area has good deep-water access. From the Gulf of Aden.” 
 Drake tapped once at a tablet before him and a flat-screen behind him on the wall came to life. It showed a map of the world – the wide blue Atlantic, flanked by the old world and the new one to either side. With a second tap, an animated line extended from the coast of Virginia, the carrier’s starting point, and stretched southeast across the wide Atlantic. 
 It paused about halfway across, expanding into an avatar of the carrier – their current location. The line then carried on, dotted now, all the way to the southern tip of Africa, around the Cape of Good Hope, and then north up the coast. Finally, it looped around the outstretched Horn of Africa on the continent’s east side, then snaked into the little finger of water between Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. 
 The Gulf of Aden. 
 “That’s workable,” said Abrams, who no longer had a warship of his own to command, but whose maritime and surface warfare credentials were unquestioned. “It’s a well-mapped sea route. And a hell of a lot fewer Somali pirates these days.” 
 Several people grinned around the table. 
 The CAG chimed in. “And if we anchor there in the Gulf, our air group can definitely provide ISR, mission support, CAS, or CSAR if necessary. All no problem.” 
 “And we can use the time at anchor,” said Captain Martin, “to try to tackle some of the bigger repairs.” 
 “Yes, yes,” Drake said, nodding. “And the operators can insert for their mission from there as well. There’s just one small fucking problem.” 
 He nodded at Gunny Fick to take up the baton. 
 “No ammo,” said Fick. But instead of elaborating, he nodded at his subordinate, Sergeant Coulson, to explain. 
 Coulson’s handsome and whimsical face was serious, for once. “We are now, ship-wide and unit-wide, red on ammo – that’s critically low. Obviously, we put several shit-tons of rounds downrange fighting off the storm – including from the ship’s heavy weapons systems. But even small arms for the ground units are nearly black. I’m talking 5.62 for the assault rifles, linked 7.62 for machine guns, 30-mil, 20-mil for the CWIS. Grenades, both propelled and hand-deployed. Man-portable rockets.” 
 Coulson nodded back up the table toward Handon. “This is in no small part because Captain America here blew up most of what we had left, when he turned Ammo City into history’s largest claymore.” 
 Handon just sighed. Everyone knew, and he knew they knew, that blowing up Ammo City, and taking a couple of acres of Zulus with it, had been a critical part of the last-ditch defense of the flight deck. And, moreover, that it had worked. 
 The Air Boss added, “That’s not all. We’re also dangerously low on aviation fuel – both JP8 for the jets and avgas for the helos and prop planes." 
 Abrams exhaled audibly. “And according to the manifests I’ve been tasked with updating, we’re not drowning in food, either. This boat lost a lot of mouths to feed in the battle – but also gained quite a few from my ship. And some crops that should have come up in the Hangar Deck have failed to do so – due to the outbreak, the mutiny, and then later the battle. We’ve also lost some farming expertise along the way.” 

Food, fuel, and ammo, thought Handon thought. All the combat essentials. Well, those, along with radio batteries and water. Power they had, and plenty of it, now that one of the nuclear reactors was back up. And the ship’s huge desalination plant was also still churning out hundreds of thousands of gallons of fresh water a day, thank God. Without that, their lifespan would be measured in hours. 
 “Okay,” Drake said. “So we all know the clock is ticking – for us, and for humanity. But we’re in no position to launch major ground ops without a significant top-up of supplies.” 
 “So it’s a scavenging mission,” said the CAG. “Where to?” 
 Drake pointed at LT Campbell, who jumped in. “The West African coast is annoyingly free of military bases. But, as we’re headed for the Cape of Good Hope, my team thinks South Africa is our best bet. They definitely had the most advanced military of any African country, and used a lot of NATO-standard weapons and ammo. Now, most of their military facilities were clustered in or around Cape Town.” She paused for effect. “The problem with that is Cape Town – and its four million inhabitants, all now deceased. So we think our best bet is SAS Saldanha – a South African Navy training base and depot, about a hundred and forty kilometers north of there, in Saldanha Bay.” 
 She looked over to Drake, who jabbed at his tablet again, causing Saldanha Bay to light up on the map. It was way down on Africa’s west coast, almost but not quite as far south as Cape Town. From the map, it also obviously had the virtue of not being far out of their path of travel. 
 “There is a town attached to the naval base, but it’s a small one – and the base itself is out on the end of the peninsula, with the town inland. With a little luck, we can pillage the former without disturbing the latter. More importantly, in later years, SAS Saldanha also served as a naval depot for their maritime units in the south Atlantic.” 
 “So,” said the CAG. “Who goes in, then?” 
 Handon and Fick looked at each other balefully across the table. They knew there were pretty much only two people there with tickets for this particular lottery. 
 And they were them. 
 * * * 
 Sarah’s brow furrowed as her call went to Drake’s voicemail. She left a message, while Park looked on. 
 She regarded the young-ish scientist across from her – half horrified, and half impressed, by his deep knowledge of pathogens and microbiology. Finally, she spoke, carefully. “Well, it seems to me that we, or rather Alpha team, at least pulled the exact right man out of the ruins of North America.” 
 Park shrugged. “I’m not really a virologist. It’s more of an interest.” 
 Sarah paused. “Nonetheless. It’s got to be you. You’re the one who is going to get this thing.” 
 Park paused. “That’s almost exactly what Juice told me, on the flight back here.” He looked back up and met her eyes. “It’s kind of a lot of pressure. And if I’m going to pull it off… I don’t know, I feel like I’m going to have to dig down. And find my faith.” 
 “Faith?” 
 “Yeah. That humanity can still make it.” 
 “You feel your faith flagging?” 
 Park paused again. “It’s not so much what I feel, it’s what I know. Maybe I know too much. Or, then again, maybe it is what I feel. I always knew these facts about the world. But I never felt it, not really, not before all this. But now it’s been hammered home. It’s so obvious.” 
 “What is?” 
 His face remained emotionless as he answered. “That life has never been safe from death. That the universe is overwhelmingly a dead, cold, inhospitable place – and catastrophically dangerous to life, in every form. That we, the living, have always been the outliers, the aberration. Only a freak chain of improbable accidents produced the bubble of conditions that was necessary for the rise of life, and our species, in this tiny film of air and water stuck to a rock that’s whirling through the void.” 
 Sarah just exhaled as she tried to take all that in. 
 But Park wasn’t done. “And, within that bubble, we're outnumbered billions to one by microbes – bacteria and viruses, most of which are trying to invade and eat us. We survived a long time – not as long as the dinosaurs, but a long time. And now maybe our run of good luck is up. The fact that it’s actually the dead stalking us just makes literal what has always been true: that death has always been stalking us. Every minute. Individually – but, much worse, as a species. Life itself, as a phenomenon.” 
 Sarah nodded carefully. It was definitely not her way to indulge dark thoughts like these. She never saw the point, preferring to focus on the concrete, on what could be done here and now to make things better. She was tempted to tell him they had immediate problems to solve, and he was going to have to man the fuck up. But she finally decided to be smarter than that – to use his own logic, and ease him back toward a state of mind where he was able to do his job. 
 She said, “I suppose it’s true that we’ve never found any evidence of other life in the universe. As far as we know, it’s just us. Maybe there are reasons for that. Why life doesn’t make it.” 
 Park was sort of looking off into the distance. “Maybe we’re all there’s ever been. If so, the universe woke up when it created us. And now it’s on the verge of going back to sleep again.” 
 “Okay, so maybe it is just us in the universe. Maybe we’re it.” She stepped forward, grabbed his upper arm, and made him look her straight in the eye. “That’s a hell of a lot to fight for, then. Wouldn’t you say?” 

And now, Sarah thought. Enough with the existential musing – and the self-pity. It was time to start fighting again. 
 Park seemed to come back to the room, his eyes refocusing. He nodded sharply. Maybe he was ready for the fight again. Either way, he knew he had to act like he was, and get on with it. 
 And with that, the wall phone went off. Sarah pulled it from its cradle. But before she could speak, it shouted in her ear. 

“Go for Drake!”

 “Commander, this is Sar—” 

“You’ve got the scientist there? Put him on!”

 “Yes, yes.” Sarah started to hand over the handset, then saw a speaker button on the base and stabbed it. “You have talk-through for Dr. Park,” she said, still instinctively using police radio procedure. Couldn’t hurt. 

“Dr. Park!” Drake was still shouting, as if over wind noise. It sounded like he might be out on the flight deck. 
 “Yes, sir.” 

“Be advised that CentCom is sending three of their top bioscience guys out of Edinburgh – to review your findings and build on them. They’ll also be flying in a shedload of expensive biotech equipment.”

 Park looked flummoxed. “Flying in?” 

“Yeah. You’ve seen that big flat part on top of the ship? Planes land on it. Their ETA is fourteen hundred today. Kindly be up top to help greet them. Got it? Good, Drake out.”

 He signed off before Sarah could bring up the matter of them needing a current virus sample. She’d just have to make it happen by another route. But before she could formulate her new plan, a speaker went off overhead – the ship’s tannoy. 
 It was announcing something that Sarah personally would have liked to attend. She knew a little about fallen comrades. And she wanted to pay her respects. But there was no time for sentiment, certainly not for the two of them. 
 She could hear the clocks ticking loudly all around them. 



 Consecrate 

JFK - Flight Deck 
 “I’m guessing,” Handon said, into the clean open air rushing around them, “that Sergeant Coulson wasn’t in that meeting just to use that cute Captain America line.” 
 Fick chuckled. The two of them were walking the length of the ship toward the stern, after exiting the meeting and descending the ladder outside the island. “Coulson’s now my senior fire team leader – and effectively my new XO, since Gunny Blane bought it.” 
 Handon looked sideways at him, the stiff breeze ruffling his thick hair. “What, none of the guys you took to Beaver Island wanted the job? I thought they were your favorite fire team.” 
 Fick sadly shook his head, angled down into the wind. “Nah. From that group, only Graybeard is both alive and unwounded. And he sure as hell didn’t want it.” 
 “Smart man,” Handon said. 
 “Bet your ass he is. Not by accident is he still alive.” 
 At the end of their briefing, it had finally been agreed that Coulson would lead two of Fick’s MARSOC fire teams on the scavenging mission to SAS Saldanha. The Marines were pretty dinged up at this point, plus depopulated. Their force was down to seventeen bodies, having started the ZA with thirty. But this mission was too important. 
 Handon had volunteered his own people, and offered to lead the mission himself. But Drake knew, as everyone knew, that Alpha had to rest up and heal up – for the big show, in Somalia. As did Fick’s top fire team. 
 Everything depended on it. 
 Approaching the stern end of the flight deck, the two of them could see a huge and growing crowd of sailors and officers forming up into ranks. They made a great mass of dark blue and white, crowding and protecting a thin box of brown wood that was front and center. 
 It was a single coffin, which would symbolically be interned – for all the heroes they had lost on this mission. 
 The flight deck tannoy speakers went off again: “All hands on deck for the committal ceremony…


“All hands bury the dead.”

 * * * 
 They found themselves linking in with Ali, Predator, Juice, and Henno in the rear. Homer was still MIA – but Handon, for one, was prepared to give him whatever time he needed. 
 From the back of the formation, Handon could see all of the Marines up front and center. He nodded at the backs of Graybeard, Brady, and Reyes, the survivors of the team that had fought their way through hell to extract him and his people – and who would be going into Somalia alongside them. The worst wounded of them, Reyes, was on his feet – but leaning on a single crutch. He clearly wasn’t about to sit down, and everyone knew better than to suggest it to him. He’d only throw the crutch in the ocean. 
 Handon stood motionless, but his eyes scanned the ranks of assembled crew. On one side were the officers and chief petty officers, in their service dress blue uniforms. To the other side, a much bigger group, were the enlisted men and women, in their own dress-blues – the traditional Navy “crackerjack” uniform of dark blue with white piping, triangular flap and rolled kerchief around their necks, and “Dixie cup” sailor caps. 
 To Handon, they looked like nothing so much as Frank Sinatra and Gene Kelly in On the Town, the 1949 flick that had them as sailors on shore leave, singing New York, New York as they zoomed around Manhattan. 
 Handon’s faint smile faded now. He got the impression it had been a long time since the entire crew had mustered for anything. And it was a hell of a lot smaller now, even with the crew of the Murphy added in. 
 Fick nodded to Alpha, then pushed by to join his Marines in the front. They had lost the most men in the battle – if not in absolute numbers, then in percentage of total strength. They were here to say goodbye to their brothers. The corners of Fick’s mouth turned down as he stepped onto the end of the line. 
 “How you guys doin’?” he asked, and half under his breath. “This is gonna suck…” 
 * * * 
 Drake, having changed into his dress whites, stepped up on the small platform, which hung slightly over the rear edge of the deck. The JFK no longer had any chaplains in active service. And after the mutiny, probably no one would have looked very kindly on them, had any been around. 
 So it fell to Drake. 
 He knew the drill. So did the others in the ceremony. He did a quick scan to make sure everyone was wearing the uniform of the day. He nodded at the station firing detail, six NSF personnel with their rifles, bayonets attached – and then at the body bearers and the bugler. 
 Finally, he nodded to his adjutant, who gave the call to attention. The massed ranks of men and women snapped to, all chatter ceasing immediately. The only sound was the breeze whipping down from the bow, ruffling uniforms, and snapping ropes and flags, before dropping over the stern. Ordinarily, the ship would be stopped for a burial at sea. But nothing was ordinary these days. And they were still racing against death, even as they paused to acknowledge its terrible cost. 
 Traditionally, the ceremony included a reading of scripture (dependent on the faith of the person being buried), prayers (ditto), and the committal itself, followed by a benediction. But, again, religion hadn’t been in real high favor lately. Also, this one coffin was standing in for over 500 who had died – men and women of varied religions, or none. And their bodies had already been swept away, into the great and merciful ocean, as a matter of public health and hygiene. Every corpse, infected or not, was a hazard, and threatened the survival of the carrier – and thus of mankind. 
 So overboard they had gone, washed away for eternity. Now they were being committed in a single, symbolic casket. 
 Drake spoke into the microphone on the lectern, his amplified voice carrying across the windy flight deck, audible to the back rank. “I feel how weightless my words must be, trying to convey the grief of losing so many of our friends, so many colleagues – buddies, comrades, brothers and sisters, in life and in arms. So instead I read the words of a man who was ten times the orator I am, and a hundred times the leader. I adapt them only a little for today.” 
 He paused to look down, unfolded a sheet of paper, and began reading. 
 “‘We are met on a great battlefield of war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that this world might live. But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate, we can not consecrate, we can not hallow this ground. The brave men and women, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us – that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion – that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain – and that this world shall have a new birth.’” 
 Drake folded the paper, tucked it inside his tunic, and nodded to the adjutant, who shouted: “Firing Detail, PRESENT ARMS!” 
 On that signal, the body bearers tilted up the board that held the casket, until it slid along underneath an American flag and tumbled overboard and down into the sea. 
 The adjutant shouted, “Firing Detail, ORDER ARMS. FIRE THREE VOLLEYS.” A bugler standing to the side began to play taps. Cracking over the top of this, the riflemen fired three times. After the last, they remained at the ready position, rifles locked, until the conclusion of taps. Then they saluted. The body bearers folded away the flag that had covered the casket. 
 And the adjutant released the formation. 
 Drake stepped down, and headed back to his quarters to get changed again. Ordinarily, the names of the deceased would be read before the bodies were committed to the sea. But Drake had decided five hundred names was too many, would have taken too damned long – and would have been just too damned depressing. 
 Every member of this crew had a great deal to do, and a hard battle to fight – both to keep their faith, and to carry on the work. 



 That’s Lunch 

JFK - Biosciences Lab 
 Sarah rolled back into the lab on a wave of focus and energy, finding Park at his laptop where she’d left him. 
 “Okay,” she said. “I got five minutes of face time with Abrams, ship’s XO. He pointed out that we’re basically in the middle of the Atlantic right now.” 
 “And?” 
 “And – I quote – ‘there are, it is ardently to be hoped, no goddamned Zulus left anywhere on this vessel.’ So it looks like the soonest anything can be done about a new virus sample for you is in about sixty hours when we hit the African coast.” 
 “So we’re definitely going straight to Africa?” 
 Sarah nodded happily. “Yes. You’ve won that argument. But they’re sending ashore a scavenging party before we get to Somalia, near Cape Town. I’ve gotten Abrams to commit to making it part of the mission profile to do a live capture. If that’s the right expression for capturing a dead person.” 
 “Awesome. And animal test subjects?” 
 “I told him that, too – that pretty soon you’re going to need live vertebrates to test the vaccine on.” 
 “You told him mammals if possible, right?” 
 “Yep. Mice, rats, or chimps. Though I’m not totally sure how I feel about giving the plague virus to chimps.” 
 “How do you feel about extinction of your own species?” 
 “Good point. He put it on the list. He said that might be a tougher ticket. But the one thing this planet doesn’t lack for is the walking dead.” 
 “Sixty hours?” 
 “It’s a big ocean – and Cape Town’s at the same latitude as Santiago. We’ve got a lot of south Atlantic to traverse.” 
 “True. The delay’s not ideal, but so little is these days.” 
 Sarah smiled. “Excellent. Good to see a little pragmatism and resilience on you. You wear it well.” She changed the subject before he blushed. “So the question now is: how do we make ourselves useful in the meantime?” 
 Park took a look around them. “I think the best thing we can do now is inventory this lab – and try to get it set up to do the kind of work I need to do.” 
 “Okay. Let’s do it.” 
 Park looked back to his laptop and flipped through a couple of screens. “I’ll start calling stuff out. And you dig it up and move it where I want it. How does that sound?” 
 “Like a plan.” Sarah rolled up her sleeves. 
 * * * 
 Drake wasn’t the only person to get himself a change of clothes after the ceremony. Virtually everyone on the ship did. Many of the crew had struggled even to find all the bits of their dress uniforms, so long had it been since they’d had any call to wear them. Getting back into their working uniforms was a relief. And it also signaled that the hard work of running this ship, staying alive, and completing their mission was back on. 
 But Juice and Pred changed instead into their PT gear – the same black shorts and gray t-shirts, with “ARMY” emblazoned on them in large black letters, they had run in on their first day on the carrier. Unlike then, though, this was not meant as an F-You to the sailors on board. Now, they had all fought together, sacrificed together, and bled together. 
 And they were brothers. 
 Now, as Juice and Pred ran the same half-mile circuit around the edge of the five-acre flight deck, they nodded and smiled at the sailors and officers they passed – and meant it. They didn’t in every case get smiles in return. In some cases, actually, people jumped out of their way in fear and alarm. They were both once again wearing their intimidating Oakley wraps, both still bulging out of their t-shirts and “Ranger panties” – as the short PT shorts were universally known – and Juice’s carpet-like body hair was still impossible to miss. He also wore his beloved reversed ballcap, and regularly spat tobacco juice from the center of his Sasquatch beard. They looked like a pair of mythical Norse creatures come alive and run amok on the Kennedy’s flight deck. 
 It probably didn’t help that they weighed a collective 540 pounds, and were running six-and-a-half-minute miles. That much wood-hard flesh coming at you that fast would rattle anyone. As another pair of sailors skittered out of their way, Predator said, “Jesus, it’s not like we’re chasing them.” 
 Around his rapid and deep breathing, Juice answered, “Well, people are scary.” He paused, then digressed. “Back in the world, I always thought old people were scary – because of their proximity to death. Nobody likes being reminded that soon we’d be standing next to the grave, as well.” 
 They cut a wide swath around the wreckage of what used to be Ammo City, turned left at the prow, then turned left again and carried on near-sprinting back toward the stern. 
 “Man,” Pred wheezed, “you got a depressing outlook. I’m voting you off the island.” They were now coming up fast on the carrier’s own island, which stuck out of the flight deck like a lonely skyscraper. 
 “I voted your mom off the island,” Juice said. 
 “I voted to keep yours.” 
 Juice considered punching him, but decided to conserve his strength. Also, he would worry about knocking him over. He had no idea how Pred was keeping up this pace with his injured knee. Just gutting it out, probably. 
 Juice himself had an absolutely killer headache, almost certainly from the concussions he’d taken being knocked unconscious on each of their last two missions. If afflicted him on and off all day, though he didn’t say anything about it. 
 In the movies, people get knocked cold all the time, waking up later with no ill effects. In real life, loss of consciousness due to blunt trauma is life-threatening. As a rule of thumb, if you’re out more than a couple of minutes, someone should be calling an ambulance. You certainly have at least a bad concussion, and possibly a traumatic brain injury (TBI) or cerebral or subdural hemorrhage. Juice’d had some footage of his brain shot at the hospital, and it looked okay, aside from a little bruising. 
 “Anyway,” Juice finally panted, “in the ZA, everyone is likely to be on their way out soon. And when they do cross over that border, they’re going to try to reach back and take you with them. Which makes people who seem weak the scariest of all – they’re about five seconds from joining the other team, and becoming part of your nightmare.” 
 At this, Pred grunted, and flashed back to their ribbing of Sarah Cameron’s husband and son – and the way Handon had torn them new orifices for it. Maybe that’s exactly what they’d been doing – distancing themselves from the weak. When of course it was exactly their job to protect them. 

As usual, Pred thought, Handon has a point. Even if, also as usual, it took them too long to catch on to it. 
 The two of them barreled around the island, scattering a group of maintenance guys doing something with a tractor. 
 Ironically, as all quarter-ton-plus of them blasted into the turn at the fantail, the one person who didn’t leap out of their way went only about 5’4” and 115lb. It was Emily. She was now wearing a set of Ali’s workout clothes, which were a little on the baggy side, and running the edge of the flight deck in the opposite direction, her thin limbs pistoning and flapping. 
 All three of them slowed as they approached, finally stopping and regarding one another, right at the back end of the ship, where a crew was still disassembling the platform from the committal ceremony. 
 “Hey,” Predator said. “Good for you,” he added, nodding in approval at her self-directed PT. 
 Emily nodded back. “I used to play field hockey, which always gave me a reason to stay in shape.” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Yeah. I also coached a girls’ team sometimes.” 
 “Nice.” 
 She nodded. “It was kind of the one decent thing I had in the shitty little town I grew up in. I miss it.” 
 The two big men smiled easily. Emily’s fair hair seemed to collect light from the sun, which was nearly overhead now, in a sky mostly free of cloud. That and the crisp ocean breeze – generated by the ship’s massive forward momentum – made for a seriously pleasant day. The three of them stood sucking wind and just enjoying the feeling of being alive. 
 Emily had also clocked Predator’s limping stride, and pointed at his knee brace. “Should you be running on that?” 
 “I’m gonna to have to deploy and fight on it soon. May as well get used to it.” 
 “And I guess it’s not like you can just let your cardio fall off. Not in your line of work.” 
 Pred shrugged. Smart girl. He didn’t bother adding that everyone in his line of work had, at one point or another, done a hell of a lot more in much worse condition. Anyway, he was pretty sure all of them were going to be nursing their injuries and limping through this campaign – all the way to the bitter end. 
 Those of them that made it that far. 
 Juice said to Emily, “You got yourself a job yet?” 
 “Kind of.” She’d been in the military world for about five seconds, but she got it – she knew she would have to pull her weight. “I’ve been doing clerical stuff for Fick and the Marines. And some babysitting for Homer’s kids – though he doesn’t leave them alone much yet.” 
 She paused and squinted through the slanting sunlight back at Juice. He was smiling at her. But was there something, she wasn’t sure, maybe kind of… sad and pleading, underneath that? It seemed to be lurking down behind the Oakleys, and behind the big puffy beard. She hardly knew the man, of course. But there was something going on. She could tell. 
 Pred interrupted her reverie with his rumbling basso. “Yeah, well as soon as Fick steps over the line, you come find me. I’m not sure mucking in with a bunch of Marines is a safe environment for a virtuous young woman like yourself.” 
 Emily almost laughed. Even before she’d gone to work for him, she and Fick kept having these weird, awkward, random moments together. But she really liked him. He was like the strange, gruff old uncle she never had – except a profoundly good guy. If she’d ever actually had an uncle like that, he would have been drunk all the time, lived in a trailer, and made terribly inappropriate comments to her. 
 “Okay, then,” Pred said finally, and he snapped a lazy salute, making her laugh. “You have a good ’un,” he added, as the two giant Norse Gods resumed running one way, and the small, fair, young woman the other. 
 * * * 
 Sarah finished manhandling a bulky, and currently unused, oscilloscope over to a power outlet where it could be turned on. She was only a little bigger than Park physically. But she was a lot stronger – plus generally handier around the lab, at least with non-specialized tools and equipment. 
 After straightening the device, plugging it in, and checking it by powering it up and down again, she looked at her watch, then turned to face her lab partner. 
 “I guess that about gets us to lunch. Assuming we can afford breaks?” 
 Park nodded. “Until I get some samples, there’s actually not all that much more we can do. Let’s eat while we can.” 
 “Okay, come on, then. I’m buying.” 
 * * * 
 Handon looked up at Fick from over the sandboard table. This was a small scale model of the Port of Aden, which they were currently planning to infiltrate, or perhaps invade. It had been made out of little model buildings, trees, vehicles, and human figures, with the terrain features formed out of sand. It had been based on archived satellite photos and more recent aerial imagery. Sand-table models were an essential, and early, part of the mission planning process. 
 Fick actually heard Handon’s stomach rumble and said, “Yeah, I could eat the ass end out of a dead hippo.” 
 Handon laughed. “That image isn’t going to help me fire my food down as quickly as I might have hoped.” 
 Fick pushed a big open binder away from him on the table. “Then we’ll take our time. C’mon, lunch is on me.” 
 * * * 
 Ali and Henno had decided to work straight through, while Pred and Juice did road work, or rather flight-deck work. There was, as usual, too much to do. But PT was a permissible excuse for putting work on hold. Lunch, also as usual, really wasn’t. 
 Henno looked up, after checking the seals and serial numbers on a crate of FGM-172 SRAW missiles. He dropped his tablet on top, wiped his forehead, and said, “Sod this. Let’s get a brew on.” 
 Ali smiled. She knew Henno came from a very strange land. And that what he wanted was a cup of tea. 
 “Sounds good. It’s my round.” 
 That meant she would pay. 
 * * * 
 Predator and Juice ran into Emily three times more as they circled the flight deck in opposite directions. Each time, they met at almost the same place, at the stern. This meant Emily was matching their pace – which was slightly less impressive in light of how much less mass she was pushing – or else somebody was cutting off corners. 
 Which no one was. 
 On their fourth encounter, they all slowed again, seemingly spontaneously. 
 After panting for a few seconds, grabbing knees and stretching hamstrings, Pred finally grumbled, “I’m starving.” He sounded dangerously cranky, which no one wanted. 
 “Exactly,” Emily said. 
 “C’mon,” Juice said. “My treat.” 



 Judy 

JFK - 02 Deck Mess 
 No one had to pay for anything – it was a military mess, and everything was free. Which was kind of the joke they’d all been making. On the other hand, not everyone got as much food as they might have liked. The shortages were finally starting to bite, and rationing was going into effect. Least pleased with this was Predator, due to the fact that maintaining his gigantic bulk required competitive-eating levels of consumption. 
 “This is some bullshit,” he said, sitting down and balefully regarding the meager contents of his tray. 
 Ali touched his thigh-sized forearm and said, “I’ll get you another one in a minute.” She had only a mug of tea in front of her, as did Henno, opposite. 
 They had all arrived in the same mess at virtually the same time, and had now corralled most of one big table for themselves. Sarah and Handon sat side by side, Emily grabbed a seat down from Juice and Pred, and directly across from Fick. Park was at the end, beside Ali and across from Henno. 
 But before they could really start catching up, in pairs and with the larger group… Homer came in and stole the show – and the hearts of everyone present. 
 “Hey, guys,” he said, over the din of the big room, which was packed with sailors at lunchtime. “Let me belatedly but officially present Benjamin and Isabel. Ben, Izzy, say hi.” The two small children obediently and politely did so. Ben was seven and Isabel four. Both had angelic blond hair, and their fair skin seemed to glow slightly. Ali was thinking you really didn’t want to send either of these two out in the sun unprotected. 
 She also noticed that both favored their father – though the girl more so. They looked a little overawed by the bustling place and all the big, strange people. But, then again, they looked like they were coping. And Ali knew they must have coped with much more, and much worse, to have survived the last two years without their parents. Now, they looked up at their father, and then locked eyes, seemingly unafraid, with each of the team members at the table, as Homer recited the names of everyone for their benefit. 
 And Ali realized, looking around, that she had never seen the people in this particular group smile so big, or so goofily, in all the time she had known them. 
 The children were like a tonic. 
 One that nobody had experienced for a long time. 
 Ben and Isabel were like visitors from the future, which the grizzled warriors could now almost believe was a real place. And one that maybe they themselves might even make it to, and get to live in, one day. 
 * * * 
 Everyone had scrunched down to make room for Homer and the kids in the middle of the table. They all wanted to talk with the two young ones. Everyone was laughing and chatting easily – more easily now than they could remember. But then Handon made some small joke – and Sarah put her hand on his arm and leaned in toward him. If she had been planning to kiss him, she caught herself in time. 
 But not in time to stop Henno seeing it. “Have it your own way,” he said, leaning slightly across the table. “Make love and get it over. We’re in hell; my turn will come.” 
 Predator said, “What the fu—” All of them were now constantly cutting themselves off before cursing, with the unaccustomed addition of minors. He straightened up and rephrased: “What the heck does that mean?” 
 Henno just leaned back, smiled, and blew on his tea. 
 “It’s Sartre,” Ali said. “From No Exit.” 

Great, Predator thought, wiping up the last bits of anything on his tray with a hunk of bread. Smart-ass British special operators, quoting existentialist French collaborators at me…

 For Ali’s part, she had to carefully mask her reaction to this. Because some part of her, one she was not real proud of, felt profoundly relieved and grateful – that Sarah and Handon had been the target, and not her and Homer. She knew the two of them stood every bit as exposed to this kind of attack. 
 And part of her could feel it gathering. 
 Handon also stopped himself from frowning in response. He was still worried about Henno, not to mention his relationship with him. The British hard man had always been pretty self-contained. But, with Ainsley’s death, it was getting too much like Henno was a separate unit within Alpha – a detachment of one. And the two of them still had unresolved differences over Handon’s decisions and leadership style. But he knew it was still absolutely critical that they continue to operate together effectively. He also knew that Henno’s tactical skills, resilience, caginess, and general toughness were huge assets to the team – ones Handon didn’t want to go into Somalia without. 
 Finally, Handon knew that leadership was often about humility – and about making the gesture. Remembering that Henno had been fairly renowned as a ladies’ man back in the world, he said, “How about you, Henno? I thought by now you would have picked out a nice lady signal officer or aviation warfare specialist or someone.” 
 Henno sipped his tea, continuing to lean back. “Next time one of ’em gets her husband killed,” he drawled, “I’ll be quicker to get in the queue.” 

Holy shit, thought Ali – as did more than one other person at the table. And on top of the general mortification, a couple of them also had to stop themselves from laughing. As horrible as the crack was, it was also kind of funny. Or so thought at least Pred and Juice. 

And there it is, thought Sarah, just looking away stoically. 
 Ali knew this tension had to break, in one direction of the other. She decided to control it. “Jesus, Henno,” she said. “When was the last time you got some? Because I’m starting to smell the desperation on you.” 
 The others felt reasonably safe laughing at that. And it allowed them all to get past it. 
 For now. 
 Ali blinked heavily, trying not to panic at the feeling of her own vulnerability with Homer. Instead, she looked down to the end of the table, to see how Emily was doing. She and Gunny Fick were leaning across the table, heads slightly bowed, and talking in a way that seemed engaged and intent. Ali was glad Emily had found a friend. 
 And it looked like they had missed the whole drama. 
 * * * 
 “Puppy!” 
 Isabel spotted it before anyone else. They all turned and saw the British security dude, whom they had first met at their Op Secunda Mortem briefing about a thousand years ago, walking in – with a large German Shepherd trotting by his side. He looked totally relaxed, as if a belowdecks mess on a carrier was a completely natural place to be walking his dog. 
 He didn’t even have it on a leash. 
 Maybe he was just brazening it out. 
 When the little girl squealed, and her brother swung one leg over the bench, it was pretty much a done deal that Wesley had to head in their direction. The kids, and the dog, as out of place as they all were here, were tailor-made for each other. As the kids hopped up and over, and the dog trotted up, the petting and baby-talk commenced. 
 Even Henno lightened up, and scratched the dog under the chin. “Nice pup,” he said. “Sweet pup.” 
 “What’s its name?” Ben asked, looking up at Wesley. 
 “Dunno,” Wesley said. “I think she needs one.” 
 “Where did she come from?” asked Isabel. 
 Wesley squatted down to answer on her level. “Well, I found her living on a boat.” 
 “All by herself?” 
 “Afraid so,” Wesley said. 
 Predator grunted in appreciation as he took the plate of additional food that Ali handed off to him. As he cut up everything in advance, the quicker to fire it all down, he said, “I like German Shepherds. The sturdy body, dense coat, fierce head, bright eyes. The tall ears. Always alert. Like a furry missile of potential energy.” 
 Juice squinted across at the animal, who was very sleek since Wesley had cleaned her up. “How did she make it all that time on her own? Two years of surviving the dead, surviving no food, surviving the other survivors – who I’m sure would have been happy to turn her into a meal.” 
 Handon looked over his own shoulder. “Wait a second,” he said, twisting around at the waist. The dog seemed to lock eyes with him. She then looked around at the other operators around the table, her tail wagging happily. “Sit,” Handon said. The dog instantly did so. 
 "Oh, yeah," said Wesley. "She responds to sit and—" 
 Speaking in clear, sharp tones, Handon said, “Building search.” The dog stood again, alert as hell – but then looked around, as if waiting to be pointed at something. Which is exactly what she was waiting for. 
 “Heel,” he said. The dog sat down again. “Stand off,” he said, and pointed at Henno. The dog leapt to her feet, showing her bared teeth to Henno, and leaning forward at him, growling slightly. It was as if only some invisible leash prevented her from blasting forward and attacking. In reality, it wasn’t the leash – it was the absence of the next command in the chain of aggression. 
 “Nice one,” Henno said, setting his mug down. 
 “Heel,” Handon said, causing the dog to disarm herself. He looked up at Wesley. “This is a working military dog.” 
 “And that’s how she survived,” Juice said, wiping his mouth and putting his napkin on his tray. “Military training.” 
 Wesley nodded in understanding. He watched the dog looking happily at the operators. “She seems to like you lot.” 
 Handon shrugged. “We probably smell like her previous handler.” 
 “Plus,” Juice added, “grunts always recognize other grunts. Where’d you find her, specifically?” 
 “Not far from Naval Air Station Oceana, actually. She was hiding in the boat we escaped on. I’d say from the mess in there that she’d been holed up in the place for a good while.” 
 “That’s it, then,” Juice said. “She probably stayed near the base – waiting two years for her handler to come home. He never did. I bet there’s even a decent chance we can guess her name for you.” 
 “Oh,” Wesley said. “How’s that?” 
 “Military K-9 guys aren’t always all that creative. Plus they’re tradition-bound. Certain famous military dog names have a way of always coming back around.” Juice leaned toward the animal. “Chesty?” he tried. “Chips?” Nothing. He shrugged, then explained to Wesley, “Marine mascot, and the most decorated dog of World War Two, respectively.” 
 Predator threw in. “Gunner? Horrie the Wog Dog?” Nothing. 
 “She’s a girl,” Ali said, “you dipsh— you fools.” She leaned over. “Smoky? Are you named Smoky?” 
 Before Ali could try again, Henno spoke up. “Smoky was a Yorkshire Terrier. This is no Yorkie.” He screwed up his face and looked thoughtful, finally pronouncing: “Judy.” 
 The dog looked him in the face and barked. 
 “Judy,” Henno said again, obviously pleased with himself. 
 “Who was Judy?” Sarah asked. 
 Henno was already standing up to leave, Ali following his lead. But he paused and said, “Served with the Royal Navy in the big one. Only animal to have been registered as a Japanese prisoner of war.” 
 “How did that happen?” 
 Henno visibly searched his memory. “Her ship was sunk by the Japanese after the fall of Singapore. She got ashore with the survivors, but they had no water, so she dug down to an underground spring, saving everyone’s necks. When the crew were captured by the Japs, they smuggled her into the camp. Inside, for years, the pooch would sound the alarm when the guards approached, distract them from their beatings, and such like. They were finally being transferred aboard a ship, but it got torpedoed. Somebody shoved her out a porthole, not knowing if she’d survive. Later, there were stories of a dog helping drowning men reach floating debris, bringing them flotsam to keep ’em afloat, or else letting blokes hold on to her back while she swam ’em to safety. Then she just rocked up at the new camp, in Sumatra, like.” 
 “What happened to her? Was she freed in the end?” 
 “Jap guards got sick of her and sentenced her to death.” Those around the table who didn’t know the story tensed up, bracing for a horrible end to an amazing tale. “But she managed to hide out in the jungle, scoffing snakes and rats. Tussle with an alligator left her injured. But the war finally ended, she hopped a troopship to Liverpool, and lived happily ever after. Interviewed on the BBC, she was.” 
 “Judy,” Wesley repeated, leaning down to scruff her face. Looking up at Henno, he said, “Cheers, mate.” 
 “Yeah, no worries.” And with that, he and Ali both nodded and left. There was work to do. There was always work to do. 
 Along with Pred, Juice got up as well. “Just keep a good eye on her,” he said. 
 “Okay,” Wesley agreed. “Um – why’s that?” 
 “Those two years on her own will have been tough. God knows what she saw, or what she had to do to survive. And working military dogs… well, they sometimes suffer from PTSD.” 
 Wesley glanced at the two kids, and looked concerned. “You think I should put her on a leash?” he said. “She seems pretty docile to me.” 
 Juice shrugged. “I’d just watch her.” 
 And on that note, the party broke up, leaving Wesley and the dog standing, looking at each other. 
 “So it’s Judy,” he said, and grinned when she stood up and whined. “Well, I’m Wesley.” 
 She cocked her head to one side, and sniffed again. Wesley stood watching her, and then grinned. 
 “Hmm. I wonder how many commands you understand? I think it’s time to go look in on Derwin in the hospital. He said something about experience handling military dogs…” 



 Grounded 
 Britain - Kent Downs 
 Major Grews was choking, his throat constricted. As he slowly came to, consciousness returning in swirling drifts rather than a sharp edge, he realized that someone had him by the throat and was tightening their grip, slowly. His breath was shallow, and with every second it became harder to breathe, as the pressure increased. Even with this threat he found himself unable to take control of his own body, and a haze hung over his every sense as he fought to break free. It wasn’t until he could no longer draw a breath that his body rebelled, throwing him into the waking world with a violence that sent a tingle of nerves spiking through his arms and face. His eyes flew open, and he tried to put his arms up to defend himself, but there was no one there. 
 He tried again to move, but realized he was pinned down. It was the seating from the back of the helicopter – somehow it had gone from being attached to the floor behind, to being on top of him. The constricted feeling was not in his throat, but his chest, as the heavy seat was forced against him, pushing him hard against his own seat and the inside of the aircraft. 
 Many thoughts rushed to his mind, but his memories of the last few minutes were elusive. What the hell had happened? He tried to cycle back, to figure out what had gone wrong, and to remember why he wasn’t up in the air following the battle, but instead upside down, forced against the fuselage and looking through cracked glass at the ground directly below him. 
 And then he remembered. They had gone back over the battlefield one last time on his order – watching the defenses as they collapsed. His instinct had been to leave, to head to the next rally point, and to assess his resources before his next action. But CentCom was going to want to know what exactly had gone wrong, and also there was the strange urge to see his people make their stand, to be witness to their sacrifice, as the dead swarmed over the refugee camp, washing away the defenses like a flood. Grews had ordered the pilot to fly over one last time, circling the remaining defensive positions, which were still holding on, to give the refugees as much time as possible to escape. But something had slammed into the helo, something heavy, or more than just one. The world had spun, crashed into them, then fallen away again, but he remembered seeing the pilot slumped over his controls with blood pouring from his face. 
 They had risen again briefly, but then the helo rotated madly and collided with some nearby trees. The world whirled again, the noise of the rotors thudding in his head, and the groaning of stressed engines screeching as gravity pulled the struggling machine down. Grews had seen the ground coming up to meet them at high speed, just before the world blinked out. 
 Then, darkness. 
 But now more memories flooded into his head, clearer details. They had been flying over the top of a lone armored personnel carrier just as the dead overran it. There were soldiers all over, scurrying away from the vehicle, rather than standing their ground and fighting. Grews had cursed them, knowing there were enough of them down there that if they stood and fought, if they had been properly organized and led, then the dead could have been held back longer. 
 But many of the men down there weren’t infantry, they were logistics personnel, and civilian contractors, some of them conscripted, and most with very little combat training, and even less experience. It was pointless expecting them to behave much differently than the civilian refugees, who were now streaming away from the scene in their thousands. Instead of holding the line, the conscripts had fled with everyone else. 
 That was when the lone APC had come back into view, as Grews’ flight circled around and made another pass. He remembered it now, the scene sharpening in his mind – they had been turning at last to leave, and he recalled looking back and seeing the machine-gunner in the APC turret being jumped by a mob of the dead, the fast ones. The man had spun around desperately, his trigger still depressed, filling the sky with the giant 50-caliber slugs that could tear thin-skinned vehicles to ribbons. 
 Including aircraft. 
 The hail of bullets had ripped through the helicopter, killing the two officers in the seats behind him and badly wounding the pilot. Blood had clouded the man’s eyes beneath his helmet, and he groaned in despair as gravity won the battle against the lift of their rotors. Only Grews had been left unscathed, and he couldn’t pilot the aircraft. He remembered trying to help the pilot keep his grip on the collective, and how they had bounced off the ground once and then spun toward the trees. The world blurred at that point, his vision unable to process the riot of movement as they rolled over again and again. Too many details were assaulting his senses for him to assimilate them, before more poured in. 
 He remembered up until the point the helicopter hit the treeline, and then the rest was blank, a void of lost memories and unconsciousness. 
 And now he was hanging upside down, pinned by the back seat, with only inches of freedom to move, one of his arms trapped and the other with a very limited range of motion. Behind him were the bullet-riddled remains of the two junior officers, and below, lying half out of the smashed front cockpit glass, was a very dead pilot. As Grews’ vision blurred one last time he caught a slight movement outside – no, a lot of movement. Dark figures passed by the window, rushing through the grass. 

Must be the refugees, Grews thought. If he could raise his voice and call out, maybe someone would hear him. They might be able to smash the window on his side and pull him free. Or maybe they would just ignore his calls and run for their lives. He tried to call out but nothing came. His chest was too constricted to produce more than a rasp. 
 Then there was a face in the window beside him, only a foot away. The man might have been handsome at one time, but now his tanned skin was purple and blotchy, and only one eye stared out of the two sockets. All that remained of the other was an angry black hole of dried blood and raw flesh. The hatred in the dead man’s remaining eye made Grews nearly crawl out of his skin. He had commanded many ground engagements against the dead in the days after the fall, but he had never been this physically close to one of them. Always his position had been safely behind the lines. 
 Then the dead man started pounding on the window, a dull, quiet thud-thud repeating every few seconds. Grews braced himself for the attack, for the creature to force its way in and reach for him. But after a minute of watching it bang on the glass, Grews realized it just didn’t have the strength to break through. He was safe, for the moment, but he would need to get out of this damned chair and get a gun if he were to have any chance of escape. 
 Then it dawned on him. The other shapes going by in a rush – they weren’t refugees. He now knew that the helo had fallen into the field he saw being overrun, and that he had been unconscious long enough for all the living to be either safely gone, or else no longer alive. Those dozens of dark shapes sprinting or stumbling by now were the dead, and he was behind enemy lines. 
 He tried to focus, but all he could think of was that the pilot must have been hanging half out the window when they went down. The man’s lower body should have been dangling outside, but only bloody stumps protruded from the airframe. There was something, a squelching, grinding noise, coming from below them. Grews couldn’t place the noise, couldn’t recognize it. He was only able to think about the pilot’s missing legs. 

Okay, he told himself. You’ve just got to get your hands to the release catch and get yourself unstuck. Then you can get on the radio. If it still works. If not, then you run the fuck toward friendly lines, and hope to hell that you can stay ahead of the flood.

 He pushed, trying to squeeze his arm between his chest and the seat that was crushing him, and after a few minutes had to stop to take a breath. The seat was wedged hard against the release button, which was also trapping his other arm. He tried wiggling the fingers of his right arm, and his stomach turned when he felt nothing, got no response from his extremity. 

How the hell can I get my hand through there to get the damned catch? he thought… when he saw the hand of the dead pilot twitch instead. 



 Kinemortophobia 
 Kent Downs - Crash Site 
 Grews was not a man prone to panic. It just wasn’t his way. To be in command of such a large contingent of troops took a level of control that few people possessed. In his earlier years, before the ZA, he had been in combat many times, and his stoic, deeply embedded calm was one of the reasons he rose so quickly through the ranks. He didn’t falter under pressure, even when he did raise his voice. 
 But something had changed with the coming of the dead that walked. He would never admit it to anyone, but they terrified him, and he had avoided close contact with them at all times. He had been fortunate with his command in the south until the last few weeks. Even though it was the section of the country closest to the continent, and there were always the occasional floaters drifting in to the shore, his border patrols dealt with them efficiently. Only now, days into the biggest incursion of the dead into his territory, was he exposed. 
 And now he was trapped in the shattered cockpit of his command helo with a pilot who was turning on him. As he hung there, pinned to the side of the airframe, he watched the previously skilled and agile aviator struggle to articulate and move. The man was now missing his legs and lying on his back, clawing toward Grews, but unable to get to him. The seats the other dead officers had occupied, which currently stopped Grews from escaping, were also protecting him as a barrier. 
 And of course it wasn’t just one, now. To his right, still hammering unceasingly on the window, was that other dead bastard. Grews just hung there, trying to control his fears, his heart rate and his breathing, trying to see some way out of the situation, but nothing was coming. He was trapped. 
 He looked around, searching for anything useful within reach. There were four handguns in this aircraft, one per passenger, but the pilot’s was in a shoulder holster underneath his grasping arm, his own was pinned behind him, and the third officer’s weapon was nowhere in sight. As for the fourth, Grews could actually see it, but it was too far away, strapped to the dead man’s waist and covered in blood. 
 Then there was more movement near the hole in the cockpit glass, and a face appeared through the massive gap, its mouth and chin covered with blood. Now Grews knew where the pilot’s legs had gone, and how he had been infected in the first place. The newcomer, a dead woman now grimacing at him through the hole, had eaten them. With the pilot’s body in the way, it had been all she could get at. 
 The pilot continued to reach up, and every time he did Grews took a deep breath and tried to push himself further back. But there was nowhere to go, no escape, and it hit him with a stark certainty – one of these things was going to get to him eventually. And he would not be able to fight them off. If he didn’t figure out how to escape from this trap soon, then he was going to be eaten alive, right there. 
 As the dead pilot finally managed to grasp onto the metal bar at the bottom of the seat, Grews suddenly knew which of the dead would be his downfall. The pilot bared his teeth and pulled hard, clawing with the other hand, inches away, then again, closer. Grews tried to use his free arm to bat the creature away, to delay the inevitable, but his flailing backfired, and the pilot’s clawing hand grasped the sleeve of his shirt and pulled. 
 Grews screamed and pulled back, flailing, even though his body could barely move. There was a loud crack and a snapping sound as something gave way – the seat itself. The weight of the pilot and Grews struggling finally unwedged it, and it fell and rolled, landing on the pilot and knocking him down, leaving the dead man writhing under the metal frame. 
 Grews’ heart somehow beat even faster now. He found he was now able to move, except his other arm didn’t respond. Broken, or worse, he thought, but he quickly used his working hand to reach over and unclip his safety harness. He fell free, tumbling to the side away from the window and the incessant hammering of the thing outside. Hitting the side of the fuselage and struggling into a sitting position, he turned just as the dead woman managed to climb halfway into the cockpit. She lurched forward, but stopped – something was holding her back, and as Grews desperately reached for his handgun he saw that her shirt was caught on the sharp edge of the window frame. 
 He drew his weapon just as the pilot rolled from under the seat and grasped at his ankle, teeth baring as it started to clamp down. The noise almost deafened Grews as he shot the pilot in the head: blood and brains splattered across the interior, but Grews had no time for disgust. He simply turned, aimed, and fired at the woman, and then turned again, aimed through the window, and cranked off a third shot into that incessantly banging son of a bitch. 
 The knocking finally stopped. 
 Grews sank to the floor, his breathing strained and his chest heaving, and listened to all the movement outside. They were coming now, and he wouldn’t have much time. Shadows crossed the light as the dead closed in around the downed helicopter. The gunshots, although saving his life, had drawn many more, and he knew they would be swarming over the crash site in seconds. 
 He tried to judge those other, distant gunshots he could now hear – those of the Paras and his own remaining troops – and decided they were at least a kilometer away. He was behind enemy lines, and about to be swarmed, if he didn’t get out fast. 
 He looked up at the side door above him. It was already wide open, probably having swung that way when the helo hit the ground, popping out of its frame. He hauled himself to his feet, quickly searched the interior of the devastated aircraft for pistol magazines, finding two, and then pulled himself up and out the side door, emerging into the open air outside. 
 He looked around, keeping his head down and hopefully out of sight, not that these things needed sight to home in on him. Across the field, hundreds of dead were staggering or running toward the north, where the gunfire was coming from. He was relieved that most had not been attracted to the sounds of his struggle in the helo, but dozens closer by had heard, and were now drifting slowly toward the downed bird. Some had already reached the area and were only a few meters away, reaching out for him now. There were no runners among them, and certainly no Foxtrots, or he would be dead already, but that didn’t mean one wouldn’t spot him. 
 And there was simply no opening in their ranks to run for. 
 Grews ducked back inside and scrambled toward the controls. He crouched down by the pilot and carefully peeled off his radio headset, but as he pulled it away he found its cable hung free, shredded and useless. He looked around again, stabbed at the controls, wondering if there was a way to use the radio without the headset. But he had no idea, and the damned thing was dead anyway – no power, no radio. 
 He turned and crawled over the debris to the back, searching for his own headset, but had no luck. The interior was completely trashed and he couldn’t even find his personal radio. Then he finally spotted it, a battery-powered handset, covered in blood and gore, lying between the dead officers at the back. Grews shuddered, but grabbed it anyway, flicked the knob to an emergency channel, jabbed the button, and held the radio to his ear. 
 “All call signs, this is Helix Actual, message, over.” 
 Nothing came back. He waited less than a second. 
 “Any call signs, this is Helix Actual, you fucks. This is an emergency tra—” But he was cut off before his cursing escalated. 

“Helix Actual, this is Central, send status, over.”

 As he was about to speak again, a cracking noise erupted from near the front screen, and Grews spun around and looked straight into the eyes of a frantic, flailing runner as it shoved its way through the gap in the glass and started to haul itself inside. Grews raised his handgun and didn’t hesitate before blowing the creature’s brains back out the window, spraying them on yet another one trying to crawl in behind it. Grews nearly screamed into the radio, but he took a breath and steadied his voice first. 
 “I am down inside the hot zone. Aircraft is a total loss. Crew dead and I am in heavy contact. I need immediate extraction. I repeat—” 

“Geolocating you now, Helix, wait one.”

 There was a long moment of silence. Grews aimed the handgun at the second, brain-spattered zombie, which was now pushing past the destroyed one in front, and pulled the trigger. The noise of the gun going off in such an enclosed space made his ears ring yet again, but the result was satisfying enough. The zombie lurched backwards and fell, vanishing from view, leaving another splatter of gore alongside the first. 

“Helix Actual, Central. We have your grid coordinates.”

 “Thank God. Now get me a fucking CSAR bird here ASAP or we won’t be having this conversation in the next few minutes.” 

“Roger that, Helix. We have scrambled a CSAR mission and it should be inbound within a few minutes—”

 “Minutes? Get them here now! There’s a goddamned field full of dead converging my position!” 

“Copy that, Helix. Wait out.”

 Another interval of silence, stretching out even longer. 
 Grews crawled over the debris and looked down through the gap in the window. There was no movement down there, and anything that wanted to get in now would have to crawl under the smashed blades and torn metal, and around the two bodies blocking up the hole. He looked up at the open door above him, stood up, and pulled it carefully shut. He hoped to hell there wouldn’t be something crawling on it when the time came to climb out himself, but he would have to risk it. If one of those runners jumped up and came through the opening, he would have almost no time to react. And the thought of one of them inside that tiny space there with him… 

“Helix Actual, Central, be advised: rescue mission is inbound, ETA three minutes, over.”

 Grews huddled down and listened to the moans rising and falling outside. The structure of the helo rocked slightly, and he felt his stomach lurch. How many of them were out there now? How many were trying to crawl under the wreckage to get at him? There was nothing he could do but wait it out, and hope his ride out of there would arrive soon. Very soon. 
 For, all around him, his greatest fears approached. 
 Now he was truly among the dead. 



 Run the Gauntlet 
 Kent Downs - Crash Site 
 Three minutes was a long time to wait when you were sitting in a downed helicopter, surrounded by the dead, who were angrily pounding on the thin fuselage that was the only thing between you and them. Just inches away from Grews’ face, was a young man who would have been alive a few hours ago. He was dressed in a torn and muddy suit, and had probably been on his way to work when he was attacked and turned. To Grews he looked like one of those young, high-powered arseholes who hadn’t the slightest clue what was going on in the world around him. Still wearing suits, still trying to look smart, with the dead in their billions devouring the planet. 
 The young man had probably looked dapper a few hours ago, with his hair combed, and nice white teeth gleaming. Now half his face was missing, and as Grews irritably watched the thing thudding its broken and bloody hand against the window, he wished he could put the gun to the man’s face and silence him, but he knew that doing so would only break yet another window, one that was more easily accessed from the ground outside. In fact, he thought, he was lucky another runner hadn’t come by in the minute or so that he had been hunkered down in the cabin. One of those probably would have had no trouble breaking a window, or pushing through the bodies blocking the way. The young dead man was a slow mover, though, what Grews thought of as the dull ones, and all it was capable of was continually smacking that bloodied stump of a hand against the glass. 
 Grews looked at him more closely and noticed that the gaping hole in the man’s face actually had teeth marks in it, and that made him shudder. 
 He looked at his watch. Two minutes had passed. Another minute to go, if the rescue turned up as promised. 
 Yes, three minutes was definitely a long time to wait when you were in the company of the dead. 
 More movement by the broken window, and Grews lifted his handgun and took aim. He had killed four more of them in the last two minutes, and he thought there had to be quite a pile-up going on outside, maybe even enough to block the damned hole up completely if they kept coming. Only one had been a runner, fortunately. The ones that followed were slow, and gave him plenty of time to draw a bead through the hole in the glass, as they started to crawl inside. 
 This one was no different, coming arms first, then the head. Another young man, also suited up, and as Grews aimed and fired, he wondered again why these men were wearing suits. Canterbury had become an agricultural center in the ZA, acting as a marshaling yard for the output of all the farming projects that had sprouted up around it, and farmers didn’t get dolled up like this. Another place nearby, maybe? 
 And then he finally heard the low thrum of an approaching helicopter, and his heart leapt. They were here, he thought, and he stood up and peered through the intact windows, scanning the sky for a glimpse of his rescuers. 
 The thrumming grew louder as the Puma approached, and eventually the huge beast flared in to hover over the crash site. 
 “Helix, this is Delta Nine Zero, over.” 
 Grews jabbed the button on the radio. 
 “Delta Nine Zero, this is Helix. Is it damn good to see you.” 
 “We have an issue with your extraction. Your position is completely surrounded, and it’s impossible for us to set down. We need you to make your way to the highest point of that wreckage, and we will lower a line, over.” 
 Grews took a deep breath. This was it. He was going out there. From the cockpit, with the dirt and smashed machinery all around, he couldn’t see clearly how many of the dead were around him, but he knew that this could be nasty. 
 “Delta Nine Zero. I want to see that line coming down before I climb out of here, and that is a fucking order, over.” 
 Silence for a moment. 
 “Roger that, Helix, will comply.” 
 A moment later he saw a line descending. He checked his gun, making sure it was ready to fire, pushed open that side door – now effectively the roof door – and pulled himself up, pushing off from broken seating. 
 He was already outside, and standing up, when he nearly dove back inside in sheer terror. There weren’t just a few dead surrounding the crash site, there were hundreds. They crawled over one another, scrambling to get to the prize inside, but they weren’t looking up at him. They were jammed into the gap under the helo. Several dozen were crammed underneath the wreckage and clawing at one another to get through. 
 He stood perfectly still, waiting, the effort to keep his breathing slow and steady almost more than he could bear. But eventually the line came down within reach, and he shoved his arms through the straps and gave the rope a tug. 
 It was when he looked back down, just after his feet had lifted into the air, that one of the things struggled out of the crowd below and launched itself at him. 
 Grews saw it coming, but could do very little to stop it. He could only watch as the creature climbed out of the pile of writhing bodies, scrambled across them like they were solid ground, climbed up the side of the helicopter, and then leapt into the air. 
 The wind swept across his face as the Puma rushed skywards, dragging him with it, while Grews watched, as if in slow motion, the corpse barreling through the air toward him. It reached out, fingers grasping, its mouth wide and full of broken and jagged teeth covered in black gunk. He felt his trouser leg rip as it tried to latch on, to grab hold of him before he was out of range, but the fabric tore, and it plummeted back toward the ground, landing headfirst out at the edge of the heaving crowd, which Grews could hear roaring even over the noise of the engines thrumming above him. 
 Then it was up again, and chasing across the open field, following the Puma’s path even though the bird was climbing quickly. Grews felt several hands grab him from above, and he was unceremoniously yanked inside. He lay there on the metal deck, taking deep breaths for a moment, before sitting up and looking down at his trouser leg. The bottom half had been torn clean away, but that didn’t matter. He was looking for much worse than a ruined uniform. 
 But there were no scratch marks, and no blood on his leg, so he collapsed back to the deck, drawing breath, relieved to still be alive. 
 Seeing an ICS headset nearby, Grews pulled it onto his head with shaking hands, and caught the tail end of traffic between their pilot up front, and CentCom on the other end. 
 “Affirmative, Central. Helix Actual has been recovered. We are inbound to rally point four. Delta Nine Zero out.” 



 Fluids 

JFK - Biosciences Lab 
 Ten minutes after Park and Sarah got back to the lab from lunch, Lieutenant Commander Walker, CO of the hospital, stuck her head in. “Just want to see how you two are getting on.” 
 Sarah was on her back behind a cabinet, re-plumbing the pipe on a water purification system, nearer to where Park needed it. He was sitting at his laptop, as usual. 
 “Good timing,” Park said, turning to face the door. “I’m going to need a pretty significant volume of both scintillation fluid, and solvent – toluene, ideally, but benzene or phenol will do. So far, we can’t find any in the lab.” 
 “If we do have any, it’ll be down in Stores. Not the kind of thing we use every day. Hang on.” 
 Her head disappeared out the hatch again. Two minutes later, a compact man in blue overalls and a ginger crewcut appeared. “Hiya,” he said. “I’m Dietz. Lab tech. You need some solvent? Benzene, that kind of thing?” 
 Park nodded, as Sarah climbed out from under the bench, dusting her hands on her thighs. 
 “Not the kind of thing we use every day,” Dietz said. 
 “We heard that,” Sarah said. 
 “Any stocks we have are going to be down in Stores.” 
 Sarah restrained herself from saying they’d heard that, too. 
 Dietz cocked his head. “How much, you figure?” 
 “At least five or ten gallons,” Park said. “Probably all you’ve got, realistically.” 
 “Okay, no problem,” Dietz said. “But we’re short-handed today. Hell, who am I kidding, we’re short-handed every day. I could use some help carrying. Or else loading up the cart, if by some miracle the cargo elevator’s working.” 
 “Sure,” Park said, hopping off a stool and to his feet. 
 “Not so fast,” Sarah said. “You’re expected up top in forty minutes, to meet the British scientists when they land.” 
 “No problem,” Dietz said. “We’ll be back before then.” 
 Sarah didn’t move. It took her a second of introspection to realize the time wasn’t what she was worried about. She pinned Park with her cagey eye. “You’re also still the most important man in the world. And I like you locked away in this nice, safe lab.” 
 He looked a little crestfallen. Maybe he’d been looking forward to the walk. Maybe he didn’t enjoy feeling like he was under house arrest, or in protective custody. As if he were some precious and fragile object, rather than a human being. 
 Dietz said, “Don’t even worry. The ship’s totally secure now.” Sarah still hesitated. Dietz lit up, put one finger in the air, said, “Hang on,” and disappeared out the hatch. He returned ten seconds later – with a Remington pump shotgun slung over his shoulder. 
 “That put you at ease?” he asked. “’Cause I am gonna need at least one of you if the elevator’s still out.” 
 Sarah considered. She could go herself, and probably should. But there was also something to be said for keeping Park in her sight at all times. Screw it, she thought. Looking seriously at him, she said, “Okay. But you stay behind him, and in front of me, at all times. Got it?” 
 “Got it.” 
 * * * 
 As the three of them descended ladder after ladder, heading toward the very bottom of the ship, Dietz chatted happily. To Park, he said, “Is that sort of an English accent you got?” 
 Sarah realized she had noticed it, too. Park sounded a bit like the expat Hong Kongers she knew back in Toronto, with traces of the British Empire clinging to their speech. But she was pretty sure he wasn’t from there. 
 She said, “Dr. Park’s Korean – right?” 
 He nodded up in front of her, his head bobbing as he descended. “Korean-American. Not tough to guess, from my last name. But after my PhD, I did a long post-doc at a lab at Cambridge. But then I worked for two years at a biotech in Germany.” He paused while they hit another landing, then resumed descending. “And my parents spoke only Korean at home when I was a kid. So my accent’s kind of a mess.” 
 This was a world far beyond the experience of an enlisted sailor – even one with a Medical Laboratory Technician rating, who had joined the Navy and seen the world. “So I guess you must speak German?” he asked. 
 “Not really,” Park said. “It’s an old joke that most educated Germans speak better English than most Americans. Anyway, it was only English spoken in the lab. We had a lot of international people – and English, as usual, was the one language everybody had in common.” 
 Sarah smiled. “Another global soul – or post-national. I knew a lot of people like you in Toronto.” 
 Park shrugged and smiled. “I feel American. Even if I got bullied a lot in school…” 
 “Too smart?” 
 “Too much of a smart-ass.” 
 And with this, they ran out of stairs – they were now as low as they could get without actually lying down in the bilge tanks. As Dietz pushed through a dark hatch, Sarah noticed one of those fire/damage control stations built into the wall just beyond it. Dietz carried on, leading them down a short stretch of empty companionway, maybe forty feet, and then through one last hatch. As they emerged through that, Sarah clocked another stairwell (or “ladder” as the sailors called them) to their left – one that presumably didn’t go where they were coming from – and then a wide open space. And, crossing that in a just a few seconds, they finally plunged into it proper. 
 The great, sprawling maze of ship’s Stores. 
 * * * 
 Nearly a hundred feet above them, Drake was trying to get out of the Flag Bridge, but had been buttonholed by a slightly belligerent Master Chief Petty Officer. Drake outranked the man – every officer outranked every enlisted man – but, then again, nobody ever really outranked a Master Chief. 
 Master Chiefs ran the entire Navy – surface vessels, subs, port facilities, SEAL teams. And everyone knew this, including and in particular Drake. So he was listening, for approximately the hundredth time today, to a long story about a set of intractable problems – organizational problems or supply ones or logistical or manpower or mechanical – that were in urgent need of some action by Drake or his senior leadership team to get fixed. 
 Drake, his expression sagging, checked his wristwatch, realized he was out of time – and decided this set of problems was going to have to fix itself. Or, at any rate, it was going to have to get fixed by someone other than him. When the Master Chief paused to draw breath, Drake leapt in. 
 “Well, Chief,” he said brightly, “You know what Rick said.” 
 “What? No. Wait – Rick who?” 
 “Rick said: ‘Everybody in Casablanca’s got problems. Maybe yours will work out. Now, if you’ll excuse me…’” And with that, Drake physically pushed by the man, whose barrel chest took some pushing by, and stepped out of the island into the clean air up above the flight deck. Beneath him, and a little over halfway up the carrier’s kilometer-plus length, he could see colorfully-shirted flight deck crew preparing for aircraft recovery operations. And he could also see a growing knot of spectators milling around the end of the angle deck, waiting for the show. 
 There was an aircraft inbound. 
 And they didn’t get a ton of visitors here. 
 As he lightly descended the outside stairs, Drake wasn’t sure how thrilled he was about the arrival of these ones. Basically, all he knew was that CentCom was fobbing off a team of bioscientists on them to coordinate with Dr. Park. Since Drake had previously ignored their order to leave his sub in Portsmouth, and had more recently declined to follow their instruction that he bring Park back to England where they could get their hands on him, he was afraid this latest move was a power play. Basically, the British command was making sure they maintained some kind of positive control over the research and the vaccine. 
 But, then again, he was fair-minded enough to consider that maybe it just made good sense. All of humanity was on the line, on the brink actually, and they needed all the resources they could bring to bear. He was also educated enough to understand that science very rarely progressed on the back of one man. The lone scientific genius was a staple of the popular imagination, but the Einsteins of history were the exception. Big breakthroughs were almost always the result of a team effort – as you could tell from all the joint Nobel prizes, and the thick pages of citations in the backs of research papers and scholarly journals. 
 These thoughts were interrupted as Drake hit the flight deck’s “non-skid” surface, and his feet went out from under him. 
 “What the fu—?!” 
 He caught himself before he went down. Regaining his balance and composure, he squatted down to examine the deck, where he found a thick coating of viscous liquid. Putting two fingers to it and sniffing them, he recognized it as hydraulic fluid. He shook his head and cursed under his breath. The last time this deck had been slick with this stuff, it had caused a three-ton forklift to crash into a gigantic ammo supply point. And it had ended with Drake charging at a burning crate of grenades, and shoving it overboard to prevent the death and destruction of everything and everyone on the entire fucking flight deck. 
 So this was a bit of a sore subject with him. 
 He briefly tried to decide whether this issue made his mental shit-list of very urgent problems that someone was going to get torn a new orifice for. He decided it did. He shouted at the nearest anybody, a small female ensign who was trotting by, and whose head now snapped on her neck as she jerked to a stop. 
 “Yes, sir!” 
 Rising to his full height, Drake pointed at the spreading puddle. “This! This is why we can’t have nice things!” 
 “Sir?” 
 Drake breathed deeply and tried to calm himself. Jesus. In a more normal voice, he said, “Put together a detail to get this spill cleaned up.” 
 “Aye aye, sir.” 
 Drake didn’t dismiss her. He said, “C’mon, can’t we go out there and make some new mistakes? Mistakes are inevitable, but it pisses me off when we make the same ones over and over again.” 
 “Roger that, sir. New mistakes.” 
 Drake dismissed her with a hand wave. As he turned and started walking up the flight deck, he immediately found himself falling in with Gunny Fick and CSM Handon, both of whom had just rocked up and evidently had the same destination Drake did. These two stony hard men just nodded at him, he nodded back, and they all carried on walking briskly, heads slightly lowered against the wind. 
 But then Fick looked upward, squinting off toward the horizon, shielding his eyes with a bladed hand. A small gray speck, not even buzzing yet, could just be made out in the distant sky to the northeast. 
 “Huh,” Fick grunted. “The Redcoats are coming.” 
 * * * 
 “I’m pretty sure it’s going to be in one of the small storage rooms in the rear,” Dietz said. “If the manifest can be trusted.” As he walked, he juggled his shotgun, a flashlight, and a clipboard. Evidently, area lighting was supposed to come on as they passed through. But a lot of it didn’t. Maybe bulbs hadn’t been changed. Maybe there were no more bulbs. 
 Stores was a great cavernous space – not as big as the 700-foot-long, three-story hangar deck, but much bigger than any other compartment, with a higher-than-usual overhead. It was also extremely jumbled, crowded, and maze-like. Crates, clear-taped pallets, giant duffle bags too big for any one person to carry, and great hulking ruins of machinery sat in piles ranging from waist-height to ceiling height, forming rows and aisles that snaked off into the dimness. Some of the bigger aisles were straight and continuous, for use by the forklift trucks and carts. Others were narrow, crooked, or led to dead-ends. 
 Out at the edges of vision, the curving outer hull of the vessel formed the limits of the alien-seeming space. Looking off at it, Sarah could see the shape of what must be the cargo elevator, sticking inelegantly out of the bulkhead. The whole place was damp and stuffy, and the proximity of the power-plant that turned the ship’s screws made for an indistinct, whale-like noise – something between a humming and a keening – that rose and fell gently, depending on where you stood. 
 The three of them, sailor, scientist, and ex-cop, padded carefully down one of the bigger length-wide aisles in a short column, making their way toward the stern. As they passed intersecting rows, heading deeper and deeper into this jungle, Sarah and Park couldn’t help peering off into the jumbled darkness to either side, looking for they knew not what – but muscles involuntarily coiling and pupils dilated. 
 At one point, Park stopped dead, causing Sarah to nearly bump into him. Neck twisted and craning off to the right, he'd seen something move – something big. His eyes like saucers, he saw a flash of gray disappearing round the corner. 
 “What?” Sarah asked, sounding urgent. 
 “Just a rat,” Park said, his breathing fast and shallow. “But it was a rat the size of a cat.” Finally, he turned and started walking forward again. 
 Eventually, they reached what felt an awful lot like the very back of the carrier – and, as it was impossible to forget, also the very bottom of it. Along the rear bulkhead was a line of hatches at close intervals, most of them shut, a few standing ajar. The open ones were pitch black inside. 
 Dietz led them down the row, checking compartment numbers, and glancing at his clipboard. “This is it,” he finally said. The hatch they stopped at was closed. Dietz undogged it, then pulled at the latch. It resisted him at first, then finally swung open with a creak. As it did, a six-inch-high wave of liquid rushed out, soaking them to the ankles. It drained away quickly, spilling out into the dark space around them. 
 Dietz wrinkled his nose, then squatted down. Looking back up at Park, he said, “I’m afraid that may be your benzene right there.” 
 Sarah and Park traded looks. He seemed a little disappointed; but mainly he looked on edge. The spookiness of this place was obviously building up and having a growing effect on him. But Dietz just straightened up, smiled, and shifted his grip on the flashlight. 
 “C’mon,” he said. “Hopefully some of the jugs are still intact. Let’s have a look.” 
 He disappeared inside. 
 * * * 
 Drake, Handon, and Fick sidled up to the back of the growing knot of spectators at the end of the angle deck. Directly ahead of them was a group of young enlisted guys, clearly all together, chatting and joking. They were a bit too obviously displaying the day-away jollity of being off duty, out in the open air – and watching and waiting for the excitement of the British plane coming in to land. 
 For some reason, their clowning seemed slightly to annoy Fick. He shoved the back of one of them and said, “Knock it off.” When the young sailor turned and looked at him, Fick glared and said, “Seriously. I have PTSD. I’m legally allowed to kill three enlisted personnel a year.” 
 Drake looked sidelong at him and said, “Jesus, Fick. You can’t talk to people like that.” 
 Fick straightened up, and pulled at the crotch of his fatigues. “Sure I can. I’m a senior NCO in the United States Marine Corps. I can say any damn thing I want. Hell, it’s expected. Here, watch this.” He tapped at the shoulder of another one of the sailors, a short and very thin guy, who actually looked like a little kid dressed up in his dad’s uniform. “Hey, seaman,” Fick said. “Be careful. You get any skinnier, you’re gonna fall through your own ass and choke to death.” 
 Handon sputtered with barely restrained laughter. 
 Now that the poor kid was turned around looking at them, he seemed even younger. Fick looked concerned. He said, “Your mother know you’re here, Seaman?” 
 “Yes, Master Gunny.” 
 Fick seemed to take a second to consider that. “She know you’re staying the night?” 
 With this, both Handon and Drake lost it. 

Screw it, thought Drake, shaking his head. He knew what Fick was like. He’d always known. And he couldn’t fire the man, or even discipline him, even if he wanted to. It wasn’t just that Fick was indispensable. It was that some guys were so good at what they did, they got a pass on everything else. Life had always been like that. 
 Handon felt the deck rumbling, and looked back over his shoulder. One of those big flight-deck tractors had just been brought up on an aircraft elevator, and was now rolling slowly toward them, waiting for the crowd to make way in front of it. Handon recognized it as part of the standard equipment of the red-shirted firefighting and crash-and-salvage crews. One of these was always on hand for every aircraft recovery. 
 Though Handon couldn’t say for sure why. 
 * * * 
 Dr. Simon Park stared mutely down at his shirt as tiny dark-red circles of blood began to appear and then grow, seeping out and staining the fabric – both at the outside edge of his waist, and on the inside of his left arm, just below the elbow. He couldn’t feel any pain. 
 He couldn’t really feel anything. 
 Looking up again, dazed, puzzled, he could see Sarah Cameron’s strong back and shoulders struggling against the outside of the storage room’s hatch, which bucked and vibrated with the furious, mindless, implacable force being hurled at it from within. Aside from the scrape of the big metal hatch going in and out of its frame, and the inhuman hissing, Park could also just make out something else, underneath all that – quiet but horrifyingly audible. 
 A wet, gurgling noise – desperate, pleading. 
 Finally Park realized what it was. It was the sound of a man trying to breathe with his throat torn out. And it was the sound of him trying to cry for help – for someone, anyone, to please come and help him. 
 Ten seconds ago, life had been just fine, and just like real life is supposed to be – not like this horror movie that had spun up all around them, too quickly for anyone to track, and too bizarre to feel real. And also much too fast for Park to react to. 
 His mind, overloaded, was closing down. 
 Though, at the same time, some small, alert, struggling part of his consciousness, way down beneath the surface, was also speaking to him – speaking in the voice of the Alpha operators. But he couldn’t make out what it said. It was too quiet, too weak, beaten down by the soul-scraping noises coming from inside that room, and by the nightmare violence that fought against the hatch, which was the only thing between it and them. 
 Finally, the little whisper of the voice faded to silence. 
 And Simon Park’s mind shut down. 



 Little Wet Noises 

JFK Stores [10 Seconds Earlier] 
 “Hmm,” Dietz had said, puzzlement in his voice. “That’s weird. I guess I can see how these might have got knocked over in the battle.” He was kneeling at the center of a tiny cone of light, at the foot of some metal shelving, inside the otherwise dark storage room. Liquid still pooled on the deck up to the soles of his boots. And he was holding an empty gallon jug, which had been ripped open somehow, and was now empty of all but a few drops of the benzene fluid it had held. 
 During all this, Park stood in the doorway, with Sarah about two feet inside the dark room. They watched Dietz move around in the thin glare of the flashlight, which Sarah was holding for him. 
 When Dietz held up the deeply scored, nearly shredded jug, Sarah squinted at it – and in the next heartbeat backed away toward Park, shielding him with her body, touching him behind her with her left hand, never turning away. 
 One heartbeat was all she had. 
 Because in the next, a humanoid figure rose up from the shadows deeper inside the room, from around the corner, and fell on Dietz like a wrecking ball. Before he could raise a hand to defend himself, before he could make a sound, it had torn his throat out and spat it in his lap. Blood shined in the wobbling light as it flowed freely over Dietz’s torso and soaked his jumpsuit. Neither Park nor Sarah really saw what had done this yet – it was all just motion and violence and shadows, a vague impression of malevolence and brute physical force. 
 But then the thing turned toward them. It tensed, crouched – and emitted that blood-freezing, unrelentingly evil shriek that Park had not heard since his nightmare run through the surface streets of Chicago. Both he and Sarah knew what it meant, and both knew what was going to happen next: the Foxtrot was only a few feet from them, and when it leapt, unleashing that horrific coiled energy, the two of them would go down under its flailing, crushing weight, and its slashing teeth and nails. 
 And then they would be gone. 
 But it wouldn’t be fast, and it wouldn’t be pleasant. 
 But then, instead of feeling it crash into them, they felt the room exploding in noise and light. 
 Park felt something tug at his waist, and his arm. 
 And the undead nightmare facing them spun around again, back toward Dietz – who somehow hadn’t died yet, and had managed to unsling and discharge his shotgun. He had been able to fire it – he just hadn’t been able to aim it, hitting Park instead of his own killer. But the crushing noise that overloaded the air did cause the creature to stay its leap – and instead turn and fall again on Dietz, who made little noises that would haunt Park’s dreams until the day he died. 
 Which, if that was going to be today, it at least wasn’t going to be right this second. Because Sarah used the time Dietz bought them to shove Park out the entrance, dash out behind him, and begin swinging the heavy hatch closed. 
 But that implacable force slammed into it before she could get it sealed, much less locked. And now the two of them, one living, one dead, one desperate, one frenzied, struggled on either side of the hinged steel plate. If it got the hatch open, she and Park were dead. If she got it closed, they might live. 
 Sweat popping out of her pores, Sarah put her back and legs into it. Drawing a deep, labored breath, she gasped at Park: “A little help…” 
 Mind shut down, bleeding, body numb and affectless, Park was somehow able to spin back up just enough to obey this instruction. He piled into the hatch beside her, not on the side where blue-tinted hands slapped and pushed and flailed in the crack between hatch and frame, but on the other, near the hinges. And he tried to feel what it might mean for him to have and to apply strength. 
 Slowly, by millimeters, the two of them shrank the dark crack, fighting the hatch into place. Sarah moved one hand onto the latch. If they managed to move it those last fractions of an inch, she could seal it. And whatever advantages the dead son of a bitch on the other side had in inhuman strength, and single-minded malevolence, and frantic, spasmodic urgency… 
 It couldn’t fucking well open doors. 
 The crack disappeared to almost nothing. Sarah steeled herself for one last effort, signaling Park with her eyes. She grunted as if in the last rep of a free-weight superset, and she heaved. 
 Inside, the shotgun went off again. Sparks leapt from the inside of the frame. And pain shot through Sarah’s right hand. 
 All just as the hatch had finally slammed shut. 
 Sarah turned the latch, pushing through the pain she felt. 
 Nothing. The hatch wouldn’t dog. 
 Because the latch had just been shot off. Or maybe only damaged. Or maybe it was Sarah’s hand that had been shot off. She looked down to check. It was still there. And it had turned the latch. But the mechanism didn’t engage. 

Thanks, Dietz, Sarah thought. Thanks for nothing.

 * * * 
 Fick looked up at the descending plane. Thicker clouds were starting to roll in behind it. Almost, he thought, as if the Brits were bringing the bad weather with them. The clouds were close, but the plane itself was actually still a ways out. 
 “Okay,” Fick said to the others. He’d had his fun with the young sailors ahead of them, and no longer cared to wait around. “That was amusing, but I”ve got work to do.” He nodded, turned, and shouldered his way back out of the crowd. 
 Drake nodded back, then checked his watch, wondering where the hell Dr. Park was. He’d made it very clear the scientist was expected up top to greet their new arrivals. 
 Handon checked his own watch, and wondered why Sarah hadn’t gotten Park here yet. It definitely wasn’t like her to be late. But then he had to catch himself. What the hell do I know? He had to keep reminding himself that he’d only known the woman for a few days. 
 But still. He knew it definitely wasn’t like her to be late. 
 * * * 
 Dilemma. 
 The choice between competing alternatives, where the outcome of either choice is likely to be undesirable. Or catastrophic. Or perhaps fatal. 
 Nearly a hundred feet beneath the feet of the crowd thronging the flight deck, Sarah Cameron, her back pressed to the hatch, had only just clocked Park’s wounds – while for the time being ignoring her own, and keeping both hands and her full weight pressed against the hatch. 
 Dilemma. 
 Did she let Park bleed out? Or did she let the door go? Both options were impossible. But then the dilemma unexpectedly resolved itself. From inside the compartment, she could now hear what could only be the sounds of… the thing eating Dietz. 
 And he still wasn’t dead. 
 But he would be very soon. Which at least meant he wouldn’t be firing that fucking shotgun anymore. Later, Sarah would have the time and luxury to feel remorse for such an inhuman thought not only passing through her head, but nearly making her laugh. Still, it was hard to deny that the shotgun hadn’t been working out well for them. 
 And as Sarah slowly let her weight off the hatch… it stayed in place, closed. It still wasn’t dogged. But it also wasn’t being heaved at from the other side anymore. For now, the Foxtrot was further inside, presumably down on the deck, tearing and gorging on fresh lab tech. 
 And Dietz was making tiny little wet noises, like a baby mouse being played with by a cat. Equally helpless. And equally horrifying to hear. 
 And now Sarah questioned whether this was a Foxtrot. 
 It seemed like it had to be. Nothing else moved that quickly, or had that kind of manic energy and lethality. She’d seen them for the first time flying at her cabin porch, back in the onslaught in the Michigan forest. No, if this wasn’t a Foxtrot that had just jumped them… well, then there was no hope for any of them. If that wasn’t as bad as they got, then they were all doomed. 
 And Sarah wasn’t yet prepared to believe that. 
 The problem was, she thought Foxtrots didn’t feed. But she also had zero time right now for comparative necro-zoology. She tried to catch her breath, and get her pulse back down maybe into the cardio zone, while she listened to the noises that could hardly be borne. 
 With the levee holding itself for the moment, she eased away from the hatch, took Park by the elbow, and led him smoothly and silently away from the wall of storerooms, and around a nearby corner of piled-up pallets. His shining eyes looked into hers in the dimness, and his lips parted. But she put her finger to his mouth before he could speak. 
 She then took Park’s right hand and pressed it to the wound – or, rather, series of small wounds from buckshot pellets – on the inside of his left arm. 
 She then pulled her long-sleeve running top over her head. She was wearing only a sports bra underneath, and Park saw something like abdominal definition, which he noted in a detached way. She ripped half of one sleeve off, starting it with her teeth, and put the smaller bit of fabric aside. She then lifted up Park’s shirt, and wrapped her shirt around his waist, over the wounds in his external obliques. She then tied it off – tight. He gasped as the pressure made it harder to breathe. 
 Only then did she take the leftover sleeve and wrap it around her own wounded hand, holding it in place with a clenched fist. She didn’t have time to attend to it any more closely. She grasped Park by the shoulders, turned him around, and pointed him toward the exit, which was a long way up at the other end of Stores. 
 The hot pain in her hand was a distraction. But Sarah was thinking clearly enough, and knew she had to do three things, and do them right now. First, the two of them had to get away from the Foxtrot in the compartment before it finished with Dietz, or got bored with him. Second, they had to get away from the site of all the shrieking and gunfire. Because where there was one of these bastards, it was extremely likely there were others – their whole job was to make more of themselves. And others would be drawn by the noise. Finally, she had to get the two of them the hell out of there, and up to a higher deck and to safety. 

Scratch that, she thought, as the damp air chilled her bare skin. I have to get HIM up to safety. 
 She knew her own welfare was very much of secondary importance. Her only significance right now was doing her job – which was, beyond any question, protecting him. 
 She leaned in, pressed her mouth to his ear, and breathed: “You get in my back pocket. And you stay there. Got it?” He nodded weakly in response. And then she set off, leading the way, and glancing over her shoulder every two seconds to make sure he was still behind her. 
 The towering crates and deep shadows loomed and lunged at them as the two fast-walked, her just ahead, him just behind, both of them trembling now. As Sarah charted their course and set the pace, she tried to balance the risk of being overtaken from behind, versus the danger of stumbling into new trouble ahead. 
 At the end of a long age, which was also somehow a timeless mental blur, they found themselves approaching the end of the rows of pallets. Out beyond that was the open and slightly better lit area. And on the far wall beyond that were two things of critical interest: the hatch that they’d used to enter; and, just outside it, the other stairwell, the one Sarah had seen on their way in. 
 It still didn’t go the way they’d come from. Only now, Sarah emphatically didn’t give a shit. 
 Any way out of there was the right way. 
 But as she padded forward and Park staggered to the end of the rows of containerized crap… they pretty quickly saw that there was a third thing out there, which was of more than critical interest. 
 It was a sailor, in the familiar blue-and-gray camo working uniform that they had both seen worn all over the ship. He wasn’t obviously wounded in any way. 
 But he didn’t have to be. 
 Because he was standing there by himself, not going anywhere or doing anything, half in shadow, one shoulder a bit lower than the other – and twitching or lightly jerking, at short and seemingly random intervals. Otherwise, he just stared ahead, at an arbitrary point low on the bulkhead. 
 Worst of all, he – it – stood less than fifteen feet from both the hatch, and the stairwell just outside it. 
 Sarah and Park were cut off. 

No, scratch that, she thought, tiredly, suddenly feeling the stark physical exhaustion that follows a full-body adrenaline wash. Not cut off.


We’re trapped.




 Die in Vain 

JFK - Stores 
 Dilemma. 
 Facing one or more choices, all of them unacceptable – or maybe even lethal. Sarah and Park couldn’t go forward. And they couldn’t go back. But they also couldn’t stay where they were. 
 Because Park was still bleeding. 
 She had stemmed much of his hemorrhaging with her stripper routine and improvised bandage. It was decent enough combat medicine, given the circumstances and the resources they had. But those wounds were still seeping around the shirt, and through Park’s fingers. 
 And, though this bothered her less, she was bleeding, too. The hand wound wasn’t terrible. But it too was wrapped in synthetic fabric, which wasn’t notoriously absorbent. And she could feel blood dripping down her arm now. She wasn’t worried about her own welfare. She was worried about remaining combat effective long enough to get her job done. 
 Which was to get Park the hell out of there. 
 Now that they were stopped, frozen, crouching in the shadows at the end of the row, Sarah could see the dark, shining drops of blood hit the toes of both Park’s boots, and her own, before rolling onto the deck around them. 
 She had by this point pulled the two of them back into the shadows – just far enough that they could still see the Zulu standing by the exit. Sarah was really, really hoping that it would just move off on its own. But she knew from her two years of experience in the ZA, most of it in close proximity to a whole town of them, that they rarely just moved off on their own. When there was no prey, nothing to draw their attention, they went dormant. They just hung around. 

Damn our luck, she thought. But she knew that cursing their luck was about as useful as praying to God. While both could be soothing, neither would get them anywhere. 
 Thinking about it, she guessed this one had been drawn by the ruckus at the other end of Stores – but then lost the trail when things went quiet again. And she knew it was likely to stay here, in its supremely inconvenient position, until something caught its attention again. What she didn’t know, but really needed to figure out… was what kind of zombie it was. 
 If it was a simple Zulu, one of the walkers, then she and Park could just dash around it, out the hatch, and into the companionway beyond – and then slam the door closed behind them. Simple, and relatively safe. But somehow Sarah couldn’t believe their luck was that good. 
 If, on the other hand, it was a Romeo, one of the runners, then maybe one of the two of them could get past it and out before it sprang on them. One but not both. 
 And if it was a Foxtrot November, the so-called “fucking nightmare”… well, then they were in serious trouble. Because if they tried to sprint past it, one or both of them were going to go down. And it would be very hard at best to control which one of them it would be. 
 So. Suddenly Sarah realized she actually did have time for comparative necro-zoology. In fact, she had nothing but time for it. Because this question was one of life-or-undeath importance. And neither of them were getting out of there until they figured it out. 
 It was down to them – to save themselves. 
 * * * 
 Handon watched as the small plane did the crab-crawling routine that allowed it to land on a carrier’s angle deck – a runway that was slanted thirty degrees off the center-line of a ship steaming directly away from the plane’s approach. Whoever was at the stick was exhibiting a lot more skill at this than Homer had a couple of days before. 
 Handon could also now make out that the plane was a Beechcraft Super King Air, a small twin-prop plane that held thirteen passengers, or the equivalent in cargo. It was an American-built aircraft, but the UK military had a number of them in its fleet. Handon figured it was the biggest thing they had that could manage a carrier landing. He also figured it was either tricked out with extra internal fuel tanks, or else had refueled in mid-air. There was no way its normal range extended this far from Britain. 
 Anyway, the pilot was a pro, that much was obvious, as the plane’s rear wheels bumped down, its tailhook caught the second wire perfectly, and it radically decelerated amid screeches and smoke. 
 And, at that point, Handon realized something else very surprising – that someone was watching this from between his legs. Isabel had grabbed him around the knees and was trying to peer through the crowd, as the plane dropped to deck level. Handon immediately hoisted her up with both hands – she probably weighed less than his rifle – and plopped her down on his shoulders. He looked back down and saw that Ben had appeared at his left hand, looking jealous of his sister’s viewing platform. But Homer, also emerging out of the crowd, squatted down and let Ben climb up on his back. 
 Drake watched the three of them rock up with an amused grin. This really was turning into some kind of carnival, or barnstorming show. But of course he couldn’t suppress his own smile. Smiles, in fact, were radiating out through the crowd in concentric circles, like ripples in a pond, as people turned and spotted the two elevated kids. 
 They were like some kind of tactical smile delivery device. And every bit as contagious as any bioweapon. 
 * * * 
 Sarah carefully calmed her mind, trying to remain operationally effective. As she attempted to methodically catalog the resources available to them, the first one that occurred to her was: Park himself. She was here with the guy who was supposed to be the world’s expert on the zombie virus. Pulling him a little further back into the shadows, she put her mouth to his ear and breathed, “How can you tell a Romeo from a Foxtrot?” 
 With her lips touching his ear, she could feel him trembling. But he nodded his head, turned it, and put his mouth back to her ear. And he whispered: 
 “If it starts running four-minute miles and then jumps twenty-five feet onto your head, it’s a Foxtrot.” 
 As profoundly unhelpful as this “expert” advice was, Sarah was still heartened. If he was making a joke, and a pretty decent one, then he was still in the fight. She made a joke of her own, though she kept it to herself: 

Great. It turns out I’m actually here with the world’s expert on getting killed. 
 And, with that, she exhaled in relief, as the obvious solution hit her. When you can’t go forward, and you can’t go back… then you bloody well go around. She pulled at Park’s elbow, but he resisted. 
 “Come on,” she whispered in his ear. “We’re going back.” 
 Park’s eyes went wide. “Back there?” 
 “Only halfway.” She tugged again, he relented, and they headed back into the dark, twisting, and terrifying maze. 
 When they had covered about half the distance back to Dietz and the Foxtrot, which was freaking Park out, on top of him already being light-headed, they took a left. And they made for the big cargo elevator rising up along the outside bulkhead. When they got there, Park started breathing again. 
 Sarah hit the Up button. 
 It didn’t light up. 
 Nor did any machinery sound from inside – up above, or anywhere else. She jabbed the button another dozen times, and they stood there, slightly crouching, and casting around them in the dimness in all directions. They waited for what must have been, or certainly felt like, over a minute. 
 Finally she gave up, mentally replaying what Dietz had told them up in the lab: “…if by some miracle the cargo elevator’s working.” 

Goddammit. 
 Now she had to get them back under cover. But first she looked around, climbing up on a three-foot crate. She figured there had to be some other way out of there. But she hadn’t seen any on their first time through; they had lost their only local guide; and she was disinclined to go stumbling around in the dark with a wounded man, looking for exits that might or might not exist. Not least because, if there were two zombies down here, it was impossible to rule out there being more. 

Okay, she thought. Next stop – the last stop. They’d just have to go back to the exit and check again. Maybe it had left. 
 It had not. 
 But at least it still hadn’t sensed them. Though she couldn’t count on that lasting forever. Particularly if they kept moving around. And, almost as critically, she had to get Park to the hospital. He was already visibly paler, and his forehead was beaded with sweat, despite the chill down there. 

Think, dammit. Use your head. 
 The next obvious possibility was simply taking out the one blocking their path. Sarah felt again forlornly at the empty spots on her belt, where her weapons used to live. She cast about, then walked a few paces around the immediate area, looking for a knife, a pole, a piece of rebar – anything she could use to fight with, to destroy a brainstem. 
 The best she could manage was a discarded plank from a half-rotted pallet base. It might do some damage to a head – with the right person swinging it. But Sarah’s right hand had been tagged pretty good – and was feeling weaker and more numb by the minute. She simply didn’t trust her grip enough to swing a blunt-edged weapon. Not when everything depended upon it. 
 A swing and a miss could doom them. 
 There might be something pointier inside the pallets that surrounded them. But those were all sealed up tight with heavy plastic wrap – and she’d need at least a knife to get into them. In which case, she’d already have a knife. 
 And there was simply almost nothing else lying around. The whole place was weirdly squared away. Damn the sailors and their work parties and ship-shape ethos. But even as she thought it, she knew she wasn’t really mad at them. 
 She was mad at herself. 
 What the hell had she been thinking – coming down here unarmed? What was she doing bringing Park here at all? Dietz had sworn the ship was secure, and had been armed himself, so it sounded reasonable at the time – surely one armed guy was enough. But of course you could never absolutely depend on anyone but yourself. And because of what had seemed like an innocuous series of decisions, they now found themselves in a very, very serious situation. One they might not get out of. 
 It was only one goddamned zombie between them and safety. 
 But one was all it took. 
 It didn’t matter that it was the middle of the day, that there was bright sunlight falling on the flight deck, or that there were hundreds of armed friends within a half-mile radius. Because that flight deck was a hundred feet above their heads, and there were thousands of tons of steel between it and them, and all of that may as well be a million miles away in another time. 
 And in that impotent, frozen moment, she struggled to keep hope from draining out the bottom of her and into the bilge tanks below – which was the only thing between them and the pitiless black sea that surrounded them on sides, and was much closer than the sunlight up above. And Sarah Cameron was left with a single crushing thought. And it was this: 

If Dr. Park dies down here in this damp, horrid hold…


…then I will have sacrificed my husband, and my own son, for nothing.

 She had let them die, and she had to live with that. 
 But she couldn’t bear to let them die in vain. 
 That would be too much. 
 * * * 
 The aircraft rolled to a stop a few feet from the big nylon barrier net, which had been put up at the end of the angle deck – just in case. Tailhook or no, however skilled the pilot, this was still a large and unusual aircraft to attempt a carrier deck landing. 
 The mixed crowd actually broke into applause – they knew what skill the landing had taken. Isabel clapped her little hands above Handon’s head. He gave her tiny ankles a squeeze, and they both watched the two big propellers start to spin down. Yellow-shirted aircraft handling officers raced forward to secure the plane with wheel blocks and chains. And then the passenger door at the rear of the fuselage cracked, withdrew slightly inside, and then swung open. Finally, stairs began to emerge and descend. 
 Only seconds after that, the pilot’s door at the front popped open, and a man climbed down from the cockpit. He descended facing away from the crowd, but when he hit the deck and turned toward them, Handon could see that he had a long, wild, and curly black beard, covering most of his face and descending to mid-chest. That was unusual. When he pulled off his helmet, he revealed a tightly-wrapped white turban. 

That explains it, Handon thought. 
 The pilot was a Sikh. There hadn’t been a ton of them around Fort Bragg, but Handon had been around the world, and he knew there were many in Britain – a hangover of the Raj, the British empire in India. This guy looked so traditional, Handon half-expected him to be wearing a scimitar, or at least a curved dagger. And then he saw he actually was – the little curving scabbard was taped to his chest rig, which also held his side arm in a shoulder holster, and spare magazines on the other side. Pilots rarely wore anything on their belts, for fairly intuitive reasons. 
 Handon had an instant impression of this man as a warrior. 
 But now three other men, very different in appearance, descended the ladder from the passenger compartment. They weren’t wearing flight suits, nor dress suits, but the sort of “adventure travel” fashion favored by civilians going on military attachment – khaki cargo pants, zip-up fleece jackets, desert boots. All three wore glasses and carried fat satchels, which presumably held laptops, and perhaps other research materials. Handon didn’t have to stretch too far to guess that these were the British bioscientists. 
 Drake stepped forward to greet them, briefly looking around for Park, who was still MIA. No one followed the three scientists out, and Handon wondered if they didn’t have some kind of military handler. But then the dramatically bearded pilot walked over and began speaking with Drake. And Handon got the sense he was doing double duty. Maybe there were issues with the max payload of the plane. He knew there was supposed to be a lot of scientific equipment on board, the weight of which Handon couldn’t guess. 
 And then, in the next few seconds, his sense of this Sikh pilot as a warrior grew enormously – and unexpectedly. 
 Gunfire rang out, stark and violent, cracking through the windy air over the carrier’s surface. 
 And bodies started falling and hitting the deck. 
 Instantly, Handon handed Isabel over to Homer behind him, who was already crouching down and covering Ben with his body, and now extended that coverage to the little girl. In almost the same motion, Handon pushed forward to the front of the crowd, which had begun to startle and surge. These were veteran military personnel, so they weren’t all running away from the shooting, but enough were to make Handon the spawning salmon. 
 Gunfire was still cracking, in a different caliber this time. 
 When Handon broke through into the open area between crowd and plane, he could see two of the scientists already down on the deck, unmoving, and Drake clutching his right upper arm with his left hand, bent over and looking around on the deck around him, and seeming really pissed off. It looked to Handon like maybe he’d got his side arm clear – but had then been shot in the arm and dropped it. 
 But, mainly, he could the Sikh walking forward smoothly, weapon pushed out before him in a solid two-handed grip, and firing into the crowd. Handon’s .45 was already in his own hand, unsafetied, hammer back, and coming on line with that big puffy beard. 
 His finger squeezed, taking most of the slack out of the trigger. 
 He hesitated. 



 Dove and Grenade 

JFK - Stores 
 Sarah bowed her head, and pressed her hands together – not in prayer, but in thought. She did feel as if she had much to atone for, getting Park into this shit situation in the first place. But she had to shove those thoughts aside. If there was going to be any time later for atonement, then she had be effective – now. She was going to have to operate their way out of there. 
 On her own. 
 Because waiting this thing out wasn’t working, and wasn’t going to. Calling for help was also a non-starter – making loud noises would have a definite tendency to be fatal. And those wall phones that seemed to dot the upper decks were nowhere to be seen down here. Maybe somebody would wander down eventually. But maybe they would just get themselves infected, and become another hazard Sarah and Park had to navigate. Maybe, together, they would all be the beginning of the outbreak that would take down the whole ship. 
 No, it was down to her. 
 She was beginning to formulate the outline of a plan – but it was still heavily dependent on what type of ex-human this damned thing turned out to be. 
 One of Sarah’s last lines of brainstorming involved simple distraction. She didn’t have to destroy the dead guy guarding their exit. She only had to get him the hell away from it, and only for a few seconds. Its type, and speed of movement, was still an issue. But less so if it was moving away from them, even if only temporarily. 
 Unfortunately, the same tidiness that made the place devoid of weapons also left her without many options for things to chuck, to try to generate some noise elsewhere. The best she could come up with was a heavy four-inch bolt she found lying on the deck in the shadows. While pretty much useless as a weapon, it would at least clunk and perhaps clatter if she hurled it. Then again, she didn’t know for sure if that would get its attention. Noise seemed to draw them. But, ultimately, it was prey they were after. A piece of metal hitting the deck might or might not sound like a live lunch. 
 She pocketed the bolt just in case. 
 And, finally, she considered the one noisemaker she had available to her that was guaranteed to raise the dead. 
 Her own voice. 
 She pulled Park’s head in tight again to hers, and started whispering urgently. 
 * * * 
 The Sikh was still triggering off rounds, and still walking forward smoothly, his expression focused but calm. 
 And as Handon looked on, he let off the pressure on his own trigger, though he kept his weapon trained on him – relieved that his instincts were spot-on. 
 Even if he hadn’t until then known why. 
 Because, as the sea of startled spectators flowed away, Handon could now see that the Sikh hadn’t been firing randomly into the crowd, as it had first appeared. And he almost certainly hadn’t shot the scientists who had gone down in that first hail of gunfire. 
 No, the one who had been firing randomly, or at least firing at the people getting off the plane, was actually now sprawled out on the flight deck, a pool of blood spreading out from underneath his body, an M9 service pistol lying out near his outstretched hand. He wore a Navy working uniform. 
 That was the shooter. 
 And, Handon instantly realized, some kind of assassin. 
 It was the Sikh who had seen this, reacted to the attack before anyone else, and fired to stop him. 
 He had efficiently and methodically put the shooter down. 
 * * * 
 Sarah pulled her head away from Park’s, just to look him up and down. 
 “Okay,” she whispered. “Got it?” 
 “Got it,” he whispered back, nodding tiredly. 
 He started to pull away, to move into position – but Sarah stopped him. Pulling him in close again, she started unbuttoning his shirt. She pulled it over his shoulders, then removed his left hand from the wound on his right forearm, and tied the shirt around it – tight. He now had both their shirts tied onto him. 
 And they were both topless. Plus cold. 
 He gave her a questioning look. She leaned in again and whispered, “You’re going to need to use your hand in a minute. And you might need both of them.” 
 She hesitated, before adding one last instruction. “If, for whatever reason, we get separated… you get yourself back to the lab. I’ll meet you there. And if things go worse than that… just start climbing, until you get to some part of the ship where there are people with guns.” 
 Park nodded. Sarah pulled away, to get in position herself. But this time it was Park who stopped her. 
 “I… I’m going to have enough time to make it there?” 
 “Absolutely.” She held his gaze, giving him her steeliest, most reassuring look. 
 “…And what about you? You’re going to make it, too?” 
 “Absolutely,” she said… 

…Just as long as it’s not a Foxtrot.

 She smiled at this unvoiced thought, and Park mistook the reason for it. She concluded with: “Don’t look back – okay?” 
 He nodded, she squeezed his arm, and they headed in opposite directions. 
 * * * 
 So the shooter was down. And the pilot of the Beechcraft had put him there. But were there other threats? Handon was far too experienced in close-quarters battle to assume the fight was over. Opponents rarely had the courtesy to “sound off” before beginning an engagement. And you always had to assume there was at least one more. 
 So he lowered his gun away from the pilot, who continued to advance, and turned and scanned around behind him – at the shifting throngs of alarmed sailors, down the flight deck, up at the rising shape of the island… 
 His next step was to move to the shooter and secure him. Because he also knew that down didn’t necessarily mean out. A wounded opponent could be just as dangerous – or even more so. And as he stepped toward the sprawled-out body, he saw something that caused a shout of warning to form in his throat – but the Sikh beat him to it. Again! 
 They had both seen the fallen man’s non-shooting hand, which was stretched out away from him on the deck, balled into a fist… but which now opened up, simultaneously revealing and releasing… a hand grenade. 
 The spoon popped audibly as he let it go and the explosive armed itself, and then commenced rolling and wobbling across the flight deck. Directly toward the plane. 
 And also directly toward the group of scientists. One was still standing, looking stunned but unhurt; one was prone on the deck, unmoving; and the third was down – but now hoisted himself up to his knees, looking dazed, bleeding but still alive. 
 None of them had yet clocked the grenade. 
 * * * 
 After maneuvering herself silently around to the right side of the maze of Stores, but still at the edge of the open area, Sarah picked out a pile of pallets that suited her and climbed to the top. Casting around, she could see she was a bit more than halfway between the middle, where they’d started, and the starboard-side bulkhead. That was probably about right. 
 She was also close enough to see Park peeking out of the rows of crates to the left or port side, about an equal distance from the middle. He was close enough for her to stay visual with him – but hopefully far enough away to keep the inconvenient dead guy from seeing him. 
 On the other hand, Sarah’s platform was only about eight feet off the ground. Which wasn’t necessarily going to be high enough to save her. But, then again, she didn’t have to save her. She only had to save Park. 
 Was character destiny? She didn’t know. 
 She only knew that this time, things would play out differently than they had at the cabin. She wasn’t going to get anybody else killed this time. And she wasn’t going to leave others behind, while she made her escape. 
 Then again, she was really only doing now exactly what she had done then: saving the most important man there, and fulfilling her duty as she understood it. 
 But this time it would be her who was left behind. 
 She rubbed her upper arms – all her limbs had grown cold, as her sympathetic nervous system pulled blood from her extremities. And her whole body felt heavy with the increase of adrenaline. None of this was likely to get any better. 

Well, she thought, catching Park’s eye across the open air, and nodding to him gravely. No time like the present. 
 She stood up tall and cupped her hands to her mouth. 
 “Hey you!” she shouted. The sudden, dramatic vocalization echoed through the dark cavernous space. “Yeah, you! The John Dillinger-lookin’ motherfucker!” 
 Now it was on. 
 * * * 
 The grenade wobbled, wobbled, wobbled across the deck… and came to rest directly beneath the starboard wing of the parked aircraft. 

And also directly beneath, Handon grimaced to note, its goddamned starboard wingtip fuel tank.

 Many of the sailors who had come forward again to try to help now clocked the new threat, and shouted warnings at the others, who turned and legged it toward safety. 
 But Handon didn’t leg it. 
 Instead, he uncoiled all the physical energy he had wound up during the second of the grenade’s roll. And he sprang forward – straight toward the plane, the pilot, the scientists, and also toward Drake, who was still holding his arm and looking dazed. 
 Glancing up as he rocketed off, Handon could see the Sikh doing pretty much exactly the same – he was also hurtling forward, and the two of them appeared to have the same target: the one of the three scientists who was still on his feet. Handon instantly tweaked his course, angling instead toward the one just getting up. He and the Sikh crossed each other in mid-sprint, like some kind of broken football play. 
 Handon’s mass and momentum tackled the wounded one out of his kneeling posture, and took both of them down and away from the plane, and the explosive that now sat under it. Handon landed on top of him, trying not to do so with his full weight, but mainly concerned with positioning his own body. 
 The Sikh’s run and leap took the standing scientist in nearly the opposite direction. And the pilot’s weight, piling into and landing on him, was equal to or greater than Handon’s. 
 At exactly the same instant, all four of them hit the deck hard, two by two… 
 And the grenade exploded. 
 * * * 

What kind? What kind?

 Sarah stood rooted to the spot atop her pile of crates. She was watching one lurching motion, and one motion blur. The lurching one was Dr. Park, as he broke cover and started hobbling across the stretch of open floor between him and the exit. To his credit, he hadn’t hesitated, moving out the second after Sarah shouted. 
 But he was also hurt, and tired, and scared, and had lost blood… and wasn’t exactly setting any land speed records. He ate up the feet of open deck at a rate Sarah found excruciating to watch. But only half of her was watching him. 
 The other half was watching, in utter helplessness, as the dead sailor crossed the open deck between it and her like a man with his ass on fire. When she shouted, it had turned instantly away from the spot on the wall that had so transfixed it, crouched down, issued a rageful hiss that only grew in volume – and then took off toward her at a wild sprint. 

What kind? she thought, looking behind her. There was still only open air behind her, just a drop to the deck, and absolutely nowhere to go. She turned to face forward again. 
 Its arms were pumping way out in front of it, its heels kicked out behind, and it looked pretty damned frantic and crazed to Sarah. But as frantic as the ones she’d seen in Michigan? She simply couldn’t tell. But she would know for sure in another half a second. 
 Because if this thing was a Foxtrot, it was simply going to reach a spot ten feet from her perch and then leap through the air, up onto the pile of pallets, and take her over and off it. 
 Sarah’s perception slowed and dilated time, in that crazy way the mind does in the middle of an unfolding disaster. And now she flashed back to the dusk-muted vision of those Foxtrots flying over her wire fence, and up onto the porch of her cabin, a few days and a thousand lifetimes ago. She remembered her and Handon trying to pick them off in mid-air. But she’d had her rifle then. 
 Now she was empty-handed – and also half-naked. 
 And in another quarter-second, this crazed, flesh-hungry biological impossibility was either going to leap up onto her box and commence tearing her to bits. 
 Or else it wasn’t. 
 But, either way… Park was going to have time to escape. He was wounded, and lurching, and moving not nearly fast enough to suit Sarah. 
 But he was almost there. 
 * * * 
 As Handon lay prone and tucked up and keeping his guy down underneath him, and as he felt the heat and overpressure of the grenade blast behind him, he had a second to relax and reflect. 
 So the problem with trying to hurl a grenade back is the exact same problem with throwing yourself on top of one to save your buddies: there is absolutely no way to tell how long the fuze on it is. And that’s even if you knew when the pin came out, the spoon popped, and the fuze started burning. Basically, a live grenade was a black box – one that was going to explode at some totally arbitrary and unknowable point in the future. 
 So given that, Handon – who’d had more than a few grenades chucked at him in his life – Handon’s preferred technique was to instantly dive away from the grenade, land flat on his face, get his thick bootsoles up facing toward the blast, press his legs tightly together (for obvious reasons) – and generally make himself as narrow as possible. More than once he’d suffered shrapnel wounds and burns to his legs and buttocks. 
 But it beat the hell out of getting blown up. 
 And it also sure as hell beat jumping on a live grenade to save your teammates – and then just lying there feeling stupid for the last five seconds of your life. And even that was better than picking it back up and attempting a baseball throw – and then having it go off right next to your big stupid head. Which, way up in the air and in the open like that, was also the place where it stood the best possible chance of killing or wounding your friends. 
 No, all things considered, it was much the best thing to leave a grenade where it fell, and get yourself the hell away from it and covered up as quickly as possible. 
 On this occasion, he had two people to cover up – himself and the wounded scientist. But when he heard the krump, and felt the heat and overpressure of the explosion, he knew they’d gotten far away enough, gotten tucked up enough, and mainly gotten lucky enough, that they were both more or less unhurt. 
 After the explosion settled, and as Handon turned his head to the side, opened his eyes, and scanned the environment, he saw two things. One was that Commander Drake hadn’t been as lucky. It looked to Handon like he’d clocked the grenade and tried to get clear – but hadn’t gotten clear enough. Now he was down on the deck and bleeding. And not just from his original arm wound. 
 Second, Handon saw the plane’s wing was on fire. The grenade had taken the wing tank up with it. But, as he had guessed, it hardly had any fuel left in it – mainly fumes. 
 But it was enough to set the plane alight. 
 And as Handon’s hearing started to dial back up, he ascertained a third change in their environment. 
 That big tractor was now rumbling across the flight deck, accelerating, and racing pretty much directly at them. 
 He gathered his strength to get up again – and to get the wounded scientist up and supported around the shoulders if possible. Or into a fireman’s carry if necessary. 
 But moving the hell out of there in any case. 
 * * * 
 The sprinting dead sailor didn’t slow its flat-out assault – in fact he seemed to coil up, somehow all the while sprinting forward, and Sarah waited and watched for the leap. Every cell in her body went cold in anticipation of it. But there was absolutely nothing she could do – just stand there and take it. 
 The leap didn’t come. 
 Instead, the hurtling dead body slammed into the crates beneath her, causing the whole pile to jerk, and her to bunch up her shoulders around her ears and involuntarily gasp out loud. She even slammed her eyes shut for a split second. 
 When she opened them again, the Romeo – for a runner it proved to be – was still only a few feet away. But it was down on the deck, waving its arms and tongue up toward her, making frantic hissing noises. Only just around the side from it, a couple of feet away and in plain view, were the lower boxes Sarah had used to climb up there. But of course this thing couldn’t plan ahead, or plan at all. It just kept reaching up toward her and hissing. 
 Not moving, Sarah raised her eyes – and saw Park reach the hatch. To his credit, he wasn’t looking back. And the runner stayed totally locked onto Sarah. 
 And then, from out of nowhere, the whole room bumped. It felt like a large person had kicked the ship, just one time. To Sarah, it sounded like a muted explosion, somewhere far away, and definitely far above them. 
 And the zombie heard it, too. It ceased its grasping up at Sarah, and almost seemed to take stock. 

Oh, no, Sarah thought. Don’t… don’t turn around. 
 She could see Park start to pull the hatch open. 
 And then, a few seconds later, another sound erupted. It was some kind of inexplicable, grinding, metallic scraping, and it came from up above them – on the port side. And then it descended, scratching and scraping the outside of the hull, all the way down. 
 The runner turned toward the noise. 
 Which also meant it turned toward Park. 
 And it took off again, at a dead run. 
 * * * 
 Fireman’s carry it was, then. 
 And as Handon got them both up and moving, the first thing he saw was his odd Sikh counterpart doing the same thing with the unhurt scientist – though he got the round-the-shoulders option. 
 Then straight ahead of them, toward the interior of the flight deck, Handon saw that Homer was in the same posture he himself had been in a few seconds ago – except with two little people under him, and his big arms and legs splayed out to cover up their little ones. (Obviously, pressing his legs together wasn’t going to come into it. He had more precious jewels to protect.) 
 When Handon had his scientist out to something like a safe distance, he laid him down, just as he heard a terrible crunching noise behind him. Rising and turning, he saw the big flight-deck tractor, being driven by two guys in fireproof red suits, crash into the side of the burning plane, just ahead of the wing. 
 And running in behind and alongside it was that goddamned maniac bearded pilot again. He’d also dropped his man off in a safe place – and now went leaping up into the cabin of the flaming aircraft, which was already being shoved across the few feet of flight deck that lay between it and the edge. About a second later he emerged with three objects: a white cardboard box, a big bulky rifle – and, sure enough, a big-ass no-shit scimitar in a jeweled scabbard. 
 And then, with a tremendous grinding noise, the tractor sent the plane tumbling unceremoniously over the edge of the deck. As its center of gravity finally took it over, Handon saw the most amazing thing, as if from within a dream. A brilliant white bird flapped in and settled down on the very tip of the vertical stabilizer at the rear of the plane. For almost a full second, staring on with his .45 still in his hand and his mouth slightly open, Handon thought it was a dove. 
 But as the flaming, 10,000-pound aircraft went tumbling over, scraping the side of the hull as it fell, and the white bird spread its wings and soared away again, Handon realized: 
 It was only a seagull. 
 But it meant they must be close to land. 
 Handon dropped the hammer on his pistol, then safetied and holstered it. And he looked around for how next to make himself useful. But the answer was right at his feet. The man he had saved needed first aid. 
 He wasn’t saved yet. 
 * * * 
 Sarah shouted once, loud. Then she stood rooted to the top of her box – just long enough to see the runner cover most of the distance back toward the hatch, straight toward Park. 
 He had reached the hatch, gotten it open, maneuvered himself through it – and was now trying to swing it closed. But his weakened and blood-slicked arms were fumbling it. And then when he heard Sarah’s shout of warning, he abandoned the effort and instead turned and took off, disappearing into the companionway beyond. 
 Sarah leapt off the crate and raced toward the hatch, watching as the runner, locked onto new prey, disappeared through it at a mad sprint. A half-second later, when she blasted through the hatch herself, into the better lighting of the short companionway beyond, she could see two things. 
 One, Park had just made the hatch at the other end, and was turning around to swing it closed. 
 Two, the runner was blasting at him at an insane pace – and looked like getting there before Park got the hatch closed. 
 Skidding to a stop, Sarah reached into her pocket, palmed the heavy screw she’d found, wound up, and gave it her best big-league fastball. She also screamed at the same time. But she damn well hoped her aim was good, because she wasn’t optimistic about the chances of her voice doing the job alone. Not with the thing in frenzy for Park. 
 Bullseye – she hit it dead between the shoulder blades. It jerked, skidded to a stop, turned around, crouched low, and hissed at her across the open air. The sound was pure malevolence. 
 But Sarah had already retreated back out of the corridor, and was swinging the hatch shut. It closed, and she dogged the latch then looked through the porthole glass. As the runner smashed into it, she could see down to where Park had done the same on the other end. 
 They locked eyes through the two portholes, two dogged hatches, and the length of companionway – and over the head of the frenzied, hissing, scratching runner inside. Which was now safely trapped there. 
 Sarah mastered what breath she had left and shouted, “There’s your new virus sample for you!” 
 She could just see his eyes and mouth go wide in response. She gave him a thumbs-up – meaning all of good job, we’re okay now, and get your ass up top.

 Then she collapsed to the deck, as hot tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. 



 Damage Control 

JFK, Flight Deck - Casualty Collection Point 
 Commander Drake physically pushed away the paramedic who was trying to examine him. 
 “I just got creased,” he said. “It’s nothing. See to them.” 
 But medics were used to being forceful when necessary, and this blue-jumpsuited dude with the big med ruck also knew that medical necessity always trumped rank. “You also just got blown up,” he said. “Now lie the hell down.
Sir.” 
 Drake sighed and tried to master his temper. He was seriously pissed off, about a wide variety of things now. But, as always, the thing about things was that they needed more than emotional reactions. They had to be dealt with. 
 As his anger and the adrenaline both slowly bled away, the pain from his wounds started to dial up. And Drake suddenly experienced a wave of nausea, as well as a massive headrush, and immediately felt strong hands easing him down to the deck. And that was of course exactly why the medic wanted him to lie down. 
 Because you can’t fall off the goddamned floor. 
 * * * 
 Sarah mustered her own strength, and levered herself up off the deck, her back sliding along the closed hatch. It was a long hard push. It wasn’t because of the blood loss, which had been minor. It was the blasted adrenaline. The stuff was great for powering you through a crisis. 
 But damned if it didn’t leave you weak as a kitten. 
 Shakily regaining her feet, she idly wondered if she was even going to be able to manage to climb the stairs up out of there. Then, somewhat less idly, she wondered what the hell she was going to do if she encountered another one of these things. Because one still usually meant more. And they still hadn’t had the courtesy to count off. 

Well, she figured, I’ve earned at least a little reprieve after all we just suffered and survived.

 But she figured wrong. 
 She heard it only in the single second before she saw it. 
 And when it exploded from the maze of crates, it was already hurtling flat out, at a speed that crushed rational thought. 
 In the split second she had left, Sarah realized two things. 
 One, she could now tell a Foxtrot from a Romeo. 
 And, two, this was definitely the one that ate Dietz. 
 It looked as if it had been dunked in the man’s blood. 
 * * * 
 Propping himself up on his elbows while the medic worked on him, Drake looked around at the recovery effort going on around him. He was lying at the edge of what had been designated the CCP (casualty collection point) for this critical incident. A lot of frenzied activity was happening on all sides, most of it within range of hearing, if he could pick it out from the general tumult. 
 Over near where the plane used to be, he could see two medics working on one of the scientists – the one who was prone and unmoving. The first medic performed chest compressions while another slapped gaffer tape over bullet holes, an old combat medic trick to stop bleeding quickly. A running figure drew Drake’s eye – it was someone sprinting over with a defib kit. But somehow Drake knew it was too late. 
 For some reason, human bodies had an unmistakable cast to them when the soul had left. 
 You just knew. 
 * * * 
 Sarah exhaustedly started to let her eyes close. 
 The last act left to her would at least be to choose not to watch this. 
 But then her eyes fluttered open again, almost as soon as she’d shut them. Luckily, time was dilating out in her mind again. As a result, she could watch the flying, blood-dripping nightmare cross the last ten meters of deck between her and it at leisure, despite it taking a fraction of a second to happen in real time. 
 But, however quickly her mind was running, the same wasn’t true of her body. She honestly didn’t know if she could muster the strength to prod it into motion. 
 But… finally, she decided she was damn well going to try. 
 Now she just had to choose whether to dive left or right. Just like a goalie at a penalty kick, she thought. Then she remembered something one of her soccer-obsessed friends had explained to her once: that the goalie can’t possibly react in time to see which side the ball is heading toward. He just tries to guess, beforehand – and then dives before the ball has even been kicked. 
 So that, left or right, would be Sarah’s last choice. 
 Moreover, that be would be her last act. 
 Defiance. 
 Let them say: she never gave up. 
 * * * 
 Drake could see the one healthy scientist standing off to the side, and arguing with one of the red-shirts, one of their crash-and-salvage guys. The black-bearded pilot was trying to keep the two of them apart. He was clearly strong enough to do so, though his big smile beneath his even bigger beard never wavered. 
 “You plonker!” the scientist said. “You people are all muppets of the first rank! Don’t you have any idea what was on that plane?” 
 “Yeah, man – fucking accelerants! Enormously flammable avgas, not to mention oil, and possibly explosive ordnance.” 
 The scientist’s face contorted up even more. As Drake watched, he somehow knew the man wasn’t really angry. He was simply terrified, and this was how it was coming out. “There was little or no fuel. The aircraft was sucking fumes!” 
 “I didn’t know that! Anyway, our protocols are clear, and we do not second-guess them: damaged aircraft in the presence of fire or EOD hazards, anything that represents a threat to this vessel, shit that’s fucking ON FIRE… it goes over the goddamned side. Anyway, how did I know the tanks were empty?” 
 “It just flew to the south Atlantic – from fucking Britain!” 
 The salvage guy just shook his head and walked away. He had much better and more important shit to do right that second. Drake considered the fact that they had also exhausted their entire stores of fire suppression foam in the battle. Not least for that reason, ditching the plane had been the right call. 
 He let his head fall back as the morphine kicked in. 
 * * * 

Left, then, thought Sarah. Why the hell not.

 She figured a Foxtrot was more than fast and dexterous enough to track her movement and adjust its path. 
 But, despite her thinking this was basically hopeless, just a gesture really, it turned out that diving to the side worked out extremely well for her. 
 Because, while she was doing so, an entire volley of booming and incredibly rapid gunshots rent the air, during what was supposed to be the last half-second of Sarah’s life. One of the last rounds caught the Foxtrot in the temple and splashed much of the contents of its cranial cavity across the hatch – which was, fractions of a second earlier, exactly where Sarah’s own healthy head had been. 
 Dodging hadn’t been sufficient to save Sarah. But it had been necessary. 
 And with that, the entire, horrible, wet, sticky remainder of the Foxtrot crashed into the hatch right behind its brains. All of it rebounded slightly, then fell to the deck, tumbling down into a lumpy pile of limbs, viscera, black bile, and red blood. 
 At the same time, Sarah was hitting the deck on her left side, not doing a great job of breaking her fall. As she came to rest with a painful knock, she looked over the top of the destroyed zombie, which had come to rest a few feet from her. And what she saw above and behind it was: 
 Lieutenant Commander Walker, flight surgeon and CO of the entire goddamned hospital, walking down off the ladder and out of the stairwell – the one near to the hatch Sarah had only just gotten closed. The flap of her drop-leg holster was open, and the slide of her service pistol, which she held stiffly forward with her right hand, was now locked back, the weapon empty. She was still walking smoothly forward, while dropping the empty mag out with a press of her right thumb, retrieving a new one by touch with her left, slapping it in, and then dropping her slide forward again – all without taking her eyes off the scene in front of her. 
 Behind her, emerging a second later, was a single Naval Security guy. He was carrying an M4 on a tactical sling. But, as far as Sarah could tell, he had been blocked by Walker in the stairwell and had never gotten a shot off. 
 “What are you doing here?” Sarah managed, as the imposing doctor, and warrior, approached and stood over her. Walker put out her left hand to help Sarah up. 
 “You took too long,” she said. “Where’s Dr. Park?” 
 * * * 
 Now Drake could see, although through something of a fog, Handon and Homer meeting over the body of the slain assassin. Drake thought he remembered Homer’s young children being out there with them. He assumed, or at any rate hoped, they’d been hustled off someplace safe, somewhere very far away from there. 
 Drake watched Handon reach down and roll the dead and bullet-riddled man over. He flopped on his back awkwardly, due to his hands being flex-cuffed behind him. Drake nodded in approval. He hadn’t seen it happen, but assumed one of his NSF guys had secured the assailant once arriving on the scene. Only doctors were authorized to say whether someone was dead or not. And terribly wounded men could still represent a threat. 
 Particularly when they were zealots. 
 Homer looked down into the man’s face, then back up at Handon, who was giving him a What the hell? look. But Homer said, “I recognize this man. From down in the Chapel.” 
 Handon’s face changed with understanding. 
 Homer went on. “He was one of the original Zealots. He must have survived when the mutiny was put down.” 
 Handon said, “And then faded away and blended back in.” 
 Homer nodded. “And then just bided his time.” 

The goddamned son of a bitch, Drake thought. 
 And then he passed out. 
 * * * 
 The two women, Sarah Cameron and LCDR Walker, stormed into the hospital side by side, the NSF guy pulling rear security behind them. 
 “Where’s Dr. Park?” 
 When Walker barked this out, her staff snapped to. From their looks, none of them knew what she was talking about. They also knew their CO just loved it when they had no idea what she was talking about. 
 In any case, the entry area of the hospital was obviously Park-free. A quick dash through the adjacent rooms brought home the fact that he simply wasn’t there. 
 Walker looked sharply at Sarah. 
 “He was supposed to meet me right here – nowhere else.” She paused. “Unless something went wrong.” 
 Without another word, Walker unclipped the NSF guy’s M4, hefted it, and headed for the exit. 
 But before she got there, Simon Park staggered in. Looking clear-eyed and alert, and much less dazed than when Sarah last saw him, though still bloody and shirtless, he moved purposefully toward a countertop on the far side of the room. 
 Handing the rifle back to the sailor, Walker crisply instructed Park, “Stop. Get on the damned gurney.” 
 “Just a second,” he said over his shoulder. He sounded a little winded – but still strangely calm and resolved. Reaching the counter, he efficiently pulled out two blue disposable gloves from a cardboard box, snapped them onto one hand and then the other, then walked over to a biohazard disposal box with a bright red plastic bag in it. He leaned over, unlaced his boots, and put them in the box. 
 Both Sarah and Walker could now see they were flecked with black gunk. 
 He then pulled off his pants, which seemed to be suspect as well, and stuffed them in. Now wearing nothing but socks, underwear, a running shirt tied around his waist, and his own shirt wrapped around his forearm, he lay down on the nearest gurney and just stared up at the lights. 
 Sarah had rarely seen anyone look so serene and dignified. As the hospital staff got to work on him, and somebody else started taking a look at her own hand wound, she tortured her brain, trying to remember when the hell Park might have gotten splashed down there. 
 As far as she could recall, he had never been that close, either to the Foxtrot, or the runner that had chased them both. She stole a glance at her watch. 

Jesus, I only left him seven minutes ago…




 Voices of the Operators 

JFK, Outside of Stores [Seven Minutes Earlier] 
 Park realized he hadn’t really started breathing again. Not completely, certainly not normally. And he was still looking through the porthole, down the short length of companionway, and out the porthole in the hatch at the other end. He was still staring, even though Sarah had disappeared from view. 
 The frenzied runner trapped in the sealed corridor was still scraping and scrabbling at the inside of the far hatch, though it had now stopped making noise. Or it was making too little to penetrate the seals. 
 Park finally turned himself around, still trying to regulate his breathing, and braced himself for the climb out of there. Back to the light, back to safety. Back to something like normality. If there is even any such thing anymore…

 But then it suddenly occurred to him, and not for the first time lately, that he had just completely dodged death. And he exhaled with blessed relief, his expression going slack. But almost as soon as it relaxed, it tightened up again. 
 Because he then also remembered that, as on all the previous occasions, his survival had almost totally come down to being saved by others – people stronger than him, braver, more skilled, less prone to panic. Once again, he’d been a bystander in his own life-or-death drama. Merely an object, a dingus, a MacGuffin, something the protagonists, the real heroes of this production, shoved around the stage. 
 And his face reddened with shame. 
 But then this self-recrimination was interrupted by the unexpected sound of gunfire, muted but still percussive. 
 He spun back around – but couldn’t see anything out the far porthole. He felt the urge to run and try to help Sarah. But of course there was no getting there. Between her and him was a companionway full of running death. Staring wide-eyed across the open air, he finally saw a figure walk by the far porthole. As he pressed himself up against the glass, he saw two figures walk back by in the opposite direction. He thought one of them was Sarah, but couldn’t be sure. 
 He opened his mouth to shout at them. 
 But then his throat closed up and he swallowed the shout – as he sensed more than heard something behind him. When he turned around in place, it was only a few feet away. And it was a Zulu, a walker, lurching toward him at a hobbled pace. 
 It had to be a Zulu, a slow one. 
 Otherwise, he would already be dead. 
 * * * 
 As Park stared saucer-eyed at the diseased, angry abomination lurching straight for him, locked on, hungry, jealous, lustful… now, in his mind, time dilated out for him, too. Suddenly he had time to ponder his circumstances. And for some reason what occurred to him was: 

This could be it – for life in the universe. 
 If he went down, maybe humanity didn’t make it. 
 And maybe humanity was the only game in town. 
 And in that instant, he couldn’t tell for sure whether he was more scared by this, the existential danger to all human life on Earth, possibly all intelligent life in the universe – or else by his simple, personal, primal fear of being grabbed, clawed, infected… devoured… 
 No, scratch that, he did know. 
 He was much more terrified for himself than for humanity. It wasn’t noble, but there it was. Right now, he was experiencing a primal, visceral terror that screamed from every one of his individual cells. 
 He had to get out of there. There was just nowhere to go. 
 But then he was out of time, and out of space. It was on top of him in the cramped landing. And as he steeled himself, raised his foot high, and put his boot into its chest, he knew he was only buying himself a few seconds. This latest dead sailor tumbled backward, hit the bulkhead by the ladder, and fell forward on the deck. 
 And Park had a sudden and emphatic appreciation, one that would never abandon him his whole life, for big, thick-soled, steel-toed, shit-kicking boots. Suddenly it was obvious how awesomely superior they were. 
 Never again with the loafers. 
 And as he watched the Zulu scrabbling on the ground and trying to right itself, Park braced his body, and lowered it down into a slight crouch, like a cornered animal, which is exactly what he was. 
 And in this handful of seconds he had bought… what happened was that the small, previously strangled voice, the one that had started to come back to him during the first attack, but had faded out, extinguished by his own mind overloading and shutting down… now it returned, quiet at first, but crescendoing in volume until it was a shout inside his head. 
 And what it said was: 

Whatever happens, keep moving and thinking. Countless millions have spent their last moments on Earth paralyzed by confusion. Don’t be among them.

 These words faded out again, but not before leaving their mark on him. And this mark was indelible. He knew now: he was somehow going to have to think his way out of this. 

No, he corrected himself. I’m going to have to OPERATE my way out of this. 
 Then the sound of the operators’ voices was replaced by a vision. Simon Park looked back in his visual memory, to nearly an hour earlier, when he and Sarah had been led down into this dark labyrinth by the previously lively Dietz… and he remembered what he had seen on the wall inside the short companionway, right behind the hatch against which his back now pressed. 

A fire/damage control station. 
 With a motherfucking ax. 
 * * * 
 There was only one small problem: 
 It was locked inside the corridor with the runner. 
 Park stepped forward, kicked the Zulu while it was down – it had been rising to its knees, and now sprawled face-down again, hissing more angrily and seeming more determined – then turned and stole a glance through the porthole. The runner was still down at the far end. Instantly, Park worked the mechanism, swung the hatch open – and saw the Romeo turn, wind up, hiss, and take off straight for him like Usain Bolt out of spring-loaded starting blocks. 
 He knew this next bit was going to take some arterial ice water. He stepped inside, turned ninety degrees and showed his side to the hurtling threat, opened the plexiglas cover on the fire station, unclipped the ax, stepped back outside, and pulled the hatch shut and dogged it. 
 The runner smashed into the other side, its blue-tinted white face, with spiderweb black veins and cloudy and ulcerated corneas, smushed up against the porthole glass. 
 Park pondered the fact that if he had fumbled any part of that operation, if he had wasted a fraction of a second, he would now be rolling around with the runner, fighting for his life, but only putting off the inevitable – infection and undeath. But he didn’t ponder this long, because the Zulu behind him had now grabbed his leg and was bringing its head forward to bite. In fact, it did bite – right into the solid leather of the boot’s neck, where its teeth were stopped cold. 
 Park spun and brought the ax down lengthwise across the top of its head, and the back of its neck. The blade cut cleanly. Brainstem cleaved in half, the creature lost its unholy animation and went limp at his feet, face down – both its hands still locked around Park’s bad-ass Bates DuraShock boots. 
 And he realized he now barely had the strength even to hold the ax. His left arm had been peppered with buckshot and was nearly numb, not to mention acutely lacking in strength. He let the polished wood handle go, and the ax fell over to the side, clunking onto the deck. 
 It didn’t matter. 
 He had kept his grip when it counted. 



 Closer 

JFK, Flag Bridge Briefing Room 
 “Jesus, Commander,” said Fick. “You look like sandblasted shit. Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 
 Drake shook his head tiredly. It wobbled a little on his neck. “I’m fine. I just got creased.” He rubbed his upper arm. 
 “Plus blown up,” Handon rumbled. He personally thought Fick had a point. “Let us take this one.” 
 Fick just shrugged, as if to say, Welcome to the I Just Got Blown Up Club. 
 Drake ignored all this. He was all hopped up on painkillers, most of his body was stiff as hell, and he had bandage pads taped over minor burns and a couple of small shrapnel wounds. But he also had a fresh uniform on, a new side arm – his had gone over the side into the south Atlantic – and a hot cup of coffee, so things weren’t so bad. 
 But, mainly, he needed to be here. 
 He probably could have handed over command to Abrams for a few hours, or a day. But he wasn’t going to. If he keeled over or passed out, Abrams could take it. Right now, he was running this briefing – which included, in addition to Handon and Fick, Master Chief Shields and the two surviving and uninjured Brits from the plane: the bearded pilot, and one of the three bioscientists whom the pilot had been charged with transporting there. 
 Who was also the only one of the three still on his feet. 
 Drake addressed his own people first, nodding toward the scientist. “Gentlemen. This is Professor Nigel Close, OBE.” Handon knew these letters stood for “Order of the British Empire.” Which meant he had been knighted by the Queen somewhere along the line. 
 He was small and slightly potbellied, mid-fifties, with very thin white hair swept to one side. He looked like an Oxford don – which was exactly what he was – and when he spoke, he sounded precisely like one, too. From the tone of his voice, he was currently a very cross don, and he didn’t waste any time before sharing his displeasure. 
 “Now look here, Commander,” he said, addressing his words to Drake. He seemed to regard the others as below the top of the food chain and thus a waste of his ire. “From the very start, I was adamant that you bring this Dr. Park and his research results directly to Britain.” 
 Drake took a deep breath. He could see which way the wind was blowing – hell, he could feel it on his face. Keeping his voice level, he said, “You’ve already received all of his research data. We sent it across to you first thing.” 
 Professor Close said, “Yes, but without the man, it’s difficult in the extreme to make sense of his work. It’s all almost totally undocumented.” 
 Handon spoke up – though he figured he was going to regret this. “Documentation wasn’t a top priority for Simon until recently. When we found him, he thought he was the last man on Earth. Never mind the last working microbiologist.” 
 “Yes, well never mind that,” Close said. “He could have explained it all to us himself if only you had brought him back. But you have declined to do this. And so now…” 
 Drake swallowed. I hate this job, he thought. 
 “And so now, instead, I agreed to bring the mountain to Mohammed, as it were. And I fly our very top people here, along with a whole lot of irreplaceable lab equipment, on a very long and uncomfortable aeroplane journey. And within seconds of our arrival, my people are gunned down like dogs – and our equipment pushed over the side to the bottom of the bloody ocean! So I must beg your pardon if the United States of America and its navy have not thus far inspired an enormous amount of confidence.” 
 An awkward silence ruled the room for a couple of beats. 
 Fick broke it. “Damn, Professor,” he said, leaning across the table and staring into his face. “Those glasses of yours are like pickle jars. When you look at a map, can you see people waving at you?” 
 “You secure that shit, Fick,” Drake snapped. With all of the problems he had right now… Oh, fuck it. 
 “Professor Close,” he said. “We profoundly regret what happened. You and your people were attacked by a mutineer. It was a bolt from the blue. And we’re doing everything we can to ensure that nothing remotely like that happens again.” 
 Close was still staring coolly across the table at the big, slightly slack-faced Marine Master Gunnery Sergeant. He said, “I don’t suppose your security inspires much confidence, either. It was only due to luck that the lead researcher was spared. Namely, me.” 
 Handon, keeping his silence, glanced across the table. He’d already been told that Close was the head of the entire research effort in the UK. And like a lot of very smart, very successful people, his ego took some managing. 
 And Handon knew something else: it hadn’t been by luck that this guy was spared. It had been because of the Sikh pilot, and his perfect response to a very unexpected contact. Who was this guy? He clearly had tactical skills and instincts beyond that of a pilot, even a combat pilot or special-ops aviator. For now, the big man stood easily, and seemingly happily, over by the hatch, not really part of the meeting. More as if he were on executive protection duty. 
 And he was actually wearing that scimitar now, hanging regally from his belt. Handon shook his head, impressed despite himself. 
 Drake went on. His speech, Handon now noted, seemed slightly slurred. It was the painkillers, no doubt. “I’m told your colleague, the one who wasn’t killed, is going to pull through. He’s getting the best possible care. And as for your equipment… that was also very regrettable. But my crew took the actions that were required. Because if we had lost this vessel to explosion or fire, we would still have lost your lab equipment – along with everything else we have, ourselves included.” 
 The professor seemed to back down slightly, and finally to accept this. He also looked around the cabin and deflated further. “I’m sorry. I’m usually… a bit more good-humored than this. I’m just a bit…” 

Scared, Handon thought. The man was terrified, and had every right to be. And this was his response to it. 
 Close perked up. “Can’t you send someone into the water to recover the equipment?” 
 Drake looked to Shields. “Chief?” 
 The Master Chief shook his head. “No, we currently have zero capability for deep-water salvage, or any kind of undersea recovery, really. Definitely not at anything like the depth we’re sitting over.” 
 “There’s nothing that could be done?” the scientist persisted. 
 Fick jumped in. “Well, sure, we could toss the ship’s anchor over the side and just go trawling up and down.” 
 “Really?” 
 Shields cut Fick off. “No, not really. The seabed in the middle of the Atlantic’s longer than our anchor chains.” 
 “But what if they were longer?” Close asked, intrigued. 
 “What if?” Fick asked. “What if grasshoppers had machine guns? Birds would be fucked!” 
 Drake looked across at Fick tiredly. He tried to decide whether to banish him from the meeting. The Marine definitely had other shit to do. Come to realize it, Drake suddenly thought, that’s why he’s being such a dick. He WANTS to be kicked out. Smart Jarhead…

 “What about the strike group’s sub, the Washington?” Handon asked. “Can it descend to that depth?” 
 “Safely?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “No,” Drake said. “They could get down there, though their captain would only do it under protest. But they couldn’t send divers out at that depth.” 
 “And even if they could,” Shields added, “there’d be no way to bring any of the salvage back up. Plus…” 
 Drake looked at him tiredly. “What else?” 
 “Plus the sub is almost a thousand miles behind us now, sir. They’re still playing catch-up.” 
 “Oh, yeah.” Drake shook his head slightly to clear it. 
 “You sure you’re feeling well enough for this, sir?” 
 Drake had to restrain himself from telling him to fuck off. Not least because there was absolutely no way he could do without the man. Also, he increasingly wondered if anybody was ever feeling well enough for everything that had to be done around here every day… 
 The hatch to the briefing room opened briskly. In walked an alert-looking NSF guy, carrying an assault rifle. 
 Behind him were Sarah Cameron and Dr. Park. 
 Both were wearing blue jumpsuits. 
 And Handon knew for certain that wasn’t what Sarah had put on when they got up that morning. 
 * * * 
 “What happened to you?” Park asked the banged-up-looking Drake. 
 “I just got creased,” Drake said tiredly, again. “It’s nothing.” 
 Park didn’t look reassured. “Until it gets infected! Are you not worried about germs yet?” 
 Drake ignored this, quickly introduced Park to Professor Close, and then shuffled the two of them off – along with the armed NSF guy – so they could coordinate and get to work down in the lab. 
 After that, Sarah gave those who remained the short version of the close call she and Park had belowdecks. Then she asked Drake to call up ship’s blueprints, flipped to the lowest level, and scrolled to the stern, pausing at Stores. 
 “I’m not saying your ship is crawling with them,” she said, gazing down at a map display on the tablet computer. “But I wouldn’t exactly call it secure, either.” 
 “What are we looking at?” 
 “You’ve got destroyed ones here… and here…” she said, pointing, Drake and Fick following her finger. “And a live one, trapped in this companionway here.” She looked up at Drake. “And we need to keep it alive. Park needs a virus sample.” 
 Drake nodded. “Well, that’s some good luck, anyway.” 
 Sarah refrained from sharing her sense of how good their luck had or hadn’t been. Going back to the map, she said, “I’m afraid you’ve also got a dead hospital lab technician… in this compartment here. Depending on how much of him is left, he might be back up by now. Dr. Walker knows about it. He was one of her people.” 
 Gunny Fick straightened up. “The capture shouldn’t be a problem. I can’t say we’ve done a ton of that, but we’ll work it out.” 
 Sarah looked up at Fick. “Be careful. It’s a runner.” 
 Drake looked at Fick. “How did these get missed?” 
 Fick straightened up and sniffed. “My guess would be they got infected by splashback in the battle, started feeling bad later… then slunk off to avoid a bullet in the head. They might have even been listed as MIA in the battle, when they didn’t show up for their next duty.” 
 Drake just sighed. He didn’t suppose there was much point in issuing orders to protect themselves from those infected but not yet turned. There was no incentive you could provide, no order you could give, to someone who was already dead on his feet. 
 At the same time, he couldn’t risk losing the ship. 
 “We’ve got to do a full sweep. The risk of another serious outbreak below decks is too great. And we might not survive the next one.” 
 Fick mumbled, “Maybe we can get another mutiny to go along with it. Blow another hole in the boat.” 
 Drake ignored this. “Can your guys take the sweep? Coulson and two fire teams, maybe?” 
 It looked like it physically pained Fick to turn down a mission. “Coulson and his men are prepping for the scavenging op in Saldanha Bay. And since the objective of that mission is supplies for the Somalia mission…” 
 Drake finished the thought for him. “Then that makes Coulson’s mission a critical-path task.” Fick nodded. 
 Handon spoke up. “I’ll take it. My team can do the sweep. Or else we’ll take over the scavenging op, and free the Marines up for that.” 
 Fick shook his head slowly. “No way, Handon. You just hold the horns. We’re fucking this goat.” But what he really meant was that Alpha had to get, and stay, healthy for Somalia. He looked over to Drake. “Let’s let NSF do it. They’ve got the people, weapons, and skills for this type of bug hunt.” 
 “Agreed,” Drake said. “Somebody alert that British dude – Lieutenant Weasley or whatever.” 
 “Wesley,” Fick corrected. 
 “Whatever. He’s accomplished every mission we’ve given him. Get him briefed and tasked.” 
 Finally, Drake pinned Fick with his unsteady but still unamused eye. “And just to be clear, Master Gunnery Sergeant: you are not personally going on the scavenging mission. We clear on that?” Basically, Drake did not want Fick pulling that shit again where he got himself to Beaver Island by leaping on the bomber as it was taxiing, too late to stop him. 
 “Whatever,” Fick muttered, sounding like a child who has been told he’s too small to ride the roller coaster. 
 “We clear on that, Gunny?” 
 Fick snapped a smart salute. “Aye aye, skipper.” 
 Drake just grunted skeptically in response: “Uh huh.” 
 * * * 
 After leaving the briefing, Handon and Sarah stepped out onto the platform that overlooked the flight deck. Below them, the recovery effort was winding down and cleaning up. Most of the bodies, debris, and wounded had been cleared off. But it still looked a little like what it had recently been: a disaster area. 
 “I saw all this on the way in,” Sarah said. “Just didn’t have time to ask. What the hell happened?” 
 “You’d hardly believe it,” Handon said. 
 “Were you there?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Were you in danger?” 
 Handon shrugged. “Not like you were.” 
 Now, the professionalism they had carefully maintained in the briefing room evaporated, and they embraced, squeezing each other tightly, and not letting go. Once again, the thought of losing what they had miraculously found, so soon after finding it… 
 None of those down on the flight deck really looked up at this public display of affection. But one who did, due to her habit of scanning all angles and planes constantly, was Ali. She and Henno had come up top to lend a hand with the recovery. Having done all they could for now, they were walking back toward the stern, about to head below and return to their own work. 
 They kept walking. But as Ali craned her neck up at her commander and the Canadian woman… instead of seeing those two, suddenly what she saw was – Captain Ainsley. Ainsley, who had sacrificed himself for their mission, and without a second’s hesitation. Ali never had any doubt, and had no doubt now, that Handon would do the same. He would spend his life in a heartbeat, if the job required it. 
 But what she suddenly doubted now, and doubted terribly, was: would Handon be willing to sacrifice her? 
 What would happen if and when Handon was forced to choose between Sarah and the mission? Would he still be able to make that choice, do what was necessary? Would he be strong enough? 
 And even that wasn’t what she was really seeing up on that platform. What she was really seeing was: her and Homer. That other dangerous relationship within the team. 

It was all getting too goddamned complex… And too damned risky…




 Weight Gain 4000 

JFK - Biosciences Lab 
 Professor Nigel Close did not give the impression of being in the most state-of-the-art lab he had ever enjoyed. He walked in, looked around, and seemed to struggle to keep his nose from twitching. It was transparent to Park that what Close was thinking was: Why aren’t we back at Oxford right now – like I told them we should be?

 Park almost smiled at this. 
 Because something else was transparent to him: that he and Close had been keeping very different company lately. Close had been amongst academics – and Park had been with the operators. And as a result, he perhaps knew now the value and necessity of making do – of adapting and overcoming. And he knew that if you could not adapt and overcome, then you were totally hosed. Because conditions were always going to change on you. 
 These days, probably for the worse. 
 Basically, Park was not the same man he had been. And he was pretty pleased with the new one he was slowly becoming. He rubbed the inside of his arm, and touched the bandages on his side, wrapped tightly around his waist. Even those didn’t hurt – strangely, they almost felt good. 
 Like badges he had earned. Trials he had endured. 
 And, for once, he had played the lead in his own drama. And doing so had been transformative. Though he didn’t necessarily have any desire to do it again anytime soon. 
 He offered Close a stool, took the one next to it, and went straight into addressing the man’s concerns. The sooner Close stopped being upset about them, the sooner they could focus on what they had to accomplish there. 
 “The reason we’re here in the south Atlantic,” Park said, “rather than in a proper research lab, is that I need a very early virus sample to finish my vaccine.” 
 This seemed to bring the older man around. He nodded seriously as he spoke in response. “Yes, your vaccine – a dsRNA interference technique. Based on alleles from early in the outbreak – but far from the point of disease emergence. That, plus the abnormally high mutation rate, means we need a sample from the source.” 
 “Exactly.” 
 Close squinted. “Do you also have a very recent sample – for comparison with the very early one? We actually brought a whole menagerie with us – cultures of every sample we have, a wide variety of temporal and geographical points in the pandemic. Bottom of the ocean now, I’m afraid.” 
 “It’s all right,” Park said. “Ultimately, all I really need is a current sample from anywhere – that is, an ultimate point of mutation; along with an initial or very early one, to show me the starting point. Between the two, I’ll know enough about which genes have stayed the same, and so which ones to target the vaccine on. Now the early sample we can only get—” 
 “—in or near Hargeisa.” 
 “Precisely.” 
 “And the current sample?” 
 Park checked his watch. “Should be on its way up any time.” 
 * * * 
 “This is some bullshit,” Sergeant Lovell muttered into his chin mic, as he and another Marine, Lance Corporal Burris, both of them decked out in full-body MOPP suits, wrestled the flailing runner to the ground. The bulky MOPP suits were designed to provide comprehensive protection from both chemical and biological agents, which happily included infectious pathogens. 

“Just get it done,” Fick said, overseeing this operation through the porthole glass at the end of the short companionway. “Get the damned thing trussed up, get it in the bag, and get the bag in the box.”

 His two guys had been provided with flexicuffs and duct tape, as well as a protective polyvinyl-chloride body bag. Finally, they had a plastic Tuff-Box of roughly the right shape and size for an animated, but restrained, dead body. 
 Fick watched as Lovell held the Romeo on the ground, pinning its arms with both his own, while Burris tried to get the flexicuffs on it from behind. Finally, cursing, he gave up on those and tossed them away, going instead for the duct tape. 
 “Damn, dudes!” he said. “This guy’s seriously strong for a skinny motherfucker.” He started wrapping the writhing, hissing dead man up like a maypole, starting at the ankles. As the tape came ripping off the roll, and Burris wound around and up, Lovell struggled to keep his hold on the thing – and continued to gripe over the radio. 
 “I heard the Brits brought their own virus samples, and we don’t even need this shit.” 
 Fick pressed his transmit button. “Stick a dick in your ear, and fuck what you heard. Over.”

 Lovell gave him a sullen look from his position down on the deck, beneath the increasingly slimy dead guy. The animated corpse was relatively fresh and unrotted, but all the tussling was starting to squeeze stuff out of him. 
 Fick squelched again. “You screw this up, Sergeant, and I swear I will come in there and personally fuck-start your face.”

 Sergeant Lovell, his face already beet-red from exertion, looked if anything less happy. Also slightly confused. 

“It’s like a jump start. But with a fuck. Over.”

 By this point, Burris had the runner more than halfway trussed up. But there was now a fair bit of disgusting, black, viscous fluid on the deck around them, and his feet shot out from under him. He sprawled out on top of both the runner and the other Marine. Lovell, with his head now stuck in Burris’s crotch, continued to bear-hug the wriggling dead guy for dear life. 
 Fick checked his watch. He did have other shit to do. 
 Then again, this was pretty damned entertaining to watch. 
 * * * 
 “Okay,” Professor Close said, sounding resigned and maybe borderline happy now. “Assuming the Keystone Kops who run this ship get you the early samples, and you work out the etiology of the pathogen… let’s talk about what equipment you’re going to need to finish your design, undertake testing, and start prototype production of the vaccine.” 
 Park watched the older man for a second. There was a light behind his eyes now. Park finally realized what it was. Scientists were puzzle-solvers at heart. And this man seemed to sense that they were on the verge of solving what was perhaps the most important scientific puzzle in human history. 
 That they might be on the verge of saving the species. 
 Moreover, Close seemed to sense that this younger scientist had very nearly succeeded, where he and all his colleagues had known only failure, for two straight years. And that kind of success was the source of all scientific respect. 
 Park drew and exhaled a breath. “Okay. I’m going to need a lab with a full suite of drug-discovery facilities. Protein-purification system, electrophysiology suite, environmental test chambers… GC-MS, ICP-MS, mass spectrometer – ideally a Q-Star. A genome analyzer, ideally Illumina.” 
 Close nodded. “No issues with any of that.” 
 “Some type of high-end bioinformatics computing cluster.” 
 “Easily done.” 
 Park cocked his head. “I’m also really going to need a Biacore 4000, or equivalent, for antibody analysis.” 
 Close looked vexed, but also as if he understood. “For screening and ranking of antibodies and antibody fragments. Yes/no binding and selectivity. That type of thing.” 
 “Exactly,” Park said. “Ideally, screening direct from crude supernatants or lysates. Because, basically—” 
 Close finished for him “—we don’t have a vaccine we dare give anyone until we fully understand the antibody-binding properties of the drug.” 
 “Exactly.” 
 Close paused again. “That might be a problem.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because the Biacore is a damned rare and expensive piece of kit. And generally the only people who have one are biotechs doing serious drug design. Or research universities with specialist labs.” 
 Park didn’t look panicked – yet. “Surely there’s got to be one somewhere in the UK?” 
 Close nodded. His rectangular, steel-framed glasses reflected the overhead fluorescent lights and partially obscured his pale-blue eyes. “As a matter of fact, we brought one with us. It was on the damned plane.” He just let that hang there. 
 Park exhaled. “There have got to be others. With your university and research infrastructure…” 
 The professor’s face was inscrutable. “There were exactly three in Britain that I know of.” 
 “Great. So that means there are two others.” 
 “Yes and no. One, at Edinburgh, suffered a short across its electronics from a bad power surge. Dodgy electric grid. We couldn’t figure out how to repair it, and we had another, so we just put it aside to scavenge for parts.” 
 “And the third?” 
 “At an academic biomedical science facility. That one’s totally intact. As far as I know.” 
 “Great. Which university?” 
 “Kent.” 
 “University of Kent… that’s in the southeast of England…” 
 “Yes – bang in the center of Canterbury.” 
 “Fuck.” Park had heard the stories about Canterbury. They all had by now. 
 Close leaned back tiredly. “I haven’t looked at a map recently. But I’d guess Canterbury is at least fifty miles inside the infected zone. More, now, probably. It’s overrun.” 
 “Fuck.” Park’s newfound coolness under fire threatened to desert him. “Nothing at Oxford? Cambridge? Imperial in London?” 
 Close shook his head. “None that I know of. I can send a message back, and get people calling around. But you can’t just Google for things anymore. It’s a pain in the arse.” 
 Park sighed. “I miss Google.” 
 “I miss the Internet. It was designed for academic research. You never know what you have ’til it’s gone.” 
 “I don’t miss Facebook.” The two turned to see Sarah Cameron standing in the open hatch. Having fulfilled her duties to Drake and Fick, she was back on station. 
 “Good point,” Close said. “A bright side to everything, I suppose.” 
 “Yes. Even the apocalypse.” 
 Park stood up. “We’ve got a little problem.” 
 Sarah nodded. “Okay. Whatever it is, we’ll fix it. Right?” 
 “Yes,” Park said, his expression resolute. “You’re right.” 
 * * * 
 “Go for Drake.” 
 Drake was working now while lying on a cot they’d set up for him in a corner of the Bridge. He had a laptop on his lap, and a little table to his side with his cell phone, a hard-line phone, a tablet, some loose papers, and a huge orange bottle of prescription painkillers – with the lid off. 
 He was still ignoring doctor’s orders. But he’d at least agreed to semi-recline on the cot – after he began to have trouble sitting up, and kept feeling like he might pass out. He’d also agreed to an IV to get some more fluids in him – later. Right now he needed his arms free. 

“Commander, this is Sarah Cameron, down in the lab with Doctors Park and Close.”

 “And?” Drake’s longstanding brusquerie was growing more extreme. 

“We’ve got an issue with Park’s vaccine – one that I think is going to have to get resolved at higher levels. Between you and the military in Britain, I think.”

 “Go on.” 

“There’s a type of high-end specialist lab equipment Park needs. Got a pen?”

 “Go.” 

“It’s called a Biacore 4000. Bravo India Alpha Charlie Oscar Romeo Echo, Four Treble-Zero.”

 “Got it. We need to get it shipped here from the UK?” 

“Negative. We need the Brits to send out a mission to recover it – from what we’re pretty sure is inside their outbreak zone. The only one going is at the University of Kent.”

 Drake jotted that down as well. “I’ll ring up CentCom. But I doubt they’re going to be thrilled. We absolutely have to have this?” 

“Wait one.”

 There was a beat of silence, then Park came on the line. 

“Yes, we have to have it. It’s essential. We can’t start giving out a live vaccine, in tens of millions of doses, without the type of interaction testing this device does. Believe it or not, we could actually create more problems than we solve.”

 When Drake didn’t immediately respond, Park added, “At least those fifty million people in Britain are healthy now. An insufficiently tested live zombie virus could change all that.”

 “Put Cameron back on.” 

“Go ahead.”

 “Okay. What you need to get this in motion is someone who can get the right person on the horn at CentCom. And believe it or not, that’s probably not me right now.” 

“Who, then?”

 “Handon. He’s the ranking officer here from… whatever fucked-up military structure it is they’ve got there. He’ll know who to call, and because he’s USOC, they’ll take the call.” 

“Roger that.”

 “Get in a room with Handon, Park, and Close. The four of you get all the mission-critical details and parameters down, everything you know that might help them find this thing. And then get it sent over. You hit any roadblocks, ring me back up.” 

“All received.”

 Drake hung up. 
 * * * 
 “Well?” Park asked. He and the gray-haired scientist were looking up at Sarah in expectation. She was pretty clearly the go-to person on the team now. 
 “Pack up your notes,” she said. “We’re going upstairs.” 
 Park hesitated. “There’s something else.” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “I actually do know where there’s another one of these machines. I don’t think it’s much use where it is. But maybe just in case the one in Kent is damaged or impossible to get to.” 
 “Okay. Where?” 
 “Germany. In Dusseldorf, at the biotech where I had my first private-sector job. I can all but guarantee they’ll still have theirs.” 



 Back Into the Fire 
 Germany - Dusseldorf 
 Eli’s gaze drifted from the view out the window to the girl across the table. He was still chewing on his mouthful of sandwich, but she just sat and looked at him, those big eyes showing the signs of concern only he could recognize. Even in these eight short months, the two had grown so close they could read each other’s body language. 
 “It’s just for three months, you know,” she said, looking back down at her own half-eaten lunch. “And it’s a huge opportunity for me.” 
 He nodded. 
 “I know,” he said. “It’s just that I’m on leave during that time, and, well I kinda hoped…” He looked back out the window. The view from the Rhine Tower restaurant, hundreds of meters above the streets of Dusseldorf, had always amazed him. But today it held none of its usual charm, and the notion of watching the huge world below him go by, totally unaware he was watching it, held no allure. 
 “I’ll be back with plenty of time. You’ll still have half of your leave to go,” she said. “Maybe we could even go away somewhere. You know, a holiday, or something?” 
 He nodded again. 
 “Sounds good. And we’re cool. You know you need to do it,” he said, not really meaning every word. “Anyway. You put up with enough waiting around for me.” 
 She reached over and touched his wrist, smiling again. 
 “Just three months…” she had said as he turned back to look out the window. 

But it hadn’t been just three months, Eli thought, as he sat in the doorway of the hurtling helicopter, the wind brushing his face and bringing water to his eyes, and he watched the shape of the huge tower looming in the distance. That had been the last he’d seen of her, at the bottom of the tower as they said goodbye, just before everything went to hell. He would have seen Annika a week later, when he was to return to the city from the British military garrison out near the airport, and visit her just before her internship started, but he never made it. 
 And now, over two years later, he felt a pang of sickness in his stomach as that building came into view. Was she in the city below them, somewhere? Lolling about and rotting like all the other walking corpses? Was she even now standing, mindless and drooling, at one of the windows in the Rhine Tower restaurant, waiting an eternity for nothing, to no purpose? 

“ETA five minutes,” came a voice across the radio – their pilot, or one of them. Three Puma helicopters were thundering across the motionless cityscape of Dusseldorf, two carrying the remaining combined squads of One Troop, and the other empty aside from four crew chiefs manning a heavy winch and mass of lines, ready to whisk away their mission objective. 
 Next to Eli, Jameson was sitting and flipping through a scruffy sheath of diagrams and photographs, given to him during their mission briefing just four hours before. The photographs and specs, which Eli had studied in detail before handing them over, had obviously been pulled from a lab supplies catalogue, and an old one at that. The black-and-white photos were worn and smudged, but the basic shape of the thing they had to retrieve was clear enough. Eli only hoped there weren’t a hundred other machines that looked similar. They had raided a few labs in the last couple of years, but that had been for computer equipment and other gear that was more easily identified. This was different. 
 “You going to be able to recognize this… contraption?” Jameson shouted, over the noise of the rotors and engines. After the endless roar of battle over the last few days, he worried he might have gone deaf, but instead everything was amplified. 
 “Yes, mate. No problem. I think,” said Eli. “The thing’s pretty distinct, and… well, it looks pretty big as well.” 
 “And we’ve got to get it up to the roof.” Jameson’s mind drifted back to the short conversation he’d had with what appeared to be his new direct line of command – Colonel Robert Mayes, the man himself. Mayes had said, “Don’t come back without it, end of. If you can’t get it, don’t come back.” Those were probably the most unnerving orders Jameson had ever been given, and the cold glare the Colonel gave him made him think the part about not returning ought to be taken at face value. 
 The whole troop had walked out of the mission briefing a slightly paler shade. This was the big one, the mission that could not go wrong. Two hours of being drilled on the current state of the target city and building, taken from drone flyovers made just hours earlier, gave them little to work with. The takeaway seemed to be that Dusseldorf was extremely crowded, and one hundred per cent dead. The only good news was that the six hundred thousand former residents had all gone dormant, and now stood around staring at nothing, due to there being not a single living person left in the entire city to infect or devour. 
 Enter One Troop. 
 Who would be hitting the ground in about another three minutes from now. And then all bets were off. 
 Jameson shook his head. Aside from the absurd danger of this mission, he could hardly believe they were back again – only a few miles from the barracks they’d lived in for nearly a year as part of British Forces Germany, in what seemed like a long-vanished age. Why back to Dusseldorf? Because it had a big biotech industry – and a certain lab there was the only place known to possess a piece of high-tech equipment that evidently was now vitally important to the research effort. 
 As the Marines had sat in their mission briefing, Eli almost smiled with the irony of the situation. Because they were told in passing that there was actually a much closer one of these machines – right in the center of Canterbury, in fact. And if they had only been asked two weeks earlier, One Troop could have strolled right in and fetched it, no drama. The trouble of course was that Canterbury had been bombed nearly flat, in a doomed attempt to cauterize the outbreak. And the University of Kent lab building in question could clearly be seen, in aerial imagery, to be nothing but rubble. 
 So now here they
were, hundreds of miles inside Dead Europe, about to fast-rope down onto a building surrounded by over a half a million flesh-eating freaks. And if it weren’t for fate’s extremely capricious sense of humor, Eli would not have seen that tower in the middle of Dusseldorf ever again. 

“Target structure in sight,” came the pilot’s voice over the headset. “Two minutes to insertion.”

 “Right,” snapped Jameson, looking at the dozen men in his helo. The other squad would be readying in the other bird at that moment, but his team was first down onto the roof, and had to clear out fast to make way for the others. 
 “We’ve been through this drill enough. Hit the ground, move to the outside edge of the roof, and stay low. Then we wait until the noise has gone.” 
 He stood by the open door, feeling the wind buffeting him, and watched the rooftop of the lab complex coming in fast. A few seconds more and they flared in to a low hover, the pilot shouting, “Good to go!” Jameson was first out, sliding down the thick fast-rope in less than two seconds before hitting the hard surface of the roof. As he landed and let go, he ducked his head and raised his assault rifle to his shoulder, scanning all sectors of the rooftop. Most of his attention was on the closed doorway behind which was the stairwell down into the building. 
 It was a big structure, maybe ten stories and hundreds of feet across. As Jameson moved to the roof’s edge, and the metal piping that ran along it, he tried to listen for anything that wasn’t the boots of his men, or the loud thrum of the rotors. They were drawing a lot of attention to themselves, and all knew they had to get down and grounded so the helos could get out as quickly as possible. Twenty seconds later and Second squad was dropping onto the roof and also running for cover. 

So far, so good, Jameson thought, as the second bird lifted away and rose up into the sky, its engine noise dissipating as it went. Half a minute later, the three helos were only dark splotches in the sky, still shrinking, and inaudible from the rooftop. 
 And that was when the silence of the city of Dusseldorf hit them. Every man in One Troop crouched low, hidden from view and motionless, none making a sound. This was as planned. They were to hit the deck, make all the racket they had to in less than a minute, then go low and quiet, and wait. 
 The CentCom expert on behavior of the undead, and on covertly avoiding them, had been confident that a short burst of noise wouldn’t be enough to rouse the whole population. Some would get riled up and seek out the source. But all the reports and studies so far suggested the noise of the helos, as they left the city, would draw off those few that did wake up. 
 And Jameson was beginning to think well of that little guy in the suit, who had looked as if he didn’t even need to shave. Maybe he was right. Of course, the Marines already knew from long experience on the ground that if you kept your noise and movement to a minimum, you could sneak past an awful lot of dead without detection. It was the small matter of flying directly to the center of a huge population of them, amidst the deafening noise of three rotary-wing aircraft, that was the novelty. Jameson only hoped to hell that they hadn’t just awoken a whole city. 
 But if they had, there was always that lone Apache out there, waiting for the call if needed. 
 Now the helos had gone, and the silence was broken only by the heavy rush of the wind. As he knelt there, looking out over the top of the catatonic city, Jameson found his stomach churning with nerves. Below, scattered all along the street, and standing nearly motionless, were hundreds of the dead. None of those nearby seemed to move, aside from the occasional twitch or collapse. 
 There was one knot of a few dozen, farther down the street, which stumbled in the direction the helos had travelled. But he couldn’t hear any of them moaning – none of that eerie, sickening siren call that would draw others to them. These few just stumbled along the road, slowly drifting farther away. 
 And the ones in the street below stayed blessedly dormant. Jameson peered among them, wondering how long they had been just standing around, doing nothing. 

Long may it last, he thought. 
 It was actually something that had always puzzled him about the dead. They were completely unaware of each other, alone in the world, without the slightest consciousness of the existence of other ones. Yet the sounds they made attracted others like a dinner bell. How could they home in on the sounds made by others, and in that way all end up converging on one location, usually that of some poor sap trying his best to get away or hide – yet then shove forward as though there was nothing in their way, let alone a dozen others trying to get to the victim at the same time? 
 Jameson snapped out of these idle thoughts, aware now that Eli was watching him. A quick hand-signal and Eli was up, along with two other Marines, the three of them fast-walking across the roof to the stairwell, weapons panning, moving smoothly and silently, heel-toe. In comparison to the racket of a few minutes ago, the noise discipline they displayed now seemed almost comical to him. 
 Jameson alternated his attention between the ground below, where the teeming dead milled, and Eli crouched by the door, working on the lock. A few seconds later, the double doors swung slowly open, and rifles were pointed into the darkness inside, thin light falling across walls that hadn’t been exposed to movement or light of any kind for two years. Jameson could feel it, somewhere deep inside him – this building was as dead as the rest of the landscape around them, a shell bereft of life. 
 He rose, signaling the others to follow, and made his way across the open roof. As he approached the doors, he pulled down his head-mounted night-vision goggles (NVGs), and stepped into the open maw of the strange building. 

First in, last out, he thought. 
 The stairwell ahead was empty and silent, and a barely perceptible cold breeze drifted up from somewhere down in the belly of the building. As he made his way carefully down the first flight of stairs, stepping over the cardboard boxes and rotting litter that covered the metal stairs like a skin, Jameson’s vision began to adjust. At first the thin autumnal sunlight, filtering down the entrance to the stairwell, had made it difficult to see. 
 But slowly the darkness resolved, the goggles illuminating what would normally be near blackness. There was very little ambient light down here, even the windows out at the edges of the floor crusted or covered, but it was enough for the NVGs to pick up and amplify. Above and behind Jameson, the rest of One Troop crept quietly after him. Only a two-man crew remained to guard the exit and provide overwatch of the surrounding streets. 
 Jameson stepped out onto the first landing and stopped to scan the area. Eli appeared at his shoulder with two other Marines, all of them covering their assigned sectors. The corridor went in two directions from here – one lined with closed doors, leading further into the building and past an open elevator shaft; the other, terminating in a dead end, also lined with doors. Only two were open. 
 This place hadn’t been occupied by the living for over two years, and the shattered glass and broken furniture piled up near the elevator spoke volumes. Someone had tried to barricade themselves in up here, that much was obvious. But the barricade had collapsed, and now black stains were smeared across the floor, leading into two of the rooms. 
 Jameson was wondering how many of the dead had rushed this floor, and how many of the living had tried to defend it… when the first victims stumbled out of one of the open rooms, lumpy green shapes against black backgrounds in the NVGs. They were slow-moving ones, and seemed barely to register the Marines at the foot of the stairwell, before the snap of suppressed gunfire cut the air. Considering his previous worries about Eli’s state of mind, back in quarantine, his troop sergeant was on form, dropping both of them before anyone else could even target them. Both bodies fell to the ground before Jameson could react. The entire squad then crouched there, low to the ground, unmoving, waiting to see if more would come. 
 But all that came was silence. There was no more movement, no more dead stumbling out to meet them, and that meant they would have to go in looking for them. The Marines’ occasional tactic of making noise and waiting for the dead to come to them was a no-go today. With thousands of them potentially within earshot, noise was the last thing they needed. 
 The intel they had been provided with, by whoever requested the mission, was vague and confusing at best. The machine would probably be in a lab on the upper or middle floors, but which one was unclear. The Marines would have to scour each level one at a time, clearing out the dead and searching for their mission objective, before descending to the next floor. 
 And they had to pull all this off while doing nothing to rouse the endless hordes that stood right outside the front door. 



 The Gathering 
 Dusseldorf - Target Building 
 Jameson stepped over the first body, carefully avoiding the splatter of black blood that had sprayed across the floor behind it, and made his way along the corridor toward the dead end. As he did so, other Marines followed him down from the stairwell and spread out, quietly opening the doors that lined the corridor and scanning the rooms inside. As Jameson reached the final door, while Eli and another man checked the adjacent ones, he heard a short, sharp snap of silenced gunfire from the other end of the corridor. And then it went quiet again. 
 He stepped forward and tentatively pushed open the last door, revealing a once plush office with a large desk, as well as three bodies, all now dried-up husks, upon the floor. No machine, no lab equipment. There was only a copier, and a table with some sort of broken apparatus scattered across it, but nothing resembling their objective. 
 As he backed out again and pressed the door closed behind him, he heard more gunfire from the far end of the corridor, again followed by silence. 
 The squad gathered back near the stairwell, while three Marines covered the darkness below with their rifles. From somewhere down there came the sound of dripping water, a noise that was rare in these fallen places, this long after civilization had shut down. Hand-signals from returning Marines confirmed they had cleared the other half of this floor, and Jameson started down to the next one. As he made his way further down, trying to step silently on the metal stairwell, he heard the sound of water growing. This wasn’t a drip, but a gush of some kind, maybe a burst pipe. How it was still pouring water, he didn’t know. The water supply should have cut out long ago. 
 The next level was laid out identically to the first, except that the doors were all open wide, and at least a dozen dried husks of bodies littered the corridor. The remains of a headless man leaned against the wall opposite, and Jameson could see no sign of the rest of him. He tried not to think about it, and moved along the corridor more swiftly. 
 But there were no zombies on this floor, only the dried-up remains of another dozen victims in the rooms they checked. And still no machine. 
 They were moving to the seventh floor when Jameson froze halfway down the stairs and looked out over a mass of standing, not-quite-motionless figures. He could see now that the stairwell opened directly onto a large open area in the center of the building, with a dozen overturned sofas scattered around the outside. There were tables in among the stupefied crowd below, and a large projector hung from the ceiling, pointing at a white screen that had long since collapsed onto the floor. 
 A chill ran down Jameson’s spine – was it the thrill of a rapidly approaching fight, or the eerie silence in the crowded room? Even with all of the dead standing around almost motionless, he couldn’t be sure. This was clearly some kind of meeting space, surrounded by a number of small offices. And now, Jameson thought, two years later, it was still a meeting place of sorts – one for the crowd of dead, some three dozen at least, all standing stupidly and staring into space. 

So this is where everyone is, he thought as he lifted his rifle, squinting as he took aim through his illuminated telescopic sight. All of the figures standing in the room wore office attire, their everyday work clothes, no doubt immaculate previously, but now torn and filthy. The people these shells once were had died two years ago, and the whites had turned to brown with black stains. 
 “Engage targets when I initiate,” he said into the radio, his voice low. 
 It wasn’t until the first half-dozen dead fell, as the room lit up with flickers of gunfire, that he noticed the splashes from the ground where the bodies hit the floor. But by then, the whole crowd was waking, stirring, and turning to investigate the new arrivals. Jameson continued to fire steadily, worried about the evident flooding, but aware they had no choice but to deal with the dead now. It was too late for finesse. Their hand had been dealt. 
 He saw now that the burst pipe was in the ceiling above the conference room, and must have been slowly trickling down onto the floors below for two years. It wasn’t a large volume of water, though still a mystery – the pump system had long ago shut down, and what remained must have come from some kind of upper-floor storage tank. Still, it had seeped through, not only pooling on the floor around the feet of the three dozen dead employees, but also drenching the carpets and leaking into the supports underneath – so the weight and pressure must have been substantial by now. 
 In reality, the only thing that had thus far stopped the floor from collapsing was the lack of movement from the zombies in the room. And now the survivors of that first volley of rifle fire began to lurch toward the stairwell. Jameson, Eli, and the others continued to fire, dropping another dozen within seconds, but the others stumbled forward, clumsily splashing through the pooled water. Some went down without even being hit, while others clambered on, staggering toward the stairwell and shifting their weight across the floor – passing directly over the weakest spot, right in the center. 
 It was then that the floor beneath them shook, support girders creaking and straining to hold the weight, but the constant erosion of water over two years had left it all rotted, weak, and ready to fail… and to collapse. One moment, two dozen dead were staggering across the room toward the Marines, and the next, the floor opened up and swallowed them. The still-moving corpses fell into the void that appeared beneath them, as collapsing masonry, carpeting, and rotten furniture plummeted fifteen feet and hit the floor below with a deafening crash. 
 Jameson leaned back and waited, heart thumping, for more of the building to fall down around him, memories of the building collapse in Canterbury flashing through his mind… but it didn’t happen. He looked down and found he now had a perfect view of the level below the collapsed one – another large room, this one mostly white, and filled with benches and various machines that actually did look like lab equipment. 

Nice one, he thought. 
 On the other hand, many of the dead that had dropped down there were already clambering to their feet and glaring and hissing upward. 
 And they began to moan. 
 Jameson hurriedly lifted his rifle, and snapped off three, four, five shots, taking down the dead as they rose, as quickly as he could, while to his right other Marines also aimed and fired rapidly. But even through the gaping hole, they didn’t have angles on all the ones down there. And the loud bastards were continuing to make that horrific wheezing noise, which could very quickly be lethal for the entire team. 
 Eli spun around, running to the next flight of stairs. He took them two at a time, running down into the darkness below, his feet thudding on the metal. Jameson rose and followed, leaving the hole to the men behind him. As he turned the corner of the stairwell, his rifle still held high, he saw Eli crouching at the bottom, unleashing a stream of fire into the lab. 
 “Cease fire, hold position,” Jameson snapped into the radio as the last moaning figure in the room finally fell, hitting the floor with a splash, and all movement and sound in the big white room ceased completely. He scanned the floor and the doors of the dozen or so offices lining the corridor that led from the lab. 
 And then he listened to the silence for a full ten seconds, until the thud of something soft banging against a window, many floors below, made his heart sink. 

“Boss, this is overwatch,” came the voice of one of the rooftop Marines. 
 Jameson shook his head. Five minutes and we’re already on our way into deep shit. 
 “Jameson, go ahead,” he said, and waited for the bad news. 

“We have significant activity on the street below. I think we woke a lot of them up with whatever that racket was.”

 “We had a floor collapse out from underneath us. How many?” 

“Not too bad – yet. A few dozen near the building heading towards us, and one ugly motherfucker hammering at the window. A few more moving further away. Most of the street is still. No runners yet, but they’re making a lot of noise now and I don’t think we have much time before the whole neighborhood wakes up.”

 “Fuck,” hissed Eli. 
 Jameson sighed. 

“Do you want us to start taking them down?”

 Jameson pondered the question. It was a choice between bad and worse. Either they took out the moving ones and risked waking up the whole damn street, and after that the city, or they hoped the ones down below would soon calm. Whether it was the men on the roof, or the ones in the building, someone was going to have to deal with them soon. 
 “No,” said Jameson. “That will only agitate the rest. Just stay vigilant and update us if it gets worse. We’ll head down and try to keep them out of the building. Over.” 

“Roger that. Good luck.”




 All in Pieces 
 Dusseldorf - Target Building 
 “Okay – stack up and move out,” Jameson said as he began moving toward the next flight of stairs. “First squad, check all the rooms above and make sure that lab is clear. Second squad, down here now. On me.” 
 He took the stairs two at a time and only slowed as he reached the next landing, signaling the first two Marines behind him to flow through and clear the floor. 
 “Eli, is any of that crap up there our objective?” 
 Standing in the middle of the room below the giant hole, and surveying the devastation caused by the collapse, Eli shook his head, even though Jameson was a floor below him. 

“I don’t see it,” he said across the squad net. 
 “Okay, keep looking,” he said, his voice strained with effort. Even though they had stripped their regular infantry gear down to a minimum to allow for faster movement, the amount of kit they carried still made running down stairs a feat in itself. 
 Jameson hit the next flight, and didn’t bother taking them quietly. Somewhere far below, he could hear the sounds of rasping, and moaning, and more hammering on glass, as the newly awakened population of Dusseldorf began to stir. 

“What’s the plan, boss?” came Eli’s voice over the radio. 
 Jameson continued to take the stairs at speed, hitting the next landing and opening fire on three figures that stumbled out of the door just feet away. 
 “Break off in pairs, check all the floors as we go – fast. I’m heading down as far as I can to try and hold them off. Elson, Rottes, Johnson, on me. Eli, you’re in charge of the sweep now.” 

“Roger that,” replied Eli. 
 “Anyone finds anything like our objective, shout. Eli will check it out and get the damn thing moving.” 
 He took the next flight down, leaving the search of the floor above for his men, and then the next, reaching the third floor just as movement came into view on the stairwell below. But he didn’t stop, still taking the stairs two at a time, the tide of Marines behind him breaking off as they passed each floor, the size of the group following him shrinking with each floor. He turned the last corner of the stairwell, which he hoped would lead to the ground floor, and found himself facing three more dead, already slowly stumbling up toward him. 
 Without hesitation, he cut them down with spaced, single shots, then took the last few stairs, slowing only as he reached the open double-doors that led onto the ground-floor reception area. Behind him, he heard Elson and the others put security double-taps into the dead he had dropped, and a moment later the Marines were at his shoulder, all of them with NVGs now flipped up, and peering out of the dark stairwell into the somewhat brighter but still dim foyer. 
 Jameson switched his radio to the air-mission net and keyed his transmit button. “Raven Three, One Troop Actual. Send SITREP and advise extraction response time, over.” 
 The pilot’s voice came back immediately. 

“One Troop, Raven Three, we are holding hover at our stand-off point, and can reach you in five minutes. Over.”

 Five minutes was a long time, Jameson thought, and he tried to weigh up how long it would take him and the others to get back to the roof. 
 “That’s received. Stand by,” he said. 

“Roger, we’ll be here, Raven Three out,” came the reply. 
 The large reception area was surrounded on three sides by plate-glass windows that reached almost to the ceiling, and as Jameson peered out from the stairwell, he saw dozens of faces staring into the building from outside. One of the huge window panels had collapsed, its glass scattering across the floor and littering ground that was already cluttered with the remains of the long dead. The elevator, now inoperable, stood open opposite them. 
 There was no movement inside the lobby – these corpses inside lay inert, either killed before infection, destroyed at the brainstem, or else just not intact enough to have turned in the first place. It was a scene of utter carnage, and Jameson was glad it was one that had concluded over two years ago. 
 The main problem, he saw immediately, was that although one of the plate-glass windows on the left was half smashed, leaving maybe three feet of jagged glass to block the way, the main doors, thirty feet away across open space, stood wide open. The smashed window backed onto a display cabinet that showed the smiling faces of people in white coats holding up a certificate, and the display, he hoped, would block access through that avenue for a while. 
 And right now he didn’t have to worry about that entrance because the dead weren’t on that side of the building. But the wide-open front doors still needed to be shut. As he watched, a few other shamblers joined the ones leaning against the intact windows on the right side of the building. They were forty feet from the entrance, and Jameson was relieved the dead didn’t have the cognitive power to realize that an open door or broken window was a much quicker entrance than an intact one. 
 Above, perhaps three floors at a guess, the snaps of nearly inaudible gunfire sounded. The suppressors were good, but they didn’t completely muffle the sound of the assault rifles. One of the teams now scouring the levels above must have found another pocket of resistance, and Jameson exhaled with relief when the firing ceased and silence returned. He watched the ones still outside, hoping the additional noise wouldn’t rouse even more of them. 
 Elson was watching him from a few feet away, waiting for orders. Jameson nodded toward the doors. 
 “We wait,” he said, then raised his rifle and started scanning targets, ready for when the time came. 
 * * * 
 Several floors above, Eli crept along another corridor, rifle at the high-ready position, and edged into the last room at the end. The big white room on this floor, into which had crashed the huge one above it, was the first they’d found that even looked anything like a lab. But it had proved to be empty of anything resembling their objective. They’d covered half the building by this time, and apart from some sporadic gunfire, Eli wasn’t getting anything from the rest of the men. 
 He thought, for one terrible moment, that CentCom’s boffins had made a terrible mistake, and the machine wouldn’t be here at all. But as he was about to make his way toward a closet at the back of what now looked to be some kind of storeroom, his radio buzzed with a voice he didn’t hear very often. 

“Eli, this is Sanders. I’m on the fifth floor.” The voice of the quietest Marine in One Troop seemed to betray some excitement. 
 “Go ahead,” Eli said, panning his weapon smoothly. 

“We’ve found what’s definitely a lab down here, and there’s something that might be our target, but I’m not sure.”

 Eli backed out of the room, closed the door, and started jogging back toward the stairwell. 
 “On my way. But why are you not sure?” He hit the stairwell again, passing the two men of First squad guarding it. They stepped aside as he rushed through, and watched him vanish into the darkness below. 

“It’s kind of in bits. Like they were taking it apart.”

 “Is it fucked?” snapped Eli, almost stopping dead on the stairs, a sickening feeling rushing up to his stomach. “Is it broken?” That, he knew, would spell disaster. They had been told only that the machine was absolutely critical in the search for a cure – and that this was the one place where such a device was known to exist. If they failed here, they would be reduced to scouring every other lab in Europe, or at least the ones that hadn’t already been raided. That could mean dozens or hundreds of new and insanely dangerous missions. 

“Negative,” replied Sanders. “Don’t think so. None of it looks broken, just… dismantled.”

 Eli took off again, hitting the corridor below just as three of the others were backing out of it. One of them pointed down the opposite direction, toward an open door in a wall of misted glass. 

Now that’s what a lab looks like, thought Eli as he hurried through. 
 Inside, Sanders and another Marine were standing over what Eli could only describe as a pile of junk. As he looked it over, he thought that if it wasn’t for the large white case sitting in the middle of the floor, he would have walked straight back out again. Sanders hadn’t exaggerated when he said dismantled. Why? he wondered. Had the people who worked here realized its importance and tried to package it up and move it? 
 “Here,” said Sanders, pointing at the side of the big white plastic case. The bubble wrap had already been pulled back, revealing a label. Sanders aimed his weapon-mounted light toward the dirty, scratched logo on the side. “Biacore 4000,” he said, looking hopefully up at Eli. “That’s the thing, innit?” 
 “That’s the thing,” said Eli, as he looked around again at the mess at their feet. Tubing, bottles, clips, circuit boards, and a set of large drum-shaped cylinders were strewn across the floor. Now we just have to make sure we take all of it with us.

 Sanders looked up at him, concerned. “What do we do with all this? There’s all sorts of bits.” 
 “Just put it in the box. All of it, even if you’re not sure it’s part of the damn thing. Then stuff it full of bubble wrap, tape it all up tight, and we’ll just hope we got it all.” 
 He turned away as the two Marines let their rifles swing to their sides and began shoving the mess on the floor into the huge padded box. Eli took a look around, trying to spot the trolley that had been mentioned, but there was nothing nearby that looked useful. 
 “Jameson, Eli.” 

“Go ahead.”

 “We’ve got it. I think. It’s the Biacore. But it’s all in pieces.” 
 * * * 
 On the ground floor, Jameson sighed with relief. 
 “Thank fuck,” he said, still watching the lone zombie that was now only a few feet from the open entrance at the front of the building. He peered at those wide-open doors again. The urge to just walk over and shut them was almost uncontrollable, but he knew if he did, the half of Dusseldorf out there on the lawn would see him. The noise they made was already drawing many more from the surrounding streets. 
 “Can it be moved?” he said. 

“Affirmative,” said Eli. “There’s no trolley, which is fucking typical. So we’re gonna have to haul the damn thing up the stairs. It’ll take four to do it.”

 “Just get it done, and don’t fucking drop that thing, Eli,” said Jameson. “Everybody else, get out of those rooms and strongpoint all access to that stairwell. Rotate carriage on the haul if need be.” 
 “On it,” said Eli. 
 Jameson turned back to the front doors, and tried to judge everything at once. 
 “Raven Three, this is One Troop,” he called into the radio. “We need extraction ASAP. We have our mission objective and are moving to the roof. Repeat, request immediate extract.” 

“Roger that, One Troop. Raven Three copies all, we are inbound.”

 Jameson nodded at the other three Marines crouched with him at the entrance to the foyer. 
 “We give them two minutes head start, then we’re leaving.” 



 They’re Coming 
 Dusseldorf - Lobby of Target Building 
 Jameson watched the front doors, counting the seconds and waiting for their moment to move. Those doors still stood wide open to the outside, and to the locals, and that pain-in-the-ass lone zombie slowly shuffling toward the opening was now barely ten feet away. He had considered just popping it in the head and rushing over to push the doors shut. But he suspected that if he did, all the others would see him, and belatedly work out that they were attacking the stupid side of the building. There were already many more stumbling in from the wider area, and the Marines would soon have more to deal with than the couple of dozen hammering at the windows on the intact side. 
 Fortunately, for the moment, that crowd wasn’t going anywhere. The glass was thick and the dead still hadn’t figured out they could just walk around the side and in the open door. But that single zombie working its way around would eventually either notice Jameson and the others, or else reach the entrance, in which case they’d have to take it out. Either outcome could spell disaster. But now he looked up to where Elson was indicating and saw a box on the ceiling above the doors. 
 “It’s a control box,” said Elson in a whisper. “That means there’s a button for it somewhere. Maybe behind the reception desk.” 
 “But no electricity.” Jameson keyed his radio. “Eli.” 

“Go ahead.” Eli’s voice was strained, breathless. 
 “SITREP.” 

“Just hitting the stairs. This thing’s heavier than it looks, and there was a lot of crap scattered around we just threw in with it.”

 “Can you make it to the roof in five minutes? Helos are inbound.” 

“Affirmative, no probs.”

 “Good.” 
 But then another voice cut into the channel. 

“Err… overwatch here. I think we have a serious problem.”

 “Report,” said Jameson. 

“About half a klick north, there’s a lot of movement. We see numerous fast ones heading this direction. Can’t say for sure if they’re inbound our position, but I’d say it’s a good bet.”

 “Shit,” cursed Jameson. “How long have we got?” he asked, taking a deep breath. 

“Honestly? Three or four minutes tops, maybe less. They’re running like someone shoved a jackhammer up their arses.”


“Fuck,” muttered Eli, his voice labored as he and the other three Marines carrying the box made their way to the seventh floor. “They must have heard the collapse. We should be on the roof in three minutes.”

 Jameson shook his head. And to think we were worried about the noise from the helos. But all he said was, “Okay, good.” 
 But it wasn’t good, not good at all. In a few minutes they were going to have some pretty deadly company, all of it right on their doorstep. He had to act now, even if it meant alerting the dead outside. Those front doors couldn’t be left open. 
 “Overwatch, maintain position and ping me when they hit the grounds outside.” 

“Roger that.”

 Jameson turned to the other three with him. He had no choice. If he shut the doors, he might draw everything just outside. But if he left them open, the approaching mob of runners would just dance on in. The doors were directly in their path and they’d be swarming inside the building before the helos were anywhere near. It was a no-brainer. 
 “I’m shutting those doors. You’re all on me. Drop anything that comes at us. I’ll get the left door. Elson gets the right.” 
 The others nodded and moved into a crouch, ready to go. 
 “On three… two… one.” 
 Jameson stood and moved swiftly toward the front of the lobby. Rushing forward, he grabbed one of the heavy doors and shoved, just as Rotte fired a single shot at the stumbling dead man that had been moving toward them. The creature fell back down the steps outside and lay still. Elson grabbed the other door and heaved it shut, and then Jameson flipped the catches. It wouldn’t hold off determined runners for long, but no stumbling, slow zombie would get through. At least not in the next few minutes. 
 And they’d closed up shop just in time. Two, then three slow ones turned and began to stagger toward the entrance. But they weren’t the real worry. Beyond the open grass in front, three or four hundred yards out, Jameson could see a dozen, and then two dozen, extremely fast-moving dead burst from between two buildings and start running full-tilt toward them. 

“This is overwatch. They’re here.”

 Jameson knew they needed to stop them, or at least slow them down, somehow. 
 “Overwatch, you are weapons-free,” he said. “Everyone else, get your asses moving to the roof and pitch in. I need those things slowed down, but when the birds arrive and the package is away, everyone get the hell off that roof. I want you all loaded up and out of my way by the time I get up there.” 
 Then he turned, with the others on his heels, and ran for the stairwell, hitting the bottom at a full sprint and not slowing down. 
 “Eli. Please tell me you’re at the roof. Or damn close.” The first flight of stairs flew beneath them, the four Marines barely touching the ground. All the time Jameson scanned for somewhere to hole up, some place to make a stand and fight off the incoming horde. There might be some advantage in holding their ground on the floor that had collapsed, but the area around the stairwell was still intact. And there wasn’t enough time to build a barricade. 

“We’re on… the ninth,” replied Eli, his voice heaving with exertion. “Half a minute and we’ll be up top.”

 “Roger that,” said Jameson, his breathing also heavy as the strain of running the stairs in all his combat kit began to hit him. “Keep going. Clear the stairs. No fucker left behind, you got me? Everyone to the roof.” 

That had to be it, he thought as he labored up another endless flight, leg muscles screaming and lungs burning. There was no place else to hold off the dead but right up at the top. As his group took the third floor, he saw the backs of two other Marines climbing out up above them, and as they ran up toward the fourth, he heard a loud thud below. There was no sound of breaking glass, just a dull thud. 
 “Everybody keep moving!” he shouted, as more loud thumps echoed below them. The fifth and sixth floors went by in a flash, at each level the stairs above filling with more Marines. Then the seventh. Only a few more to go – and Jameson presumed, or desperately hoped, that by now Eli was on the roof. And that was when the massive roar of breaking glass resounded up the stairwell from the ground floor. 
 “Raven Three, update status, over.” 

“This is Raven Three. We are inbound on short final, ETA one minute. Holy fucking shit,” added the pilot. 
 “Yeah,” said Jameson. “We have some company. Raven Three, make sure the mission objective is extracted first. Over.” 

“Roger that. Carrier is out front and moving into position.”

 The noise of thundering feet on the stairs below hit them as they rounded the stairwell to the eighth floor. Just two more flights and they would be out. The noise from below sounded like a crowd roaring and stampeding. 
 Jameson stopped at the next landing and turned around, aiming his weapon back down the stairs. Looking down into the gap, he saw the dead were already only three floors below them – and moving much faster than the living. Rotte stopped next to him and also took aim, but the others carried on, stopping only at the very top, then covering back and down. As the breeze blew in from outside, Jameson watched the wave of runners flood up the stairs. He couldn’t allow that mob free rein to climb up here. They were too fast, and if he stood his ground at the exit to the roof, there was every chance they could surge through before the helo even got the cargo away, let alone his team.


I’m going to have to make a stand right here, he thought – knowing that doing so would probably mean he wasn’t going to get out of the building alive. 
 He began to fire. 
 * * * 
 Out on the roof, Eli waved frantically at the crew chiefs as they leapt out of the helo, not nearly fast enough in his opinion. The Puma was now hovering just feet above the deck, its blades thrumming so loudly that Eli could feel them in his head rather than hear the noise. Everything else was a numb silence. 
 The crew chiefs scurried around the giant white box the Marines had just hauled up, and looped heavy canvas strapping all around it, with luck securing the shell for good and keeping all the loose crap inside. They then clipped the strapping onto the lines that dangled from the Puma. 
 Eli felt himself growing frantic as the sound of gunfire erupted in the stairwell, and he glanced quickly at the door, where Elson had just appeared. He wavered on the question of going back to join the fight, but decided his best bet for helping them get out was to not be in the way when they came running up. He turned and saw the crew chiefs scrambling back up into the Puma, and the slack in the ropes going out – and then the box, wrapped tight in webbing, finally lifting off. Seconds later it was rocketing skyward and away, and Eli was weak with relief to see the next bird flaring in – one of the two that would carry the Marines away from the hell that was climbing up toward them. 
 “Objective away,” he said into his chin mic, hoping Jameson heard him. 
 Out along the edges of the roof, twenty Marines were now kneeling and firing down at the ground below – in every direction. And Eli wondered how the hell he was going to get them all off this roof alive. 



 Last Stand 
 Target Building - Eighth Floor Landing 
 The creatures hurled themselves up the stairs with a furious force, and directly at Jameson and the three other Marines left holding the stairwell. They were like nothing he had encountered before. He was used to runners, and had fought them a number of times. Those were fast, but they were still clumsy, and so long as he just overclocked his nerves, he could manage them with little more effort than the slow ones. But these dead bastards pouring up the stairwell toward him now, straight into the teeth of their full-auto fire, weren’t having any problems negotiating the stairs, or one another, in getting to them. 
 They were locked on, and wired tight. 
 They came in waves, a dozen or so at first, and then more with each wave that followed, clambering over the bodies of the already fallen with a malevolent intensity that Jameson could see clearly in their eyes. In seconds, he had burned through three magazines and was wondering where more were going to come from, while above him he could hear the thrum of the first helicopter as it flared in and then, achingly slowly, dusted off again. Finally he heard the words he had been waiting for. 

“Objective away.”

 The damned machine was finally in the air and sailing far away from there, and he could hear the next helo coming in behind it. And as Jameson leaned hard into his rifle and the next wave of attackers, he stole a glance at the stairs just three feet away from him. They would need to move fast to get out of this one. Right now, he knew from the sounds above him that half his men were piling into their lift, scrambling to get the hell out of the nightmare threatening to subsume them from below. 
 Another thirty seconds and his remaining Marines would be making a dash up those last flights of stairs and onto the roof – and then they would have to move quickly enough to get to the helo before the dead did. But watching the inexhaustible masses of them rushing up the stairs directly below him, Jameson wondered if any escape would even be possible for him, and the other three men still with him. 
 There was a heavy crescendoing of rotor and engine noise, and then the call on the radio: “First squad away.” Jameson gunned down the last few in the wave that had nearly reached them. It took all four Marines, concentrating their fire, to hold the flood back, and how the hell they were going to achieve that on the roof, he didn’t know. They would somehow have to get the doors shut behind them. 
 He bellowed, “Go, go, go!” 
 Rotte, closest to him, took off up the stairs faster than Jameson could follow, and was halfway to the top when the next wave of dead appeared behind them. Jameson leapt up, taking the first flight in just three bounds, then skidded and slammed into the wall, but pushed himself off it and ran for the last section. That doorway was gaping open up there, and Johnson and Elson were still firing down over his head, with two other Marines covering the doorway, when the blurring of violent motion below somehow shifted from the stairs beneath him to the railing above. 
 The creature leapt wildly, and impossibly high, somehow coming unscathed through the volley of fire from the Marines, and then snatched at the railing and lashed out at Rotte. The Marine staggered, tripped, and went headfirst down onto the stairs with a bang that Jameson heard even over the roar of the guns and the shrieking of the dead all around him. He tried to swerve to the side, to avoid falling over the now unconscious Marine, but the Foxtrot hauled itself over the railing and pounced, leaping at him even as Johnson turned and was about to gun it down, before he clocked Jameson and checked his fire. 
 Jameson slammed into the wall, knocked aside by the force of the lunatic zombie. He staggered backward, feeling his balance leaving him, and then felt the world around him tilt, as the weight of the dead maniac sent him backward, tumbling head over feet down the stairs, to roll out into the corridor of the level below, coming to rest terrifyingly close to the open elevator shaft. He hit the ground hard and felt his grip on his rifle fail as it clattered away from him. The zombie also lost its grip on him and carried on tumbling into the corridor beyond. 
 Still at the top of the stairs, Johnson tried to aim for the one that had taken Jameson, but it rolled out of view, so instead he turned and fired down the stairs at those rushing up – but four more lurched over the railing beside him. Jameson could see one land on Rotte and start to clutch and bite, then two more fall on Johnson, knocking him to the ground. But now he had to focus on the half-dozen climbing over each other to get out of the stairwell and at him, while the one that had knocked him over, farther down the corridor, was even then getting to its feet. 
 He was boxed in. And the trap was snapping shut. 
 All obvious directions of egress were blocked, and his rifle lay ten feet away on the other side of the one that had pulled him down here. For a moment he considered jumping for it, but the creature in the corridor hissed and lunged at him. His right hand flew to his side, and his handgun came out firing in a flash, taking the zombie in the chest and throat and knocking it down. But he knew his side arm wasn’t enough to hold off half of what was closing in on him. 
 As he saw the light at the top of the stairs, and the back of Elson with it, both rapidly vanishing as the doors were pulled shut, he glanced around, looking for somewhere, anywhere, to run to. The corridor behind him led to offices, and he could hole up there and try to fight them off, but he hadn’t enough rounds. They would break through in minutes, if not seconds. The other corridor led to a dead end, and no way out. 
 And the one he’d shot was getting up now anyway. 
 Escape. That word began to recede in meaning for Jameson, who looked now at the open elevator shaft, with seconds left before the dead fell upon him. He had no other choice, and simply shot forward, jamming his handgun into its holster and hoping it would stay put, as he dove headfirst into the shaft, hands flailing in the dark for cables, or struts – anything he could hold on to. 
 He tumbled and picked up speed as the blackness swallowed him whole. 
 * * * 
 On the roof above, Elson sprinted across the gap between the closed doors and the last helo. It hovered near the edge of the building, all its restrained power seeming poised or even desperate to launch itself into the air and to safety. Twenty feet ahead of him, Eli glanced up at the pilot, and wasn’t surprised at the fearful expression on the man’s face, as the four remaining Marines rushed across the rooftop toward salvation. Eli leapt in the side door, rolling and clearing out of the way as quickly as he could, hoping the others would be close behind. He shuffled into a kneeling position and hefted his rifle. 
 And then the door to the stairs burst outward, spilling a half-dozen of the insanely fast-moving ones, with more following behind. Elson, at the rear of the column of fleeing Marines, stumbled and nearly went down, but righted himself. He still had twenty feet of open roof to cover when the first zombie fell upon him, grabbing hold and pulling him to the ground. Others poured out of the door as Eli opened fire. 
 Another one of the last four Marines dove for the helo as it lifted off. He grabbed the lip of the doorway, and a man inside leaned out to pull him in, but then a dark flash of movement burst from the crowd below and vaulted the gap, latching on to the dangling man and clawing at him. He screamed, and grasped desperately, but the weight of the pawing corpse pulled him free as the helo rose and banked. One moment the man was there, the creature latched on to him, trying to claw its way up to the others inside, and the next the two were falling away, ten feet, then thirty, then a hundred, as the aircraft shot up and away from the building. And Eli watched with horror as the last of his Marines, left behind by the pilots, were now set upon by the dead. 
 He turned, and clambered over to the cockpit. 
 “We have to turn it around!” he shouted. “Jameson, Rotte, and Johnson are still inside the building, and may be alive.” 
 “Negative,” said the pilot. “We’re not going back. It’s too risky.” 
 “That’s not a suggestion!” shouted Eli. “That’s an order!” 
 The pilot turned from his controls for a moment, and stared Eli in the eyes. 
 “You may be in command of your unit now, Sergeant,” he said, his voice low and toneless, “But I outrank you, and this is my air mission.” 
 “But…” 
 “Not happening,” said the pilot. “We are mission complete.” 
 Eli stared at the man who had just sentenced his friends to death, and then looked back at the target building. Inside, as far as he knew, three of the men who had been his best mates since he joined up, many years ago, were now either dead or fighting for their lives. Elson, a man he had known for fifteen years, had already fallen, and soon Jameson, Rotte, and Johnson would be gone. He knew there was no possible way out of that building for just three men. The dead were too fast and they outnumbered the living a hundred or even a thousand to one. 

Godspeed, my brothers.




 Just Hanging Around 
 Target Building - Elevator Shaft 
 Every muscle in Jameson’s body screamed in protest as he gripped the cables, trying desperately to slow his descent, but still he plummeted too fast down the cold, dank, and pitch black shaft. He knew that in seconds he would hit the roof of the elevator car, which he remembered was all the way down on the ground floor. Ten stories, or would it be nine? 
 He squeezed harder, feeling his gloves, which were made for fast-rope descents, heating up and burning. They were protective enough on nylon rope, but on steel cable? He could feel the heat increasing on the palms of his hands, but gradually he began to slow. Dank air rushed past his face as the darkness below still sped rapidly toward him. 
 The flow of air slowed as he finally, and painfully, came to a stop and just hung there, breathing raggedly and wrapped around the cable with both hands and both legs. He felt something shift at his waist, and his heart jumped as the handgun popped out of its holster and fell into the darkness below. He let go with one hand and scrambled to catch it, grasping at the air with clutching fingers, but he was too slow. It was gone. But then, barely half a second later, he heard a loud thump as it landed below. He looked down, wishing to hell that he had managed to keep his night-vision goggles on, but they had broken off somewhere during the fight, or subsequent fall. 
 But the gun couldn’t have fallen far. It had only dropped for a second, maybe less, and there was no other sound of impact after the first. It had to be close by. 
 He eased his grip on the cable and started to slide down, two, three feet, then five, and then finally his boots hit the solid metal roof of the elevator. 

Holy fucking shit, that was close.

 He had slid nearly the entire length of the cable, the full height of the building, and only just stopped five feet from the bottom, seconds before he would have crashed into hard steel. 
 He squinted into the darkness and went down on his knees, searching for the handgun. He had another in a holster at his lower back, just for emergencies, and quickly checked that it was still there. It was, but he wanted both weapons. How many pistol magazines did he have? Four in a pouch on his tactical vest, plus one in each gun – if he could find the other in the dark. 
 He ran his hands along the roof and found something, but it wasn’t his handgun. He lifted it up, trying to use the tiny sliver of light from the lift shaft above to see what it was: his night-vision goggles, and still mostly intact. He managed to clip them back onto his helmet mount, hoping they would still work, but not expecting much. In that, he was not disappointed. Nothing, just more darkness, except… he switched on the visible-light LED on the side and it glowed for a moment and then went out. A couple of taps and it jumped to life, emitting a tiny glow into the corner of the elevator shaft – where his handgun lay just inches from the edge, threatening to fall into the gap down the side. 
 Jameson scanned the tiny area, and felt a surge of claustrophobia as he realized his situation – stuck at the bottom of a 150-foot shaft, surrounded by hundreds, or more likely thousands now, of the dead. He was completely alone for the first time in years. Alone except for – he suddenly learned as he panned the head-mounted light around behind him – a long-dead man whose grisly face stared back at him from the opposite side of the enclosed space. 
 The body was withered and thin, its skin cracked and dry, and long wispy strands of gray hair stuck out from underneath a cap pulled down tight over the dead man’s head. He wore overalls that had once been blue, but were now covered in dirt and grime, and as Jameson scanned the area around him, he saw signs that this poor soul had been here for a long time. 
 In another corner, a pile of empty cans lay rusting, and close by was a sleeping bag, or maybe just a blanket, bundled up. Flies buzzed around the rotted cloth, and jutting out of the man’s right hand was a bread knife with a black stain upon it, while his other hand lay across his stomach. There was a gaping wound in his wrist, long dried up and rotted away. Jameson stared at the man for a few seconds, wondering if that was to be his fate – to bleed to death in this pit, like its previous occupant. It would certainly guarantee that he didn’t come back as one of the dead, if he ended it right here. 
 But that wasn’t his way, and never could be. He had survived the apocalypse this far, even though it had been with the help of some of the greatest men he’d ever known, some of whom had just lost their lives in the building above him. He tried to take stock of his situation, to figure out what best to do next. Getting out of there was going to be difficult, perhaps impossible, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to die hiding on top of a lift. 
 But up above him, and through the very walls, he could hear banging and moaning. The dead were searching for him, he knew, and he looked up, wondering if at any moment one of them would come plunging down out of the darkness, having jumped into the shaft after him. Surely the fall would cripple anything that did, but if one of them landed on him? Well, if that happened he wouldn’t have to worry about escape plans. 
 He looked up again, to the single sliver of light up there, 150 or more feet above. They must have seen him jump, he thought, they must have. But maybe not. The damned things weren’t exactly worried about the consequences of falling, even down an elevator shaft. So, if they had seen him jump, they would have come tumbling after him in their dozens. But they hadn’t. He knew they were mindless, and driven only by instinct, so maybe the minute he had disappeared from sight, they had looked for a different target. Now that the helos were away, he was the only one that remained. 
 And then, unexpectedly, he heard radio traffic – and realized it had been there all along, but he hadn’t been listening. A knockback from the battle noise in Canterbury, maybe. He tried to focus on the voices, and finally Eli’s resolved. He attempted to follow the conversation, but it was muffled, and broken with static. The building itself was blocking the transmission – that had to be it. But he did hear Eli attempting to argue with another voice – was it the pilot? Jameson realized his radio was still on the air-mission net. And he could hear Eli shouting across it – demanding that the helos go back. 
 “Eli, Jameson, how copy?” he said, his voice weak. 

“Jameson!” came Eli’s response immediately. “Where the fuck are you? And Rotte, Johnson? We saw Elson go down.” His friend’s voice grew quieter, as though he was covering the mic to speak to someone else. “I told you they were still alive!”

 “Johnson and Rotte went down on the stairwell,” replied Jameson, keeping his voice low. The last thing he wanted was to bring the horde down upon himself. 

“This fucking pilot won’t let me come back for you,” said Eli. 
 Another voice cut in. “I told you we can’t risk the mission, or risk losing anyone else – or an entire aircraft.”

 “Understood,” replied Jameson. 

“What the hell?” shouted Eli. “You’re just going to let them leave you behind?”

 Jameson sighed. “You can’t get me out of here, buddy. This place is crawling with them.” 

“But…”

 “No. No fucking buts, mate. There’s hundreds in here. Thousands more outside.” 

“Make a run for it, at least.”

 “Yes. I’m going to, but—” 

“We can at least wait around and pick you up if you manage to get out.”


“No,” came the pilot’s voice. “I’m sorry. But we’re nearly at bingo fuel now. If I turn back and wait while he attempts a break-out, we won’t make it back to the UK.”


“Then drop me off,” said Eli. “I’ll go back and help him get out, and get back. We’ve done this before.”

 “No,” said Jameson. “You’re not coming back for me. I’ll try and make it out of here, hopefully reach the river, but I’m not risking you or the men, never mind the mission.” 

“And you’re going to get from here to the UK on your own? On foot?”

 “If I have to. We did it once before.” 
 “WE. We did it before. But alone?” Left unspoken were Eli’s thoughts on Jameson’s chances of survival on a solo trek across Europe. And his voice was already fading out, as the last helo winged it steadily away toward the English Channel. 
 Finally, there was only silence on the channel. Jameson could almost hear the cogs of his friend’s mind spinning, and he wondered now if he should have just kept quiet, and not spoken at all. It would have made it a lot easier. 
 * * * 
 Just a mile from the building, at the rendezvous point (RVP) pre-agreed with the air mission commander, Captain Charlotte Maidstone, call sign Wyvern Two Zero, listened in on the radio chatter. Her Apache hummed around her, like a protective suit of armor, which is basically what it had been since the first day she sat down in it. She was safe there, and knew it one was thing that would always be there for her. But now, in the drama that was playing out as she listened in, yet another soul was being left behind – abandoned, and left to die alone. 
 This mission had been thrown together in a hurry, that much she knew. When she had finally landed at Wattisham Airfield, after the surreal shock of finding Hereford deserted, she’d gone straight to see the duty officer there. 
 Barely looking up, he said, “What, you back already?” 
 “I’ve been gone eighteen months!” 
 “And yet it seems like only yesterday… Anyway, not a moment too soon. Got a mission for you.” 
 “What? Where?” 
 “Over the water this time. Tool up, and top your tanks. This one’s going to be right at the edge of your combat radius.” 
 She’d been half-tempted to tell him that she’d only slept four hours in the last 48, and only in half-hour chunks. But, with no other flight-ready birds out on the deck, it was pretty obvious there was no one else to fly this mission. Everyone else was off fighting the outbreak. And, anyway, she wasn’t in the business of saying no. 
 Not when her boys needed her. 
 “Don’t suppose you’ve got a gunner for my front seat?” 
 “Ha!” The duty officer was already doing something else, before Charlotte finally turned around herself and got to it. 
 Within a couple of hours of that conversation, she was back in the air and watching the mad Royal Marines dropped on the roof in the middle of a city of the dead, wondering if they were brave or just suicidal. And now, as the three Pumas headed back in her direction, leaving behind the commanding officer of the Marines, she wondered what was so important about the equipment they had retrieved. This hadn’t been a standard salvage, she guessed that much, but for the damned equipment to suddenly be more important than the men doing the job of getting it rubbed her the wrong way. They were leaving a man behind, to die alone. 

Not on my watch, she thought. Not if I can help it.

 “Jameson,” she said, her voice cutting through the silence that had descended over the channel. “This is Wyvern Two Zero, an Apache with standard armament and, oh, at least two or three minutes’ playtime. I am inbound your position. And I’m going to clear the way for you to get the hell out of there.” 
 There was hesitation on the other end of the line. “Negative, Wyvern Two Zero,” replied Jameson. “You’re the armed escort for the air mission. You have to see them home.”

 “I am and I will,” said Charlotte, grinning inside her helmet as she watched the three Pumas approaching in the distance. They would reach her in less than a minute. “But, oddly enough, they haven’t reached our RVP yet, so I seem to have a bit of time. And anyway it’s also my job to provide CAS to troops in contact. That seems to be you right now.” 
 Jameson smiled and shook his head, then looked over at the corpse in the corner opposite him. 

Looks like I won’t be joining you, at least not today.

 “Wyvern Two Zero, what do you have in mind?” 



 Open Up and Say Argh 
 Target Building - Elevator Shaft 
 It occurred to Jameson that if the thunder of bombs landing a hundred yards away during the Canterbury air strikes hadn’t completely screwed up his hearing, then sitting at the bottom of an elevator shaft as an Apache blasted the hell out of the building and pulverized the entire ground floor with rockets and auto-cannon fire certainly would. These thoughts kept him company as he crouched, huddled over the hatch that when opened would allow him to drop down into the elevator car below – and, from there, out into the foyer of the building. 
 This was nothing like the cracking of a small-arms infantry engagement. No, this was a dozen or more zipping and thunderously exploding rockets, punctuated by hundreds of high-explosive 30mm rounds from her auto-cannon, all impacting around the entrance to the building, and in some cases, from the sound of it, actually exploding in the lobby. The thunderous roar of breaking glass and disintegrating masonry was deafening, as Wyvern Two Zero, whoever she was, created a massive dead-free zone out in front of the building – and, with luck, maybe even enough of a clear path for Jameson to make a run for it. Unless, he considered as the walls shook around him, she first collapsed the whole structure down on top of him. 
 Either way he was getting a fast route out. 
 And he wished to hell that he’d asked her to make sure and stop shooting when he ran, because he didn’t think much of his chances of not being hit out in that crashing storm of very expensive steel. 
 He heard shrieks as the dead went down in the their dozens, first those outside, scattered around the street and the open grass clearing between the building and the river, and then the ones in the pile-up against the windows, and finally those jammed inside on the ground floor. He wished now that the plan had been to have the Apache out there from the beginning, or at least come on station when the dead had begun to storm the building. Even with the additional noise, surely that would have changed things. But he
had barely been consulted in the mission planning. 
 The lashing storm outside suddenly abated, but the noise of the explosions rang in his ears for a good few seconds afterward, before the silence itself became deafening. 

“Go – now!” snapped the woman’s voice in his ear. He didn’t know who this pilot was, but right now he knew he had no choice but to trust her. She was all he had. 
 He took a deep breath, said a quick prayer to any god that might be listening, and took a regretful glance at all the gear he had just stripped off and dumped in a pile to cut his weight – including the body armor that might have helped protect him from the sea of riled-up dead that he was now about to dive into headfirst. But speed was going to be everything. He pulled the hatch up, glanced down to make sure it was clear below, and dropped down into the elevator. 
 As he hit the ground, he drew both of his pistols, one in each hand, and took off instantly, shifting and glancing in all directions as he moved into the destroyed lobby. To his right, one that had survived the holocaust of his fellows by being up above it stumbled down the stairwell, but got no further. Jameson was ready for this, had been psyching himself for the last three minutes as he waited in his dark hole, staring at the long-dead man and swearing, Not me, not me.

 Now the zombie, a fast one by its movement, hit the floor of the lobby and coiled itself to spring, but instead tumbled backward as Jameson’s first round took it in the forehead. This was a shot that would have made him proud under other circumstances, but he didn’t have time to consider it, and was already moving away before his victim hit the floor. He scarcely paused to check the area ahead of him, knowing he had very little time – to exit the building, and get moving across the open space outside. There, he thought, he would stand some chance, if he could stay on his feet. He just had to keep running. 
 He crossed the open space between the lift and the main doors, spinning to his left as a zombie that had been hit but not destroyed by Charlotte’s bombardment now reached out with its one remaining arm, from its protected spot behind the reception desk. With all the debris piled around him, transforming the once plush foyer into a complete mess, Jameson wondered how the hell anything had stayed in one piece. He whipped the other handgun around and fired twice at a dead run, the creature falling back into a pile of other shredded bodies. It wasn’t a headshot, but it put his target down, and he wasn’t planning on being around long enough to care if it got back up again. 
 Not a pane of glass in the main doors or lobby walls remained. Now all that stood around the entire bottom floor was metal frames with small shards of glass protruding from the edges. As Jameson blasted out the front door, he felt the crunch of broken glass under his feet, but ignored it, his assault boots being one of the few bits of protective kit he hadn’t ditched. 
 On the steps out front, three zombies crawled along the ground toward him, with amputated arms and legs and gaping wounds, but he didn’t stop to gawk, taking only one quick glance back. He could hear the shrieking and growling on the stairs growing in volume as the dead on the upper floors rushed down to pursue him, and he took off at a sprint, dodging or leaping the crawling corpses in his path. 
 This wasn’t a tactical displacement, or fighting retreat – it was a flat-out sprint, a hair-breadth escape. As Jameson hit the street, boots thudding on the tarmac, he heard a rasping cry from far above, but he didn’t stop to look, even at the thud of a body hitting the ground just feet away, then more on his other side. Nothing distracted him from his objective, which was the river, four hundred endless yards out, but coming up fast. 
 He heard the sound of smashing glass behind and above him as more of the nightmare creatures leapt from the upper-floor windows, plummeting down toward him. But all they found was hard pavement, and these desperate and dangerous things would not rise to chase him like the ones now pouring down the stairs and into the lobby. The impact with the ground broke every bone and left them as animated bags of meat, writhing on the ground in frustration – if, Jameson considered, they even felt such a thing. 
 * * * 

“Get moving!” yelled Charlotte, willing him to run faster. From her elevated position, hovering over the river, she could see the dead converging from all directions. Many of them were slow-moving, but among them were the runners, and worse – the Foxtrots, moving much faster and more manically than the rest. And this entire zone of the city was now very much awake. She estimated at least five thousand were now stumbling toward the building and the plaza in front of it. She could clearly see, in the next street over, the dead struggling to push their way through the alleyway between buildings. 
 There were so many that if the Marine officer running for his life below didn’t get a move on, he soon wouldn’t have the space to move, let alone fight. She pushed her cyclic to the right, spinning the bird to face the alleyway from which the runners were now spilling into the grass clearing. With a flick of her eye, she put her target reticule on the mouth of the alley, and let rip with the auto-cannon again. Her video view of it whited out with rolling explosions, and showers of body parts. 
 On open ground now, Jameson forced his body into overdrive, still aiming both handguns as he tore across the grass. Just ahead, several slow-moving ones, which had risen again even after the devastation of the Apache, turned to face him, and began staggering forward. The way ahead was mostly clear, but as Jameson ran, he saw what the pilot was firing at, and realized that this thin strip of open ground to the river wouldn’t be open for very long. Instinctively, he slowed, but then accelerated again. The only way out of here was the river. He was the only living thing on the ground in a city of millions, and they were all waking up and coming after him. 

“Run, you muppet!” came the pilot’s voice in his ear. 
 Jameson hurtled on, slowing only slightly to take down the ones converging on his path, quick-firing left then right, then barreling forward once more across the open grass toward the river. Hovering there, directly over the water, was his angel of mercy, the Apache and its pilot, who as far as he knew had just disobeyed direct orders to come back and save him. He focused on the sleek helo, using it as a beacon, and tried to pump his exhausted and trembling legs as fast as they would still carry him. 
 Halfway across the lawn, with the river now just two hundred yards away, Jameson risked a glance over his shoulder – and immediately wished he hadn’t. There was practically a carpet of bodies littering the ground around him, taken down by the attack helo, many of them still active, though not a threat if he kept moving. But behind him were also at least forty runners and Foxtrots, gaining on him, limbs pistoning and with malignant hatred in their eyes. 

“Do NOT look back,” shouted Charlotte. “Just RUN!”

 Jameson obeyed, not needing to do much calculation to work out that he didn’t have the ammunition to take them all, however quickly he reloaded. His last and only hope was to reach the water before they reached him. 
 A hundred yards from the water’s edge, the pilot’s voice sang out again. At that moment, he imagined he could actually feel the coldness of death behind him, and he could definitely hear the rasping, growling voices as they closed in to take him down. As he staggered forward, his last strength beginning to fail, the Apache’s engines revved and it unexpectedly climbed, faster than Jameson thought even it could. One moment it was directly in his path, the next it was a hundred feet off the deck. 

“Go! Go! Go!” Charlotte shouted into her chin mic, and squeezed the trigger that would unleash another fusillade of 30 mil, desperately willing Jameson not to slow down. At the steep angle she was now at, she could fire over his head and into the pursuing crowd just meters behind him. But if he slowed even a little, or her aim was off by fractions of degrees, the exploding shells would end his run, very messily, and very quickly. 
 Jameson ran on, covering his head as the thunder of the Apache’s cannon was unleashed. Feeling the scalding heat and overpressure of high-explosive rounds going off right behind him, for one dreadful moment he knew in his bones that he was about to become a friendly-fire casualty. She was cutting it too fine – and he was about to be barbecued, just in time to be eaten. 
 Charlotte squeezed the trigger gently, willing herself to hold her nerve. Any misjudgment at that moment and the Marine, now so close to the water, would be just more mess on the lawn. She’d laid down a great deal of danger-close fire support for her lads on the ground in Afghanistan. 
 But never anything like this. 
 Jameson didn’t slow or look back, but galloped forward, leg muscles and lungs shrieking in protest, having stumbled and nearly fallen when the cannon started up. But now he felt hope surge as he kept his feet, and the edge of the water loomed. His hearing had come back long enough to hear the exhortations of the pilot. But now it was gone again, drowned in the roar of the guns. 
 Finally he reached the edge of the canal, not even slowing a fraction, but diving straight forward and out, arms in front, then hitting the frigid water and vanishing below the surface. 
 Charlotte eased off the trigger, and pulled both her cyclic and the helicopter back, scanning the river below and trying to ignore the remaining frenzied dead as they plunged into the water after him. They couldn’t swim, and would just sink, that she knew, but what about the man? Did he have enough strength left in him? She knew that not many would, perhaps not even the famously fit hard-men of the Royal Marines. 
 “Jameson!” she shouted into her chin mic, but it wasn’t Jameson who responded to her hail. 

“Did he make it?” called Eli, who had been listening in the entire time. His voice was urgent. “Did he get out?”

 “He made it to the water,” replied Charlotte. “But he hasn’t come back up yet, I can’t see—” 
 A splash erupted on the river’s surface, thirty meters downstream, and nearer to the middle than Charlotte had expected. It was a shockingly impressive underwater swim. She guessed he had been highly motivated. 
 “He’s on the surface and clear,” she said, barely able to suppress her delight as she heard whoops and cries at the other end. “Jameson, talk to me,” she said. 
 A tired, gasping voice finally replied. “I’m here.”

 “Glad to see you’re still with us, mate.” 

“Yeah, me too. It’s been a while since I swam like that.”

 “Impressive.” 

“Impressive? Like a fucking dolphin, more like,” he replied, laughing and coughing water as he spoke. “Now all I have to do is swim back to England…” 
 The current of the river slowly pulled him further away from the undead singularity now pouring into the water after him. He scanned the banks on both sides as he drifted. They were everywhere, lining the canal, and still pouring in from the streets nearby, all following the commotion and chasing him tirelessly even now. Those closest to the banks tumbled into the water and vanished below the surface. 
 A hundred problems now rushed to Jameson’s mind – supplies, route-planning, ammo, all the things he would need to deal with to have a chance at surviving another day here. He would have to go ashore once he got clear of the city, and then he would need a vehicle, and soon after that a safe place to sleep. He had made this journey before, two years ago, but that had been with the entire troop around him. Alone, he didn’t know if he could do it, but he was damn well going to try. 

“Oh, I don’t think you need to swim that far, mate,” said Charlotte, her voice whimsical. “Just down to the big open break of water about half a mile from here, near the bridge.”

 Jameson frowned. “I’m not with you there, mate,” he said. 

“I’m flying solo today – which means I have a nice comfy spare seat up front.”

 Jameson’s heart nearly missed a beat. This development was unexpected. He had presumed the Apache was crewed by two people, a pilot and a gunner, as was usually the case. And with the Pumas now miles away and not coming back, he had resigned himself to getting home under his own power. Or at least surviving long enough for them to send a rescue flight out, which with the military fully engaged in southeast England, wasn’t highly likely. 

“Are you as good at climbing into a helo that’s hovering over the water as you are at swimming under it?”

 Jameson laughed loudly, as he drifted along the canal. 
 “Too damn right,” he said. “After today, I’ll try anything. Twice.” 



 Night Falls 

JFK - Officers Quarters 
 Handon’s head hit one end of the thin pillow within a second of Sarah’s hitting the other. 
 “Well, that was a hell of a day,” he said. 
 She shrugged, as well as she could from her horizontal position. Handon turned to watch, her bare shoulders suddenly becoming objects of intense interest to him. “I’ve had worse,” she said quietly. She pulled her arms out from under the blanket. Her right hand was wrapped in a white bandage, with a small dot of bright red at its center. 
 “Let me take a look at that,” Handon said. 
 “Yeah – like I’m going to unwrap it and expose it to infection, just to satisfy your morbid curiosity.” When he didn’t answer, she made her tone more serious and said, “It was just three pellets – one in the base of the index finger, two in the top of the hand. They’re out now. It’s healing. It’s fine.” 
 Handon was thinking, Not her trigger finger at least…

 Sarah exhaled contentedly, and rolled on her side to look back at him. They held each other’s gaze from a few inches away, and just held that pose. They both already sensed that there would be no frantic, urgent, we’re-alive-for-just-this-moment lovemaking tonight. 
 When the two of them had been reunited, in this safe place, far from the dead, and suddenly free for a moment from all the crushing burdens of their responsibilities, they had torn each other’s clothes off like they were on fire. It was a passion frightening in its intensity, and they both felt as if it had been kindling for a very long time. 
 But tonight they were both pummeled from the week’s work, their nerves frayed by the day’s catastrophes, and near-catastrophes. And so they lay there, enjoying the delicious sensations of being together, and alone, and not in danger or in frantic motion. 
 “Do you have a name?” she asked. “A first name, I mean. Your mother must have given you one.” 
 He smoothed some hair off her forehead and back into formation. “I don’t think anyone’s used it in a long time.” 
 “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.” 
 He shook his head, then pressed it against hers, kissing the crown of her head. “Shane,” he said, finally. 
 She looked up into his steely ice-blue eyes with her dramatically black-flecked green ones. “Okay,” she said. “Command Sergeant Major Shane Handon. That’ll do.” 
 But as she addressed him by rank, Handon’s expression darkened, and he tried to decide whether to bring up what Henno had said earlier – his terrible crack in the mess. Whether he should try to apologize to her for it. But before he could decide, it somehow became clear they were both thinking about the same thing. It was hanging there between them, like a ghostly elephant in the tiny room. 
 Finally she said it. “Do you think I got my husband killed? And… my son?” 
 Handon hesitated and considered his response very carefully. Finally he said, “I think Mark got Mark killed.” 
 “But the boy? Surely he couldn’t have been responsible.” 
 Handon thought long on this, too. It was true the boy had been a minor. But he was near enough to being of age in the modern world. Hell, for the majority of human history, he wouldn’t even have been considered a child. 
 And maybe there wasn’t room for childhood in the ZA. 
 “I think if you made a mistake, it was in not making him grow up sooner.” She looked down, and he hastened to add, “But if parents could control how their kids turned out, we’d live in a very different world.” 
 When she looked up at him again, her face was neutral. He could tell her mind was running a hundred miles an hour, behind the mask. But she didn’t say anything. 
 What Sarah was actually thinking was that there were many things Handon didn’t know. A big part of her wanted to tell him – the part of her that wanted to tell him everything. But what she absolutely did not want to do, didn’t have to do, was justify herself, or her actions. 
 Not to him, and definitely not to Henno. 
 The decisions she’d made, the actions she took, back at that cabin, which had resulted in the deaths of both her husband and her only son… they had been necessary. And she had done them purely for tactical and strategic reasons: to get the Alpha operators out of there alive – and to get the scientist and his research to safety. 
 Everything was secondary to that – had to be. And Mark and the boy had, by their actions, made it impossible for her both to do that, and to save the two of them. 
 It had been horrible how things had played out. But most of life on Earth was horrible at this point – and even before the ZA, the necessary was rarely easy. She doubted her family could have been saved. And she hadn’t been about to throw away all their lives, and humanity’s best hopes, trying. 
 No, she wasn’t second-guessing her decision now. 
 And neither, she knew, was Handon. But there was more to the backstory, and she was terribly torn about whether to tell him. In any case, she couldn’t stop reciting it in her head. Justifying herself to some invisible jury that sat in judgment of her. Pleading her case. 
 Because the fact was that her husband had tried very diligently to get her killed, many times before. 
 Starting the very day of the fall. 
 When it all came down, she had been on duty, in uniform, on patrol downtown. And Toronto fell early – it was the massive inflows of air travelers, many of them migrants, from all over the world. As a first responder, it had been her job to try to deal with the chaos – before it became clear that the chaos was terminal. 
 She’d watched many of her colleagues go down. And saw some of them come back up again. 
 While this was all happening, her family was at home, holed up in their house in the Whitby suburb of Toronto. She had managed to get them on the phone and told them to stay put, that she would come to them. And then they would all make their way to the cabin – the one she had carefully prepped for something like this, deep in the Manistee National Forest, close to the shores of Lake Michigan. 
 But Mark and her son saw on TV the rapidly deteriorating situation, the city falling into a vortex and devouring itself. And they panicked. Mark decided Sarah couldn’t possibly still be alive – or, if she were, that she would never make it out of the city. 
 So they left without her. 
 Sarah did get out alive, barely, helping herself to a police vehicle and then driving to the cabin alone – which was a risky enough proposition in itself. She had ditched the vehicle a couple of miles out, then hiked in – unlike Mark and the boy, who had driven right up to the door, which they shouldn’t have. 
 They were pretty ashen-faced when she walked in that front door, alive and unhurt. And that initial episode set the tone for the rest of the apocalypse. Not only was Mark useless in a survival situation, but he wasn’t even particularly loyal. 
 Sarah didn’t tell any of this to Handon now. She just looked at him from a few inches, and a thousand miles, away. 
 And she felt that, somehow, he understood anyway. 
 * * * 
 After they had lain in silence for a while longer, starting to drift off to sleep, Sarah looked over and changed the subject. “Are you still worried about Homer?” 
 “What – about him not coming back to work? Or about him going AWOL in the first place?” 
 “Both.” 
 “Maybe. But there’s not much I can do about it.” 
 “Can’t you discipline him?” 
 “No. Out of the question.” 
 “But isn’t that part of your job? Part of command?” 
 Handon exhaled quietly. “Disciplinary matters don’t come up at our level. Everyone’s a pro, and everyone wants to be there – has sacrificed a lot to be there. Anyway, it would be unfair.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because anyone would have done what he did, in his place. They’re his children. Mainly, it would just be pointless. I do need him back. But he knows what his duty is. He’s never forgotten. He’ll be back as soon as he can square it with his responsibilities to his family.” 
 That last phrase hung out there – and resonated with both of them, and not in a good way. There was that conflict again – between love and duty, between the people they cared for, and the mission they had to complete. Love was not only endangered in the ZA. 
 It was damned dangerous. 
 So Sarah had to tread carefully. But she couldn’t stop herself probing. “Will he and Ali be able to be together now – openly?” 
 Handon squinted at her. “You know about them?” 
 “Of course I do. I knew the minute Homer walked in my cabin door. Any woman within a hundred yards of those two could tell. Whoever they thought they were fooling, it wasn’t someone with an X chromosome.” 
 Handon smiled at this. “I guess they’re out of the closet now.” 
 “Is that going to be a problem?” 
 Handon shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s better this way. But hooking up with your teammates isn’t really the done thing.” 
 “But the not-done things are done every day.” 
 Handon laughed. “Especially now. We keep trying to cling to our old rules and our structure. But the rules are off.” 
 “Not all of them,” Sarah said. “I’d say the really important ones are more important than ever. Anyway, I thought adaptability was a central tenet of special operations.” 
 “Touché.” 
 Her look grew more serious, and Handon knew what she was going to raise next – the question of the two of them, the other couple. So he changed the subject himself first. He nodded at her gunbelt, which hung very near to her head, and said, “That’s an adaptation I can get behind.” 
 The first thing Sarah had done after getting Park and herself medical treatment, and briefing Drake about the situation down below, was to rearm herself. And she knew she would never, ever again be going unarmed – anywhere. 
 “They can have my gun,” she said, “when they pry it from my cold, dead fingers.” 
 Handon smiled. He knew everyone thought Americans were gun nuts. But in the ZA the gun nuts were suddenly looking pretty smart. He let his smile dissipate, and said: “About what happened today… with you and Park…” 
 She looked away. “It’s okay.” Then she reconsidered. She didn’t want or need to be reassured that it was okay. But she was open to being reprimanded, or corrected. After all, she wasn’t just sleeping with Handon – she also worked for him now. “No, go ahead.” 
 “I think you’re going to have to do a bit of a gutcheck.” 
 Sarah absorbed that. She knew she had screwed up her one, essential task – and screwed it up terribly. She had been assigned to protect the most important man in the world. And instead she got him shot – in two places. Then she nearly got him eaten. And, finally, she’d left him to fight one zombie, and elude another, totally on his own. 

What the hell was that performance? she asked herself. It caused her to radically question her own competence. She’d protected a lot of important people in her career as a cop. But never anyone so important, not even the PM, not even the Queen when she came to visit. And she’d certainly never screwed up so royally. 
 When she spoke now, her voice was calm but fragile. “I messed up. I let you down.” She knew that being in a new environment, facing a novel situation, couldn’t explain it away. 
 Handon looked her in the eye. “The SEALs have a saying. ‘You have a bad day in the pool, you get back in the pool.’” 
 She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “It was more than a bad day. It was almost terminal – for humanity.” 
 “Okay. You fucked up. Now – how are you going to respond?” 
 She hesitated for a long time before answering. When she did, her voice was flat and dull. “Maybe you need to give this job to someone else.” 
 “Who?” 
 “Someone with more close-protection experience. Maybe a sailor, who knows the ship.” 
 Handon took that on board, then said, “No. I’m not going to do that. You got yourself into a shitty situation. But then you got both him and you out of it. Not many people could have done that. No, my judgment is that you are still the best person – now more than ever, after what happened.” 
 Sarah took his point. She’d looked into the abyss, and wouldn’t be taking anything for granted anymore. But that wasn’t everything there was to it. 
 “But… are you making that judgment for the wrong reason?” Because of us?

 “No.” Handon’s deep, resonant voice was steady and firm. “In fact, that’s the only thing that makes me question my judgment, even for a second. I’ve considered it, and I’ve discarded it. We both made one mistake – letting you go unarmed. Never again.” 
 “No kidding. I’m showering armed from now on.” 
 “No showering. Unless you take Park with you.” 
 She rolled on her side to face him again. “Hmm… manhood totally unthreatened. I like that…” 
 He seized her and pulled her close, giving her a major flutter, exhaustion or no. 

And there he goes, making me feel like a woman again…




 Noise 

JFK - Bridge 
 The two suicides were reported to Drake first thing, as he strode onto the Bridge for the early watch. Waking him had been discussed. But there was nothing he could have done. Those people were dead. 
 “Goddammit,” Drake said, scrolling through the two reports with his thumb. “So one body…?” 
 “And a note for the other. But he’s AWOL from his duty station, and a search failed to turn him up. Presumed overboard.” 
 “Goddammit,” Drake repeated. “What’d the note say?” 
 The ensign stood over his commander, but respectfully back a few feet, and he hesitated before answering. “It said: ‘I’m done here’.” 
 Drake almost said Goddammit again. But he restrained himself, just cursing mentally. He only had one more question. “Anyone we can’t do without?” 
 “Not really, no.” 
 Drake exhaled with relief. But then he recalled the thing that was really haunting his dreams lately, and also many of his waking hours, perhaps in part because he hadn’t yet told a soul about it. 
 It was his last secret from the Battle of the JFK, and it was this: that their final reserve force of sailors, which he had sent out to make a last stand at the gaping hole in the ship, at the very worst point of the battle… had been carefully selected as the ratings the carrier and strike group could most readily do without. Basically, he’d picked them because they were expendable. And he had been willing to sacrifice those men and women, all hundred of them, in a desperate bid to save everyone else aboard. 
 Some of them had survived in the end. But no thanks to Drake. 
 And he knew he was going to hell for it. 
 Luckily, he knew there either was no hell – or, alternatively, if there was one, they were certainly living in it already. So Drake would probably just be paying for this in very bad dreams, and very poor sleep, for a long time to come. 
 But the suicides coming back again – was that his fault as well? They had been left alone by that particular plague – and its insidious root cause, despair – for a good few months before now. Drake had even dared to hope they might have left it behind them for good. He’d also gotten his hopes up that winning the battle – which of course really just meant surviving and escaping – would give morale a boost. 
 But he also knew that everything was how you looked at it. And, looking at this now, he knew how easy it would be to see nothing but another five hundred souls lost – and more sacrifice, struggle, and pain ahead for those who’d survived. 
 Drake scratched his sandy crewcut at the back, and figured he had better do something for morale. But he just didn’t have the time or bandwidth. Africa was practically visible on the horizon now, and there was as always so much still to be done. He couldn’t just stop and throw a big party. He was already trying to keep the plane from coming apart in mid-air – conducting repairs while navigating and conducting an aerial dogfight, all at the same time. 
 Maybe the commitment ceremony had been a bad idea. No, he chose to believe it had been the right thing – that his 2,500 crew members had needed it. That it had failed two of them didn’t change that fact. 
 And he couldn’t second-guess every damned thing. 
 “Dispose of the remains quietly,” he said. “Have those men’s COs gather their teams for a morale and welfare check.” Drake handed the tablet back. “A quick one. And I want to hear about it if they think anyone else is at risk.” 
 “Roger that, sir.” 
 Drake checked their heading, course, speed, and the shipboard status updates board. Africa actually was nearly visible on the horizon. He sighed out loud, and slumped back in his chair. He really was beginning to feel like Admiral Adama again – leading his dwindling band across the galaxy, the not-quite-humans snapping at their heels, looking for some mythical place that might or might not exist. 
 Trying to keep hope alive. 
 * * * 
 Handon ran into Sergeant Coulson in the widest and most trafficked companionway on 01 Deck, and smiled as he recognized him. The two of them had forged an iron bond in the cauldron of the flight-deck battle. Not to mention that Brandon “Ice Cube” Coulson had also saved his life, on at least a couple of occasions. 
 The two of them stopped, nodded, and shook hands. They then stood there talking for a while, Coulson tall and lanky, Handon big and solid, and between them making people hug the bulkhead to squeeze around them. 
 Handon said, “So you got tapped to lead the scavenging mission when we make landfall.” 
 “Yep,” Coulson said. “Drake wants to keep Fick alive for Somalia.” 
 “Yeah. I do, too.” Handon regarded the younger man. Coulson was a very solid operator. He had proven that when he had been thrust into command, after his Gunnery Sergeant went down. But Africa worried Handon. “You concerned?” he asked the Marine. 
 “Nah. I’ve been through that wringer a hundred times. This mission profile, a scavenging op, was basically our whole job description before we got to Britain.” 
 “Run any ops in Africa before?” 
 “No. But the whole world’s overrun. It can’t be a whole hell of a lot worse there than all the places we’ve already been.” 
 Handon resisted the temptation to tell Coulson to just watch himself, and to watch his team. The man was a professional, and an operator. He certainly wouldn’t have survived this long if he needed to be told to watch himself and his men. So Handon just said, “That was a hell of a day.” 
 “Like no other.” 
 “Hey – whatever happened to those militia guys you saved? Armour, and I forget the names of the two men.” 
 “Parlett, and Roy. They’re fine. I’ve seen all three around.” 
 “That’s good – that they survived.” 
 “Yeah. It is. Listen, I gotta go – a hundred things to do before I get jocked up for this thing. Team’s already in the pipe.” 
 “Go well,” Handon said. 
 Over his shoulder, halfway out of sight, Coulson raised his voice and said, “Hey, I’ll scavenge us a nice case of African beer, some Windhoek or something. And we’ll drink it watching the sun go down on the fantail deck…” 
 Handon thought that sounded very nice indeed. 
 * * * 
 Drake had gotten light-headed again and was back to working on his cot, when a long shadow descended upon him. He looked up thinking, Oh damn…

 “You are a very tall woman, aren’t you?” he said, craning his neck up at Dr. Walker. She seemed to be lording it over him. It was pretty much unheard of for the CO of the hospital to make house calls. But Drake knew exactly why she was here. “I’m fine,” he said. Holding up his bandaged arm, he added, “All healing very nicely.” 
 “Uh huh,” Walker said. Drake was reminded that was exactly the noise he made to Fick recently. Payback’s a bitch… Walker grabbed his wrist and locked two fingers onto his radial artery. She lectured while she counted. 
 “It’s not the burns, shrapnel, or gunshot wound I’m worried about.” 
 “What then?” Drake wanted his hand back. 
 “Your big, fat head – specifically, the contents of your brainpan.” 
 “I’m fine,” Drake said, for the five millionth time. 
 Walker tutted. “Commander, your brain got violently banged into the side of your skull when that grenade went off ten feet from you. The MRI yesterday didn’t show anything. But, being as the human brain is the most complex object in the known universe, there are a lot of subtle ways it can be damaged. And knocking it around like that is a dangerous business.” 
 “Uh huh.” 
 “I want to get you down for another MRI today.” 
 “Sure,” Drake lied. He had a mission to oversee today. 
 Walker put her hand on her hip, near her gun. “After the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, thousands of veterans came back with TBI, traumatic brain injury, mostly from close encounters with roadside bombs, as they rode in vehicles with varying levels of armor. They seemed uninjured at the time. But they weren’t uninjured. And the fact that we were so slow to diagnose and treat them resulted in some very negative health outcomes for a lot of them.” 
 Drake exhaled and battled his patience. “Your point?” 
 “That this vessel and crew need you wigging out from undiagnosed brain trauma like we need another hole in the ship.” 
 “I’ll come down after the forenoon watch,” he said finally, almost meaning it. “Dismissed.” 
 At least he still outranked her. 
 Not that it mattered. 
 * * * 
 The bearded Sikh pilot dude rounded the corner almost as soon as Coulson had disappeared around it. 

Looks like it’s just run-into-people day, Handon thought. He started to flag the man down – but before he could, the Sikh’s face lit with recognition and he stopped on his own. 
 “Hello,” he said. 
 “Hi,” Handon responded. 
 He saw the other man still wore the scimitar – and also had slung over his shoulder the bulky rifle he had daringly, or stupidly, rescued from his burning plane as it got dumped over the side. “That’s quite a weapon,” Handon said. “Auto Assault 12.” 
 The Sikh nodded. “Zombie-fighting always wants a shotgun.” He spoke in an elegant English accent, with clipped and formal tones. He unslung the weapon, checked the safety, hauled the heavy bolt back, and handed it over. 
 Handon felt the weight. “Full-auto, 300 rounds per minute, 32-round drum mag.” 
 The Sikh nodded. “Many zombies.” 
 Handon wasn’t sure whether to laugh, or keep nodding. He handed the bad-ass assault shotgun back, suddenly feeling chagrined that he and Alpha were still plinking at brainstems with the same little 5.56 rounds they’d used in the counter-terror wars. There had to be better ways. They’d just had their backs to the wall for two years. 
 And there hadn’t been a lot of time to force-innovate. 
 He belatedly noticed the man was also carrying the same big white cardboard box that he’d also risked his neck to rescue. Now Handon could see what was written on it: “Kenwood Smoothie Pro.” It also had a color picture of a blender with a big jug, aluminum base, and a tap at the bottom. But surely there was something else in there – something worth risking his life for. 
 “Whatever’s in there must be very valuable.” 
 “It is. My smoothie maker.” Handon just stared. “It’s never been more important to keep up your health and energy.” 
 Handon nodded neutrally. “I guess you think you’re going to live a long time.” 
 “Oh, yes. I plan on living a long time indeed. In good health and prosperity.” 
 Handon fought off a smile. “You’ve got a lovely attitude.” 
 “You can have it, too.” 
 Handon finally asked the question that had been on his mind ever since he first saw the man kicking ass during the assassination attempt. 
 “Okay. Who the hell are you?” 
 The man bowed deeply. “Just a humble servant of Ik Onkar.” He came out of his bow and said, “My name is Araib Baddar Badaar Mahmood Khalid Sardar.” 
 Handon looked as if he had actually been struck in the face by this eighteen-inch name. “Is that what people call you?” 
 “I usually go by my call sign.” 
 “Which is?” 
 “Noise.” 
 “As in ‘Bring da’?” 
 The Sikh smiled. “Precisely.” 
 “I’m—” 
 “You are Command Sergeant Major Handon of the Unified Special Operations Command – late of Army Compartmented Elements, AKA the Combat Applications Group, AKA First Special Operations Detachment-Delta. An honor to meet you.” 
 Handon wordlessly took the man’s hand. 
 “Now. You must excuse me. For I must go.” 
 And just like that, Noise walked on, leaving Handon standing in the companionway, slack-jawed. 

That, Handon decided, is someone I really need to talk to at greater length…




 Sparrows 

JFK - Front Edge of the Flight Deck 
 The horizon swelled and grew uneven. 
 After days of being nothing but flat, featureless, perfectly smooth ocean in every direction, now the hazy gray and brown features of the African coast emerged slowly out of the horizon in the southeast. 
 They were approaching the coast at an angle, having cut diagonally across nearly the full length and breadth of the Atlantic. And after days at sea, and the long ocean crossing, there was something profoundly reassuring about the sight of dry land. As word spread, crew members of every rank, rating, and description, perhaps the majority of those not on watch, thronged up onto the flight deck. 
 They came to watch Africa appear. 
 At the very front, Handon stood with Ali and Homer, plus Ben and Isabel. Handon had tried to convince Predator, Juice, and Henno to take a break, as well. God knew they’d earned it. And Handon felt like their mission planning and prep for Somalia was on schedule, or maybe even a bit ahead. But Juice had merely mumbled, “I’ve seen enough of Africa”; and Pred opted not to leave him. Henno, not looking up, said only, “If it’s not Yorkshire, I’m not impressed.” 
 And Sarah was still intently doing her job down in the lab – which was keeping Dr. Park “in her back pocket.” 
 Now the two operators, and two kids, that Handon had been able to lure away, stood up at the prow with him, just ahead of the lumpy mass of metal and hole in the deck where Ammo City used to be, and also at the front of a growing crowd. They were like some kind of non-traditional extended family – Homer had his arms around Ben and Isabel, Ali had her arm crooked in his, and Handon stood beside them with hands in pockets. 
 He stole a sidelong glance at the others. Homer seemed happy, and serene as always; and the kids looked delighted. But there was something off about Ali’s posture, some kind of tension. Maybe it was his imagination. 
 In any case, he felt like they all deserved a few minutes to lay their burdens down. 
 And just be tourists in their own fallen world. 
 * * * 
 Drake and his senior officers had no such luxury. He had abandoned his cot again and set up shop on the Flag Bridge, with Abrams assisting as XO. They had an intermittently open channel to LT Campbell down in CIC. And they were about to put up some air, to scope things out over the land, and around the Saldanha naval base. 
 Sailing into an unfamiliar port was both more and less perilous than it used to be. Back in the world, they generally only exercised harbor privileges where they were welcome. But, even when they were officially invited in by the controlling power, they weren’t always welcomed by the populace. 
 This was something the USS Cole had learned to its cost, when a handful of jihadi knuckleheads in a motorboat packed with explosives killed seventeen of their crew, and injured thirty-nine. They also blew a gigantic hole in the side, and came surprisingly close to sinking her. And that had happened just on the other side of this continent they now faced – in the Port of Aden. 
 Which was also the Kennedy’s next port of call. 
 And, as far as Drake was concerned, they already had absolutely all the holes in this boat they were ever going to need. 
 Luckily, these days, knuckleheads were a lot thinner on the ground – as were all other types of people, except dead ones. And so now the carrier’s main tactical imperative was to avoid riling up the local Zulus. The sleepier they stayed, the easier the scavenging op would go. In the early days of the ZA, they would continue to exercise a lot of the customary precautions before steaming into a new port. But after a while it became clear that they were only going to be met by the dead, no matter where they went. 
 But they also didn’t go in blind. 
 Drake punched a button, palmed a phone, and said. “CIC, Bridge. Send up the Fire Scout… Affirmative, standard pre-mission ISR sweep on a port facility and environs. But I want a six-thousand-foot floor. Yeah. Out.” 
 He replaced the handset, flicked at a switch he hoped would turn on the big overhead monitor – then got busy dividing his attention between that, and the view ahead out the screens. He looked up when Abrams stepped out, onto the platform outside. 
 He liked his views unmediated. 
 * * * 
 Homer felt the humming of the gigantic aircraft elevator before anyone else heard it. By the time the MQ-8 Fire Scout helicopter drone rose into view, he had both kids pointed back toward it, at the notch in the port side of the deck that the giant elevator platform was just filling back in, with the drone upon it. 
 Handon also turned to watch the compact rotary-wing aircraft as its rotors spun up. The Fire Scout was an unmanned autonomous helo about the size of a VW microbus. And it had that creepy eyeless alien look of so many drones – with just a featureless bulb where its cockpit ought to be. 
 Of course, its real eyes were built into its sensor payload, which was packed into a ball-turret slung underneath the nose: electro-optic and infrared cameras, a laser range finder, tactical synthetic aperture radar – and, if Handon recalled correctly, a tactical minefield detection system. This one also visibly had weapons rails, jutting from either side of the body, terminating in rocket pods. Handon guessed these held the laser-guided rockets known as APKWS (Advanced Precision Kill Weapon System). 
 After only a few seconds of spinning up – it had the lightweight aspect of a remote-controlled toy, which was basically what it was – the Fire Scout rocked smoothly off its skids, took flight, and rose into a blue sky streaked with thin white stratus. It looked like it was headed high enough to recon their target without being audible at ground level. 
 Handon leaned over to Homer and whispered, “You’re not worried about having the kids up here again? After the zealot attack?” 
 Homer had just been looking over the starboard side at the hole in the ship, lamenting the destruction of his favorite private spot to hide out in. That had been the deck between the Sparrow missile launchers, and the Phalanx Close-In Weapon System (CIWS), the carrier’s two anti-missile defense systems, before their destruction in the mutiny. He supposed he could always take the kids to the identical area on the other side, if he got the chance. For now, where they were was fine. He smiled and shrugged. “I can’t keep them locked below forever.” 
 A random sailor standing nearby said, “Yeah, it’s not like we’re gonna get fired on coming into port. Right?” 
 Handon, Ali, and Homer tried not to give him too baleful a look. They didn’t really believe in careless words jinxing their luck. 
 Then again, they didn’t totally disbelieve either. 
 * * * 
 As the five of them stood watching and waiting, Ali felt she couldn’t take the tension anymore, or maybe the cognitive dissonance of it. So many disturbing thoughts and feelings had been brewing and rumbling in her head ever since Homer’s return, growing larger during the long nights alone – and only getting worse as she saw the problems caused by Handon’s relationship with Sarah, never mind Henno’s probing attacks on their vulnerability. It had all been building to some kind of explosive pressure inside her head, and she had just decided to pull him aside and say something, when Homer beat her to it. Feeling the vibe coming off her like some static-electricity field, he touched her elbow, and led her away. 
 The two of them stopped and faced each other, about ten meters behind the others. 
 Before Ali could speak, Homer looked intently into her eyes and said, “I want you to know how much it means to me – you bearing with me these last few days. I know it can’t have been easy.” 
 Ali merely nodded. There were words down inside her. But they didn’t want to rise past her throat. 
 Homer went on. “But I’m ready now. Ready for us to start being together for real, spending more time together. And I also want to start getting the kids used to you.” 
 Ali swallowed drily. “Used to me?” 
 Homer smiled. “As a more regular, permanent fixture in their lives.” He leaned in closer and inclined his head down, holding her by the shoulders and looking seriously at her. 
 But he found he didn’t recognize the look in her eyes. 
 A few more heavy beats passed before Ali broke the silence. 
 “I’m ending it,” she said. 
 “…What?” 
 “It’s over.” 
 She pulled away from him and just walked away. 
 But even as she did so, she was already thinking: I can stop sleeping with him.


I just have no idea if I can stop loving him…

 * * * 
 The Fire Scout didn’t need to get very high, nor very close to shore, before its all-scanning cameras beamed something profoundly unexpected back into the Kennedy’s bridge. 
 “What the hell…?” Drake breathed. 
 Abrams was back inside now, where the view was better, standing at Drake’s right elbow, and staring up at the big video display. “Is that what it looks like?” 
 Drake punched up the phone again. “CIC, Bridge.” He knew they were already seeing what he was seeing – a bit before him, in fact. “Get me POSIDENT on that vessel.” 
 He hung up again, then looked up at Abrams, who shrugged and said, “It’s just going to be another ghost ship.” 
 Drake exhaled. Abrams was probably right. 
 On its long wanderings, the JFK had passed uncountable numbers of ships that had suffered catastrophic outbreaks – infections that had taken the crew down, no doubt horrifyingly quickly. Either everyone on board had been turned or eaten – or enough had that the survivors jumped over the side in pure panic. Either way, no one was left at the helm, and these ships floated – adrift, lost, soulless. 
 The great thing was just to stay away from them. 
 This one had no doubt docked up here, then had an outbreak that got out of control. End of story. Drake said, “Just to be on the safe side, let’s hail them.” 
 The officer at the comms station asked, “Radio, sir?” 
 “Radio, signal light, and semaphore.” 
 “Aye aye, sir.” 
 The phone on his desk blinked and Drake snatched it up. “Go ahead. You’re sure? Okay.” Hanging up, he looked up at Abrams again. “It’s the Admiral Nakhimov.” 
 “I thought so. Not too many warships that size – in the old world or this one.” 
 Drake nodded. “But what the hell is a Russian Kirov-class battlecruiser, from their Northern Fleet, doing off the coast of South Africa? It makes no sense.” 
 Abrams shrugged. “She was probably doing what everyone else was – trying to escape the plague. Then they sent a party ashore to scavenge for supplies. And brought the infection back on board with them.” 
 Both Drake and Abrams looked up at the overhead monitor as the giant weapons-bristling battlecruiser grew bigger, and meaner-looking, as the Fire Scout overflew her. The Admiral Nakhimov was anchored out in the mouth of the harbor. Saldanha Bay consisted of a big crescent-shaped body of water, with two arms of land forming its neck; and then another partially enclosed section beyond that, before the land finally gave way to the open sea. The Russian warship was in the second area – a sensible place to anchor a ship that big, and with a draft that massive. 
 The ship herself looked like a throwback to the WWII-era battleships – long, wide, tall, and menacing – though she didn’t have multiple big deck guns like the battleships of yore, only a couple of smaller 130mm ones. But what she lacked in guns she more than made up for in a huge arsenal of surface-to-air missiles, anti-ship missiles, cruise missiles, rockets, and torpedoes. The whole foredeck was covered with a matrix of pop-up missile cells, and surrounded by swiveling rocket and torpedo launchers. 
 She also had 76mm armor plating all around, and was fully 827 feet long, nearly as long as the Kennedy – and, like the Kennedy, nuclear-powered. Her displacement, however, was only about a quarter of the carrier’s, and her crew barely a sixth the size. Though her ship’s complement now presumably stood at zero. 
 “No response to hails, sir,” the comms officer reported. 
 “Helm, all stop,” Drake ordered. 
 After the better part of a week at sea, blasting ahead non-stop at forty knots, the USS John F. Kennedy finally churned to a stop. Its massive forward momentum would take it a fair bit closer to land yet. 
 When Abrams stepped outside again, with binoculars this time, he found he could now make out the tall, menacing shape of the big battlecruiser himself. 
 An almost unmediated view. 
 * * * 
 “We’re slowing,” Handon said, looking over his shoulder as Ali returned. She was just coming to tell him she was going back down to the team room. 
 “No,” Homer said, coming up on Handon’s other side, and wrapping his arms around Ben and Isabel. “We’re stopping.” 
 He was feeling stunned by Ali’s bombshell, and slightly surprised his voice worked. But, then again, he’d remained effective through much worse shock, many times before. And now he could actually feel the change in vibration beneath their feet, as the engines, nuclear-powered and thus having no idle mode, went offline. 
 The familiar artificial breeze against their faces slackened, but a natural one picked up now from the north. The sun glinted on the choppier water here nearer shore. A gull called in the distance, though Handon couldn’t spot it. 
 Ali could. She stopped and remained with the others, for the moment. Despite the dire awkwardness of remaining there with Homer, she wanted to see what was happening. 
 And then a muted klaxon sounded, from somewhere just behind and below them, and off to their left. It was followed almost immediately by a great whooshing sound from the same location, as two flashing darts appeared from beneath the port side of the carrier, trailing orange flame and gray-and-white smoke. They were Sea Sparrow anti-ballistic missiles, and now flew off at a speed almost too fast to track, skimming just above the water’s surface. 
 Quickly, they disappeared, racing out toward the horizon. 
 Toward Africa. 
 Two seconds later, a pair of explosions blossomed out ahead of them, also low to the water, and just above the line of the horizon. It was impossible to see what the two outgoing missiles had hit. But the sound of the explosions reached those on deck shortly after. This was followed by one second of silence, as the echoes faded out. 
 And then they all heard a high-pitched whining sound, like a giant but distant buzz-saw, and also coming from down underneath the left side of the ship. 
 And in that instant, Homer knew exactly what that sound was: it was the Phalanx Close-In Weapon System (CIWS), the surviving one on the port side – that giant six-barreled Gatling cannon with its big radar-guidance system, which was designed to shoot down incoming anti-ship missiles. 
 And it was out of ammo. 
 But its radome worked just fine. 
 And now it was tracking incoming threats, its barrels spinning and whining, but shooting blanks – at one or more objects approaching them at 2.5 times the speed of sound, much too fast to see, never mind to hear coming in. 
 Homer snatched up Isabel in his arms and turned toward the stern, not having to tell Handon to grab Ben. 
 “Run,” he said. 
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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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 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…
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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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