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For all the ARISEN readers who have served




 “Raging waves of the sea, foaming out their own shame; wandering stars, to whom is reserved the blackness of darkness for ever.”
 – Jude 1:13 
 
 “There is in every heart a chamber dedicated to the impossible.” 
 – Havelock Ellis 



 Devil On His Shoulder 
 Somalia - On the Coast Road to Berbera 
 The MRAP, a hulking and gigantic MaxPro International XL, sat motionless in the middle of the sand-strewn road, with the eleven operators of Alpha and MARSOC standing, sitting, or kneeling in a wide circle around it. On the seaward side, a low rocky crest led down to a red-sand beach. On the landward side was more scrubby sand, almost desert really, dotted with small groves of spindly trees. There were no structures in sight, only a handful of abandoned vehicles on the road in the distance – and zero dead. 
 The sun beat down, but a breeze from offshore made it tolerable. 
 The operators were waiting for an ammo top-up by helicopter, staged off the carrier. This was an excellent spot for it. They could practically see the JFK out on the Gulf of Aden, which lay spread out before them. There was plenty of open space here for the Seahawk to touch and go. The area was equidistant between population centers on the Somalia coast road – and pretty damned distant from both of them. They’d also held out for a spot that was free of those abandoned and crazily parked cars, doors thrown open, that dotted the world’s highways now. 
 So no cars nearby, and zero dead visible. But that was only with the unaided eye. Ali was on her stomach on top of the very high roof of the MRAP, getting her snipe on. Every minute or so, her suppressed Mk12 special purpose rifle would chug quietly, signaling the end of the afterlife of another stumbling corpse somewhere way out on the road in one direction or the other. 
 With her taking care of security, the others were free to spread out in a loose circle and attend to pre- and post-combat tasks. Getting some water down, getting sand and dust out of weapons or boots, redistributing mags and other combat load. Wrapping up minor wounds, tightening existing bandages. Debriefing on the fight in a casual hot wash, or just shooting the shit. 
 They were only planning to be here for a few minutes. 
 “Dude, that sucked,” Reyes said. He actually had his pants and boots off, wearing only skivvies and socks below the waist, and was sitting on a rock while tightly wrapping gauze over the bandages on his thigh. The wounds he’d taken on Beaver Island had started to seep through with blood again in the struggle to keep the gate to Thunderdome closed in the debacle back at Camp Lemonnier. He obviously wanted to complete this procedure before the helo flared in. Nobody liked being in public without pants. 
 Graybeard, standing over him, asked, “Which part?” 
 “All of it. All of it sucked. But mainly that assclown sergeant major, and his brigade of Big Army dead guys stored in that oversized circus tent.” He looked toward the MRAP. Handon had left CSM Zorn inside, presumably to let him sweat. 
 Graybeard looked unmoved. “Hey, the ref’s part of the court,” he said. 
 Reyes looked up. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 “It’s from basketball. If the referee gets in your way, if your pass hits him in the back, too bad. The ref is understood to be part of the court.” 
 Reyes got it. Obstructions were part of the mission. 
 You just worked the hell around them. 


 * * * 
 “Henno, mate.” 
 Henno looked up from where he sat on a rock cleaning his weapon to see Noise, the ebullient Sikh warrior, standing above him. He’d had to go out of his way to get there, as Henno was sitting some distance from the group. Maybe he was keeping his mind on the job. Maybe he was externalizing his alienation from the team, making it visible and literal. Maybe both. 
 “All right, Noise?” Henno said, curtly. 
 “Very well.” He took a knee. “I saw you during the battle, from the guard tower.” 
 Henno didn’t look up but carried on with what he was doing. 
 “Rarely have I seen such bravery or badassery as what you did back there.” He was referring to Henno’s one-man holding action against the undead garrison of the base, including a precision-shooting masterclass, and then coming out of the whole thing with a bagged-up Zulu for their virus sample – which was later vindictively destroyed by Zorn. 
 Henno just shrugged. “It needed doing.” 
 “You fought like a warrior saint. Like Baba Deep Singh, who said, ‘Once you step onto this path, you may as well give up your head rather than the cause.’” 
 Henno looked up. “Who was that, then?” 
 “Singh was a mighty warrior. He put the smack down on the Afghans in the sixteenth century. According to legend, he kept fighting with his head half-severed – until he had retaken the Golden Temple of God in the holy city of Amritsar.” 
 Henno grunted. “Then he got what he deserved. Nobody but the daft or the dim fights in Afghanistan, that mountainous death trap. And that usually includes the British Army. Getting our arses kicked there since 1839.” 
 Noise laughed. “And more recently. Which includes both of us, I gather.” 
 Henno nodded. He’d done his time in Helmand Province, like everyone else. 
 Noise squinted. “I’ve seen Homer with his children. And I’ve felt the strength of his faith. So I understand why he fights so fiercely. What about you?” 
 Henno considered telling Noise about Captain Ainsley’s two boys, Aiden and Luke. But it wasn’t really his business. Instead, he said, “Homer bores me with the God-bothering shite. Nobody with half a brain believes it. Just look around you.” 
 Noise did. “I see the same world as you. I draw different conclusions.” 
 “You and me are different, you got that much right.” 
 “And yet it’s all the same. Guru Gobind Singh says, ‘The temple and the mosque are the same; all men are the same; it is only through error they appear different.’” 
 Henno actually agreed with that, as far as it went – all the God people sure as hell looked the same to him. He slightly wanted to tell Noise that it was only the resolute actions of those who saw the world for what it was that ever made things better. But he was, as he said, bored with it all. Plus he was done cleaning his rifle. 
 He snapped the upper and lower receivers back together, pushed the rear takedown pin into place, charged the weapon, stood, and left. 


 * * * 
 “Quick word,” Fick said. “On me.” 
 “Aye, skipper,” Reyes said, betraying the Marines’ nautical roots. He’d just finished getting his pants back on and now quickly tied his bootlaces. 
 The two of them found Brady in front of the MRAP – still trying like hell to get the windshield cleaned. Just reaching up to it was one problem. Another was that it was covered with infective black gunk that could kill him. Fick took them both thirty paces off the nose of the truck, out of hearing of the others. The look on his face was unfamiliar to them. 
 “I’m thinking of sending you two back,” he said. “On the Seahawk.” 
 “What!?” Brady said. 
 “That’s loco talk,” Reyes added. 
 Fick squinted more deeply, then gestured at Reyes’s leg and Brady’s arm. “Look at you. You two are more fucked up than a one-legged cat trying to bury shit in a frozen pond.” Both of them opened their mouths to protest. Fick didn’t give them time. “You told me you were mission-capable for this. And as a result the whole team almost went down back there. That shit at Thunderdome.” 
 Brady and Reyes closed their mouths. This shut them up – and shamed them. 
 “I can’t afford to lose either of you. But I will put both of your asses on the bench, or leave you on the side of the road to die, before I endanger this mission again.” 
 This was about the most deathly serious either of these two had ever seen Fick. It sobered them in their response. 
 Brady said, “Okay. We were lied to and tricked by Zorn about Thunderdome. Maybe that could have happened to anyone – but, yeah, it happened to us. So that’s on us.” 
 Reyes nodded, also contrite. “Agreed. We screwed up. And our injuries were part of that. But my leg’s already better than it was. Moreover…” and with this he looked Fick square in the eye, “I swear I will not endanger the team or the mission again. I’ll put a bullet in my own head before I let that happen.” 
 Fick paused to consider this – for exactly one second. He still had to trust his people. Even when they’d strained his trust. Maybe especially then. He nodded, spat in the sand, and spoke: “Okay. No more of this shit, then. If you aren’t combat effective, you don’t tell me you are. And you don’t fucking tell me you’re up to an assignment when you’re not.” 
 “Check.” 
 “Roger that.” 
 “Because if you do… I’mma skull fuck botha ya’ll. And then you’re both gonna have to swim back to the flat-top. With no eyes. Because you’ve been skull-fucked.” 
 Fick didn’t smile when he said this, but Brady and Reyes sure did when they heard it. It meant they were still on the team. 
 And it meant Fick was still the same irrepressible son of a bitch they knew and loved. 
 * * * 
 Noise was still on the rock Henno had abandoned, admiring the stark scenery around them, when Homer came by. He’d clocked their earlier conversation mainly through body language. “Don’t let Henno get to you,” Homer said. “He’s all right really. And you did a good job on the fifty back there. You didn’t hesitate.” 
 Noise shrugged. “The dead must die. As for Henno…” He exhaled, then stood up. “I don’t think he likes your faith very much. Or mine.” 
 Homer shrugged. “He’s entitled. But my faith is all I’ve got. That and my children. Those get me through. God protects me, and I protect them.” 
 Noise nodded. “God protects all of us. And I can see that your children are why you fight.” His expression grew even more serious than usual. “But I tell you now, Homer. If God should call you home, if you should fall… I will care for your children. If you allow it, I will be their guardian, for whatever hours I have.” 
 “That sounds like a pretty good offer. What are your qualifications?” 
 “I have eight nieces and nephews.” 
 “They still alive?” 
 “Every one. Back in London. I fight for them, and for their future.” 
 Homer put out his hand. “Then I see why you fight, as well. Deal.” 
 In Noise, Homer was starting to see someone like himself. At peace. Because he knew it was all happening for a reason, just as it was meant to. 
 And they were instruments of that divine intent. 
 * * * 
 Handon stood off to the seaward side of the vehicle and away from the team – entirely alone. 
 Which was precisely how he was feeling at the moment. 
 The first stage of the mission had nearly resulted in total disaster – yet again. Admittedly, it had been due to a confluence of unlikely factors. But unlikely factors always shaped the battlespace, and it was their job to succeed anyway. 
 His guys had once again demonstrated the skills and resourcefulness, the resilience and resolve, to fight their way out of the shit, and come out on top. They always did. But, then again, if they kept pushing this envelope, over and over again, the law of large numbers was eventually going to catch up with them. The operators had to be lucky every time. The ZA only had to be lucky once. 
 And nobody could be lucky forever. 
 Moreover, they simply weren’t getting the damned job done. Which was unacceptable. 
 And Handon knew he had better get it together – and bring all this to a conclusion, ideally damned quickly. But between humanity and any kind of happy ending still lay Hargeisa – the exact ground zero of the fall of man. Handon didn’t know what would be waiting for them there, and he didn’t like to think about it. 
 But they’d all be finding out soon enough. 
 And along the way, he still had personnel issues dogging him. Namely, Henno. 
 It occurred to Handon now to wonder if, when ordering the team not to go back for Henno when he was covering their retreat from Thunderdome… maybe he’d actually been trying to get the Brit killed. Of course, he’d told himself it was all about safeguarding the mission, and about force protection – because completing the mission required somebody left alive to accomplish it. He’d had to keep all of them from getting killed back there. 
 But there was also no denying that if Henno happened to fall, that would eliminate a major problem for him. Even crazier and more shameful… it might eliminate a rival – both for control of the team, and for a certain woman back on the carrier. Handon shook his head. Of course those things couldn’t be true. But he didn’t even know for sure himself at this point. 
 His head was all over the place. 
 Henno certainly hadn’t questioned Handon’s decision to leave him behind. His whole position was that anything that needed to be sacrificed for the mission got sacrificed. And that obviously, and emphatically, included him. 
 Henno was still Captain Ainsley’s man – in the best possible way. A man of duty. Henno had loved and respected Ainsley, and still did, not because of his captain’s stars – but because of what Ainsley did, what he was prepared to do, and what his actions represented. Henno was all about actions, not words. And he was prepared to take any action necessary to make the mission succeed. 
 But he seemed to believe Handon didn’t have that willingness. 
 Technically, of course, Handon outranked him. But the two of them came from, not just different units or even service branches – but whole different nation’s militaries. Different worlds. And spec-ops guys were never impressed with rank anyway – Henno even less so than the average. 
 Handon looked up now as he heard a faint buzzing from over the water, and he could just make out the Seahawk blasting toward them at high speed. It was a speck, but swelling quickly. 
 He had also overheard Fick threatening to send Brady and Reyes back on that bird. And it occurred to him, in a musing way, to try the same thing with Henno. Try to send him back. But he could already hear the Brit’s answer: No way am I leaving you to fuck this up. The LAST thing I’m doing is going back.

 Surprisingly fast, the big Seahawk was flaring in to land on the road, its big rotors thrumming through the ground, and through the bodies of the operators as they moved to set security. Handon just observed and let them handle it. 
 Deep down, he still felt he was making the right decisions for the right reasons. But he couldn’t deny that if Henno had gotten killed back there, part of him would have been relieved. Henno was a huge problem, and making Handon’s command, and his mission, a lot more complicated and difficult than it needed to be. 
 Or then again… maybe this tension between them, between Henno’s total viciousness and pragmatism, and Handon’s more measured concern for ethics and right action, was actually what was needed. Maybe Henno was simply that ruthless part of Handon’s own soul he didn’t like very much, and had somehow externalized. And maybe it was exactly that ruthless part he desperately needed to do his job now. To get this done. 
 Maybe Henno was the devil perched on Handon’s shoulder. 
 And maybe it was only the whisperings of that demon which would help him to get anyone at all out of this living hell they’d all found themselves in. 
 They’d find out soon enough. 



 Asshole of the Universe 
 Somalia - Berbera City Limits 
 Within four minutes, the ammo and other supplies had been parceled out or trans-shipped to the MRAP, the team had saddled up, and the helo was lifting off again. And Handon got them all moving down the coast road. Zorn had earlier told them the inland road to Hargeisa went through town after town – Jidhi, Harirad, Gebilay… while the coast road pretty much just went through Berbera. That had been a big population center. But they’d had to pick their poison. 
 And now it was coming up fast. 
 Handon unbuckled himself from the front passenger seat and stuck his head in back. He could see everyone wedged into the bench seats, trying to make the best of it inside the bouncing truck. A vehicle designed to survive the most massive IED explosions known to man was not, alas, known for the smoothness of its ride or suspension. 
 But discomfort was perhaps about to become the least of their problems. The town up ahead, Berbera, had been home to nearly a quarter-million souls – now a quarter-million bodies. And while their new ride was probably the most invulnerable mode of transport yet created by man, that hadn’t prevented them from nearly getting wedged up and killed the last time they tried to surf through a tsunami of the dead. 
 Noise shouted down from the gun turret. “Multiple targets, spanning ten and two o’clock, range two hundred and closing. Shall I engage?” 
 Handon considered. “Conserve ammo,” he shouted back up. “Only engage thick concentrations, and only to our twelve.” Maybe the .50 could serve as sort of a long-range windshield wiper. Handon hoped so. He hoped they were learning something – they’d better be. 
 He turned forward and climbed back into the passenger seat. The view from up here, particularly since Brady cleaned the windscreens, was pretty great – or would have been if the view itself hadn’t been so terrible. Berbera was clearly a shithole of the first order – and had been even before the fall. Handon figured that even to Reyes, who had worked as a bounty hunter in south-central LA, this probably looked like the asshole of the universe. 
 Handon shook his head. Somalia had arguably been the most screwed-up place in the world, back before the fall. Arguably, it had also been the scene of the first battle of modern warfare, with the events of Black Hawk Down. So why was he not surprised that it had finally turned out be the starting point for the end of the world – and even less surprised it was where they had to go on what would almost certainly be their very last mission… to try and save what was left of the world. 
 Sand-covered roads with no discernible curbs snaked through one-, two-, and three-story tan buildings, all of which squatted in brown dirt. A few of the structures looked kind of colonial, but others were mere shanties. Telephone poles and antennas dotted the landscape, though many were now horizontal after having come down during or after the fall. The city fronted the harbor – but it was a working port, industrial and not the least picturesque. 
 The Apocalypse had of course provided dramatic accents to this tableau: burnt-out buildings, devoured bodies and bones on the ground, crap spilled and blowing everywhere – and, most conspicuous as well as dangerous, entire fleets of third-world vehicles jamming up Berbera’s roads and alleys. 
 As usual, the operators were learning about the next threat only as it materialized. Very soon, Brady was taking them up onto shoulders, onto porches, and finally onto and over cars and trucks themselves, as he tried to negotiate the maze of narrow roads and abandoned vehicles. It was like everyone had tried to drive out of Berbera at once – and all failed. 
 And now the stranded drivers and passengers were all stumbling around and converging on the MRAP, particularly as Noise started to put thunk-thunk-ing short bursts of .50-cal into the ones directly ahead. Their arrival was clearly the most exciting event in Berbera for ages, and everyone was coming out to see it. 
 Handon clenched his jaw. They had to drive through the city center to get to the connecting highway that led south. There was no way around it. And by staying buttoned up in the vehicle they were “safe” – but they also risked finding themselves jammed up in another building, or tangle of vehicles. But he tried to count his blessings – thinking how very, very shitty it would have been to negotiate this labyrinth in a regular vehicle, or even a Humvee or up-armored SUV. At least they could bash through obstructions with the MRAP. 
 As Brady and Reyes had enthused, this was no ghetto hoochie, but rather the Cadillac Escalade of MRAPs. So they had at least gotten some benefit from not killing Zorn, the deranged Command Sergeant Major and last survivor of Camp Lemonnier. They’d gotten some seriously hardcore transport. 
 Even if Henno wasn’t quick to admit it. 
 And, anyway, it appeared they had learned something – by knocking the dead down before the MRAP reached them, Noise was keeping them from piling up in front and obscuring their view. After a couple of nerve-wracking wrong turns and reverses, they finally found themselves on the road south out of town. This led up into some foothills that perched looking down on the coast – and as they descended the back side of them, they could see laid out very clearly what was at the bottom. 
 A bridge. 
 And that bridge was a total parking lot, completely blocked by cars and trucks – only some of them upright. 
 Brady slowed as they approached. 
 Once again… there was little choice. 
 * * * 
 “Why the hell can’t we just bash through that, too?” Fick asked. He’d stuck his head up front both to scope the situation, and to confer with Handon. 
 “We could bash through the vehicles. But I’m a little worried about what happens to the bridge underneath.” 
 Brady concurred. “That bridge may or may not be rated for a thirty-thousand-pound truck in the first place. And with all the other vehicles already on it, never mind the stress and jarring of us shoving them all off…” 
 Handon got up, swinging into the back and pushing Fick ahead of him. “Okay,” he said. “Everyone dismount and push out.” Someone was already opening the hatch. “Ali on overwatch, Brady and Reyes pull front and rear security. Everyone else gets to work clearing the bridge.” Almost before he’d said it, they were on the ground getting to work. 
 Juice said, “You do know none of those vehicles are going to start?” 
 “Yeah, but they’ve all got wheels. And they’re virtually all small and light.” 
 “Except for that one,” Juice said. He was pointing at a big six-wheeled cargo truck that was on its side, sitting half on and half off the bridge at its other end. It looked as if it had slid into position, pushing cars ahead of it. 
 Handon acknowledged this. “We get the other vehicles cleared, then we winch that one out of there.” He was already swinging around to the rear of the MRAP. He wanted a look at the hill behind them – not far over which Berbera still swarmed with dead. And he could already see the tops of distant heads cresting the hill. Naturally, they’d been followed. So the clock was ticking – yet again. 
 But Handon could also already hear Ali taking suppressed shots from the roof. How the hell she got up there so fast, he didn’t even know. 
 Coming back around, he took a look down the slope that swept underneath the bridge. There was a white Chevy Tahoe down there on its roof, riddled with bullet holes and bad scorch marks. It was also surrounded by a veritable mountain of destroyed dead – now rotted down to skeletons. It looked like they had all been converging on the rear of the vehicle. 
 Handon couldn’t quite picture what had gone down there. 
 But he was glad he hadn’t been around for it. 
 And they didn’t have time to worry about it anyway. 



 Little Velociraptors 
 Somalia - Bridge South of Berbera 
 “I’m sorry, but I’ve seriously gotta take a shit.” Predator was singlehandedly dragging a badly clapped-out pickup truck off the bridge, and now pushed it over the lip of the slope. It rolled away toward the trees below and picked up speed, and he started walking down after it. “Be right back.” 
 He didn’t talk about it (obviously), but Pred had been having tummy trouble since not long after they found themselves on the carrier. When he snuck down to the hospital to get checked out, Doc Walker had told him it was almost certainly the diet on board – too much rice and potatoes. All the starch overfed the bacteria in the gut, tending to make them rampage out of control. 
 “It’s a shame,” Walker had said with a twinkle. “Good bugs gone bad.” 
 “What does that mean?” Predator rumbled. 
 “Your microbiome. The trillions of bacteria in and on you, many of which do critical jobs – like helping you digest your food.” 
 “Are you saying I’m infected?” 
 “You and me both, big man. Look, just try to lay off the rice and potatoes.” 
 “That’s all there is!” And for many meals that was true. They were two of the few foods that could be grown in the hangar deck farm that had enough calories to keep body and soul together. But they also resulted in too many people not being able to do their jobs unless they were thirty seconds from the head. 
 “We’ve had increasing cases of IBS and IBD,” Walker said. “It’s a problem.” 
 “Oh, good. Another one.” 
 Doc Walker had squinted up at him. “You are a very big smartass, aren’t you? Like a bratty eight-year-old blown up to the size of Sasquatch.” 
 “Sorry,” Pred said, lightening up. “It just gets me down when I can’t do my job.” 
 Walker nodded. She got that. “Okay, look – I’m going to give you some cortical steroids. These should tighten up your gut enough to let you operate. They’re not good for you, and definitely not a long-term fix. But it’ll keep you on your feet – and off the shitter.” 
 Now, as Predator recalled all of this, he started to get himself out of sight of the others, partially behind a tree. There were plenty of combat situations where crapping in sight of your teammates was necessary. But this probably wasn’t one of them. Then again, Pred was a lot wider than all the trees around here. He hoped no one saw anything traumatizing. 
 As he took care of business, he heard something rustling in the underbrush nearby. 
 The hand he wasn’t wiping with went to the knife on his chest rig. 
 * * * 
 Reyes was posted to the south side of the bridge, the far one from the parked MRAP. He tried to ignore the noise of cars and trucks being rolled off the bridge, accelerating down into the gully, and crashing into trees – not to mention the steady suppressed firing back toward the town. He simply faced away and covered his sector, his mind on his job. This was important not least since coverage was thin – him to the south, Brady to the north, and Ali up in overwatch. 
 Everyone else had to get out and push. 
 He stole a quick look over his shoulder as he heard the MRAP’s winch spinning up – and saw the overturned truck being slowly but powerfully dragged off the bridge. They were close to getting it clear – and thus close to getting out of there. 
 Scanning to the south, he could see there were a few vehicles on the road – and a fair number of what looked like they used to be bodies, strewn on the blacktop and the shoulders. There wasn’t much left of them now. Mainly clothing, bones, hair, and the tang of regret. Options foreclosed. Things over forever. 
 Reyes’s vision snapped to the foreground again and he brought his rifle to his shoulder, as he heard rustling in the underbrush nearby – just past the shoulder of the road. He advanced a few paces to investigate. The brush was low, and the trees were small and sparse, so he didn’t think there could be anything human-sized hiding back there. Wildlife, maybe. 
 Sure enough, a dark nose on a tan snout stuck itself out from a low bush. As it emerged further, it looked like some kind of mole or beaver – tan fur on its belly, shades of brown on top. Whiskers and cute little ears. Then again, its fur was pretty patchy, showing mottled gray skin underneath – and the eyes, which were black underneath, had an unhealthy-looking milky coating. But things were probably tough all over the whole ecosystem. Reyes could relate. 
 Instinctively, he stopped moving, to avoid spooking it and to get a better look. But, pretty quickly, the creature demonstrated it had no fear of man. It scuttled forward out of the bushes, front paws first. 
 Reyes knelt down. “Hello there, chula. What a cutie pie.” He startled slightly as it began to make some strange chirruping or singing call – like a little velociraptor maybe. Within seconds, four or five more snouts poked through the bush. And now the first one issued a tiny bark. 
 Reyes hesitated. He was a little weirded out by this, but not worried. Yet. 
 But then he felt a strong hand on his shoulder, grabbing him and yanking him up out of there – and simultaneously heard Graybeard hissing, “Get the fuck back, dumbass” – right as he saw the blur of one of the little creatures launching up and forward. It smacked into his plate carrier, teeth and paws extended – basically right where his face had been before Graybeard relocated it. 
 He and Reyes staggered back – as the small creatures leapt after them. 
 They were being chased by moles. 
 * * * 
 “Dude – what the fuck!?” 
 Brady had just watched Handon cut one of the furry creatures in half with his sword. Suddenly, in seconds, these things were coming out of the woodwork, scurrying over the ground at the foot of the bridge, toward the MRAP and the operators – and attacking, flying at them viciously. 
 It was both scary and completely comical, like getting ambushed by an army of otters – or like the killer rabbit in Monty Python. On the other hand, they also moved fast as hell and were tough to hit. And they seemed to be going for the operators’ faces and necks. Most everyone was using melee weapons to defend. 
 Graybeard and Reyes backed toward the truck, side by side. Reyes echoed Brady: “Seriously – what the fuck is this?” 
 Graybeard seemed unperturbed. “Did you see their eyes?” Belatedly Reyes remembered that their eyes were weirdly opaque – as if covered with cataracts. “No fucking way,” he said. “Can’t be.” 
 They were all collapsing on the MRAP, as the overturned truck was still being dragged across the near end of the bridge. The human dead were still coming over the hill behind them, much closer now. Nonetheless, Ali abandoned her perch and appeared magically on the ground, sword out and swinging. 
 “They’re rock hyraxes,” she said, backing away, pivoting, and dodging all at once. “Local to Somalia. Just little herbivorous mammals… I remember them as cute and harmless.” 
 “Scratch the herbivorous part,” Pred said, swinging his bat powerfully – and missing completely. One of them landed on his chest, its sticky paws grabbing on – and its burrowing face going for his neck. “Motherfucker,” he barked, pulling it off and throwing it all the way into the ravine. 
 “Do not get bitten!” Ali shouted. 
 “This is bullshit,” Reyes said. “Animals don’t get infected!” 
 Handon came on the squad net to reach everyone. “Collapse by sectors to the vehicle. We’re Oscar Mike.” On the move.

 Backs to the center, they all swatted and stabbed and retreated back to the MRAP. Some covered while others mounted up. It was still all completely surreal and borderline hilarious. Then again, the threat of infection kind of killed the humor. And these things were still moving damned quickly… 
 There were now at least a dozen of them visible on the ground – ones that had been whacked, stabbed, or shot by the operators – but some were still crawling, barking, or just wriggling. A few with crushed heads lay still. 
 Luckily, within seconds, both teams were all mounted up, buttoned up – and driving the hell out of there. Amazingly, the hyraxes were still attacking the MRAP – hurling themselves at the windows, tires, and cast-iron body. 

Have fun with that, Pred thought, looking out one of the louvered side windows in disbelief. Up front, Handon had his fingers dug deeply into the armrest again, as they rolled out onto the first few feet of bridge. 
 Because they still had to get across the damned thing without it collapsing. 
 It looked like it was still just one-damned-thing-after-another day. Handon reminded himself to deal with one thing at a time. 
 They cleared the bridge and accelerated south. 



 Bombast 
 JKF - NSF Ops Room 
 Wesley took a long, slow, nervous look at the faces all staring wide-eyed at him around the ops room. All of the surviving and healthy Naval Security Forces were crammed in – including Melvin and Browning, men Wesley had worked and fought with since taking command, all the way back to Virginia Beach. Three of that original crew no longer present were Scott (killed by runners in VA), Anderson (abandoned the others to die, infected in the flight deck battle, now being kept alive with the serum), and Derwin (shot in the runner fight, nearly bled out, now recuperating in the hospital). 
 They were all packed in there for the briefing – his briefing. 
 And it would be Wesley, now Lieutenant (junior grade) Wesley, who would be leading this group out on a new shore mission – one into the remains of an artificial city in Saudi Arabia, to try to retrieve a DNA sequencer. This would allow Dr. Park to complete the critical last step after getting his early-stage virus sample – namely sequencing its entire genome – and thus speed completion of his vaccine, all before they got back to Britain. 
 If there even was any Britain left, by the time they made it back there. 
 And it was Wesley’s NSF team who were being asked to execute this mission – after Commander Abrams finally approved it – because, simply, there was no one else left. And it was Wesley who was in charge of NSF because… well, actually, he didn’t have the faintest idea how or why he’d been put in charge. 
 But here he was. 
 In addition to the old hands, also in the room were NSF’s numerous replacements – those from the survivors they had pulled out of Virginia, including their tattooed hardman leader, Burns. Also several who had been shanghaied from Stores crew, including the tall and strong Jenson, with whom Wesley had fought in the flight deck battle, and who had further demonstrated his steadiness in the sweep for lone Zulus in the lower decks. 
 Also attending, but not so much participating, were Dr. Park – whose big idea this whole mission was in the first place – and Sarah Cameron, who would be going along as Park’s eyes and ears, essentially the technical consultant, to identify the sequencer they needed. And, finally, there was Marine Sergeant Lovell, who had basically planned the whole mission while Wesley and Sarah tried to keep up. 
 All in all, it was about twenty people there in total, and they were all sitting in chairs that had been pulled around for the purpose, or else stood around the periphery of the room. 
 The NSF ops room had recently become Wesley’s second home. It was of a similar size to Alpha’s and the Marines’ team rooms, but with fewer weapons and a lot less testosterone in the air, and more paperwork and office crap. Whereas the team rooms of the spec-ops pipe-hitters had the feel of a Forward Operating Base in al-Anbar Province or the Helmand river valley, the NSF ops room felt more like a police station-house in a small and generally crime-free American city. 
 A rack of radios sat charging on a table, near a bank of CCTV monitors. Chairs and desks filled some of the space – rather than crates of man-portable missiles serving as improvised tables – though an armory and locker room did let off the main room. A big flat-panel display hung from the front wall, driven by a laptop Wesley had open on a table, displaying a region map that included the Horn of Africa, the Gulf of Aden – and the Arabian Peninsula. 
 Wesley fiddled with the zoom level of the map and looked over to Sergeant Lovell, who sat beside him. He had originally asked Lovell to run this briefing, which he was enormously more qualified to do. 
 “No,” the serious and professional warrior had told him. “It’s important that the men you’ll be leading into harm’s way see you as the leader from the outset. Their lives will be in your hands, so you need to sound like you’ve got things in hand – right from the start.” He had paused then. “Have you got any previous team leadership experience?” 
 Wesley pondered. “I was rugby team captain for a half a season in sixth-form college.” 
 “Why only half a season?” 
 “I wasn’t very good. They voted me out.” 
 At the time, Lovell had looked like he was trying to think of something reassuring to say. But nothing came. Now, with the briefing actually imminent, he just nodded up at Wesley. The message was clear: Get on with it. Wesley straightened up, swallowed – and got on with it. 
 “This is our target,” he said, pointing a ruler at the map onscreen. “Jizan Economic City, or JEC, down at the southern tip of Saudi Arabia.” The others could see from the region map that it was almost at the bottom of the whole Arabian Peninsula, with only a bit of Yemen below it. 
 And below that the Gulf of Aden – and them. 
 Wesley flipped to an aerial color view of the city itself. This had been taken by a drone flyover an hour earlier, made necessary by the sad demise of Google Earth. It showed a huge matrix of orderly rectangular buildings backing onto an elaborate port and waterfront area – which looked like it had taken some serious shore and waterway construction to get into the intricate shape it was in. 
 “It’s a bit of a theme-park city,” Wesley said. “Constructed with Saudi oil money, as an attempt to diversify the country’s economy away from oil. Sits on a strip of land twelve kilometers long and eight wide and includes a port, industrial zone, high-technology campus, power and desalination plant, and a residential area. The port is here. Behind the port is the colony of waterfront villas.” 
 Wesley withdrew his ruler and scanned the faces before him. 
 “Villas are for people, so obviously we’re keen to steer clear of those.” He raised his improvised pointer again. “Our target is here: the high-technology campus. Inside that is a pharmaceuticals industry compound – and somewhere inside that is a bioinformatics and genomics facility. That’s where we will find a device that looks roughly like this.” 
 He reached down again and flipped the display to a low-resolution photo, originally taken with Simon Park’s camera phone, of a vaguely boxy-looking piece of high-tech equipment with some kind of bottles sticking off it. He flipped again, to a hand-sketched drawing of a similar one, but longer and more rectangular. 
 There were a few groans from the audience. “Can we get a hand-drawn map, too?” one of the former Stores guys, Dooley, asked. 
 “Yeah,” another added, “maybe with hand-drawn zombies on all sides?” 
 Wesley had been intent on maintaining a facade of knowing what the hell he was doing, in order to inspire confidence. 
 It wasn’t going well so far. 
 * * * 
 In fact he’d barely gotten started when he was interrupted, and his faltering control of the meeting wrested from him entirely. Lieutenant Campbell from CIC banged open the hatch and walked in without knocking, riding a big wave of I-don’t-really-care-what-else-you’re-doing-right-now-so-don’t-fuck-with-me. 
 Wesley stopped talking and watched her stride in. With her serious, competent air, and big side arm on her hip, she somehow seemed like more of a warrior than anyone on his NSF team. And they were the descendants of shore patrolmen, whose main job had been to restrain drunken fighting sailors and get them back to the ship’s brig. 
 She took a look around, saw the map projection Wesley had on the wall, and stalked up to it. “This Jizan Economic City of yours,” she said. 
 “Yes,” Wesley said. He seemed to have yielded the floor. 
 “The pharmaceuticals complex is here, right?” She pointed to a spot on the map. 
 “Yes again.” 
 “Well, this place also has a huge oil-fired electrical plant, with fuel-oil storage facilities, and a desalination plant. They’re both in this big structure here.” 
 Wesley squinted. “Why would they put an electrical plant and a desalination plant together?” 
 “Beats the hell out of me. I think desalination requires a lot of power. Or maybe so if the fuel oil blows up, the desalinated water will put it out. Who knows.” She turned to face Wesley, ignoring everyone else in the room, who were watching and listening raptly. Wesley was afraid it was because she had the natural and absolutely compelling air of command that he totally lacked. 
 “The important thing,” she said, “is that if those oil tanks are full, they could be of major use to this vessel. We’ve got plenty of nuke power, but everything that runs on fossil fuels is constantly down to fumes. We could run all kinds of stuff on the stores of oil they’re likely to have.” 
 Wesley nodded. 
 “And that desalination plant, from its size, could probably produce something on the order of a half-million cubic meters per day of potable water. That’s a hell of a lot more than the desal plant on this vessel – and could be a major resource to a world rebuilding and coming back from the brink.” 
 She turned to scan faces in the room, then turned back to the map and pointed. “Electrical and desal plant.” She moved her finger inland. “Pharmaceuticals.” It was obvious they’d have to go right by the former to get to the latter, at least coming from the docks on the waterfront. 
 Finally she turned to stare at Wesley. “I want you to check these out on your infil. Get inside and tell me if those fuel tanks are full, and whether that desal plant looks to be intact and functional. That’s my price for approving your mission.” 
 Before Wesley could respond, she turned and headed toward the door. As she did, she pointed over the tops of heads and said, “Oh, yeah – Dr. Park is urgently needed in CIC. On me – now.” Park rose awkwardly and followed her out. 
 Wesley looked back to the room. 
 This kept getting harder. 
 He tried to master himself and his voice, mustering firmness of tone and speaking over the titters. “Okay, listen up – and listen carefully. What we’re going in there for is a DNA sequencer, which is desperately needed to bring forward the date when Dr. Park can complete his vaccine. So that it might be completed before England’s green and pleasant land goes the way of all the world’s less pleasant lands.” 
 “Aye,” said Melvin, the Scot. “And Scotland can just go spit, then, eh?” 
 Wesley ground his jaw. This was actually starting to piss him off. He said, “If we don’t get this done, Scotland will end up like the entire rest of the world – dead.” His voice grew deeper and more resonant now. “The honor has been given to us of going out and getting this thing – and playing a critical role in the salvation of the world. In curing the plague. It’s our turn to step up and do our bit. Just us. And with everything on the line now.” 
 Wesley had no idea he had such bombast in him. But, reaching down, he’d found it somewhere. And the group seemed to get it. 
 The air in the room had changed. 



 Zombie Armor 
 JKF - NSF Ops Room 
 Someone in the briefing raised a hand. “Are we all going?” 
 “No. Team assignments will be made after the briefing.” In truth, Wesley hadn’t yet decided who to take. He also didn’t want to tell them that Abrams had strictly limited the number of NSF personnel he could take off the ship. The last thing the shore team needed was to feel like an undermanned force of sacrificial lambs. 
 Wesley nodded down and to his side. “Sergeant Lovell is going to brief on the insertion plan.” 
 Lovell stood up, nodded once at Wesley, and dove in – utterly relaxed. Like he’d given this briefing a hundred times, and to even bigger screw-ups than NSF. 
 “Ship’s launch is out with the Somalia mission. So this team is going to take one of our CRRCs – combat rubber raiding craft. Rubber hull, compartmented air cells, seats ten max – six or eight more comfortably.” Sitting down now, Wesley flipped the display to a picture of one. “It’s got an outboard engine, removable roll-up slatted decking, paddles, a bow line for securing it to a dock, and a ‘righting’ line which is used to flip the boat in event of capsizing.” 
 The audience, which had started to realize the seriousness of all this, now realized it even more. Someone raised a hand, and Lovell nodded. 
 “It’s hundreds of miles from here to Saudi,” Browning said. “Surely we’re not taking a zodiac the whole way?” 
 Lovell frowned. “It’s not a zodiac. It’s better. But in any case, it’s roughly five hundred miles from here to Jizan – and, no, you won’t be taking the boat the whole way. We’re going to sling-load it under a Seahawk helo, go by air until you’re five miles out, insert onto the water, motor in until you’re a mile out – then paddle in the final stretch for silence, just as slick as shit.” 
 Wesley flipped back to the map, then stood up again. 
 “As Sergeant Lovell says, doing it this way will keep from waking the deaders. We insert here” – and he pointed to a spot at the edge of the port – “move ashore, do a quick recon of this large building here,” (he pointed to the building Campbell had indicated, modifying the plan on the fly), “then move quickly and quietly toward our target here. We find the device, get it back to the dock, get back on the boat, paddle out – and the helo will return and pick us up again.” 
 He refrained from concluding with, “Easy, right?” Because the way he had put it, it actually did sound easy. Which almost certainly meant he was doing it wrong, or missing something important – perhaps a great deal that was important. 
 “Waterfront villas, huh?” Burns said. “What was the population of this place?” 
 Wesley swallowed. “Three hundred thousand.” 
 “And what happens when the shooting starts – and they wake up?” 
 Wesley nodded. “That’s what we’re going to avoid. If there’s any fighting to be done, we’ll use melee weapons.” 
 Browning hesitated, but then said, quietly, “NSF doesn’t have melee weapons.” 
 Wesley sighed. “I’m working on that. For now, I believe you all have knives.” 
 He could immediately see from the expressions around the room how little these men relished the prospect of fighting zombies with knives. They might have made it look on easy on The Walking Dead, but those guys also lived in some weird universe where getting splashed head to toe with the blood of the infected somehow carried no infection risk. Even that aside, nobody really enjoyed getting within arm’s reach of a large creature furiously trying to kill and eat you. 
 In fact, that was pretty much what guns had been invented for. 
 Wesley felt like he was forgetting something – or maybe a hundred things. But then it hit him. 
 “Oh, yeah. I’ve been informed our call sign for this mission is… Mutant.” 
 * * * 
 After the briefing broke up, turning into small groups of unsettled and worried people, Wesley quietly pulled aside the men he had, almost unconsciously, decided he wanted on the team. 
 First, Melvin and Browning, the two most senior NSF personnel, and the two Wesley most trusted – they’d all been through hell and back together, which counted for everything. Also, Browning was by far the best shot on the team – and if there had to be any shooting, Wesley wanted it to be “one and done.” 
 Next was Burns, the former leader of the group of American survivors. Wesley knew maybe he should have taken someone with more military experience. But Burns had been around the block, surviving two years out on the ground in the ZA – and probably had as much hands-on zombie fighting experience as anyone on board the JFK right now. 
 More importantly, he had experience dodging zombies. 
 Then Jenson, for his physical size and strength – and for his stalwartness, proven both in the flight-deck battle and the below-decks sweeps. Basically, Wesley was discovering what all combat veterans knew: there was no replacement for men you had fought and bled beside. 
 And that left a single spot, reserved for Sarah Cameron. 
 When he had his hand-picked team corralled in the corner, Wesley said, “Listen – if we’re going to have to get up close and personal with the deaders, I’d like us to have a little more protection than last time.” 
 “How do you mean?” asked Browning. 
 “Well, I’ve always had this idea for a sort of zombie armor, to keep from being bitten or scratched. We just need a lot of rolls of electrical tape, and then something tough but flexible, like thick leather, or maybe even rolled-up magazines or some sor—” 
 Browning cut him off. “Come with me.” 
 The other five followed Browning into the locker room and armory that let off the ops room. He took them all the way to the back and opened another hatch, which revealed a large storage closet. Hanging inside were a dozen suits of black and very menacing riot gear. 
 “What the hell?” Wesley exclaimed. 
 Browning smiled. “Damascus FX1 FlexForce modular hard-shell crowd control system.” He started picking up or pointing at pieces of it. “Hard helmets, chest-and-back panels, forearm protectors, thigh and groin protectors, and knee and shin guards. All of that laid over a tough foam and nylon shell. It’s even fire-retardant.” 
 “No, seriously,” Wesley persisted. “What the hell? Why have these just been sitting in a closet?” 
 Browning shrugged. “Last time they were out was during the fall, when we were doing riot control at ports. Since then, NSF has never done any real zombie fighting. We never left the ship. MARSOC did, of course, but we assumed they had their own gear and were too cool for our stuff. Also, only the NSF commander has the authority to break these out. And he’s dead.” 
 “No, he’s not,” Wesley said. “He’s just me now.” He was obviously still gobsmacked at this horrific oversight. “Why the hell didn’t we use these when we were clearing the lower decks of the ship?” 
 “Dunno. We were only looking for the odd one or two. And all we found in the end was pools of black gunk.” 
 “And fucking Anderson,” Melvin added. 
 “And a hand,” said Burns. 
 Wesley sighed and nodded. “And a hand.” Having got over the stupidity of keeping this priceless gear locked in a closet, he managed to be pleased about it. 
 Now they had their zombie armor. 



 Zoonosis 
 The MRAP - Racing South Through Somalia 
 “Can you pull a still from Juice’s shoulder-cam feed?” 
 Handon was talking on the radio to Dr. Park, from the front of the MRAP, and sounding rather urgent. He wanted a consultation before the team walked into another swarm of Pythonesque killer bunnies. If something completely stupid killed you, you were still dead. You just got to feel stupid in your last seconds alive. 

“No problem, pulling the still now.” Park had been summoned up to the Combat Information Center on the JFK, where Juice’s real-time video was being streamed, as it had been on the shore mission in South Africa. 
 Right now on this mission, the terrain of central Somalia was blasting by on both sides and ahead out the windshield, as Brady drove it like he stole it – which basically they had – heading south on one of Somalia’s few hardball roads. Periodically the MRAP swerved terrifyingly around abandoned vehicles, its gigantic profile and high center of gravity threatening to pull them over into a long sliding last leg of their road trip. 

“Ali’s right,” Park said after a short delay. “They look like hyraxes. Order Hyracoidea, I think. Usually mistaken for rodents – but their closest relatives are actually elephants. They’ve got little tusk-like incisors. They’re good communicators, with complex syntax, like primates and whales.”

 “Not interesting,” Handon said. “More interesting: were they fucking undead?” 
 Park hesitated, audibly exhaled, then stared offscreen at the still image of one he’d pulled from their video stream. “It would be remarkable. But this is a remarkably opportunistic virus – damnably so. And the disease was zoonotic in the first place – meaning it crossed over species borders to get to us.”

 “So you’re saying the virus could have crossed back?” 
 Another pause. “I guess, thinking about it, it wouldn’t be totally surprising. Aside from Africa having always been one giant Petri dish and microbe-breeding ground… this bug in particular was already the most vicious, virulent, and communicable virus we’d ever seen. It took down all seven continents in weeks. And, like I said, it’s already crossed species barriers at least once.”

 Handon winced. “Okay. What I need to know is this: is it going to cross back again? By which I mean: if we get bitten by one of these things, are we going to be infected and turn?” 
 Long pause on the other end. “It’s extremely unlikely.”

 Handon didn’t respond. Park would know that answer didn’t cut it. 

“Unless I get a sample from one of them, I can’t tell you for sure. And, actually, I couldn’t even REALLY know for sure without exposing a human to the live virus. All I can tell you right now is that very few diseases are zoonotic – that is, affect multiple species. And the odds are it mutated when it entered the hyraxes – and is now inert in humans. But the only way to know for sure…”

 “Yeah. Is to get bitten. Got it. One last question. Are we going to see more of this? Will there be others?” 

“I wouldn’t rule it out.”

 “Elaborate.” 

“Okay, the most likely candidates for other infected species would probably be animals that have the most human-like DNA, the most base pairs in common. Primates. Land vertebrates. Or intelligent animals with complex brains.”

 “Primates like…?” 

“Pygmy chimps. Gorillas. Smart ones.”

 “Got it,” Handon said, exhaling. “Any last words of wisdom?” 

“Just watch yourselves. Large wild animals in Africa were dangerous before. But they usually tended to run away from people, or at least leave you alone. Now they may be hunting you. And they’ll have no fear of death – for obvious reasons.”

 “All received. Cadaver out.” 
 Handon slumped back in his seat and looked out at Somalia racing by around them. Brady’s driving had scared him shitless. But now dying in an MRAP rollover started to seem like an okay way to go. It sure beat being bitten and infected by a zombie chimp. 

Christ, he thought. This virus doesn’t just want me and everyone I love. 
 It wants every creature on the planet. 

It wanted all of life. 
 * * * 
 Ali sat in back with her rifle between her legs. “Jesus. Zombie hyraxes.” Then she said what others were thinking. “And zombie whale sharks before that.” 
 “I don’t know about the goddamned fishes,” Pred said. “But those little furry bastards were not alive.” 
 Ali nodded her agreement. “I cut one cleanly in half – which just resulted in both halves coming for me.” 
 Pred shook his head. “This ZA just gets better and better. Oh, well – fuck it. I’ll take a pack of those moles over three million Zulus in Chicago.” 
 “Or ten million on the Virginia coast,” Juice said. 
 “At least the moles you can stomp on,” Pred said. 
 Juice just nodded and looked off into the distance. And he didn’t say what all the others were thinking: Not everything you can stomp. What the hell would be next? 



“Hey, is that your Toughbook?” Reyes asked Juice. He was nodding toward what looked like a ruggedized laptop strapped down to a metal workbench jutting out of the wall. Reyes had heard that Juice took a laptop into battle – and wreaked much havoc with it. 
 “No,” said Juice, whose machine was safely stowed in his ruck. Checking out the device on the table, which had been there since they first loaded up, he saw that it looked like a hardened laptop, but also had wings sticking out to either side, one of with a joystick on it, as well as a thick rubberized antenna sticking forward off the lid. “That’s a Universal mini-GCS – Ground Control Station.” 
 Reyes’s eyes widened. “So you can fly drones from inside this thing?” 
 “Every UAV in the U.S. fleet, in theory. It’s portable, too.” 
 Reyes was about to remark on the coolness of this, but then Handon clambered in from the front, taking his usual spot in the center of the wedged-in warriors – and did his usual routine of grabbing Zorn by the collar. “Why the hell didn’t you warn us about these – dangerous infected animals?” 
 Though inside the MRAP, Zorn had seen the hyrax fight out the windows. He’d certainly heard the shouting. “Never seen ’em before. Swear to God.” 
 Handon didn’t know whether to believe him or not. Maybe it didn’t matter. He turned to the team. “Doc Park says we may see more of this.” 
 “More of what?” Pred asked. “Zombie critters?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “What kind?” Ali asked. 
 “He doesn’t know. Could be anything. He said the more complex brain the more likely it would be a host for the virus. Primates for example.” 
 “Aw, shit,” Ali said. 
 “What?” 
 She arched her eyebrows and took a breath. “East Africa is overrun with baboons. In particular the cities, ever since they figured out that’s where the food is, plus totally lost their fear of man.” 
 Handon grimaced. “That going to be a problem for us?” 
 Ali snorted. “Only if you think a hundred-pound primate with four-inch fangs coming at you at thirty-five miles an hour is a problem.” 
 Juice chimed in. “Seriously. Back when I was stationed here, we were more afraid of the baboon troops than the Islamist militias. Their bite can break bones, and even kill. And they’re vicious bastards, with highly coordinated behavior – go into a rage and literally tear a leopard to pieces. I mean, like, little pieces. I’ve seen them scare off lions.” 
 “And with about fifty in a troop,” Ali added, “that’s five thousand pounds of baboon coming at you.” 
 Handon shook his head. “Okay. We’ll keep our heads up and deal with that as it comes.” He sent Predator up front, sat down beside Zorn, got out his notepad and pen, and got in the prisoner’s face. 
 “Talk.” 
 “Sure. What about?” 
 “About what’s waiting for us in Hargeisa. I want a full intel dump from you.” 
 Zorn grunted, hesitated, then looked down at the bite wound in his arm that Predator had wrapped up for him. “Okay. I honestly don’t know anything about any zombie animals. But I do have one hot tip for you. There was an Agency safe house in Hargeisa. I think you ought to check it out.” 
 “Why?” 
 “They were tracking the epidemic in the early days. I know they had their eye on it, and being Agency, they’d have written reports. Those might still be there.” 
 Handon suppressed his annoyance at what seemed like another distraction – or another trick, knowing Zorn. Then he remembered what Park had said: Anything you can find out about the origin of the virus is potentially helpful. Handon bookmarked it. When they got to Hargeisa, they’d get their prize – the victim and virus sample from the very beginning – and then maybe they’d see about that. 
 Right now, he focused on picking Zorn’s brain. His knowledge and experience of the region could still save their lives. And maybe in the end it would even be worth all the shit they put up with from him. 
 As Zorn talked, Handon checked his watch. They should be there in less than two hours. Assuming no more blocked bridges, beaver attacks – or catastrophes they weren’t even able to imagine yet. 



 Empty, Silent, and Dead 
 Outskirts of Hargeisa 
 But the rest of the drive south through central Somalia passed without drama. 
 Now Team Cadaver found a laying up point (LUP) for the MRAP on the outskirts of Hargeisa, rumbling three of its six giant tires onto the verge that separated road from forest. From there, the combined teams would patrol in on foot. And, Handon thought, if God had one iota of regard for them, one smidgeon of mercy or grace, they would find a nice two-years-gone Somali dead guy at the first intersection, bag him up, and get the hell out of there. 
 Inevitably, though, the first omen was bad. As Handon climbed out the front and his boots hit dirt, his radio went on the CAS (close-air support) net. 

“Cadaver from Thunderchild.”

 Handon touched his radio button. “Thunderchild, Cadaver Actual, send it.” He stole a look at the sky, but couldn’t spot Hailey in her F-35. Though she was probably nearly directly overhead, from the quality of the transmission. 

“Be advised, Cadaver, in a few minutes I have to go off-station to refuel, how copy?”

 “Solid copy. I thought we were getting full-time coverage from two aircraft.” 

“That was the plan. But they’ve discovered a mechanical fault in the other bird. Something with the landing gear, from when they had to get it off the stuck aircraft elevator. Break.”

 Handon just sighed and waited for it. 

“But you’ve still got me. I’m going to zip back, touch and top the tanks, and race back here. Should be no more than fifty minutes. They’re also going to send you some drone to bridge the gap.”

 “That’s received. Fly safe.” Handon exhaled as Fick ambled up from around the side of the MRAP. “You hear that?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” Fick said. 
 “Should we wait for her to come back on station before we infil?” 
 Before Fick could answer, Henno did – coming around from the other side of the vehicle. “Abso-bloody-lutely not. There’s no time. England’s dying.” 
 Handon tried to regard the fact that Henno was probably right again – even when he was pissing him off (again). This kept getting harder. There was probably a discussion to be had about whether they had time to rush this, do it half-assed, and screw it up. But Handon didn’t relish having that debate with Henno. They’d too recently come to blows over their disagreements about tactics. There was also the fact that the sun was starting to flirt with the horizon. Going into Hargeisa right before nightfall wasn’t exactly what Handon would have chosen. But waiting until morning was a non-starter. 
 So Handon just nodded at Henno then went around to the side door. Everyone was out and on the ground now – except Zorn. 
 “Unass the vehicle, Sergeant Major,” Handon said. 
 Probably also inevitably, Zorn looked like he was going to be a major pain in Handon’s ass again. “I agreed to get you to Hargeisa. You’re in Hargeisa.” 
 Handon almost laughed. Part of him wanted Zorn guiding them out on the ground. But given the shit he had pulled so far, there was probably a lot to be said for keeping him safely in the truck. If they needed to know something they could radio back. “Okay. Noise – guard the vehicle and the prisoner.” 
 The Sikh nodded. If he was disappointed at having to pull guard duty, he didn’t show it. He was a soldier and did what he was told. 
 Just to be on the safe side, Handon went back up front, pulled out the starter, and dropped it in his pack. 
 * * * 
 “I hate this zombie apocalypse,” Ali said. “We need quiet, and we get three million dead chasing us up the Magnificent Mile. We need dead, and for the first time ever there aren’t any.” 
 “You should write a strongly worded letter,” Predator said. 
 She shook her head minutely while peering over her Leupold optic. “This is the first time I’ve ever seen Hargeisa without any Somalis in it.” 
 And here Ali was, right back in her hometown. Not only for the first time since the fall – but for the first time since she had escaped it at age sixteen. So much of this place was so familiar. And yet what had once been bustling and full of life was now empty, silent, and dead. A depopulated ruin of itself. Ali found a sudden and very unexpected rush of feelings pulling her in multiple directions. 
 To her this had been a prison, a place to escape from. But it had also been her childhood home – and the place where she had last seen her sister, Amina. They were only a few blocks from their school now. Part of her wept at the tragedy of a whole city full of her clansmen wiped out. But part of her was happy to see this backwards, oppressive, benighted place burned to the ground. 
 And part of her was furious that it had taken down the whole world with it. 
 But she immediately turned that line of thinking off. Because she couldn’t afford the distraction. And because none of that mattered. Only the mission did. 
 And so far it wasn’t succeeding. 
 The two teams were patrolling into town, once again from different directions, and so far neither had encountered Zulu one – never mind Patient Zero. Hargeisa, the origin of the virus – or “point of disease emergence” as Park called it – and epicenter of the fall of man, was a ghost town. 
 And it wasn’t ghosts they needed. 
 Across the net, Fick reported to Handon, “We actually saw something like this at NAS Oceana in Virginia. It was completely dead-free – because they’d all been sucked up into a giant herd that was even then bearing down on us.”

 “Copy,” Handon said. Great, was what he was thinking. 
 But he damned well wasn’t giving up that easily – any more than he was going to wait for another storm of the dead to roll in and sweep them all away. At the same time, it was seriously spooky here. It might not be going too far to say that Handon was feeling personally spooked. 
 He could feel the weight of something truly terrible having happened here. It was in the very air. Of course, something terrible had happened virtually everywhere. But somehow this place had a special evil power to it. Maybe it was just that Handon knew Hargeisa was the very special hole out of which had crawled the viral rider of the Apocalypse that took down the whole world. Maybe it was all just in his head. 
 But it felt like a special, new, worse evil – weighing down the very air. 
 And they were very alone here. 
 At the same time, this heart of darkness also held clutched within it, somewhere, the seed or pearl of their salvation. The key to survival. And maybe even rebirth. 
 Handon glanced over at Juice and his shoulder cam, which was wired to a data-capable radio, then popped onto the mission command net. “CIC, from Cadaver.” 

“CIC receiving, send it.” 



“Can you confirm that you’re seeing all this – getting the streaming video from our shoulder cam?” 

“Affirmative, Cadaver. And we’ve got Dr. Park right here to consult for you.”

 “Received. Stand by.” Handon switched channels. “Cadaver Two, from One.” 

“Yeah,” said Fick. 
 “We’re going to make our way to that CIA safe house. Continue your patrol.” 

“Wilco.”

 Handon started up toward the front to lead them in that direction – then stopped and listened. There was rustling in the underbrush at the wood line, a few meters from the road. Probably just more wildlife. But then again the wildlife had been getting wilder. 
 The rustling stopped and Alpha and its leader moved out. 
 * * * 

“We’re going to make our way to that CIA safe house. Continue your patrol.” 
 “Wilco.” 

The MRAP’s integral radio set mounted in the dash – which had better range and reception than the team radios – was now tuned to the squad net, playing through its own speaker, so Noise could follow along. He was sitting in the driver’s seat – and this time had Zorn up there with him, hands bound and tied to the solid-steel strut holding the mobile data terminal on the passenger side. 
 The Sikh was still smiling and affable. 
 But he no longer took his eye off his prisoner, even for a second. 

With a little luck and God’s grace, he thought, the team will be back in an hour, and we’ll be back on our way – mission complete.

 He hadn’t been around long enough to know nothing ever went that well. 
 * * * 
 “Sun’s out, guns out, motherfuckers.” 
 Reyes looked across at Brady, who was justly and famously proud of his Greek-god-like physique. “Dude, you’re not going to strip your shirt off, are you?” Admittedly, the sun was still beating down, even as it was heading for the horizon. The day was bleeding away, but was still hotter than hell. 
 “Nah.” Keeping his right hand on the pistol grip of his replacement M4, with his left Brady pulled out his replacement M9 pistol, then stuck his head in the open door of a squat one-story building, pistol leading, and did a quick one-man clearing operation. He emerged shaking his head: Nothing. 
 Fick was tempted to shake his own head in turn. But they still had a job to do. That didn’t change because it wasn’t easy or quick. “Keep moving,” he said. 
 They were inside the town proper now, such as it was, but staying out near the outskirts. While Alpha penetrated toward the city center, and the hospital, they were keeping a safer distance, traversing the perimeter. But it was much the same at the edges as elsewhere – another dusty, underdeveloped, low-rising town, like Berbera, but ten times as big. It had a lot of squat two- and three-story structures, tan or cream in color, many with flaking red tiles on the roofs. The dirt-paved streets were wide, but didn’t seem that way, due to being choked with cars, mostly eaten bodies, random crap and debris, and thousands of shell casings – almost all 7.62, the AK having been wildly popular here as everywhere else in the developing world. 

Another post-Apocalyptic shithole, Fick thought. And almost certainly a world-class shithole even before the Apocalypse…

 The Marines stepped over and around all the crap in the road, mostly keeping their distance from the buildings on either side to avoid getting jumped. It was an odd tension – two years of zombie-fighting had trained them to dodge the dead when they could, and kill them instantly when they couldn’t. 
 This time – the zombie was the mission. 
 Fick turned to their six just to check on Graybeard, who as usual was pulling rear security – and then froze as he saw a dark flash of movement in the trees, between two of the buildings behind them. 
 Just a dark blur, and then it was gone. 
 And Fick instantly flashed back to the terrible dream he’d had in that rattling bomber, flying back from the overrun airfield on Beaver Island. He had dreamt the bomber had crashed in a forest – one that was filled with flying Foxtrots, and Zulus that carried you off. And that whole nightmare dreamscape had been infested with non-stop blurs and dark flashes between the trees. He could still see them as vivid as life. 
 And now here he was seeing one that actually was in life. 
 Or so he assumed. Fick shook his head once, just to be sure he wasn’t still asleep. Maybe everything since Beaver Island had been one long, bad, epic dream. If so, it was a damned vivid one. He could see the dust puffing up under their boots, feel the sweat beading and trickling down his neck, and smell the rotted wood and flesh and ruin of the abandoned city. 
 Which meant the blur he just saw had to have been real. Didn’t it? 
 And at the speed it had moved, it could have been a runner – but the impression it left on Fick was that it was too small. Another fucking zombie animal? Or just an animal? 
 Fick jumped an inch as a hand landed on his shoulder. 
 It was Reyes. “You see something, skipper?” 
 Fick blinked and shook his head again. “I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 “What was it?” 
 “I don’t know. But I don’t like it.” 
 Reyes nodded. “That makes you and me and everyone we know, brother.” 
 The two of them turned and set off again. Fick spared a last look over his shoulder at Graybeard, still bringing up the rear. There at least was one Marine he didn’t have to worry about. 
 The unkillable grand old man of MARSOC. 



 Three Dark Nights 
 JKF - Hospital Lab 
 After Wesley’s briefing, in which she had sat silent and just listened, Sarah Cameron climbed back up to 01 Deck and her own cabin, to gear up for the mission. She had been issued NSF uniform. But on this one, when she was going to be operational – and when it really counted – she preferred to rely on the clothing and gear she knew and trusted, and that had gotten her through two years of ZA alive. 
 Stepping into the dim and silent cabin she shared with Handon, she methodically found her synthetic technical top and hiking pants, changed out her hiking socks, and finally strapped her gun belt back on. She pulled the handgun from its drop-leg holster, checked the chamber, then dropped the mag and checked that. She reseated both the mag and the weapon. 
 Then she let herself drop down onto the bed, just to rest for a minute – and quickly found herself thinking about what she’d been determined not to. She remembered her last moments in there with Handon. 
 And how badly they had left things. 
 She wasn’t sure why she’d done what she did – flirting with Henno right in front of him, then getting caught alone with him in his cabin. And her intimacy with Homer, from their time together fighting through North America, probably fell into that category, too. Was she willfully pissing away all of her miraculous good fortune – in landing here, in surviving, and most of all in finding Handon? Much worse, she had clearly been angering him – and, a whole hell of a lot worse than that, distracting him, only hours before his mission was to step off. 
 It was unforgivable, really. 
 She had gone into all this swearing not to become the Yoko Ono of Alpha Team. And now it seemed that’s exactly what she was doing – fanning the flames of drama everywhere she went. And she honestly wasn’t sure why. She only knew that at some point she was going to have to try to make it right – to earn Handon’s forgiveness, and to forgive herself. To atone. 
 She looked over at her old Mini-14 rifle propped in the corner. She did know the importance of using weapons and gear you’re familiar with. But she also thought maybe that weapon’s day had come and gone. 
 More firepower was going to be required on this one. 
 Exiting the stateroom, she headed off toward the NSF ops room and its armory. But on the way, she had a better idea, and veered off. 
 Toward the MARSOC team room. 
 * * * 
 Having snuck away from CIC for a few moments of work on other stuff, Dr. Simon Park was back in his lab. And lately it seemed he was trying to do everything, and keep it together, all at once. Right up until the minute that NSF briefing started he’d been trying to find decent pictures of what a DNA sequencer looked like – Damn you, no Google Image Search – ultimately coming up with one crappy photo, one crappy sketch from memory, and a list of brand names and model numbers. 
 That was behind him now, but little else was. In addition to the unspeakable pressure of having to complete his world-saving vaccine, he also had to worry about supporting not only the shore mission to retrieve Patient Zero – but also this new shore mission to get him the DNA sequencer he also needed. 
 Which was a lot of damned shore missions. 
 He looked up from his laptop to blankly regard Professor Close – the Oxford biosciences guru who had been flown over from Britain and survived the assassination attempt on the flight deck – and who had once again come over to give Park shit about abandoning the vaccine work for other tasks, and leaving him to do it on his own. Park just nodded, while listening to a phone ring and ring in the background. Finally one of the hospital orderlies came in, answered it, and interrupted Close’s harangue. 
 “CIC for you, Doc.” He put the phone on the counter and left. 
 Park made a hang on gesture to Close, then picked up the handset. He dully listened as an ops officer demanded to know how soon he was going to get his ass back up to CIC to be on station and available to consult with Team Cadaver on what was, and what was not, an early-stage victim. 
 By the time Park hung up, Close had disappeared somewhere, blessedly leaving him alone again. He looked back over to his lab stool… but then just slumped down to the floor where he was, his back up against the wall. He touched the side of his waist where the half-dozen holes, made by those shotgun pellets in their close call belowdecks, had been bothering him all day. And, staring at his boots, he exhaled heavily, and tried to just breathe for a minute. 
 Shit was coming at him fast and thick. 
 And it wasn’t just the vaccine work now – that was the least acute source of pressure and stress. Because he was painfully aware that he had talked almost everyone around him into undertaking two extremely perilous shore missions, and all of it on his behalf. And there were a lot of very real fleshy people who were, or soon would be, hanging their asses out in the wind. And who might not be coming back – ever. All because he had insisted it was vital that they do so. 
 So, in the end, whatever befell those people… was all on him. 
 In a way, this was worse than being responsible for the salvation of fifty million. That was too abstract. But these were real individuals, many of them friends – and all men and women he had looked in the face. And some of whom had already saved his life, in some cases more than once. 
 Then again, he truly believed this couldn’t be done any differently. The vaccine simply couldn’t be finalized without the sample from Patient Zero. And it was Park himself who had fucked up by not telling the Brits to put a DNA sequencer on the plane they were already flying down to them – and which fuck-up might result in a two-to-four-day delay in producing that vaccine. 

Imagine if those two days cost us everything, Park thought. Everything that’s left in this whole denuded crapsack world…

 Now, riding herd on all of this was proving cognitively taxing – worse even than his hardest days in the lab. He knew he could make a huge difference, on multiple fronts. He just didn’t know if he was strong or capable enough to get it all done. 
 But just as he started to feel sorry for himself, overwhelmed and overloaded… he thought of the operators of Alpha and MARSOC out there in darkest Africa, out on the ground alone – probably fighting for their lives, and for their mission, and for the lives of everyone, all while surrounded by millions of dead. 
 And he knew without even having to think about it that those men and one woman would do whatever was required to complete their taskings and get the job done. Which kind of put into perspective the fact that all he had to do was organize a few damned things in the safety and comfort of his lab. 

I fucked up, he thought, taking a deep breath. And now I have to make it right.

 He knew the operators sometimes fucked up, too. But what distinguished them was that they assessed the fuck-up, learned from it, and corrected it for next time. It was about learning, every time out, and correcting course. And it was usually about digging down – just one more damned time. 
 With renewed energy of body and spirit, Park climbed to his feet. 
 And he got back to work. 
 * * * 
 Andrew Wesley nervously checked his wristwatch for the fifth time in five minutes. His other hand held a burning cigarette and was visibly shaking. He had a few minutes on his own, and had gone out to the deserted fantail deck to indulge in an unaccustomed cigarette. Now he stood there smoking, leaning against the railing, monitoring the ocean, and periodically flicking ashes out into it. 
 He was trying, with very little success, to steady his nerves. 
 He shook his head and took a deep drag. Since the start of this whole adventure, he seemed to have quit smoking without quite realizing it. It’s funny what you don’t miss when you’re running for your life, he thought. But then a few dozen cartons of Stuyvesants had appeared with the other supplies from South Africa. And a pack had made its way into his hands. 
 He seemed to have friends in a variety of places for some reason these days. 
 After the endless run across the Virginia naval base, it had occurred to him that he ought to quit – officially. Especially if he was going to be out on the ground, tear-arseing away from packs of runners, and not to mention being responsible for other people’s lives. But it was too late now. This new mission had come up so quickly. 
 And one cigarette more or less wasn’t going to matter. 
 He had one time seen one of the Marines, Lance Corporal Burris, smoking out here. Overcoming his English reticence about asking personal questions of strangers, he had said to the young warrior: “I’ve never understood how someone in the military, in the infantry, could smoke. I mean, if your life might actually depend on your cardio, wouldn’t you be more careful about it?” 
 Burris had squinted while taking a deep drag, then flicked the butt over the side. “Let me tell you something. If you get in a situation where your life depends on your cardio, you will run. I don’t care if you’re on four packs a day.” 
 Wesley laughed to remember that now. 

What I’d really kill for, he thought, dully regarding the burning ember, and the endless ocean stretching out behind it, is a pint of beer. Technically, the carrier was dry. But the ZA was a damned tough thing to get through sober, and he’d heard plenty of rumors of stashes of booze, though never seen any. No, that blessed pint he so fancied would probably have to wait until his return to England. 

If he returned – and whatever the chances were of him making it that far. 
 Wesley thought of his local pub in Peckham, The Flying Pig, with great and unexpected longing. He was starting to feel like Bilbo Baggins – wandering Middle Earth, always getting farther from home, and wondering if he would ever see Bag End again. But everyone knew Hobbiton was a thinly veiled metaphor for England; the hobbits for the English; and Mordor for Nazi Germany. But if there were ever any better metaphor for the walking dead than Orcs, Wesley had never heard it. 
 Maybe the best stories were always about real life in the end. 
 Flicking the last of the cigarette into the ocean, Wesley remembered how the shore mission that recovered those cigarettes had been led by one of the Alpha commandos, at the head of a bunch of hardbitten Marines. Whereas today it would be Wesley leading a team that he had overheard one Alpha bloke – the implausibly gigantic one – refer to as “glorified mall security guards.” 
 Maybe he was right. Maybe this whole project was complete madness. 
 It was Alpha and the Marines out there now, fighting to find Patient Zero. And it had been Alpha who had gone into Chicago to get Dr. Park out. 
 So what the hell was Andrew Wesley doing leading a bunch of shore patrolmen on a mission like those ones? He was so far from being anywhere in the same league as any of those commandos, he couldn’t imagine why the hell he was in charge of this thing. Hell, he wasn’t even a soldier – never mind an operator, much less an elite one… 
 Sure, he’d muddled through at NAS Oceana, and on those below-decks sweeps. He’d fought a few zombies along the way. And he seemed to perhaps have some small natural ability for leading and looking out for his men. 
 He’d come a long way, definitely. 
 But now he would be willfully dropping himself and five others right into the middle of a city heaving with hundreds of thousands of dead. And he would be responsible for that entire group of people out there. And finally, worst of all, the survival of the whole world might actually hang on their success or failure. 
 This was just a totally different league. This was the Premier League. 
 And Wesley was not Premier League material. 
 Somewhere along the line, he had to think, someone had made a terrible mistake putting him in charge. And, probably very soon, he was not only going to be found out – but the mistake, and his imposture and inability, were going to have terrible consequences. 
 But it seemed to him too late to do anything about it. If nothing else, he was simply too timid to say anything, to risk making a scene, to upset all these plans that were already in motion, and now had a terrible momentum to them. He simply couldn’t think of any way of getting out of it – not one that wouldn’t be as bad as just going through with it. 
 And then, for some reason, Wesley remembered the inscription on Nelson’s Column, in Trafalgar Square in London. The great, one-eyed, one-armed, indomitable, victorious naval captain stood 170 feet above the square, while the bronze relief on the base read: 

England expects every man will do his duty.

 Wesley exhaled one last breath of fresh sea air. Maybe that would be enough. That he try to do his duty. 
 He started to toss the cigarette pack into the ocean – but he couldn’t do it, as it seemed such a criminal waste in the post-Apocalypse. So instead he just wedged it between the railing and a strut. Maybe someone who needed them – and who wouldn’t be doing any running – would find them. 

May they smoke them in good health, he thought. 
 And then Wesley turned and went back inside. 



 Born to Rule and Sacrifice 
 JFK - MARSOC Team Room 
 “Absolutely,” Sergeant Lovell said to Sarah. “Follow me.” 
 He grabbed a security key card from the desk, then led her out of the team room, down one level, and then through the companionway to their stores and weapons compartment. He badged in, held the hatch open, then followed her in. As she looked around, her eyes went wide. It was like a toy store for spec-ops pipe-hitters in there. Weapons, ammo, explosives, and combat gear galore. 
 Wasting no time, Lovell pulled a big tan assault rifle off a rack and handed it to her. She picked it up and felt the weight. It was a beautiful weapon. 
 “SCAR-L,” Lovell said, while digging around in a drawer. “You’ve used an M4?” 
 “Yes,” Sarah said. 
 “Then you can use this. Same caliber, same magazine, similar action.” He dug out what he was looking for and turned around. “Suppressor.” He started screwing it into the end of her barrel. “None of those NSF M4s have them.” He finished tightening it, then sat down on a crate. “I don’t have enough of these Gucci rifles to hand out, and no more suppressors to spare. But if any shooting needs to be done, make sure you’re on point and doing it first. You’ll all live longer. Got it?” 
 “Got it.” 
 Sarah looked into Lovell’s eyes. Dressed in MARPAT fatigues, he was solid, of medium height, with curly dark-sand-colored hair, an easy grin, strong jaw, and confident manner. He was a damned attractive man, not least because of his unshakable aura of confidence and capability. There were just so damned many manly men on this boat, who were basically the exact opposite of what she had been married to, and obligated to protect, for so many years… 
 But then she rapidly shook her head to get that thought out of it. This was how she’d gotten in trouble already – screwing things up with Handon by responding to Henno’s masculine charms, and Homer’s before that. She simply couldn’t afford to indulge every emotional or sexual impulse that ran through her body. She had shit to do. They all did. 
 “Got it,” she repeated. “But why me? Why not Wesley, or the other NSF guys?” 
 Lovell returned her look – and for a second she imagined he was going to say that he saw something in her. Capability, or resolve, maybe. But instead he just said, “My mother was a cop. I grew up around cops. I trust cops.” 
 Sarah smiled and nodded. “I worked with a lot of ex-military guys in the police.” 
 Digging around now for body armor, a tactical vest, and some magazines for her, Lovell said, “Yeah, if the world hadn’t ended, my plan was to finish my twenty – then go back and be a small-town cop. In the same small town I grew up in.” 
 As he handed over the loaded rifle mags, Sara tapped the underslung grenade launcher. “How about rounds for this?” 
 “If you need rounds for that, it won’t be enough anyway.” 
 Sarah grinned. “You started this. Show me everything.” 
 Lovell laughed out loud. “I get that reference, believe me.” Still he hesitated. 
 Sarah cocked her head. “You wouldn’t have given me one with a grenade launcher by accident.” 
 He sighed. “No. I don’t guess I would have.” He produced a fat 40mm round. “Obviously, there’s no silencer for these. They’re pretty quiet when they pop off – but they make a big bang when they land again. Make sure you’re no closer than a hundred meters away when one does.” 
 Sarah reached for the round, but he pulled out of reach. “Emergencies only.” 
 “Got it.” 
 Lovell flipped out the side-opening breach of the sleek Enhanced Grenade Launcher Module (EGLM) under the rifle, slid the round in, then popped it closed. “Safety,” he said, pointing with his thumb. “Trigger.” 
 “Got it.” 
 He popped the round out and handed it to her, then six others like it. 
 * * * 
 On his way back to the ops room, and its attached locker and armory, to start kitting up for the mission, Wesley unexpectedly ran into an old friend belowdecks. 
 “Captain Martin!” he exclaimed, looking up. 
 “Hiya, Wesley.” Martin smiled big. “How are you, mate?” 
 Wesley had first met Martin in the very first hours of the outbreak from the Channel Tunnel in Folkestone – and they had fought together through the battle there, not to mention the later mutiny and outbreak on the JFK. They’d both originally been sent to the carrier because they had encountered a Foxtrot up close – before nearly anyone else had. And they had been fish out of water together on this vessel, finding their feet and trying to make themselves useful. Though Martin had been a lot quicker to do so. Wesley had hardly seen him since he’d become acting Chief Engineer. 
 Then again, Wesley had been fairly busy himself lately. “Yeah, mate,” he said. “Just fine. What a time to run into you.” 
 “Why’s that?” 
 Wesley gave him the short version of what he was about to do. 
 “Better you than me,” Martin said with a laugh. 
 Wesley shook his head. “It’s just that so much is hanging on this.” 
 Martin smiled, then started reciting. “‘Every little trifle, for some reason, does seem incalculably important today, and when you say of a thing that “nothing hangs on it” it sounds like blasphemy. There’s never any knowing which of our actions, which of our idlenesses, won’t have things hanging on it forever.’” 
 Wesley cocked his head “What’s that from?” 
 “E.M. Forster. Where Angels Fear to Tread.” 
 Wesley just nodded and let his chin droop. That was eloquent enough – it spoke of his troubled spirit, his doubt and fear. 
 “This isn’t your first shore mission,” Martin said. 
 “This one is different.” 
 “How so?” 
 “There weren’t any zombies when we landed in Virginia.” 
 “Ha,” Martin scoffed. “From the way you described that flying battle with the packs of runners, it sounds like there could hardly have been more.” 
 Wesley thought upon it. His friend had a point – even if he was fighting it. 
 But then he remembered that surge of optimism he had felt back in Virginia, waiting for Alpha and the Marines to fly back with the scientist. He had so wanted to be there to reel them in when they landed – to contribute in a significant way, to do his bit. To prove he deserved to be part of this great undertaking. 
 But what happened in the end? He’d almost gotten everyone under his command killed. And he still hadn’t recovered Alpha, or the scientist. Instead, he decided they just had to save a bunch of random civilian survivors running for their lives. And as a result, his whole team had ended up fighting for theirs. Scott – taken down and torn apart. Derwin – nearly shot to death. They’d all nearly died there. 
 What kind of leadership, what kind of judgment, was that? 
 If it was the same kind he’d be bringing on this new mission, they were doomed. 
 Martin knew Wesley well enough to read this on his face. “Listen. You accomplished your mission, didn’t you? As I recall, you personally found the airplane that got both Alpha and the scientist safely home. You and your team were indispensable in securing the cache of weapons and ammo that won the flight deck battle. And you even got almost your whole team out alive again – plus a bunch of survivors who all owe their continued survival to you.” 
 Wesley shrugged. He was slowly coming around. 
 “Look at me, Wes,” Martin said, gripping his arm. “You can do this.” 
 “But how do you know?” 
 “Because you’re British, that’s how. Born to rule and sacrifice. Anyway, we always muddle through. We get on with it and somehow make it work in the end. Hell, we even turn disasters like Dunkirk and the Charge of the Light Brigade into national triumphs.” 
 Wesley laughed. “I’m not sure that’s the pep talk I need right now.” 
 “But it’s the one you’re getting.” 
 “Don’t suppose I can talk you into coming along? Would love to have you and your rifle there for this one. Wesley and Martin ride again.” 
 “Love to. But I can’t – have to ride herd on our one working reactor.” 
 “I thought the Washington sent a bunch of nuclear engineers?” 
 “Sent, yes. But they only left two. The rest were needed for their own reactor section. Now I’ve got a skeleton crew – and just having someone in the reactor control room and awake twenty-four hours is a challenge. Only this morning I found the door propped open and nobody inside. Loo break, probably.” 
 Wesley nodded. “So much for security.” Having Martin along would have been great. But just seeing him definitely raised his spirits. 
 Martin shook Wesley’s hand and looked him in the eye. “Best of luck.” 
 Wesley nodded and turned away. Already halfway down the companionway, he turned back and said, “Oh, yeah, speaking of Virginia… the dog I found there—” 
 “Judy,” Martin said, turning back. 
 “Right. Well, she’s locked in my cabin. If I don’t make it back—” 
 “Don’t be daft. You’re going to make it back.” 
 “Okay. But if I’m… delayed, maybe you could check in on her.” 
 “Food, water, and walks. No worries.” 
 “Oh yeah – she seems to have a mysterious ability to get through sealed-up hatches. So she might not be where I left her.” 
 Martin nodded. 
 Wesley nodded back and then moved off again. 

One less thing, he thought. 
 * * * 
 The complete shore team all met in the NSF locker room, Wesley and Sarah arriving at the same time. The other four – Melvin, Browning, Burns, and Jenson – were all mostly kitted up in their riot suits. Wesley started getting into his. Sarah declined. 
 “While the dead are trying to gnaw through all that,” she said, “I’m gonna be able to run away.” 
 “Fair enough,” Wesley admitted. He figured it was her choice. 
 When they were just about done, and were checking one another’s fastenings and fittings, the hatch banged open – and a long-lost face poked inside, followed by a slightly stout body. 
 “Derwin!” Melvin and Browning exclaimed in unison. It was the first time they’d seen him outside the hospital, since he’d been badly wounded by errant gunfire in Virginia Beach. Now he was back in uniform, and even had his boots on. 
 “Oh, no, mate,” Wesley said, standing up, and immediately seeing what he had in mind. “You just get right back to the hospital. No chance.” 
 “Look,” Derwin said, stepping inside. “I’m fine, it’s all stitched up.” 
 “No,” Wesley said. “You’re not coming.” 
 “Look, I’m the Master at Arms around here – and if you think I’m just going to let you take a bunch of irreplaceable weapons on shore without me there to supervise and look after ’em, you’re out of your mind. Plus, who knows when someone will go all Anderson and try to run off and leave you to die. You’re too trusting, LT. You need me to be a hard-ass for you.” 
 Wesley exhaled. He had heard about the officer/NCO relationship somewhere. And he really did appreciate Derwin looking out for him. But he just wasn’t going to take a badly wounded and not-yet-recovered man out into danger of this magnitude. He had enough to worry about. He motioned Derwin aside, and the two stepped into the armory. 
 “Honestly,” Wesley said, “I’d love to have you along. But I need you to look after things for me here. You’ll be in charge while I’m gone, and there could be another outbreak any time. You’ve got to be here to squash it.” 
 Derwin nodded, seeming to accept this. “Okay. But…” and he went to the corner of the room, took out a key, and unlocked a large but nearly hidden weapons locker. As he removed a long boxy object, he said, “If everything goes well in Saudi, you’ll get in and out without firing a shot. But if things get messy and you need to blast your way out of there…” 
 He opened the crate, and it had what looked to Wesley like four bazookas in it. 
 “AT-4,” Derwin said. “Single-shot 84-millimeter unguided light anti-tank weapon.” Wesley realized Derwin was reading off the top of a brochure lying inside the crate. “For use against bunkers, buildings, enemy personnel in the open, and light armor.” 
 Wesley frowned. “Where’d you get these?” He seriously doubted missiles were standard issue for shore patrolmen. 
 “I swiped them from the Marines,” Derwin said with a grin. 
 Wesley shook his head. “I think we’re going to be heavily loaded enough already. And, frankly, if we get in trouble, I’d rather be able to run away from it.” 
 “No,” Derwin persisted, “these are super lightweight. Just throw one on the back of each of your guys.” 
 Wesley exhaled. “Have any of us ever used one of these?” 
 “Not yet.” 
 “Then thanks, but no.” It simply didn’t seem prudent to Wesley to give dangerous explosive weapons to first-timers. And he had enough to worry about, without one of these things accidentally shooting off. 
 Derwin wasn’t giving up. “What if you’re trapped, and need to punch a way out? Look, just take a couple, then – one for you, one for someone else. That’s my price for staying behind. Please.” 
 Wesley sighed. “One.” 
 “Okay,” Derwin said, leaning into the crate and smiling. “We’ve got HEDP – high-explosive dual-purpose. Or else the Bunker Buster.” 
 Wesley sighed. “You choose.” 
 Derwin handed him one of the long tubes and Wesley regarded it. It was surprisingly lightweight and he started to get it slung over his back – but Derwin stopped him. “Got to give you the course of instruction.” 
 Wesley frowned. “Thirty seconds,” he said. 
 Derwin complied, showing him how to remove the front and rear sight covers, work the system of redundant safeties, and finally how to discharge it. That he kept referencing the user’s guide packet while he did so was hardly reassuring. Wesley wouldn’t really want Derwin firing this thing, much less himself. But he had no intention of doing so. He was just taking it to make his chief happy. As he slung it on his back, he smiled and said: 
 “Kind of wish we’d had one of these in the runner fight in Virginia.” 
 Derwin smiled back. “I wish I’d had one of these in pretty much every scrap I’ve ever been in – including getting my ass kicked by Jimmy Knickerbocker in the seventh grade.” 
 “Watch the shop for me,” Wesley said, and shook Derwin’s hand. 



 Zombie-Killing Drugs Inside 
 Moscow - Fifty Feet Over Red Square 
 Oleg Aliyev – shitty amateur helicopter pilot, bold slayer of witless Russian farm boys, and architect of the coming genocide of all the world’s dead (he hoped) – had known all along that he would be overflying Moscow, more or less, on this insane journey of his. There was pretty much no way to get from his starting point – the Eurasian Pole of Inaccessibility, at the juncture of Russia, Kazakhstan, China, and Mongolia – to his final destination of London without doing so. No way other than going way the hell out of his way, which was the last damn thing he wanted to do. No, scratch that – it was the second to last thing he wanted to do. 
 The very last thing he wanted to do… was happening right now. 
 He was making an emergency landing, in the middle of the night, right in the middle of Red fucking Square. 
 Aliyev’s vision shot forward again, up from the map display, as the Eurocopter EC175 violently impacted something – slamming his head forward and bouncing him and the aircraft and his whole tiny falling world ten feet back up into the sky. He had just clipped the edge of one of the buildings that ringed the square. 
 But, by whatever miracle, he had cleared it. He was still flying. 
 Sort of. Actually, with both engines shut down due to all the fuel leaking out through bullet holes – a going-away present from the last surviving Russian farm boys in that seemingly deserted field he had stupidly set down in – he was autorotating. That is, he was trying to keep the aircraft in the air by using the kinetic energy stored in the rotating blades – at least long enough to make it to the flat, clear landing ground of the darkness-shrouded square. 
 Which was now coming up fast – and hard. As he hurtled toward the cobbled ground, battling the controls to keep his autorotation parlor trick working for a few seconds longer, he could see through his NVGs that the square wasn’t quite so clear as it had first appeared. There was debris, wreckage, bodies… and not a few abandoned vehicles. As he flashed over the top of it, he realized one of them was actually a main battle tank. It sat like a bellicose monument to militarism, not far from the edge of the square. 
 No huge surprise there, though – the Soviets, and then the Russians, were forever parading their weapons and troops and armor, their super-phallic ballistic missiles on hundred-foot-long carriers, all of it rolling endlessly by in front of the cameras, clearly compensating for something… 
 Aliyev tried to snap his mind back to reality – because, one way or another, reality was about to crash straight into him. 
 Anyway, tanks or no, the square was still a hell of a lot less lethal a landing zone than the riot of buildings of the Moscow city center, so he’d damn well better make the best of it. Those uneven purple cobblestones were coming up fast in the menacing blackness, and he tried to flare out at the last second to smooth his landing. But, as little as he’d been trained on autorotation, he knew virtually nothing about setting the helo down in that state. 
 He just thanked his non-existent God that he was merely suffering a crash-landing, as opposed to a full-blown crash. Touch wood. 
 The sleek Eurocopter went in shark-nose-first – but at least into a clear section – and then skidded and careened and shrieked, threatening to come apart and roll over, as the landing gear collapsed underneath it and Aliyev was hurled toward the controls and cockpit glass face first. 
 He blacked out while the aircraft was still moving – though it was definitely a ground vehicle now, and almost certainly would be for the duration. 
 Grounded – for the rest of time. 
 * * * 
 When Aliyev came to, he was thrilled to find himself vertical and the helicopter more or less intact around him. The rotors had even stopped spinning. But his NVGs had been knocked off his face – and when he examined them, found they had been shattered by impact with the controls. And then… as his vision dialed up from woozy pinholes, and his natural night vision started to come back… and he peered out the cockpit glass ahead of him, he was substantially less thrilled. 
 Because the night had already started to come alive all around him. Humanoid shapes, most of them in what looked like heavy military overcoats, were moving in every direction he could see. And they were all, unmistakably, horribly, ineluctably, moving in the same direction: straight toward him. 
 Worse – much, much worse – was that some of them were… running. Running? Fuck! He’d never seen them run before. Maybe it was the cold of the Altai mountains, maybe it was due to when the population there went down. Maybe it was the sparse population in the region itself. But the dead in Aliyev’s world had only ever stumbled. He’d never seen runners. 
 For a second, he wondered if he’d really regained consciousness at all, and this wasn’t another terrible dream. But he beat his face with his fist a couple of times, after which they were all still there. Except closer now. 
 Only when it all finally came back to him did he realize his awareness of his situation had been badly muddled by the impact of the crash. And his situation was simplicity itself: He was in the middle of Red Square. And that was the undead Red Army coming for him. And in a matter of minutes, if not seconds, he was going to be a singularity of one – trapped in his Eurocopter for all eternity. 
 Basically, he had to get the ever-living fuck out of there. 
 He unbuckled and hurled himself into the cargo area in back, to gather his resources and make a plan. To gear up – and psych up. 

Now, he thought, narrating his whole hopeless situation to himself, lecturing as always, if only in his own head, of anyone else it might be said: Are you mad? Going out into the middle of Moscow alone? On foot? With no safe haven?

 As he lectured, he pulled together the three items that were going to be absolutely essential to take with him: his bug-out bag – the 5.11 Tactical backpack filled with apocalypse survival essentials – check. The medical coldbox – holding his custom-designed zombie-annihilating Meningitis Z virus, as well as the vaccine against it – check. 
 And, last but first, the Benelli motherfucking Tactical shotgun. Check.

 Yes, anyone else might be thought mad for going out alone on foot into undead central Moscow. Whereas Aliyev on the other hand, perhaps uniquely among living people, actually had at least two places nearby where he knew he could seek refuge. In fact, he knew the whole government sector well – from his many visits there over the years, when he had been one of the most senior scientists with Biopreparat, the secret Soviet bioweapons program. 
 This didn’t mean it was going to be easy. 
 As he furiously planned in his head, he got two boxes of shotgun shells out of the bug-out bag with trembling fingers and dumped the contents into his jacket pockets, then dumped the empty boxes and sealed the bag up again. He realized he could actually hear the approaching dead now, that horrifying frenzied moaning, growing in volume every second. But he refrained from even stealing a glance out the side windows, as that would be a pointless waste of precious seconds – not to mention priceless courage. 
 Now – there was the question of where exactly the hell to go, once he opened that door and started legging it. 
 There was, for starters, the Moscow headquarters of Biopreparat itself. This was housed in a yellow brick mansion with a green roof that had previously been the home of a certain nineteenth-century vodka merchant named Pyotr Smirnoff. Ironic, Aliyev thought. Comrade Smirnoff’s product did more than any foreign invader to undermine the health of Russian citizens. And it was from there that we undertook to create bioweapons to destroy the health of everyone else…

 He shook his head to refocus it – no time for damned ironic reflections. The important point was that he definitely knew how to get there, he figured he could manage to get in, and he knew the layout of the building. So that was good. 
 Now he checked that the Benelli was fully loaded, with a shell racked in the chamber. 
 He took a last few deep breaths. 

And if I can’t make it to Biopreparat, he thought, always preferring to have a contingency plan, then I haul ass to Spassky Tower. That was actually closer, right on Red Square itself, if also scarier. Because it had been the home of the FSB, and before that its predecessor the KBG. Aliyev had taken occasional meetings there to di— 
 Something slammed into the helicopter behind him, shaking the whole airframe. 

Shit! He was definitely out of time.




At least the impact had been on the opposite side as the cargo door. Beyond that door was certain death. But also his only prayer of survival. 
 No more time, not even for deep breaths. 
 He got one strap of the bug-out bag over his shoulder, and the handle of the coldbox through the crook of the same arm – and gripped the Benelli’s pistol grip with the bloodless fingers of the other. With his left hand, he grasped the latch and hauled the cargo door open. 
 Beyond it was living death, the night having come alive – but dead, all dead, deader than death itself – and all of it collapsing on this exact point in space and time. And in that instant Oleg Aliyev met his first runners, a pair of them, the front-runners of the whole undead Red Army, tear-assing flat out and less than twenty feet away from him as he got the door open. And as Aliyev came into view, they actually accelerated – mouths open, hands reaching out, as if they were trying to break the finish-line tape and set a new world undead land-speed record. 
 And Aliyev was the gold medal in the scenario. 
 He tumbled straight back into the cabin as he fired the shotgun, long white trails of sparks spilling out the barrel, his limbs tangling up with his other crap. He was trying to crab-crawl back as he discharged the Benelli, and both the coldbox and the bug-out bag fell off his left arm as he shot and flailed for dear life. 
 Both of the runners went down in a pile beneath the open door. 
 Behind them were dozens or hundreds more – only seconds away. And, like, single digits of seconds away. 
 Still on his back, legs dangling out the open hatch, Aliyev took stock, casting around frantically. The bug-out bag was lying outside the helo, on the ground at his feet. But the coldbox… he twisted his head on his neck, and saw that he’d managed to fling it back inside, hard, and it had skittered the entire length of the helo cabin. Now it lay on its side in the far corner in the dark. 
 His head snapped forward again – and he could see the entire ring of certain death closing on him, the shrinking pinhole of his escape. And, thoughts moving a million miles an hour, Aliyev somehow knew with absolute certainty that if he climbed back inside for that coldbox, he was going to be trapped in there with it – forever. He’d never get out of this crash site. He’d die right alongside his pathogen and his vaccine. 
 Whereas the bug-out bag at his feet might keep him alive. The contents of the coldbox might keep humanity alive – but not if he died there buried with it. 
 He hopped to the ground, grabbed the bag, hauled the door closed behind him… and he started running and shooting as fast as he knew how – and as if any prayer he had of survival depended completely on him doing both perfectly. 
 Which it absolutely did. 
 * * * 

I sealed up the helo, Aliyev told himself. It’ll be safe there. Eventually, his non-existent God willing, and if by some miracle he himself survived, eventually the dead would clear out – and he could go back and get the coldbox. 

And if not… well, maybe it was just never meant to be.

 As soon as he shot and shoved his way past the first rank of swarming and collapsing dead, he found he had a little breathing room. It was because Red Square was so incomprehensibly large – even an entire dead Red Army couldn’t fill it. But it was only enough breathing room to try to catch up with his own breathing, and fumblingly shove some shells from his pockets into the loading port on the bottom of the Benelli. Not breathing room for anything else, certainly not for slowing down his madcap run, never mind stopping. 
 Aside from the size of the square, he was pretty sure the only other reason he was still on his feet was that most of the dead were still intently interested in his crashed helicopter. It had made a big boom when it went down – and Aliyev’s little booms, not to mention his fleshy, breathy, living self, were of lesser and mainly local interest. 
 But he’d done the right thing, taking the bug-out bag and leaving the coldbox – he must have. He had to keep himself alive. It was going to take both him and his designer pathogen to fix things. If Aliyev died, the anti-plague died with him. 

I mean, maybe, it’s conceivable if I don’t make it… maybe someone could find it.

 He slightly wished he’d had time to put a little handwritten sign in the window: “Zombie-killing/humanity-saving drugs inside.” But he hadn’t. 
 So now his interests and those of humanity were perfectly aligned. If they were going to survive, he had to survive. And now all he had to do was run and fight like a Kazakh possessed – long enough to get himself indoors and to some kind of safety. He had the bug-out bag reasonably securely on his back now – using both straps this time. He held his weapon with both hands. And he still had a pocketful of shells. 
 He stood a chance. 



 Tanks… 
 Moscow - Red Square 
 And then the soles of his shoes started to come off. 
 They had recently been melted and deformed by a huge flaming puddle of kerosene in the shit-show that had been the Mongol invasion of his lab, back in his dacha in the Central Asian mountains. He hadn’t thought too much about it at the time – he’d been too busy trying to live through the next minute and make it to the helicopter alive – but he might have guessed this would come back to bite him in the ass. 
 Oh well, he’d just run until they came off, and deal with that then. 
 Right now, soles flapping, he was angling at high speed toward the short northwest edge of Red Square, which wasn’t actually square at all, but really a long rectangle – typically Orwellian of the Soviets, declaring that 2+2=5. Anyway, he needed to get onto Tverskaya Street, that grand boulevard, fifteen lanes wide, formerly the route of all those phallic parades, and which met the square up at its top end. This would lead him straight to the Biopreparat Building – or “the Main Directorate of the Council of Soviet Ministers,” as it had officially been known, due to the bioweapons program naturally not existing and all. 
 If he could just get out of the damned square, he felt like he had a shot. And the crowds of surging dead – and, yeah, every one he got a look at was a damned former Red Army soldier – were thinning out markedly the farther he got from the crash site. Hell, he was almost minimizing his firing now, only shooting those coming right at him – because he felt like he was attracting more with the noise than he was putting down. It was an absolutely gigantic square, and it was nighttime, and he was a compact man of average height and could almost kind of disappear into it… 
 And now his exit strategy from the square was coming up on him, the narrower plaza beside that big red monstrosity of Russian Revival architecture, the State Historical Mus— 

And, oh fuck me – here comes the blocking force.

 Seemingly timed by a staging director of exacting precision and explosive talent, a whole new company-sized formation of Red Army dead guys appeared, even that second barreling down the plaza straight toward Aliyev and into the square proper. Evidently they still thought they were in one of those parades. 
 Not daring to slow down, Aliyev instead executed a severe banking maneuver. And he cut a wide arc as he pulled a complete 180 and reversed direction, still running at full speed, centrifugal force pulling at his body. 
 And now he was running at high speed back into the square. 

Which is pretty much me fucked, then. 





 * * * 
 Spassky Tower. 
 It was his next, and probably last, hope. The trouble was it sat at the absolute opposite end of Red Square – which really did have a damned severe aspect ratio, a hell of a lot longer than it was wide, and of course it was the long side Aliyev had to run across to get there. But, whatever else, he had to get the hell indoors. To stay out in this was worse than madness – it was death on a stick. 
 He angled to the right now, intending to stick to the long southwest edge, thinking and hoping and praying and imagining that maybe this would keep him somewhat out of sight. It was also going to take him right by Lenin’s motherfucking mausoleum, which he’d have to jig around, but Lenin was dead like everyone else and would just have to forgive him if he didn’t stop to pay his respects. 
 Since he was now, insanely, running back toward his crashed helicopter and the mass of dead milling around it, he had to start blasting again. Luckily the Benelli was topped up, and remained an outstanding weapon, and the loss of the priceless drugs in the coldbox at least meant he could wield the shotgun with two hands, so he brought the fixed stock up to his shoulder, tightly clutched the pistol grip… 
 And he started learning how to make headshots while running flat out. 
 And like the skydiver with the faulty chute, he had the entire rest of his life to figure this out and get good at it. Luckily it was a lot harder to miss with a twelve-gauge. Plus the effect it had on half-rotted heads – namely exploding them – was so gratifying as to provide excellent positive feedback as he worked on his aim. 
 He also started to work out that as long as he kept moving – at his very top speed – he was kind of okay-ish, or at least rated his chances as better than nil. The regular old stumbling zombies he knew and loved to hate definitely couldn’t catch him. And he seemed to just have a slight speed advantage over the terrifying new running ones. He couldn’t slow for a second, but at his top speed they couldn’t catch him. Which didn’t mean they couldn’t corner him. But while their numbers were growing, they were still too few to fill up this Brobdingnagian behemoth of Soviet spectacle that was Red Square – God bless them for their small-penis issues and insistence on compensating at every turn… 
 Speaking of turns, here came Aliyev’s – the three-story ziggurat that was the final resting place of Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, who had taken his alias from the River Lena in Siberia, where he had spent three years in exile. But all of Lenin’s problems were over. And Aliyev’s were just beginning, he realized, as he rounded the front of the building and tried to angle back to the right and toward the clock face and ridiculous spire-topping five-pointed star of Spassky Tower… 
 Because now he could see that corner of the square was heaving with dead. 
 Moreover, his crash site near the center of the square, to his left, was evidently losing its fascination, particularly as his roaming shotgun circus continued to circle around it. Now he had pursuers behind, ahead to the right – and angling in from behind and to his left. That pretty much left ahead and left as the only viable option in his fast-shrinking collection of options. 
 That left St. Basil’s Cathedral. 
 He had no idea if he could get inside. And he had no idea if the inside wasn’t already filled with the dead. He only knew he was just about out of alternatives. 
 And when he was within sight of the ridiculous onion domes that represented the eight freaking churches built around the central one, he realized he was now totally out of them. Because he could also see there were more dead Russian soldiers in front of it than he had shotgun shells, even counting every last one in the dwindling stash in his pockets. 
 Still not slowing, because he couldn’t, he turned his head on a swivel, frantically scanning in all directions. It was increasingly looking like a one-man busker show today in Red Square – and all the crowds were being drawn by him. He was becoming the sole center of attention. 
 He was nearly surrounded. And he wasn’t going to make it. 

Think, think, think! he exhorted himself. There had to be something. He couldn’t go down like this. Not after all this. And definitely not here! Here of all places. And then something teased the flapping corner edge of his memory… something he had seen, something at the edge of the square, on the way into his crash-landing from the air maybe… 

Yes! That was it!

 Just as he felt despair and defeat and resignation tightening their grip around his throat, choking off the air that he was already battling for… he took off at a forty-five-degree angle to his current path, toward those buildings ringing the square that he had clipped on his approach, and which had nearly done him in… and with no preamble, a big, dark, boxy shape loomed at him out of the darkness ahead. 
 It was that Soviet tank. 

Yes! yes! Aliyev thought. And to that he added, not for the first time: 

And thank God for the Walking Dead!

 * * * 
 Slightly suggesting that there might in fact actually be a God, one of the top hatches of the tank was already open. 
 Which was good because he would have had absolutely no idea how to get it open, and he didn’t have a single second to try to do so. This hatch wasn’t on top of the turret, but just in front of it on the main body. Aliyev leapt onto the front of the giant steel vehicle like a spawning salmon, then crawled head first down inside. 

Okay, there is definitely a God after all.

 Because the inside was empty. If there’d been any dead in there, he would have run into them face first. As it was, he hit the hard steel deck, limbs and backpack and shotgun banging and smarting on hard, angular, vaguely complex surfaces, and he flipped around like an Olympic swimmer, reached up, and hauled the hatch closed. Closed he could do. 
 Though he didn’t know how to lock it. 
 Then again, it didn’t matter. Those swarming dead assholes outside were even more clueless, and wouldn’t know to pull on it. They’d just walk and flop on it and beat their arms, and he could hear them doing so even now, and their own stupid dead weight would keep it closed for him. 
 Plus now he had time to work out the finer points of tank operation. 
 In fact… he had all eternity. 

Well, at least I’m alive, he thought with a sigh and a mental shrug. 

Albeit buried alive.

 * * * 

Bang bang bang. Moan moan moan. Bang bang bang.

 It was like being in a tin shack during a meat downpour. 
 The noise never went away. It was constant, rhythmic, eventually becoming just background noise. After that, it became almost soothing. Like being back in the womb. If the womb were solid steel. And your mother was a mass of hundreds of undead Russian soldiers. 
 Aliyev even had a little space in there – it was a surprisingly spacious interior for a tank – and he regarded it, casting around in the spectral dim green light. The first thing he’d done after closing the hatch and entombing himself in total darkness was dig around in his bug-out bag until he found the chem-light sticks, and then cracked one, setting it on a nearby surface. 
 Thinking back to those few seconds he had seen it from the outside, with a snort Aliyev realized he might even know what kind of tank this was. But there was a reason for that – and it was right back to good old Russian hubris. This thing looked, if only from the sheer size of it, to be the new one, the T-14, called the Armata, which President-for-life Vladamir Putin had launched to enormous fanfare. It was supposed to be superior to all western tanks, because of its remotely controlled cannon and the protection it offered its crew. 
 Anyway, Aliyev vividly remembered the military parade broadcast on television, from right here in Red Square, commemorating the 70th anniversary of the victory over Nazi Germany. The new tank was the star of that dick-waggling festival – memorably, because one of them had stalled and held up the whole parade. Even the attempt to tow it off the street failed. Hilarious! While that circus went on, the presenter commenting over the PA system had claimed it was all planned and part of the training “to evacuate weaponry.” 
 That was so typical – lies, lies, and more lies. The truth was the first casualty of communism, and it was the next after the fall of communism. Nothing changed. 

Dick-wagglers.

 And now here Aliyev was, trapped in this giant steel phallus that was also a womb, while surrounded by the heaving massive dead body of Mother Russia. He snorted again, thinking how he now had the rest of his life to come up with amusing mixed metaphors for his situation. He sure wasn’t going to have a former pizza delivery guy in riot gear call on the radio and bail him out… 

Wait. Radio. There will be a radio in this thing.

 But there’s no way there’d be power – is there? 
 It didn’t take him long to locate it. There were a shitload of baffling controls all around, both manual and electronic, arrayed all over the many stations and control surfaces – but only one of them had a phone handset attached. Even the power button on the thing was pretty conspicuous. He hesitated with his finger poised over it. He didn’t dare to hope. Hope was stupid. Hope was for other people, in some other less fucked time, and in some less monumentally fucked situation. 
 He flipped the plastic rocker switch. 
 The whole face of the radio lit up. 

Holy shit. 
 He flipped it back off instantly. Whatever power this thing still had was virtually guaranteed not to last long. Now he had to formulate the perfect plan. And he had to execute it flawlessly. Now he had hope again. 
 And that was a terrifying thing. 



 …For the Memories 
 Red Square - Inside the T-14 Armata 
First question: Who the hell to call?

 The question was kind of self-answering, due to there being so very few people left alive on the planet, never mind ones with UHF-band radios. Basically, it had to be Britain. It had to be CentCom. They were the only ones – anywhere – who might have the wherewithal to come rescue him. They still had a military. They had planes and pilots and soldiers. And they certainly had the incentive to help him. Because it wasn’t just Aliyev trapped here. 
 It was the secret weapon for killing all the dead. 
 But that was only if Aliyev could convince them of… well, of anything. His whole story was so batshit crazy, he didn’t believe it himself half the time. 
 But, anyway, that was too much to agonize about right now. One impossible task at a time. Next was… which frequency to use. Luckily, he had spent so much time futzing with his radio at home, eavesdropping on their forlorn military broadcasts, that he knew their frequencies by heart – including the long-range ones they used for units deployed overseas. 
 And then, with a crash of despair, he remembered what kind of channel those were again: military ones. Which meant they were encrypted. Now, he had long ago cracked CentCom’s encryption key, using nothing more than off-the-shelf cracking tools. And they had stopped updating their encryption protocols entirely about six months into the shit coming down. So Aliyev already had their encryption key. The only trouble was… 

He didn’t fucking have their encryption key!

 His damned radio, back in his dacha, had the encryption key. 
 His dacha – the one that was gone, burned to the ground, nothing but smoldering embers, plus coated with a hundred über-deadly pathogens, the former contents of his Fridge of Death, and now trod upon by an army of dead Mongols. 
 He’d even had it scribbled on a scrap of paper, which he’d taped to the front of his radio set the day he entered it – and never bothered to take down again. 

Why, oh why, the fuck didn’t I think to grab that scrap of paper on my way out? But, agonizing and tantalizing as it was, this was another question with an easy answer: because he had been running for his life, and had only barely escaped, with less than seconds to spare. Hell, there’d been any number of things he desperately regretted not being able to grab on his way out. (At the top of that list: forty boxes of shotgun shells.) 
 And, hell, if he was honest with himself, there was no way it would have occurred to him at the time, even if he’d had a few more seconds to think about it. 
 And so, just like that, there he was – totally fucked again. 
 But one thing about Aliyev was that his mind was restless – even when there was no point to its activity. Especially then, he thought with a mental slap to the back of his own head. Nonetheless, his mind ranged on. 

Could I even have used the code if I had it?

 He started digging in and around the radio. Sure enough, there it was, in a tiny drawer underneath the radio set: a keyloader – or, in Motorola-speak, a “KVL” for “Key Variable Loader”. He had one almost like it at home. It was a simple handset, like a point-of-sale terminal a waiter might bring you, with an LCD screen and a ten-digit keypad. It had a special cable that attached to an interface port on the radio. Once it was plugged in, it allowed the user to enter encryption keys into the radio, typing them in by hand. 
 Aliyev slumped down in the radio operator’s seat. He looked ruefully up at the hatch above him, upon which the dead soldiers – hell, for all he knew, they were the original owners and operators of this vehicle – continued to energetically bang and slap, without evident boredom or fatigue. 
 Now, squinting up into the green glow reflected off the dull steel of the hatch, his restless brain had another thought – one perhaps not so idle as it seemed. 

That encryption key… it was only twenty two-digit numbers… And it had been taped to that radio for many months – including many long afternoons he had spent staring at it while listening to the ridiculous survivor broadcasts from London. His mind often wandering, he had idly read it over and over, probably hundreds of times. Now, he almost felt he could call it up in his mind’s eye. 
 Was it… possible he could remember the whole thing? Maybe it was actually burned into his visual cortex, on some deep level. And, once again, he had the rest of his life for the project. And if there were any other remote chance of him getting out of this tank alive, it wasn’t occurring to him at the moment. 
 He got out a small pad of paper and a pen from his bag. 
 And he started transcribing from memory. 
 * * * 
 Two hours later he had his answer: No – no, there isn’t any way I can remember twenty fucking two-digit numbers just from having stared at them a lot. 
 Even if he had any high degree of confidence in any of the dozens of versions he tried to scribble down, there was no way he could test them. If he entered one in the radio, and tried to broadcast, it would go out on the air. But if it was incorrect, anyone listening on the other end – this was assuming that by some miracle the signal even carried that far – would hear only an awful shrieking noise. And, even if for some unimaginable reason they responded, all Aliyev would hear would be shrieking in response. 
 And with the likely amount of charge left in that radio battery, he’d probably get about two chances at this before it died. 
 And, not long after that, he would die right along with it. 
 Basically, he’d blown it. He was done for. It turned out there was one absolutely critical thing he needed from the Temple of the Lone Apocalypse Survivor he had built in the mountains at the very ass-end of the Earth. And he had failed to bring it with him. He’d just had absolutely no way to predict that he’d soon be stranded in the middle of Red Square, holed up in a lemon of a tank and surrounded by the Dead Army, his only hope of survival being to make a radio call to the only people who might, theoretically, be able to come and rescue him. 
 It was more evidence, if any were needed, that it only took one oversight, one tiny misjudgment, to take you out of this game entirely. And that was him now. He was out. He’d almost made it. But he was done for. And this was going to be how he ended. 
 He let his hands fall into his lap. 
 Where he felt the familiar shape of his phone in his front pocket. Even now, two years later, he still felt, very slightly, the urge to pull it out – to check for messages, check for a signal. Ha. What a ludicrous impulse to still have. He no longer knew a single person in the world who might send him a message. And there were no signals anymore – at least not when he got out of range of Wi-Fi at the dacha. 
 God, he never should have left there. 

Goddamnit – this was the single stupidest idea I’ve ever had… and I’ve had a few. Fly to London? He’d have had as much success trying to fly to the sun. And the result would have been much the same. 
 And thinking about his dacha now just made his heart ache all the more: his beautifully appointed, safe, secure, comfy villa – luxurious, even, the place that had been his home. It was lonely, the neighborhood was a shithole – but it had been his refuge for two years, and it had kept him alive. And he would give anything to be back there right now. Even just to see it one more time… 
 His hand still resting on the phone, he remembered he’d have pictures of the dacha on it. Mainly photos of his dead test subjects, but there’d be a few other random ones from around the property. He pulled it out, to look upon all he had lost, just one more time, to simultaneously lacerate and comfort himself, in what were sure to be his last hours on this Earth… 
 He thumbed the power button, which brought up the home screen – screen lock went out the window when there were no more muggers, identity thieves, or living people of any sort – and tapped to open his photos. And the very first one that came up was one he had taken only yesterday – of that crazy-ass snowstorm that had been chucking it down outside, a nearly complete whiteout. 
 He’d taken the shot through his living room window. 
 He peered down at the photo, his eye moving from the external snowscape… down to the ledge of the bay windows… upon which perched his radio set. And in the top right corner of the radio set was a blurry little white square. 
 Not even daring to hope, having no idea what the camera resolution was set at, Aliyev tremblingly two-finger zoomed in on that corner. It swelled and resolved… and there it was – the little paper scrap with the encryption key handwritten on it. 
 And it was just barely legible. 

Well – fuck me.

 “Yeah!” Oleg Aliyev shouted aloud, pumping his fist in the green darkness. “Yeah! Ha, bizzles – I’m not going to die here! 
 “YEAH!” 
 * * * 
 Okay, maybe he was going to die here. Actually, he probably still was. He figured a tank radio was intended for pretty long range, and he guessed it had a big-ass antenna on top, though he hadn’t actually seen it. And London wasn’t that far from Moscow. Still, realistically, he knew he was still probably going to die here. 
 Though now he at least had some kind of a chance, the comfort of a dwarfy hope. 
 But it was nearly immediately punctured. 
 His heart surged in his chest when he got, very quickly, a response to his hail. It was staticky, and the volume went up and down, but it was comprehensible. It said: 

“CentCom HQ. State your call sign – or branch, unit, and rank.”

 “Listen. Hello. I haven’t got any of those. But it’s vitally important that you connect me with someone – a senior milit—” 

“Please state your call sign – or branch, unit, and rank.”

 The person on the other end sounded frazzled, busier than hell – and distinctly displeased to hear from Aliyev. 
 He tried to control both his breathing and his tone of voice. “As I say, I haven’t got a call sign. But I’ve got something you need, something absolutely critica—” 

“This is a secure military channel. How did you get the encryption protocols for this channel?”

 “Not important. Listen, I don’t have much time. The battery on this thing is going to die. So you have to li—” 

“Stay off of this channel and military comms. Or there will be consequences.”

 “Please, no, just listen to me for one minute! Hello? Hello!” 
 They’d hung up on him. He didn’t even bother powering down the radio again. There was no point. 
 He was done for. Absolutely hosed. 
 But then, pondering the matter in glum silence, Aliyev realized there actually was one other person on Earth whom he knew – and could, just maybe, try to call. It was completely crazy, but there was one guy. Aliyev had heard him mentioned by name, along with his purported vaccine, when eavesdropping on CentCom’s long-range frequencies – and it was the mention of him that had started him on this whole insane misadventure in the first place. 
 And Aliyev knew the man personally. 



 How Green Was My Ferret 
 JFK - Bridge 
 “No, no, no,” the ensign at the radio station a few feet in front of Commander Abrams said. “You cannot just talk to Dr. Park. You need to clear this channel. CVN-79 out.” 
 Commander Abrams watched him put down the handset, then mutter to the man at the station next to him, “Fucking survivors, man.” 
 “If he was a survivor, how’d he get on an encrypted military channel?” 
 “…That’s actually a pretty good question. He also knew our hull number.” 
 “Ensign Jones,” Abrams said crisply. 
 “Sir,” the ensign replied, twisting at the waist. 
 “What I’d really like to know is… how did he know Dr. Park’s name?” 
 “Yes, sir. That’s not a bad question, either.” 
 Abrams picked up his own phone handset. And dialed the hospital lab. 
 * * * 
 “Who did this guy say he was?” Dr. Park asked, rushing onto the bridge, even before reaching the captain’s station. 
 Abrams gestured down at the ensign on the radios, who looked up and answered, “He claimed to be a bioscientist, from Uzbekistan or somewhere – and he was babbling something about having some designer disease. Said it would kill all the dead. He just sounded like a crazy person.” 
 Park’s mouth went for his shoes, and just hung there for a good two seconds. When it closed again, his face was a mask of determination. “You’ve got to get him back on the line – right now.” 
 The ensign looked up at Abrams, who nodded his assent. So he picked up the handset, tapped his touchscreen, checked the frequency, then put the phone on speaker. Finally, he spoke crisply into the open air: “Unknown station, this is CVN-79, are you still receiving on this channel, over?” 

“Yes, yes! For God’s sake, I’m here. But I don’t have much time.”

 Five minutes later, most of it spent listening, Park’s mouth was hanging open again. Abrams, who had also been listening raptly, motioned to the ensign to turn off the speaker, then said to Park: “Okay. Is there any chance this guy is who he says he is? Or that he could have something like what he describes?” 
 Park nodded. “I don’t know who else it could be. I don’t know how else he could know these things. And if it is him… well, I worked with him pretty closely at the biotech in Dusseldorf. And he might just be the one guy on Earth who could produce a bioengineered disease like that. Designer pathogens were his whole thing – and he was good. Seriously good. Like, to the point that we worried about what he was going to do with them.” 
 Abrams paused and cocked his head. “But the world is a very tricksy place, Dr. Park. We can’t be taken in. You’ve got to try and verify him somehow.” 
 Park nodded, and the ensign flipped the speaker switch. “Dr. Aliyev,” Park said. “What’s the molar mass of adenine?” 

“What…? Okay, okay. About a hundred and thirty-five grams per mole.”

 Abrams looked down at Park, who nodded – close enough. “What does the MC1R recessive gene variant cause?” 

“Redheads!” The Kazakh sounded like he was getting into it now. He spoke in an easy, competent English, with an accent that sounded kind of Russian but kind of not – the Rs weren’t so hard, and the Hs were heavier. 
 “What color was the ferret owned by the director at the lab in Dusseldorf?” 

“Trick question. It wasn’t a ferret, it was a badger. And all badgers are black and white. Hint of brown maybe.”

 Park exhaled. His look to Abrams said it all. “And you’ve really got a designer pathogen that will destroy the dead?” 

“I swear on my life. Kills zombies dead – better than Raid on cockroaches. Massively virulent – and as contagious as freshman dorm flu.”

 Park paused and took a deep breath. “Okay. Just tell me one last thing. Who were you really working for back in Dusseldorf?” 
 Long pause. “The FSB.”

 “I knew it! You were a goddamned Russian spy.” 

“Yes. Sorry. I swear I will spend the rest of eternity making it up to you – if you just get me the ever-living fuck out of here. Please, Simon. Save me – save humanity. Between your vaccine, and my pathogen, we can fix all this. You just have to come and get me.”

 Park looked up to Abrams, his expression twice as serious as it had been when he first came up here to talk him into something – namely the mission to retrieve the DNA sequencer from Saudi Arabia. 
 He said, “We’ve got to go get this guy, Commander. Whatever it takes. This will change everything.” 
 * * * 
 “We’ve lost the transmission,” the ensign said. 
 Park nodded. Aliyev’s radio must have died, as he’d warned them it would. But they’d managed to get some details out of him before the end. And what he told them about his location, bizarre as it sounded, jibed with what radio direction-finding told them. They’d been triangulating from the carrier and from their airborne F-35, giving them a reliable transmission source. 
 Park repeated himself, a foot away from Abrams’s face. “Seriously. We have got to go get him out of there.” 
 Abrams exhaled wearily. “Who exactly is we?” 
 “I don’t know. Someone in Britain, I think. CentCom. They’re a lot closer.” 
 Abrams shook his head. “We’ve already been through this with them. They don’t have any more long-range air transport. Their only refueling tanker is halfway to us right now.” 
 Park looked down to the map display already up on Abrams’s screen. “But this is a much shorter flight. Look…” He scrolled and zoomed out the map, then eyeballed the map scale, and pinched off the distances. “It’s nearly four thousand miles from London to us here in the Gulf of Aden… But it’s probably no more than… fifteen hundred from London to Moscow. Plus it doesn’t have to be an aircraft that can land on a carrier.” 
 “Yeah,” Abrams said, unimpressed. “Instead it has to land in Red Square. With God knows how many undead on the ground there. Quite a few, if your guy is to be believed. Wait a minute – how do you know him again?” 
 Park shook this off. “It’s not important. Look, they’ve got to make this happen – whatever it takes. Professor Close and I have already talked about this, and nobody else has any plan for getting rid of the seven billion walking dead plaguing our planet. Infecting them with a lethal virus or bacterium is probably the only way we’re going to get the Earth back in our lifetime. I’m telling you, if this works, it could be the salvation of the world. And if we don’t get this guy, that could be it. This could be the one thing that actually— listen, they said the noose is closing on London, right? That Britain is hanging on by a thread. That they’re out of time.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 Park nodded, touched the corner of his eyeglasses, and steeled himself. He said, “Okay. Well, listen, the vaccine’s going to take a few days even to start protecting people who are inoculated with it. And that’s after we finish perfecting it – and get it back to Britain. Which is only going to happen after Alpha gets back with the sample I need. These are all critical-path tasks – a delay at any stage pushes the whole thing back.” 
 Abrams seemed to slump slightly in his chair. Great, more bad news.

 “But if this guy, Aliyev, has a working biowarfare agent that destroys the dead, and is highly contagious among them… well, that starts working, and having an effect, almost instantly. Picture thousands of undead just spontaneously falling over. It could take the pressure off London. It could relieve the siege. It could save Britain.” 
 Abrams saw the logic of this. He also wasn’t insensible to the force of Park’s argument – or his adamance. They had moved mountains to get him out of Chicago, because he was supposed to be the one man who could cure the plague. Maybe they’d better listen to him. 
 “Okay,” he said. “I can try to contact CentCom again. And I can put this to them – but I don’t think they’re going to be enormously enthusiastic about yet another air mission out into the shit to pick something up for us.” 
 “Perhaps they should generate some enthusiasm for something that could save them all – save all of us. And, anyway, it doesn’t matter. We’ve got to convince them. Because I’m telling you the fate of the world hangs in the balance. This mission could save the world – for real. It will give us the breathing room we need to finish the vaccine, and for it to start protecting people.” 
 Abrams sighed. “You are a damned insistent son of a bitch, aren’t you?” He had only just approved Park’s DNA sequencer shore mission. And now he was pushing hard for another one. 
 “Okay, okay,” Abrams said, picking up a handset. “You win.” 
 Park nodded – plus crossed his arms, threw his shoulders back, and stood up to his full height. He was a very different man than the one who had been cowering in his bunker, waiting for the end of the world. It was obvious he wasn’t going anywhere. And he was going to keep pushing on this – all of it – until it was done. 
 Or until they were. 



 Take the Fat Cow 
 CentCom Strategic HQ - JOC 
 Major Jameson – former officer of a very small unit of Royal Marines, now seemingly commander of all of CentCom, for all eternity, ever since the outbreak there and immolation of the helo flight of senior officers who were supposed to relieve him – put his radio phone handset back down. He was standing, but hunched over, both his hands pressed into the desktop. They were holding his weight. For now. 
 He looked up and directly into the eyes of Sergeant Eli, his best friend, long-time troop sergeant, and now unflappable second-in-command. Luckily, Eli had been in the JOC when this latest call from the USS John F. Kennedy came in. Jameson had quickly got him on another extension, so he had heard almost all of it. 
 This was good, because otherwise Jameson might not have believed his ears. 
 One person among many there who hadn’t heard the call was Lieutenant Miller, one of the two surviving operations officers from the original staff of the Joint Operations Center – and who Jameson now saw standing looking at him, no doubt needing something else from the nominal commander of this royal shit-show. But Miller instantly saw from the expressions on both of the Royal Marines’ faces that something had changed. 
 “What is it, Major?” 
 Jameson didn’t know how to say it in any kind of way that did justice to the daftness of the idea. And he didn’t have the energy anyway. So he just said it. “That was the Americans on the aircraft carrier. They said there’s a bloke who’s got a virus that will kill all the dead. He’s trying to get to London.” 
 “What?” 
 Jameson knew he had heard him just fine. He looked over at Eli. “If something like that exists… if it actually worked…” 
 “Yeah,” Eli said. “We could fight back – in a way that actually worked.” 
 “It’d relieve the pressure on London. Hell, it could be the beginning of the end.” 
 “Where?” Miller asked. “Where is this person?” 
 “Oh, yeah,” Jameson said, as if only now remembering that bit. “Moscow. They just want us to pop over there and rescue him.” 
 Eli shook his head. “Aces. Another mission into fallen Europe.” He looked up at his commander. “Just when we think we’re out…” 
 “They pull us back in again.” 
 Jameson felt like crying. 
 * * * 
 Four hundred yards from the Strategic HQ building with the JOC in it, Group Captain Guy Gibson struggled back to consciousness. He was lying on his back and something was scratching his neck. Reaching around behind him with tingling fingers, he found it was grass. He was lying on his back in the grass. 

Hmm. That’s very odd.

 As his senses slowly came back online, he realized many of his muscles ached – and the exposed skin on the front side of his body, including his face, felt warm, or maybe slightly burnt. Singed. Had he been lying out in the sun? At his family’s country estate in Cambridgeshire? The sun was almost going down now, so maybe he’d fallen asleep while sunbathing. 
 But when he tried levering himself up on his elbows, and raising his head… he realized he was still on base, still at CentCom HQ. And in front of him was the main aircraft hangar. 
 Except… two thirds of it was gone. Torn away. Burnt down. Blown up. 
 Panning to the right, he saw there was some kind of wreckage all over and around the helipad. RMPs were going around, roping off the whole area, as firefighters packed their gear and loaded up their fire trucks. 
 Group Captain Gibson blinked once and half-smiled – realizing he didn’t have the faintest idea what the hell had happened. Searching his memory, the last thing he recalled was… leaving the Pilots’ Ready Room. Yes, that had been it. He had left to go back to his quarters and get another paperback. Because he’d read all the way to the end of the one he’d brought with him – and it was quite a long one. He’d got back to his quarters, swapped books… and was walking back. 
 And he remembered he saw two Chinooks flaring in to land on the helipad. They had been the incoming command element, replacements for everyone killed in the outbreak, sent to take over control of CentCom HQ and the whole war. 
 And that was it. That was all he remembered. From what he could see now… their landing evidently hadn’t gone very well. Climbing to his feet, he found himself to be basically uninjured. And his first instinct was to get back to the Ready Room and check on the lads, the other standby pilots. But a four-minute walk got him close enough to realize: there was no longer any such thing as the Pilots’ Ready Room. It was nothing but twisted steel, black soot, and brackish pools of water – which Gibson assumed were from the efforts to put the fire out. 
 He wandered back out toward the helipad, passing various people involved in whatever recovery effort they had managed to muster. No one really seemed to take notice of him – not until he got to the tape that surrounded the wreckage, and a Royal Marine in full combat kit looked his way. He looked him up and down, seeming to clock the flight suit, and then walked briskly up to him. As he approached, Gibson saw his rank – Private – and his nametape: Simmonds. 
 “Sir,” the Marine said, throwing up a salute. “Are you all right?” 
 “Fine, Private, just fine, thank you. Marvelous.” Gibson paused and cocked his head. “Any chance of you telling me what in the blazes just happened?” 
 “No problem, sir. But if we could just talk as we walked…” 
 * * * 
 Jameson got both Eli and Miller into one of the command offices that fronted the JOC – the one that had been least blown up, shot out, and filled with bodies and shell casings during the outbreak. The three of them swept off chairs, and the desk, and took seats around it. 
 Jameson knew he was about be faced with yet another world-changing decision – namely whether to launch another damned air mission into Europe. And, as with all his other vexed matters of command, the buck was going to stop with him. 
 But… the very first thing they had to do, before making any kind of momentous decision, was figure out if there was even any kind of theoretical possibility of them doing what the Americans had now asked of them. Jameson had a strong feeling there wasn’t – and that would collapse his decision space in a very pleasant way. When a problem went from difficult to completely impossible, it became easy again. 
 “There’s that last Beechcraft King Air on the tarmac,” Miller said. 
 “Keep talking,” Jameson said. 
 Miller nodded. He’d brought a laptop with maps, and with access to all the CentCom internal systems. “Okay,” he said, calling up the plane’s specs. “Max cruising speed of that Beechcraft is 333mph. And it looks like it’s 1,555 miles from here to Moscow. So you’re looking at a little over four and half hours flight time.” 
 “That’s not bad,” Jameson said. “This man might even still be alive by the time we got there.” He flashed back to what the Americans had told him: This guy is alone on the ground, he’s trapped, he’s completely surrounded. He could die at any second. We need you to extract him NOW.

 Miller looked back down at the specs. “Trouble is… the max range of the Beechcraft is 2,075 miles. So you could get there—” 
 “But we’ll never get back,” Jameson said. 
 “Some rescue mission,” Eli said. 
 “What about mid-air refueling?” Jameson asked, knowing the answer before he asked the question. 
 Miller looked up. “Still only one tanker flying. And it’s halfway to Somalia.” 
 Jameson exhaled. “Can we turn it around? Re-task it?” 
 Miller shrugged. “Maybe. But if we did…” and he went back to a map with live air mission statuses on it, “At this point, it would have to return to RAF Brize Norton to refuel itself.” 
 Eli leaned back in his chair, and tugged at his body armor. “Never mind that we’d be giving up on the bloody vaccine.” 
 Miller flipped maps. “It gets worse. From the best intel on enemy positions we have, Brize Norton is about to be under serious threat. There’s no guarantee the refueling crews wouldn’t all be slouching and moaning by the time the plane got back. Never mind the runways still being clear…” 
 “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Jameson said. “Jesus.” 
 “I’m not sure it even matters,” Miller said. “There simply aren’t any pilots left to fly the Beechcraft. Not fixed-wing pilots. All of them died in the hangar explosion. I mean, obviously, we could try to get someone in from another RAF base…” 
 Jameson drummed his fingers on the desktop. Every time he’d requested resources, he’d either been laughed at – or the call hadn’t been answered at all. British Forces had basically stopped being one entity, and started being a bunch of clans and individuals fighting for survival. This, evidently, was what it looked like when everything well and truly fell apart. 
 And to the best of his knowledge, there was only one pilot of any description left alive on this base. Jameson decided he needed to talk to her. Maybe what he needed was some fresh air. He hadn’t left the JOC since he could even remember. 
 He stood up and looked down at Eli. “Keep putting together a mission plan. Assume we can insert by air somehow. I’ll be back in ten minutes.” 
 Before the others could answer, he was out the door and speaking into his radio: “Wyvern Two Zero, this is CentCom Actual.” 

“Go ahead, Major.”

 Jameson stepped up to the blown-out window and cast around. “Yeah, can you set down and meet me on the hilltop overlooking what’s left of the hangar?” 
 Slight pause. “Affirmative, wilco.”

 Jameson turned around, threw his team radio on the desk – then pulled off his headset and tossed it as well. He was damned well going to be unreachable for ten minutes, for once in his life. As he strode across the barely controlled chaos of the JOC toward the exit, ignoring the eyes on him, he thought: 

The world will just have to hold itself together for that long. 





 * * * 
 The little bare hilltop was a strangely peaceful spot. By the time Jameson hiked up to it, a big Apache AH-1 attack helicopter had already set down, its rotors had just about spun down, and a certain Captain Charlotte Maidstone had climbed out of the cockpit and onto the ground. The only sound was the breeze, and they had a view down to most of the areas of the sprawling base, walled in as it was within the grounds of the former Wandsworth Prison. 
 It was this compound that Charlotte had been instrumental in saving in the recent outbreak, just as she had singlehandedly pulled Jameson’s ass out of a very bad fire in the Dusseldorf mission – using her rockets and autocannon to cover his breakout, then plucking him out of the water and flying him home to safety. 
 Speaking even as he was striding the last few yards, Jameson said, “I need to get to Moscow – me and all or part of One Troop. How do we get there?” 
 Charlotte, her big £22,000 custom helmet in hand, nodded and took this in her stride. “I’d take the Fat Cow,” she said. 
 Jameson had to presume that wasn’t a joke. Nothing was a fit subject for humor these days. “Go on,” he said. 
 “It’s a Chinook variant – a CH-47D fitted with the ERFS II – Extended Range Fuel System – in the cargo bay. It’s three or four large fuel tanks attached to a refueling system. Holds about 2,400 gallons – on top of the bird’s internal fuel load of 1,050. Normally they use it as a mobile refueling point for other helos. But there’s nothing stopping it from using the fuel itself.” 
 “Can it get to Moscow and back? That’s fifteen hundred miles one way.” 
 Charlotte did math in her head. “Yes.” 
 “Is there one of these bovine monstrosities on this base?” 
 “Yes.” Charlotte pointed down to one of the helo parking lots. They could both see a normal-looking Chinook squatting there. 
 Jameson exhaled. 
 Now Charlotte hit him with the bad news. “But… it’s going to be pretty damned weighed down with all that fuel, and won’t fly blazingly fast. It’s also not going to have a hell of a lot of room for your team. It’s going to be full of fuel bladders.” 
 Jameson deflated. “Damn. How few?” 
 “Not sure. Maybe three or four men at most, at a guess?” 
 Jameson shook his head. That wasn’t enough. He couldn’t take a single fire team into the middle of the Undead Red Army. 
 “There’ll be a bit more room for the return trip, when half the fuel’s expended. Though I guess that doesn’t help you much…” 

No, Jameson thought. It didn’t. “Wait. Could its fuel bladders refuel, say, a Beechcraft King Air?” 
 “Sure. No reason why not.” 
 Jameson looked down and squinted in thought. The Chinook couldn’t refuel the Beechcraft in mid-air – but it wouldn’t have to. The little plane had enough range to make it to Moscow, just not back. It could refuel on the ground. He replayed Charlotte’s words: won’t fly blazingly fast. He looked up at her again. “How slow?” 
 Charlotte did more math, but out loud. “Normal max cruising speed of the CH-47 is 196mph… I don’t think you’ll average better than about 150 in this one fully loaded. So that’s about ten or twelve hours one way.” 

Damn again. That was a long time – particularly to sit on overrun ground waiting for refueling. But it was what it was. 
 “Okay. One last thing – can you fly it?” 
 This seemed to take her aback. Then she realized there simply was no one else. “Ish,” she said. “I’m not rated for the CH-47. But I can make it go.” 
 “Okay,” he said. That was what he needed to know. “You okay?” 
 “All squared away, Major.” 
 “Good job ignoring my advice to go to the Pilots’ Ready Room.” 
 They could both see it still smoldering from their spot on the hilltop. 
 Jameson turned and marched back down the hill. 



 Laugh or Cry 
 CentCom Strategic HQ 
 And then he marched relentlessly back in through the same (formerly) glass-fronted lobby he’d strode out of ten minutes earlier. Only this time, facing the other direction, he saw what he hadn’t before: the civilian woman and three children who had been brought in from the front gate earlier – the ones with the civilian access ID Jameson had never seen before and didn’t have time to care about. He must have walked right past them on the way out. The four of them were camped out on a couch, the generic kind that graced lobbies everywhere. 
 Except the floor of this lobby had rather more shell casings, broken glass, and smears of black gunk than average. Stark reminders of the recent outbreak. 
 For a second, Jameson was just going to pass them by again – to say he had shit to do would be beyond understatement. But the woman looked up and they locked eyes, and for some reason he couldn’t just march on. 
 He veered over, looked down, and said: “Have they not got you settled yet?” 
 The woman smiled sadly, full of forbearance. “They told us to wait here for now.” 
 Jameson frowned. “How long ago was that?” He realized he’d totally lost track of the passage of time. 
 “About two hours.” 
 “Jesus,” he breathed, taking a seat beside her. She was still holding the little girl – and the two boys were sitting patiently, or maybe just exhausted, on her other side. “No food? Water? Cot for the little girl?” 
 She shook her head no. Jameson got the impression she’d survived worse – and was committed to surviving more. Whatever it took. 
 “May I ask your name?” 
 “Rebecca. Rebecca Ainsley.” She produced a hand for him to shake, the little girl in her arms shifting – and she shifted herself to better cradle her. As she did so, the blanket fell away from the girl’s face. 
 Jameson looked down at her, his distraught expression becoming one of disbelief. “Wait a minute… that can’t be… Josie? Amarie’s little girl?” 
 Rebecca looked back up at him, her own expression startled now. “You know them?” 
 Jameson just nodded. It could hardly be, but he couldn’t deny it. Amarie, the young Frenchwoman with those Tunnelers, hadn’t put the girl down once as Jameson and his Marines walked them all out of Canterbury, just ahead of the surging flood of dead. He’d seen her face many times during that exodus. Now the girl’s eyes opened and she looked up at him. And Jameson imagined that she recognized him, too. 
 He leaned closer and said, “Where’s your mum, Josie?” 
 She immediately started crying, and stuck her head back in Rebecca’s breast. Jameson pulled back – he’d obviously said exactly the wrong thing. He looked back up at Rebecca and she was shaking her head: No.

 Jameson’s eyes went wide. 
 “No,” Rebecca said quickly. “Not that. She’s alive. But she was turned away at the gate. Your guards wouldn’t let her in.” 
 “What the hell?” Jameson exclaimed. “If I’d been there…” 
 “I’m sure you would have,” Rebecca said. 
 Jameson reset. “So where is Amarie now?” 
 “Out in the city. With the rest of her group.” 
 Jameson called the Tunnelers to mind, along with their cagey leader, Hackworth. That was slightly reassuring – they were a damned tough and resilient group of civilians. But still… 
 “Is there any chance we can go get them? Bring them back in?” 
 Rebecca shook her head. “I doubt it. They’re probably halfway to the Wall by now – if they’re even still in London.” 
 * * * 
 When Jameson got back to the JOC there were an awful lot of people looking for him. Rebecca and Josie had given him much to think about. But he only had a two-minute walk to ponder it. He’d have to process it all later. Private Simmonds button-holed him at the door. He had a slightly singed captain in a flight suit with him. “Boss,” he said. “This is Group Captain Gibson. He’s a pilot. And he’s alive.” 
 Jameson pressed his lips together. He could see the man was alive. Then again, the dead did get up and walk around these days, so maybe it wasn’t always so obvious. “Captain,” he said. “What do you fly?” 
 “Fixed-wing ratings,” he said, sounding somehow jaunty. “Small prop planes, mostly.” 
 Jameson stared at him. “You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 “Not at all.” 
 “Come with me.” 
 Jameson fast-walked across the JOC, trusting the jaunty English airman to follow, and strode back into the office where Eli and Miller were still hunched over their laptop, surrounded by map sheets and binders. 
 “This is Group Captain Gibson,” he said to the others. “Captain Gibson – can you fly me and my team to Moscow?” 
 The man nodded and considered. It looked to Jameson like it was just taking-things-in-stride day around here. Maybe it had to be. “Got an aircraft in mind?” 
 “I was thinking that last Beechcraft B200 out on the tarmac.” 
 Gibson thought for a few seconds. “Sure. I just can’t fly you back.” 
 Jameson smiled. “Oh, yes you can.” The others looked at him like his head was on fire. He told them, in short form, about Charlotte’s Fat Cow – the fuel-glutted Chinook – including its shortcomings. It was slow and, mainly, it wouldn’t hold enough troopers. “But what we can do is fly there in the plane…” 
 “Which will make the trip three times as fast as the helo,” Gibson added. 
 “Not to mention hold a team big enough for the job,” Eli said. 
 Jameson nodded. “We fly in on the Beechcraft, grab this guy – then wait for the helo, which has followed behind, refuel the plane – and extract the hell out of there.” 
 Sounded perfect. Jameson figured there was absolutely no chance of any of it working. But it sounded perfect. 
 Eli leaned over the map. “Okay – where the hell do we land the plane?” 
 “Domodedovo,” Gibson said. “Moscow Airport. Obvious choice.” 
 Jameson scanned the map on the laptop screen. “Zoom out. No. The airport’s fifty kilometers from the city center – way too far from Red Square.” 
 “Sod that,” Eli said. “A fifty-klick tab through an urban zone heaving with dead.” 
 Gibson squinted and looked thoughtful. “You’re going to laugh, but…” 
 “It’s laugh or cry time,” Jameson said. “By all means let’s hear it.” 
 Gibson nodded. “In the mid-eighties – eighty-seven, I think. A West German teenager landed a Cessna right in the middle of Red Square – right in front of the Kremlin, in fact. Fancied himself on some kind of anti-Cold War peace mission – breaching the Iron Curtain and whatnot.” 
 Sergeant Eli shook his head. “Yeah. Definitely no idea whether to laugh or cry.” 
 But LT Miller was already flipping back and forth from maps to specs. “Won’t work,” he reported after a few seconds. “The Beechcraft requires 2,100 feet to land. Red Square looks to be about… maybe 1,000 feet on its long axis.” 
 Gibson hmm’d. “Those are the specs – I could compress a landing down to fifteen, sixteen hundred feet at a pinch, slamming it down hard on the deck. But, then again, not down to a thousand.” 
 Jameson sighed. “I guess that’s the difference between a tiny Cessna coming from Germany – and a fifty-foot Beechcraft stretching from Blighty. What’s the minimum take-off distance of that thing?” 
 “About twenty-five hundred. Wait, let me have a look,” Gibson said, swiveling the laptop. “Hmm… there. Tverskaya Street. I believe that’s where they used to have those big stonking military parades with all the missiles and tanks. Fifteen lanes wide if it’s an inch.” 
 Jameson took a look, checked the scale of the map, then pinched off sections with his fingers. “More importantly, it looks to be over a kilometer long. Wait, how many feet in a kilometer?” 
 “Over three thousand.” 
 “Outstanding. So you could both land and take off from there. And, look, the road is pretty much straight for the length of it.” 
 “What about power lines?” Eli asked. 
 Gibson shrugged. “How many power lines are still up two years later?” 
 Jameson didn’t know the answer to that question. But this whole mission plan was so batshit crazy, he figured it probably had about a thousand failure points – and the power lines weren’t even very high on the list. 
 “Give me a moment alone with this,” he said to the others. They hesitated, but rose and filed out. Jameson exhaled into the dim air, as he savored another few minutes of that rarest of commodities: time to reflect. 
 * * * 
 The first thing he knew was: he couldn’t possibly leave. He was in charge of everything here at CentCom – and CentCom was in charge of everything left. All the forces. All the troops and tanks and planes. And whatever was left of the crumbling defense of southern England. His duty was crystal-clear. 
 He could not leave this post until relieved. 
 To do so would be dereliction of duty. And to leave the JOC unhelmed would probably turn disaster to catastrophe, likely in very short order. Then again, he seemed to be turning disaster to catastrophe all on his own, trying to stay here and run things and actually fill this role – just at a slightly slower rate. The defense of the south had all but fallen apart, and the remorseless tide of the dead was even now lapping up against the ZPW – at almost all points along it, virtually all the way around London. They were surrounded now, and under siege – the only high ground left in the world-subsuming flood. The fight to keep the dead away from the walls of London had basically been lost. 
 In a word, Jameson was getting his ass handed to him out there. He was terrible at this job, which he had never remotely been trained to do. And remembering that fact made him realize: this decision was way above his pay grade. 
 He stepped back out into the JOC, went to Miller’s station, and told him to get the Ministry of Defence back on the blower for him. Miller nodded and hailed. Then he tried ringing on the desk phone. After a couple of minutes and several tries, he shook his head no – then nodded back toward the office. Jameson walked back into it with him. 
 “Okay,” Jameson said. “Why can’t we reach MoD?” 
 “Listen, sir,” Miller said. “You won’t have been privy to this. The information is highly classified. But I’ve heard rumors. From people inside, who know.” 
 “What kind of rumors?” 
 “About the central government’s planning. For the end. For them, it’s not going to be here.” 
 “What? What does that mean?” 
 Miller took a breath. “There’s a fallback position. It’s the Isle of Man, in the Irish Sea. Word is they have the whole island built up as a last-ditch stronghold. They’ve got everything they need there to keep the central government running. And they’re ready to move all the ministers and senior civil servants out by helo. Including the Defence Staff.” 
 Jameson couldn’t even respond to this. Are they kidding us? The Isle of Man, halfway between Britain and Ireland. Those fuckers were prepared for London to fall – for all of Britain to fall. Hell, they were just waiting for it. 

Sons of bitches. 
 “Give me a second,” Jameson said. 
 Miller nodded and left again. 
 Jameson slumped back in his chair in the dimness, his body feeling like it was drowning in clay, but his mind going a hundred miles an hour. This changed things. His duty hadn’t changed – but now it seemed the people he was supposed to be loyal to were completely breaking faith with him, and with everyone they were supposed to serve and protect… and, well, that made his duty seem like a hell of a lot less sacred thing than it did two minutes ago. 
 And with absolutely no command structure above him now… Jameson was going to have to make the most momentous decision of his life totally in isolation. 

Born to rule and sacrifice, he thought bitterly. 



 Middle-Aged Mutant Warrior Turtles 
 JFK - Flight Deck 
 No matter how many times Wesley set foot up top on the supercarrier flight deck, it never ceased to amaze him. What a magnificent race of creatures, he thought, that could build an airport on top of a sailing ship. But what a wretched one that mainly used it to bomb one another back into the Stone Age… 
 This march out onto the flight deck was different from any he had ever done before. Just for starters, he’d never been so tooled up with weapons and ammo – nor as encapsulated as he was in the riot gear/zombie armor suit. He felt like a damned turtle, and at least as helpless as one on its back. Right now, it seemed to him that he could barely walk – and he ardently hoped he wasn’t going to have to run, as he had no idea how he was going to manage that. 

What is my smoking, lethargic, middle-aged arse doing under a load that would make an eighteen-year-old squaddie groan…? 



Much worse for his mental state was the fact that he’d absolutely never undertaken anything remotely like this: leading a motley and underqualified shore team – two NSF sailors, a former Stores crewman, a civilian survivor, and a former cop – out on a do-or-die mission to retrieve a DNA sequencer from deep in a Saudi Arabian city of 300,000, all now dead. 
 And he himself, so recently just a corporal in the UK Security Services, had somehow been made ground commander of this whole operation! 
 Shaking his head in continued disbelief, and taking a deep breath to steady himself, Wesley took a look over his own shoulder – and was at least reassured to see his team had followed him this far. It occurred to him he might be better off not looking back and checking all the time. His own lack of confidence would hardly inspire theirs in him. He took a look up at the sun in the sky. It was still a fair way above the horizon, but after they got where they were going, there wasn’t going to be a whole heck of a lot of daylight left. Still, it had been decided today was better – as tomorrow might be too late. 
 Turning his helmeted head forward again, up ahead Wesley could see the carrier’s last working helicopter, the big gray Seahawk, being pre-flight checked and fueled via a huge hose snaking across the deck, with flight deck crew – and what he guessed were the helo’s crew – moving around it. 
 A few meters off the aircraft was Sergeant Lovell, along with another Marine, finishing the inflation of their CRRC – the combat rubber raiding craft. As Wesley stepped up to them, he noticed Lovell was no longer just wearing his MARPAT fatigues – but was kitted up with body armor, tactical vest, and ammo. For a second Wesley’s heart leapt with hope. 
 “You’re going to lead the mission after all?” he asked. 
 Lovell smiled but shook his head. “Sorry – it’s just my shift as leader of the QRF for the Somalia mission. I’m on five-minute alert.” 
 Wesley sagged. He was actually going to have to do this after all. 
 But then his spirits rose again when a furry mouth licked his gloved hand. “Judy!” Looking down, he saw that, sure enough, his adopted German Shepherd had magically appeared out on the flight deck with them. He squatted down, removed a glove, and scratched behind her ears. 
 “What are you doing up here?” How a creature with no hands managed to open up hatches and make her way half the length of the ship was beyond him. “You really are a ghost dog aren’t you?” 
 Another voice drew his gaze up: “Hey, you’re not bringing her – are you?” 
 Looking up, Wesley could see Sarah and Burns, variously armored and tooled up, standing over him. “Why shouldn’t I bring her?” he asked Sarah. 
 “Dogs bark,” she said. 
 “This one won’t,” Wesley said, defensive. “She’s highly trained. She’s got more military training than most of us.” 
 Sarah looked skeptical. In her experience, even well-trained police dogs barked. And barking could get them all killed. Plus, she was always suspicious of other women. 
 Judy nuzzled Wesley’s hand again. Now that she was with them, he could see how totally suitable it was that she come along. She’d been invaluable on their lower deck sweeps – smelling zombie gunk a mile away and protecting his team from the risk of infection. And Wesley knew she responded to his carefully practiced verbal commands. They were a team. But before he could speak to further defend her, Burns did it for him. 
 “That dog also survived on her own, out on the ground among the dead, for two years.” He adjusted his grip on his rifle. “I figure she can handle herself.” 
 Sarah shrugged and relented. 
 As Wesley started to turn back toward the helicopter, an unfamiliar sailor dashed out of the island – one Wesley thought he vaguely recognized as one of the CIC staff – and started affixing a little Go-Pro camera to the shoulder of Sarah’s tactical vest. 
 “Don’t move,” he said. 
 When he finished securing the shoulder cam, he shoved a small radio device into one of the empty pouches on her vest. 
 “There,” he said. “Now we see what you see.” 
 He then stepped over to Wesley, grabbed his left arm and slid something sleek and high-tech onto it. “Mapping GPS for you,” he said. “Got area topo maps and all your GPS waypoints loaded up. All you gotta do is follow the flashing arrow.” 
 Finally, he produced a small plastic and rubber device. It looked like maybe a keychain flashlight. “Infrared beacon,” he said. “If you call in any air support – and I’m not saying you’ll get any air support – but if you do, make sure and click this on. It’ll be visible on thermal or NVGs, so we’ll know where you are – and can avoid bombing your ass.” 
 He attached it to Wesley’s vest with a mini-carabiner, then trotted off again. 
 Wesley nodded, then looked up at the sound of the helo engines firing up – and the broad whoop-whoop as the rotors slowly began spinning. He could see the crew was already onboard. And he figured he and his people had better do likewise. This was it. 
 As he waited and watched his team clamber onboard, he felt a hand knock on one of the hard plates on the back of his riot suit. Turning around he could see it was Lovell – and, beyond him, the other Marine checking the rope line that attached the now-inflated boat to the bottom of the helo. 
 Much weirder, Lovell seemed to be handing him a sheathed sword. It was curved and had a full hand guard, like something from the Crimean War. “Any idea how to use one of these?” Lovell shouted, over the crescendoing roar of the idling Seahawk. 
 “None!” 
 “Well, you probably don’t know how to use that knife either – and the sword’s a lot longer!” 
 “Yeah,” Wesley said. “I was just thinking that.” He withdrew the blade two inches and felt the edge. It was razor-sharp. “I thought these were ceremonial.” 
 “Yeah, they were – ’til two years ago. Then you can bet they got sharp fast.” 
 Wesley pushed the blade back in. “Thank you.” 
 “No problem.” Lovell reached down and started threading a loop of leather from the scabbard through Wesley’s duty belt, talking as he did so. “Just make sure if you come back alive, you bring this with you. And if Fick comes back alive, don’t tell him I gave it to you.” 
 “Wilco, Sergeant.” 
 Lovell checked the fastening and straightened up. “All right. Now go slay that dragon!” 
 Wesley had no idea what he meant by that. But he was out of time. 
 He climbed onto the helo, Judy leaping in behind him – and seconds later it was powering off the deck and accelerating, nose down, out across the Gulf of Aden. 

Next stop, Wesley thought: Arabia.




 Duty 
 CentCom Strategic HQ - JOC 
 Sitting alone in the dim and bombed-out commander’s office, Major Jameson tried to break it all down for himself, all the factors in the decision he now faced. 
 If he left CentCom and his command of the JOC, the defense of London might fall even faster than it already was. But, basically, things were already pretty much fucked here. Nothing he was doing was helping – and it increasingly looked like nothing was going to help. There scarcely was any defense of the south anymore – and to the extent that there was, the commanders in the field were making their own decisions, as a matter of both necessity and urgency. 
 Now it was going to be down to fighting the dead from the ramparts. And that was if they didn’t just flood in through the collapsed section of Wall in the north. 
 Either way, it could only go on so long. The flood waters were rising fast – and they were going to sweep away what was left of humanity. In the end, the high-water mark of the undead ocean would be way above their heads, and the last of the living would drown beneath it. It was only a matter of time now. 
 And Jameson was already starting to believe that the only thing that was going to save Britain, or even London… was some masterstroke, a goal from midfield, a trump card that totally changed the dynamic of the game. Something radical to pull their collective asses out of the fire. 
 And maybe this Zulu-killing pathogen was it. 
 Maybe that was their only hope. And Jameson had it in his power to bring it back. It was someplace he could actually add value – unlike in the JOC. He knew how to lead a small unit out on hostile ground, how to do combat search and rescue. He knew how to fight through overrun areas and rescue somebody. Hell, at this point, he might be better at these things than anyone left alive. He and his Marines had certainly done enough of it. 
 But he had absolutely no damned idea how to be a general. His totally inadequate strategic skills as a commander and operations officer, trying to run a theater-level engagement with dwindling resources and fried comms in a half-destroyed JOC, were simply not going to get it done. 
 But his tactical skills as a small-unit ground commander just might. 
 Jameson moaned and put his head down in both hands. He had almost convinced himself there for a minute. But now he doubted again – terribly. The fate of the world couldn’t hinge on what a single junior officer felt more comfortable doing. It couldn’t be about his inadequacies. Those weren’t good enough reasons to abandon his post. He was an officer in the British Forces. He didn’t have to like the jobs he was given – he just had to do them. 
 But then he also remembered that woman, Rebecca, sitting steadfastly downstairs, not complaining, doing her bit in taking care of those children. And he remembered Josie’s mum, Amarie, out there in the disintegrating public-order vortex of London somewhere, fighting for survival – and no doubt fighting to be reunited with her little girl. 
 And he thought of those senior government ministers – running the hell out of Britain entirely, to their no doubt lavishly appointed island safe haven. 
 And now he knew – he knew he would be damned if he was going to let London fall. He’d do whatever it took to save it. And he’d do it all himself if he had to. There were ten million people within these walls, all of whom were depending on him – depending on him personally now. And, further, he believed that Britain could still be saved. He knew it could be. With the vaccine, and with the zombie-killing pathogen, it could be done. 
 And if he could make those two things happen… 
 His duty as an officer required him to stay here on station. But he had a higher duty – to humanity. And if this was London’s, and Britain’s, and humanity’s last best chance… then that was what had to be done. 

Not my duty. Not my assignment. But the THING THAT HAS TO BE DONE.

 And maybe he was the only one who could do it. He could potentially gather up a bunch of RMPs and send them off on this mission. But they’d never been part of any kind of expeditionary force, and few of them had done any serious zombie-fighting, or been anywhere near the front. He could try to muster up a suitable team from somewhere else in theater, some other part of the military. But the forces were already in total disarray, and Jameson’s ability to command them – or even contact them – badly degraded. 
 Hell, he could send One Troop without himself, Sergeant Eli commanding. 
 But he’d be damned if he was going to do that. 
 One Troop was already the perfect rescue force, and they were right here and ready to deploy. And Jameson was their commander – he’d led them through hell and back, and he wasn’t sending them back into hell again on their own. 
 He had basically already decided when Miller knocked on the frame of the door, stirring him from his deep mental dungeon. “Major, sir. Three officers from the Coldstream Guards for you.” Sure enough, standing behind him were three serious-looking men in No. 8 combat dress uniform with berets and side arms, but no body armor or other combat kit. Barracks dress. 
 Jameson just looked up and nodded. 
 The older and most senior of the three took a step forward. “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Ryder, and these are Captains Hill and Sweeney.” 
 Jameson, slightly belatedly, stood and saluted. “Sir. What can I do for you?” 
 “No, you’ve got the wrong end of the stick,” Lt Col Ryder said, looking slightly apologetic. “It’s what we can do for you. We were monitoring your radio traffic, and it sounded like you were a bit short-handed here… to say the least.” 
 “Yes, sir, that’s about right.” 
 “So we just popped over from Wellington Barracks, to see if we could pitch in.” 
 “Sir?” 
 “Well, you see, in a past life we were all operations officers – TOC jocks. Worked the TOC at Lashkar Gah in Helmand for four tours, Ops Herrick Nine through Twelve. Coordination of ground forces for sweep-and-clear missions, air support, drone coverage, artillery fire missions, medevacs. That kind of thing. Now we’ve got rather plum postings with the Household Cavalry. But we’re frankly a bit bored camped out in the barracks beside Bucks House, if we’re honest.” 
 A smile bloomed across Jameson’s face. 
 Out behind the three Guardsmen, he could see Group Commander Guy Gibson, his very senior – and miraculously surviving – small fixed-wing pilot. 
 And now he knew. 
 God clearly wanted him to go on this mission. 
 Maybe He even wanted him to succeed. 
 * * * 
 Less than sixty minutes later, Jameson, Eli, and ten hand-picked Marines were trundling up the fold-down steps at the rear of the Beechcraft King Air on the tarmac at the end of the CentCom main airstrip. The plane had been pre-flight checked by Gibson and some air maintenance guys – and had its tanks topped with some of the last fuel stores that hadn’t been blown to kingdom come. 
 Jameson had already handed over operational control of both the JOC and the war, to the three Coldstream Guards officers, put the RMPs back under their own command, and hand-picked and mustered the ten Marines he most wanted with him on this mission – probably their last – from across One Troop’s three squads. And, finally, he had issued orders to the remaining Marines for their duties here at CentCom, under the command of Sergeant Travis, leader of third squad. 
 Now, these twelve extremely grizzled Royal Marines had kitted up, topped up ammo, water, radio batteries, and other combat load – and piled a shitload of extra crap into the small amount of remaining space on the twin-prop plane. 
 Barely thirty yards away, Charlotte was having her Fat Cow Chinook towed out onto the tarmac – and shortly after, started the process of topping both its main tank and the gigantic fuel bladders that took up most of the interior of the ungainly twin-bladed heavy-lift helo. The fuel was coming from the same tanker truck that had topped the Beechcraft – and which had the good fortune to have been both full, and far away, at the time of the underground fuel tank explosion at the main hangar. 
 One thing Charlotte didn’t have was a co-pilot. Neither did Gibson. They were all flying on a wing and a prayer anyway, so they just had to get on with it. 
 The sun was nearly down and night approaching when the stairs of the Beechcraft winched back up and the aircraft began to rumblingly accelerate down the pitted airstrip. Jameson and Eli sat together in the two front seats of the passenger area, unable to enjoy the leather or cushioning due to being in full combat gear. With a little luck, if that was the word for it, in four hours and change they’d once again be very far from home or help – and right back in the mix. Back in the fight. And once again on their own. 
 They both knew that this was going to be one more huge roll of the dice. 
 With every last one of their chips on the table. 
 As the two turboprop engines wound up to a piercing whine, and the dimness blurred by out the circular windows that stretched down both sides of the narrow cabin, Staff Sergeant Eli leaned in toward his boss’s ear and shouted: 
 “So – how many times you figure we can insert into that filthy overrun continent, until we finally don’t come back?” 
 Jameson paused to marvel as, weightless, they lifted off into the forbidding twilight. Finally, he snorted in mordant amusement and replied. 
 “One more, I expect. Because if this doesn’t work… there won’t be anything left to come back to.” 



 Red Shirt 
 Twenty Feet Above the Red Sea, Five Miles From the Saudi Coast 
 Wesley clung like a terrified child to the perilously twisting rope ladder, feeling as if he was going to lose his grip and plummet from it at any second – or, at best, if he made it down, capsize the little raft on the water below trying to get into it. While he twisted, the Seahawk’s giant rotors lashed wind across his face and pounded the sea below into surf and spray, high enough to soak him to the knees. 
 He was first down the ladder – but wouldn’t be the last, and had to clear out and make way for the others, fast. Glancing up, he could see one pair of boot soles above him already. But all he could think about was that with all of their armor, weapons, and gear… anyone who fell was definitely going straight to the bottom of the Red Sea. 
 There’d be no treading water for them. 

Not a zombie in sight, Wesley thought. And already we’re all about to die…

 The flight there from the JFK had been totally uneventful by comparison – though Wesley had only ever ridden in a helicopter once before, back at the start of this crazy adventure. On this one, wind had blasted through the cabin, and he’d occasionally looked down to see their little boat twisting where it had been sling-loaded beneath them. He’d also thanked whatever gods there be – because an early version of the plan had them actually piling into the boat itself and riding under the helo, dangling by that rope, the whole way. He wanted to vomit just thinking about it. 
 With the new plan, it had been only them in the back of the helo – because both the crew chief and door gunner had to bow out to make room for Wesley’s six-man team – but it was too loud to talk. For a while, Wesley got into his own head and agonized about the coming mission, and what would be expected of him leading it. 
 But eventually the drone of the rotors and the pleasant breeze, not to mention fatigue caused by the unrelenting stress of the last days and hours, actually put him to sleep – him and Judy both. In the end, he’d napped halfway there, slumped on the cabin floor, with Judy’s furry head in his lap. 
 But now Wesley’s heart was galloping and stampeding, and adrenaline flooded his system, as he tried to negotiate the rope ladder. This kind of thing, climbing down from a hovering helicopter to a boat on the ocean surface, always looked so easy in the movies. But the reality was very different. 
 For starters, the helo was holding a fairly solid hover – but there was also a gusting breeze over the water, so it shifted from side to side, constantly correcting. Also there was very little solidity to the ladder itself – and now it was also totally soaked with sea spray. Never mind that Wesley weighed about 150% of what he normally did, and now had to lower all that weight, painstaking step by handhold. He was also a little unstable himself, with that rocket slung over his back and the Marine sword swinging free from his belt. 
 Eventually, an age later, his feet found the side, then the bottom, of the rubber boat – and he very fearfully and not at all gracefully dropped himself down into it. As soon as he did so, he grabbed the bottom of the ladder and tried to steady it as best he could, hoping the others would have an easier time of it than he had. 
 But when he looked up, the first thing he saw was that Jenson, barely out of the cabin and only a few feet down, had managed to get his rifle sling tangled up with the rope ladder. He was now struggling to get it free. 
 Wesley hit his radio button and shouted into the chin mic that curled around from his helmet. “Leave it, mate! We’ve gotta go!” 

“No,” Jenson replied. “I can’t go in without a weapon! I don’t want to let the team down!”

 As Wesley looked on, helpless and furious, the helo lurched into the wind and one of Jenson’s hands – and both feet – all came off the rungs at once, and he was slung around to the other side of it, his back to the twisting ladder. 
 And now holding onto it with just one hand. 
 Wesley looked up with his heart in his throat. Jenson was a strong kid – but nobody could hold all that weight with one hand, not for long. He visibly braced himself to try and spin back around, and presumably lunge at the ladder with his free hand. If he didn’t make it… 

Fuck’s sake, Wesley saw Melvin mouth as he appeared in the helo’s hatch. He was flat on his belly, bent at the waist with his torso sticking out and down. In short and efficient order, Melvin reached down and grabbed Jenson’s free hand, then personally spun him back around and placed his hand on a rung. 
 Then he reached out a little farther and untangled the young man’s rifle sling, causing the weapon to fall back into place across his torso. Melvin stood up into a squat and shouted, “Okay, now?” 
 Jenson gave him a thumbs-up and a big smile. 
 And then the helo lurched away, fighting a fast, fierce, sudden surge of wind. 
 And Melvin tumbled out the cabin, fell through the air headfirst with his limbs flailing, passed by Wesley’s horrified gaze two feet from the side of the boat – and went straight into the water with a tiny splash. Drenched in horror, Wesley threw himself up on the inflated side of the rubber craft and reached over and down. 
 For just one second he saw Melvin sinking like a stone. 
 And then he was gone. 
 * * * 
 “We’ve got to leave him!” Burns shouted, last down the ladder and into the boat. 
 “No we don’t!” Wesley shouted. “We can’t! And we’re not!” 
 The helo was still holding hover above them as Judy was winched down in a sling, the co-pilot having climbed in back to do the honors. Wesley continued peering frantically over the side and across the ocean surface. In a few seconds more Judy was down in the boat – her calm demeanor suggesting she’d done this before – and both the sling and the rope ladder were being reeled back in. 
 Melvin had simply vanished into the sea without a trace – not a bubble, not a ripple. Wesley couldn’t see anything. The helo was blowing sea spray into a not-so-fine mist, and the boat was rocking on the concentric circular swells of water being pushed out from it. 
 Burns grabbed his arm. “We’ve got no choice, man! This mission is for fifty million! It’s bad luck, but he’s only one dude!” 
 Wesley didn’t like this at all and looked to Browning, who appeared totally crushed. But he also nodded in sad agreement. Sarah kept her counsel. She was new in NSF, and didn’t seem to think she ought to have a vote in something like this. 
 Wesley shook his head and blinked rapidly. He couldn’t believe it. It was as if his horrible, guilt-ridden, unthinkable thought – that they were all already about to die – had instantly been conjured into being. He couldn’t get his head around it – after all Melvin had survived so far, to go down like that. To disappear in a second, drown without a trace. And he and Wesley were countrymen, even if Melvin the Scot occasionally referred to him as “that feckin’ English bastard.” 
 Jenson, whose life Melvin had died saving, shouted, “Can the helo stay here? In case he comes back up?” 
 Wesley looked at the young man’s pained and sea-splashed face. They’d already been told that this helicopter and crew, the JFK’s last, had a million other things to do. And some part of Wesley also knew that if Melvin wasn’t up by now, he was never coming up. But he just nodded and said, “Yeah, I’m sure it will.” 
 And he started the outboard motor and pointed them toward shore. 
 * * * 
 Less than ten minutes later, Wesley’s forearm-mounted GPS announced they were a mile out, so he killed the engine. Wordlessly, they unclipped and folded out the four paddles from the inside of the boat. Wesley started to paddle, but Burns took it from him, motioning toward land. 
 He was right – it was Wesley’s job to keep his eye on where they were going. 
 But now, when he most needed to focus on what he had to do, all he could seem to think about was the fact that his team had already suffered one-sixth casualties – and they hadn’t even gotten on the objective yet. 
 What was going to happen once they were among the dead? 
 Worst of all, Melvin’s life had been Wesley’s responsibility – specifically. And only now did he feel the full weight of that. He didn’t know much, but he knew in his bones from the first time he put on that officer’s uniform that his duty was to these men. To keep them alive. To not let them down. 
 But somehow he already had. 
 And now he somehow had to get the rest of them back alive. But, complicating this – and making it much scarier – was that he knew he had an even higher duty: to the 50 million survivors in Britain, and the handfuls of others scattered around the globe. The last of humanity. And to fulfill that duty, he had to get back to the JFK with that DNA sequencer. At whatever cost. 
 Including if it cost the lives of the men he led. 
 But now he was out of time for working over his guilt, because they were nearly at the little pebble beach off to the side of the elaborate complex of the Jizan docks. They were landing down at the beach both to keep a (literally) lower profile, and to stay farther from the housing complex that butted up against the landward side of the marina. 
 His mind a million places, but heartened somewhat by at least knowing what his priorities had to be, Wesley prepared to leap out of the boat, first and most fearless – but Judy beat him to it, jumping over the prow into water still over her head, paddling until she could stand, then trotting up the beach and standing straight – looking out ahead of them, like their sentry or point man. Wesley smiled and nodded, and contented himself with being the first human out. 
 He followed the stalwart military dog into the surf, which was only mid-thigh-height for him, and scanned ahead and across the shore for threats, while holding his rifle with one hand and the bow line with the other, intending to lead the way and start pulling the boat and the team onto the hostile bea— 
 And he instantly did a massive face plant straight into the shallow water. First his feet somehow got tangled up – but the instant he started to recover, he found the unyielding sword between his legs, like a long lever with him as the fulcrum, and he went down hard and fast. 

Thank you, United States Marine Corps…

 And as soon as he hit the water, the world went dark and he realized the boat was sliding over the top of him. He began to panic, fighting for breath and flailing his arms, when an elbow hooked into his own and dragged him clear – out from under the boat, up out of the surf, and back into the air. 
 It was Sarah who pulled him out. 
 Looking back, Wesley realized what had happened: the others had hopped out and were pushing the boat faster than he was pulling. Essentially, he’d been run over. His mind and then his face flashed with anger and he even got as far as opening his mouth to give the others a bollocking for this. But just in time he caught himself, realizing he’d better not say a damned thing, or even let it appear on his face. The very worst thing he could do would be to recriminate or blame someone under his command. 
 As awful as it was to look stupid, careless, incompetent – and now dripping wet – that was preferable to passing the buck. 
 It had to stop with him. 
 So now he just had to do something smart – smart enough to overshadow looking like a blithering idiot in front of his whole team. 
 Together, the five of them hauled the boat out of the surf and got it stashed under a dock. Wesley paused to tie the bow line firmly around a piling, in case maybe the tide came in or something. They’d be in big trouble without that boat. 
 And then he strode off inland, remembering not to look back… but feeling rather less confident that anyone would be following him now. 



 Yesterday’s Tomorrow 
 Jizan Economic City, Saudi Arabia 
 Jizan Economic City was like Disneyland in ruins. 

No, scratch that, thought Wesley, wishing that his wet riot armor would stop squeaking, that he’d stop leaving wet footprints everywhere he went, and that he might stop feeling so ridiculous. 

It’s like Tomorrowland – but yesterday’s Tomorrowland. 
 Everything in the city had been constructed in a very short period of time, and to very modern standards – they evidently hadn’t lacked for funds. Someone told Wesley much of it had been built by the Saudi Binladin Group. Wesley had no idea how to feel about that. But in any case, everything was pristine – except for what two years of post-Apocalypse had wrought. It was weird. Wesley couldn’t quite figure out whether he was looking at the distant future – or the distant past’s idea of the distant future. 
 He was now leading the team over a stretch of man-made waterway, across a narrow pedestrian bridge that connected the docks to the outer rings of the city, much of which was built in concentric circles. 
 He’d been concerned that he’d have to keep an eye on Judy, and worried that he hadn’t brought a leash for her – but she stayed with the group, kept her mouth shut, and moved when they did. Once again, it seemed an awful lot like she’d done this before – unlike most of the humans on this team. 
 At the end of the bridge, Wesley crouched down to let the others finish crossing before taking the lead again. He spared a glance at the sun, which was now nearly on the horizon. There was still daylight – but they didn’t have any to burn. They had to keep moving. 
 After crossing the bridge, they had a big open stretch of what felt like harbor-front to cross, before finally passing between two sleek crescent-shaped buildings and getting into an area of parkland in the interior. The park had obviously been extremely well-manicured at one time – equally obviously, it was now badly neglected and overgrown, which suited Wesley just fine. 
 “Everyone okay?” he whispered. 
 Sarah, Browning, Burns, and Jenson all crouched down around him in the thick foliage, clutching their weapons, and looking around wide-eyed. But everyone nodded, so Wesley guessed that was all right then. 
 But they all needed to catch their breath already. The ground seemed to slope slightly uphill away from the water. Moreover, none of them were used to moving with that much gear on – never mind with their adrenal systems going crazy underneath. The only ones who seemed to be breathing normally were the dog, who had no weapons or kit, and the one human who had passed on the riot gear – Sarah Cameron. 

Smart woman, Wesley thought, as he took a knee under a palm tree that had obviously been transplanted here, probably at great expense, and among some huge palm-frond-like plants on the ground. Unprompted, Judy pushed out ten meters ahead of them and stood facing away, forward, once again looking like a sentry. Quality, Wesley thought. Raising his rifle to his shoulder and peering over the sight, he realized he didn’t even know for sure whether it would fire after being dunked in salt water, when he did that face plant in the shallows. 
 And he was too embarrassed to ask. 
 Luckily, Sarah seemed to read the consternation on his face. “Let me see that.” She unclipped his rifle, pulled open the bolt, popped the receiver up, and did a quick drain of the barrel and the gas tube, then clipped it back on for him. “Your M9 should be fine,” she said, nodding at his side arm. “Just make sure and clean it properly when we get back.” 
 Wesley nodded, but didn’t speak. He didn’t care to admit that he had no idea how to clean a pistol – nor that he was having a hard time even picturing them making it back to the carrier. But he quickly banished that thought from his mind. 
 He wondered if he should check in with CIC on the radio in some way. But then he saw the camera on Sarah’s shoulder – and remembered CIC, and both Sergeant Lovell and Dr. Park, were seeing everything they saw. Which was slightly reassuring. 
 He took a look down at the clever digital map and GPS device strapped to his forearm. He’d carefully studied their route through this sprawling artificial city – but he realized now he needn’t have bothered. His arm told him everything he needed to know. He hadn’t been doing this long enough to know that electronic devices ran out of power, took bullets, got smashed in roll-around fights… or that the GPS satellites themselves often crapped out. 
 So, falsely reassured, he rose and led the team out again. 
 * * * 
 Less than twenty minutes later, following that gentle uphill grade from the waterside, they stood at the outside of the gigantic warehouse-like building that was the electrical and desalination plant for the whole city. 
 So far the only dead they had seen were catatonic – standing in the open alone or in groups of two or three, mostly in the middle distance, and easily detoured around. This place was big and elaborate enough that Wesley could always pick a slight detour, a route that would keep them under cover from any dead they spotted. 
 He kept waiting to round a corner and surprise one or more of them – and then have to deal with them. But it kept not happening. Their luck was holding. 
 But now they were standing on a waist-high platform, a half-flight of stairs above ground, totally stopped by a heavy locked door in the side of the plant. Wesley suddenly had no idea how they were going to defeat this obstacle. And he felt very disinclined to start circling the giant structure looking for an unlocked door or window left ajar. 
 Because he knew their luck wouldn’t hold forever. 
 But then he felt a hand on his shoulder, gently but firmly pushing him out of the way. Burns took his place at the door, already opening up a little leather case. Inside were twenty or so thin metal tools with thick handles and thin ends – which were bent, curved, twisted, or serrated in slightly different ways. 
 It was a lock-pick set, and Burns withdrew two of the tools and inserted them into the lock on the door handle. Wesley made a mental note to ask Burns why he happened to be in possession of that particular item – but he’d barely finished the thought when the handle turned and the door swung open. Tucking the leather pouch back into a pocket, Burns gestured for Wesley to lead the way inside. 
 Wesley shook his head. The security guard in him was aghast at how quickly and easily Burns had been able to get into what should have been a secure building. But the nascent military small-unit leader in him was happy that he had such skills on his team – and, moreover, that they’d all be getting off the street. 
 And getting LT Campbell’s reconnaissance job over with, hopefully fast. 
 Wesley brought his rifle to his shoulder and tried to move inside as smoothly as the Hollywood commandos did it on screen. Sarah, last in, pulled the door quietly closed behind them. As she did, the light level dropped, but not to nothing. Glancing up, Wesley could see there were dirty, mostly opaque windows high in the building walls, admitting enough light to make operating in there possible. 
 Possible – if dangerous and spooky. 
 He moved forward down the corridor but soon came to a T-intersection at its end, and realized he had no idea where he was leading them. He felt another hand on his shoulder and turned to see Jenson motioning to him. Going back five feet, Wesley saw he had found a wall-mounted map of the whole complex – miraculously, in both Arabic and English. 
 Wesley smiled at the young man. This was turning out to be a hell of a team – weapons maintenance, breaking and entering, navigation. They had all kinds of skills. Wesley wondered what his contribution would be. But at least he now knew where they were going. Committing the route to memory from the map, he went to the front and led them forward again. 
 Ten minutes after that, they entered a cavernous open area filled with the biggest cylindrical vats Wesley had ever even heard about – dozens of them. Whispering and pointing, he positioned the others at points he imagined might be tactical, then mounted the steel ladder up the first vat. Soon he was twenty feet above the floor – and it was not the ocean below him this time, but bare concrete. 
 And he still weighed too much, and moved too awkwardly. 
 But at the top of the vat he was relieved to find a kind of hatch or cover, which he unlatched and lifted up. He was immediately hit with the rich smell of fuel oil. Feeling around on his belt, which seemed to have about a hundred things clipped to it, he finally found his flashlight, got it free and turned on, and pointed it down inside. The nearly water-tower-sized vat was probably two-thirds full of oil. 
 He put the light away and climbed down carefully, trying to keep both his rifle and his sword from banging around. He was starting to think the sword had been a pretty crap gift. But he couldn’t talk himself into ditching it. He didn’t relish having to explain that to Fick later. 
 He spot-checked a half-dozen more of the vats, climbing up and down more carefully each time as he felt his luck wearing thin. Halfway across the room, he passed what looked like a big water-pumping station. He followed the pipes that came out of it, up the inside walls, and all the way up to the ceiling. 
 There he saw two things. 
 One was a series of metal-grille catwalks that hung from the ceiling, perched over the whole room. It went around the four edges of the huge rectangular space, and also described an X, starting at the four corners and converging in the center. 
 The second thing he saw was what looked like an elaborate series of sprinklers dotting the ceiling. He followed the pipes back down to the pump station, and realized this was the heart of a serious fire-suppression system. Set-up like this had better have one, he thought, initially reassured. But then he saw a big white pressure gauge on the pump – the needle of which rested on zero. He guessed either the system had just bled off over the last two years, or else it had been shut off and drained by the last guys alive here, for some reason he couldn’t guess at. 
 He moved on and climbed up to check a couple more vats, and soon enough was safely back on the ground – or as safe as he was going to be on this ground – and he had the info Campbell had demanded of him. Half of it anyway. 
 Wordlessly he rallied the team and moved them toward the exit on the far side of the giant mushroom field of vats. Luckily there was another map of the complex beside the exit. Wesley re-memorized the route from there to the desalination plant, nodded contentedly, hefted his rifle, and moved to open the door. 
 Judy got there first. She barked, just one time. 
 Wesley looked to Sarah, who was giving him an I told you so look. Wesley wasn’t so sure. One hand on his rifle, he put the other on the door latch, pushed it down, and eased the door open slowly, and just a few inches. 
 The hallway beyond was full of dead. 
 As one, they all looked up at him. 
 Wesley shut the door again. 



 Unsafe House 
 Hargeisa - CIA Safe House 
 The CIA safe house in Hargeisa hadn’t burned to the ground – but only because big sections of the heavily modified structure had been constructed to be fireproof. Now it was kind of a burnt-out shell, with intact staircases, and two more or less intact floors, above the ground-level garage. Up above, the roof had totally burned away, leaving the top level open to the sky. 
 Handon, after stepping over the fallen fence and a bunch of long-ago destroyed dead, took point for Alpha – pushing the heavy security door out of its frame and mounting the stairs. If these fell through, he preferred to take the fall himself. Weirdly, he was the only member of Alpha who hadn’t suffered any wounds or injuries since leaving Britain on this globe-spanning epic mission. 
 And not epic in a good way. 
 The tiny little superstitious part of Handon’s brain thought the fact that he hadn’t suffered so much as a scratch up until now made him vulnerable – that his number had to be coming up. And it might prove to be a full ticket-punching. But that wasn’t a useful thought, so he pushed it away. It didn’t matter, anyway. Only the mission did. If it was his time, he would go. And the others would carry on – with Predator, highest ranking and most senior, left in charge. 
 “Two from One,” he said into his radio. 

“Go ahead,” Fick said, from the other side of town. 
 “We’re at the CIA safe house. Going in now.” 
 The charred and twisted stairs buckled but held, and Handon emerged onto the main floor. He knew four of his people would be following him up, with one strong-pointing the ground-floor entrance – Ali, in the event, as she’d been in the rear. As he stepped out into the hallway, he saw the joint looked to have taken every possible kind of damage: fire, bullet holes from both small arms and heavy machine guns, and blast damage – RPGs, probably. 
 It was utterly quiet and still, and smelled of must, mold, dry rot, and embers. 
 Reaching the first door off the hallway, Handon looked in and saw it was full of half-melted computers, monitors, and radios. It had clearly been the TOC and thus the room in which he had most interest. But they had to finish clearing the building, so Handon twisted at the waist and pointed a bladed hand, waving Juice in there. Pred squared up at the door, pulling security for his friend, a silent and hulking god of war. 
 Handon moved out again with Henno and Homer following close behind. All three moved in perfect silence, stepping heel-to-toe, heads on swivels, weapons panning smoothly to cover all directions and angles, the three operators perfectly coordinated. Tier-1 guys cleared rooms like the Swiss put together watches. 
 Farther down on this level they found a tiny kitchen, two bunk rooms – and what looked like a small team room, with weapons racks, gear lockers, and a modest improvised gym. Handon figured this was for the security detachment, and he’d seen enough of these to figure it had belonged to former team guys – SEALs. He put his rifle barrel through a twisted piece of metal and lifted it up. It was a pull-up bar, the kind you mounted inside a door frame. 
 When he came out again, he found Homer in the second bunk room. Stepping up behind him, he saw the SEAL holding up a half-burnt and twisted photograph. It wasn’t too burnt to hide the striking beauty of the woman in the photo. 
 “Recognize her?” Handon whispered. 
 Homer turned to face him. “No. But I recognize the taste in women.” He let the picture drop, then turned toward the other bunk and flipped open another small burnt object with his rifle barrel. It was a thick paperback, charred but intact. The cover showed a single chess piece, a king, and it read Dvoretsky’s Endgame Manual. Homer gave it a long and deep look. Finally, he said, “I knew the men who slept here. Both from Dam Neck.” 
 Handon didn’t waste breath or time commenting on the coincidence. They all knew how small the special operations community was. And virtually all the CIA paramilitaries had been Green Berets, SEALs, or in some cases Delta or DEVGRU guys. But then Homer actually surprised him. He said: 
 “I saw one of them.” 
 “What? Where?” 
 “Back at Lemonnier. He was still on his feet.” 
 That didn’t surprise Handon. It was tough to knock down a Team Six guy. Whether Homer’s acquaintance had been alive or dead was neither here nor there. They still had another level to clear. Handon headed out again, knowing the others would follow. When they emerged onto the roofless top level, it was into the lengthening shadows of dusk and the end of day. 
 The scene up there was more dramatic – or looked like it had been at one time. Handon could do the forensics, and work out that there’d been some kind of defense of the building run from up here. The piles of brass by the four windows partially told the tale. There had also been wounded treated on the floor. But the only thing of any real interest was some big Pelican cases stacked against one mostly intact wall. Handon knew they, and their contents, would have survived the fire. Pelican cases were built to survive anything. 
 When he flipped a couple of them open, he found a lot of heavy metal: a couple of Javelin missiles, a TOW missile, even a light mortar – the kind that SEALs employed by the CIA never fired from rooftops anymore, not after Benghazi. This was the kind of stuff that could prove useful in a pinch, so Handon took two seconds to put it out over the radio, making sure the Marines knew it was here. He also reported that the safe house had been cleared. 
 He’d just squelched off when Juice came on. 

“Hey, Top. Got something for you in the TOC.”

 “On my way.” 
 * * * 
 “Copy that,” Fick said about the heavy weapons. 
 “Nice,” Brady said. “Could come in handy – a big stack of fuck-shit-up.” 
 Fick scowled. “We’re not here to fuck shit up,” he said, sounding cranky. 
 Brady put his hand up placatingly. Okay, Master Guns…

 But rather than being placated, instead Fick raised his rifle right at Brady – and cranked off a shot over his shoulder. The rifle was suppressed – but it still surprised the shit out of him, as well as Reyes and Graybeard. 

“Contact left,” Reyes said across the radio, almost as an automatic reflex. 
 The whole fire team was on the verge of lighting up that stretch of deeply shadowed forest – and it was only because they were super-seasoned spec-ops Marines that they held their fire. Your ordinary group of nineteen-year-old Jarheads would in that instant be going cyclic on the treeline, launching grenades, and calling in air strikes and arty. 

“What are you engaging?” Graybeard asked, from way back behind them. 
 Fick took a deep breath. He was forced to admit: “I don’t know.” He shook his head again. “I saw something moving in the trees.” 
 Brady touched Fick’s elbow. “So not so much on how we’re not here to fuck shit up, then.” He was trying to make light of it. 
 But he, Reyes, and Graybeard couldn’t help but be concerned. 
 Their grizzled and unflappable Master Gunnery Sergeant, who had seen and done it all, seemed spooked. 
 And that was more than enough to spook them. 
 “Move out,” Fick said, shaking it off. 
 * * * 
 Handon passed Predator outside the door and entered the ruined TOC to see Juice bent over a desk with his back turned. 
 “What is it?” 
 Juice straightened up and pointed at the station to his immediate left. From the large number of melted monitor frames and shattered glass, plus the stacks of radio sets, also mostly melted, Handon figured the main TOC jock, whoever ran this place, had sat there. 
 “One of the drives from that station,” Juice said, pointing at a blackened CPU case he’d already cracked. “It’s basically intact. The bad news is, it’s encrypted. The good news…” and he pointed at his own bit of charred desk, where he already had the drive mounted on his Toughbook, “is that it’s not encrypted enough.” 
 Handon shook his head. “We don’t have time to sit around while you crack strong CIA crypto.” 
 Juice leaned over and checked his screen. “Don’t have to. It’s already done.” 
 Handon arched an eyebrow. 
 “It’s a back door, basically. Works great on this type of hard-drive encryption. Took it with me out of the Activity.” 
 Handon almost smiled. “That legal?” 
 “Maybe, maybe not. But you don’t think this is the first time I’ve had to crack Agency’s shit, do you?” 
 Handon knew the military intelligence establishment had basically been set up because everyone in DoD hated working with, waiting for, and being dependent on the CIA for intel. The two intel communities were at odds pretty much by design. 
 “What have you got?” Handon repeated. They needed to wind this down. 
 “The second-to-last modified user file on here is a spot report. It’s about a quarantine tent at the local hospital. It was definitely the Hargeisa virus – after it hit, but before everything came down. A lot of infected there.” 
 Handon nodded. “I like your initiative. But the hospital was our next stop anyway.” 
 “I figured it was,” Juice said. “But the very last user-modified file on here is different. Take a look.” He leaned out of the way and started scrolling. “It’s a whole analysis document. A lot of stuff about emerging diseases, the threat of pandemics – plus bioweapons and bioengineered viruses. Including a chimera virus evidently purchased by al-Shabaab, a combination of smallpox and myelin toxin. The combined symptoms of which sound a hell of a lot like Hargeisa.” 
 Handon’s eyes lit up. “Get that uploaded to CIC so Park can see it.” 
 “Already done it.” 
 When Handon turned toward the doorway, he saw Ali standing in it, her lips parted wide, eyes squinted. She didn’t look happy. And then he remembered that her last mission with Delta, before coming to Hereford, had been to disrupt an al-Shabaab bioweapons plot. Right here in Somalia. 
 “Those the virus stocks you destroyed?” Handon asked. 
 Ali nodded once, seeming numb. “Yeah. I thought so.” She looked past Handon to Juice. “Whose name is on that report?” 
 Juice looked back to his screen. “GS-15 Zack Altringham.” 
 For one second, Ali looked like she’d seen a ghost. 
 Four minutes later, when they were back out on the ground and moving through increasingly dark streets toward the hospital, CIC put Park on the line with Handon. 

“That report is a gold mine,” he said. “I’d say it could very possibly represent the origin of the zombie virus, though it also obviously mutated in some way. It makes a lot of things incredibly clear – stuff that was a total mystery before. It will be a huge help in beating and then eradicating this thing.”

 “Copy that,” Handon said. “Does it take the place of a sample from Patient Zero?” 

“No. Not at all. Sorry.”

 “Then I’ve got to go.” 
 It was only a ten-minute patrol from the safe house to the hospital. When they arrived it was nearly dark outside – and basically pitch black inside. Handon already had his NVGs mounted on his helmet, as did the others. Now he pulled them down. 
 And he led the way in. 



 Man Down 
 Hargeisa Hospital 
 Everyone in Alpha had thousands of hours of operational experience under NVGs. (Hell, Ali had thousands of hours flying under NVGs.) Back in the counter-terror wars, every mission was a night mission. And, until the jihadis started getting their hands on primitive night-vision gear, it had been one of their many superpowers. ISIS had nicknamed the Tier-1 guys Shyatyn Allyl – “Night Devils.” And the operators had embraced it. Handon had seen more than one tattoo with those words on Unit and team guys. He’d even seen one in Arabic. 
 So not only were these four-barreled, ridiculously expensive night-vision devices the best ever produced by man, but the Alpha operators were more skilled at using them than anyone left alive. Nonetheless, the interior of this hospital through night vision was giving Handon a serious case of the creeps. 
 It was always the hospitals where the shit first came down. Well-meaning citizens, police, and paramedics brought the infected back there, where they soon turned – and where there was absolutely no ability to deal with the aftermath. Handon figured the most dangerous job in the entire zombie apocalypse was hospital security guard. Those guys went down like the front row at a machine gunning contest. 
 Basically, the Hargeisa hospital was ground zero of ground zero. 
 And, once again, this place felt to Handon like more than the sum of its physical aspects. It was dark, cramped, ruined, and filled with gore. But there was something else. A profound heaviness, or dead weight, that seemed like it wanted to drag them all down. This place wasn’t just awful. 
 It was evil. 
 Much of the interior was so dark they had to use their weapon-mounted IR illuminators to augment the NVGs. Now, as they moved down the first long, wide, main corridor in a staggered line, their green IR beam cones panned over walls, ceiling, and floor, as well as the distant end of the hallway. Body parts, gnawed to the bone, were scattered around overturned carts and medical equipment. 
 Handon actually saw bloody handprints on a window in a swinging door. 
 He approached another door on the right, which didn’t have a window in it. Scrawled on it in magic marker were the words, “DON’T GO IN HERE.” Handon disliked being told where to go so he took his left hand from his weapon and turned the handle, then gently pushed it open. 
 Inside was a complete horror show – virtually every inch of the walls and floor, and half the ceiling, thickly textured with gore. The scene inside took a little resolving. But, pretty clearly, the worst thing in the world had happened here. 
 A surgical team had made a meal of their patient. 
 Handon blinked once and pulled the door closed again. 
 Maybe next time he’d listen. 
 * * * 
 The long hallway ended in a T-intersection. 
 To the right was a radiology suite – though more recently it had been an improvised fortress. Someone had made their last stand here – barricading the doors, piling up furniture. But it had ultimately been knocked over again. There were knives caked with black gunk on the floor, along with a lot of empty shell casings. Handon couldn’t tell for sure whether this had gone down at the time of the fall, or whether survivors had come in later and cleared a corner of the hospital for themselves. Either way, the dead had followed them back. 
 They probably held them off until the ammo ran out. 
 Handon had seen enough. He hit his mic. “There’s nothing here for us.” 

“Not a sausage,” Henno echoed. 
 “Exfil, the way we came in.” 
 When they left, they closed the door behind them. 
 Homer said, “Never know when you’ll need a place to hole up.” 
 “Or a wall at your back,” Pred added. 
 There was still enough light outside that they definitely didn’t need their IR illuminators now. In fact, Handon flipped his NVGs up on his head. 
 “Okay. Where to now?” he said. “I’m open to ideas.” 
 Juice said, “We haven’t checked the location of that quarantine tent. It was supposed to be set up adjacent to the hospital. Should be just out of sight there, around the west side of the building.” 
 “No, sod that,” Henno said, as he flipped his own NVGs up, nodded, and spat. “Follow me. We’re going to the town center.” He marched off down the road that fronted the hospital, clearly expecting the others to follow. They did. In four minutes they emerged into a dusty square with some kind of military monument – a fighter jet mounted on a plinth of bricks. The square was surrounded by a couple of hotels, a bank, and the police station. This was also the junction where Hargeisa’s four major roads met. All of this was smudged in the dark. 
 Henno marched out into the middle of the square and turned back to face the others. “We’ve been doing this wrong,” he said. He then unscrewed the suppressor from the end of his rifle, pointed the weapon at the sky, flipped his fire selector to full auto – and cranked off an entire magazine. 
 When it went dry, the roar of the rolling burst echoed for seconds. 
 Henno nodded, satisfied. 
 “Now the dead bastards will come to us.” 
 * * * 
 A mile away, the echo of distant gunfire brought the Marines to a halt. 
 They all knelt where they were and went firm – waiting, listening, tuning in, and watching the black-and-green night through their NVGs. They all knew better than to run off half-cocked. If Alpha needed help, they’d ask for it. When there was nothing after the single long burst, Fick imagined he even knew the purpose of it. 
 They were trying to draw the dead. 
 It slightly pissed him off that they hadn’t warned him. But Big Boy Rules applied on this one. If Fick didn’t like it, he could lump it. And he had to admit it was not only a good idea – it was perhaps the exact right idea. Maybe the only one. 
 It just didn’t have the effect intended. 
 Fick, Brady, and Reyes heard a single, long, blood-curdling, high-pitched shriek from behind them. They had all heard enough Foxtrots scream to immediately know this wasn’t that. And underneath the shriek came a deep-throated barking and growling – like a pit bull mixed with a dinosaur. 
 Frankly, none of the Marines had the least idea what the ever-loving fuck any of that was. All of them turned to the rear, weapons up. 
 Just in time to see the night come alive and take Graybeard. 
 He went over on his back as they descended on him, manic movement and violence, a dozen other shrieks and howls joining the chorus. 
 And for two seconds, Fick froze dead. 
 This wasn’t like a bad fucking dream. This was far worse. He only came out of his stupor when Brady and Reyes sprinted past him, the latter yanking Fick to his feet. By the time they were up and moving, they could hear, and partially see, Graybeard fighting like a man possessed. His rifle must have been tangled up under him, or ripped away, because he had his pistol in one hand and knife in the other, and he was stabbing and shooting at the mountain of flesh and fur and teeth that had descended on him. 
 They were too small to be Zulus – and too fast. Limbs were pistoning and punching and tearing, muscular backs arching – and bared white fangs lighting up in the Marines’ night vision. As they approached, everything around them bobbing from their frantic run, Fick thought he could make out bald patches in the fur and rheumy eyes – and he sure as hell couldn’t miss the stench of rotted flesh. 
 Without question, death itself had fallen on Graybeard – just not in any form they had ever seen before. This was death teeming and shrieking and swarm-attacking. Somehow Fick intuitively knew these things had peeled Graybeard off the back of the pack. He wasn’t the weakest. But he was last – and he had been separated out. 
 And before the others could reach him, the dark shapes started dragging him away, off the road and into the forest. This was, by far, the worst and most terrifying part. Not least for Fick. 
 These things were taking him – taking his Marine. 
 At the same time, compact but heavy and globular bodies were flying out of the fray as Graybeard stabbed and shot, not giving up or giving in for a single second. When the others finally reached him, their immediate impulse was to reach in and start yanking bodies off him. But some other instinct repelled them. Those flashing fangs and powerful jaws were not only dangerous – everything about the creatures was repulsive in a way only infected matter can be. 
 So Fick, Brady, and Reyes formed a semicircle and started taking headshots. The shots were suppressed – but the shrieking and roaring was spectacular in volume. Anything that might have been sleeping in Hargeisa was awake now. But in only a few seconds, the rampaging pack on top of Graybeard had been converted into an inert mound of sloping backs and rotted fur and flesh. 
 However, no sooner had they taken down this group than more came at them out of the treeline. The three Marines still on their feet pushed out a salient to protect the mess on the ground that was Graybeard – and they took knees and started shooting. 
 Normally wild animals flee when faced with humans or gunfire. These ones just kept coming – until they were all cut down. 
 And finally there were no more left. 
 * * * 
 If the single peel of gunfire had alarmed the Marines, the noises Alpha heard now, from almost a mile away, were a thousand times more disturbing. 
 But, exactly as had the Marines, the Alpha operators went firm, after pushing out into a defensive perimeter around the center of the square. And they listened and waited. Handon knew Fick would update him the instant it made sense to do so. That was about a minute later. 

“Cadaver One from Two. We’ve got a man down, one times critical WIA. Have called for helo medevac.”

 “Copy that, Fick. Can you defend an HLZ inside the ville?” 

“No, I think Hargeisa’s a no-go. We’re going to get him out of town, just on the road somewhere. ETA sixty mikes on medevac.”

 Handon read between the lines. Fick wasn’t worried about the safety of his medevac inside the town. He was worried about compromising the mission even more with helicopter noise. 
 “Copy. We’ll move to you to support.” 

“Don’t be a dipshit, Handon. You stay as far away from us as humanly possible, and I shouldn’t have to tell you that. Anyway, we’re consolidated and combat effective. We’re fine. You watch your asses there.”

 Handon knew Fick was right. The point of being separated wasn’t to support each other. It was the opposite – for one to be able to survive the destruction of the other. But destruction by what? “What are we looking at? What attacked you?” 
 Before Fick could answer, though, Handon could hear the beginnings of an answer from much closer by. It was heavy breathing, or panting, with some kind of barking – and a lot of heavy appendages hitting the ground. 
 In another two seconds the shadow creatures flooded into the dark square from the southwest corner, another whole pack of them, sluicing through the gaps in the surrounding buildings. All Handon could really make out was big puffed-out chests, long thick tails flapping behind some of them – and all of the creatures loping heavily along on all fours like lions or hyenas. 
 Galloping. Charging. 
 But Ali, leaning serenely into her rifle, could also see them leading with long snouts, like a dog’s muzzle, framed with long but patchy fur, their powerful jaws already snapping, opening and closing over long white fangs, or upper canines. She traded a quick look with Juice. They were both thinking the exact same thing, though neither had time to vocalize it: 

Five thousand pounds of baboon coming at you – DEAD baboon.

 And then everyone started shooting as one. Within seconds, Alpha was hunkered down, firing non-stop into the darkness, which had come alive and was rushing in on them like they were the last free meal in the entire ZA. They were being regarded as what they had always been to Africa, to the rest of the predatory universe: meat. Meat on the hoof. 
 But in another few seconds, it was many of the attacking primates that were themselves meat, perhaps as many as two dozen of them cut down – but the rest of the pack now swarmed through Alpha’s lines, right into them. 
 And the melee weapons came out – spinning and flashing in all directions. 
 It was 360-degree zombie warfare like never before. 
 * * * 
 Graybeard couldn’t speak – much of the left side of his neck had been torn out – but his serene eyes spoke eloquently. There was defiance, but also resignation. This man had cheated death a hundred times. If today was his day, then so be it. It didn’t change who he was, and he wasn’t changing his attitude toward any of it. 
 And he’d put up a hell of a last fight. 
 Lying on his back, gulping as he tried to breathe, he was actually bleeding from a dozen places at the very least. While Reyes stood ten feet away with his rifle to his shoulder, pulling security, Brady tried to get pressure dressings on some of the worst bleeders, while Fick applied pressure with his bare hands to the neck wound. The trouble was that enough pressure to stop the bleeding would likely be enough to strangle him. 
 There was probably only one way out of this mess for Graybeard. 
 But his fellow Jarheads weren’t going to let him take it if they could help it. 
 Moving a thousand miles an hour, Brady unslung his ruck, got a bag of plasma out, and got a jab in Graybeard’s trembling arm. Then he rose, moved to Reyes, and pulled their folding stretcher out of his ruck. This was the same one the grievously wounded Corporal Raible had been carried out of the South African naval base on. It still had some of his bloodstains on it. 
 But Raible had been a walking wounded case compared to Graybeard now. He was just torn to pieces. And he was bleeding out. 
 Pressing down with both hands and looking around the area, Fick knew it might be even worse than that. Maybe it was too dangerous for the helo to land here, maybe it wasn’t. But there was little question the noise of the bird would draw more of whatever the hell else was out there. And the mission was still on. 
 The mission was still everything. 
 Leaning down and helping Brady get the wounded old guy on the stretcher, he spoke quietly. “We’ve gotta get out of town.” 
 “Back to the MRAP?” Brady asked. 
 “No. It’s too far. We can get out of town quicker on foot. Straight to the north.” It always paid to know exactly where you were – because when you needed to move, you didn’t always have time to check the map. 
 Leaning in closer, just before lifting up the stretcher, Fick said, “You’re going to have to hang on, old man. Help’s coming.” 
 Graybeard could neither speak nor nod his head. 
 But his steely eyes answered for him. 

No problem, Master Guns. Semper fi.




 Five Thousand Pounds of Baboon 
 Hargeisa - Memorial Square 
 Homer kept firing until they were on top of him. 
 And then he kept firing longer, keeping his rifle held in tight, pivoting and whirling and making tight groupings on oblong heads until his rifle went dry. Then he fired some more, dropping the rifle in mid-air and pulling his SIG P226 from its chest rig – not actually having room to extend his arms, but firing with it clutched tight to his chest. Only when that went dry did he pull his boarding axe in a blur from over his shoulder. 
 In the second it took him to do that, one of the creatures plowed into him from his left side – with enough mass and velocity to bowl him over. Homer went into a roll, doing anything to keep moving and keep them off him, then came up swinging and stabbing. 
 The one that had knocked him over kept coming, its too-long arms spread wide and chest puffed, fangs bared. Homer put the spiked tip of his axe straight into its mouth, knocking rotted teeth free on its way to the brainstem. The undead primate monstrosity stopped shrieking and lost all animation, falling off the axe and onto the ground. 
 He whirled again in time to see one leaping at Ali’s back. She had her katana out and was whirling and slashing like a hot samurai chick possessed, but even she couldn’t face in every direction at once. Homer wasn’t close enough so he tried a move he’d never even practiced. He hurled the axe overhand, leading the hurtling baboon – just enough, as the flipping and whistling blade buried itself in the side of its face, and it slid to the ground, its mass and momentum still enough to take Ali’s legs out from under her. 
 Before Homer could get there, Handon and Henno had closed ranks to stand over her, the former with a .45 pistol in each hand, firing in two totally different directions non-stop but with perfect control and aim. Henno was trying to reload his rifle when one of the things leapt up and landed full on his chest and face. He let go of his weapon and grabbed the crazed creature by the mounds of fur on either side of its head, to keep it from biting him. Their assault-suits were bite-proof, to human bites at least – but had definitely never been tested against the sharp four-inch fangs of a baboon, powered by the most powerful jaws in the primate kingdom. 
 But, in any case, both handfuls of fur came free in Henno’s hands, or maybe the skin under them, and the thing opened its mouth and shrieked and lunged at his face. Henno hauled his own head back – and smashed the four tubes of his NVGs into those bared fangs, knocking them back into the baboon’s throat. 
 Homer had spent enough time in Britain to know that “nutting” someone by smashing the nose with the forehead was a classic move. But this was a hell of a new twist. Having retrieved his axe from the ground, he stabbed the spike through that one’s midsection, planted his feet, and swung all hundred pounds of it off Henno, the black-gunk-oozing creature flying through the air – where it met Predator’s Louisville slugger. 
 Its head exploded under the swinging aluminum. 
 In the next second, a pair of them leapt and landed on Pred’s back, one on each of his giant rippling soldiers. Dropping his bat, he reached around behind his ears, grabbed one by the face with each hand, palming them like basketballs, and swung them around together in front of him, smashing and collapsing both heads. He let them drop, shook the gunk off his hands, and turned just in time to see one flying through the air toward the back of Handon, who was still facing out and firing to defend the team. The airborne ape had its comically long arms stretched out wide and Pred simply grabbed one of them with both hands and pre-empted its flight, swinging it in a wide and fast loop around his head and then releasing it to go arcing off into the night. 
 Not pausing to watch its flight, he snatched up his dropped bat in a flash – it was easy to forget how lethally fast a man Pred was at that giant size – and waded back into the center of the melee, swinging left and right. In seconds, the other operators were mainly trying to get out of his way. 
 They used the breathing room to reload, then started shooting again. 
 These things were seriously hard to hit – maybe not as manic as Foxtrots, but faster, more vicious, definitely stronger, and with scarier teeth. Nonetheless, having got that breathing room, the six operators soon found themselves standing in the middle of a pile of fifty or so infected and destroyed baboons. It was less than a minute after the initial bum rush. 
 It had felt like a lifetime, but had all happened brutally, implausibly fast. 
 They’d all had to fight at the razor-edge of their reflexes and skills – and still had just barely come out on top. 
 Juice took a series of deep breaths as he looked over at Ali. She’d had the troop size pegged about right at fifty. Only now did he remember to retract the pneumatic spike of his OJ. It had been nearly useless against these things – they simply moved too fast. Or maybe he just wasn’t skilled enough yet with the new weapon. 
 “Anyone hurt or bit?” Handon barked, putting both pistols in one hand and reloading them with the other. 
 “Good to go.” “Up and up.” “Up and up.” “Fine, dude.” 
 Henno wiped a bunch of black gore off the mag pouches on the front of his vest. “No danger,” he said. 
 They had all reloaded and reset – though nobody’s breathing had nearly slowed yet – when the human dead appeared. They must have heard the shrieking. Not even the truly dead, from back when the dead didn’t walk but instead slept forever, could have slept through that noise. They came walking and running, first from the same direction as the animal dead had. 
 And then from pretty much every direction. 
 * * * 
 LT Campbell and Doctor Park stood side by side, leaning over a station in CIC on the Kennedy. Neither spoke. Both could barely breathe. 
 Before and below them, a single monitor had been playing a black-and-green night-vision horrorscape view of the Somalia mission, from Juice’s shoulder cam. It had been difficult to tell what was going on – and that was before the fight. 
 For the last minute, it had been pure madness and chaos. They could hear the firing of suppressed weapons – which quickly grew so thick and unceasing it became a non-stop whooshing noise, like a puffy auditory carpet. Then the visual field became basically unresolvable. Maybe it was the frame rate of the camera – the Alpha operators were actually moving so fast they were jumping frames, like they were strobe-lit. The glint of blades, the powerful heaving of armored torsos, magazines falling out and blurring back in – and, everywhere, the nightmare globular shapes of whatever the living fucking hell was attacking them. Flying, attacking, heaving, screaming, dropping. 
 And then – stillness and silence. 
 Neither Park nor Campbell could find their voices. Their throats were stoppered. 
 The group out on the ground had now re-formed, facing outward, backs to one another, with Juice’s camera looking south. And now the new incoming threat was visible. It was the walking, and in some cases running, dead. And, from top to bottom, their outfits were obvious – they were all wearing stained white dishdashas, neck to ankle garments with long sleeves, as well as a few checked keffiyahs, still wrapped around heads, or else hanging tattered from shoulders. 
 Now Park found his voice – and his hand found the transmit bar on the base of the desk mic. “Cadaver from CIC. I don’t think any of those guys are local. None are likely to be early-stage victims.” 
 * * * 
 Sitting tight in the MRAP was one of the hardest things Noise had ever had to do in his entire operational career. He had only recently been attached to Alpha and the Marines. But he already loved them. They were his brothers, on more levels than he could count. Everyone alive was his brother. 
 Even Zorn. But Noise had learned his lesson with him. Before, he’d allowed his concern for the others to distract him for two seconds – and he immediately let them down, failing in his one task, when his prisoner overpowered him. 
 Now, he stared unblinkingly at the hard-bitten conventional soldier, drumming his fingers on his full-auto assault shotgun, listening to the radio traffic like a hawk, and imagining that ring of death closing around his new teammates. 

“I don’t think any of those guys are local. None are likely to be early-stage victims.”

 * * * 

Thank you very much, Doctor Super-Genius, Handon thought but didn’t say aloud, if only because he didn’t have the spare breath to spend on it. 
 It didn’t take Ali’s local knowledge to work out that nobody in Somalia wore the type of garb that was on these approaching dead guys. To Ali, it frankly looked like the attack of the undead Gulf States. It was like everyone in UAE, Bahrain, and Qatar had all simultaneously upped stakes and headed south to Somalia – just to fuck with Alpha team. 
 In reality, the shrieking must have drawn them, from wherever they’d been hiding out. Alpha’s suppressed weapons might as well have been gas-powered chainsaws for all the good they did them. 
 And in seconds everyone was shooting again. The good news was that this time their attackers, even the runners, weren’t fast enough to go leaping through their lines. The bad news was that there were more than fifty of them – a lot more. The undead Arab army had indeed arrived. 
 Handon decided he’d had enough. Hargeisa was proving to be worse than a dry hole – it was a death trap. He was just about to order the team to displace back to the MRAP – when he realized it was already too late for that. They were surrounded and massively hemmed in – from every direction except the fighter monument to their backs, in the center of the circle. While they’d been battling baboons, the undead human reinforcements had been closing the noose. And there were too many for them to shoot their way through – they’d expend all their ammo first. 
 And the dead just kept coming. 
 One problem with the dead, among many others, was that they never panicked and retreated. They never regrouped. They never lost the will to fight, or broke and ran. Back when they were fighting human enemies, mainly terrorists and insurgents, much of the operators’ tactics had been based around surprise, speed, and violence of action – all of which sowed confusion, panic, fear, and paralysis in their opponents. The dead never experienced any of this, but there was still a lot to be said for speed and dynamism. 
 But not today. Handon cursed himself. He’d let them become static and lose their momentum and fluidity. Maybe there’d been no way around it, with the totally new type of threat they’d just encountered. But he should have thought of one anyway. Instead, they’d gotten caught flat-footed, stopped and jammed up. 
 But they were going to have to make a move in some direction – and fast. 
 The only option Handon could see was a breakout, which might succeed or it might fail. He didn’t love their odds, he just didn’t see any choice now. But before he could start to organize it… another option appeared. 
 A break-in. 
 It was heralded by the deep, throaty, slow, rolling, drumbeat of low-rate-of-fire automatic shotgun blasts triggering off – thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk – thirty-two of them right in a row, six seconds of rolling thunder. The impact was both immediate and obvious. The ranks of attackers to the north started to turn to meat and mist. Those still on their feet started to turn around. And an elegant voice came over the squad net. 

“If Alpha team could kindly drop to the deck that will provide me with a nice head-shooting range.”

 Handon and the rest of Alpha complied, grabbing dirt. And, still shooting their suppressed weapons in all directions but that one, they listened and half-watched as Noise – having sprinted all the way there from the MRAP – executed his crowning moment of badass: burning through two hubcap-sized 36-round drum magazines of twelve-gauge shells right in a row. The Auto Assault 12 had no suppressor, so it roared and barked and bright sparks shot out of both the muzzle and the breach and off into the night. 
 But by the middle of the second mag, Noise himself could be seen standing behind a great lumpy field of dishdasha-clad bodies, piles of limbs and heads and torsos and rivers of syrupy black gunk. Much of it was wriggling, but none of it was walking. He’d just turned dozens of the walking dead into non-ambulatory meat, in seconds. 
 And that was their signal. 
 Handon, Henno, Juice, Pred, Ali, and Homer rose to their feet as one. And they barreled through the hole that Noise had punched out for them. 
 In seconds, they were clear. 
 And they all ran as one back toward that blessed MRAP. 
 As he leapt over the carnage of dismantled bodies, suddenly Handon totally got the point of the AA12. Basically, when you got in bad enough trouble that you needed a high-capacity full-auto shotgun… 
 Nothing else would do. 



 Resolve 
 Hargeisa - Saleebaan Road, North of Town 
“Cadaver Two, this is Firehawk One, how copy?”

 “Solid copy,” Fick said around labored breaths, as he and Brady carried the horrendously torn-up Graybeard on his stretcher, with Reyes out front and rifle up. They were just now leaving the last squat structures of Hargeisa behind, heading north on the dusty hardball road that led straight out of town. Right now they were trying to negotiate a riot of vehicles, many of them overturned, which looked for all the world like someone had put a couple of Hellfire missiles into them. 
 Beyond this barricade at the edge of town was the blackness of the bush. But at least they now had commo with the medevac helo. 

“Cadaver Two, we’ve got your beacon and are hammer down at our max speed – ETA your position approx thirty mikes, break. Looks like anywhere in your vicinity along that hardball is wide enough for us to set down, over.”

 “That’s a-ffirm,” Fick said. “We will mark an HLZ on your approach.” 

“Cadaver Two, confirm you are not in contact at this time, over.”

 “Affirmative. All quiet. Your own engine noise might draw some attention, but we’ll set security and you can just touch and go.” 

“Copy that. Is the casualty ready to move?”

 “Affirmative.” 

“See you shortly, Cadaver. Hang in there.”

 Fick for one was just about done hanging in there. Graybeard had never been a small man – and even with a quarter of his blood out of his body, he still weighed a ton. And with only two healthy Marines to heft him, the whole group maintaining a quick jogging pace to get the hell out of Dodge, Fick was physically wrecked. He could see that Brady, that much younger paragon of super-fitness and muscle tone, seemed just fine, which pissed him off. 
 But the farther they got out of town, the safer everyone was – including the helo that was Graybeard’s only chance. And they were also running north directly toward it, even as it flew south toward them, decreasing, however fractionally, the time until their gravely wounded Marine could receive life-saving medical care. 
 “Keep going,” Fick said. “Thirty mikes ’til dust off.” 
 “Let me spell you,” Reyes said. “You take security.” 
 “Nah,” Fick said. “You’ll just drop him on his head.” He looked down at Graybeard, whose face and skin were now grayer than his beard – paper-white, in fact. “You’re gonna have to hang on a little longer, old friend, okay?” Fick didn’t know if he could hear him. 
 Fick and Brady shook out their cramping hands, adjusted their grips on the litter handles, and picked up the pace. All three scanned the darkness through their NVGs – waiting for whatever might be coming. 
 And hoping the helo would get to them first. 
 * * * 
 “Oh, that thieving son of a whore,” Noise said. 
 Henno didn’t speak as he slowed from a run to a trot to a walk. He just gave Handon a look. It was full of murder – specifically, a particular homicide he should have been allowed to commit back at Camp Lemonnier, and one he’d now be executing at the earliest opportunity. They were all standing around an empty spot in the road where they had parked their vehicle. 
 The MRAP was gone. 
 Just totally not there. All that remained was a set of deep tire prints in the dirt. 
 Handon looked at Noise. “Thanks for bailing us out,” he managed, around deep sucking breaths. They’d all just run half the length of Hargeisa. “That was a hell of a one-man assault.” 
 “No problem, Handon. The dead must die.” 
 “But why the hell didn’t you bring the MRAP with you?” 
 “You have the starter, Handon.” 
 Handon remembered he was right. It was in his pack. Shit.

 Juice boggled. “So how the hell did Zorn drive the damned thing off?” 
 Nobody had an answer to that one. 
 “Worth trying to radio him?” Predator asked. “Try to reason with the cocksucker?” 
 “Save your breath,” Henno said. 
 Now the chug of suppressed shooting sounded from behind them. It was Ali and Homer, calmly covering the team’s six. They had all moved fast enough out of town to break contact with the undead Arab army – sort of. But the dead were usually just about smart enough to remember which direction the living had gone. And now that Alpha was stopped, the dead were catching up with them – runners first. 
 They didn’t have much time. Yeah, that makes a change, Handon thought. Time was the one thing they virtually never had any of. 
 The question remained, though: time to do what? 
 Around his panting, Juice said, “From here we’ve got a straight shot out of town, even if we are on foot. Looks like smooth sailing.” And it was true. The road to the northeast, the same one they’d come in on, looked clear. There was little reason for the dead, human dead at least, to be out there in the bush. They could hoof it, break contact, and go to ground. Live to fight another day. 
 Pred dropped and checked his mag, then added, “We’re not exactly drowning in ammo either.” They’d had to do a fair bit of shooting to blast their way out of that undead menagerie in town. There was plenty left from their helo resupply at the coast – but all of it was in the MRAP, wherever the hell it was. 
 Handon scanned the scene. His guys had a point. They’d just been attacked by a totally new threat – stronger, more vicious, and maybe even faster than any they’d faced before – and had only survived by the skin of their teeth. Now they were being chased by what could be an arbitrarily large number of human dead, who were probably filling up the town even as he pondered. Finally, they’d covered quite a lot of Hargeisa without seeing even a hint of an infected Somali – an early-stage victim to bring back and stop this plague once and for all. 
 Simply, they were failing. And it looked like maybe the best option was to cut their losses and run. 
 Handon flipped up his NVGs and looked at Henno now, who already had his up. For the first time, Henno didn’t seem to be hitting him with a look of disdain or distrust. His face looked calm. Like maybe, for once, he trusted Handon to make the right call. Then again, Handon knew Henno had stopped giving him the benefit of the doubt a long time ago. 
 Maybe he just read it on his face – Handon’s expression, or body language. And maybe some primal hindbrain part of him had already decided this – before his executive reasoning function even knew about it. 
 Maybe it was written all over him. 
 “No,” Handon said. “We’re not leaving. We’re going back in.” 
 He spoke loud enough that everyone could hear him – including Homer and Ali holding the rear. They were also best positioned to see what Handon was ordering them to go back into. Because it was already coming for them, and it was bulking out into a seriously daunting herd. 
 But those two didn’t protest, and neither did anyone else. If they had to push back into that, they’d do it. Maybe it was certain death. Maybe they’d find a way through, or around. 
 Maybe they’d even succeed in their mission. 
 * * * 
 “Cadaver One to CIC,” Handon said into his mic. “Is that drone on station?” 

“Affirmative, Cadaver. The UCAV is in a racetrack pattern directly over your head at fifteen thousand feet. You want the video feed?”

 “Negative. I want you to drop it down to one thousand feet – and then start dropping ordnance, danger-close strikes. My guy will walk you on.” 
 While the ops officer in CIC tried to digest that, Handon pointed at Juice. “Get on the CAS net. Use the weapons on that drone to blast us an infil path back into this fucking town. Get it done.” 
 “Roger.” Juice hesitated. “You do know the stall speed of that UCAV is like 160mph – and its armament is Hellfires and five-hundred-pound JDAMs?” That meant it would be moving too fast to be really precise or careful, and everything it dropped was going to go boom in a major way. 
 “Do it. We get singed, we get singed.” 
 Pred said, “Good call. I’m fucking sick of running, anyway.” He pulled his big .45 and checked the mag, then reseated it. “Though I’d like this plan of going back into town better if we had the MRAP to do it in. At least it’s baboon-proof.” 
 Handon said, “The MRAP’s gone. Tough shit.” 
 “Deal with it,” Henno added. “We adapt and overcome.” 
 The two nodded at each other – lethal adversaries now become allies. At least for the moment. Handon stole a look at Juice, who had stepped up behind Ali and Homer and was surveying the disposition of enemy forces, speaking very intently into his radio, and zoning most of the rest out. 
 Handon raised his voice loud enough to be heard by all again. “This is our final target site. We’re not being driven off it – because there’s nowhere else to go. Going home isn’t an option. And there’s no going around – this is not an obstacle, this is our destination. This is it. There is no Plan B, no contingency. We get it done now. Or die trying. Today. Right here. There’s mission success – and there’s a hundred percent casualties. That’s it.” 
 “Speaking of a hundred percent casualties,” Juice said – having to shout now, because of the roaring of the jet engine of the UCAV blasting in low over their heads from behind. “Watch this – and get down!” 
 As the operators hunkered down and covered up, the road ahead of them for at least two hundred meters – and to either side for twenty-five – erupted in blasting, rippling, scorching explosions and flame, debris and sparks, and Zulu body parts shooting a hundred feet into the sky. Superheated air and debris pummeled the helmets and backs of the hunched commandos. 
 Handon was first back on his feet. He stepped out past their lines and looked back at his people, his deep and strong voice rising over the settling explosions. “We’re not done yet. Somewhere in this town is a goddamned Somali Zulu – a first-stage victim. And we’re not leaving without it.” 
 Left unasked was, And if there isn’t one?

 So the answer could also be left unsaid: Then we won’t be leaving. 



Handon saw Noise checking and reseating his second-to-last full drum mag for the AA12. “Not on this one, Noise,” Handon said. Before the Sikh warrior could protest, he said, “I need you to hang back and be our one-man QRF again. You’ve proven your value at that.” 
 “I’ll be more valuable if I’m with you.” 
 “I know you would. But I also need you to stay here in case Zorn comes back. Worst case, I need you to report to command if we don’t come out of this.” 
 Noise’s expression darkened, but then lightened again. “Go tell the Spartans, thou who passeth by, that here, obedient to their laws, we lie.” 
 “Something like that,” Handon said. “I’m surprised you don’t know it in the ancient Greek.” 
 “Who says I don’t?” 
 Finally, Handon turned to the others. “On me.” 
 He faced forward, hefted his weapon – and charged back into battle. 



 Hedging His Bets 
 Jizan Economic City - Electrical Plant 
 Wesley pressed his back up against the door, the one he had just slammed on the hallway full of newly awakened dead on the other side of it. But within seconds, they were banging and beating on it, sending evil vibrations into the unlikely ground commander’s spine. 
 On the upside, Wesley could feel pleased that Judy’s barking was the result, and not the cause, of the dead turning up. As he’d claimed it would, her sense of smell had spotted the dead before they did. But, mindful of the higher standard of his leadership role, he didn’t say I told you so to Sarah. More importantly, having riled these things up, he knew they couldn’t let the banging and moaning go on. 
 “We can’t let that go on,” Sarah said, beating him to the punch. 
 “She’s right,” Browning said. 
 Wesley looked over to the wall map, thinking of finding a way around. 
 “No,” Burns said. “We’ve got to put them down. Or they’ll draw more.” 
 Wesley nodded once. They were all right. He’d knocked down the hornets’ nest. Now they had to kill all the hornets – and they had to do it fast. Plus quietly. He formulated a plan in a flash, whispering and pointing at the others. 
 “Jenson – get behind the door. Open it enough for me to stab through – but don’t let it open too far. Sarah – you back me up with your silencer. If any get past me, or it all falls apart, start shooting. Browning – you back her up, even farther away. If it all really goes to hell, you start shooting.” 
 “And me?” Burns asked. 
 Wesley smiled. “Go back – and tell them we died obedient to Sparta’s laws.” 
 The others giggled at this – it was probably the adrenaline making them giddy – though they tried to stifle it. 
 Wesley drew his sword, more awkwardly than he’d intended, then nodded to Jenson – who nodded back, then put his hand on the latch and his shoulder into the door. Bracing his feet, he turned the handle, and let the shoving behind inch it open. 
 Stepping forward, Wesley identified a mouth. And grasping the sword with both hands, he put the tip straight through it. It went in easier than spearing a well-cooked Christmas roast. The creature slumped, and Wesley withdrew the sword. It was almost comically easy. The whole maneuver felt practically safe. He poked around for the next open wheezing mouth, and the next after that. 
 In less than a minute there were a half-dozen destroyed dead, all wearing stained blue coveralls, lying in a pile right in the doorway. 

Thank you, United States Marine Corps, Wesley thought again, rather less sarcastically this time. 
 “Heads up, guys,” Burns said, sounding suddenly urgent. 
 And even as Wesley turned, he could already hear the moaning. There were runners sprinting around the giant vats of fuel oil through the huge room behind them. And, though taking several different routes, they were all converging on one point. 
 Theirs. 
 * * * 
 The moaning of the ones in the hall must have drawn them. And they must have been hiding dormant in that giant room somewhere, or in rooms that let off it. 
 But it didn’t matter now. 
 Wesley half reorganized his team – and they half spontaneously organized. 
 Sarah pushed out ahead of the others, took a knee, and started shooting – instantly and rapidly. The first few chugs of suppressed shots seemed to have no effect, to Wesley and the others’ dismay. She was having trouble hitting the fast-moving runners, not least since they were coming right at her. 
 Despite being a trained police officer and grizzled apocalypse survivor – one who had put in a lot of range time, plus been the recipient of some personalized training from Henno – Sarah had nothing like the lifetime of training and shooting experience of the operators. But she was just going to have to learn on the job, and learn fast – or else her career in NSF was going to be a short one. And this mission even shorter. 
 Her left hand moved to the trigger housing for the grenade launcher under the rifle, where she had a 40mm round loaded up. And it was very tempting to try to take out the whole rushing crowd in one shot. But of course what the crowd was rushing through was a bunch of giant vats of massively flammable liquid. So grenades were off the menu. She’d have to do this by hand. 
 Finally, after her first few rushed shots, they started going down – either destroyed outright by headshots, or knocked down by center-of-mass hits, then hit more exactly when they tried to get up. Sarah was firing as quickly as she could acquire targets, moving from one to the next with no room to breathe. 
 At the same time, Browning took up a position just beside and behind her, standing in a perfect upright shooting position with his rifle to his shoulder. But he held his fire. He was obviously only going to discharge the unsilenced weapon if they got to be too much for Sarah and started getting by her. 
 And in the rear, while this was going on, everyone else started pulling corpses out of the damned doorway – so they could exit this cursed room and shut the door behind them. As Wesley dragged a body by its boots, he looked over his shoulder and saw Sarah shooting toward targets snaking through the giant vats. “For God’s sake,” he shouted at her, “don’t hit the fuel tanks!” 
 He could almost feel her gritting her teeth in response – like, No shit, thanks for the brilliant advice – but she didn’t have the time or bandwidth to say it. She was completely occupied trying to drop runners before they overran the team. They kept rushing forward, oblivious to those falling around them, and the danger they were racing into. 
 But none of the living were the least oblivious to their own peril. 
 * * * 
 Back in the safety of CIC on the carrier, Dr. Park and Sergeant Lovell sat side by side at a tactical station, watching runners tear-ass toward them on Sarah’s shoulder-cam video view. They were looking over her rifle, just to the side of it, and watching her engage targets one after another. Lovell seemed calm enough, but Park was crawling out of his skin. He looked over at the Marine. 
 “Shouldn’t we be helping them?” 
 Lovell shook his head slowly, still seeming totally calm. “No. Unless I’ve got specific intel for them, or they ask for my help, the best thing I can do is stay out of their ears. Believe me – they’re trying to focus on too many things already. The last thing they need is Lieutenant Gorman telling them to lay down suppressing fire with flame units and fall back by squads.” 
 Park didn’t seem all that reassured. Lovell guessed, correctly, that it was because it was he who had sent them out into that situation – and it would be him who had to live with it if they all got killed. Not to mention that he wouldn’t get his DNA sequencer – and might not finish his vaccine in time to save them all. 
 Someone shouted across CIC at them. “Sergeant Lovell – your air is coming on station.” Lovell’d had to beg, cajole, and wheedle to get time on the Fire Scout helicopter drone for this mission. But now they had it. He got up and made his way over to the UAV control station on the other side of CIC. 
 This was a tall tan console that consisted of two identical pilot stations side by side and a column of electronics between them. Each pilot station had two stacked monitors up high, two smaller ones side by side below, and finally a console with a control yoke or cyclic (really a glorified joystick) on the right, a throttle lever on the left (used as a collective for the helo drone), and a keyboard in the middle. The center column had a single large map display, beneath which were stacked two radio sets, and then a couple other racks of electronics with hard switches and dials. 
 Both pilot stations were occupied, but the guy on the right was flying their X-47 UCAV in support of the Somalia mission. Lovell ignored that one and leaned in on the left, where he could already see the aerial view of Jizan Economic City, laid out like the Magic Kingdom and growing as they approached, in the video view before the pilot, whom Lovell clapped on the shoulder. He’d always loved these guys, for the awesome fire support they provided the Marines. But he also envied them, because one of these drone pilots generally wielded more firepower than a Marine infantry battalion – but usually did it from the safety of a trailer in Nevada. 

Oh, well, Lovell thought. Not my destiny. I’m a ground-pounder – ride ’til I die.

 “Want me to put it in a racetrack pattern over the AO for you?” the pilot asked. 
 Lovell looked confused. “Wait, this is a rotary-wing aircraft, right?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “So why the hell does it have to circle? Just put it in a hover over the spot with the best view – like the center. Train your camera on this building here.” He pointed at the screen and the gigantic power and desal plant. “As soon as any of our personnel come out of there, train it on them. Got it?” 
 “No problem, Sarge.” 
 “Okay,” Lovell said. “I’m going to pipe the video to my station over there and leave you alone.” He straightened up and started to leave, but then thought of something else. “Hey, what’s the weapons package on this thing?” He was remembering, very fondly, the seemingly endless strafing of the Advance Precision Kill Weapon System rockets this same drone had fired to blast him and his Marines out of SAS Saldanha. 
 “Bupkus,” the pilot said. 
 “What?” 
 “Sorry, man. The Fire Scout got sent out for that last shore mission with every APKWS rocket left in our armory. And it fired every one of them bailing you guys out.” He paused and flicked at a control switch. “And the South Africans don’t use ’em, so we didn’t get any more from the depot.” 
 Lovell cursed under his breath. He’d just have to hope this shore team didn’t need close air support – because they weren’t going to get any. And he had already been feeling very uneasy, because he knew the powers that be had consciously chosen to under-support this mission. Rushed planning, totally inexperienced personnel, and now unarmed air support. 
 When he got back to his station, he did what he knew he shouldn’t have – made Park privy to any of that. “Sons of bitches gave us an unarmed drone to support Wesley and his team.” 
 “What?” Park said. 
 “Yeah. And that’s not all.” Lovell shook his head. “Abrams made a point of telling me this when you weren’t around, but he specifically instructed me not to send any irreplaceable weapons or gear out with them – nothing the QRF needs, nothing we can’t do without. We didn’t give them NVGs, for one thing – even though there’s almost no chance of them making it back before dark.” 
 He looked at Park – whose face had now gone dark. 
 Lovell took a breath. “I defied him by giving Sarah Cameron a SCAR with a suppressor and grenade launcher, which can’t hurt. But it’s only one weapon.” 
 “Wait a minute,” Park said. “So you’re saying they were set up to fail?” 
 “No. But they were set up so that if they did fail, we wouldn’t suffer any great losses from it. Basically, Abrams was hedging his bets.” 
 “Bets?” Park said. “That son of a bitch! This isn’t Texas Hold’em. These are people’s lives – people who put themselves into danger because I said they had to!” 
 The scientist stood up and genuinely looked like he was going to march upstairs to the bridge and personally kick Abrams’s ass. Lovell shook his head. “It’s too late. These cards have been dealt. Now we’ve just got to play them the best we can.” 
 Maybe, Lovell thought, they would get lucky and things would go smoothly. Sometimes, like today, luck was all you had going for you. And now they at least had ISR up, which meant they could be the team’s eyes, seeing the whole complex before they set foot anywhere in it. 
 “C’mon,” he said, turning on a second monitor beside the one with the shoulder-cam feed. This one now showed the drone video – currently just the exterior of the gigantic warehouse-like structure the team had disappeared inside. “Now we can add some strategic value for the men on the ground.” Slightly lowering his voice, he added, “As soon as they get outdoors again, at any rate…” 
 Park sat down, leaned back, and tried not freak out too much. 
 And he tried to remember the operator lesson that not freaking out was job one. 
 * * * 
 At that moment, inside the gigantic power plant room, Sarah could feel Browning, beside and just behind her, exercising all his willpower to stay off his trigger. 
 “I got ’em…” he said, tracking with his rifle. 
 And it was true that now the closest runners were all but sliding into Sarah’s kneeling form by the time she dropped them. But she was determined to get this done – without the dangerous noise of unsuppressed gunfire. 
 “No!” she said. “I’ve got it.” 
 “Door’s clear!” Jenson shouted from behind. “Move out – come on!” 
 But Sarah didn’t turn around or lay off. She knew if she didn’t finish this, they’d have the same problem they had before – a mob of moaning dead drawing more – just on the other side of that door this time. So she kept shooting until the last sprinting figure in the crowd dropped and slid across the floor. 
 There were actually only six of them in the end. 
 But it had felt like a battalion at the time. 
 Looking down, Sarah saw her rifle bolt locked back. 
 That was the last round in the rifle. 
 As she climbed to her feet, still flooded with adrenaline, but super-pleased that she had done exactly what she set out to do, motion caught her eye – up high this time. It was a Zulu way up on the catwalk suspended over the giant room. 
 She changed magazines, then took a bead and took two silenced shots. But the damned thing was really far away, and she couldn’t seem to nail it. 
 Browning stepped forward with his rifle to his shoulder. If Sarah was super-pleased with her performance, he had been super-frustrated – at having to hold his fire throughout the fight. He felt like he brought one real skill to the party – his marksmanship – and he wasn’t being allowed to use it. But he could finish this last one. What would one rifle report matter, after all that moaning? 
 But as he started to squeeze his trigger, a hand pushed his barrel down. 
 It was Wesley. “Don’t worry about it, mate. It’ll never get down here, and will probably just go to sleep again after we’re gone. Come on, let’s go.” 
 Last out into the corridor, Wesley pressed the door closed behind them. 



 Bingo 
 Jizan Economic City - Outside the Electrical Plant 
 And in closing the door behind him, Wesley plunged the hallway beyond, which had no windows, into total blackness. 
 Everyone there had either a flashlight or, in the case of Wesley and Sarah, weapon-mounted lights. But not one of them knew how to get to them or turn them on by touch. Everyone fumbled. While they were doing so, the overhead halogen lights came on – revealing Jenson standing there with his hand on a wall switch. 
 “Didn’t think that would work!” he said. He was smiling big, thinking he’d done good by finding the light switch in the dark. 
 But then there was an extremely loud pop – and the overhead lights sparked and sizzled and went out again. They had been on just long enough for some of the others to find their own lights and those came on now, illuminating the corridor, albeit starkly and unevenly. 
 “How does this place even have power?” Browning asked. 
 Burns said, “It’s an oil-fired power station – which means this city is its own grid.” 
 Sarah nodded. “Which also means it would have had grid storage against peak demand – battery arrays or hydrogen storage – so the plant wouldn’t have to surge every time usage did. There might be power hiding out in this place for years.” 
 “Either way,” Wesley said, “it’s out again now, and it’s not our problem.” He turned and moved out, leading the group down the corridor by the light spilling from underneath his rifle barrel. 
 Burns, at the rear of the column, sniffed once at the air before leaving. He was pretty sure he could detect a burning smell, but that could be accounted for by the fluorescent lights popping from the power surge. He considered saying something to Wesley and the others. But in a long career of doing this kind of thing – namely sneaking into places he wasn’t supposed to be – he’d learned that the really important thing was to get in, move fast, and get the hell out again. 
 He exited the door at corridor’s end and shut it behind him. 
 * * * 
 Ten minutes later they were in another corridor, one on the desalination-plant side of the complex. It was darker here. Much darker. 
 Now that everyone had more or less worked out their flashlights and weapon-mounted lights, they were using them. Their narrow cones of lonely illumination lit up the long stretches of dark and cramped corridor ahead. 
 Soon the team emerged into another cavernous open area – but one more complex, elaborate, and filled with hazards and hiding places. Wesley figured this was the desalination plant itself. Trying to make it out through the small cone of his light, one tiny patch at a time, was like a blind man trying to identify an elephant by touch. 
 But he could vaguely work out that it consisted of three extremely large pipelines running down the center of the room, two of them green and one gray. Somewhat smaller pipes led off these at intervals, disappearing into either large boxy machines, or else arrays of vertical tubes. Walkways, presumably for workers, snaked above, beside, and around the pipelines in the center. Out on both edges of the blimp-hangar-like space were towering stacks of what looked like hundreds and hundreds of horizontal blue tubes in racks. 
 There was more, but it was all kind of overwhelming – and Wesley had no idea how a desalination plant worked, so he didn’t know what any of it was anyway. Really, he was much more worried about running into more dead in here – where there was very little open space, and thus no time to react. Any attacking Zulus would be on them nearly instantly. 
 On top of that, Wesley didn’t even really know what the hell his job was in here, trying to do LT Campbell’s mandated recon. All she’d told him was that she wanted to know if it looked “intact and functional.” So he told his team to stay together while they walked the length of it, occasionally ducking their heads under big pipes or stepping over others, all the while making as little noise as possible – and checking every corner and cranny, as best they could, for dead. Along the way, Wesley tried to shine his light in various directions. None of the crazy towering machinery looked obviously broken or decayed. 
 And that would have to do for Campbell’s intel. 
 When they finally reached a door at the far end, Wesley was relieved that they had accomplished his main goal: not getting anyone killed or turned in there. 
 He opened the door and led them back outside. 
 And while they had been indoors, the sun had gone down. Night had fallen. 
 After letting the others out, he turned back to the door. The security guard in him wanted to secure this outside entrance. But the ascendant military leader in him hesitated – and told him they might need to quickly get off the street again, and might not have time to pick the lock. 
 He compromised – unlocking the door, but pulling it shut behind him. 
 * * * 
 The door was actually on the long side of the plant building, but right at its very end – and they emerged into the deep shadow of one more giant structure, which they could just make out in the last glow of twilight. 
 This one was nearly the size of the entire power and desal plant itself – except cylindrical in shape, with huge pipes coming out of it top and bottom. It had to be where the desalinated water was stored – water storage for the whole city. If those vats of oil had been the size of water tanks, this was like the municipal water tank for Brobdingnag, land of the giants. It practically blotted out the sky. It was something like what Wesley imagined the Superdome looked like from the parking lot. 
 Turning back, Wesley could see a big array of eight pipes emerging from the plant side by side, each at least eight feet in diameter, and all snaking down the gentle slope toward the Red Sea. At some point, these had been slowly sucking the ocean dry. Wesley seemed to remember reading that the Red Sea was one of the saltiest bodies of water in the world. So the plant had its work cut out for it. 
 “Jesus,” said Jenson, never having seen a tank that big. “Is that full of water?” 
 “Probably,” Wesley said. “But we’re not climbing up it to find out. Our recon’s done. Time to get on with the real job.” 
 There was maybe only twenty feet of space between the water tank and the plant, at their closest approach, so Wesley led them on a circuit around it and out onto a street that continued west, away from the water, uphill, and flanked by office buildings on either side. This whole area was the high-technology campus, and the road led right where they were going. However, he could also dimly see a few standing figures in the middle of it farther up, so he led the team off the street, ducked behind one of the buildings, and continued west up the little grassy parks behind them. 
 Checking his forearm map periodically, the glow of which was starting to make him feel conspicuous in the dark, in another few minutes he had them to the pharmaceutical complex – and then, following another dual-language map on a post, found the bioinformatics/genomics facility. All without mishap, and all without any close encounters with the dead. After their quick and brutal fight in the power plant, this almost seemed to be going too well. 
 He decided to post Judy at the entrance while they went inside. “Guard,” he said to her, and she sat by the door, ears erect, looking alert. 
 The whole target building was fronted with glass, and the doors were glass themselves, but Wesley motioned Burns forward to pick the lock for them. In another few seconds they were in. There was still some ambient light inside, due to all the exterior windows. As they moved into the interior, though, it grew too dark to see without lights, and they all clicked theirs back on. As they paused to do so, a voice spoke in Wesley’s ear. It was Dr. Park. 

“Okay, you’re looking for the labs – and probably a clean room facility.”

 Wesley found this exceedingly strange, being addressed from hundreds of miles away like the man was looking over his shoulder – or over Sarah’s shoulder, actually. But he got over it quickly and found his radio button. “Roger that.” 
 He motioned Sarah up beside him, so that Park could see exactly what he saw. There were no maps on the walls, but it didn’t take much poking around in the crossing cones of their lights before they found it – the complex of labs. They moved into the first big room – and Wesley cast his weapon-mounted light on exactly three boxy pieces of lab equipment before he found it. It looked like an oversized desktop copier with a touchscreen on top, but with four tubes sticking out the front, and three bottles in a transparent enclosure on the right side. 
 Wesley shined his light down on it, while Sarah leaned over and pointed her shoulder at it. On the front was a logo – an A and a B with a little twisted double helix between them. The label below read: Applied Biosystems Ion PGM. 

“Bingo,” Park said. “That’s EXACTLY what I need. Self-contained benchtop sequencing solution. Awesome. Well done, guys.”

 Before Wesley could even instruct them to, Burns and Jenson appeared with a rolling cart, unplugged the device, lifted it up from two sides, and wrestled it onto the cart. And just like that, they were rolling it back through the corridors of the facility – right toward the front door. 
 As they neared the exit, Wesley had them turn their lights off, to avoid drawing the dead outside. The building faced west, straight back down the hill and toward the water and the marina – and as their eyes adjusted, the whole landscape started to resolve in the ambient moon and starlight. They were completely out of daylight now. But if everything kept going this smoothly, they’d be out of there and on their way back home in no time. 
 Slipping out just like church mice. 

Yeah, Wesley thought, covering the rear now, watching the team and the cart moving ahead of him and out into the slightly glowing night. 

This is going almost UNBELIEVABLY well…




 Exquisite Dead Guy 
 Jizan Economic City - Electrical Plant 
Grrrgghh. Grrrgghh-grrmph.

 The dead electrical plant technician made bubbly guttural noises, its blue lips pressed into the metal grille that was the floor of the overhead catwalk. 

Grrrgglle-grrrgghh. 
 The half-decayed corpse in its torn blue coveralls was looking straight down onto the floor of the electrical plant, from twenty-five feet above it. Spreadeagled, it lay face down on the section of catwalk directly above the door – the one in the northeast corner that all the living meat had exited from. 
 Starting out on the far side, this elevated dead guy, the last surviving Zulu in the room, had stumbled along the catwalk, following around the long side of the giant open area – until it was directly over where it had last seen the lovely-smelling, noise-making, fleshy meat creatures. It had then gone down on its knees, then onto its face, trying to burrow through the metal grate to get to the meat. 
 But at some point the meat stopped being there, so the dead plant technician had stopped burrowing. It simply rested on its face and went dormant again. 
 And there it lay for a good twenty minutes. 
 But now something was causing it to perk up again. There was a different smell – and also a sound, some kind of crackling. It didn’t sound or smell like meat, but it was something, and it might be meat making the sounds. Digging its fingertips and splintered nails into the metal grate, it dragged itself around until it faced the wall. 
 Both the sounds and the smells were coming from behind the wall. The dead Saudi man started clawing at the wall, but it was hard plastic molding at the base. Led by its nose, face, and gnashing mouth, it began to push itself upward, to hands and knees first, and then finally to an unsteady standing position. 
 And it proceeded to claw and dig at the wall, trying to get through to the crackling sound, and also to the smell, which it couldn’t recognize as the faint smoke of a smoldering electrical fire. Its clawing wasn’t really working, so it sort of randomly switched to banging – and after a couple of slams of its stiff claw-shaped hands against the drywall, it broke through. 
 Which caused oxygen to rush in through the gap and back behind the wall. And this caused the smoldering electrical fire to flash into a little burning one. 
 The dead technician continued to paw and scrabble at the hole. 
 * * * 
 With its arms sticking through the hole in the wall, oblivious to the fact that its hands were inside the fire and now cooking, the sleeves of its jumpsuit started to smolder. And with this a visible amount of smoke started to pass out into the open air of the plant, around the palsied figure, and began collecting underneath the ceiling – which was very high above the floor but low over the catwalk. 
 Thirty seconds after that, a different and louder noise, behind and above it, drew the dead guy’s attention. It pulled its arms free – both of them smoking and winking with little embers – then turned around unsteadily and looked up. This left it facing down one of the diagonal sections of catwalk, which led out over the room toward its center. 
 A few feet down the catwalk, and overhead, something was making a whizzing noise. 
 It was one of the sprinklers from the fire suppression system – which had been set off, but which had no water pressure to pump anything out of it. The overhead sprinkler just spun, making a whizzing noise. 
 The dead plant technician stumbled out until it was underneath the noise. It reached up, and due to the catwalk being quite close to the ceiling, was able to stick the fingers of one hand into the noise. A healthy hand might have survived this or just been cut. But, in this case, the tips of four rotting fingers came off – and were flung out into space over the room, arcing down to the concrete floor below, leaving little sprays of black blood in their wake. 
 Needless to say, the walking corpse didn’t notice this. All it knew was that it wasn’t meat making the noise here. 
 Its attention was now attracted by the next sprinkler down. Lowering its mangled hand, it stumbled out toward that one, its sleeves continuing to smoke and spark. As it reached this next one, and reached up toward it, one of its sleeves burst into flame. Also needless to say, it didn’t notice this either. 
 It simply moved onto the next noise maker. But by the time it reached the third one, out nearly over the middle of the room, its sleeve was burning bright, all the way up to the shoulder – turning the creature into an ambulatory zombie flambé. And as it pawed at the sprinkler and ceiling, the leaping flames on its arm started to scorch and singe – and finally to ignite – the ceiling panels. 
 As the whole section of ceiling started to burn, it held the zombie technician’s interest with the motion of leaping flames, and it continued to paw and grab – helping accelerate the process of the fire consuming and caving in the ceiling above. Within a few seconds, flaming pieces of ceiling panel, and then of insulation, started to fall on the zombie, the catwalk – and finally toward the floor of the plant, and its giant fuel oil vats, directly below. 
 When a particularly large section fell away, it made a loud clap as it hit, drawing the dead guy’s attention away from the ceiling, over the railing, and down to the floor. Looking below, it saw the motion of licking flames rising up from the burning ceiling and insulation, and reached out for it… 
 …and neatly flipped at the waist over the railing, tumbling into open air, finally landing on its back, on hard metal, with a crunching sound that would have horrified anyone there able to experience horror. 
 And, lying on its back on top of the very center fuel oil vat of the whole matrix of them, the undead Saudi electrical plant technician looked up, and regarded, and reached out for, the burning sections of ceiling and insulation that continued to rain down on it. 
 A section landed on its face, setting it on fire – and clogging its mouth. 

Grrrgghh. 


 Grrrgghh-grrmph.




 Cataclysm 
 Jizan Economic City - Outside the Pharma Complex 
 Pausing in the peaceful-seeming darkness, Wesley looked up the channel for the air mission net and tried to send an update to the helicopter pilots – to tell them they had their objective, were heading back to the boat, and would be offshore and ready for pickup soon. But for some reason they didn’t answer. Maybe he had the channel wrong. Maybe they were busy right that second. 
 He looked up and around him again. The pristine DNA sequencer still sat on its cart in the middle of the circled team, who were facing outward, covering all directions, weapons ready. All of them were smudged by the darkness, and they couldn’t see very far around them. But so far there were no undead in sight, nor any worrying noises. 
 Ahead of them, it was a nearly straight shot back to the waterfront, and to their stashed boat. Their only detour would be skirting slightly around the power and desal plant this time, instead of creeping through its entire length inside. This route would almost certainly be quicker – not to mention safer. 
 The spreading darkness was making Wesley’s skin prickle a little, creating a slightly menacing overlay on this fantasy city from the future. Another thing the carrier hadn’t been able to spare for his team was night-vision goggles. Those still on board were reserved for the QRF. Wesley figured he and his guys wouldn’t have known how to use them anyway. 
 And it shouldn’t matter. There was just enough light to see by from the sliver of moon and the stars, and it was surely enough to see their way back. And they’d be out of there very soon. Wesley felt almost jaunty – like they were home free. 
 He turned to face the team. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s move out. Nice and smooth and quiet back to the boat. And look, it’s even downhill all the way back, so this will be easier.” He looked to where Judy was still faithfully guarding the entrance. “Come,” he said to her, and she happily trotted up beside him. 
 Wesley smiled, then turned around, facing toward the plant. 
 And the whole world in front of him exploded in a shattering nuclear fireball. 
 A second later, all five surviving members of the team were knocked flat to the ground by the force of the incoming blast wave. 
 And the DNA sequencer, sitting on its rolling cart, got speed-rolled straight back through the crashing glass facade behind them, and right back into the lobby of the building from which it came. 
 Ahead of them, the whole world was burning. 
 * * * 
 When Wesley opened his mouth and screamed for the others, he couldn’t hear himself making any sound. But when he levered his eyes open, he found it wasn’t the least bit dark anymore, with flames shooting five hundred feet into the night sky and illuminating everything for miles – and he could see his teammates variously lolling on the ground or climbing drunkenly to their feet. 
 Jenson, first up, seemed to be screaming back at him. Wesley lip-read: What?

 “I said: Are you okay!!??” 

What!?

 Wesley gave up on that and moved to help the others, to try to get them up off the ground, and to see who was hurt and needed his help. Miraculously, everyone seemed stunned and deafened, but not injured. Judy was crouched close to the ground with her tail curled around her, but looked okay, too. Wesley only realized his hearing was coming back when he heard the roaring behind him. 
 When he turned back, he saw that the former location of the power and desal plant, halfway between them and the waterfront, was now the biggest raging fire he’d ever seen in his life – or even on television. It was like a whole world going up in flames. And it only seemed to be getting bigger. 
 Wesley didn’t have the faintest idea what had happened or what had caused this. He only knew one thing – that they had to get out of there, while steering well clear of that. And they had to do it fast. 
 “What the hell do we do now?” Browning shouted over the roaring of the inferno. 
 Wesley fumbled for the obvious answer. “We go around it!” He looked for the DNA sequencer on its cart, and belatedly realized where it was. “Give me a hand!” He and Jenson ran through the pools of shattered glass, then manhandled the cart back outside. The device on it looked okay. 
 “Everyone ready to move?” Wesley yelled, scanning faces. Everyone looked slightly as if they’d just been unexpectedly punched in the face. But nods all around. Wes took a look at his forearm map and considered plotting a detailed route. But it was pretty hard to miss where they were going – straight back down to the marina, by as direct a route as was safe, while skirting around the inferno. They’d know they were too close to the fire if it got too hot. 
 And then an unfamiliar voice spoke in his ear. “Mutant from CIC, how copy?”

 Wesley didn’t say anything. Then he belatedly realized that was him. 
 “This is Mutant One, go ahead.” 

“Yeah, Wesley, this is Lovell. How you guys doin’? Anybody hurt?”

 Wesley puzzled over this – then remembered Sarah’s shoulder cam. They must have seen everything. But when he found her and looked into the camera, intending to wave, he immediately saw the lens was shattered. It must have gotten smashed when the explosion knocked her down. 

“Not down there,” Lovell said. “Up here.”

 Wesley checked the sky but couldn’t see anything. Then he remembered Lovell had said something about drone coverage for the mission, at least part of the time. 
 “I think we’re okay,” he said into his mic. 

“Yeah, we can see you’re all on your feet. That’s outstanding. The bad news is we are starting to see large numbers of Zulus coming into the area.”

 Wesley instantly raised his rifle and scanned the flame-lit darkness. Despite the raging fire – or rather because of it – there were now a hell of a lot of shadows surrounding them on every side. And because the light of the fire had constricted his pupils, he couldn’t see a damned thing in the darkness. He panned his weapon in all directions. Nothing seemed to be moving – though everything was moving slightly because of the motion of the flames and the waving shadows they cast. 
 Somehow Wesley could feel the night rising up around them. 
 Wesley keyed his mic. “These Zulus – from what direction?” 

“Pretty much all of them.”

 “Weapons up!” he said to the others. “Eyes out for dead.” The team, which had been facing toward the water, getting ready to move out, now got themselves pointing out in a circle again. Wes thought that was good performance. They were thinking it was good leadership. 
 Wesley felt fear squeeze his chest as he peered into the shadows of the flame-lit night, trying to look in every direction at once. Feeling the constriction squeezing the breath out of him, he realized he had to get a handle on this. He simply couldn’t let the creeping, suffocating terror reduce him to a quivering pile of uselessness. More than his own life depended on it. Much more depended on it than even the four other lives he was responsible for. 
 Steadying his voice by sheer will, he keyed his mic and said, “Copy that.”




Lovell came back. “The good news is they’re not converging on your position. They’re going for that fire, especially from the north and south.”

 To Wesley this seemed like a distinction without a difference. His team was only about a half mile from the inferno of the plant. Even worse, if the dead were coming in on it from both sides… what the hell chance did they have of getting around it, and back down to the waterfront? 
 He keyed his mic. “That’s the good news? Because that fire is directly between us and our boat out of here.” 
 Staring out at it, Wesley could now just see the darkness coming to life on both sides of the inferno. Tiny palsied figures, more like a squirming mass of indistinct insects, were coming out of the night and running directly toward the flames. It was like the Zulu home planet exploding, run through the projector in reverse. 
 Lovell said, “Understood, Mutant. I’ve got a couple of CIC staff here and we’re going to try to develop some exfil options for you. Stand by.”

 Wesley’s face went dark. Just about the last thing he felt like doing was standing by – and waiting for 300,000 dead Saudi workers to find them. He keyed his mic with bloodless fingers. “I’ve got an option for us. Send that helicopter to pick us up – right here. The bloody noise won’t matter now.” 

“Not possible, Mutant.”

 Wesley cursed under his breath. “We’ve got the DNA sequencer right here. Come get us and it the hell out of here.” He hoped that would sweeten the pot. If the lives of his team didn’t count for anything, maybe their mission objective would. 

“Negative, Mutant. Firehawk One is over Somalia right now on an urgent medevac flight. Even if they dumped their wounded man out the door they still couldn’t get to you for an hour and a half. We will advise as soon as there is any chance of an air extraction. Right now you need to focus on finding a way overland to that CRRC, and then exfil by water. And you really need to do it before any more of the former residents of that place get between you and it.”

 Wesley’s body untensed as the reality of this sank in. They were on their own. In a way, it was terrifically simple. His five-man team. A fire the size of Hades, with 300,000 dead converging on it from both sides. And on the far side of that, their tiny inflatable raft, stowed under a pier, and their only way out of there. 
 Basically, they were well and truly screwed. 
 He heard Sarah’s first suppressed shots now. The dead were starting to come at them from the east, the inland side, arriving around the sides of the building. Which meant they were also cut off from behind. Even if they tried to just retreat from this whole horror show, and take their chances on the Saudi Arabian interior, they’d be salmon-spawning against a torrent of Zulus to get there. 
 Numb, Wesley listened to the peaceful chugs of Sarah’s suppressed shots. It was only a matter of time until all of them were shooting. 
 * * * 
 “Back inside,” Wesley hissed. 
 Wheeling their cart with them over broken glass, the group retreated back through the blown-out facade and into the deeper darkness of the lobby. None of the dead Sarah was shooting at followed them. Wesley seemed to remember they called this “breaking contact.” His idea was that if all the dead were heading for the fire to the west, they might flow right around this building and not look too carefully into the west-facing side of it. 
 He was right. For now. 
 But none of this changed the fact that more and more of them were piling up every second – between the team and their ride out of there at the water’s edge. Nor the fact that, at the center of this growing singularity, was the biggest towering flaming inferno any of them had ever seen. Wesley had no idea how long this fire might keep burning. But it was too damned long for his taste. 
 “Sit tight for now,” Wesley said to the others. “Sergeant Lovell and CIC are going to figure a way out for us. They’ve got a drone up watching the whole complex.” He’d meant this to be reassuring, but now he was afraid it would have the opposite effect. 
 He’d just told them he had no plan whatsoever for getting them out of there. 



 Gods and Operators 
 Hargeisa - the NE Road Into Town 
 “Unless you’re going to die,” Handon shouted – silence being long out the window, due to the crashing thunder of the air strikes, “you do not destroy any dead – not until you’ve verified they are not Somali.” He almost added, human Somali. The baboons were probably local. 
 Which would just be their damned luck. 
 But they were going back in there now precisely to create their own luck. They were going back into Hargeisa – and they were not coming out without their mission objective, namely a first-stage victim and virus sample for Dr. Park. 
 Which would mean, at long last, an end to the plague. 
 “They all still look like the damned Arab Legion to me,” Predator said. 
 Henno spat, while shooting. “The Arab Legion was commanded by Brits.” 
 At one of the pre-mission briefings, they had all seen photos of typical Somali men and women – their skin color, facial features, and traditional and modern clothing. And so far today, no one had seen anything remotely like that. 
 All of Alpha was now shooting their way through the survivors of the air strikes – and the reinforcements instantly coming their way from the town. 
 Which was once again their final destination. 
 Moving, shooting, and communicating – the supremely elite commandos did all three now, as if not their lives, but rather the fate of the world, depended on it. Once again, they were on foot – trying to shoot their way through a perilous urban landscape. Only this time they couldn’t just shoot their way through. It was more like a hostage rescue. Before they got to go home, they were going to have to make a no-shoot decision on one of their targets. 
 And they were going to have to get that one the hell out of there. 
 Handon moved closer to Juice and Henno and pointed to the digital map screen on his forearm. “Neither us nor the Marines have cleared any of these three neighborhoods!” he shouted. “Here, here, and here! We sweep all three, then circle back to the hospital.” 
 Those within earshot nodded. Communicating, organizing, and basically being highly effective while in heavy contact was in their DNA. 
 Handon pulled Juice in closer. “Get that drone overflying these map squares – and get me some video of them!” 
 “Already doing it.” Juice now had the UCAV’s video piped directly into the pull-down monocle on his helmet. 
 “How’s it look?” 
 “It looks like they’ve got a lot of dead guys there.” 
 “Outstanding,” Handon said. “Dead guys are exactly what we want.” 
 Following their commander, Alpha moved straight to where things were worst. 
 * * * 
 When Fick heard the rotor noise of the incoming Seahawk medevac, he stopped his team. They set Graybeard on the verge and shielded him with their bodies while Reyes dug out an IR strobe, turned it on, and tossed into the middle of the road twenty meters ahead of them. 
 As the artificial hurricane of the rotor wash started slinging dust and rocks at them, Fick knew he now faced a major decision point. And he only had a few seconds to grapple with it. 
 He hailed Handon on the radio. 
 * * * 
 Handon, on point for the team with Henno just behind and to his right, shot carefully and methodically. He was worried about their ammo situation. 
 But a much heavier and longstanding worry had fallen from him. 
 He was no longer afraid of not having the wisdom to spend the lives of his people only when it really counted. Because, as he’d told them, this was it. There was probably going to be nowhere else left to spend them. And if he did it here, to finally get the job done… even if he lost his whole team… then maybe that was the way it had to be. It would be worth it. 
 And Henno was right: nothing else really mattered. 
 Well, Henno may or may not have had it right about their morality, and the lives of innocent civilians, and the operators’ immortal souls. But he was sure as hell right about their bodies: their lives were forfeit. They were currency. And maybe today was the day when they all had to pay up. As long as it bought them the mission objective – a cure. 
 As long as they finally got the job done. 

“Cadaver One from Two.”

 Handon touched his radio PTT button, still making headshots on the running and stumbling robed figures that filled his NVG tableau with green targets – but taking a careful look at each one first. “Send it.” 

“Our medevac’s flaring in now.”

 “Copy. Hey – who got hit?” Handon suddenly realized he’d never asked. 

“Graybeard. Listen, D-Boy – as soon as we get him loaded up, we’re coming back.”

 “The hell you are. Don’t waste my time, Jarhead. You know as well as I do. One team falls, the other raises the banner and carries on. And we’re heading straight into the shit – we’ll either get this done, or we’ll go down. And if and when we do, you need to be anywhere but here.” 
 One-second pause. “Copy that.”

 “Get your asses on that bird – all of you – and get far away from this place.” 
 Same pause. “Wilco. Godspeed, you glorious sons of bitches.”

 In his mind’s eye, Handon could see Fick climbing on that helo – last out. 
 And he knew it would scrape the Marine’s soul to fly away from the fighting. 
 * * * 
 Ali had already slung her rifle. Like everyone there, she kind of did everything – but her core job function was always sniping. Or, rather, in the middle of the shit as they now were, her job was that of the DM, designated marksman – which was basically sniping at medium range, but also being ready to scrap when things got up close and personal. And that job might yet become pretty damned important. If and when it did, she damned well wasn’t going to be black on ammo. 
 Arguably, her sword was a better weapon for their current mission anyway. It not only allowed but required her to get a good close-up look at every Zulu before she destroyed it. She was trying to stay on the opposite flank from Juice – whose shoulder cam was allowing Park back on the carrier to get close looks as well. 
 Ali knew Somali people – because she was one of them. And none of these dead bastards were them. It was weird – like the whole local population had been transplanted to some other town, far away. But maybe Zorn had it right – giant herds, like the one they’d fought in Virginia, had swept away the whole city. 
 But it was damned inconvenient. 
 Alpha was now methodically bashing their way through the dusty black streets of Hargeisa. Ali, and the rest of them – using an eclectic mix of primary, secondary, and melee weapons – destroyed dozens, then hundreds. They were working hard to check every Zulu and Romeo they encountered before they dispatched them. None so far were local. 
 And it was hard not to start feeling like God hated them. 
 On the upside, they’d had no Foxtrots attacking them yet tonight – and no more of the cursed baboons either. But that was the end of the upside. Because, of what they did have, there were more and more coming, faster and thicker every minute. Ali started to get that tingly feeling – the one that said that they’d begun drawing a singularity. And if and when they did, there wasn’t likely to be a way out for them. Maybe Handon was right. 
 Maybe today was their day. 
 Pivoting, spinning, and delivering a wide horizontal stroke that sliced through two heads at once, Ali gritted her teeth in defiance. Death had been coming for her for a long time. She’d make that rendezvous if she had to. And she’d go down swinging. But she took a really dim view of failing in their mission. 
 Because: fuck that. Failing was bullshit. 
 She pushed out farther and redoubled her sword work. Out ahead of them, she could see more rippling explosions blossom – as Juice called in more air strikes to thin out the massed army that was coming for them. She knew those Hellfires and JDAMs were turning any potential live captures into meat mulch. 
 But one thing it seemed this town didn’t lack for – all of a sudden – was dead bastards. She pushed her exceptional vision out farther, and in more directions, desperate to find the one dead bastard they needed. 
 To find the magical dead guy. 
 Before she became one herself. 
 * * * 
 “Man,” Predator said to Juice as he fought alongside him. “You wait all day for one dead guy, and then you get ten thousand at once.” 
 “Like buses,” Juice said. 
 “Yeah. Exactly like buses.” 
 Juice couldn’t tell whether he was being sarcastic or not. Pred’s humor had gotten kind of dry lately. And now his rifle also went dry, so he let it fall on its sling, got his Louisville Slugger back out – and started bashing his way through ten thousand buses, all of them the wrong ones. 
 Unsurprisingly, this quickly cleared a wide area around the two of them. Juice, with no immediate opponents, actually took a second and looked up at the black dome of the sky above them. But it wasn’t black at all – it was going crazy with the pulsing light of ten thousand stars, and ten thousand other galaxies behind them, all vivid and bright and full of beauty. 
 Juice remembered that the night sky over Africa had always been unbelievably brilliant and multifold and luminous, with its much more dramatic stars and constellations. It was because of the lack of ambient light leakage that was universal in western civilization, and which overpowered and dimmed the universe. But Africa was much darker, and let the cosmos shine in all its glory. 
 It was like that everywhere but Britain now, of course, the light all extinguished. 
 Almost as striking as the brilliant brightness was the fact that they were in the southern hemisphere now – which meant familiar constellations appeared upside down. Juice could see the reversed Orion, brightest constellation in the sky. He remembered how, on his first deployment to Africa, it had struck him as profoundly trippy and strange, like a face with an upside-down nose. But in a way it had allowed him to really see the constellation, for the first time in a long time. He also remembered that he finally got used to it on his last deployment – and by the time he made it back to the northern hemisphere it looked strange right-side up again. 
 Somehow the peace and stillness and majesty of it all was even more striking and compelling, floating as it did above the scene of mayhem and violence and desperation they were all living through below – riding their wet rock, spinning through a silent and Godless cosmos, all beneath that beautiful dome. 
 And trying to keep the dead from eating them. 
 But now it was probably time for Juice to get back in the fight. On his last mission, the one with the Marines to secure supplies, he felt he’d finally proven he deserved to be in the ranks of the gods of Alpha – and that they could truly depend on him. He had found the place where he really belonged, and a life truly worth living, ZA or no ZA. Even the end of the world couldn’t take away the brotherhood, or his place in it. And it was a damned good place to be. 
 Even in the midst of mayhem and violence and desperation. 
 But he hadn’t just earned his place. He had also fought through death – all the way through. He had been so close to dying, sitting alone and bleeding out on that bare warehouse floor… And it wasn’t so much that Predator and the others had dragged him back at the last second. It was that he had actually broken through – to the other side of death. 
 To where life was, in all its glory. 
 * * * 
 Homer put away his rifle shortly after Ali did, and for some of the same reasons. Swinging and stabbing methodically and carefully with his boarding axe, he kept his distance from her – but couldn’t stop himself keeping an eye on her. 
 He was being pulled by all kinds of contrary impulses. He wanted to be close to Ali. But he knew she didn’t want him there, and he had to respect that. He wanted to protect her – but knew that in close combat she handled herself as well as or better than anyone else in Alpha, probably better than anyone he’d ever served with. She was about the last person who needed his protection. 
 So instead he focused on protecting his other teammates. 
 And he actually did begin to worry about them – that relative lack of conditioning he had pondered back at Lemonnier was starting to bite. The team had now crossed Hargeisa multiple times – first at a walking pace, fully loaded, from the MRAP to the safe house, and then to the hospital. They’d then run at full speed back to where the MRAP should have been – carrying on a running fight the whole way. Now they were bashing their way back into the thickest of it. 
 And it had been a seriously long day even before they got here. This was their third fight, on their third battlefield – and against a third species. 
 Worst of all, using the melee weapons was tiring them out much faster than shooting would. Those things took strength to swing – and to continue doing so, while moving fast, took serious endurance. Conserving ammo made sense – you never knew how long a firefight was going to last. 
 But Tier-1 guys weren’t always so good at conserving their strength. They were trained to push way past their limits, to bull through exhaustion and sleep deprivation and dehydration and all kinds of physical boundaries. It was unavoidable that some part of them thought they could bull through anything. 
 But only God was omnipotent. 
 Even if the operators sometimes forgot they were mortal. 
 And Homer could see exhaustion setting in. It was visible in the hunching shoulders, in the mouths hanging open as they sucked wind and tried to get enough air, in the way their footwork was getting sloppier. 
 Maybe God would bail them out of this – and deliver them the priceless prize they needed. But if that wasn’t His will… Homer wasn’t sure how long the team could carry on. He pushed forward and tried to take as much of the burden on himself as he could. But even as he did, he saw Juice was doing the same. 
 And his pneumatic spike, the OJ, required a hell of a lot less energy to wield than the others’ melee weapons. It had a tank of energy, the compressed air. And it was extremely effective against the human dead, especially the slow ones. Now Homer could see Juice aerating head after head, their owners dropping like bags of rocks each time he withdrew the spike. And he was clearly getting the hang of using it – learning he could wield it while hardly moving his arms or rifle at all. Just pivot, snick-snak, pivot, snick-snak. 
 At the same time he was also working the radio, keeping them alive with close air support. And Homer could see he was having to work harder than the others, to try and be everywhere at once with that head-sticker. But the aggregate expenditure of energy, for the whole team, was definitely less than it had been. 
 Juice was a good man. Homer moved up to support his friend. 
 He’d stay beside him until the end. 
 Until God called the operators home. 



 Black 
 Hargeisa - Approaching the Hospital 
 The three virgin Hargeisa neighborhoods were a bust. 
 As discriminating as they had been in target selection, no one had been able to pull their mission objective, a first-stage victim, out of this whole shitty mess. 
 Now they were coming back to the hospital, having circled back around to it. That quarantine tent, if it was even still there, was pretty much Handon’s last hope. He didn’t have any other ideas – other than to keep running around and around this dark and evil place until they were all too exhausted to fight anymore. 
 Until he, and all his people, were dead. 
 The UCAV drone had expended all its ordnance – and Juice had hit the verbal RTB button, sending it back to the carrier to rearm. This left him free to stick a lot of heads, but he could only do that one at a time. JDAMs killed hundreds. It had always been the Joint Tactical Air Controllers (JTACs), calling down air strikes on the enemy, who had, by far, the highest body count in the counter-terror wars. 
 On the upside, their F-35 had just now come back. 

“Cadaver, this is Thunderchild, back on station over your position. Armament includes two times GBU-39 glide bombs, two times Brimstone ground-attack missiles, four times GBU-53/B Small Diameter Bombs, and twenty-five mil Gatling cannon with two hundred and twenty rounds. Playtime two hours.”

 Handon tried to figure out how relieved to be about this. Some of those weapons were decent for close air support – stressing the close part, as Alpha was in very close contact. But a fast-mover – an extremely fast-mover like the F-35, with a stall speed of over 200mph – could never provide the kind of precision close-in support a hovering Apache attack helicopter could, or an AC-130 gunship doing lazy circles with its howitzer and Bofors gun pointing in. 
 Moreover, all that F-35 could do was destroy the dead. What they needed was to capture one. And none of them were getting out of there until they did so. But maybe he could make use of the aircraft’s sensor suite. 
 “Thunderchild, Cadaver. I need you to do a visual sweep of our AO and tell me what we’re looking at opposition-wise.” 

“Roger that, Cadaver. I see Zulus converging on your location from a wide area, and from all directions. You are the center of the storm. Hard to estimate numbers.”

 “Copy that. Can you tighten up your view – and try to find us some dead that look different to these ones? We need Somalis – and these are all Gulf States Arabs.” But even as Handon formulated the question, he realized it was hopeless. He wasn’t a hundred percent confident of their ability to make this distinction on the ground, face-to-face. He had no idea how the pilot was going to do it from a thousand feet. But she was game. 

“Copy that, Cadaver. Stand by.”

 And he heard that powerful jet engine blast by overhead again – at a speed that was probably going to make it useless to them. Handon would have loved to get the carrier’s Fire Scout helicopter drone out there, which could go zero miles an hour, plus swoop as low as they liked, right over the heads of the dead. 
 But Hargeisa was outside its combat radius, too far from the carrier. 
 Now Handon wished they’d got it in the air anyway. Not having enough fuel for it to return would have been a pretty minor problem in the scheme of things. And losing one more drone would have been a minor sacrifice. 
 Major ones were coming. 
 He could feel it. 
 * * * 
 Juice got on the CAS net and got the F-35’s nose-cone video piped straight to his monocle. He couldn’t control the aircraft, but he could look down from it. And more eyes were better. But he pretty quickly decided he didn’t like what he saw. 
 It was a mass of globular loping night-vision-green blobs – moving extremely fast – and coming at them from two directions, west and southwest. 
 “Top,” he said, “I’ve got at least two troops of Bravos incoming – fast.” 
 Predator grunted. “Huh. Well that didn’t take long.” He was right – every damned thing in the military got turned into NATO phonetic alphabet slang. Why should the baboons be any different? Or maybe special operators just adapted to new environments fast. They were sure having to adapt fast to this one. 
 Their top cover verified this assessment – and expanded on it. “Yeah, Cadaver, whatever those masses of creatures are, I can now actually see four groups of them, coming in from the surrounding treelines, blasting through town – and all heading straight toward you. ETA maybe three or four mikes.”

 “Copy that.” Handon raised his voice for the team. “Listen up! We’re moving around the side of the hospital to the quarantine tent.” He led the way, putting away his rifle as he moved and drawing his wakizashi from the small of his back. He was extremely low on ammo, and assumed the others were as well. 
 Fighting the tide of human dead the whole way, nonetheless in a minute or so they were around the side of the big building – and saw through their NVGs what was probably the remains of what had once been the quarantine area. It was a riot of overturned gurneys and hospital crash carts, biohazard boxes, ancient medical monitoring devices, and the remains of gowns, gloves, and masks. There were also a lot of gnawed body parts on the ground, as well as some shreds of plastic attached to stakes, which seemed to be all that was left of the plastic tent itself. 
 Pretty much without hope, Handon led the others in flowing through and clearing the area. There had no doubt once been virtually nothing here but infected Somalis, first-stage victims – but they were two years gone. 
 And then the most unexpected thing happened. 
 “I’ve got a live one!” Juice shouted. “Erm, a dead one!” 
 Handon rushed over through the darkness. Juice was pointing his rifle down at a gurney out near the edge of the ruins, one which was somehow still upright. Even crazier, there was a body strapped down to it. Instantly, even in NVG view, Handon could see the figure’s skin was covered in sores and dirt, and it was lolling and moaning, as well as pulling against the wrist and ankle restraints. 
 His heart leapt with hope. 
 Ali glided up, pushed up her NVGs, pulled out a visible tactical light, then clicked it on and put it on the wriggling body. “Yeah,” she said, clicking the light off again. “This dude’s definitely Somali.” 

Thank fuck, was all Handon could think. 
 But then Predator rocked up, leaned in, pulled open its eyelids with the thumb and index finger of one hand – and shined his own light in them with his other hand. 
 “Only one problem,” he rumbled, clicking the light off. 
 “What?” 
 “Dude’s alive. He looks like Joe Shit the Ragman. But he ain’t dead.” 
 Handon actually laughed. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” 
 The man opened his mouth and croaked, “Meeh qof kasta? Yaad tahay?” 
 “Sorry, boss,” Pred said. “I don’t think he’s even infected.” 
 “Well who the hell tied him here?” Handon asked. “It doesn’t make any sense – he obviously hasn’t been here for two fucking years.” 
 “Search me,” Pred said, shaking his head. He pulled his baby-sized knife from its vest sheath and sliced through the man’s bonds, wrists and ankles. 
 The female-pilot voice sounded again in Handon’s ear: “Cadaver One, you are about to be in serious contact. ETA one mike.”

 And now Handon and the others could hear it – that same heavy panting and low barking, over the thunder of a lot of prehensile feet and hands hitting the ground with a great deal of weight. Alpha had barely survived their first encounter with these things. Maybe they were more prepared now. 
 Then again, there were also four troops rather than one. 
 “Ammo check,” Handon said. 
 “I’m black, Top.” 
 “Red here. Dark red.” 
 “Black on rifle rounds. Pistol okay.” 
 “Okay, enough,” Handon said. 
 There was no way they could take that many of these things with melee weapons. The overwhelming likelihood was that they’d be overrun, swarmed, and torn to pieces – just as Graybeard had earlier. Hell, Handon could picture it in his mind’s eye so clearly: Alpha finally going down, for good, under this new, monstrous, fast, strong, evil evolutionary product of the Zulu Alpha. 

They couldn’t take us down with Foxtrots. So they made something worse…

 Even the mighty Alpha team was vulnerable now. Naked. Weak. Surrounded and outrageously outnumbered, options evaporating, they were looking at a retreat back into the hospital – where, with a singularity forming up outside, they were pretty likely to meet the same fate as those last-standers back in that radiology suite. Not a winning plan. 
 But there was no other plan. 
 “Into the hospital,” Handon said. He felt Henno looking at him – and knew exactly what he was thinking: We go into that hospital, we ain’t coming out. He was probably right. There was a singularity descending – and this one had heavy cavalry, in the form of the plague-infected baboons, supporting the good old regular infantry, namely dead humans. 
 But at least they’d be alive – for a little while longer. Maybe they could clear a way out with air support, or sneak out, or wait for the dead to disperse… but of course Handon knew as well as the rest of them. 
 The dead almost never dispersed. 
 As the team dashed for the nearest entrance, and the first baboons came into visual range and started that blood-chilling screaming, Joe Shit the Somali Ragman followed after them. He was yelling at the operators: “Waxaad kale ma aadi karo in ay jiraan! Vampires in ay jiraan! Vampires!” 
 Pred looked over his shoulder. “Wait – did that dude say vampires?” 
 Ali, running alongside, shrugged. “He’s babbling. He’s incoherent. But, yeah, he said vampires.” 
 “Dude,” Pred said, looking at the emaciated little man. “You’re in the wrong horror movie! We got zombies in this one.” He obviously thought this was hilarious. As the operators blasted through the door into the pitch-black hospital, Pred held it open for the Somali. He couldn’t just leave him outside for the baboons. 
 He pulled the door closed seconds before hurtling bodies slammed into it, shrieking and barking. The others started pulling over nearby heavy crap to barricade it. And there they all were. 
 Trapped in the Hargeisa hospital – ground zero of ground zero. 
 And the only Somali they’d found was alive. 
 Plus a pain in the ass. 
 * * * 
 Handon didn’t need to find a window. He just had Juice flip his monocle around. It was obvious. They were already surrounded a quarter-mile thick on all sides. And with the animal dead leaping through and around and over the human Zulus and Romeos, it was perhaps the most inescapable singularity any of them had ever seen. 
 They could try to put in some air strikes – the F-35 had plenty of ordnance. 
 But with the MRAP gone, and the team exhausted already, there was virtually no chance of getting out of there on foot – even if they did get out of the hospital alive. But there was one thing Handon could do. 
 “Cadaver Two from One.” 
 When Fick answered, it was with a lot of engine and rotor racket in the background. That was good – at least he had followed Handon’s instructions, gotten on the helo, and was now winging it the hell out of there. “Go ahead.”

 “What’s your location?” 

“Five hundred feet up, thirty clicks north of you, and doing a hundred and fifty knots due north.”

 “Copy that. Listen. When you feel you’re a safe distance out, I want you and your team to re-insert for the secondary target site.” 

“What makes you think there’ll be local dead there, when there were none in Hargeisa?”

 Handon sighed. “We won’t know until you get there.” 
 Also, this was all they had left. The designated secondary target site had always been a little town called Gebilay, formerly with 80,000 residents, and located 35km to the northwest. It would have gone down soon after Hargeisa. And it was where their mission plan had them heading to – if everything went to shit at the primary target site. 

Which is pretty much exactly what’s happened, Handon thought. 
 “Anyway,” he said into his mic, “it will keep you a safe distance from the amusing multi-species singularity we’re building up here.” 

“How bad is it?”

 Now Handon let a long pause drag out on his end. 
 “You shouldn’t count on us getting out of here. Not on this one.” 
 * * * 
 Fick sighed and cast around the blacked-out helo cabin. Taking up most of the room in the middle was Graybeard, now off his folding stretcher and strapped into a more high-tech Skedco rescue litter. He also had an oxygen mask on, a variety of medical monitors strapped to him – and his second liter of typed blood mainlining into him via high-gauge needle. Most reassuringly of all, he was being worked on by Doc Walker herself – the Kennedy’s top-ranking flight surgeon and CO of the hospital. 
 When she’d heard Fick’s call come in, she insisted on jumping on the Seahawk and leading the medevac mission herself. 
 Fick now grabbed her by the upper arm and stuck his face into hers. “Listen, Doc! He wasn’t bit by human dead. It was monkeys.” 
 “What?” 
 “Yeah. Dead ones. But Doc Park said getting bit by infected animals probably wouldn’t infect a human. You got me?” 
 LCDR Walker looked skeptical. She also looked at the straps holding Graybeard to the litter, in addition to the ankle and wrist restraints she’d brought in her medical bag. “We’ll see,” she said, going back to work on her patient. 
 Fick nodded, looked up front toward the pilots, and willed the bird to go faster. 
 The helo, call sign Firehawk One, was the same aircraft and crew that had conducted non-stop ammo runs, as well as gun runs with its minigun and Hellfire missiles, during the Battle of the JFK. It had also ferried the nuclear engineers from the USS Washington over to the Kennedy just in time to get her reactors started and get them the hell out of the path of the storm of the dead. 
 Now, assigned a medevac mission, they had scrambled and gotten airborne in minutes, then flown to meet the Marines at slightly higher than their safe top speed. Between these guys and Walker, maybe Graybeard would have a chance. Nonetheless, he needed to get back to the hospital ASAFP. So Fick hesitated now. Then he remembered their mission – and that 50 million lives were riding on it. 
 He flipped down his NVGs, scanned the ground below to the left, which was the west, and then pulled on an ICS headset to give instructions to the pilots. “Hey, guys, I’m gonna need you to set down again and re-insert my team.” 
 Doc Walker gave him a mean look. 
 Fick kept talking. “That road north out of Hargeisa is just a couple of klicks to the west. You can touch and go and get back in the air in seconds. We’ll hump overland on our own to get where we’re going.” 
 The pilot paused before answering, but complied. “Wilco.”

 The Seahawk banked sharply to the left and started descending. In less than a minute it was flaring in low over the dusty black road. 
 Fick kissed Graybeard on the forehead and then leapt out, Reyes and Brady right behind him, before the helo’s tires even touched the ground. They squatted and covered up their heads as the Seahawk’s 2,000hp twin-turboshaft engines wound all the way up and the rotors threatened to bury them all in dust and flying debris, and then roared off again into the pitch-black night. Soon the airframe itself was only a smudge on the black of the sky, lights blacked out, and quickly becoming nothing more than a fading echo of power and speed. 
 Fick scurried off the road into the bush, his two remaining Marines following him. And they all hunched down, facing outward, and stayed there for ten minutes – just tuning in to the night. 
 Brady and Reyes thought about what was waiting for them next. 
 Fick thought about what they had to do next – and how they were going to do it. 



 Vampires 
 Hargeisa Hospital 
 “I’m gonna have to kill this dude,” Predator muttered, as the crazed non-undead Somali continued to follow them through the bottom-of-the-ocean black corridors of the deserted and ransacked and gore-strewn hospital. 
 Handon had sent Ali up to the top level of the three-story building, to look for some way to the roof, or other suitable overwatch position. So she wasn’t there to translate the man’s torrent of Somali babble. Juice had a little Somali, but not a lot, and he had other shit to do right then. But as the man ranted, the word “vampire” kept cropping up. This was hardly the first batshit crazy survivor they’d encountered in their travels, so nobody was too perturbed. 
 “I’ll slot him,” Henno muttered. “Happily.” 
 “Yeah, sure,” Juice said. “The dark-skinned Africans can die in droves, and nobody cares. Or we could just tie him back up.” 
 Henno shook his NVG-adorned head in the green-and-black darkness. “I don’t give a shit if he’s got orange polka dots – or if he’s lily-white and second in line for the throne. I don’t care if he’s the Prince of Wales himself. What does it take to get this through your skulls? One person doesn’t matter – nor a hundred, nor a hundred thousand.” 
 Handon got it. They all pretty much got it now. But they also had a core of essential humanity that it was impossible to entirely tamp down. 
 And right now Handon just wanted the group to pipe down, so he didn’t say anything that might add fuel to the fire. What he wanted right this second was to find the cafeteria, which was their best chance of finding water. His own CamelBak was dry, and he was pretty sure the others’ were as well, after their long-running battles, the first part in the heat of the day. Also, it would probably be the biggest room in the hospital, where they could spread out, do a supplies manifest, make plans – and, if it came down to it, Alamo up. 
 “At least he’s actually Somali,” Pred said. “Can we just stick his head outside, get him infected, and then take him back? No one would have to know.” 
 “Yeah, and you can be the first to be inoculated with the resulting vaccine.” 
 “Shut the fuck up.” Handon finally said it. 
 The door they’d entered through by the quarantine tent was midway along the lengthwise axis of the building. The front entrance was off to their right and they’d already covered most of that area. So Handon took them left. He was soon rewarded with a sign pointing to the cafeteria. He didn’t know the Somali word, but recognized the universal coffee cup with crossed fork and knife pretty quickly. 
 They were moving fast again, those green IR illuminator beams panning over every surface and giving the scene the vague air of a spec-ops fire sale on a used car lot. Still in the lead, Handon startled and spun when he heard a crunching sound to his left – it was the dead outside bashing in a wire-reinforced glass door – the wire probably being the only reason the glass had survived this long. But it was also pretty clear that eventually these guys were going to bash their way through. 
 Trying to catalog options, Handon stuck his weapon into an open room on the right – it was some type of linen closet, with a shitload of piled-up, and somehow still starched, white bedsheets, towels, etc. He withdrew and kept moving, knowing the team would be right behind him. 
 Another room on the right, another quick look – this was a slightly bigger storeroom, with what looked like random crap and medical supplies. How med supplies had survived two years without being scavenged was another mystery. Or maybe it wasn’t. It said to Handon that the survivor last-stand they’d found earlier was from the original fall. This place had been wiped out – fast and completely. 
 And nobody living had been in there for two years. 
 * * * 
 Another ten meters of corridor bought them to double doors, also with the cafeteria sign on them. Before Handon could reach the doors to open them, Joe Shit the Somali Ragman beat him to it. Handon shook his head – this guy was still here? 
 Now the man used his body to block the entrance, standing between the team and it. How he could see to do so was anybody’s guess. But there was probably now a little moon- and star-light leaking in some of that wire-reinforced glass. Also about to leak through was the Arab Legion. From the fury of their pounding, they wanted in. Handon could also see globular shadows leaping by. 
 The simian dead were rampaging around and above the human dead. 
 It was a pure shit-show out there, and Handon wasn’t in the mood for any insane survivor theatrics in here. He reached out to haul the wiry little man out of his way – but then hesitated, something tickling at his brain. Local knowledge is king – an idea he’d recently been flogging. 

And always listen to the man on the ground. 
 But before he could act on this, Henno stepped to the front, grabbed the little man and hurled him back down the hallway. And before Handon could protest, he yanked open the door on the right – which came off its hinges and fell to the floor. 
 Henno moved inside, rifle up. 
 Handon moved to support him – but was instantly assaulted by an absolutely crushing stench. Even in a dead world, this was something special – a rancid ammonia smell, billowing out at them in waves that threatened to knock them over. Swallowing his rising bile, and out of long habit moving to confront any threats and clear the room, Handon went left as Henno went right. Nothing was standing or moving, though the floor was inexplicably two or more feet higher inside, and rose and fell in lumps and swells. 
 Squinting in slowly growing comprehension, Handon pointed his rifle and IR illuminator at the high ceiling, following it with his NVG gaze. 
 And the ceiling was moving – every inch of it. It twitched and rippled, little triangular protrusions flicking in a thousand places. 
 And then, with no other warning or preamble, it fell on them. 
 The whole dark mass blasted down and toward them and out the double doors in a whirling, flapping, shrieking nightmare of leathery wings and sharp little flashing teeth and mottled fell fur and dead black eyes – all of it green and black and even more terrifying for it. 
 Handon ducked and covered his head and turned back to the team – who’d had a fraction of a second more to react and now were somehow defending themselves with melee weapons. Handon saw Pred swinging his bat wildly, which looked only a little more effective than trying to bash away a cloud of mosquitoes. Then he stopped swinging and grabbed at his neck, where one or maybe two of them had landed and latched on. 
 “Son of a BITCH!” he bellowed at a volume that tore through even the chaos swirling around them. 
 But as Handon watched, he felt a hot pain on his own neck – and his NVG vision started strobing as wings flapped at high speed in front of his face. He dropped his rifle on its sling and started tearing at the horrible leathery bodies that had landed on his neck and shoulder and were now piling up. 
 He was being swarmed. And enough of these things would bring him down. 
 Enough might bring them all down. 
 They had to get the hell out of there. 
 * * * 
 Ali heard none of this from her OP on the roof, three floors above. A small open-air pavilion topped the three-story building, and Ali was up on the very top of that. 
 It was way too far to hear the chaos on the first floor, and the others hadn’t troubled her with a radio report, so she was instead monitoring the growing singularity around the building. Where the hell this many dead had come from, and how they’d been missed in aerial surveillance, was anybody’s guess. But in a long career of scavenging dead zones, it was hardly the first time they’d had this problem. Half the time the dead came out of nowhere. 
 Ali was also trying to keep her profile down – not least because she was pretty sure baboons, even dead ones, could climb right up the outside of the building if they saw her up there. Other than that, she was just staring half-numb out over post-Apocalyptic Hargeisa, looking upon the ruins of her childhood. 

Oh well, my childhood sucked anyway, she thought. 
 But that was really just a distraction. What she was really trying not to think about, albeit without a ton of success, was the chimera virus mentioned in that CIA report Juice had recovered. It had specifically cited that exact bioweapon – the stocks of which, as well as their rogue Kazakh designer and dealer, Ali had personally watched go up in great licks of purifying flame two and a half years ago. 
 Or so she had thought at the time. 
 But if it really turned out to be true that the Hargeisa virus was some kind of mutation of that chimera virus… and if the bioweapon she had been tasked with stopping hadn’t been stopped at all, but instead had gotten out, mutated, and then taken down the whole world… well, then Ali’s perfect service record, and her generally untroubled conscience, were about to become things of the past. 
 And she might have more to answer for than she could bear. 
 * * * 
 The last thing Handon saw, looking back toward the horrorscape of the cafeteria, was their Somali survivor, writhing on the ground and beating his arms against his face, with dozens of the swarming, flapping, remorselessly biting creatures carpeting his body, more of them piling up every second, and all relentlessly gorging on his flesh. And with no bite-proof assault suit, just about every part of his body was fair game. They seemed to be going for all of them at once. 
 He had been taken down – and was being eaten alive. And the answer to the mystery of his presence, strapped down to that gurney, would die with him. 
 More importantly, his death made the parameters of the engagement clear: more than a few of those things landed on you at the same time and you were done. 
 But instantly Handon faced forward again and got fighting – because he also knew the assault suits wouldn’t be enough to save them. Their hands, faces, and necks were all exposed to the biting aerial swarm. They’d all had to ditch their face shields when NVGs became necessary. The two didn’t work together. They’d never made them work together, because they almost never went out at night in the ZA – it made zombie-fighting harder, unlike terrorist-and-insurgent fighting. 
 Now they might be paying the price. 
 Alpha’s dust-up with the gigantic, thick swarm of bats quickly became a running, fighting, screaming, suffocating retreat back down the corridor, battling as they went. Pred was still swinging his baseball bat, and Henno his cricket bat – which with its wider and flatter edge worked a little better. Handon had got his sword out and was slicing the air in front of him, bifurcating tiny nightmare hairy flying bodies, which fell at his feet in black-gunk-spewing chunks. Juice and Homer were pretty much just running, their melee weapons of virtually no use. 
 Luckily it was a short running battle – only back to that storeroom Handon had found up the hall, on their left now. Everyone piled in, Handon yanked the door shut – and then they danced around like crazy people, killing the dozen or so that had flown in there with them before they got the room sealed. 
 Juice picked one up off the floor and held it up where everyone could see it. Its body was only three or four inches long, and mostly covered in mottled fur. It had tall dog-like papery ears with holes torn in them, rodent-like teeth, and leathery wings with a single claw at the joint. Creepiest of all was a long slit running down the center of its face between the eyes. 
 “I’ve seen these before,” Juice said. “Nasty piece of work. I think it’s called the Hairy Slit-Faced Bat, believe it or not.” 
 “Why’d they call it that?” Pred asked, wide-eyed. 
 “Becau— oh.” Smart-ass.

 “Yeah,” Pred said. “My real question is: are these ones dead?” 
 “Who gives a shit,” answered Henno. “They’re fucking bats, there are thousands of them, and they’re trying to eat us.” 
 Handon pulled out two chem-lights, broke and shook them, and put them on opposite ends of a nearby shelf, then flipped up his NVGs. The others did the same. Then he started trying to assess and dress the wound on his neck, but he couldn’t really see it or get to it. Pred pulled his hands away and said, “Lemme deal with that.” 
 “Who’s going to deal with yours?” Handon countered. He could now see blood dripping down the front of the big man’s plate carrier. 
 “I’ve got it,” Juice said, gently pulling Pred away from Handon, while Homer angled in and started on Handon’s wound. 
 And for the next minute they sat still and did combat medicine. And nobody said out loud what everyone was thinking – until Handon looked over and saw that Pred’s right hand was resting on the butt of his pistol in his chest rig. 
 “Oh, no,” Handon said, “just put that hand somewhere else, right now.” 
 Pred gave him a look – not reacting to Juice’s careful and astringent cleaning of his ugly wound. 
 Handon spoke intently. “Listen, that bite is not going to turn you. Any strain of the virus in another species is unlikely to be infectious to humans. Park told me this – in no uncertain terms.” 
 “Yeah, sure,” Pred said. “No doubt getting bit by a zombie bat is perfectly safe.” 
 Handon’s neck stung like hell from Homer’s work on it. But he was grateful. Zombie virus or no, those bite wounds were ragged and scary-looking, and already looked like going septic. Hargeisa was probably not the only virus or bacteria coating the foul surfaces of Hargeisa. Never mind in a bat cave with two feet of piled-up guano. 
 And on top of all that, now Handon had to worry about Pred checking himself out – terrified as he was of turning, and then turning on his teammates. 
 As Homer finished taping down the bandage, Handon dug out his serum pouch and got a syringe and two vials out. “Look,” he said. “I’m going to give us both the serum now. Even if, against the odds, we’re infected, this will keep us from turning.” Implicit in this, though Handon didn’t say it, was that it might keep them alive long enough to complete the mission. 
 Pred just grunted, sounding distinctly unconvinced. 
 Filling the syringe, Handon’s voice grew serious as he looked Pred in the eye. “Bottom line: you do not do a goddamned thing – at the very least until we see some symptoms. You got it?” 
 As Juice finished up on him, and Handon jabbed him in the ass, Pred just petulantly muttered, as if to himself: “Damned hairy slit-nosed bat took a chunk out of my neck. This some bullshit.” 
 Nobody there disagreed. Also, nobody had any good ideas for getting them the hell out of there. They were well and truly trapped. 
 With every possible clock still ticking. 



 Sinner 
 Jizan - Genomics Building 
 The NSF team, cowed by the raging inferno and menaced by the swarming dead, and finally driven back inside, now took cover behind lobby furniture and the front desk and got busy waiting – either for instructions on how to get the hell out of there, or for things to get a lot worse. 
 Sarah took up a position closest to the blown-out glass windows of the front wall, so she could cover it and silently dispatch any Zulus who took an interest or tried to wander in. But none did. They were too obsessed with the world-on-fire inferno of the plant out in front of them. For the living, there was only the blaze, the unnerving darkness surrounding it, the relentless march of the dead, and the black cocoon of the building around them – with its relative silence and peace inside. It was almost dreamy and soothing in there. 
 Surely it was an illusion. But it was real while it lasted. 
 Scanning tirelessly over her scope, but with nothing active to do just then, Sarah Cameron found herself getting into her own head. And not for the first time on this mission. 
 For some reason, the whole time she had been shooting those runners back in the power plant, singlehandedly defending the team, all she could think about was her behavior back on the Kennedy. Flirting with Henno as she’d done, her intimacy with Homer before that, when they had been alone on the road – and which Handon seemed to suspect had crossed over from intimacy to indiscretion… 
 Basically, she had risked everything – not just her relationship with Handon, which was precious enough, but also Handon’s ability to command his team, and thus complete his mission. It was unforgivable, really. But, suddenly, at least the causes of her inexplicable behavior were starting to become clear to her. 
 It wasn’t just the giddy freedom of having escaped that prison-like cabin in the woods, and escaped the life of thankless and dull labor keeping her husband and son alive. Sure, she had resented all the sacrifices she had made for them – and, later, resented having to feel guilty about their deaths. And, yes, she had also been intoxicated by being around all these super-capable, confident, self-reliant military men – and by the fact that she had a role among them, that she was accepted as something like an equal. And she’d become jealous of her newfound and unexpected freedom. 
 So she had done whatever the hell she wanted to do. Cutting loose. Flirting – and verging on sleeping around – and basically being reckless and irresponsible. Being cruel to the one who really loved her. And, mainly, being deeply selfish. In the self-regarding hall of mirrors of her ego, she thought she deserved it. 
 But it was deeper than that, and worse. 
 And she only realized it now: she had been turning into her father – her gambling, womanizing, reckless father. Maybe also turning into her crooked cop boyfriend, who had also put himself above everything and everyone else. 
 Just like those two, she had been irresponsible, and reckless, and gambled with the lives of those around her – and the lives of everyone on the planet. She had risked hurting not just Handon, but all of humanity. Maybe it was hard-wired deep within her, by her birth and upbringing. But none of that mattered. 
 As the distant but gigantic flames reflected on her face, making it into a smooth and emotionless porcelain mask, Sarah cursed herself for this now. She’d always known what was important. Hell, she’d sacrificed her own family for their mission. That was why she’d done it – right? But she now appeared to have forgotten – that it was the only thing that mattered. Now, she urgently needed to remember. 
 Moreover, she could see now that she had sinned. 
 She was already repentant. But the time might soon be coming when she would have to atone. 
 * * * 
 Wesley stood behind the front desk where he could keep an eye on his people, scattered as they were under cover throughout the lobby. 
 He had told them that Lovell and the staff of CIC were going to find a way out of there for them. And hopefully they would. But Wesley was still furiously racking his brain to think of something himself. He was very grateful to have the support back on the carrier. But ultimately all of this, including getting his team and mission objective safely out of there, was his responsibility. 
 It was all on him. 
 He desperately wanted to confer with the others, to try and talk it through, to hear some new ideas, or at least some reassurance. But he was terrified of admitting he didn’t have any answers for them – of looking irresolute, weak, indecisive. So instead he tapped Burns on the shoulder. “Okay,” he said. “I’ve got to know. What did you do back in the world? Don’t say pizza delivery.” 
 Burns grinned, his black neck tattoo glistening in the reflected firelight. “Oh, sure – you figure we’re all about to die, so everyone will come clean, huh?” He evidently thought this was funny, though Wesley was mortified – too English again. But then Burns said, “Fair enough, I guess. Here it is. We were bank robbers.” 
 “What? You’re kidding.” 
 “No.” 
 “What, all of you – your whole group of survivors?” 
 “Nah. Just five of us, the core group. The rest we picked up along the way.” 
 “Damn,” Wesley said, shaking his head. “I brought a bank-robbing crew on board a U.S. Navy warship.” He was thinking if that got out he might lose his lieutenant’s bars almost as soon as he’d got them. 
 Burns nodded. “Well, how’s it worked out so far – for you and for the ship?” 
 “Pretty good,” Wesley had to admit. 

“Mutant from CIC,” came Lovell’s voice in his ear. 
 Wesley’s face lit up. “This is Mutant One. What have you got for us?” 

“Nothing yet, Wesley. We’re still working on it. Hold tight for now. I’m just checking in, since we can’t see you from the drone. Everyone still okay there?”

 “Affirmative.” 

“Okay. You guys hang tight.”

 As he signed off, Wesley’s expression darkened again. Because now the full force of their situation hit him all over again: this was his fault, for leading them to this place, for causing whatever had set off that explosion in the plant, or at least for not preventing it. He figured it must have been Sarah doing all that shooting in and around those fuel vats – how stupid was he to have allowed that? But it had seemed necessary at the time. In any case, he had caused this and now he had to fix it – himself. 
 And if he didn’t… not only would he be a failure as a leader of these people who had trusted him. But if they didn’t come back with that DNA sequencer, he might actually, personally be responsible for the downfall of humankind. 
 Which was a hell of a situation to be in. 
 For a security guard from Peckham. 
 * * * 
 Someone shouted from the rear of the lobby. “Guys!” he yelped – it turned out to be Browning – and then, “Sarahhh…!”

 When Wesley and Burns skittered into the dark back corner of the room, they heard what Browning did: the sounds of dead coming from the interior of the building. In seconds, they had stumbled into the hallway that ended at the lobby. 
 “Don’t shoot!” Wesley hissed at Browning. They still couldn’t afford the noise. Live gunfire would bring the dead in through the open building front. Attacked from both sides, they’d be dead in minutes. 
 Now, they didn’t so much see Sarah arrive as sense the long suppressor at the end of her barrel poke between them and start chugging. In a few seconds and fifteen fast shots, the dead in the hallway were all dead again. But there were more coming in behind them. 
 “Come on!” Wesley said, deciding in a flash. They had to push them back and have some buffer room – the hallway itself. He led the charge down the hall and got the door at the end of it closed. Jesus, why the hell did we not think to close every door behind us? he thought. Note to self: close ALL doors in future.

 “Get some of the lobby furniture down here!” he yelled. 
 Jenson and Burns complied, dashing away, then coming back with a leather couch. They stood it up and wedged it in behind the door, then retreated back to the lobby and did another barricade in front of that door, using most of the rest of the furniture in the lobby. Though Wesley had no military education, he was intuitively providing for defense in depth. The theory was that attackers usually broke through any given line of defense – so it had better not be your only one. 
 By the time they were done, Sarah was back in her position guarding the blown-out front glass walls of the lobby. The dead were still streaming by outside, showing only their backs. They seemed not to have heard the commotion. The dead in the interior could still be heard banging on the barricade, but it was faint. 
 “Where the hell did they come from?” Browning asked. 
 Burns shrugged. “Most of the outer walls of this building are glass. They probably just broke through on the opposite side. More direct to go through the building than around it. ” He shrugged again. 
 Wesley considered that Burns was a cool customer in a crisis, which was a damned useful trait to have in a situation like this. Bank robbing clearly had its advantages. 
 Jenson wrinkled his nose. “What’s that smell?” 
 Browning sniffed the air. “Ah, hell – it’s gas, I think.” 
 “Oh, God,” Jenson said. “There’s a natural gas leak… We’ve got to get the hell out of here.” 
 “I don’t know,” Burns said. “With those front windows gone, we’re pretty well-ventilated. I don’t think we’ll asphyxiate.” 
 “Yeah,” Jenson said, “but that doesn’t mean we won’t explode.” 
 Wesley knew he had a point. If there was really a gas leak, with a gigantic fire burning close enough to them that embers could easily float over, then they were going to have to go – go out into that. Otherwise, they could all be blown up at any second. 
 “What do we do, LT?” Jenson said, looking younger by the minute – like he was a Boy Scout in some merit badge exercise gone horribly wrong. 
 Wesley racked his brain. They could go try to find the source of the gas leak and get it sealed up – but that would mean taking down the barricades they had just put up, then fighting through however many dead were back there now. They could go try to find another building to hole up in. But that would mean going outside. And if they attracted the Jizan zombie marathon running by, they’d just bury themselves in a singularity in the new building. 
 Every second Wesley didn’t speak, didn’t issue orders, didn’t take command, seemed like an age. And every silent tick of the clock made a mockery of those lieutenant’s bars on his collars. Everyone was looking at him, even Judy. 
 The clock kept on ticking. 
 And Wesley had absolutely no idea what to do. 



 Decision 
 Jizan - Genomics Building 
 Finally, something tickled at the back of Wesley’s brain. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Why would the Saudis have natural gas? They’re floating on a sea of crude oil.” 
 The others had no answer to this. But Sarah had heard him. Now she backed into the lobby, still facing and pointing her weapon out. And she sniffed at the air. “Wesley’s right,” she said. “It’s not natural gas. I think it’s actually hydrogen sulfide – Park uses it in his lab. Smells a lot like natural gas, but it’s not.” 
 “Thank God,” Jenson said. 
 “The bad news is it’s equally explosive and flammable. Maybe more so.” 
 Jenson looked like he was going to cry. 
 “But the good news is it’s probably just a canister in one of the labs that caught a stray round, or got knocked over by a zombie, which means there’s only so much of it. See, it’s getting fainter already.” 
 Wesley looked around and saw the others were still looking to him for answers. The gas threat might have subsided. But the dead were still banging on the barricade and it wouldn’t keep them out forever. Moreover, they were sure to draw more eventually. And as soon as they all started shooting, they’d be done for. 
 Basically, their minutes in that sanctuary were numbered. 
 Wesley turned and looked out at the undiminished inferno burning between them and any kind of escape or safety. They were totally trapped: between the dead within and the dead without, in a gas-filled glass house with the world’s biggest bonfire burning close enough that they could feel the heat on their faces. They could go bumbling around out in the dark, around the fire and through the streaming throngs of dead, trying to make it to the waterfront. But, with no night vision, no silencers, and particularly trying to move with the DNA sequencer, they’d be slow, blind, noisy, helpless prey. 
 They couldn’t stay and they couldn’t go. 
 And Wesley had absolutely no idea how to get them out of there. 
 He pressed his teeth together and tried to stop his eyes from tearing up. This was simply too much pressure. He was totally unqualified for this. What the hell was he even doing here? Sure, Alpha or the Marines would find a way out of this. But he wasn’t them, not by a long shot. Even someone like Lieutenant Campbell would have been an infinitely superior choice for leading this mission – with her effortless air of command, her big side arm, the I-don’t-give-a-fuck manner in which she always spoke. 
 But not Wesley. Not him. 
 He had nothing left in the tank. He’d taken them as far as he could go. He wanted to crawl under something and hide. Withdraw. Resign. Lie down and die. 
 But if he lay down… he knew he surely would die. They all would. 
 And then… and then an image flashed before his mind’s eye. It was that broad English field in Kent, with the big helicopters landing and taking off, and the paratroopers retreating slowly across it, all of this playing on the television in the galley of the JFK, a news broadcast they had managed to pick up from the UK, shortly after the battle. And those refugees Wesley had seen, streaming through the field and boarding that helicopter. 
 And the one who turned her face to the camera for just a second – showing herself as Amarie. Wesley couldn’t believe it. But he had been sure of it. It was her. 
 And all he could think now was: I’ve got to make this mission succeed, somehow – FOR HER. Sure, he knew there were fifty million people back in Britain all depending on them. But millions of faces were just too abstract – and a burden that size too crushing even to think about. 
 But this was personal. This was real. Amarie was totally real to him. Somehow, against all odds, she had stayed alive this long. 
 And Wesley knew that what he did right now, in this moment, might decide whether or not she made it through all this, whether she lived or died. Whether any of them did. 
 And then, finally, the image of LT Campbell popped back into his mind. She still wasn’t here, she wasn’t in command, and Wesley knew she never would be. 
 He was all there was. He was it. 
 But now he knew why he had thought of her – because of nearly the last words she said to him, which now played through his mind like a revelation, like the voice of God. When she had busted in on his briefing in the NSF ops room, he’d asked her why they would put a desal plant in the same building as the electrical plant. 
 And she had said: Beats the hell out of me. Maybe so if the fuel oil blows up, the water will put it out. 



And suddenly Wesley knew exactly what he had to do.






 * * * 
 But he also had one chance at a reprieve – and it was on the other end of his radio. “CIC from Mutant One, come in.” 

“Go ahead, Wesley.” It was Lovell. 
 “Isn’t that drone you’ve got up over us the same one that blasted the Marines out of the South African naval base?” 

“That’s affirmative.”

 Hope flared in Wesley. “So it’s got some sort of bombs or missiles on it?” 

“Negative. That weapon system is offline. No more rockets, Wes.”

 “Received,” Wesley said, sagging down again, deflated. 
 So that was it, then. There was nothing else for it now – except for him to go out there and do it himself. He was the weapon system. Reaching over his own shoulder, he grabbed the rocket Derwin had forced on him, and pulled it over his back. Then he put it down on the front desk and started stripping off his other kit, starting with his duty belt. 
 “What are you doing?” Browning said, rising up from cover and coming over. 
 “Getting this stupid suit off,” Wesley said. “So typical – we’ve got all this flash anti-zombie armor. And now I’m probably either going to drown or burn to death…” 
 “No,” Browning said, grabbing his hand and physically stopping him. “Don’t you remember? The foam underneath the plates is fire-retardant. I don’t know exactly what you’re planning, but if it’s near that fire, the suit will help protect you.” 
 Wesley nodded and buckled his belt back on. When he looked up, the others were gathering around him. 
 “I know what the crazy Limey sumbitch is planning,” Burns said. “And that armor might also keep you alive long enough to get there.” 
 But Wesley was thinking: Sure – until I unleash the flood. Then it will just drag me under and drown me. Just like it did Melvin. There was no swimming while wearing all that. But he didn’t feel like explaining this, much less arguing, so he just nodded, rebuckled his belt, and slung the missile over his back again. 
 “Okay,” Jenson said, obviously totally in the dark. “What the hell’s happening?” 
 Burns snorted. “He’s going to blow up that gigantic water tank.” 
 Wesley shrugged as he double-checked his weapons. “We’ve got to get to that bloody boat, mate. It’s our only chance, our only way out of here. And right now, both the fire and the dead are right between us and it.” 
 Browning squinted at Wesley in disbelief. “And you think you can put out the fire and wash away the dead in one go. But it’ll wash you away, too!” 
 Wesley just shrugged again. 
 “Moreover, what in God’s name makes you think that will work?” 

Nothing, Wesley thought. I just don’t have any other ideas. 
 As he finished double-checking his gear and weapons, he thought of something to say that might be convincing. “It’s downhill all the way to the marina, with the fire and the singularity right between the water tank and the sea – so the water should flood away from us and clear a path. And I think it’ll be channeled by those waterways leading to the docks. I just need to… get close enough to fire this rocket into the opposite side of the tank, the side facing the plant.” 
 “Yeah, but the tank and the plant are almost touching,” Burns said. “You get close enough to blast the tank open on that side… what do you think is gonna happen to you? You’ll be too close to the fire, then way too close to the flood.” 
 Wesley had time for one last shrug. He only said, “Stay here as long as you can. When you see a path open up to the marina, take the sequencer and run like hell. I’ll meet you there if I can. Whether I’m there or not, get the boat out on the water and call the helo to come pick you up.” 
 Looking down, he could see Judy was on her feet, staring up at him intently – and giving every impression she was going to follow him. Wesley smiled at her with genuine affection and said, “You’re a good swimmer, girl. But you’re too furry and flammable for this one. Stay.” She sat down again – but didn’t look happy about it. “Good girl.” 
 Finally, Wesley turned toward the exit – and found Sarah standing in it. 
 “I’m coming with you,” she said. 
 Wesley shook his head. “No. This is for me to do alone.” 
 Sarah popped the chamber on her grenade launcher, pulled out the 40mm round and flashed it, then popped it back in again. “And what happens if your single-shot rocket isn’t enough to bust open the water tank?” 
 Wesley exhaled. It has to be enough, he thought. But he said, “I don’t think you understand.” What he meant was he was unlikely to be coming back from this. 
 “I understand perfectly,” she said. 
 Part of Wesley wanted to fight her – or just order her to stay the hell back. But he also knew he was a lot more likely to make it into position to even try this crazy stunt if she were at his side and shooting to cover him. 
 And if he didn’t make it into position, they were all dead anyway. 
 “Okay,” he said. “Come on.” 
 But he paused at the last second to point a finger at Jenson. “No more with the damned light switches, okay?” 
 Then he turned and he and Sarah stepped out into the burning and swarming night. 



 Action 
 Jizan - Between the Pharma Complex and the Power/Desal Plant 
 As the surging night swallowed them up, Wesley realized they had one tiny thing going for them: they were running with the flow of the incoming singularity. So while there were an awful lot of walking and running dead within sight, unless they got really close, the dead tended not to notice them – because they were all moving in the same direction, and mainly because they were fixated on the raging fire and surging toward it. 
 Also, the flow of dead coming from the east, which is where they were coming from, was a little lighter – most of the research and industrial complexes were to the north and south, i.e. their left and right, and the housing was to the west, by the water, beyond the plant. Finally, they had the advantage of a road – the one that descended straight through the technology park to the power/desal plant. 
 Wesley had kept them off this road earlier because there had been a handful of dead on it. Ha! Now it was like the undead superhighway. But it was at least a flat smooth surface to run on, with few obstacles other than bodies and debris. 
 Mainly because he felt he ought to, Wes took the lead. And he was suddenly very grateful Browning had made him keep his zombie armor on – and also grateful for his two years of sixth-form rugby – as he found himself body-checking runners and Zulus who either got in his way, or converged on them from the sides. 
 He and Sarah were moving too fast to do much shooting. And Wesley wasn’t a great shot anyway. Hitting runners while on the run himself seemed like more than he could manage. And as they quickly drew closer to the inferno, the brightness of the blaze actually hurt his eyes. He could understand the single-mindedness of the dead; it was hard to focus on anything else. His whole world was turning into that single blazing sun dead ahead – and, to a lesser extent, the writhing dark matter of the dead converging all around it. 
 And while he wasn’t shooting himself, he could hear Sarah taking the odd suppressed shot behind him. She was dropping ones about to grab him from behind, for all he knew. But while he was on his feet, he’d keep running. 
 And keep trusting his armor, and his teammate, to keep him alive. 
 * * * 
 For her part, Sarah liked being in a protective role. She claimed she had tired of protecting her family, but it was something she knew how to do. Hell, being a cop was pretty much all about protecting life – safeguarding the innocent. And running behind Wesley and keeping him alive was stretching her skills to their limits. 
 But that wasn’t all, or even the main thing. Because deep down, Sarah knew what she was doing now with Wesley was perfect. It was all, perhaps, happening exactly as it had to be. Because this was maybe the only way she could atone for what she’d done – for having hurt Handon, and risked Alpha’s combat effectiveness, and thus the fate of humanity. Sure, she could apologize if she happened to get back alive. But those would just be words. 
 Whereas this would be an act – an act of atonement. And only actions spoke. 
 She would sacrifice her life for this mission if she had to, dying to get the others out and to recover and safeguard the DNA sequencer, which would speed Dr. Park’s work on the vaccine – maybe enough to save everyone left on the planet. And by choosing this action, she would be clean again. 
 But that was only if they made it to the plant alive. 
 She kept taking shots on dead that got too close, or too interested in Wesley or in her – battling to concentrate, to make her shots, and to keep running. She had to keep them both on their feet. 
 For just a little longer. 
 * * * 

“What the hell are you doing?”

 It was Lovell, back in Wesley’s ear. And he hadn’t picked a great moment. Wesley realized the Marine could probably see every step of their two-person breakaway assault from the overhead drone video. Sucking wind, gritting his teeth, Wesley nevertheless hit his radio button. 
 “I’m taking my one shot – to get us out of here.” 

“Oh, no, bad idea, Wesley. You left your team, LT. Not good! Not goo—”

 But Wesley had already switched off the channel. He couldn’t have that argument right now, never mind deal with the tongue-lashing Lovell was giving him. It wasn’t helping. Also, he didn’t have time to explain himself. Hell, he wasn’t sure he could explain it – even to himself. 
 And, mainly, he already had way too much other stuff to focus on. 
 * * * 
 “Wesley! Mutant One, how copy? Goddamnit.” 
 In the dim light of the CIC cave, Lovell threw his headset on the desk. “Son of a bitch hung up on me.” When he looked over at Dr. Park, the scientist was giving him an almost amused look. 
 “Guess he didn’t need Lieutenant Gorman in his ear right now.” 
 Lovell’s mouth was a tight line, but he was stifling a laugh. He’d just been hoist by his own petard. Now he looked back to the drone video on the screen. 
 They were just going to have to watch this one play out on TV. 
 * * * 
 Within seconds of giving Lovell the heave-ho, Wesley was badly overtasked again. They were almost within striking range of the gigantic towering water tank, which was backlit by the raging inferno behind it. It looked to Wesley like the desal part of the plant was still largely intact – while the fire consumed the electrical plant beyond it, closer to the marina. In other words, the inferno was farther away than he thought – which also meant that it was even bigger than it looked. 
 And he could already feel the heat on his face. 
 “We need to split up!” Sarah shouted, surging forward to run beside him, rifle to her shoulder, held just below level. “I’ll go around the left side, you take the right, and we’ll both blast the shit out of it – that should give us our best chance of busting it open!” They were about out of road anyway, and quickly approaching the tank. 
 Wesley just nodded – he didn’t have breath for anything else – and tried to get that missile tube off his back and into his hands without slowing down. 
 A runner to his right suddenly fixated on him, hissed, and angled in. Wesley put his right shoulder down and hit it as hard as he could. Neither heavy enough nor dextrous enough to withstand this, the fell creature bounced off him and went down in a tangle of spindly limbs. The two living runners were past it in a flash. 
 “You okay?” Sarah asked. He nodded, and she clapped him on the arm, then veered off to the left – as he went right, both of them accelerating toward opposite edges of the monstrous, towering, world-straddling water tank. 
 And Wesley was on his own again. 
 Alone with his AT-4 anti-tank weapon – and the terrible hope and peril it represented. He managed to get it slung around in front of him, where it bounced and banged on the magazine pouches on his chest. At the same time, he slung his rifle behind him. At the same time as all of that, he damned well kept on running. He was pretty sure only his forward motion was keeping him alive – never mind keeping hope alive for his ill-starred mission. 
 And all the time the inferno ahead grew closer and hotter, ravaging the dense darkness that surrounded Jizan. He could feel the running and walking dead starting to converge as they all drew closer to the fire. They were veering in toward him from the right and left now – and he’d swear he could feel them hissing on his neck from behind. On top of all that, crap on the rough open ground now presented hazards – if he went sprawling face down, he was pretty sure he’d never get up again. Certainly not in time to save them all. 
 He put one eye on his rocket, trying like mad to work the safety rings and catches – and wishing like hell he’d paid better attention during Derwin’s attenuated, and not particularly expert, lecture – while keeping one eye on the dead, who were still running alongside, and behind, and around him, like a pack of velociraptors on the hunt. 
 He managed to get the front sight cover off, and then the rear one, and was extremely pleased to see the sights pop into posi— but then a runner was hissing and angling in on him from the left. Before he could react, it grabbed his left arm with both hands and chomped down on his shoulder. This resulted mainly in a spray of teeth off the hard shoulder plate, but the damned thing was still latched on to him. In a blur, one Wesley couldn’t believe worked, he got his side arm free from its holster, brushed the safety up with his thumb, stuck the barrel in the face attached to his shoulder, and triggered off four rapid-fire rounds, causing the contents of its head to exit out the back, and the ravening creature to tumble to the ground. 
 And all of this without stopping his own mad, death-defying sprint. 

Yeah, Wesley thought, stealing a look at the bite marks in his shoulder plate. Zombie armor – get in!

 Just a few hours ago, he’d wondered how he would possibly be able to run while covered in all this heavy armor, ammo, and other crap. And the answer turned out to be: because he bloody well had to. Sucking wind, he also mentally added: Lance Corporal Burris, you were absolutely right. If your life depends on your cardio, you will run. Even on four packs a day. 
 Anyway, the armor had just saved his life, so he wasn’t trading it. 
 He went back to futzing with the rocket, his pistol still clutched in his right hand, glancing up periodically at the growing inferno, which already felt like it was cooking his face, and looking around to spot any more runners that might make a meal on the run out of him… 

“How we doin’?” Sarah asked across the net. 
 But Wesley absolutely had no digits or attention free to work the radio. He found the red safety lever on the rocket, as well as the red firing button. Those would be the last two steps. But he wasn’t close enough yet, and the angle wasn’t right. He needed to fire this thing right into the far side of the water tank – basically tucking the rocket into the seam between the tank and the nearly-adjacent plant – so that hopefully the water in the former would come flooding out, ideally in a twenty-foot-high wave, straight over the inferno in the latter. 
 Then again, for all he knew, there might be nothing but dust and rat’s nests inside the water tank. As steep as the odds were against him even getting in place to try this crazy stunt, he realized it was all predicated on a complete assumption: that the tank was full of water. 

Oh well, he thought, the hell with it. It was far too late to change this plan, so there was very little point second-guessing it. 
 Unexpectedly, he looked up to see a runner – running straight toward him, the opposite direction to all the others. As usual, the dead were fairly predictable – just not predictable enough. And now his and the runner’s combined speed meant he had a half-second to get his pistol up and stiff-armed out and trigger off the rest of the mag, all still at a dead run. The runner jerked and spasmed but didn’t go down, so Wesley clutched the pistol to his chest, tucked in his head and shoulder, and simply bowled the damned thing over and out of his way. 

Another goal for zombie armor.

 He didn’t even have time to smile in satisfaction that this maneuver had worked because now, directly out ahead of him, something, unbelievably, exploded even brighter and hotter and more fatally intense than the inferno that was already dominating his attention and consuming the night. As he craned his neck, following it through the sky… he belatedly worked out it was one of those giant vats of fuel oil from the big room on the power side of the plant… being launched into the sky on a pillar of fire. 
 This was nothing short of biblical. 
 In the next second, two more launched off right behind it, all three now arcing up and dramatically illuminating the night sky overhead. It was like nothing Wesley had ever seen or imagined – like gala fireworks in Hell, celebrating the end of the world and the beginning of the end. The start of a whole new Apocalypse. 
 The sight was intoxicating, Wesley thought, but at least they weren’t goi— no wait, as the three vats started to reach the apex of their flights, he realized he had no idea whatsoever where these things were going to come down. He only knew, and he knew this for sure, he didn’t want to be anywhere near them when they did. 
 It occurred to him that maybe this was why the main fire just kept burning bigger and brighter – it hadn’t even gotten to, much less consumed, all of the many giant vats of fuel oil in that huge room. Meaning there was more – and worse, probably much worse – to come. 
 Following he knew not what instinct, nor from where, he dropped the mag out of his pistol and reloaded. Whatever was happening, however he was probably about to die, he knew he’d rather have a loaded gun than an unloaded one. He did this without looking, the whole time following the mesmerizing arc of those airborne fuel vats, each trailing behind raging and expanding columns of hellfire. 
 Within a few seconds, the first two started to look reasonably like they were going to miss him. The first came down on his side of the plant, but much closer to the water – its impact perfectly validating his certainty, which needed no validation, that he didn’t want to be anywhere near it when it did. It hit the ground like an atomic bomb, sending out spherical blast and shock waves, followed by torrents of fiercely burning fuel oil, spraying out in all directions across the ground – and then rising up into an all-new standalone inferno around the impact point, one that was smaller than the main one in the plant, but if anything hotter, brighter, and more intense. 
 Two more of the vats launched off now, shooting into the sky on their own pillars of fire, just as the second one hit on the far side of the plant, its impact and blast and resulting inferno-lite invisible behind the plant and main fire. With the flames everywhere, and the night come alive and trying to eat him, and finally now the additional lethal hazard of the flaming, exploding fuel-oil vats crashing down around him, this was truly like some Hell even Dante had never imagined. 

L’enfer inimaginable. 
 Wesley was going to die. But at least, he thought, his French was serviceable. 
 Trying to monitor the sky and its hellish hail of vats, as well as the converging crowd of dead around him, Wesley also realized he had to alter course now. He was approaching the front of the tank – but basically needed to be on the other side of it, the side that faced the plant. So he veered off farther to the right, to circle around it. But that left him cutting across the tide of incoming dead, instead of running along with it, and as he ran he tried to make headshots on ones on a direct intercept course, generally missing, and instead bowling them over with the armored pads on his shoulders…

 “Wesley!” 

He could hardly breathe at all, never mind speak, never mind operate the radio right now.



 “Wesley! Can you get your shot!? Can you get close enough!?”

 Still sucking air and putting his shoulder down, Wesley saw the impact of the third falling vat – the heat from its explosive impact crashing into him, and flaming fuel splashing way too close… but in another few seconds, it had expended much of his violent energy. And now he was able to veer back to the left – around both the explosion and the water tank itself, looping back toward the west side of the tank, and the point where it was closest to the burning plant. 
 And, most miraculously of all… the way, his path there, looked clear. 
 He tried the radio, and tried to speak. “Yes! I can make it! It’s hot as hell, and getting worse” – he paused to abjectly suck at the super-heated air – “but I think I can get in position!” 
 Despite all the madness, the ridiculous peril, the outrageous chaos, the dozens of ways he could have – and probably should have – died every second, it started to look like this actually might work. All he had to do was keep running, the path ahead on his left open and clear, make it another 150 meters or so, then hope he understood how to operate this damned rocket… and make his shot. 
 And make it count. 
 And then… and then he saw another vat launch off nearly vertically. And in a few seconds it was clear where it was coming down again – tucked right into the nook between plant and water tank. Terrifyingly quickly, it was falling to Earth again, directly in his path. 
 Stealing a look over his own shoulder, Wesley saw what he already knew perfectly well in his bones: the dead were right behind him. 
 He couldn’t possibly go forward, into certain immolation. And he was abjectly terrified of going back, which would without doubt or delay get him swarmed, taken down, and devoured – zombie armor or no. 
 He was trapped between the millstones. 
 Lacking other options, he just skidded to a halt, dove into the dirt, and curled up into a fetal ball – zero seconds before the vat hit, exploded into a mini-armageddon that stole the breath from his lungs, banged his organs around in his body – and knocked the runners behind him down and back like bowling pins. 
 When Wesley dared open his eyes again, he could see three things. 
 One, the downed dead on the ground behind him were crawling, pulling and dragging themselves across the burning ground toward him. 
 Two, he himself was on fire – patches of flaming fuel oil dotting his suit. 
 And, three, he couldn’t even see the water tank anymore, due to the raging inferno that was now blazing right between him and it. 
 Even if he lived through the next minute, he could never make his shot. 



 Dark Night of the Soul 
 Hargeisa Hospital - Storeroom 
“Cadaver One-One from One-Four.”

 It was Ali. “Go ahead,” Handon said. 

“Yeah, the human dead are piling up outside pretty quickly – and will be up to the second floor before long. It also looks like there are some big balcony doors on that level already smashed out. Basically, they’ll soon be flooding inside and down on your heads. And that’s if the Bravos don’t just climb up there first.”

 “Copy that. Stand by.” 
 Handon pulled his NVGs back down and stuck them up to the long thin panel of glass in the door of the storeroom they were all hunkering down in. Outside, he could see the unceasing rush, in both directions, of the swarming colony of bats. The corridor was completely flooded with the horrifying things. 
 Basically, they were now trapped twice, within two different layers of dead that they couldn’t break through – three, maybe, if you counted the baboons still hurling themselves around out there. And as soon as the outer one flooded the building… Alpha would almost certainly be buried alive in there, with virtually zero chance of breaking out. 
 For a moment Handon just stared out that slit window – because he wasn’t ready to look back at his team, who were waiting for him to issue orders, to come up with the plan that would get them out of there. 
 And for just one brief moment, Command Sergeant Major Shane Handon almost gave in to the unforgivable sin – despair. He never should have led them back into the town a second time. Somehow, he had forgotten the “adapt” part of “adapt and overcome” – and had simply tried to prevail by brute force, sheer force of will, bashing their way back into town using the same tactics that had gotten them nowhere in the first place. 
 But he had been so certain this was it – the final push, where they needed their last full measure of resolve to see it through. 
 And now, for the second time, he seriously wondered if his judgment as a combat leader was shot. Maybe he hadn’t slept in too long – sleep deprivation was a known killer of critical faculties. But he’d completed a hell of a lot of missions on a hell of a lot less sleep than this. Maybe there was too much in his head – he was too distracted by all that drama with Sarah, and the other melodramas back on the carrier. 
 There was also the terrible fault line, seeming to widen every minute, between him and Henno – one that he had been unable to bridge. Whatever the original cause, letting it continue was ultimately his failure. It was his job to make the team work, and he wasn’t getting it done. And he knew things couldn’t go on as they were – no small unit could long survive such a violent rift. 
 He needed to fix this. And he needed to start now. 
 But he was only pulled back from his dark reverie by the sound of metallic clanking behind him. When he turned to face the others again, and flipped up his NVGs, he could see the big sloping back of Juice, hunched over in the corner. 
 “Look,” the bearded one said, still facing away. “We’ve just got to break through to the other side. And this time we all do it together.” 
 “The other side of what?” Henno asked. 
 Juice turned around. He had two big gas canisters in his arms – one colored orange, the other green with a silver bottom. 
 “The other side of death. I promise you it’s good there.” 
 * * * 
 “Damn, dude,” Predator said. “What the hell happened to you in that warehouse?” He hardly recognized what sounded like scripture coming from the mouth of his formerly pragmatic and phlegmatic friend. 
 But Juice was in fact still being pragmatic, despite the dramatic words – and Homer was the first to work out his idea. Wordlessly, he got out a roll of 100mph tape and started duct-taping the two canisters together. While he did this, Juice used his multitool to start hacking together a two-to-one mixer valve attached to the pressure gauge/regulators of both canisters. He narrated as he worked. 
 “It’s cyclopropane,” he said, not looking up. 
 Predator, the most trained-up medic among them, grunted in agreement. “Yeah. Virtually nobody uses that shit as anesthetic anymore – way too volatile.” 
 “Volatile?” Henno asked, sounding unreassured. 
 “Flammable as shit.” 
 “Luckily,” Juice said, “we’re in a hospital in what was one of the least developed countries in the world.” He didn’t comment on the other cylinder, which everyone could see from the markings was oxygen. 
 Pred got it now. He turned to the shelves and came back with a device that looked like a slightly high-tech slushy maker. “Normally the oxygen and anesthesia would be mixed with this vaporizer. But that’s no help to us.” 
 “Not really,” Juice said, still working on his hacked mixing chamber. “But if you can find me some metal tubing that won’t melt, that would allow a more precision application of this stuff…” Ten seconds of rummaging didn’t come up with anything, so Juice just shrugged and wrote it off. 
 He stood up and held out his palm out to Handon. “Zippo.” 
 Handon produced it and handed it over. 
 “Okay. You guys ready to make a move?” 
 “Suits me,” Pred grumbled. “I have no problem dying, but I for one don’t plan on doing it in a goddamned closet.” 
 Juice nodded and spat. “We won’t need our night vision for a while.” 
 And, without further prologue, he turned the wheel on the valve, flicked the Zippo, and ignited a wispy vent of gas. Then he hefted up both canisters while Pred yanked open the door – and then he twisted the valve wheel all the way to the right while walking fearlessly out into the maelstrom of the corridor. 
 But maybe he was fearless because he was preceded by an enormous roaring gout of fire, which seemed to fill the entire hallway. He faced left. He turned right. And all up and down the corridor, zipping and flapping bats screamed in a frequency the humans couldn’t hear as they were immolated in their hundreds, their dry leathery wings and ears going up instantly and explosively, in a massive and swirling airborne wildfire. 
 Juice had found the magic bullet. You couldn’t shoot or stab a thousand bats. But with a flamethrower, you didn’t have to. 
 Handon almost smiled. He should have known to depend on his team for a solution. He couldn’t do this on his own. And he didn’t have to. 
 Quickly it became like a scene out of a particularly dark and immersive video game, the very air alive with burning and flapping and disintegrating specters straight out of hell. Their ashes and charred remains started hitting and covering the floor, but ever more flew into the immolating inferno from both sides. 
 The bats seemingly had bigger problems than how to attack the humans coming out of the storage closet behind Juice’s improvised flame unit – they didn’t seem to care that they were burning to ash, but they couldn’t function very well while doing so – and the operators mainly had to keep from catching on fire themselves, which was aided by their suits and gear all being fireproof. Though not by having flaming bats crashing into them from all sides. 
 And not just into them – as Handon passed that linen closet, he stole a look inside. Sure enough, flaming bats had found their way in there already, and were flapping and flailing around all the starched sheets and towels. That definitely wasn’t going to turn out well. But Handon had to move – and even as he did, he could already see the glow of bright flames licking up the stacks of white cloth inside. 
 As Juice led them down the last stretch of hallway to the stairwell, he saw the gout of his improvised flamethrower burning closer and closer down to the nozzle – and with more recognition than alarm, knew that once the flame snaked back inside, his two canisters were going to become very unhealthy to whomever was still holding them, or standing anywhere in the vicinity. At the next window – which had not been wire-reinforced and thus was totally smashed out – he hefted up the canisters and gave them a mighty heave out through it. 
 They landed out among the swarming Zulus and runners outside – and as Juice ducked down below the level of the window, it exploded with a wicked boom and massive blossoming of light and flame that lit up the whole inside of the hospital. When he popped back up to look outside, they were now being besieged by a flaming army of Arab dead, their dishdashas and keffiyahs burning bright and coming off them in burning bits and floating up into the dark sky above. 
 The last thing Juice saw as he took off again was a flaming globular ball leaping over the heads of the burning Arabs – a flaming airborne zombie baboon. In safer circumstances, he figured, he could charge good money to let people watch that. 
 The others following right behind him, he reached the stairwell and went leaping up it. At the second-floor landing he pushed through the double doors as Handon caught him up – to the sounds of a chorus of barking, shrieking, and moaning. Darting out into the corridor, they immediately faced the predatory animal motion of baboons loping and leaping down the hall at them – and human figures lurching and running behind them. 

Fuck! Ali was right. The dead had reached and climbed in the second level. Handon brought his sword around just in time to catch the lead baboon on its point, then used its hurtling momentum to fling it down the hall in the other direction. "Back inside!” he shouted. 
 He and Juice tumbled back into the stairwell, slammed the double doors shut, and threw their bodies up against them. Handon drew his beloved Mercworx Vorax combat knife – it had been with him longer than his wife had – and jammed it through the two door handles, effectively barring both. That had damned well better be worth it – and hold for a while, he thought. 
 Pushing off the door, he and Juice led the others up another level, to the third and top floor, which appeared blessedly free of the dead. They got the stairwell doors shut – and actually had enough time to gather up heavy crap from nearby wards and pile it in front of the doors as a makeshift barricade. 
 Though Handon shook his head as he did so. Had they now been reduced to the level of those ex-survivors on the ground floor? Piling up furniture for a last stand, which was destined to fail, as soon as the ammo ran out? Distracting him from this dark thought, he heard Pred bark, “C’mere, man.” But he was talking to Juice. 
 And only when Pred reached out and started squeezing Juice’s face did the latter realize that his beard was slightly on fire. More like smoldering. 
 Handon felt some hot spots and looked down to find he had a few smoking embers on his uniform and gear. Jesus Christ… They all took a second to check out and pat one another down. They had just run through a zombie bat firestorm. 
 And they were far from out of the fire themselves. 
 * * * 
 “Okay, you clever shits,” Henno said. “What now?” 
 The eternal question. 
 Juice’s know-how, calm resolution, and basic badassery had bought them a few more minutes of life. But it was still unclear how they were going to spin that out into more – or get themselves out of this collapsing death trap. 
 “Answers fast, please,” Handon added. Because, having seen those flaming bats torch off that linen closet downstairs, he was pretty sure there would already be a fire burning in there that they wouldn’t be able to put out even if it was safe to go down and try. 
 He related all this to the others in a few syllables – but the acrid smoke now coming up the stairs and under the door was all the explanation they needed. This was a big old abandoned building – and it probably hadn’t been constructed in the first place to any fire code Westerners would recognize. 
 None of them had any doubt it would soon be a not-so-towering inferno. 
 And now this was truly bad dream time, their very worst urban zombie-warfare nightmare coming to life: they were trapped in a burning building, at the center of a sprawling singularity, out of ammo and fast running out of options. Though even the nightmare had never had flaming zombie bats or leaping undead baboons with four-inch fangs. Nightmares only got so bad. 
 They were well beyond nightmare territory now. 
 Homer looked to Handon. “Can we get the Seahawk back here – have it pluck us off the roof?” 
 “Negative,” Handon said, stealing a look at his watch. “They’ll be nearly back at the flat-top by now, and probably refueling. Hour flight time to get back.” He silently cursed. “Other ideas?” 
 Juice, still playing with the singed ends of his beard, said, “We’ve still got an F-35 up there with two full weapons bays and two missile hard points. We could have her drop ordnance as close to the structure as she dares, clear us some kind of escape channel – then we drop into it and run like hell.” 
 Henno, dropping out his last rifle mag and checking the contents, said, “That beats dropping down into it with no cleared channel. But we’re still on foot. Still exhausted, still black on ammo, and still surrounded by these dead chimps and Arabian arseheads.” 
 Pred clucked his tongue. “Well aren’t you just Mister Gloomypants.” 
 “He has a point,” Homer said. “We may find ourselves doing the Mogadishu Mile – except the hundred-meter event this time.” He didn’t need to belabor his point: that might be as far as they got before being surrounded and pulled down. 
 Then again, Handon thought, that plan might be the best they had. 
 He nodded to Juice. “Make it happen.” 
 Juice nodded, adjusted his chin mic, and turned away to talk the bombs on. 
 No more than two seconds later, the building rumbled as faint explosions sounded from the front end of it, out near the entrance. 
 “What the hell was that?” Pred boggled. “JTAC by telepathy?” 

What the hell indeed? Handon thought. He hailed Ali. “What’s going on out there?” 
 Her voice came back immediately. “The building’s kind of under attack.”

 “No shit. But by what?” Presumably the dead didn’t have artillery. Though virtually nothing would surprise him at this point… 
 “It’s Zorn. He’s back – riding on his MRAP.” 
 Handon opened his mouth to speak – but then closed it again. And he stared at nothing for a precious half-second. 
 And he decided to give up trying to predict what the hell was going to happen today. 



 Free and Clear 
 Hargeisa - Outside the CIA Safe House
 [Twenty Minutes Ago] 
“You shouldn’t count on us getting out of here. Not on this one.”

 “Ah, hell,” CSM Zorn said out loud. 
 The dashboard radio of the MRAP was still tuned to the secret squirrels’ squad net. And Zorn had just hopped back in the cab at the wrong damned time – right after finishing loading up all the salvageable heavy weapons from the top level of the CIA safe house. 
 He’d also been just about to start the vehicle back up and point her north again – straight back to Camp Lemonnier. There was the minor problem that the camp had been nearly completely overrun again. But it wasn’t the first time, and he’d gotten the place cleared out before. There was also the small matter that he’d recently been bitten – and, according to Handon at least, that serum he was doling out the only thing keeping him alive. 
 But, thinking about it, Zorn realized he didn’t have any more reason to believe that line of bullshit than anything else that came out of their mouths. He hadn’t had any symptoms whatsoever, so far. Which to his mind meant one of two things. Either he hadn’t been infected at all – and it wouldn’t be the first time he’d dodged a bullet like that, as the scars on his face amply demonstrated. Or else their so-called serum really was a cure after all – and he’d been cured by it. They only told him he had to keep taking it to keep him on the hook and helping them. 

Guess I’ll find out, Zorn thought. 
 In any case, his days of helping those smug bastards was at an end. He had his MRAP back, he had a lovely new load of heavy weapons to help defend his camp – and no more super-special operators to trouble him. But now, unexpectedly, at the last minute, hearing on the radio that they’d gotten into trouble so serious as to possibly be fatal… Zorn had an unexpected reaction. 
 Suddenly, he found his conscience troubling him. 
 An hour ago, that would have been just about the last thing he would have worried about. 
 * * * 
 He and that Indian dude in the turban had sat in the cab of the parked-up MRAP, on the outskirts of the shithole of Hargeisa, listening to the spec-ops guys’ mission going horribly wrong. They seemed capable only of pushing forward – from the frying pan to the fire, and then down below it into something worse. 
 But when it had looked like it was kaput for Alpha team, Zorn’s prison guard had proven unable to keep standing his post. He threw a second set of flex cuffs on Zorn, then grabbed his big-ass weapon, jumped out of the cab and hoofed it. 
 Which was like leaving the fox tied to the henhouse. 
 Zorn had quickly got out his credit-card survival tool, which they’d never found or took off him, used the knife to cut his plastic cuffs off, then gone into the back and dug out the spare starter assembly from a box on the lowest shelf in the metal shelving unit. Then he’d fired that bad boy up – and headed not for home, but for the CIA safe house, because the open channel had also played Handon’s report about the goodies that had survived on the top level there. 
 Once he had parked up cheek-to-jowl with the burnt-out structure, he had to move quickly, carefully, and quietly. But, luckily for him, the operators’ mission had gone noisy – or, as they sometimes said, “Surprise, your operation just turned conventional!” – and they were drawing every damned dead thing in the region right to them, which luckily was over a mile away. 
 It took Zorn a half-dozen trips, but he got everything loaded up. 
 And it was only when he was climbing back in the cab, and heard that forlorn transmission, that he hesitated. First of all, there was the outside chance these guys hadn’t been completely full of shit when they’d said they were on a world-saving mission. Now special operators, in Zorn’s experience, thought they were saving the world with every single mission they undertook, down to and including taking a shit. But the fact was the world did need saving at the moment. 
 But it wasn’t even this that finally decided him. The question Zorn couldn’t keep from nagging him was: Could he just leave these men to die? Sure, they were assholes. But they were also American soldiers. And Zorn, in the end, couldn’t just walk away. He fired up the truck – and he headed south. 
 Straight back into the center of town. 



 Rubble Surfing 
 Hargeisa Hospital - 100M From the Main Entrance 
 “Eat this, you infected derka-derka bastards!” 
 Zorn was in fact standing up on top of the MRAP, his boots fifteen feet above the ground, with a gigantic TOW missile balanced on his shoulder. He’d driven right up to the outer perimeter of the singularity around the hospital, facing the main entrance. He was using an iron bar he’d pulled out of the safe house to stave in the heads of any dead who got too interested in him and tried to climb up to the roof from the hood – plus the odd baboon who simply leapt up there. 
 The TOW missile was one of the variety of toys he’d picked up at the safe house. 
 And now he launched it – the 152mm 40-pound wire-guided anti-tank missile blasting off at 700mph toward the front of the hospital on a blinding backblast of smoke and flame. When it impacted a quarter-second later it produced a towering, crashing, magnificent explosion that hurled dead bodies a hundred feet in the air and in all directions. 
 He tossed the absurdly heavy launch tube over the side – these things were technically man-portable, but only barely – then snatched up a smaller and lighter 84mm Carl Gustav recoilless rifle, and fired off the round he’d already loaded up in it, putting this one a little closer into the undead mob than the last. He moved the hinged breach to the side, slid in another warhead from the case of them he’d hauled up there, and fired that one – landing it closer yet. 
 He was digging himself a channel. 
 He did two more, then kicked the empty case off the roof, which like the TOW launcher was heavy enough to crush lolling heads and grasping arms below. Then, swinging his improvised club as he slid down the front edge of the roof and onto the hood, he swung back into the cab, simultaneously hailing Alpha on their working channel. 
 “Hey, dumbasses. I’ve just cleared you a path out of there, though it’s shrinking fast. Now I’m gonna crash the MRAP into the front entrance. You better be there when that happens, which is in thirty seconds.” 
 * * * 
 “Well, I guess that’s our ride,” Pred said, matter-of-fact as usual. 
 They had all heard this on the open channel. 
 “See,” Juice said, nodding, his face serious. “You just have to reach the far shore. ‘Be bold – and mighty forces will come to your aid.’” 
 “Zorn’s a mighty son of a bitch,” Henno said. He didn’t appear to like the sound of this plan at all. He obviously didn’t trust Zorn any more now than he had before. 
 “And he’s about as much of a force as my nutsack,” Pred added, not disagreeing. “Then again, he’s got a heavily armored vehicle. And we’ve got dick. Just a building that’s about to burn down, and a whole lotta undead baboons.” 
 “True,” Homer said. “Let’s get your nutsack out of here while we may.” 
 As the other four operators pitched in with unbarricading the third-floor stairwell, Handon hailed Ali, even more terse than before: “You hear that?” 

“Got it.”

 “What’s your plan?” 

“When he gets here I’ll run across to the roof to the front. I can finger-hang and drop down on the MRAP. Two stories max, no problem.”

 “Copy, do it.” 
 As the last of the barricade came clear, Handon lent a hand in dispatching the few human and simian corpses who had rushed the landing there, having gotten in God knew how. Moving as one, they leapt all the way back down to the ground floor, half a landing at a time, the acrid smoke growing thicker and more choking with each step. Homer pulled his shemagh up over his face, and the others covered up with what they had, coughing and eyes burning. 
 When they hit the ground floor, they found it had the virtue of still being secure against the mountain of dead outside trying to bust in. But on the downside, it was a total, raging, lethal, inferno – at least in the direction of the cafeteria and that linen closet. Luckily, they were heading the other way, toward the main entrance. Actually, that was the only way it was remotely possible to go, without burning to death to the last man. Even heading away from the fire, they were at serious risk of going down from smoke inhalation. 
 Staggering through the dark, acrid, choking clouds, stabbing or whacking at the odd bat still dive-bombing them, dodging mottled smoldering arms reaching and grasping at them through smashed-out windows, forward they went. Pred paused to field-goal-kick a hairless, blackened, and smoking baboon fifty yards back down the hall and out of sight into the conflagration behind them. And the six exhausted operators ran until they were finally within sight of the lobby. 
 Smoke choking them, fire cooking their asses from behind, they got there just in time to see the doors and most of the front wall explode, disintegrate, collapse, and disappear as it was violated by the hurtling MRAP – not only knocking down the wall, but pushing crushed and maimed dead humans and baboons ahead of it and under its tires. How it had stayed on four wheels through all that was anybody’s guess, but the thing had awesome power and stability, plus weighed fifteen tons. 
 “Sweet!” Pred said. “Thirty thousand pounds of MRAP definitely beats five thousand pounds of baboon.” 
 “Touché,” Juice agreed, dashing ahead of the group. 
 Even Henno seemed to admit this was a lovely sight. It looked like: salvation. 
 And then the structure shuddered around them. And the hospital started coming down on their heads. 
 The MRAP crashing into it had started a collapse of the whole building. 
 * * * 
 “Again with this napping bullshit!” Pred shouted, spitting out plaster dust, and heaving away cinderblock stones no normal man could budge, never mind lift, much less send flying. He was frantically digging out his friend – Juice, in the lead, had disappeared under the initial collapse. Handon and Henno ran forward to help, while Homer pulled rear security, firing slowly and steadily with his pistol at the heads of flaming humans and apes that came lurching out of the burning end of the building. 
 As soon as they got Juice dug out, Pred confirmed he was breathing – though, sure enough, knocked cold again – then squatted down, picked up the 200-pound commando like a rag doll, threw him over his shoulder, and squat-pressed back to a standing position using his tree-trunk legs. 
 Handon was already assessing whether the MRAP could be salvaged. But even the massive engine on that thing was unlikely to be able to pull it free of half a collapsed hospital. Moreover, they couldn’t even get to it through the mass of debris. It was barely visible at all – mainly the outline of its hood and grille. 
 Worse, the collapse had partially opened up this side of the building to the singularity outside. And the dead wasted no time in clawing their way in and lurching at the half-stunned operators of Alpha. 
 And no sooner did it become clear that they couldn’t stay here, than the building, or the gods, or the ZA itself, informed them that they really couldn’t stay here. Because the collapse of the main entrance wing wasn’t an isolated event, a single downfall. It was just the start – of more and worse to come. Two years into the ZA, this building, along with many or most around the world, was like a house of cards. Not just flammable, but unstable. Somebody should have thought of this – like Zorn, before driving an MRAP into it. 
 More plaster dust fell, followed by chunks of concrete and insulation. 
 “Go, go, go!” Handon shouted. “Displace!” 
 Neither Pred nor Henno had time to comment on the fact that the only place they had to displace to, running away from the collapsing side of the building, was the furiously burning side of the building. But the ceiling above them was trembling and buckling, and they had to be anywhere but here. Homer leading, Handon in the rear, Predator shaking the Earth as he ran with Juice on his shoulder, they all headed back toward the inferno. 
 And they were able to make it as far as the stairwell – somehow. 
 But again, they had little or no choice. The hospital was progressively coming down behind them. Now they mounted the stairs again, this time everyone panting and laboring and struggling for breath – not least Pred, who was carrying an additional 240 pounds of commando, armor, gear, and beard. 
 As the whole stairwell shuddered around them, Homer said, “On the upside, the collapse may put the fire out.” 
 “On the upside, fuck you!” Even Pred didn’t know where he found the breath for that. But he felt it had to be said. 
 As the stairs bucked beneath them, and the walls on either side waved, Handon shouted, “I don’t think the interior of this place is gonna last much longer!” 
 The others didn’t know what the hell he was suggesting – until he led them up onto the landing of the second floor, paused a fraction of a second at the double doors to pull his Vorax knife free and slide it back into his chest rig, then carried on leaping up to the third floor. There he yanked open the door and plunged into the hallway, sucking in huge lungfuls of relatively oxygenated air, and checked the corridor to the right – which was back in the direction of the rolling collapse. 
 And it was still rolling toward them. 
 “Get outside!” Handon bellowed. “Get up top!” 
 The ceiling all the way down to the right had fallen and opened that stretch of hallway up to the night sky, which was now illuminated with leaping flames. The others could almost see how it was some kind of pinhole of escape – so they followed Handon, looping back on themselves, back toward the main entrance but two levels above it now. They clambered out onto a shifting and descending landscape of rubble, and turned around just in time to see the section of hallway they’d been in three seconds ago collapse into itself. They would have been dead if they had stayed there. 
 But now they were standing on the slope of a mountain of collapsing building, already down to probably the original level of the second floor. 
 Behind them and on both sides, they could see the multi-species horde had already started climbing up the hill toward them, hands, paws, teeth and fangs all grasping and gnashing. Ahead and up above them, they could see the building-top pavilion was still somehow standing. And standing erect on top of it was a human figure – backlit by the rising and rippling flames burning ferociously behind her. 
 And this figure was holding a Mk12 Special Purpose Rifle. 
 Her shooting posture absolutely perfect. 
 * * * 
 Ali was rubble surfing. 
 She’d already loaded up one of the last four mags she’d been hoarding for the Mk12. Now she took her first shots – on the crispy critters with their hair burned off and flesh charred black that were leaping up toward her teammates from ground level, a three-sided noose closing on them in real time. Some of them were primates. Some were humans. Ali didn’t give a shit. 
 She dropped them all, one after another, taking rapid but measured and perfect headshots. The movement of the fast ones was a problem, but the range wasn’t – they were all inside of a hundred yards. Unfortunately, their proximity was a problem for everyone else on the team, who were staggering and climbing, making their way up to Ali’s high ground, because there was nowhere else to go, and because the undead floodwaters were rising around them on all sides. 
 And they were not currently in great shape to defend themselves. They were down to three combat-effective shooters – Juice was out cold, and Predator was carrying him, while swinging his bat with his free hand. The other three were nearly or completely out of ammo and doing what they could to defend the group with melee weapons. 
 And the tide of dead was rising up all around. 
 So Ali shot and shot and shot, looking like death incarnate with the licking flames rising into the black sky behind her, and despite the whole building slowly bouncing and settling below. Luckily, for now, the roof of the pavilion, her overwatch point, was still intact – even if all the levels of building beneath it were doing a slow-motion collapse under her feet. The pillars that held it up were somehow still standing. Ali just had to bend her knees and use her leg and core muscles for stability. 
 She needed a stable firing platform. 
 Because she was the last man shooting – and the only hope the others had of reaching her. God only knew what they were going to do when they got there. Ascend directly to heaven, maybe, she thought with a snort. But, then again, being alive thirty seconds from now beat the alternative. Meanwhile, the flood waters of the dead continued to exceed each previous high-water mark, subsuming their little rubble island. Soon Ali’s perch would be the only spot left high and dry. 
 Or maybe not. 

“Ali, get the hell off that thing!” Handon somehow found the time and breath to yell at her on the radio. “It’s coming down!”

 “And when it does,” Ali replied, dropping her empty mag out and replacing it in less time than it takes to describe, “I’d rather be on top of it than underneath. You just watch your own asses – and keep moving.” She dropped a particularly agile runner that was racing up the piles of stone toward Handon’s blind side. 
 It was only when the whole area on the ground below and to her left erupted in rippling chained explosions that Ali noticed Juice was back on his feet. He must have regained consciousness – because he was now calling in air strikes, talking the F-35 on and blasting the ever-living shit out of the horde on that side. 
 Evidently that was their escape plan – try to clear one side of the structure, then jump off it into the flood and swim for it. Climbing or dropping down from a collapsing building didn’t bode particularly well for their health or safety – not much more than being on foot, out on the ground, in the middle of the undead three-ring circus that was Hargeisa for as far as the eye could see. 
 But it was something. 
 Ali kept shooting smoothly at the creatures leaping at her teammates’ backs and sides, as the pavilion continued to jerkily settle beneath her, surfing that rooftop on breaking waves of falling rubble. It was starting to look like she might ride it all the way down to the ground. But one thing she knew: she’d be shooting all the way down. Covering her teammates as they climbed up to her. 
 More rippling explosions went in – close enough that she felt the heat on the left side of her face. 
 She changed mags again. 
 Two left. 



 Blowing Up Hell 
 JFK - CIC 
 Sergeant Lovell and Dr. Park stared at the drone video on the monitor with their mouths hanging open. Neither could remotely believe what it was showing them. Wesley was down on the ground in the center of a maelstrom of fire and death. 
 Finally Park looked over to Lovell and said: “He’s not going to make it.” 
 Lovell stood up so fast that he knocked his chair over on its back. 
 “Fuck watching it on TV,” he said. 
 And he charged across the room toward the drone control station. 
 * * * 

Why the bloody hell couldn’t that thing have come down ON the water tank!? Wesley thought bitterly, as he lay on the ground and fired his pistol to the rear to defend himself. The Zulus’ and runners’ heads were bare to him as they dragged themselves forward, and thankfully they moved a hell of a lot slower this way, so he emptied his pistol, reloaded, and emptied it again. 
 Looking forward now, he could see the new Holocaust-like mini-inferno blazing away right between the water tank and the burning power/desal plant itself – caused by the impact of the space-launched fuel vat that had almost ended him – and also right where he needed to fire his rocket. If it had come down fifty feet farther on, the damned vat would have done the job itself, smashing into the water tank and ripping it open. As it was, now there was no way he could do the job. As gargantuan as the tank was, he could barely see it at all, never mind the side facing the plant that he needed to shoot. The vat impact point, and resulting inferno, were directly between him and it. 
 At least the runners immediately behind him were all dead. 
 But he was still on fire, Wesley belatedly realized, looking down and checking himself out. He could see the little burning patches on his suit, but not feel them. Maybe it was the fire-retardant suit. Or maybe the heat from the main inferno, and the new smaller but more intense one, were already blasting him with so much energy that all of him just felt like it was on fire. Nonetheless he patted around his body, frantically trying to put himself out. 

“Wesley! Wesley!”

 “I’m alive!” he shouted into his chin mic. “But I don’t have a shot!” 
 He cursed under his breath. He could try to shoot the missile straight through the inferno. But what were the odds of that working? Even if he successfully aimed at what he couldn’t see, surely a missile was going to blow up at some point while traveling through fifty feet of fire? 
 “What about you?” 

“I’m in position – on the other side!”

 “Then do it – take your shot!” 
 Pause. “I’m not sure these little grenades will do the job! The skin of that tank looks tough! I think you’ve got to fire that rocket!”


Oh, for God’s sake… She’d sung a different tune when she invited herself along for this. “I can’t! I can’t get through the fire! There’s no choice – you’ve got to try it. Or I’ll try to come around to your side!” 
 Sarah looked up – he’d have to run all the way around the huge tank, then crosswise against the heavy flow of dead bodies streaming in from the west. Even if he made it, there just wasn’t time. 

“There’s another option – I can fight your fire for you!”

 “What!?” 

“Stand clear! I’m going to launch grenades into it!”

 “What the fuck!? How in hell is that going to help…!?” 

“The explosions will suck up all the oxygen and knock the fire out – at least temporarily! As soon as you see it go down, run in and take your shot! You won’t have long!”

 Wesley shook his head. For the love of God. This was the worst idea he’d ever heard in his life – with the probable exception of his original idea to try all this in the first place. Sod it. He dragged his exhausted, pummeled, singed body to his feet. 
 And he got ready to do some more running. 
 * * * 
 And then there was the small problem that Sarah had never fired one of these grenade launchers before. 
 On the upside, she wasn’t having to defend herself on her side as much as Wesley was on his. She’d actually found some cover – a little grove of designer trees, within sight of that critical west side of the water tank. The running, swarming, gathering dead were mostly just sluicing around both sides of the trees – and fixated on the world of fire ahead, never even sensed her. 
 She actually had a look straight between the tank and the plant – and at the vat-ignited secondary inferno that was keeping Wesley away from his own shot at the water tank. It probably wasn’t 100 meters away, the safe distance Lovell had advised her, but it probably wasn’t a whole lot less, or she’d have burned to death already. 
 And, again, she’d never used this weapon before. As she knelt down and double-checked the 40mm round and unsafetied the launcher – and got her six other rounds out on the ground where she could get to them fast – she swapped one last radio call with Wes. 
 “Hey,” she said, snapping the chamber of the EGLM closed, “what was that crap about me being Park’s eyes and ears? A technical consultant? Because it seems to me I’ve done all the fighting so far on this mission.” 
 She could hear Wesley sigh out loud on the other end. “I don’t know what to tell you. This isn’t really what I signed up for either.”

 “Oh, well. Fuck it. Incoming!” 
 She braced the rifle against her thigh, did her best to aim at the far side of the blaze – and fired the grenade. 
 * * * 
 Which flew nearly directly at Wesley’s face. 
 She had misjudged terribly – and nearly fatally. Wesley dropped electrically to the ground when he heard it racing at him. But it passed a foot or so over his head – he wouldn’t have had time to get out of the way if it hadn’t. In almost the same instant, he heard it exploding maybe fifty feet behind him, in the middle of a new crowd of dead that were angling for him. 
 By the time he got his head turned back there, just in time to feel the heat and overpressure of the explosion on his face, all he saw was body parts arcing gracefully down in a gentle meat shower. Some of the chunks landed on him. This was really the smallest of his very many problems, but it was gross, and impossible to ignore, and was pretty close to the last straw for him. 
 “What the bloody hell!?” he shouted into his mic. “You’ve got to arc them in!” 
 Meanwhile, there were more dead coming for him. Wesley pulled himself up to one knee, let the rocket fall on its sling before him, pulled his rifle around – and started shooting for all he was worth. Ten shots later he switched to full auto, sprayed fire across 150 degrees, changed mags, and did it again. 
 And what quickly became obvious was: the unsuppressed fire was drawing more than it was knocking down. 
 He couldn’t carry on this way and live. He had to go. He had to get out of there. 
 And then a miracle happened. Sarah adjusted her fire – and got it right on the second try. An explosion behind him went up close enough to feel like one more lethal hazard. But when Wesley turned to look, he saw the nearest part of that fuel-oil mini-inferno between him and his target had, like magic, dropped down to nothing more than a shimmering layer of blue flame on the ground. 
 He got to his feet and started running toward it. 
 And he prayed like hell Sarah would knock down the fire ahead of him as he went – without knocking him down with the explosions first. 
 * * * 
 Sarah walked them in, one after another, knocking the raging fire back with what was in effect a rolling barrage, each one closer to her and farther from Wesley. Any serious miscalculation would have killed either him, or her, or both of them. 
 Even she couldn’t believe she was doing this. 
 As she whumped the last one off, she hit her mic. “That’s it! I’m out! Your rocket is all we’ve got left. One shot one kill!” 
 He didn’t respond. 
 She hoped what she’d said was more motivational than annoying. 
 * * * 
 Running flat out again, unslinging the rocket entirely so he could get it up on his shoulder, attention still a million places, nonetheless Wesley couldn’t possibly ignore that he was running and splashing through pools of fuel oil all over the ground, and all of it burning blue up to the top of his boots, like a gas stove turned down to the lowest setting. 
 But he knew deep in his bones that an unseen hand was on that gas knob. And as soon as oxygen flooded back into this area, it was going to go back to full blast. It was going to flash up and take him in an inferno that he hoped would kill him with smoke inhalation – but was pretty sure would actually cook him in his suit and sear his lungs as he tried to inhale fire. 
 But he also knew that didn’t matter – as long as he got his shot off. 
 And he had only seconds to do it – the kind you could count on one hand. 
 The moment of maximum peril came just before Sarah’s last grenade came down – so shit was still exploding in front of him, and the last stretch of inferno hadn’t been knocked down yet – and the dead were about to hit him from behind. Every speed he might run was either too fast or too slow. Once again, he couldn’t go forward and he couldn’t go back. He was jammed up, trapped – and he was going to die before he could take his shot. Either the runners would take him down, or the fire would flash and burn him up. 
 And there was not a goddamned thing he could do. 
 Except he had to do something. He couldn’t run into exploding fire, so he turned on his heels, brought his rifle up and prepared to defend himself. 
 His rifle barked three times then went empty. 
 In a flash he scrabbled for his pistol. After two shots it was empty, too. 
 He desperately wanted to turn and fire off the damned rocket, just to get rid of it – but he knew he’d never make the shot, or even get it off. The dead were nearly on him. 
 He put his hand to the pommel of his sword. It was all he had left. 
 But then, surreal even in the midst of this exploding hell, he heard a whump-whumping sound falling on him from the flame-lit night sky. And it was not just falling but actually powering down out of the air, and at the last second became visible – it was the Fire Scout helicopter drone, and it crashed at high speed and a steep angle straight into the huge crowd of runners, crushing half, knocking others in all directions – and, finally, taking off heads and shoulders with its rotors, which were somehow still spinning. And then its fuel tank exploded – a tiny conflagration in the scheme of things around here and just one more thing that nearly killed Wesley, knocking him on his ass. 
 Smacking the ground with his back, he had the wind knocked out of him – again. 
 * * * 
 Park stared open-mouthed over Lovell’s shoulder at the monitor on the drone control station, where Lovell had planted himself after bodily dragging the pilot out of his chair – and then reached down and jammed the joystick into the panel, putting the drone into a dive and crashing it into directly the ground, and the undead crowd. 
 “Holy shit,” Park said. 
 Lovell nodded his head rapidly, in total agreement. Looking over his shoulder, though, he immediately saw LT Campbell looking at him – and staring daggers of death. 
 He figured he’d either just saved the human race – or doomed it. There was no way to tell yet. Either way, he’d certainly just spent a piece of equipment they couldn’t do without – one of their last aerial drones, which was pretty much totally irreplaceable – trying to salvage this utter shit-show of a mission. 
 He stood up and clapped Park on the shoulder. 
 “Okay. Now we watch the rest on TV.” 
 Park shook his head and said it again. “Holy shit.” 
 It was all he could manage. 
 * * * 
 Wesley instantly got back up off the ground. With the crowd of runners chasing him having been destroyed, he was no longer going to die in the next few seconds. But there was still no time for lying about. 
 He hefted the AT-4 rocket with trembling hands. 
 Now it was all down to him. 
 And his one… last… shot. 



 The Flood 
 Jizan - Between the Water Tank and Power/Desal Plant 
 Wesley actually had one second to look down to the stencil-painted label on the rocket tube in his hands. It read: AT-8 – Bunker Buster. Derwin had given him the bunker buster in the end. Quality, he thought. That’s quality, mate.

 The more trouble Wesley found himself in, the smarter Derwin got. If by some miracle he lived through this, he would remember the lesson: always trust your senior NCOs. He was becoming a good officer – perhaps just in time to become a fallen one. 
 A second ago, when he’d looked back at the unlikely sight of the helo drone crashing into all those runners pursuing him, he’d seen something else behind him – and it was as he’d feared: these sections of the fire, which Sarah had knocked down by walking her grenades onto him, weren’t staying knocked back. They were flaring up again. 
 Already the area behind him had turned back into a flaming death zone, and it was coming for him – fast. It would only be a matter of seconds before the docile blue flames at his feet leapt back up toward the sky, submerging Wesley – and consuming him. Luckily, the seconds were stretching out like minutes, as time subjectively dilated and spooled out in front of him to infinity. 
 And as he turned away from the helo crash site, and back into the holocaust ahead, he saw Sarah’s last grenade hit – and a quarter-second after that felt the violent slap of the explosion. 
 This was it. 
 He took a knee in the flaming liquid and brought the missile tube up onto his shoulder. 
 He knew the resurgent fire was going to take him any second. Also, the dead were still everywhere, many of them on fire and burning bright themselves. The dead didn’t give a damn. Wesley’s primary and secondary weapons were both empty, and he wasn’t going to have time to reload them. 
 He idly wondered whether the missile or the sword was his tertiary weapon. 

The mind does stupid shit in combat, Wesley reflected. 
 But he was all out of time – even with the subjective time dilation. Any longer spent here and either the fire would rise up and eat him, or the dead would fall on him and eat him. At least the dead, unlike the fire, probably wouldn’t cause the missile to explode in his hands. He could already feel the heat from the resurging inferno behind him super-heating his ass and the back of his head. But there was no more time for looking back. 
 He pressed down the missile’s red safety lever, then put his finger to the red firing button, and did his best to take aim through the two pop-up iron sights. And even as he did, that final 40-mil explosion ahead of him cleared – and the last section of flame between him and his target dropped down to a simmer. And suddenly he could see the moon-sized water tank rising up into the flame-lit sky, and stretching away into the darkness to either side. 
 The way was clear – a straight shot. 
 All he had to do was not miss. 
 * * * 
 Once it was too late, Sarah realized she probably could have gotten farther away, and increased her chances of surviving this. No, the hell with that, she thought. It wouldn’t have been in the right spirit. One thing a decade of policing had taught her was that nobody goes home until the job is done. They were all always there, ultimately, for one another. So if Wesley stayed, she stayed. 
 She was here to support him – whether that meant being close enough to keep him safe with her shooting, to walk those grenades on and get him his shot, or just to provide moral support. To be in it with him – all the way in. 
 Even if it meant dying with him. 
 Despite the chaos all around her, she both saw and heard him get that rocket off, the whoosh of its launch unmistakable. 
 They were halfway home. 
 * * * 
 Even as the missile left the tube, Wesley could see in peripheral, and very much feel, the inferno rising up again right beneath his feet, and all around his body. His suit was fire-retardant – but the heat was still spectacular. 
 He knew that in another second it would be up to his face. 
 The missile seemed to explode in the same instant he launched it. He was that close to the towering water tank. He hoped that meant he couldn’t miss. 
 The force of the explosion knocked him over on his back again. Or maybe he just fell over. He was weak as a kitten now. Falling back down into the fire, flames filled his vision. 

Okay, he thought. That’s it. I really am done.

 The fire was all around him. 
 * * * 
 The evisceration of the west side of the water tank by the bunker-busting missile was something Sarah could only compare to an expensive CGI sequence in a Roland Emmerich film. However many millions or billions of gallons of water there were inside there, they did not just go shooting out the large hole made by the rocket. No, almost as soon as the inconceivably high-powered jet of water started blasting out, the sheer violence of it destroyed the structural integrity of the moon-sized cylindrical structure. 
 And the whole side of the tank folded outward, crumpled, and ripped away. Like a matador’s cape being yanked clear, getting out of the way of, not the bull – but the Flood. 
 The tidal wave hit Sarah at almost the same time as it hit the plant building. And as the rising waters lifted her up and tossed her around, she could already see large sections of what had only just now been smelter-hot, brilliantly burning firestorms winking out into watery blackness. The flood was putting out the sun. 
 And it was submerging the Earth. 
 Sarah let it carry her away. 
 * * * 
 The fire was all around Wesley. 
 But then the Flood raged in, and picked him out of it, and bore him up. But first it put out the fire – completely, everywhere, and utterly. 
 And it wasn’t a twenty-foot wave, as he had hoped for. It was forty if it was an inch. The water surged out and, pushed by the wave behind it, filled the whole world, to well above the height of a man, and then higher, in seconds. The sheer force of it was bludgeoning, stunning, and irresistible. It was not only the opposite of the raging inferno – it was actually the superior force. Bigger, badder, stronger, and master of the night. 
 As Wesley started to rise on the dark flood tide pushing him up from below – but knowing full well he’d soon be sinking back under it from the weight of his armor and weapons – the last thing he saw was the tidal wave exit the side of the tank facing the building, knock down that wall and roof, flood into the structure… and then go shooting out the door nearby on the north wall of the plant. 
 It was the very same door Wesley had taken care to shut when they left. 
 And, perhaps by closing that door, he caused the water pressure behind it to build up for a fraction of a second. And now those millions of gallons of water didn’t just blast the door open – they blasted it off its hinges entirely, launching it up into the night sky, where it went flipping end over end. Wesley could actually follow it arcing through the air over the top of what was becoming an instant ocean, and see it land in the water no more than fifty feet from him. He saw it bouncing and turning in the raging torrent. 
 Wesley tried to decide if he had the energy to try to swim – to stroke for his life. Or whether it wouldn’t be better and easier to just relax and sink. 
 And he wondered if it would make any difference now whether he tried or not. 
 * * * 
 The flood was too violent, too forceful, too insistent for Sarah to try to swim upon. It threw her body around like a rag doll. But, for some reason, maybe the lack of armor, she was mainly being thrown around the surface, rather than sucked under, and was still getting air. 
 But she didn’t imagine this could last. 
 Because it wasn’t just her being heaved around in the tide. As she rushed along over the top of where the plant used to be, pieces of the building and the machinery it housed went crashing through the water, tossed in the air, and rolled on the waves. Sarah was already getting hit with floating, rushing debris – only small stuff so far. 
 But any second, she was sure, she would end up trapped under something huge and heavy and simply drown, or else be crushed outright, or maybe conked on the head, lose consciousness, and drown that way. 
 There were also a hell of a lot of dead guys in the flood tide, many of them charred like s’mores gone horribly wrong, but they were no real threat now. Every time they got close to her, the roiling rapids, channeled not by rocks in a riverbed but by plant remains and machinery below, quickly sucked them away again. 
 They were all being washed away, downhill, and back toward the sea. And as her body was rocked and tossed, Sarah suddenly saw the symbolism of it all. 
 Running toward and through that inferno, they had been in Hell – obviously. 
 But now, after the coming of the flood, it was like the end of the world – the old one, with all the weight of its sins – and perhaps the beginning of some undreamt-of new one. One with all the evil and awfulness washed away – though Sarah was pretty sure now that probably included her. She too was being washed away. 
 As was Wesley – out there somewhere – though he surely deserved a lot better. 
 But for her, maybe this was right and just, that she be washed away by the flood, le deluge. Because it was not just washing away all the dead. 
 It was washing away all the evil and the mistakes. It was washing away all her sins – the deaths of her husband and son, which she failed to prevent; her infidelity to Handon, who loved her, and who needed her to support him – just as it washed away the sins of the world. 
 And maybe those who were left could begin anew. 
 Maybe the Kennedy could even be the ark. 
 Sarah was very tired. Too tired to carry on fighting to keep her head above water. Slowly she stopped kicking and paddling, and just let the flood take her. 
 She leaned back, closed her eyes, and let the waters carry her away. 
 And, slowly, she started to slip beneath the waves. 



 The End 
 100 Feet Over Hargeisa 
 Hailey “Thunderchild” Wells battled the controls of her screaming jet fighter – milking every ounce of performance out of it, and every last bit of skill out of herself. She was providing close air support – danger-close, worse than danger-close – to men on the ground who were in the fight of their lives, and whose life expectancy might be measured in seconds. She was doing so in the black of the night, in an aircraft that could not go any slower than 200mph, zooming again and again over a combination set-piece zombie battle, three-alarm fire, and building collapse – all of it close enough to get body parts in her landing gear and scorch marks on her fuselage. 
 This was, by far, the most physically and cognitively demanding flying she had ever done in her life. Worse, much worse, was that she knew in her bones that it was her, and her alone, who was keeping that team down below alive second to second – never mind keeping alive their hopes of breaking out of there. And she knew just as well that one screw-up, one tiny miscalculation of her targeting, and she’d kill everyone down there instantly, even quicker than the legions of dead swarming up, over, and around them. 
 She by no means felt up to this mammoth, exacting task – she simply wasn’t that skilled a flier, nor combat pilot. But none of that mattered in the least. She had to be up to it. There was absolutely no choice. 
 As per instruction by their JTAC on the ground, namely Juice, her attack vector was west to east, which had her screaming over the top of the operators – having already dropped her bombs by the time she got to them, so they would skim over their heads and go into the enemy attacking the east side of the building – with any splash-blast spilling in the opposite direction from the friendlies. Staring daggers into the night-vision targeting system, gripping her stick and throttle with bloodless fingers, she waited… waited… NOW!

 She had to let the second GBU-39 glide bomb go unnervingly early, basically skimming it right over the top of the building and the ground-pounders on top. Ordinarily, she would have alerted them of the release of the munition, so they could cover up. But they were too closely engaged to stop fighting and hunker down – and there wasn’t really anything for them to take cover behind anyway. 
 As she released the weapon, it was all going by so quickly that it seemed to happen at once – release of the munition, building blurring by beneath her, and the explosion down in the enemy, sending body parts shooting into the sky. 
 Direct hit. Thank fuck. 
 Because Hailey didn’t know how long she could keep this up. 
 She only knew that she had to. 
 * * * 
 “Third time lucky,” Henno said to the newly conscious Juice, both of them putting their hands in front of their faces and leaning away from the latest cataclysmic explosion on the ground, the brilliance of the expanding ball of flame lighting up the night and casting shadows for hundreds of yards. 
 And it was true – this was the third time Juice had been knocked cold in as many weeks. And, once again, he seemed little worse for wear. Henno was pleased to see him back in action, not least because he liked the precision ordnance going in – and he preferred this escape plan to the one that had involved Zorn. 
 The others reached Ali’s position in the middle of the roof, and top of the rubble pile – just as the pillars under her pavilion finally gave way. The two on the near side gave out first, so she dropped onto her ass and slid down it toward them in the darkness. When the far side crashed down in another cloud of cement bits and dust, it seemed like the whole hospital had finally collapsed about as much as it was going to. 
 At least for now. 
 On the downside, it also made a nice stable hill for the dead to race up and get in position to devour them – probably after ripping them to pieces first. The baboons were competing with the runners to get there quickest. And running on all fours, with four prehensile hands to grip the rubble, they were winning. 
 Ali slung her rifle – saving that last precious mag and a half – and drew her sword. This was going to be a pretty interesting place for life-or-death swordplay… and perhaps for a last stand. They were going to have to fight their way down to the ground on the side the bombing runs had somewhat cleared up – but the non-trivial number of survivors of that undead barbecue were already coming up at them, all hellishly lit in the reflecting flames from the fire. 
 And then another sonic boom blasted low over their heads and a thick staggered line of bright sparking mini-explosions blossomed all the way down the slope of rubble – like big Chinese firecrackers, except unleashing pummeling explosive force and a steel rain of shrapnel, cutting a wide hole through the climbing dead. 
 Juice and some of the others actually got hit by rock fragments and possibly bits of shrapnel from the 25-mil HE rounds of Hailey’s strafing run, going in so close they could taste the sulfur in their mouths. It briefly occurred to Juice to complain and get her to adjust fire. But he knew how hard that strafing shit was to do, and he realized he actually needed her shooting that close to them – that being pretty much their only chance of staying alive – so they’d better just suck it the hell up. He put his gloved hand to his cheek, and it came away bloody. He’d gotten love-tapped – love from above. 
 Having just blasted through on her first gun run, Hailey now popped up in Juice’s ear. “Cadaver One-Five, Thunderchild. I am down to last two GBU-53s and enough 25-mil for a couple more strafing runs. Recommend I drop those last two bombs and you try to make your breakout. Don’t dally, guys.”

 “Thunderchild, Cadaver, sounds like a plan.” It didn’t actually sound like much of a plan – the ground around the hospital, and across about as much of Hargeisa as they could see, was pretty much a death zone. But it was the closest thing they had to one. “Will move on your drop. Watch for our glint tape on your gun runs.” 

“Copy, wilco. Tipping in now.”

 The others around Juice were starting to engage the first simian and human dead coming up the hill and closing on them. Those with last rounds left – Henno a few in his rifle, Homer some in his pistol – shot, while the others swung. Ali stepped way out to the front with her sword. She liked to have room to swing it, not to mention whirl and dance around both it and her opponents, briefly multiplying them as she divided them from themselves, before both halves hit the ground. 
 Mainly, she just liked to be out front. 
 Not least since this was probably going to be it. One way or another. 
 She, Handon, and Pred – all three of the ex-Unit members – were in that moment thinking the same thing that Handon had during the worst moment of the Battle of the JFK: that they had absolutely no problem dying. It was everybody’s day some day. But failing in their mission was unacceptable. 
 Failing was bullshit. 
 Nobody could be lucky every day. But it was supposed to be an operational principle that Delta made their own luck. And so far it wasn’t happening. 
 The three Unit operators – plus the SEAL, SAS soldier, and Activity operator – all got ready for the end. 
 That much at least was happening. 
 * * * 
 They could hear the roar and whine of the F-35 tipping in again – but then Juice’s ear lit up again: “Break, precedence flash, friendly ground units in AO! Aborting attack run and breaking left!”

 And then they could all hear and feel that afterburning turbofan engine blasting down at them as the F-35 pulled up, banked left, and roared back into the sky. 
 “Say again, Thunderchild,” Juice said. “All before ‘aborting’.” 

“Friendly victor on the ground, moving your way. ETA fifteen seconds.”

 Handon, listening in on this, frowned in consternation. What vehicle? Had Zorn somehow gotten the MRAP free from the collapse? That seemed unlikely. But as the roar of the jet engine slowly faded, something else became audible underneath it: the high-speed electric roar and whine of a minigun – a big-ass one. 
 As the smoke on the ground from the last detonating bombs began to blow away, Handon and the others could see the dead dropping in a long straight line – from out at the edge of the cloud of whirling smoke all the way in to the base of the building. They were going down like scythed wheat, or mosquitoes under a DDT fogger – just disintegrating, splashing gunk, and falling in pieces at their own feet. 
 But it wasn’t Zulu DEET, as became obvious when a few gigantic ricochets hit the rubble and whizzed their way. One smacked Predator dead center in his body armor – and knocked him flat on his ass. 
 “SON OF A BITCH!” he bellowed as he hit the rubble, then bounced back to his feet. 
 Handon had never seen that happen before – Pred knocked down, by anything. And that told him something: that this was a 50-cal minigun in play. He’d only heard those things firing from aircraft mounts before, but now he recognized the sound signature. 

Nothing like a 50-cal minigun when you’ve got a singularity problem, he mused. It was just tearing a complete hole in the ring of dead around them. 
 And into that hole now came a big beefy vehicle, blasting out of the smoke and onto the ground below them – minigun first. The huge weapon, mounted in a ring turret, was still whining, spinning, and firing non-stop, the rotating barrels starting to glow red, and whatever size belt in its ammo can being run through it from top to bottom. It was carving a dead-free channel ahead for the truck to sluice through – a channel that wouldn’t last long, but then they were moving fast as hell. The vehicle itself was a big souped-up-looking HUMVEE, a proper post-Apocalyptic ride. One man stood up in the turret firing the minigun, another crouched in the open bed in back. And presumably someone was driving. 
 “What in Christ’s name is that?” asked Henno. 
 “Gun truck,” Juice said, cradling his weapon and looking down serenely, impressed and pleased. “Looks like it’s been through the wringer. But it’s rolling.” 
 It was true the vehicle had been shot to shit, and looked like perhaps it had been patched back together in haste – Joe Shit the Gun Truck. But Juice was right, it was rolling. Before anyone up top could react – or, really, think how to react – it skidded to a shuddering stop at the foot of the half-collapsed building. 
 The figure in the truck bed stood up – revealing herself to actually be a woman, though she was as tooled-up as anyone in Alpha. She cupped one hand and shouted up at them: 
 “Come with me if you want to live!” 



 Old Friends 
 Hargeisa Hospital 
 This was like a lifeboat arriving, against all possible expectations, to ferry Alpha’s beleaguered asses across the flood tide of dead and the hell out of there. 
 And with no more delay, because there wasn’t time for any, the Alpha six started leaping down the slope of rubble toward the ZA’s least likely extraction. Handon watched Ali lead the way, with Homer and Juice right behind her – then looked back and saw both Pred and Henno moving, but more cautiously. 
 “What’s the hold-up?” he barked, before having to halve a baboon head with his sword, duck another one leaping at him, then spin around and spear that one through the mouth. 
 Hopping rocks and swinging his cricket bat, Henno said, “This gonna be more American nutters trying to get us all killed?” 

You got a better plan? Handon thought, but didn’t spare the breath to say it. 
 Pred finally spat and started lumbering downward at speed, causing mini-avalanches as he went. “Hey, I just wanted to see if this sumbitch was gonna bring down the rest of the building first…” 
 “And what if it does?” Handon said, as he switched his sword to his left hand, rapid-drawing a .45 and emptying it into a pair of runners vectoring in on Ali and Homer as they hit the ground. “You still want to be on it?” 
 “Good point,” Pred said. “Fuck it, get out of my way.” He redoubled his leaping, which seemed like it might bring down the rest of the building all on its own. Handon waited for he and Henno to power by him. As always, he intended to be last man out. 
 As he reloaded the .45 with his very last mag and covered the final few meters, he could see the gunner in the ring turret on top of the truck – a big solid dude with no helmet and wavy black hair – banging a new can of ammo into the minigun. In almost the same motion, he rotated the whole turret around 180 degrees, spun the weapon up with an electric whine, and started engaging to the rear and sides. Once again, the dead were carried away by the three-barreled hurricane. 
 At the same time, the woman in back opened up an AT-4 – a disposable 84mm anti-tank missile – and fired it off into the far end of the dead-free channel behind them, which was already collapsing. She must have had the round set for detonation delay, because it skipped off the road and bounced back up for airburst at waist level – slicing dead bodies in half, vaporizing them entirely, or tossing them thirty feet through the air. Before that explosion even settled, the woman – a look of fierce determination on her face, beneath a green cap embossed with the word ARMY, a dirty blond ponytail spilling out the back of that – tossed the empty tube, scooped up another, and fired that one off, too. 
 But this second one must have been God’s own anti-tank weapon, because the increasingly crowded area behind them now went up in a truly bowel-shaking explosion – four times the size of the first. But in fact it was two explosions, almost on top of each other. 

“Last two mini-bombs away, Cadaver! Get your asses out of there!”

 It was Hailey – putting her last ordnance on target. 
 Now Handon could see Ali, Homer, and Juice piling into the back seat and yanking the doors shut behind them. Seconds later, Henno and Pred leapt directly from a pile of rocks into the open truck bed – rocking even the big heavy truck on its tight rear shocks. That left the front passenger seat – and Handon had to fight his way to it, swinging his wakizashi left-handed and triggering off his very last fat .45 rounds with his right. Two runners, a Zulu, and a Bravo all dropped or fell apart in his path, and he hurdled the remains, hit the ground, and hurled himself into the truck, hauling the door shut and banging on the dash. “Go, go, go!”

 Dead bodies were already slamming into the outside of the vehicle. 
 The man in the driver’s seat – Handon stole a quick look and saw it was a lanky young man with blond hair poking out from under his Kevlar, also wearing body armor, LBE, and a side arm – jammed the gear shift into reverse, put the accelerator through the floor, and rocketed them backward at a speed that would have been unsafe in a vehicle a quarter its size. As another rocket whooshed out from the truck bed, exploding close enough to pepper the truck with shrapnel, and the minigun banged away non-stop, sending a steel rain of heavy 50-cal casings cascading all over the roof, the driver now cut the wheel and pulled a textbook bootlegger turn. 
 Whipping the front end around also almost took them into a shell crater – Hailey’s handiwork – and in fact the front wheels crashed into it but then ramped out again, ending with them still on all four wheels and accelerating forward like doomsday out of the collapsing vortex of the half-leveled hospital and the half-destroyed singularity around it. 
 Handon’s head banged the roof repeatedly as they ramped over bodies – all dead, some destroyed – as the minigunner did his best to clear the way, and then the driver did the rest with the cattle-catcher on the grille. He could also see more sparking mini-explosions ahead and to either side as the roaring F-35 strafed ahead and around them, Thunderchild putting her last hundred rounds of 25-mil into clearing their way the ever-living hell out of town. 
 “That platform was just too unstable!” the woman in back yelled at Pred, bringing up her M4 and selectively engaging targets to one side. “I had to circle and hope things didn’t get too rough to take you off!” 
 Pred just slumped down in the corner, taking up half the truck bed. “You people make me tired,” he said. “Also, I think you’re looking for the Colonial Marines up the road.” He didn’t have a single round to shoot anyway, so he just lay down and rested his gigantic bones, and left any shooting to the others – not to mention the movie quotes. 
 And he just watched it all go by. 
 The woman stopped shooting long enough to offer her hand. “Kate,” she said. 
 “Predator.” Her small hand disappeared in his giant one as he shook it. 
 She cocked her head. “Seriously?” Her voice dropped an octave. “There's something out there hunting us. And it ain’t no man.” 
 Pred almost smiled at this, despite himself. It was a hard one to argue with. And at least she hadn’t used the “You are one ugly mother—” line. 
 Kate smiled back. That line had actually occurred to her first. But she was actually thinking Predator was kind of cute – not an adjective she could remember applying to a seven-foot, 320-pound soldier. 
 Opposite the two of them, Henno rose into a crouch and stared out behind them. 
 And he would have sworn on his life that he could see CSM Zorn up on top of that half-buried MRAP, laying about him with some kind of iron bar in one hand – and shooting a .45 with the other. Where he got the pistol would probably never be known. Maybe he is unkillable, Henno thought. It’s always the biggest arseheads who are. 



“You see that?” Pred asked, following his gaze. “Sergeant Major Badass.” 
 “Sergeant Major Pain in the Arse,” Henno said. “But not in ours anymore.” 
 He sat back down beside his huge teammate. 
 And the pair of them just leaned back and enjoyed the cool night breeze blowing over them – as together they escaped the burning, shrieking, leaping, flapping, gnashing Somali death zone. 
 They were finally out of the path of the flood. 
 * * * 
 As the last 50-cal casing clanged down on the roof, the minigunner, standing up in the middle of the back seat area, braced himself to lift out the empty ammo can and toss it over the side. Juice was already hefting a new one to hand up to him when he saw the gunner’s pants leg, which was practically in his face, lift up as the man shifted. 
 There wasn’t a leg inside. Not a flesh one anyway. 
 Juice froze dead for one second. Then he clinked his heavy metallic watch several times on the titanium of the prosthetic leg. 
 “Cut it out,” the gunner barked, his voice deep and resonant. Then, as he ducked down into the vehicle, he saw the beard. But he’d already recognized it when its owner was leaping down the outside of the collapsed hospital – even as Juice had recognized the faded Triple Nickel logo painted on the side of the truck. Now the gunner smiled, black stubble crinkling around white teeth, and he said: 
 “The whole goddamned world ends, and I’m still having to hump through the boonies to bail your hairy ass out.” 
 “Hiya, Jake,” Juice said, spitting out the window. “Just as pleasant as always.” 
 “Hello, Juice.” The man reached down and the two clasped hands, resulting in a brief but fierce mid-air arm-wrestling match – and a stalemate. “Always nice to see old friends.” 
 Juice smiled in recognition. 
 That had been his line last time around. 
 * * * 
 Handon had his NVGs down again – as did the driver, who was running without lights – and monitored the road ahead. It was nearly all clear now. And they were already nearing the edge of town, after only a couple of turns and a few minutes of high-speed driving. Handon somehow had the sense the driver knew these roads well. And maybe had even done all this before. 
 “We heading north?” Handon asked. 
 “Yep.” 
 “Slow down when I tell you. We’ve got one more to pick up.” 
 “Roger that.” 
 “What’s your name?” 
 “Baxter.” 
 “Handon. Nice driving.” He clapped the driver on the shoulder as the young man looked back to the road and negotiated a last turn. Hargeisa was just about behind them now, with not much but bush and clear road ahead. 
 “There,” Handon said, pointing to the treeline, where he spotted glint tape through his NVGs. As they rolled up on the shoulder, Noise noiselessly slipped out of the bush and piled into the back, evidently landing on Pred, as they heard the big man growl, “Ocupado, motherfucker.” 
 The truck rolled out again and the open road spread out in front of them. 
 Now that it looked like they weren’t all going to die in the next minute, and his breathing and heart rate had gotten somewhere down in the ballpark of normal, Handon flipped up his NVGs and swiveled to face the driver. 
 “Okay,” he said. “Who are you people? And what are you doing here?” 
 Baxter upshifted then flipped up his own NVGs. There was a fair bit of starlight now, the night sky having cleared of smoke and dust. He stole a glance over at Handon, who could now see he was very young indeed. But he seemed totally focused and serious when he said: “It’s not what we’re doing here – it’s what you guys are doing here.” 
 He glanced back to the road, then looked back at Handon – right in the eye. 
 “You’re here for Patient Zero – aren’t you?” 
 Handon was too surprised to even know how to respond. 
 The driver looked forward again. “Zack said you’d come one day.” 
 Now Handon caught motion in his peripheral vision – and turned to see Ali half-sticking her head up into the front. Now she was the gobsmacked one, staring at them open-mouthed. 
 The driver nodded again. “We know where it is. And we can take you there. But I don’t think there’s any chance of getting it out.” 
 Handon didn’t answer – but only thought:

 Just watch us. 

He was sick to death of running, hiding – and doubting. It was long past time for them to regain positive control of their mission. To regain the initiative. For Handon to restore faith, his own and the others’, in his ability to command. And for all of them to regain their belief in themselves – and in each other. 
 For them to stop reacting – and start acting again. To start operating. 
 They’d gotten out of Hargeisa alive, somehow. But it went without saying that survival wasn’t nearly enough. Because their mission so far had been a total soup sandwich – a series of betrayals, disappointments, casualties, and near-disasters. But now they were being given a second chance. And second chances were rare. 
 So they’d damn well better prove themselves worthy of this one. 
 Handon had been around long enough to know that character was what you did on your third and fourth tries. And it was what defined you. 
 He sat still and watched the night go by – and he mentally prepared himself. 
 For their very last shot at this thing. 



 Goddamned Crazy Son of a Bitch 
 Jizan - the Waterfront 
 “I’ll be goddamned,” Burns said, wading out beside the dock and putting his hand on their CRRC. “It’s still here.” 
 “Bring it in closer!” Browning shouted. He couldn’t see a damn thing out on the blackness of the water, but had to trust that Burns had found their boat. Night had fallen completely now, and the darkness was deep and total with the plant fire out. Also, it seemed their night vision hadn’t totally recovered from that world-straddling inferno. 
 Stumbling in the dark, Browning and Jenson now carried the DNA sequencer, one on each side of the heavy, unwieldy, priceless device. They’d had to ditch the cart long ago in order to negotiate the flood-ravaged terrain. But their exhausted arms were also now surging with a last pulse of strength, mainly due to finding the boat where they’d left it. Albeit it was floating now rather than beached. 
 The tide here on the Red Sea was significantly higher than it had been before. Because Wesley had just dumped half of Lake Michigan into it. 
 He’d also had the foresight to tie up their boat, even though it was on dry land when they left it. As Burns pulled it in, then swung it around toward the others, he was pretty sure that was the only reason it was still here. The main path of the flood had been to the south. But there had been enough here that it would have washed away their ride if it hadn’t been tethered. 
 Wesley was looking smarter by the minute. 
 Burns held the boat steady in the waist-deep black water as Browning and Jenson hefted the precious sequencer up into it. And as he did so, he looked back up the gently sloping land, over Judy’s furry head where she sat alert at the water’s edge, and toward the sprawling scene of charred and flooded devastation behind and above them. 
 And he thought, not for the first time: 

The goddamned crazy son of a bitch did it.

 * * * 
 From their starting position, way back up at the pharma complex, the three surviving members of Team Mutant had actually been able to see it all happen in real time, laid out below them like a diorama: the explosion at the water tank, then the structure ripping open and unleashing the flood – which instantly went blasting straight through the middle of the plant, putting out the biggest fire any of them had ever seen, completely, and in a matter of seconds. 
 After the deluge, there had still been a few big burning areas out to either side, where the oil-vat artillery rounds had impacted, sending their glow out into the night. And there were a few flaming patches of ruined ground, like in LA circa 2029 A.D. – except instead of robotic feet crushing human skulls, it was infected zombie feet slipping on other zombies’ faces. 
 But that was only in the distance. The middle proved to be totally clear of the dead. The flood had not only put out the fire – it had washed away the singularity, picking up thousands of undead bodies with its tsunami force, and whisking them away and out into the Red Sea. 
 Wesley had executed his maniac plan. And it worked – perfectly. 
 Nonetheless, the survivors’ run across the charred and flooded and night-shrouded remains of the plant, and Jizan Economic City around it, had been more than a little harrowing. Judy led the way the entire time – and, they were fairly sure, had kept them skirting around hazards they would otherwise have foundered on. 
 As they angled toward the waterfront, mainly by feeling for and following the downward slope, there was a ton of debris to loop around or climb over. There were deep pits of water they had to avoid – not having any idea how deep they’d turn out to be. And there were also big sections of building and plant still tumbling down or falling over in the darkness, causing additional waves of surging water they could hear rolling toward them. 
 This flooded world was still settling. 
 But they didn’t dare wait for it to finish, terrified the dead were going to flood back in as the water flooded out. But as they dodged these other hazards, the dead weren’t among them. Breathing hard, trying to keep moving, taking care not to drop the sequencer, Browning had been the first to say it: 
 “Fire: out. Dead: gone. Wesley washed it all away.” 
 * * * 
 Burns climbed into the boat last, after holding it steady for Browning and Jenson and untying the mooring line. Then he whistled for Judy, who jumped into the black water and quickly paddled out. All three of the humans reached out and helped drag her up and over the side. 
 Then they got the paddles out and got moving out onto the water – and away from all this destruction and madness. Burns for one wasn’t sure if it mattered now whether or not they used the outboard motor this close to shore. But he figured they may as well play it safe and follow the briefed plan. 
 While Browning and Burns paddled, Jenson frantically hailed Wesley on the radio. He tried for a full minute – but when nothing came back, he put his hands out to still the others’ paddling. 
 “We can’t leave him,” he said. It looked like there were tears in his eyes. “He never would have left us. I can tell you that.” 
 “Maybe,” Burns said, letting his paddle rest, and looking the young man in the eye. “But if he were here, I guarantee you he’d tell us to get the hell out – with that.” And he nodded at the DNA sequencer in the bottom of the boat. 
 “I’m with Jenson,” Browning said, stopping paddling. He was loyal to Wesley. 
 Burns swelled up and looked from one to the other. “Oh, okay – so you two want Wesley to have died for nothing? That dude just pulled off the most amazing feat of bravery and insanity any of us will probably ever have the honor of witnessing. And if we don’t get this overpriced photocopier the hell out of here, if we get taken down now, it’ll all have been for nothing.” 
 Burns pointed his paddle out over the black surface of the Red Sea. Now that their night vision was finally adjusting to the inferno-less darkness, they could see that there were dead in the water. Of course there were – they’d all been washed away, but they had to go somewhere. And it was here, into the sea. 
 Burns shoved Jenson lightly in the chest. “And you are not going to ruin what Wesley did, or make it all for nothing. I won’t let you steal his glory.” 
 Jenson finally nodded – and switched channels on his radio to call for the helo. 
 And Browning and Burns got paddling again. 
 * * * 
 Twenty minutes later, they had been assured that the Seahawk, having completed its medevac and refueling, was en route to extract them. Burns had his hand on the outboard motor, about to start it and get them further out… 
 When Judy barked, three times, right in a row. 
 And before anyone could stop her, she rose up, leapt over the side of the boat, hit the water – and started dog-paddling for all she was worth. 
 “What the hell?” Browning said. 
 Jenson just smiled. “I trust the dog.” 
 “Yeah,” Burns said. “Me, too.” 
 Without another word, they started paddling the boat after her. 
 Judy got out of sight in the dark pretty quickly, but they could follow the splashing. And before she disappeared, they could also see that she was having to navigate through the dead. Zulus couldn’t swim, but a lot of these ones had been cooked to embers, plus presumably had the gases inside them inflated, and were now floating corpses. Which didn’t mean they were no longer animated – or dangerous. The three survivors of the team were pretty safe in the boat. 
 But Judy wasn’t, out of it and down in the water. 
 If she got a medal for this, which she definitely deserved, the citation would read something like, “Without hesitation, and with complete disregard for her own life, Judy left her position of safety and swam straight into the ranks of floating dead, exposing herself to enemy bites and scratches…” 
 Within a few seconds, they heard another bark – and then some kind of grunting, as well as more violent splashing. Burns and Browning redoubled their paddling and raced toward the noises. Jenson got his light out and shined it on the black surface of the ocean. He only had to pan around for two seconds before he saw it: a human figure, hair slicked back, and using a big knife to stab at floating dead who were pawing and grabbing. 
 And that figure was Sarah Cameron. 
 Judy was also biting and snapping at the dead who were going for her. 
 Almost shocked into inaction, nonetheless the three in the boat got their rifles up, and started shooting around their teammate, and their other teammate. In a few seconds, they had destroyed all the dead in the vicinity. And in a few more, they dragged both Judy and Sarah into the boat. 
 The human female flopped down in the bottom, arm draped around the DNA sequencer. She looked like she’d been drowned, resuscitated, and then drowned again. Other than the knife, her weapons and ammo were gone, no doubt shucked at some point to keep her face on the right side of the water. The canine female lay down beside her, and Sarah reached up weakly and stroked her wet fur. 
 Too exhausted to speak, she just thought: 

Okay. Maybe other women aren’t always so bad.

 “Did you see Wesley?” Browning asked urgently. 
 She shook her head and tried to speak. “No. Not after the flood.” 
 “Could he still be alive?” 
 Another head shake. “I don’t know how I survived – and I was farther from the water tank when it opened up. Plus he ran into the middle of an inferno to get the rocket off in the first place. Even if he survived the fire, his armor would have dragged him under the water. He said that himself, before he went out.” She paused to take a few deep breaths. “I’m sorry,” she said, finally. 
 Burns shook his head in awe. “Wesley knew exactly what he was doing.” 
 Browning squinted down at her. “How the hell did you survive?” 
 She shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought I was done for. But then I remembered there’s someone I need to see again. And apologize to.” 
 Burns and Jenson reached down, each grabbing one of her arms, and helped her up into a sitting position against the inflated side of the boat. 
 Burns clapped her on the shoulder. 
 “Not us, man. Not us.” 



 Washed Clean by the Flood 
 The Red Sea 
 In another ten minutes, the newly enlarged group of Mutant survivors had motored out to the GPS coordinates of their extraction point. Not long after that, they heard the whumping rotors of the Seahawk coming in at them from out of the blackness. 
 For a few seconds it looked like the heavy seas churned up by the helo might capsize them before it could rescue them. But soon enough they had winched up both the DNA sequencer and the dog, secured the boat to the sling-load line – and then all made their way up that same perilously twisting rope ladder. 
 Now the four exhausted survivors lay sprawled around the blacked-out cabin of the helo, listening to its engines surge as it banked and turned and headed off – but at what seemed well below the top speed they had all marveled at on the way in. When Browning looked out the open door at the land, he realized something was wrong. 
 He grabbed an ICS headset and spoke to the pilots. “Hey! Why are we flying north – away from the carrier?” 
 The response came back instantly. “We’re picking up your team leader, obviously. What – can’t you see him?”

 Browning rushed forward and stuck his head into the flight deck, the other three right behind him and shoving to get through. The co-pilot unclipped his NVGs from his helmet, handed them to Browning – and pointed ahead of them and down. 
 As he put the NVGs to his face, the undifferentiated blackness resolved into green details of ruffled sea and cloudy sky, and he could even see the seam between them at the horizon. And a little lower and closer than that he could also easily make out… a tiny light, winking on and off, like at the top of a lonely tower. 

“It’s your lieutenant’s IR strobe,” the co-pilot said. 
 Browning’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Then it transformed into a wide and brilliant smile. When he turned around, the others all looked the same. 
 Even Judy seemed delighted, picking up on the mood, and barked once. 
 Hell, she looked happiest of all. 
 * * * 
 Blackness – above and below, and all around. The cool night, and the cooler water, sloshing rhythmically over the surface of the wooden door and soothing what felt like a bad sunburn on his exposed skin – hell, even on the bits that weren’t exposed. It felt like the worst sunburn Wesley ever had. 
 But none of that mattered now. Because he was at rest, lying prostrate on his back, arms and legs spreadeagled, just floating through the darkness – riding his door. Mainly, and by far most important, he was able now to just take it easy and catch his damned breath. 

Thank God for that plant door, he thought. And not to mention the fact that doors floated… Well, why the hell not. It worked for Rose in Titanic. Just not for Jack…

 When he had seen that door bobbing through the flood, close to him but not close enough, he hadn’t imagined he could dredge up the strength to swim to it. And he’d already begun to give up, to let go, to let the waters envelop him and submerge him and take all his pains away. 
 But as the roiling flood had started to cover his head and take him down… against all expectations, that same image from earlier came back to him again – of Amarie trundling her way across that field with the little girl, running toward safety, fighting to keep them both alive, despite everything they must have faced to have made it that far. 
 And suddenly Wesley realized… he could do no less than she had. Somehow Amarie had stayed alive. And so now he had to, too. She was waiting for him, back in Britain. And all he could think was: I’ve got to stay alive – and somehow make it back to her.

 And now he was alive – but completely exhausted, body and soul. In addition to the minor burns on most of his body, he’d also wrenched his lower back somewhere along the way, in all the running and tumbling and diving. And virtually all of his other muscles ached – those in his calves and quads most of all. And he realized now what he could have figured out in advance: he was way too old for this crap. 
 But at least he was lying down now. No more running. 
 He looked down the length of his body and mustered the energy to pat himself down. He must have gotten more than a little zombie gunk on him along the way – body-checking runners, shooting one in the head from two inches away – but there was none on him now. He figured anything that hadn’t been burned off by the inferno had shortly thereafter been washed clean by the flood. 

Well, one bit of good luck, he thought, letting his head fall back again. 
 And then a hand slapped down on his arm. 

Oh, godDAMMit, he thought, reaching across, pulling the hand off him, and dropping it back into the water. Pushing himself up onto his elbows with agonizing effort, he could now see what he already knew: the Red Sea was full of charred undead floaters. And now it looked like the ones closest to him were starting to lock on. Maybe they smelled him. He was half-cooked, after all. 
 He exhaled heavily. Maybe I’ll let them make a meal of me. Anything was better than any more damned exertion. 
 But then he heard the engines and rotors of what could only be the incoming Seahawk. He looked down his chest at the IR strobe they had given him at the last second on the carrier flight deck. Upon turning it on, he hadn’t seen it doing a damned thing, and still didn’t. But he gathered he wasn’t supposed to, and evidently it worked. And as the sound of the helo rose up into a roar, and started rocking the sea around him, it was joined by a chorus of gunfire. 
 Looking up, he couldn’t see very well into the blacked-out cabin, only the muzzle flashes. But he knew well enough what that was – it was his teammates, firing down all around him, shooting to protect him. He could see and hear rounds smacking into floating undead bodies, into the surface of the water – and in one case actually into the top of the door. But he was simply too knackered to be alarmed or afraid. 
 He’d had all the fear anybody needed for a whole lifetime. And he had passed through it. Because he’d had no choice. 
 Once they cleared up the threat of the floaters, somebody threw that treacherous rope ladder down at him. For a second he contemplated trying to climb it. But you know what? he thought. I’ve exerted myself enough for one day. They can just haul my tired old bones up there.

 So he just lay there ignoring the ladder – until they pulled it back up and threw down the winch line. He got the strop wrapped around his waist and secured it, and just hung on as they winched him up. Even as they were hauling him in the open door, the helo was already banking south and accelerating into the night. 
 Lying on his back and sucking air, Wesley said, sort of to everyone and no one, “I really am the luckiest Englishman alive.” 
 “And the unluckiest,” Sarah said, pulling the strop out from under him. 
 “Yes, that too.” He looked up at Sarah. “You look pretty smart now skipping the riot gear.” 
 Sarah smiled down at him. “I always look pretty smart.” 
 But she knew she’d been wrong on this one in the end. She’d thought she had to atone for her sins with her life. But here she was anyway. Something or someone still wanted her walking this Earth. She would be seeing Handon again after all, a thought that filled her with elation. 
 For his part, Wesley just lat flat and unmoving, looking up at the five faces that gazed down on him with care and compassion – four smooth and one furry, which then licked his own face. He struggled to master his voice and said: 
 “Thank you. Thank you all.” 
 “Hey, you saved us,” Burns said. “We saved you.” 
 Browning nodded. “That’s what it means to be a team.” 
 “Hey, LT,” Jenson said jauntily. “You look pretty good with no eyebrows…” 
 Wesley just closed his eyes and let the wind and engine noise lull him to sleep. 



 Team Deathmatch 
 Outside Gebilay - 35km Northwest of Hargeisa 
 “Cadaver One from Cadaver Two, how copy?” 
 Fick was kneeling down in the dark at the edge of the narrow and dusty road that led out of Gebilay, the next little town over. This, their secondary target sight, had proven to be a total bust, exactly the same as Hargeisa. They’d found few dead of any sort, and no locals at all. They were all the same North Africans or Arabs who had been swept in with the giant herds, sweeping all the Somalis out. 
 “Cadaver One from Cadaver Two, commo check.” 
 Fick looked each way up and down the night-shrouded road, where Brady and Reyes were pulling security on either side of him, their NVGs scanning the blackness from side to side. He was whispering into his mic to keep the noise down, but he knew his two Marines could hear him. 
 And he knew what they were thinking. 
 Fick stood up. “Just shitty air between here and there. Forget it.” It was true there were a thousand reasons for commo failure – and everyone on the other end being dead was only one of them. Hell, Alpha had been so closely engaged at last contact, they probably just didn’t have the breath to answer. 
 “Okay,” Brady said. “So what now?” 
 Instead of answering, Fick changed channels. But before he could hail the JFK, to report the dry hole at the secondary site and request instructions, they hailed him first. “Cadaver Two from JFK, how copy?” 
 “Cadaver Two, go ahead.” 

“Interrogative: is this Cadaver Two Actual on the line?”

 “Yeah, affirmative. In the flesh.” 

“Hold for Lieutenant Commander Walker.”

 There was a brief pause, then a change to a female voice. 

“Fick, it’s Walker.”

 “Hiya, Doc. Go ahead.” 
 Hearing this, Brady and Reyes each stepped closer, craning their heads down toward the radio. 

“Listen. I’m calling with an update about your wounded Marine.”

 Fick just waited for it. 

“I’m sorry. He’d already lost too much blood.”

 “What?” Fick could only manage the single word. 

“He didn’t make it. We did everything we could for him.”

 He couldn’t believe it. 
 Graybeard was gone. 
 * * * 
 Fick tromped up the road through the pitch-black African night. He was vaguely aware of Brady and Reyes following behind him, but he couldn’t face them right now. He’d gotten the team moving up the road, just to get them moving. And he needed a minute here. To think. To grieve. To work this out. 
 To get into his own head. 
 Or maybe that was the last thing he needed. 
 Mainly what he was thinking was that he couldn’t believe it. This was his own personal nightmare coming true – the same nightmare he’d had on the bomber, flying back from Beaver Island. Watching a shadowy, unimaginable terror emerge from out of the trees and take one of his Marines. And now, he felt sure, the impossible, unendurable part had started: 
 Now he was going to watch his remaining Marines go down one at a time. 
 Graybeard was hardly the first man Fick had lost in combat. Far from it. But Graybeard was in a whole different category – a category of one. He was supposed to live forever, supposed to be unkillable. And he was the one who was going to make it through to the end of this thing. Out of all of them, he was supposed to make it. 
 Perhaps worst of all, his death had been pointless. Graybeard’s life hadn’t bought them anything – they were no closer to their mission objective, to Patient Zero, than they’d been when they’d landed in this Godforsaken place. 
 It was only one down so far. 
 But Fick could feel it in his bones. It was coming. And it was only a matter of time. Soon, he would be on his own. And he will have lost the whole team. And not just this fire team out with him now – but everyone on Teams 1 and 2, A Company, 2nd Marine Special Operations Battalion. Everyone he had started the ZA with. 
 Fick was running out of Marines. The drawer was almost empty. 
 There had been those taken down – one here, two there – in all those scavenging missions over the first two years, keeping the population of the strike group alive. Then a handful fell in the mutiny and outbreak… even as their youngest Marine, the Kid, Chesney, was left behind on Beaver Island. More in the Battle of the JFK on the flight deck, including another grand old man, Gunny Blane. 
 Then Coulson, burned alive after that Russian missile strike. 
 But now with Graybeard going down, that not only meant that any of them could die. It seemed to Fick to mean that everyone WAS GOING to die – that each of them had now been marked for death. Graybeard had been the oldest member, by far, of the MARSOC teams. He had seen and done it all. But now Fick was left as the Grand Old Man of the outfit. And he was already feeling a hell of a lot older, and a hell of a lot more lonely. 
 Older and more alone than he’d ever imagined he could feel. 
 He slowed his relentless forward march, came to a stop, and finally turned around to face the other two. Brady and Reyes came in close and flipped their NVGs up. Graybeard’s death had obviously shaken them, too. And as Fick looked into the sad dark eyes of the younger Reyes, and blue ones of the even younger Brady, he realized he was going to have to pull his shit together – and right now. For them. Now his job was to keep the younger guys focused on their jobs, and combat effective – and keep them alive if he could. Maybe that was the most important thing. 
 And as he looked into their eyes, his vision went long and he momentarily saw an even younger pair looking back at him. They were the fair, pale blue eyes of Emily, his friend waiting for him back on the carrier. 
 And that vision also reminded him of his duty. 
 Everyone left alive was still counting on them to get this done. 
 He took a deep breath. “C’mon,” he growled. “We’ve still got a job to do.” 
 “What now, skipper?” Reyes asked. He was obviously desperate for some kind of guidance and leadership. Brady wasn’t far behind him. 
 Fick nodded. “Now we go find Alpha. And we all go find this magical first dead guy. And then we get the fuck out of this shithole and go home.” 
 Brady and Reyes both nodded. That sounded good to them. 
 “And after that, we’re going to spend the rest of our lives playing Call of Duty team deathmatch, on our final posting – to Camp Couch, Fort Living Room.” 
 Brady and Reyes both grinned in the darkness. 
 “Now move out,” Fick grumbled. 



 Uneasy Lies the Head 
 Summit of Mount Shimbiris 
 Ali was on overwatch. She felt a lot more comfortable there. She always did. 
 No stress, no awkwardness, and no dramas – between her and Homer; or, worse, between Handon and Henno. Just her and her rifle, and the rarefied upper air, and long and uninterrupted sight lines. 
 She’d positioned herself up on the bare stone crown of the mountain. 
 And right now, with the morning sun rising over it, nothing was moving on that mountain – or anywhere down below it, as far as she could see. From here, the very highest point in all of Somalia, she had perfect views out to the Gulf of Aden to the north, and over the Cal Madow forests that blanketed the shoulders and slopes of the peak in every other direction. She couldn’t see into all the thick sections of trees and bush. 
 But she could see enough. 
 And so now she could just lie on her stomach behind her rifle and do her job. As well as zone out, relax, and reflect. 
 After their escape from the imploding multi-species zombie vortex that was Ali’s hometown of Hargeisa, they had faced an eight-hour overland drive, west and then north, back up to the coast and onto the slopes of Mount Shimbiris, the tallest peak in the country. There they had been welcomed into the forest encampment of some Army Special Forces guys who had, utterly unexpectedly, turned up to pull their asses out of the fire – literally, from that burning and collapsing hospital. 
 And it was not just any Special Forces ODA – it was the legendary Triple Nickel, and Juice’s old team. 
 Handon of course had a hell of a lot to discuss with their team sergeant, Master Sergeant Jake Redding. Ali knew they had been swapping info and plans non-stop on the drive. But it had proved all but impossible for her to stay awake – particularly since she didn’t have to. So she kept nodding off across that long drive, even as the sun came up ahead of them and to the right. 
 It had been over twenty-four hours since she’d slept. This assclown circus of a mission had taken them non-stop from the dawn of the first day to the dawn of the second, either patrolling, driving, or fighting the entire time. 
 Where they went now, and what they did, was happily above her pay grade. Though it was obvious it would be dictated by the SF guys claiming to know the location of the literal Patient Zero – the Typhoid Mary of the whole Zulu Alpha. Or maybe it was Zack Altringham, the senior CIA analyst, who knew. Ali still didn’t quite believe he was alive, because she hadn’t seen him. As they’d approached the camp, she’d instantly volunteered to go up into overwatch – in part to avoid him. 
 She definitely wasn’t ready to have that conversation yet. She didn’t even know how to begin processing it. 
 But whatever was decided, she’d go where she was told. Ali trusted Handon completely – they’d worked together for a lot of years, starting long before USOC, Hereford, and the ZA. And Unit guys always trusted other Unit guys, above all others. They didn’t make a big deal out of it, but deep down they felt themselves to be a band apart. 
 But if the survivors of Triple Nickel really did have a grid reference for Patient Zero, that was much more valuable than gold dust. That was the whole ballgame. And with the entire local population of Hargeisa, perhaps all of Somalia, relocated by herds to God knew where, then Patient Zero was also the only game in town. 
 Right now, the two commanders were down below in that Green Beret bush camp, presumably coming up with a plan to go and get it. 
 And maybe that would be the beginning of the end. 
 The beginning of a way back. 
 * * * 
 Time. Time and silence. These were the two gifts Ali had now, as the sun slowly rose in the clear sky. Time that had been denied to so many. And, unlike when they had started this segment of the mission, time to sort through her feelings. 
 On their drive out of the burning, heaving, overrun town, she had taken one last look back – as that truly would be her last exit from that place. In many ways, her second escape from Hargeisa had been less harrowing than her first, many years ago. This time, she never doubted that she’d make it. Before, she never really believed she could succeed. 
 She only knew that she had to, somehow – to save her life. 
 Raised in a traditional Somali Muslim family, she’d been shuffled off by her father at age sixteen into an arranged marriage with a cousin she had never even met. Luckily for her, the cousin was in Toronto – and her flight connected through New York. There, her heart in her throat, she got off the plane, marched up to passport control, and requested political asylum. 
 And she never looked back. 
 Back then, she had been a frightened young girl, with only the barest inkling of what the possibilities of life were, or what she might be capable of. But somewhere deep down she knew she was capable of more – more than being a wife, mother, and subservient domestic servant, as her birth and family tried to dictate. 
 And she had a groundless faith that there must be more to life. 
 This time, coming back to Hargeisa, a million years and several lifetimes later, she was a fully realized and superbly accomplished human being – and she had seen and done more than she ever could have dreamed when she first left. She had become so much more. 
 Now, alone up on this mountaintop in the gentle sunlight, she tried to tease out her feelings, what she felt about going back to the place of her birth – seeing it and everyone in it totally laid to waste. But she simply didn’t know. It was all too complex, and it had gone by too fast. 
 Though there was one nice thing about there being no locals in Hargeisa. Ali didn’t have to scan the faces of the dead looking for her sister – Amina, the younger girl she’d had to leave behind. She honestly had no idea how she would have reacted if she’d seen her. The other members of her family she would have been fine with. Amina, though – who hadn’t been able to escape as Ali had, who never got anything from life, never had any chances, never got to develop herself into anything – that would have been too sad and scary and hard. As it was, Amina already haunted Ali across the years and the many miles. 
 She had loved her sister so much. But she had been unable to protect her, to bring her along – or, finally, to save her. And Amina’s fate had ultimately been a terrible one. She spent the rest of her youth in the servitude of an arranged marriage. And then, beyond almost any doubt, she had died in the fall. 
 And that was it for her. 
 Now, for some reason, Ali flashed back to that reflective time she had spent on the carrier’s voyage around the southern tip of Africa – time alone, sitting on that Sparrow missile launcher deck Homer had shown her. Though it had been painful to admit, even to herself, it was then that she had connected her decision to end her relationship with Homer to the death of her friend Tim in Delta. His loss had been the worst pain she’d ever known. And maybe it had left her afraid of love. 
 Too afraid of experiencing another pain like that. Terrified of losing Homer, and what that might do to her. 
 But maybe she was actually wrong there. Maybe her fear of love, seeing it as a dangerous thing, full of potential pain, went much deeper – all the way back to her roots in Hargeisa, and leaving her sister behind. And her sister meeting such a terrible end. But there had been nothing she could do for her. 
 Or at any rate she hadn’t done anything. 
 She told herself that her decision to break things off with Homer was an operational one – that it was about preserving combat effectiveness, and about the mission. Most of her did still believe that. 
 Part of her felt like she had to believe it. 
 * * * 
 Smoothly panning the barrel of her rifle, scanning the forested hills through her scope, she picked over her feelings, and recent history, once again. Had she really come as far as she thought? Was she really so much more? Was she really the perfect, exalted instrument of war that she imagined herself to be? 
 Because the evidence wasn’t totally on her side anymore. A few days earlier, she’d come in a not-very-close second place in an aerial sniper duel with that tattooed Spetsnaz son of a bitch. The guy had been good – seriously good, and even more vicious. But Ali had very little experience of losing, and even less of a taste for it. It sat very poorly with her. And now, in the silence and isolation of the windswept mountaintop, it made her wonder: 
 Was she really still at the very top? Back in the world, she had been considered the best long-gunner in the Unit – which made her, plausibly, the very best sniper in the world. But did she still wear that crown? Or had its weight bowed her head? And this was the feeling of her wings touching the ground? 
 Maybe this was it. Maybe she had peaked. 
 She remembered now a line from the Bible, the Book of Lamentations, she thought. And she could only have picked it up from Homer. The Crown is fallen from our head: woe unto us, that we have sinned.

 In that duel, she had somehow fallen short when it really counted. It tormented her, that missed first shot on the enemy shooter. She never missed a first shot. And if she had only made that one, she could have saved their helo pilot, and probably the crew chief and rescue swimmer. Not to mention their fighter jock down in the drink, waiting for rescue. Things would have ended very differently. 
 But she simply had to accept it. Even at her level, nobody hits every time. Even she missed sometimes. But she couldn’t reconcile herself to it. Basically, it galled her that this dude – with that cocky-as-hell crosshair inked around his eye – had thwarted her in her mission, had captured their CAG, and had all but shot down the CSAR bird Ali was supposed to be protecting. 
 And, worst of all, he had lived to fly away, no doubt grinning like Yakov Smirnoff all the way home at his victory. And, unquestionably, he was still out there somewhere. 
 The consummate professional in Ali, the seasoned and emotionless Unit operator, knew it would be much the best outcome if she never saw that guy or any of his Spetsnaz comrades again. But a not-so-small part of her hoped she would – the part that hated coming in second, and which knew that finishing that fight, once and for all, would give her peace. Would give her redemption. 
 But, beneath even that, way deep down, a tiny little part of her, one she declined to even acknowledge, was afraid she would meet him again. And that she would be found lacking – again. And the price paid then might be much higher than the loss of a single pilot, or a single helicopter. Because maybe that duel in the air wasn’t the one that really counted. 
 Maybe the one that did was bearing down on her even then. 
 And that one would be for the whole ballgame. 
 * * * 
 As that asshat Zorn had said, Tier-1 guys always thought they were saving the world. And to a certain extent, they always had been. But now it was literal. This was the real deal. And Ali was going to have to dig down. And find her faith in herself again. And no one was going to be able to help her do it. 
 Maybe there wouldn’t even be anyone else there by the end. 
 Because she was also worried about the team. Anybody with a pulse couldn’t have missed the powder keg that was smoldering between Handon and Henno. Predator had told her about their punch-up in the guard tower at Lemonnier – how they had literally come to blows, ending in a vicious ground fight that Pred had to break up by hurling them apart. And all while the shit was still coming down around their ears, the undead garrison seconds from bashing through the last gate. 
 Right now, and since Captain Ainsley’s death, Handon wore the crown. 
 But, ironically, it was Henno, the Brit, who didn’t give a damn about hereditary titles. Generally, in special operations, no one was anointed or born to rule. Everyone had to earn it, every single day. And, for Henno, Handon had not been earning it, so wasn’t deserving of respect. And it was becoming clear that Henno would knock the crown from Handon’s head – or maybe even slit his throat – if that was what completing the mission required. 
 Ali sighed out loud. If it was true this team was falling apart, then the stakes were higher than even she knew. And it all might ultimately come down just to her. If Handon lost effective control, if the others went down… she might have to finish this herself. 
 Maybe that was her destiny. 
 It also might be her atonement. Because if there was any truth to that CIA report Juice had pulled off that drive in the safe house, and it really was the al-Shabaab chimera virus – the one it had been Ali’s job to stop in a past life – that had mutated into the zombie virus and ultimately brought down the world… 
 Well, she had a hell of a lot to atone for. 
 And this also meant she was uniquely motivated to fix it. To make it right. Because it had been her fuck-up that had allowed it to happen in the first place. 
 She took her eye from the scope and checked her watch, eyes half-lidded. It had now been almost thirty-five hours since she last really slept – and that had been only four restless hours the night before they stepped off. The nod she’d gotten in the truck on the journey here had only been a fugue state, in and out of consciousness, and not really restful. Now she was having trouble keeping her eyes open – or, it seemed, thinking straight. 
 Basically, she’d been on the verge of nodding off for a while. 
 But she couldn’t nod off on overwatch. Many years of training and operational experience told her what she could and must do. She took a deep breath and put her eye back to her scope. 
 And then she pulled it away again, both eyes going wide, and her breathing instantly going ragged. She actually slapped herself in the face, trying to wake up. Obviously, the sleep deprivation was causing her to hallucinate. Because as she looked through that target reticle inside her scope, she had seen another one – the target reticle tattoo around the eye of the cursed Spetsnaz sniper. Maybe it wasn’t actually a hallucination, but just the daze of half-sleep. Maybe, obsessing about him, she had merely mistaken what she was seeing in memory for what she saw in reality. 
 When she put her eye back to the scope, only a couple of seconds later, now she saw, or thought she saw, a dark blur of movement in the forest way down below her – like someone or something withdrawing behind cover. That was less obviously her mind playing tricks on her. 
 Or was it? 
 She panned around now, thirty degrees in either direction, peering intently into the thick stretches of forest below, then up and down, closer in and farther out. A sudden spike of adrenaline was waking her up – at least for now. Desperate to make something resolve in her field of view, she stabbed her incomparable vision deep into the thick stands of juniper and boxwood trees blanketing the broad slopes below. 
 But there was nothing. 
 Now she was tormented. Should she call it in? She couldn’t fail to report possible enemy movement near the camp. But she also couldn’t have Handon think she was losing her mind. She considered going down there to check for herself. But somehow she knew she wouldn’t find anything. 
 It had to have been her imagination. 
 Then again, she was not known for seeing things that weren’t there – only things other people couldn’t see yet. In the end, she convinced herself that it was really a half-waking dream – that enemy sniper stuck on her brain. 
 She had to stop renting him space in her goddamned head. 
 * * * 
 Nearly an hour later, she was still up there, still fighting to stay awake. After nodding off again for two seconds, then jerking awake, she had just decided to take herself off duty, get someone up here to spell her, and get an hour or two of rack. But movement below caught her eye – and she panned quickly to zero in on it, half-terrified of what she was going to find. 
 But it wasn’t a hallucination this time – it was actually Handon, along with Henno. The SAS soldier was following the Delta CSM out into a clearing a couple of hundred yards from the bush camp below. And it was instantly clear from their body language that they weren’t grabbing a quick smoke or having a friendly chat. 
 Ali dialed in tighter to the scene below her. As a master scout sniper, she was trained in lip-reading. But in this case she was only able to catch about every third or fourth word that passed between them. The distance wasn’t a problem, but there was some foliage in the way, the men’s backs were sometimes to her – and, most striking of all, they were actually circling each other. 
 Ali figured that alone was an incredibly bad sign. 
 Their fist fight in that guard tower had been worrying enough. Now, as she watched, they weren’t touching each other, they weren’t shoving, and they certainly weren’t swinging. But, in its way, this was much worse. Again, mainly from body language, Ali could tell that the aggression levels were going through the roof in that little forest clearing – way past the level of a punch-up. 
 The few words she was able to lip-read reinforced this: 
 “— the fuck up and get back to work—”… 
 “— cold hard fucking world—”… 
 “— trust you with her secrets—”… 
 And then, finally, “—off your goddamned knife, Staff Sergeant…” 
 That last one was Handon. And when Henno circled back around into view, Ali could see it: his hand was on the pommel of his knife, gripping it bloodlessly. 
 And then, as the two circled again, she saw Handon’s hand go to his. 

Holy fucking shit, Ali thought. 
 This had definitely passed beyond punch-up and gone straight into the zone of bloody murder. This could really be it. One of these men was seriously going to gut the other like a fish. Worse, Ali didn’t know who she would put her money on. While obviously rooting for Handon, she had enough street-fight experience to know the meaner man, unconstrained by humanity or scruples, usually won. 
 And that was Henno down to his bootsoles. 
 It was possible this actually was going to come down to murder. And there was nothing Ali could do about it from up here. Or was there? 
 She considered radioing the others back at the encampment – and telling them to get their asses into that clearing. But there might not even be time for that. 
 For one batshit crazy second, she was actually tempted to shoot one of them – just to make sure one lived, and they didn’t lose both men. (Knife fights notoriously had no winners, just degrees of loser.) Later, she and Handon could make up some story about what had happened to Henno, which might keep the team from falling apart. 
 But she immediately realized how insane that was. Then again, it wasn’t a whole lot crazier than what she was seeing in front of her face. 
 And then motion at the edge of the clearing caught her eye and she panned rapidly again – only to see the young blond kid, Baxter, the one who had driven the gun truck out of Hargeisa, wading out into the center of all this. Ali had no idea what he thought he was doing there – but it wasn’t enormously smart. The kid could get seriously hurt in the middle of that shit. 
 But at least it interrupted Handon and Henno’s murderous collision course – if only for a minute. Ali used that time to do another visual sweep of the forest slopes around them. The complete dissolution of authority and their team structure – which was happening even sooner than she had feared – didn’t mean that she could stop being vigilant in overwatch. She still had a job to do. 
 She panned by something in the shadows – then panned back in a panic. 

There. She saw it now. She’d convinced herself it was her imagination the first time. But not now. Now she was wide awake. She hadn’t imagined it this time. She couldn’t have. If she had, it would mean she was losing her mind. And she couldn’t allow that to happen. She wouldn’t allow it. 
 No, there was someone out there, down in the forest – someone watching them, even as she was watching for him. He was gone by the time she panned back. 
 But deep in her bones, she knew who it was – who it had to be. It was that accursed Spetsnaz sniper – Ali’s nemesis. And he was not just out there somewhere. 
 He was here. Up on the mountain with them. 
 It was impossible, of course. How could he be here in far northern Somalia? Had Alpha been followed, all the way from Hargeisa? All the way from SAS Saldanha in South Africa? It was conceivable – just barely. But, then again, if she really had seen him, that meant he could see her, too. He was far too good not to. And a line of sight was an open shot. So why the hell was she still breathing? 
 Yeah, it was all totally and completely impossible. But Ali knew, down to the bottom of her soul, that it was also true. Either she had utterly lost her mind, or it was true. Somehow, Spetsnaz was here. 
 And her nemesis was in play. 
 Now redemption was coming. 
 Or, at the very least… a reckoning. 



 But God Save Us 
 JFK - Fantail Deck
 [30 Hours Ago] 
 Handon, Fick, and Commander Abrams all stood at the railing of the carrier’s fantail deck, watching the last of the supplies being loaded onto the shore launch, which bobbed gently in the deep darkness beside the Kennedy’s dock below. 
 Even as the sailors finished their loading work and filed back up, the operators who were going on this mission, Alpha and MARSOC, began to file by and down the ladder. Like Handon and Fick, all were fully kitted up in assault gear, and all carried weapons – most conspicuously their assault rifles, but also pistols and melee weapons – as well as radios, blowout kits, and pouches bursting with ammo, all of which said: they were going into the shit. 
 But their expressions said they wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. 
 Commander Abrams felt an impulse to shake the hand of each man, or woman, as they filed by. These guys were, after all, going off now to save the world – and everyone’s hopes rode with them. But, then again, he knew they wouldn’t be too interested in accolades. These were quiet professionals, they were doing a job, and they neither needed nor expected applause. 
 So instead, Abrams turned to Handon and Fick and asked, for the thousandth time, “You men have everything you need?” 
 “Good to go,” Handon said. 
 “All squared away,” Fick added, nodding. 
 With this, Juice filed past them, last in the train. He put his hand on the railing of the ladder and started to descend – but then hesitated. 
 “What is it?” Handon asked. 
 Juice paused, nodded, and spat tobacco juice over the railing. Then he looked at Abrams. “Hey, Commander,” he said. 
 “Yes?” 
 “Do we know what happened to that helicopter full of Spetsnaz dudes?” 
 “What – the one that ambushed the CSAR mission? And that Ali fought?” 
 “Yeah, that one.” 
 “What about it?” 
 Juice paused and spat again. “What I mean is: did it make it back to the Admiral Nakhimov before it sunk?” 
 Abrams paused and his expression darkened. “We don’t know. Not for sure.” 
 Juice nodded and didn’t say anything. But he was thinking: We better hope like hell it did. Because, as Homer had warned them, a Spetsnaz Naval Brigade had a theoretical wartime strength of 1,300 commandos. Obviously, that many wouldn’t have fit on the battlecruiser. But, then again, they had no idea how many might have already been on shore. 
 They already knew there was the team that had fired the Starstreak missile that took down their Predator drone, and was of totally unknown size. There had been at least two Russian helicopters in the battlespace – the Ka-60 transport, and a Ka-50 attack helo. Both, it appeared, were currently unaccounted for. And, without proper satellite or AWACS coverage, they couldn’t even rule out the possibility that there were other Russian warships in the region. 
 Juice, along with the Marines, had fought and chased off a dozen Spetsnaz. 

But God save us if we run into the rest of them, he thought. He spat again, nodded to the commanders, and finally descended the ladder under his heavy insertion ruck. 
 This was it. Abrams looked at Handon and Fick and said: “Command Sergeant Major. Master Gunnery Sergeant. Deploy your team. Godspeed and good luck.” 
 Fick grunted. “Yeah, some good luck would make a change.” Not feeling like carrying it down the narrow ladder, he instead tossed his ruck over the railing and down onto the dock – where it skidded a couple of feet and nearly went into the water, part of it left hanging over the edge. 
 As Fick climbed down, Brady looked at the ruck and yelled up at him, “Hey, what the hell are you doing, Master Guns?” 
 “Oh, you know – bangin’ bitches and makin’ money.” 
 “You should be more careful, man,” said Graybeard. 
 “Hey,” Fick said, hitting the dock. “Do I go where you work and start knocking dicks out of your mouth?” 
 He threw first his ruck and then himself in the back of the boat, Handon climbing in after him. Reaching behind his own head, Fick banged his fist twice on the bulkhead the pilot sat behind. 
 “C’mon,” he grunted. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 The engine fired up. 
 And the little boat burbled off into the darkness. 



 Epilogue: Notes From Underground 
 Red Square - Inside the T-14 Armata Tank 
 “Hello? Hello?” 
 But Aliyev cursed himself for a muddleheaded fool – he could see perfectly well that the lights had gone out on the radio, and his connection to the JFK was gone. How the thing had any power to start with would remain a mystery. He slightly imagined somebody must have driven the tank around, powering the battery from the alternator, sometime in the last two years. 
 But it didn’t matter. It was just his restless mind kicking its legs again. 
 The important thing was: he had convinced them. Simon Park had believed him. That in itself was a minor miracle. That the American scientist was alive at all, that he was on an American aircraft carrier, that he had nearly perfected a vaccine for the plague, and that Aliyev had been able to reach him… well, those were all additional miracles on a scale he didn’t even have the strength to expose his mind to. Some things were so weird they could only happen in real life. 
 But the main thing was: they were coming for him. They’re coming for me!

 Aliyev slid off the radio operator’s seat and dropped down to the bottom of the tank, sprawling out in the cramped darkness that glowed green from his chem-light. The order of the day now was definitely to make himself comfortable. He figured at best, he had a long wait – and, at worst, an eternal one. There was still absolutely no guarantee they’d succeed in getting him out of there. 
 But it was out of his hands now. 

Hands. Speaking of which, dead hands were still slapping all over the outside of this steel behemoth, that dead meat rain continuing to fall on the tank’s exterior. Aliyev grunted. This whole thing would be so much easier if the dead had other interests, he thought. If they forgot about the living a little quicker… or ever…

 It was still at least conceivable they might eventually wander off, and he could make his escape out of there on his own. It kind of came down to what happened first – that, or him dying of dehydration. He checked his bug-out bag. He’d started with what was supposed to be three days worth of water, carefully rationed. But he hadn’t found any more on his refueling stops, and hadn’t had the time or breathing room to go poking around for it, so he was down to about a day and a half. 
 Super-annoyingly, he’d tossed the empty bottles. Now, he looked around for something to piss in, which he suddenly badly needed to do. 
 There was nothing. 

Ohh, goddammit – this is gonna suck…

 He took a deep breath in the green-tinted darkness, which was suddenly feeling a bit claustrophobic. Okay. He’d dealt with much, much, much, much bigger problems than the urine issue, most of them in the last thirty-six hours. He would work this one out somehow. 
 He just had to settle in, keep his cool – and wait for the cavalry. 
 Then, suddenly, muted through the heavy armor of the tank, he heard what sounded like silenced gunshots, coming thick and fast and heavy, from somewhere outside. This was punctuated by the banging of footsteps, what sounded like big face-stomping boots, up on the body of the tank above him. 
 Aliyev looked up at the hatch above. 
 Then he checked his watch. 

No. Fucking. Way.

 * * * 

Why, oh why, did I not learn how to lock the damned hatch? I had all eternity!

 This – namely, not locking shit – was a serious ongoing problem with him, one he was evidently doomed never to solve. And one day it was going to get him killed. Most likely today. Because now Aliyev was hanging on to the inside of the tank hatch for dear life, as someone or someones on the other side tried to haul it open. 
 It had taken him two seconds to work out that the Brits and the Americans had not gotten a rescue force to him in six minutes. Whoever was outside right now was someone else. And something deep in Aliyev’s bones told him he did not want to be rescued by these guys. I mean, in theory, okay, maybe. But he hadn’t had a great experience with the Russian survivors he’d met so far. 
 And he was also hyper-aware of sitting at the exact epicenter of the former Soviet Empire – and of Putin’s resurgent Russian one, which in its way had been more oleaginous and menacing than the first. 
 No, thank you very much, all things equal, Aliyev would stay in his tank. 
 But of course he didn’t stand a chance in this hatch battle. After only a few seconds it was pulled firmly up and open – and Aliyev almost along with it. 
 Behind it in the black night were spectral figures with pointy NVGs for faces, and bristling with weapons. Both the night-vision goggles and the rifle barrels were pointed right down inside at him. 
 “Ne shevelis’,” said a slightly loud but extremely deep and rumbly voice. 
 Aliyev didn’t move – at first. 
 But when strong and unyielding hands reached down and dragged him out of the hatch, he spontaneously started his best kicking-and-screaming routine. 
 “No!” he yelped in Russian. “You can’t! I’ve got to stay here! I’ve got to sta—” 
 The kicking didn’t seem to bother these guys, but the screaming did – and a gloved hand, with a super-hard plastic covering on the knuckles, slugged him right in the mouth. 
 “Zavershenie ebat’ vverh, Kazahskij chervja.” 
 Aliyev wasn’t sure how they knew he was Kazakh – okay, after all these years, he hadn’t completely lost his accent, but it wasn’t like totally obtrusive either – and he definitely objected to being called a worm. Nonetheless, he did actually shut the fuck up, and immediately. Also, his vision went wobbly, and his consciousness woozy, over the next few seconds – from that brutal punch in the mouth. 
 And in those seconds, he was able to make out at least a dozen similar wraithlike figures, all dressed the same, all with night-vision goggles, all with very big guns, on and around the outside of the tank. The ones on the ground were shooting again, in all directions, defending the position from the ranks of approaching dead. They all carried what looked like AKs – except blacker, sleeker, and higher-tech, and with accessories slapped all over them: scopes, laser sights, silencers, grenade launchers, motion trackers, chainsaws… Aliyev didn’t even know the hell what. 
 And all around the tank, as far as he could make out in the darkness, were the bodies of destroyed undead in Red Army overcoats. Dozens or maybe even hundreds of them. All the ones that had recently been chasing him so energetically back and forth around the giant square. 

At least they got theirs, Aliyev thought. 
 Now his new captors, having got him out on the ground, proceeded to hog-tie him, ankles and wrists, arms behind his back, and then hoist him up from four corners and carry him off, the whole group moving away from the tank and into the yawning darkness of Red fucking Square. 
 The last thing Aliyev saw was those history-bloodied cobblestones, now covered in black gunk and debris and shit and two years of post-civilizational neglect, going by two feet under his face, as they carried him along face down. 
 And then he lost consciousness. 
 * * * 
 But he woke up again only ten or fifteen seconds later. He’d only been punched in the mouth – and had probably only passed out due to the stress and exhaustion anyway. He initially still couldn’t see much other than the cobbles going by beneath him. But if he really worked at it and craned his neck, he could look forward. 
 And they were heading right toward Lenin’s tomb. 

That’s weird.

 Turning his head left and right, Aliyev could see there was still a perimeter of black-clad soldiers, moving along with them, and shooting their silenced bad-ass rifles, keeping the dead off. And they seemed to have sufficient numbers, skill, and ammunition to handle the job. They weren’t even breaking a sweat. 
 Stretching his neck back and looking forward again, he could see they were now passing through the gate in the low wall that surrounded the tomb. They climbed the handful of stairs, paused at the doors while someone performed some operation to get them open, and then all strolled right inside. When the doors closed behind them, Aliyev couldn’t see a damned thing. But the whole group just moved along in the dark, strong arms holding him on four sides like a prize warthog they had bagged in the bush. A faint glow appeared ahead, another pause – and then they all poured into a very large and clean and high-tech-looking elevator. 
 The doors pressed shut and they started descending. 
 The men put him down on the floor – face, chest, and privates all pressed into the cold hard steel. He could hear or sense them shifting or fiddling around him, and when he strained upward to look, he could see some of them flipping their night-vision goggles up on the tops of their heads. 
 Aliyev let his own head rest on the steel again, cheek-down. It was easier. 
 Down they went – and then down some more. A lot more. If there were any floor indicator lights, Aliyev couldn’t see them. Finally, they stopped and the doors opened up again. And up he went again, arms and legs, belly sagging, and out they marched, carrying him into… 
 Some kind of sprawling underground complex. Room after room went by, some of them dramatically large. People sat or stood or occasionally moved around – not tons of them, not a big crowd, but not nobody either. The floor was white tile, and smelled disinfected. And in one room, then the next after it, Aliyev got a certain vibe, so he made the effort to crane his neck again, and… 
 And it was as he thought. He could see rows of biomedical research equipment, some of it the same stuff he’d had back in his lab at the dacha. Centrifuges, CO2 incubators, nitrogen storage systems. He couldn’t make it all out, and he was mainly seeing the bottoms of things. But he saw enough. He knew. 
 At least part of this place was a lab complex. 
 They exited out the far end, traversed a long and dim corridor, and then passed through a very different room, its walls covered with gray lockers and weapons racks, with benches running down the aisles. But they went straight back out the other end, through what looked like some kind of briefing room – a lot of chairs – took a left, and entered a very small room with a table and a couple of chairs. 
 Only when they turned him over did Aliyev realize most of the group that had taken him had peeled off by this point. There were only three left. Two picked him up and sat him on one of the chairs, then tied him to it. One of them unslung a backpack – Aliyev’s own bug-out bag – and tossed it on the floor. They then nodded and walked out again. 
 And, with their departure… then there was one. 
 The one remaining man unclipped his high-tech-looking rifle from its sling and propped it in the corner. Then he pulled off his black gloves – Aliyev could see the raised plastic ridges on the knuckles – and laid them gently down on the table. Finally, he dragged the other chair around to face Aliyev, set himself down in it, removed a handkerchief from a pocket, and dabbed the sweat from his brow. 
 The man was big and muscular and hard-looking, with a dirty blond buzz cut and similarly colored stubble. He wasn’t young. He had a thick and deeply lined forehead, but his body fat was obviously as low as his muscle mass was high. He looked to Aliyev like maybe an Expendables 1-era Dolph Lundgren. But smarter. He had a gleam of intelligence in his eye. 
 But it was a cruel, cagey intelligence. 
 He pulled out a lighter and pack of cigarettes, took one out, lit it – and offered it to Aliyev, who shook his head no. So he drew deeply from the cigarette himself, then leaned back. Exhaling slowly, he said: “So. The chimera returns to the roost.” 

That’s not good, Aliyev thought. Sounds like this Rocky 3 reject knows who I am. Keeping both his face and his voice neutral, he succumbed to cliché. “Where am I?” he asked in Russian. 
 “You are in a deep hole,” the Russian soldier rumbled, a smoker’s voice, low and abrasive, menacing – but also smart, literate. “An underground bunker complex. Originally built by that paranoid bastard Putin, so he could survive anything. Natural disaster, nuclear reactor mishap, foreign assassination attempt in force. Or, most likely of course, a coup.” 
 Aliyev kind of looked around. “So where is Putin now?” 
 The man made a throat-slitting motion. 
 Aliyev felt no desire to have him elaborate. “And all that research equipment we passed outside?” 
 The man nodded as he exhaled thick smoke. “You knew of the technology complex at Skolcovo?” 
 Aliyev nodded. He did know of it. It had been a major effort to build a high-technology ecosystem for post-Soviet Russia, funded by a Ukrainian-born Russian oligarch and co-chaired by the CEO of Intel. They did bleeding-edge stuff in IT, nuclear, next-gen energy, space and telecoms… 
 “The biomedical technologies cluster,” the Russian said. “We moved it here.” 

Jesus, Aliyev thought. That’s pretty impressive – anybody surviving, for starters – but also moving a whole research facility to… to however damned far underground they were right now. Evidently Aliyev wasn’t the only man in the world with a bunker and a lab. None of this had been here back in the day, when Aliyev was an occasional visitor to Moscow. Or, hell, it probably had been – they sure wouldn’t have told him. Paranoid down to the bottom of their black souls. 
 “But we have come to the end of your questions,” the man said. “Now mine.” He paused to take another drag, then blew it basically right in Aliyev’s face. He sat up straighter, and pushed up the sleeves of his matched fatigues – which were a solid, matte, dark-charcoal gray, with only a muted tricolor Russian flag on the left shoulder – revealing big tattoos on both forearms. 
 Aliyev could see that the first tattoo was an elaborate crest. Across the top in an arc was written АНТИ ТЕРРОР – “ANTI TERROR”. Below that was a big red A over a shield with a dagger through it. Aliyev recognized this coat of arms from somewhere – almost certainly from his friend who had been in Russian special forces, and later the Russian mafia, and who had sold him all his guns. With a wash of terror, he found he knew what the crest represented. 

Alfa Group. 
 This had been an elite, stand-alone sub-unit of Spetsnaz, the Russian special forces – and one that reported directly to the much-feared FSB (successor to the KGB), under the direct control and sanction of Russia’s top political leadership. They had basically been Putin’s remorseless killers – and the ones who responded to most of the terrorist acts in Russia, usually by Chechen separatists, including the Moscow theatre hostage crisis and the Beslan school massacre. And by “respond to” what was meant was that they stormed in and killed everyone. 
 Absolutely everyone. 
 Aliyev’s blood ran cold as he realized whose power he was in. Now the man began his questioning – and it wasn’t long before it took a violent turn. 
 “You are working with the British and Americans.” 
 “What?” 
 The Russian stood up, raised his big and menacing assault boot, and shoved it in Aliyev’s chest, knocking him over backward in his chair. Aliyev hit the floor hard, taking much of the impact on the back of his head. His eyes swam, but he could see the big man flick the remains of the cigarette onto him, then walk over and stand right over his immobilized form, one leg to either side, staring straight down at him. 
 “You think we are amateurs? That we can’t detect radio transmissions in our own backyard? Or triangulate the end points?” 
 Aliyev worked his mouth dryly, trying to get the word Nyet out. 
 The very large man squatted down right over Aliyev’s chest – and stuck his hoary finger right in his face, an inch away. Now Aliyev had a second to make out the tattoo on the other arm. It had the words ВОЛЧЬЯ СТАЯ (“WOLF PACK”) over a drawing of a gray wolf with an entire severed leg of some hapless dead prey, maybe a caribou of some sort, in its mouth. 
 The text below read АКЕЛА – “AKELA”. 
 Aliyev swallowed dryly again. He knew the gray wolves of the Russian steppes were not just mean, but also smart – with multiple modes of communication and complex pack-hunting techniques. (He knew these seemingly random facts about wolves because he’d made a careful study of all the dangerous wildlife of the Eurasian steppe – brown bears, wild boars, wolverines – before deciding where to build his dacha.) And he could easily imagine why a unit of Spetsnaz’s Alfa Group would take them as their mascot. 
 Finger still in Aliyev’s face, this pack leader, evidently known as Akela, now demanded: “What was your involvement in the sinking of the Admiral Nakhimov?” 
 Aliyev’s mouth opened and closed again. He didn’t have to feign bafflement at this, and he certainly didn’t have to feign terror. 
 Akela put the pad of his finger into Aliyev’s forehead and pressed – hard. He was actually pressing his head into the floor, painfully, with a single finger. “It won’t matter in the end,” he said. “The Mirovye Lohi cannot be killed.” 
 Aliyev didn’t know who The World Fuckers were, but he was pretty sure he didn’t want to meet them. The Wolf Pack was more than enough for one day – or one lifetime for that matter. 
 “No,” Akela said, sticking his face even closer to Aliyev’s. “All the Americans did was bloody their noses – and make them very, very angry. But Spetsnaza cannot be deterred or frightened away. Pain, discomfort, death – all of these are nothing to them. They are unbeatable, not to mention undefeated, at every level of combat – from teeth and claws, to knives and sniper rifles, all the way up to ICBMs. And they absolutely will not stop, ever… ” 
 Finally, the hulking and supremely menacing bad-ass Russian commando stood up and looked down at Aliyev with utterly emotionless eyes, his cruel mouth turned up at one corner. 
 “…until they have Patient Zero.” 




Alpha team will return – but so will Spetsnaz Alfa Group – in 
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 Come back and live through the beginning of the end of the world in 
ARISEN : GENESIS, the pulse-pounding and bestselling first ARISEN prequel. 



 Love this book? Share the love, support independent authors, and make me your best friend forever by posting a quick review on Amazon.com.   Thanks! 
 
 Want to be alerted when the next ARISEN book is released? Sign up for e-mail alerts at www.zulualpha.co.uk/alerts and we’ll keep you updated. (And we’ll never share your address or use it for anything else.) 
 
 You can also interact with other Arisen readers, plus the writers themselves, by liking the Arisen Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/ZulaAlpha

 
 And you can follow Michael on Facebook, Twitter, Google Plus, RSS, or by e-mail. 
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 The comfort of “a dwarfy hope” is from probably the very best and loveliest novel you’ve never read, Tibor Fischer’s Under the Frog. 
 The quip that when a problem goes from difficult to completely impossible, it becomes easy again is from Michael Kinsley. 
 “Be bold – and mighty forces will come to your aid” is from Basil King. 
 “Tough. Deal with it. Adapt and overcome” is, as always, from Master Chief Brandon Webb USNAVWARSPECOM (ret). You should go read his memoir The Red Circle right now. It’s perhaps the best Navy SEAL memoir – and, yes, I’ve read them all. After that you might want to read his new book Among Heroes: A U.S. Navy SEAL's True Story of Friendship, Heroism, and the Ultimate Sacrifice, which is pretty damned amazing as well, plus important. 
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 Random shout-out, and mad propz, to the equally magisterial and indispensable Internet Movie Firearms Database. 
 Some books that were indispensable, helpful, or just inspirational in producing both Books Nine and Ten of ARISEN include: 


 
	Ashley's War: The Untold Story of a Team of Women Soldiers on the Special Ops Battlefield, by Gayle Tzemach Lemmon
	No Hero: The Evolution of a Navy SEAL, by Mark Own
	Plenty of Time When We Get Home: Love and Recovery in the Aftermath of War, by Kayla Williams
	The Lion's Gate: On the Front Lines of the Six Day War, by Steven Pressfield
	The Mission, the Men, and Me: Lessons from a Former Delta Force Commander
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	XXX Car Ride (feat. Kem Secksdiin Famus & Str8 Jacket), “Bring the Pain” (“My goonies stay clipped up / That’s how we do it in the Midwest…”)
	Celldweller, “New Elysium” (Klayton’s still got it! Him and me both, I hope. And leave it to him to invent a new kind of music video. It rocks.)
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	Halestorm, “Amen” (God bless Halestorm.)
	Fort Minor, “Remember Name” (Thanks, Matt.)
	The beautiful new Children 18:3 album, Come In - all of it (I dumped the entire thing both in my work folder – for writing; and my running folder – for all the creative/story work.)
	Joel Nielsen, “Questionable Ethics 1”, from the Black Mesa video game soundtrack. Absolutely the one single thing to be said against this completely asskicking song is that it’s only 82 seconds long. My solution? 



 The (largely instrumental) playlist I edited Books Nine and Ten to is also available here. 
 A portion of the proceeds from this book will go to support the USX Veteran Everest Expedition. Amazing undertaking, terrific cause. Watch their awesome short video and learn more here. 






 ARISEN 

Hope Never Dies.














 Fans of the bestselling ARISEN series call it “Staggeringly good - the most consistently excellent franchise in zombie literature” … “Wall to wall adrenaline - edge of your seat unputdownable until the very last page” … “totally stunning in its originality” … “jaw dropping” … “moves like an avalanche” … “You can smell the smoke, feel the explosions, and hear the rounds headed down range” … “edge of the seat, nail biting, page turning mayhem” … “had me holding my breath more times than I could count” … “a knock down drag out kick ass read - the best ZA book series around, period” … “rolls along like an out of control freight train” … “Left me shaking at the last page…” 




Alpha team will return in
ARISEN, BOOK ELEVEN – DEATHMATCH

 



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

Somewhere in the world, things are going horrifyingly wrong…




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