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For all the ARISEN readers who have served as first responders – firefighters, paramedics, and law enforcement (the thin blue line). You know who you are.




 “Love is an abstract noun, something nebulous. And yet love turns out to be the only part of us that is solid, as the whole world turns upside down and the screen goes black. We can’t tell if it will survive us. But we can be sure that it’s the last thing to go.”
 – Martin Amis, The Second Plane

 
 “But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.” 
 – Romans 13:4 



 The End is the Beginning is the End 
 Djibouti-Ambouli International Airport 
 The de Havilland Bombardier Dash 8 rattles and crashes down a rutted third-world runway as it accelerates madly toward take-off. Inside the plane’s open main cabin, two rival groups are fighting to the death – and individual life-and-death struggles, mainly fought with melee weapons, are going on all up and down the plane’s length. 
 In the very back, watching all the lethal violence with barely restrained horror, the crouching form of Dr. Simon Park stands hunched over a black body bag, which is visibly wiggling – and behind a photocopier-sized electronic device, which is plugged into the plane’s onboard power supply. 
 He clutches a crowbar in one hand – and, in the other, a full syringe with the plunger pulled back. He looks from the syringe, to the body bag, to the crowbar – and then to the slow-motion homicide taking place practically in his lap. 
 And he tries to decide where his duty lies. 
 * * * 
 On the other side of the boxy device, Predator and Spetsnaz warlord Misha are hurling each other around like dinosaurs, giving and receiving blows that would kill mortal men. When Pred hauls Misha up from the deck and hurls him into the opposite bulkhead… 
 The entire cabin shakes from the impact. 
 Bouncing off the wall and recovering, Misha manages to get a knife clear. But Pred slaps the outside of his hand so hard it flies halfway to the cockpit. He then steps in and punches Misha in the side of his head with such force that his whole body bounces off the bulkhead again. 
 But Misha lowers his head and comes straight back. 
 This time Pred plants his feet, draws himself up to his full height, and punches straight down into the top of the Russian’s skull with his full weight and force, driving him down into the deck like a hydraulic piledriver. But Misha gets up again, smiling, each time rising up from under blows that would put lesser men in the hospital – possibly never to come out again. And it is starting to look as if he is neither going to lose consciousness nor give up – ever. 
 Pred is going to have to beat him to death with his bare hands. 
 And he realizes he’s okay with that. 
 * * * 
 Just ahead of this rampaging deathmatch, two more Spetsnaz hardmen climb in through the open rear hatch, and advance up the aisle toward the flight deck. The older one wields a sharpened entrenching tool, the younger one a pair of commando knives, which he twirls theatrically over the tops of his hands. 
 Opposing them are only two men – Marine Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick and Lieutenant (junior grade) Andrew Wesley. Drawing his K-Bar knife, Fick looks sidelong at the Marine Corps Officer’s sword hanging from Wesley’s belt. And he says: 
 “So – you here to film a recruiting commercial? Or actually use that thing?” 
 Wesley swallows and draws the blade. 
 The two Russians come at them, the older one wearing a blank but lethal expression, and the younger one – who looks like he might plausibly be half Fick’s age – a leering smile that says: 

I’m really going to enjoy this. 
 Fick spits off to the side. Oh, no you’re not. 
 But to Wesley he says: “Whatever happens, we cannot let these fuckheads get past us to the cockpit. You understand?” 
 Wesley nods frantically. 
 Fick hopes he does. Because if Spetsnaz take the cockpit, they take the plane – and they stop it. 
 And then they are all done. 
 * * * 
 On the outside of the hurtling aircraft, First Sergeant Aaliyah Khamsi clings to the edge of the wing, hanging down between the fuselage and the right-side engine. She’s doing this in order to not get shot. 
 Ali settles her mind, clearing out all the distractions – such as having her ass hanging off an aircraft that is picking up speed, and being responsible for keeping everyone aboard, which is also almost everyone she loves, from dying in the next minute. 
 And then everyone everywhere dying soon after that. 
 She clears out all that garbage because she needs her full faculties, and every last iota of her considerable skills, experience, and abilities. And what she knows now is: 
 Vasily has to die. 
 This time, she has to kill that slippery, tattooed, annoyingly unkillable sonofabitching Spetsnaz sniper. She can’t lose to him again. She can’t afford to. 
 This time, simply, he has to go down. 
 Even if it means her own death. 
 Her mind clear, Ali hits her radio. “Hey, blondie.” 

“Send it.”

 “Get ready to pop and shoot – in three, two, one—” 
 Ali hauls herself up on the wing, rolls toward the fuselage, bounces to her feet – and takes off running down the length of the plane. 
 She can already feel the air around her filling with lead. 
 * * * 
 Up on the flight deck, Hailey “Thunderchild” Wells is still increasing power and rocketing the plane straight into the teeth of the fearsome Kamov Ka-50 Black Shark helicopter hovering directly in their path. She hauls on the yoke for everything she’s worth, the entire aircraft trembling, straining, and screaming around her. She squints straight ahead into the setting sun – in front of which, that fucking attack helo shows absolutely no intention of moving. 
 But there’s no stopping this time. 
 They are either going to take off, or crash into it in midair. Even if Hailey tries to stop now, they will only slam into the buildings at the end of the runway, killing everyone on board. This is a game of chicken with a blindfold on. 
 They couldn’t stop now even if they had to. 



 Victory 
 On Board Jesus Two Zero, 100ft Over Central Somalia
 [Six Hours Earlier] 
 The cool air streaming in and whipping around the shot-up Seahawk felt like redemption… or maybe even salvation. The aircraft was so shot to shit at this point that, as its rotors cut through the gray and sodden sky, air was leaking in all over the place. 
 Handon had only put this bird up out of desperation. It was the only one they had left, and it was their only way to get themselves the hell out of the Nugal River Valley – and away from whatever survivors or reinforcements Spetsnaz might be mustering. 
 After victory in the riverbank battle, no one ever saw the body of Misha, the oversized warlord who commanded the Spetsnaz forces like Genghis Khan at the head of his Mongol hordes. Nor Vasily, the tattooed sniper who had almost made an end of Ali over the Atlantic – and with whom she still felt pretty sure she was going to have some kind of a reckoning. No one in Alpha imagined they had finished those two off. Nor could they be sure there weren’t more of the spooky hard-bitten Spetsnaz bastards lurking elsewhere on this giant lethal continent. 
 With both their fighter aircraft down, and no communications with the carrier – which, for all they knew, was already in the hands of the Russians – the shore team’s situational and tactical awareness was limited to the single UCAV drone flown by Juice, and looking out of their own skulls. All Handon, Fick, and their people knew for sure was that there weren’t any Spetsnaz where they were right now – which was safely up above Somalia and moving fast toward Djibouti. 
 And that was enough – for the moment. 
 Everyone left on the helo from the recombined but badly degraded team – Handon, Henno, and Ali from Alpha; Fick and Reyes from MARSOC – finally had a few moments just to breathe, and to reflect. It was a rare and precious break from running for their lives, or fighting desperately for them. And, most stunningly of all, it was a moment when, after long ages of chasing the object of their epic and globe-spanning mission, they actually had it – Patient Zero, the last piece of the puzzle, which should allow them to end the ZA for good. 
 And to save everyone who was left. 
 Safely bagged up, the very first Zulu, which had ultimately infected another seven billion, writhed slowly on the deck at their feet. And all of the operators sitting around it were experiencing a very strange sensation. 
 It felt something like… victory. 
 It was damned pleasant to win for once, especially after so much suffering, struggle, and sacrifice, and so many terrible setbacks. But the whole point of the operators, what made them who they were, was resilience and resolve – resilience to all difficulties, and the resolve to never quit. 
 And now, on the impossible mission that nevertheless could not fail, they had gotten it done. And they had almost made it to the other side – maybe all the way to the other side of death. This could be the road to redemption. The end of what had looked like the end. 
 And the beginning of a new beginning. 
 * * * 
 Even as the cool air wicked away his sweat, and the after-effects of the adrenaline bled away, Command Sergeant Major Handon sat still and silent and tried to decide whether he could let himself relax now, or feel any satisfaction. 
 When he looked up from staring down at Patient Zero, feeling like he was in a good dream for once, he caught Henno looking at him across the dim cabin – and the British hard man didn’t look away. Knowing he should stop himself, Handon said something anyway. He was human, and couldn’t resist pointing out that they had succeeded in their mission, under his leadership – which Henno had all but said was never going to happen. 
 “A pretty good result,” Handon said. 
 But in a turn that shouldn’t have surprised anybody, Henno just shook his head darkly. “The only result is when we get this thing back to Britain – along with Doc Park. And then bring a close to the fucking Zulu Alpha. Until then it’s all half-measures.” 
 Handon sat up a little straighter. As usual, Henno’s head was probably in the right place – and proving a useful corrective to Handon’s thinking. And he was smart and humble enough to know it. 
 “You’re right,” he said. That was all he had to say. 
 He looked to one side of Henno and smiled to see Ali’s head lolling on the Brit’s shoulder. The ability to rack out anywhere was a great operator skill. And it was one of Ali’s special talents to make him smile, even in the worst moments. Just as it was Henno’s job to keep him honest. And just for this moment, Handon was glad he hadn’t had to kill him. He wondered if Henno was thinking the same thing. 

Probably not. 
 He looked out the window and belatedly realized this aircraft was flying at what suddenly seemed like hot-air-balloon speed. He’d been so happy to be out of the bush and moving, he hadn’t noticed until now. He figured he knew the reason already, but wanted to confer with the pilot on a couple of things anyway. And, in part to get out of the way of Henno’s judging gaze, he went up to the cockpit to speak in person. 
 “What kind of airspeed you call this?” 
 The pilot, Cleveland, snorted in response. “I call it powered aerial flight, and I call it a damned miracle.” 
 Handon nodded. “So not much chance of bringing us up to your never-exceed speed?” That was understood to be about 207mph. 
 Cleveland all but slapped his knee. 
 “Top speed, then?” That was about 168mph on a healthy and not too overloaded MH-60 Seahawk. 
 Cleveland said, “Could have sworn I already mentioned the bailing wire this thing is lashed together with.”




Handon checked the airspeed indicator. They weren’t even breaking 100. He opened his mouth again to argue. But as he looked up, he belatedly felt wind on his face – and saw the ragged bullet holes that spider-webbed the cockpit glass, two or three each in front of the left and right seats. And now he remembered: Cleveland’s brother pilots had been killed and grievously wounded, right where they now sat. He looked around for bloodstains, but those must have gotten cleaned up somewhere along the way. 
 He took a breath and decided to let the airspeed issue go. They were in the air, and they were going the right way. And Cleveland was right – pushing it would be unwise. Hell, sitting in this thing was already dicing with death – even just flying with the weakened cockpit glass wasn’t a great idea. He gave up and switched topics. 
 “Any contact with Kennedy?” 
 “Negative,” said Cleveland, without looking over. “Silent as the grave. Comms still totally down – or out.” 
 Handon twisted at the waist, looked back, and spotted Fick in the main cabin. The old warrior sat still and upright, staring straight ahead, like a granite statue of a Marine. Or like a man at a funeral. He had been losing Marines out here on the shore mission – two of the three he went out with, so far. And now he knew he was also almost certainly losing them back on the carrier. And not only couldn’t he lead or aid his men back there – he didn’t even know what the hell was going on. 
 Maybe it was better that way. 
 Handon faced forward again, dug into a duty pouch, pulled out his satphone – then said a silent prayer to the satellite gods. 
 And he tried Sarah again, on board the beleaguered carrier. 
 * * * 
 Back at the river valley crash site of their first Seahawk, Juice was getting into the swing of playing drone jockey. And their forest clearing was getting positively homey, since Baxter had turned up, assigned by Handon to provide security. Juice had put him to work doing… well, everything but flying the UCAV. 
 He could have put the drone on autopilot. He just didn’t want to. Anyway, they were only looking at another ninety minutes of linger time on that jet-fuel-slurping beast. Whatever good it was going to do, they would have to do it fast. 
 Juice was currently flying it about fifty clicks ahead of the Seahawk, scanning both air and ground for threats – hoping to spot any before they became a danger to the team, and the mission objective. But he was also doing periodic circuits around them, which was pretty easy at its nearly supersonic top speed, and with the Seahawk barely crawling across the sky. 
 He’d range forward to look for threats ahead, then circle back to make sure they weren’t followed, shadowed, or just shot out of the sky from behind. In a way, he was blocking for the team’s end-zone run. And, with the armaments left on the UCAV, he had a few lethal stiff-arm shoves still available to him. 
 He stole a look over his shoulder at his new minion. 
 Baxter was working on their fixed defensive positions, piling up fallen trees into a sort of palisade outside the cargo door of the downed helo. He seemed happy enough to be doing the grunt work. Though, in fact, he was an accomplished drone pilot in his own right. He’d learned to fly them pre-ZA, back in the CIA’s Hargeisa safehouse, mainly because Zack, his boss, had wanted to train him up. Then, for the first eighteen months of the ZA, he had served as lead drone jockey for the al-Shabaab commander, Godane. 
 But now he was on construction duty, following Juice’s orders as he called them out, policing up the area and turning it into a serviceable combat outpost (COP). Juice figured this was like having an intern, or a buck private in a conventional unit detailed to him. Then again, Baxter had already demonstrated – not least in his handling of their Spetsnaz prisoner – that he was a lot smarter and more skilled than most infantry grunts. Maybe he would have more moments to shine. 
 When Handon hailed him on his team radio, Juice paused his supervision and went back to flying. Unless he could figure out how to use the UCAV as a radio relay, he guessed this might be one of their last secure transmissions, as the Seahawk winged its way northwest. 
 “This is Juice, send it, Cadaver One.” 

“Interrogative: Baxter find you okay?”

 “Affirmative.” 

“Good. You guys are now call sign Cadaver Four.”

 “Copy that. Wait, are there even still four of us left alive?” 
 Handon chose to ignore that. “A more urgent question: how the hell did the Russians hack our drone?”

 Juice wasn’t surprised Handon was getting around to asking this, but he still had to swallow his annoyance. Oh, so NOW he wants to talk about that shit. He slightly wished Handon had listened to him on their first Seahawk ride, when he had tried to warn him about the possibility of this happening. But the Alpha leader had a lot on his plate then. Still did. 
 “My guess? Either the Russians have still got active cyberwar units, which were always top-tier – or else they just bought the hack off the shelf from the Chinese, before the fall. Like the Iranians did in 2011.” 

“Okay. So where the hell are they controlling it from?”

 “My half-assed triangulation had the control signal emanating from offshore – somewhere in the Gulf, but north of the Kennedy.” 

“So the Russians have got another seagoing vessel out there somewhere.”

 “Yeah. But it might be a rowboat.” 

“And it might be another battlecruiser.”

 “We’d have seen that on radar.” 

“We have no idea what the Kennedy can or can’t see on radar at this point. They’re fighting for their lives against a heavy force of Naval Spetsnaz borders.”

 “Holy shit. Over.” 

“Yeah, roger that. Cadaver Four, how’s our air?”

 “Cadaver One, we show clear skies and smooth sailing all the way to the border.” 

“Okay. That makes a change. Stay in touch.” 



“Copy that. Fly safe.” 
 Juice signed off, and only realized Baxter was looking over his shoulder when the younger man said, “So, wait, you—” 
 Before he could get the next word out, Juice twisted at the waist and gave him a forearm shove. “Eyes front!” he said. “Weapon out. Posture vigilant. You trying to get us all killed?” 
 Baxter immediately complied, embarrassed that he had taken his eye off his one job: defending Juice, the crash site, and control of the drone. He also shut the hell up, and moved back to the line of fixed defenses – and then he heard Juice’s voice again, softer this time. 
 “Now you can ask your question. Just don’t forget what you’re doing. You’re the only security this position has got. And I’m not going to let you fuck it up, which if you do you’ll never forgive yourself for… for however many seconds you have left to live.” 
 Baxter nodded. He got it. He paused and scanned 180 degrees of forest over the top of his M4. In a very real way, he was now finally living out his long-imagined boy’s own operator adventure. He was teamed up with a no-shit legit Tier-1 guy. He was getting real-time and real-life tactical instruction. And everything he did now mattered. Once he had satisfied himself the forest was devoid of life – or the dead, for that matter – he whispered his question over his shoulder. 
 “You said the Iranians bought off-the-shelf hacks from the Chinese?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “So the stealth drone the Iranians brought down in 2011 actually was hacked?” That was the claim the Iranian mullahs had made. The U.S. government had kept stonily silent on the topic. 
 “Oh, absolutely,” Juice said. “We were never going to admit it. Also, like I said, the Iranians didn’t do it themselves – they just bought the code from one of the Chinese cyberwar units, who were happy to sell it to them. And who almost certainly developed it by hacking into Lockheed Martin’s systems.” 
 “Holy shit.” 
 “I’d tell you never to tell anyone any of that, but it hardly matters now. Or, wait, maybe it does again…” 
 Baxter shook his head in awe. This dude could not only give him world-class tactical instruction. He could also see through the matrix of cyberwar. 
 Stirring him from his reverie, Juice said: “Go do a patrol loop to check our six – and the rest of our perimeter. Start on the other side of the bird, push out fifty meters, then do a full circuit.” 
 “Wilco,” Baxter said. 
 He patted himself down to make sure his weapons and ammo were where he expected them to be – and, mainly, that nothing was loose and would rattle when he moved. Then he headed out around the barricade and started circling the clearing and the wrecked airframe. He had his rifle at low ready and his head on a swivel. 
 As he ducked under the angled tail boom, a sound up ahead made him freeze. He crouched down for a full minute. When nothing appeared, and the sound didn’t recur, he rose and moved out again. As he ducked around the last mass of foliage and into the tiny clearing on the opposite side… 
 He froze dead again – even as he raised his rifle to his shoulder. There was a man there – pointing a rifle right back at him. 
 “Hello, white boy.” 
 Baxter wasn’t cool enough to deliver his expected line. He just gulped, and slowly lowered his weapon. 

Al-Sif.




 Dead Stick 
 Seahawk Crash Site, Nugal River Valley 
 “Whatever you do,” Baxter said to the river valley’s most unexpected visitor, “do not raise your weapon when we go around this aircraft.” 
 Al-Sif looked truculent, which Baxter thought was a bit rich, all things considered. The dude was lucky to be alive at all – this being only his latest encounter with a whole bunch of guys, namely the operators, who were in every way his superior. Baxter figured he had actually better do some due diligence before he allowed al-Sif into the their camp. Juice might not be pleased with what he brought back from his patrol. 
 “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 “I came to collect… my ticket out.” He meant the ride back to Britain he had been promised in return for handing over Patient Zero. But then al-Sif spat in the dirt, and both of them glanced at the grounded and utterly ruined helicopter beside them. 
 “I don’t know what to tell you,” Baxter said. 
 Neither could resist smiling at this. 
 “Okay,” Baxter said. “How’d you get here?” 
 “Drove the jingle bus,” al-Sif said, tossing his head toward the rear. Baxter actually knew what he was talking about. That ridiculous vehicle had been parked by their overrun airstrip outside the Stronghold for ages. “Then followed the smoke trail.” 
 Something tickled at Baxter’s memory. “Kate,” he said. “What the hell happened to Kate?” 
 Al-Sif’s expression darkened. “She’s alive.” 
 But before Baxter could follow up, his team radio went. It was Juice. “Baxter. What the hell? Get back here. Over.”

 Baxter drew a breath. “This way,” he said to al-Sif. “You first.” 
 The Somali looked annoyed again, but complied. To avoid anyone getting shot, Baxter hit his radio. “Juice, I’ve got, erm, a prisoner.” 
 In ten seconds they were back around on the open side of the crash site. And, this time, Juice did put the drone on autopilot. And he was leaning out around the lip of the cargo door, perfectly motionless, lightly gripping and aiming his SIG assault rifle. 
 Al-Sif stopped and put his hands up. When no one spoke, he repeated his claim. “You promised me a ride out of here, back to Britain. I’m here. Take me.” 
 Juice just eyed him over his rifle sight. 
 * * * 
 Two hundred miles north and 1,500ft up above the deck, there was only wind and sky – and engine noise, still some of that, thank God. 
 Out beyond the nominally blast-proof but still badly spider-webbed cockpit glass, the great expanse of the green earth spread out in rolling forested hills below, rising up to mountains at the northern border of land and sea. And the glory of the sparkling ocean out beyond that. 
 And there was also smoke. Quite a lot of smoke. 
 Hailey got a nose full of it, coughing and spluttering as she regained consciousness, hand instinctively going for her oxygen mask. But she quickly realized she had much bigger problems, and was probably getting enough oxygen to function. And as she regained her faculties and remembered where she was, she realized she also didn’t mind the coughing fit. It meant she was alive. 
 Plus still in the air. Which had definitely been in doubt when that fourth Vikhr missile, launched by the Black Shark attack helo, had exploded practically beside her head. 
 The fact that she was still flying also meant she’d managed to engage the autopilot before she blacked out. She verified this with a quick review of the touchscreen menus – which still seemed operable, though the display flickered slightly. She now saw she’d even managed to get herself pointed north, toward the carrier… and all of that must have happened only a few minutes ago, even at her current low airspeed of around 250mph. 
 The Kennedy was already in sight, out in the gulf past Mt. Shimbiris, which anchored the whole mountain range on the northern coast. Hailey was so relieved she nearly wept. But then she noticed something unexpected – the ship was under way. She could see the wake behind it. Also, it wasn’t facing the direction she had left it, but was now heading east out toward open ocean. 

Ka-BOOM!!!

 Something exploded behind her. And, while there was no way she could turn around, much less get outside the aircraft to have a look, she pretty quickly worked out what it was – her damned engine. It was dead or dying, and she was losing thrust fast. She paused one second to acknowledge those critics of the F-35 program, who had said a single-engine design was too risky and a terrible idea. 
 But one second was all she had. 
 Because after that she had to figure out what the hell to do, and how to save herself. And, as her airspeed dropped rapidly… 
 She knew she was going to have to do it fast. 
 * * * 
 In the cargo hatch of the grounded Seahawk, Juice exhaled and slightly relaxed his posture. And he thought: Well, hell, we actually do have Patient Zero now. Maybe it wasn’t so crazy that al-Sif was due what he had been promised – a ticket back to Britain. Then again, having this Islamist fighter in camp was a bad risk. A strong case could be made for just slotting him right now. 
 Juice squinted, aimed, and considered. 
 But then Baxter spoke to al-Sif, putting to rest his dreams of a flight out. “Sorry, dude. We’re probably walking out of here – if we get out at all.” 
 Juice didn’t react to this. The kid clearly understood that this mission to maintain control of the UCAV might be their last. Recovering them afterward was not going to be a big priority, definitely not compared to getting P-Zero out and back to Britain. 
 But then Baxter spoke to Juice. “He’s got a ground vehicle.” 
 “Where?” 
 “Huh,” al-Sif said, spitting into the foliage. The implication was obvious. He wasn’t handing over his one trump card. “I can also help you. I can fight the Russians.” He tapped the side of the SCAR Mk20 rifle he had wisely kept slung at his side. 
 Baxter said, “I don’t quite want to say I’ll vouch for him. But the dude can definitely fight. And, after what just happened at the Stronghold, he’s probably going to have little love for Spetsnaz.” 
 Juice considered. Having only one on security, never mind a young inexperienced guy, was dodgy. And having a ground vehicle would definitely provide them with some options, which were always good things to have, due to never knowing for sure what the hell was going to happen next. It would also give them a chance of getting out of there alive after the UCAV ran out of fuel. 
 Juice pointed two fingers at his eyes, then pointed them both at Baxter’s, and then finally at al-Sif. His meaning was clear. But then he squinted and changed his mind. “Fly the drone,” he said. 
 Baxter nodded. But instead of moving into the Seahawk, he reached to al-Sif’s back – which had a big Milkor multi-grenade launcher slung across it. Before he could react, Baxter unclipped the strap and took it off him. Al-Sif spun around. 
 Baxter checked the weapon, then said. “This belonged to a much, much better man than you.” He meant Maximum Bob, the former Team Six SEAL and CIA paramilitary officer – and whose face, and last moments, Baxter could still see with perfect clarity. 
 Al-Sif opened his mouth to protest. 
 “Not a fucking word,” Baxter said. 
 Juice was ready to back him up. But he didn’t need to. 
 * * * 
 Hailey honestly didn’t know if she could make it to the carrier now, with her engine failing fast – and even if she did, it would be a bad risk trying to land the mortally wounded bird on the flattop. She’d probably only get one attempt at a trap – and she’d also get the opportunity to kill flight deck crew and damage the ship itself, if things went sideways. 
 There was only one runway in the region she knew of that was long enough, at least 8,000 feet, for her to safely use – and it was at Djibouti Airport. A quick eyeball of the map told her this was closer than the Kennedy. And it would be a lot safer to land on the ground – or, at any rate, she would only endanger herself. That decided it. She nursed the sputtering bird into a left bank, skirting the coast and heading toward what was probably her only hope of getting back on the ground alive. 
 But the engine sputtered and belched again, and power dropped even lower – and then flamed out entirely. Dead stick. 

Okay, she thought, Plan B. 
 She was going to have to eject. 
 Hailey wasn’t wild about this plan. It was well known that the heavy helmet needed to fly this high-tech aircraft increased the risk of neck injury during ejection – little rocket engines were about to launch her out of the cockpit at somewhere between 12 and 18 Gs – and the lighter the pilot, the worse the risk. Even worse than that was the fact that she’d then be stranded on the ground in Somalia. But, then again, she liked this plan better than the next one down the list, which was a controlled crash. 
 She released the fail-safe, then pulled the eject handle beside her seat. The first part of the ejection sequence happened – namely, the busted-up canopy unlocked, rotated up and out, and got ripped away by the slipstream. And then… 
 Nothing. 
 No launch, no rockets. No Gs, no neck damage. No ejection. 
 When she looked down to her right she could see several things. First, she belatedly saw that she was personally torn up and bleeding. It didn’t look terrible, but then again it didn’t look great. She hadn’t felt a thing since waking up, for some reason. Second, she could actually see the warping of the airframe. It no doubt looked a hell of a lot worse from the outside. But even in here she could see the structural nano-composite shell was impinging on her seat. 
 She was trapped in this dying aircraft, stuck in her non-ejection seat. Unless she climbed out and leapt for it, her fate was now locked to that of this plane. And both of them were losing altitude fast. 

Not looking good for our hero, she thought. 
 She was actually okay with dying – because before being shot down, she had gotten the job done as a combat pilot. Of that, there could be no doubt. She’d destroyed half the ground convoy threatening the shore team, and driven the other half off. She believed she’d shot down the Black Shark attack helo – though she’d probably never know for sure. 
 She had stepped up – and been equal to her great task. So she could die happy. And when she saw her old man, the admiral, up there in heaven – or, more likely, down in that other place – maybe he’d even be pleased to see her. 

Well, probably not pleased. But maybe not a total dick, for once.

 Looking up and out, she could see the airport coming up in the distance. But the dusty brown surface of Somalia was coming up faster. She knew she was going in hard. So she figured she had better focus on doing it in some kind of survivable way. 

Okay, dead-stick landing it is, then…

 But as she fought the unresponsive controls, she remembered why it was called a “dead stick.” 
 That was also about to describe the whole aircraft. 
 And probably her, too. 
 * * * 
 Juice spat tobacco juice across their stacked wood defenses. With Baxter having taken over the flying for now, Juice had two hands free to get his tobacco pouch out and get a wodge in. And he had a minute to make sure their new guest wasn’t going to slot them both and fly the UCAV to Bradford. He hadn’t taken his eye off al-Sif once. 
 “What?” al-Sif asked. 
 Juice spat again. He wanted to ask him where he got the Gucci rifle, not to mention the grenade launcher. But this was the post-Apocalypse. Everything was going cheap. 
 Instead he asked, “You know what we’re doing here?” 
 Al-Sif puffed down slightly. “A vaccine. A cure.” 
 Juice nodded – but then cocked his head at the Somali’s expression. “You really don’t give a damn about that, do you?” 
 Al-Sif squinted back. “I will help you. I will do what I can for you, including fight. I just want to get out of here.” 
 Juice believed him. Baxter had said as much, when they first debated whether to trust him. Baxter said he was smart, non-ideological, and supremely self-interested. As far as their interests and al-Sif’s aligned, they could trust him. But that was as far as it went. 
 “You said we must walk out,” al-Sif said. “But I have a vehicle. We should go. We can drive out. Then your people can pick us up.” 
 Juice just shook his head slowly. Not happening.

 “How long must we stay?” 
 Juice checked his watch, on the inside of his left wrist. “One hour ten. Once that drone is out of fuel and down in the dirt, then we can think about us.” 
 Al-Sif nodded. His expression said he understood. And that he agreed to the terms. Juice decided this was an alliance of convenience – but one that would last, for the time being. At least as long as nothing unexpected happened to test it. 
 He spat out his tobacco, took a breath, and stood up to go back and take over the drone – but then saw his tobacco pouch had fallen on the ground. He squatted back down to pick it up. 
 The wicked snap of two collapsing air pockets sounded inches over the top of his helmet. 
 He dropped electrically behind cover. 
 And then the other side of the stacked wood in front of his face started chipping and spitting from a flurry of incoming rounds. The sound of the impacts in isolation was surreal – no sound of shots, no muzzle flashes, nothing. Someone out there had superb suppressors. 
 And they also had excellent position – gained by what must have been a supremely stealthy approach through the bush. 
 The crash site was being assaulted. 
 And unless that assault was opposed, they would be overrun. 
 Juice stole a look over at al-Sif, who was also hunkered down behind the barricade. And he tried to gauge what his new ally was going to do in the next few seconds. 
 He honestly didn’t know. 





 Nothing to Defend 
 Seahawk Crash Site, Nugal River Valley 
 Juice stayed down just long enough to satisfy himself that Baxter, piloting the drone, was under sufficient cover. He was down on the deck, effectively behind both the wooden barricade and quite a lot of Seahawk. But none of that would matter if they were overrun. And Juice knew the only guys they had been fighting lately were not the kind to hang out and trade rounds. 
 They would be coming – hard and fast. 
 Hell, they’d probably only kicked things off without being in position to finish them because Juice gave them such a good look at his fat head. Now he’d been given a second chance. Life could be generous that way. The question was always what you did with it. 
 Juice armed and hurled two grenades into the bush, roughly down the vector of the incoming fire. Then he moved as far away from his starting position as he could while staying behind the barricade. When the grenades crumped off, he popped and started firing. Winning gunfights was always about dominance. Whoever had it was on the fast track to victory. If you didn’t have it, you had to seize it back – fast and with authority. 
 When his bolt locked back on an empty chamber, he and his mag both dropped behind the barricade, a fresh one coming out and up. As he rammed it home, he checked al-Sif again. “Well?” he said. 
 The Somali was hunkered down out of the line of fire. He said, “We should go! Dying here helps no one.” 
 Juice just shook his head sadly. “You got a better hole, dude, you go to it. But if you want to survive this, you’ll get on the team – which is about to push out and counter-assault.” 
 Al-Sif looked at him like he was insane. Leave cover? Attack into that? 
 After the brief lull bought by Juice’s assertiveness, incoming rounds started coming in thick and fast again. Juice moved one position over, the other direction this time, popped, and resumed firing. But he was at a disadvantage. The attackers were in thick bush and their suppressors meant no muzzle flash – and not enough noise to locate. But they knew exactly where the helo and its defenders were. Nonetheless, Juice fired steadily and in a controlled way, getting on the radio at the same time. 
 “Baxter.” 

“Yeah!”

 “Get ready to crash that drone.” 

“What?”

 “If we’re killed or the controller is destroyed, the Russians will regain control of the UCAV. And that can’t happen.” 

“Roger that. But let me fly it back here to defend us!”

 “Negative. It’s too far – won’t make it in time.” Juice knew right where the UCAV was. And he knew this would all be over in less than its flight time back. Also, the attackers were too close to them already. CAS from a fast-mover was a no-go. 
 Empty mag, drop down, mag change. 
 Juice took two deep breaths. He rose into a crouch. He armed and hurled two more grenades. And a half-second before they crumped off, he ran right past al-Sif, around the barrier, out into the bush – and if not straight into the teeth of the attack, then just offset from it, swinging around their flank and smashing into them at an angle. 
 He figured they wouldn’t like that too much. 
 * * * 
 Al-Sif stayed where he was, listening to the silent gun battle raging just beyond the clearing. Whatever the bearded commando was attempting, it appeared not to have worked. Since none of the shooting was aimed at him anymore, he peeked up over the barrier. And he could just make out Juice out in the forest, ahead and on the right – face down in the bush. He figured the man had tried to smash into the attackers, but got stopped. And now he was pinned down. 

Oh, the hell with it.

 The American commando was right. Al-Sif didn’t have anywhere else to go. And his fate was tied to these soldiers now. He was also slowly starting to see how their skill at fighting, their ability to survive, didn’t exist in a vacuum. It was connected to their mission, their larger sense of purpose. They weren’t just surviving – they were part of something bigger than themselves. And their lives were about more than survival. There must be some reason this one ran out into lethal fire, to defend this position he thought so important, when they could have just run away. 
 Anyway, if the bearded one was killed, al-Sif knew he would probably be next. 
 He took two deep breaths. He hefted his rifle. And, keeping low, he moved out around the left side of the barrier, swung out to that side, and ran into the bush, firing as he went. 
 * * * 
 And that did it. Juice had already developed a sense that there were only two men out there. And he had gambled that a little reckless aggression would put them back on their heels. They wouldn’t be used to seeing their aggression matched, their opponents attacking straight into them. Unfortunately, Juice’s counter-assault had fallen short, and he’d had to eat mulch halfway to their position. 
 And now he was pinned down. 
 Until he wasn’t. Al-Sif’s attack from the left was enough to take their guns off him for two seconds – enough time for him to unstick his assault and take it home. In a flash, he was up and moving again, shooting steadily, swinging around the enemy’s flank. He could tell al-Sif was moving and shooting well – and he was clearly brave enough, once he decided to get in the game. 
 But the two of them didn’t quite overrun their opponents. And the Russians didn’t stand and shoot it out. Instead, they withdrew, and like ghosts melted back into the forest. 

Ah, shit, Juice thought. That’s not good.

 * * * 
 Baxter stayed on station, one hand on the drone controller, the other pointing his M9 pistol behind him at the open cargo door. The silent-disco battle outside was freaking him out. And he really wished Juice would update him. 
 And then with no warning or preamble, Juice crashed in through the open cargo hatch, al-Sif spilling in behind, then turning and covering out. The urgency level in the dim space skyrocketed. 
 “Move!” Juice said, shoving him aside. Baxter complied. “Shit!” 
 “What?” 
 “Your altitude!” Juice jammed the joystick into the console, sending the UCAV into a dive. “Didn’t I tell you to be ready to crash it?” Baxter suddenly felt stupid. Now he understood that meant being closer to the ground. But Juice was already disconnecting the mini-GCS from its power supply and the helo’s external antenna. He tucked it into the crook of his arm, turned and ran. 
 “Come ON!” he shouted, not turning to say it. 
 * * * 
 The three of them leapt over underbrush and around trees for a good four seconds before Baxter managed, “What? Why?” 
 Not slowing, Juice said: “There’s only one reason guys like that withdraw.” 
 The forest behind them exploded spectacularly, sparks and debris and great gouts of flame blasting out into the surrounding bush. Then it did so again, possibly even bigger this time. 
 “To put in rockets or heavy ordnance,” Juice said, stopping, crouching, and turning. “RPGs. But those look like TFAA warheads.” Baxter looked at him wide-eyed. “Thermobaric Fragmentation Anti-Armor.” This did not bode well for the state of their downed helo – and drone piloting shack. Juice shoved the little GCS into Baxter’s chest. 
 “What now?” Baxter said. 
 “Now we assault back in, before they can consolidate. And hope they only had two of those things…” He stood up and ran back the way they came, obviously expecting the others to follow. They did. Juice was switched on and savvy enough that they all got back to the crash site before the attackers did. Which meant they still held it. The three of them got under cover, started defending – and drove the attackers back under cover. 
 “Hold here,” Juice said, meaning at the barricade. He took the GCS back from Baxter, then darted into the crashed helo behind them – which looked a hell of a lot more crashed after two thermobaric RPG hits. Juice went straight to the APU, the helo’s auxiliary power unit, which he had been using to power the GCS and overwhelm the Russian’s hacked control signal. 
 It was a total write-off. The connections he had jerry-rigged were gone and the unit itself was badly scorched, with its metal cover torn open. Keeping low, Juice ducked back out into what was now a desultory and low-key firefight. Both sides had gotten into ammo-conservation mode. Ammo was heavy, and you could only hump so much through the bush, however badass an operator you were. 
 “Come on,” he said to Baxter and al-Sif. “We’re leaving. There’s nothing here for us to defend anymore.” 
 The three of them ducked down and slipped out the back way, only straightening up when they had the helo and a fair bit of forest between them and the Spetsnaz shooters. 
 “Jingle bus,” Baxter said, not wasting words, nor sounding as if he was inclined to fuck around. 
 Al-Sif got it. “This way.” He took the lead. 
 Juice was already on the radio. “Cadaver One, Cadaver Four, urgent sitrep, over.” 

“Send it, Four.” It was Handon. 
 “Be advised: we have lost positive control of the UCAV. Repeat – we have been overrun and lost control of that asset.” 

“Copy that.”

 “We attempted to ditch before we were overrun. Interrogative: can you see if the UCAV is still in the air? Are you visual, or do you have a radar signature?” Juice knew the carrier’s Seahawks were equipped with multimode radar, which had inverse synthetic aperture (ISAR) imaging and small target detection capability. He only hoped like hell the system was intact on that ravaged bird – and that it wouldn’t see anything. 
 There was a short delay before Handon came back. “Affirmative. We see it. UCAV is still up, and it is maneuvering.”

 “Motherfuckers,” Juice said, though he didn’t key his mic for that. The UCAV had been headed at the ground, and fast, but the Russians had somehow managed to regain control in the tiny window between when they abandoned the crash site and impact. 
 Juice took a breath. “Cadaver One, be advised. The Russians have control of that asset. Repeat – the UCAV is lost. And it’s most likely going to go after you guys up there. And then come kill us here. Over.” 

“Copy that. One out.”

 * * * 
 Handon wasn’t particularly worried about the UCAV coming after them in the Seahawk. The Spetsnaz or other Russian personnel flying it would know they had Patient Zero on board, and were extremely unlikely to shoot them down. Handon also knew the only remaining armaments on the UCAV were Hellfire missiles, which were seriously blunt objects. The UCAV would be doing no trick shooting in the style of Thunderchild, taking out a tail rotor and making them autorotate to a forced landing. 
 But when Handon popped back up into the cockpit and looked out ahead, the pilot, Cleveland, was already speaking to him on ICS. 

“Uh…” he said. That was it. And he pointed straight out the cockpit glass. Handon followed his finger – and realized he could make out another aircraft on the horizon. It was the UCAV. It was coming in fast. And it was coming nearly straight at them. 
 Cleveland stole a look over at Handon. “I’m going to go evasive and try to run.” 
 “Negative,” Handon said. “It’s a bluff. Trust me.” 
 Cleveland seemed to be trying to decide whether to trust Handon – with his life. With all their lives. 
 “Maintain course and heading,” Handon said. 
 But five seconds later, it was all over. The UCAV blasted right by them, not fifty feet off the right edge of their rotors. It was pretty obviously a flyby – someone wanted a good look at them. But they were also on their way somewhere. Namely, south. 
 And Handon knew Juice had one thing right. The guys piloting that drone wouldn’t hesitate one second before killing them. 
 He wished them well. They were on their own. 



 Not Comfortable with the Mission 
 Nugal River Valley 
 The Spetsnaz Team 2 convoy rumbled to a stop on the covered forest road that ran through the river valley, even as Badger and Warchild emerged from the forest, the former having mostly dried out from his swim across the river. They were both unhurt, operational – and mission complete. And as Misha waved them over from the passenger-side window of his vehicle, a third figure unexpectedly emerged behind them – a little smaller, and a little muddier. 
 It was the Runt – the weakest link in the Naval Spetsnaz unit known as Mirovye Lohi. And, after having demonstrated that the swollen river could not be forded, he was supposed to be out in the Indian Ocean. 
 But Misha was on the radio with the drone operator on their Akula, so he held up his hand to put these three on ice while he finished the call. “An SH-60 Seahawk? What was the point of origin?” 

“Assuming straight-line flight, point of origin was the edge of the river valley where you had your fight.”

 “And you think this is the crew who took our fucking zombie?” 

“You tell me. Data-link streaming you video now.”

 Misha put his hand over his shoulder and the RTO in back put a handheld mobile data terminal in it. Misha squinted as the video resolved, showing a hooptie-looking Seahawk coming up fast. The video froze just before the two aircraft passed. And sitting in the left-hand seat and staring stonily into the camera was… the American commander. 
 That motherfucker from the riverbank. 
 Now Misha knew where their goddamned mission objective was. “What’s their heading?” 

“Straight toward Djibouti airport. Just as you predicted.” 



Misha nodded to no one. “Anything else?” 

“We’re also visual with a single ground vehicle out in open desert, heading the same direction – point of origin about where you’re standing. Some kind of fucked-up jingle bus.”

 “Leave the helo for now. Destroy the bus.
And stand by.” 
 Misha dropped the handset, opened the door, swung one bulging leg out onto the mud, and wordlessly regarded Badger and Warchild – as well as the Runt. He was ready for them now. He started with the little one. “I thought I told you I didn’t want to see you alive again on this side of the river.” 
 The Runt didn’t speak, but Warchild did, his voice a lethal rasp. “We found him half-drowned, face down on the riverbank.” 
 Misha turned to the old operator, seeming to forget about the Runt. “So – you destroyed their drone-control site.” 
 “Da, Polkóvnik.” 
 “That was not a question, Dipshit McGee. I already knew that. The good news for you two douchenoggins is we got the drone back. The bad news is it was seconds away from cratering. Which means they saw you coming and put it into a dive. Which means you fucked up. Fucked up like a Puerto Rican bicycle.” 
 Neither man spoke. They didn’t really know what that meant, and it didn’t really matter. Either Misha would kill them or he wouldn’t. Probably he’d just kick their asses. Unexpectedly, he did neither. 
 “Go. Do something.” He started to close the door, then pushed it open again. “No – wait.” 
 The two commandos stopped, turned, and waited. 
 “Was it the one from the warehouse flying the drone?” 
 They didn’t immediately answer. 
 “Big-ass orange beard! You know who I mean.” 
 They got it now. A nod from Badger sufficed. Misha nodded in turn – he knew it. He dismissed them with a toss of his head, then turned back and got into what had been Major Kuznetsov’s command vehicle – one of the nicer oversized SUVs. It even had a sunroof. The Team 2 commander was now stuck back in the middle of the convoy. 
 And in the passenger seat of this one was… their sniper, Vasily. 
 Misha knew the others heaped a lot of contempt on him for killing at a distance, for being so far from the fight, for having too little skin in the game. But the thing was, Misha knew Vasily killed a lot more, and a lot more reliably, than any of the knuckle-dragging assaulters. Misha valued outcomes – bodies on the ground. Whether or not Vasily could smell the breath of his victims was his problem. 
 Misha grunted again. “Now we’ve just got to get that cocksmoking Seahawk on the ground…” 
 * * * 
 Bazarov, copilot and gunner, glanced over his shoulder for a last look at the river valley disappearing behind them, as the repaired Black Shark attack helo rose once again into the sky – still powerful and fearsome, but less steady than before. So far on this mission they had absorbed three direct RPG hits, a pasting of explosive rounds from a 25mm Gatling cannon – and, finally, two very near misses with ASRAAM anti-air missiles. The latter had taken their toll. When Bazarov looked forward, all that lay ahead of them was dusty brown wasteland. 
 He was not a huge Somalia fan. 
 Moreover, he was pretty sure it was the river valley alone that had kept them alive, as Nina insisted on going up against F-35s, UCAVs, RPG-wielding maniacs, and every other manner of threat. They were all the same to her. Nothing gave her pause. 
 Which kept him in a constant state of being freaked the hell out. 
 And she never told him a damned thing, but he presumed they were now off to kill more Americans, or maybe Brits. It still made no sense to him. Surely the living should be working together. Back before the fall, their unit had done cross-training with the 160th SOAR (Special Operations Aviation Regiment), the Americans’ spec-ops helo pilots. And those had all been amazing guys – smart, funny, super-skilled. And very generous with their time and expertise. 
 Surely these Americans they were hunting now were no different. 
 “Nina,” he said, across ICS. “Do you remember cross-training with the American pilots?” 
 She must not have seen the relevance, because she didn’t bother responding. Or else she already saw where he was going with it, and had no interest in going there. As Bazarov considered whether he had used up his last bit of rope with her, she settled the matter. 
 “Shut the fuck up,” she said. “Man the radios.” 
 Once again, Nina was both flying and operating the weapons systems. And when a call did come in, Misha wanted talk-through directly to her anyway. Bazarov stayed on the channel to listen. 

“New tasking,” Misha said. 
 “Go ahead.” 

“Get your ass back to where I am and set down. Transmitting a grid reference now. More when I see you.”

 “Understood. En route.” 
 Bazarov watched Somalia tilt and spin beneath them as Nina brought them around again. They were heading back toward the last river valley. 
 Well. That was something. 
 * * * 
 With all enemy aircraft destroyed or captured, and the besieged carrier’s flight deck a no-go, the Russians had total control of the skies again. So Misha’s Team 2 convoy could safely drive the dusty roads that criss-crossed the vast brown spaces that comprised most of this tumble-down country. Vasily sat in the passenger seat and watched it all go by. 
 Beside him, Misha was driving the lead vehicle himself. He rolled them to a muddy stop as the dark insect shape of the Black Shark flared in right in front of them. Wordlessly, Misha exited the vehicle. Vasily climbed out on the passenger side, holding his rifle. 
 Standing behind the door, eyes squinted against the rotor wash, he could see the helo touch down and the pilot climb out of the cockpit. The gunner, Bazarov, stayed inside while Nina, compact and trim in her flight suit, trotted over to Misha on the other side of the SUV. Misha leaned way down, she craned her neck up, and the two of them conferred. Then Misha nodded. 
 Straightening up, he shouted, “Bazarov!” – loud enough to be heard thirty meters away over the noise of the turning rotors. The gunner wasted no time in climbing out and trotting over. 
 “You’re relieved,” Misha said. Then he looked across the top of the truck at Vasily. “You’re up. Get in.” 
 Vasily hefted his rifle and moved toward the aircraft. This was unusual, but everyone in the unit knew better than to ask Misha for the reasoning behind his orders. They knew where that got them. 
 But when he was halfway to the helo, a thunderous boom sounded behind him, and Vasily instantly recognized it as Misha’s Desert Eagle. Just as no one sounded like Misha, his side arm was also a true original. Nonetheless, he couldn’t resist turning to see who had just gotten shot. 
 It was Bazarov. 
 He lay face down in the mud with a big hole in the back of his helmet – and a long and wide arc of blood, brains, and face spread out in the mud before him. Vasily locked eyes with his boss. 
 “He wasn’t comfortable with the mission,” Misha said. 
 Vasily turned again, and headed out. 



 I’m Getting Killed Today Anyway 
 JFK – 02 Deck 
 Blurring bulkheads whizzing by. Sweat droplets thrown from heads moving on swivels. Weapons up, the indistinct sounds of shouting and gunfire rising up and falling away again. Boots pounding the deck. Marine Sergeants Lovell and Patrick sprinted though the dark maze of the Kennedy’s 02 Deck – and they were running under not only their regular combat load of arms, armor, and ammo, but also the additional crushing weight of giant rucks bouncing on their backs, one stuffed to the top with ammo and explosives. 
 The other with a goddamned boat, engine included. 
 Only adrenaline and desperation kept them moving this close to their top speed. They also absolutely had to avoid getting caught up in any of the mini-engagements they could sense going on around them, as Spetsnaz battled for control of the carrier, and the crew fought for their lives and their home. 
 As far as Lovell could tell, only the invaders were at all organized – and they were pretty damned well organized. All was confusion in the ranks of the defenders, and most of the shooting happened when individuals or small groups of sailors stumbled too near stations that had been taken and strongpointed by switched-on Spetsnaz teams. 
 The two Marines had to leap over more than one body sprawled out on the deck in their path. 
 Despite the crushing load, the sweat, the chaos, and breathing like a porn star, Lovell managed to get on his radio as they hauled ass. “This is a MARSOC element trying to raise the Hospital! Is anyone at that station receiving on this channel?” He let off his transmit button to wait for a response, while he focused on his breathing, as well as fighting inertia, as he and Patrick hurtled around another ninety-degree turn. They were trying to avoid the major arteries on 02 Deck, assuming those were more likely to be contested. 
 When he got no response, he tried again. “Hospital, MARSOC, how copy on this channel?” 

“MARSOC, Hospital, this is Walker. That you, Sergeant Lovell?”

 “Affirmative! Interrogative: do you hold that station?” 

“Affirmative. Barricaded in nice and tight. Don’t you worry about us.”

 “Doc, be advised – we are coming to you! ETA two mikes your location, how copy?” 

“Solid copy on all. Will be good to see the Marines coming ashore. We’ll be waiting for you.”

 Lovell didn’t bother signing off – in part because he had no breath to spare for it. And in part because this was the part where they couldn’t avoid one of the two big passageways on this deck – there was no other way to reach the hospital. Lovell took the risk of stealing a glance over his shoulder – the risk being that he would trip and sprawl flat out – and saw Patrick was still right behind him. He was sucking wind and covered in sweat, but he was hanging in – and, moreover, he caught his eye, and gave him a quick head nod. 
 It said: Good to go. 
 Lovell leaned into the right-hand turn ahead, the two of them slowing no more than necessary. Even so, Lovell’s left shoulder bashed into the bulkhead on the left. He bounced off it, recovered, straightened up – and put his head down. 
 And the instant he did so, suppressed rounds started coming in from their six, smacking into the heavy rucks on their backs. They had just fallen in right in front of a Spetsnaz team – one heading the same direction they were, and on the same tasking. 
 To secure the hospital. 
 * * * 

“Doc, you gotta get those barricades open – and get ready to shut ’em again. We’re coming in hot, bandits on our six!”

 Lovell neither hailed first, nor waited for an acknowledgement after – and half of what Walker heard was breathing and gunfire anyway. She immediately went from supervising the dismantling of the barricade to throwing people out of the way to get in and do it herself. 
 “Go, go, go!” she barked, propping her shotgun against the wall, and heaving crap out of the way. “Look lively!” But she ran a very tight ship, and had already organized every man and woman under her command into an improvised but effective defense. And if what was required now was undoing what they had just done, then that would happen quickly and efficiently as well. 
 When there was enough room cleared, and the double hatches got yanked open, Walker was already out them, with the hospital NSF guard right behind her. Both instantly found themselves facing two hurtling Marines, about fifty feet out – and a pursuing force of boarders behind them. Walker held her fire with the shotgun while barking at the shore patrolman to start putting out rounds. He stole a doubtful and panicked look across at her, but she was already sliding the shotgun across the deck back inside, and drawing her pistol. 
 When she started shooting around and between the two sprinting Marines, putting out covering fire right through their two-man line in the narrow passageway, the NSF guy swallowed his fear and did the same, his high-velocity rounds hugging the right bulkhead. “Shoot faster!” Walker said. Covering fire had to be heavy, or it didn’t fucking work. They both emptied their magazines as the Marines crashed into them, and Walker spun around as she saw Lovell squinting and aiming his rifle down the passageway behind her. 
 But they both held their fire, making way for the armed woman hurtling at them from the opposite direction. It was Sarah Cameron, arriving at the same instant as the Marines, and not an instant too soon. As rounds cut the air around them, and skittered down the bulkheads and the deck, the motley group of five pulled each other inside and tumbled through the double-wide entryway, as nurses and paramedics slammed both hatches, dogged them – and started rebuilding the barricade. 
 Lovell and the NSF guy were both on the ground, tangled up. 
 And both SGT Patrick and LCDR Walker had been shot. 
 * * * 
 Up in the main passageway on the gallery deck, the highest internal level of the ship below the flight deck, Derwin and his force of three NSF sailors led Commander Drake warily but quickly aft. They had just roused and retrieved him from his quarters, bringing his long mental-health leave to a quick and unceremonious end. But word was Commander Abrams had been killed in the smash-mouth fighting on the bridge, and there was no one left to lead them. The ship, the crew, needed him back. 
 And their objective now was: the island. 
 Drake seemed perfectly willing to get killed retaking it. But Derwin would have liked to at least keep his four-man team alive long enough to try. These included Morgan, who had very recently been a Storekeeper – as well as MacCauley, who Derwin had not long ago learned used to be a damned bank robber, one of Burns’s survivor group. The last, Petty Officer Third Class Hester, was also the smallest, at about five foot two in her Bates boots, slightly dwarfed even by her rifle. But she was also the only career NSF sailor there, and the only one other than Derwin with complete training and some operational experience. 
 Moving toward an intersection of passageways, Derwin slowed the group a little. It was him and Hester in front, Drake safe (or “safe”) in the middle, and Morgan and MacCauley in the rear. All had their weapons out and up, level with the deck, fingers twitching alongside trigger housings. Derwin nodded to Hester, motioning her to clear left while he went right. As soon as he did, he heard her yelp from behind him. Turning, he saw she had literally run into a force of six MARSOC Marines. 
 When everyone stood down, and no one had gotten shot, Commander Drake moved up to one of their fire team leaders, Corporal Meyer. “What’s your plan?” he asked. 
 “Retake the bridge, sir.” Implicit in his tone was: obviously. 
 Drake nodded, respect evident on his face. “I like where your head is at. But they’ll have fortified the shit out of it by this point – and probably wired it up with explosives, as well. Even if your team alone managed to drive them out, they’d just blow it up.” 
 “Yes, sir,” Meyer said. “But the ship is underway. With respect, these Communist dick-sucks might be sailing us back to fucking St. Petersburg right now. Sir.” 
 Drake smiled and clapped the Marine on his body armor. “You’re not wrong. But we don’t need to retake the bridge to stop the ship.” 
 “Sir?” 
 “I could tell you, devil dog, but then I’d have to kill you. Try to, at least.” 
 “Fuck it, sir, I have every intention of getting killed today anyway.” 
 “Good man,” Drake said, raising his side arm. “Follow me.” 
 This time he headed out at the front of both teams. 
 * * * 
 As medical personnel piled up the last heavy objects in front of the hospital’s double hatch, the five evacuees from the passageway got themselves untangled. All were winded and borderline panicked – all except Walker herself, who calmly reloaded her pistol, holstered it, retrieved her shotgun from the deck, and resumed directing the defense – even as one of her people got her arm wound wrapped up. It didn’t look serious. 
 Or she wasn’t taking it seriously, anyway. 
 Lovell, getting his breath back as he got the giant ruck of ammo and explosives off his back, could see it in her eyes in an instant: Walker was purely operational now. She was a warrior. And she was never, never going to abandon this post. She would expend every pistol round she had, and every shotgun shell she could scavenge. And then she would spend her life. 
 She was home. This station, this ship, were it for her. 
 As she finished issuing orders to the front-rank defenders, and rounded on Lovell, he handed her a brace of M9 pistol mags from his bag of whoop-ass, and then said, “Is Doc Park in the lab?” But then he saw Sarah Cameron already moving fast in that direction, not waiting for an answer. 
 “That’s affirmative,” Campbell said, taking the mags, putting one in the empty pouch on her belt, and shoving the others in her pockets. 
 Lovell nodded at Patrick, who had been shot in the leg – also a through-and-through flesh wound, and also already being wrapped up by a nurse. As Lovell took the huge ruck with the CRRC in it off his back, he asked Patrick, “You okay?” 
 “Fine. Good to go.” 
 Lovell smiled. “Hey, if you’re gonna get shot, right outside the hospital is definitely the place for it.” 
 Patrick flicked him the bird. 
 Still, as Lovell looked back and forth between Patrick and Walker, at the faces of these two wounded warriors, neither of them so much as grimaced. Lovell could understand it with Patrick. It was the Marine mentality not to admit that a wound had gotten the best of you. “Never let the bastards see you coming out prone,” was what they always said. 
 LCDR Walker, on the other hand… while she might have been in kinetic situations before, as far as Lovell knew she had never been shot at before – never mind shot. On the other hand, she would have treated an awful lot of gunshot wounds, so maybe she wasn’t intimidated by them. Maybe it was the adrenaline making her insensitive to the pain. Maybe it was her protectiveness over her brood, and her understanding of what leadership required – that if she showed pain or fear, everyone under her would succumb to it. 
 Maybe she was just a pure badass. 
 * * * 
 Lovell told Patrick, “Stay and help with the defense. I’ll be back.” And he headed out fast, or as fast as he could dragging a deflated zodiac in a bag and a giant ruck of ammo and explosives, backing through the hospital and finally catching up with Sarah just outside the lab. They both moved inside, fast – Lovell not even noticing the badly wounded Marine, Corporal Raible, lying on his bed just outside. 
 Inside the lab, both Dr. Simon Park and Professor Close, the Oxford bioscientist, stood at the back of the room – both looking wide-eyed at the door. Sarah went straight to Park. 
 “You okay?” she asked. 
 “Fine,” he said. “I figured you’d be coming.” 
 “Sorry I didn’t get here quicker.” 
 “I’m fine, too,” Dr. Close said. 
 Sarah smiled at him. “Good to know.” She looked back to Park. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 “I know.” Park didn’t look panicked – he’d been through the wringer enough times now that he didn’t rattle – but Close did. 
 Lovell dropped the straps of both bags and then stepped forward, and he looked Park in the eye. “Listen up, Doc. I’m going to need you to gather up everything – all your data, all your research materials, as much as you can carry – and be ready to go.” 
 Both Park and Sarah looked at him. 
 “Go where?” Sarah asked. “Aren’t we trapped in here?” 
 “There’s always a way out,” Lovell said. “And if this ship falls… he can’t be on it.” He unclipped his rifle and laid it on a lab bench. “Come on. Show me what you need, and I’ll help you gather it up.” 
 Sarah moved to assist, but as she did so, her pocket rang, to her considerable surprise. It was the satphone Handon had given her. She got it out, found the answer button, and took the call, as she watched the other three moving through the lab at high speed. 
 “Go for Cameron. Handon? Oh, my God—” 
 But before she could say or hear more, they all heard the sound of heavy objects crashing to the deck, urgent shouting in two languages, and then rapid firing, all coming from outside in the hospital. And they all pretty much knew what that was. 
 Spetsnaz fighting their way in through the barricade. 



 Last Man Standing 
 JFK – 02 Deck 
 Browning was one of the few NSF personnel still left alive from the very beginning, and so now one of the most experienced. He was also, in addition to being a crack shot, one of the steadiest men in the unit. He wasn’t a born leader, but Derwin had no choice but to work with what he had. Particularly since what he had was being reduced out from under him in real time. 
 So it was that Browning now led a four-man NSF team toward the hospital, with orders to link up with Sarah Cameron and help protect Dr. Park – “no matter what.” Browning didn’t know that Derwin was using Wesley’s exact words. But it didn’t matter. He understood the importance of the assignment, and was determined to complete it. 
 He moved forward with his three junior shore patrolmen behind – the old salty dog Rob Callum, and the young kids Dooley and Kate, all of whom had very recently been rated as Storekeepers (Third Class in the case of the younger two). All three had been drafted into NSF after Wesley saw them perform well in the Captain’s In Extremis Force, clearing the flight deck in the Battle of the JFK. 
 Nonetheless, Browning knew it was basically him and three uniform-fillers. But they were his people now, and he had to lead them, and just trust they could do their jobs. All had been getting trained by Derwin and his cadre, put through local versions of the Security Reaction Force — Basic (SRF-B) course. But they were less than a week into it. And Kate, for one, looked like her helmet was two sizes too big and might swallow her, and with her wide eyes and youthful features, she also genuinely looked to Browning like she was about fourteen years old. Like she was playing dress-up. 
 The four of them moved forward across 02 Deck, rifles up, expecting to get jumped at any second. Browning saw there was a lot of expended brass on the deck crunching beneath their boots. But whatever had gone down here seemed to be over. For now. 
 But then as they approached the final turn to the passageway the hospital was on, all four froze at the sound of muted explosions ahead, and just out of sight. Following Browning’s lead, the other three pressed themselves up against the bulkheads and crouched down. 
 Thinking fast, Browning considered that this wasn’t the first explosion they’d heard down here. But it was the closest. And it also sounded like it came from exactly where they were going – the damned hospital. As he thought through this, he realized what it had to be. 
 And what they had to do in response. 
 Crouching and waiting was exactly the wrong reaction. They had to go – now! “Come on!” he shouted, rising and taking off, and throwing stealth to the wind. “Follow me!” 
 They did. But into what, they dared not imagine. 
 * * * 
 The Spetsnaz besiegers came harder, faster, and much sooner than either Walker or Patrick had imagined they would. The Marine probably should have known. If you have to assault a fixed position, the last thing you want to do is give the defenders time to consolidate and dig in. And of course the hallmarks of every SOF force worthy of the name were moving fast and hitting hard. 
 A few of the other hospital staff had weapons, side arms only, and had been positioned down behind cover and given instructions by Sergeant Patrick. Also on the line was the NSF guy – Petty Officer First Class Toussaint, who at least seemed to have his legs under him, after having to be urged by Walker to discharge his weapon out in the passageway. Luckily, he, Walker, and Patrick were all behind cover, if not down under it. But they all dropped to the deck electrically when the sparks from a plasma torch started flying into the air behind the hatch. 
 And now Patrick hoped like hell everyone here remembered his instructions – that an assault would be preceded by a volley of grenades. He’d been emphatic about it, but non-combatants had a way of forgetting everything, including which end the bullet comes out of, once shit started blowing up and the lead started flying. 
 But everyone kept their heads down as the breached hatches were shoved open, the barricade knocked down – and, mainly, when shit did start exploding out in front of their makeshift cover and shooting positions. Which was good because these were not flashbangs, or anything like them. These assaulters were not here to rescue hostages, and the grenades were sent in to maim and kill, to dismantle the defenders and their positions. 
 And the Spetsnaz shooters poured in right behind them, less than a heartbeat after they went off. But Patrick’s instructions, and Walker’s leadership, gave the defenders something like a fighting chance. The two leaders popped up before the invaders could reach them, the Marine engaging with his SCAR-L and the flight surgeon blasting away with her captured shotgun. Toussaint popped and started shooting shortly after, and the five medical officers with side arms after that. 
 Two of the nearly-black-clad invaders went down just inside the hatch, felled by Patrick and Walker, but others came behind them, two, and then two more, and instantly started putting out heavy and brutally effective fire. Two medical officers showed too much of themselves and went down – and Patrick could tell the rest of them were going to be hit, or else have to get the hell out of the line of fire. And as soon as they did, their lines would be overrun, and they would all get shot down that way. This fight was going to end before it really got started. It was all happening too fast for the defenders to deal with. 
 Which was how assaulting operators liked it. 
 But then something changed. 
 Shouts and unsuppressed firing sounded from out in the passageway. The assaulting force didn’t quite break, or get distracted. But no one else came in – and then two of the four turned and ducked back out the hatch to react to something out there. 
 And that left something almost like a fair fight inside. 
 * * * 
 Browning knew which side his bread was buttered on, namely marksmanship, so he put his hand up to stop his team’s frantic headlong flight. They had just rounded the corner as the enemy came into sight – a line of invaders stacked up outside the hospital, and pouring into it like shells cycling into the chamber of an autocannon, firing at their crew-mates inside. 
 Stopping his run, Browning took a bead and fired on the last man in the line, who dropped to the deck. He started to smile at his remarkable success – but only had half a second to do so. Because the man just ahead of him was already turning and reacting. Browning took a second shot on this man – but either missed entirely, or hit him somewhere armored. His idea had been to take down one or two off the back of the line, Sergeant York style, then attack into the remainder with his full team. 
 But he never even got the chance. 
 The rear of the Spetsnaz force reacted in seconds – two of them, then two more, turning and running at the NSF sailors, firing as they ran. And running flat out did not appear to affect their marksmanship in the least. They did not, like Browning, need to stop to make their shots. 
 Browning felt two vicious smacks in the center of his vest – and then, before he could react, something smacked him in the head like a roundhouse punch, and sent him pirouetting to the deck. He was instantly dazed, and trying to breathe through a bleeding nose, but he knew he had to get his senses back – and did so just in time to see his team get cut down. Rob was hunched over his weapon and firing – but his head rocked back, the back of his skull opened up, and he dropped to the deck like a sandbag. To his right, Dooley also had his weapon up, but jerked from several hits, then bounced into the bulkhead on the right and fell to the deck. 
 Hearing shooting to his left, he looked over to see Kate down on the deck beside him, firing as fast as she could pull the trigger. Somehow she’d had the presence of mind to hit the deck before she was put there. And now her rapid-fire barrage – the unsurpassed M4 atrociously loud in a small metal tunnel – gave the counter-assaulting force ahead of them pause. They ceased bounding forward, and went down on their knees, taking measured shots. 
 And Browning knew this was their only chance. 
 “Come on!” he shouted. 
 The cross passageway was still practically right beside them. He physically shoved her toward it and out of the line of fire, Kate doggedly continuing to fire as he did so. When she finally scurried to safety, Browning took a page from her playbook – and started emptying his mag to cover her. This time, his vaunted marksmanship aside, he honestly didn’t think he was hitting a damned thing. Worse, he wasn’t even cowing the enemy enough to throw off their shooting. 
 He realized this when he felt a terrible pain in his collarbone, and then another in his thigh. Screaming inside his own head, he made a straight line of himself and his rifle, and in an equally desperate and inspired moment of insanity or genius, rolled out of that passageway and to safety in the intersecting one. 
 When he stopped rolling and lay on his back, he didn’t think he could get up. The pain was terrible. He had pressed his eyes closed against it, but when he opened them, he saw that Kate could get up – and had. She was kneeling over his helpless and ravaged body, pointing her weapon over him toward the intersection. 
 She was protecting him. 
 The magazine dropped out of her rifle and landed on his stomach, and she got another one seated – without ever moving her aim. 
 Kate was the last man standing. 
 * * * 
 At the entrance to the hospital, the defenders now managed to hold the line. With only two Spetsnaz left in the room, Patrick was able to get aggressive, tagging one with a series of rapid center-of-mass shots – then plinking at the other after Walker put a spread of buckshot into the upper right of his body, causing him to wince and lower his weapon for a second – a second too long. Both were wounded, and retreated back out the hatch. 
 The defenders also had multiple wounded, including Toussaint, and what looked like two KIAs among the medical officers. But Patrick couldn’t bother with them right now. He, too, knew that aggression was everything – and that the last thing you wanted to do was give your enemy a chance to regroup. 
 Also, they had to get some kind of barrier up in front of the gaping hole where the hatches now swung free and unlockable. Otherwise, they’d be eating grenade shrapnel all day – or, rather, for the rest of their lives, which would most likely be measured in minutes. 
 Not asking or needing support for this part, Patrick chucked two of his own grenades out the hatch, banking them down the hall to the right, the direction the attackers had retreated to. In the enclosed space, they could inflict some horrific damage. Then again, he knew his opponents would know that, too, and might be positioned in other compartments off the passageway for that reason. In any case, the instant the grenades crumped off, he swung out wide to the left and started shooting diagonally out the open hatch. 
 “Go, go, go!” he shouted. “Get the barricades up!” 
 Walker was first to the breach, shoving a crate with her shoulder. When the others followed too slowly, she bellowed at them: “Come on, you sons of bitches, do you want to live forever?” 
 They complied, while Patrick shot steadily, covering the operation. No attackers showed themselves in the hatch – yet. But he couldn’t let his attention flag. And if he’d been amused by Walker borrowing a famous line from a Marine Sergeant Major in WWI, he didn’t have time to laugh. 
 He only lost his extreme target lock when a hand came down on his shoulder. It was Lovell – crouched over his weapon and now helping to cover the entrance. But Patrick wasn’t glad to see him. 
 “You ok—” Lovell started to stay. 
 “Get the hell out of here!” Lovell startled at this and almost took his eye off the hatch. “Stay back with Doc Park – he’s the whole point of this exercise.” Patrick didn’t stop shooting for a second while he spoke, though luckily for comprehension, like all the Marines, he was shooting suppressed. “When they get through us, you’re the only defense left.” 
 Lovell didn’t argue. He couldn’t. 
 But he wasn’t here to hang out anyway – he had brought his gigantic ammo sack, and while Walker and her people shoved half-demolished furniture and crates back in front of the hatch, he went around distributing ammo – 30-round mags of 5.56 for Patrick’s SCAR and Toussaint’s M4, 15-round pistol mags for the M9s, shoving them in empty pouches or piling them up at their positions. Those side arms which had belonged to the dead officers got distributed to surviving but unarmed hospital personnel, who took up the positions of their fallen friends with no little trepidation – but a hell of a lot of courage and resolve. 
 Lovell didn’t quite empty out the ruck, then he took it and what was left of its contents with him back to the rear. 
 * * * 
 “Oh, my God, we got our asses kicked,” Browning whispered, sounding as if he was near to tears – though whether from pain or sorrow was impossible for Kate to tell. 
 Not lowering her weapon, she got her aid kit unsnapped from her belt and dropped it on him. She didn’t know that you were supposed to use a wounded man’s own aid kit on him, saving yours for yourself. She had never gotten to that stage of training. But, then again, courage and steadiness under fire couldn’t be taught. “You’re going to have to do self-care,” she said. “Can you do that?” 
 Browning nodded, tears leaking from the corners of his eyes. Kate appeared unwounded. But he was pretty sure Rob and Dooley were dead, lying out in the open around that corner. Those were his men, his responsibility, and they had died carrying out his orders – trying to conduct a half-assed counter-attack into the rear of a superior force. 
 They never had a chance. 
 Browning had been shot at before, and he’d lost teammates – in both Virginia and Saudi Arabia. But never anything like this. He had never been part of a team that was faced down and had the shit kicked out of them by massively superior combatants. As he tried to get a pressure bandage out of the aid kit with shaking hands, he also tried to get his mind around how thoroughly they had been out-fought. Neither he nor anyone he knew had ever encountered a force as aggressive as this one. In the aftermath, he was totally shell-shocked. 
 Two of his three people were dead – and he was more dead than alive himself. His team had nearly been wiped out – and he wasn’t sure how any of them had survived, except maybe because of Kate’s fast thinking and nerves of steel, and the proximity of that passageway. 
 Losing so badly wasn’t a good feeling – maybe even worse than the physical pain of his wounds. And, as far as Browning knew, it had all been for nothing. 
 He had no way of knowing it was only his team slamming into the Spetsnaz rear that had allowed the defenders of the hospital to withstand the first onslaught. It would have meant something to him if he had. 
 Right now he focused on his breathing – and getting the bleeding in his collarbone and leg stopped. But pressing against the wounds hurt so damned much – it was soul-scraping, and he had to dig down just to keep from crying out. 
 Browning was in way over his head. 



 Islamist Asshats II 
 North-Central Somalia – on the Jingle Bus 
 Juice now got why they were called jingle buses. And it was pissing him off. He drew his commando knife and sliced through the colorful bits of string hanging around the driver’s seat, with the jingle bells at the end of them. 
 Al-Sif looked over his shoulder as they hit the floor. Juice was making him drive, not least because he was easier to keep an eye on that way. And it left Juice free to shoot – and Baxter free to do his bidding, which currently involved sitting turned around in the back bench seat, watching their six. 
 After abandoning the useless Seahawk crash site to the Russians, they were now blasting north up the muddy and rutted road that bisected the middle of the country. Once again, the clapped-out old bus was moving surprisingly fast – a little faster than Juice was comfortable wasn’t going to bounce them off the road, blow a tire or axle, or simply roll them over. He had taken some unlikely forms of transport before, but few that annoyed as much as this one. Then again, it was what they had. 
 And it definitely beat walking. 
 Also, unlike the others, Juice knew where Handon was taking P-Zero and the rest of the team, and what his plan was for getting it and them the hell out of there. But there was one thing everyone knew: there would be no waiting around for latecomers. If you missed the train, you were on your own – stranded in Somalia. 
 Probably forever. 
 As if on cue, Juice’s radio went. It was Handon. Juice had already updated him with their status, so he must have something new for him. He straightened up, stopped hovering over al-Sif, and retreated halfway back down the aisle. 
 “Send it.” 

“Afraid you were right. That UCAV might now be coming for you. It’s definitely headed your way.” 



“Copy that. ETA?” 

“Send me your current location.” Juice read out a grid reference from his GPS. After a pause, Handon said, “I’m guessing about eight minutes. I don’t suppose it’s going to run out of fuel before that?”

 Juice just pressed his lips together and grimaced. 

“No, I guess not. What’s your plan?”

 Juice tapped his fingers on his rifle receiver, monitoring the featureless landscape blurring by them. There was nowhere to hide, and running wouldn’t get them far. Not with the UCAV going 700mph. 
 “Well… I guess we’re just gonna have to shoot it down.” 
 * * * 
 Handon was still up in the cockpit of the Seahawk when they experienced their second flyby in less than half an hour. Having gotten buzzed by the UCAV going one direction, now they were being overtaken by another helo. Handon squinted down at the radar console. 
 “What the hell is that?” 
 Cleveland glanced down. “Hey, I just work here.” 
 Handon clambered into the back, maneuvered around the others and the body on the floor, then stuck most of his torso out the gunner’s hatch. The wind hit him from behind, and he squinted into the wild slipstream, trying to make out the dark speck behind them. 
 It was getting bigger – fast. 
 * * * 
 Having instructed al-Sif to keep driving no matter what, Juice got in conference with Baxter in the back of the bus. “Here’s how it breaks down. If that UCAV comes to take us out, there’s no escape. Getting the bus off the road doesn’t help – there’s no cover for fifty miles. And it’s not going to miss if it targets us. So. Scenario one: it simply leaves us alone. We’re not worth a Hellfire. That’s our best chance.” 
 Baxter nodded. That sounded pretty good. 
 “Scenario two: the pilot is a moron, and flies low and right over our heads, basically buzzing us, much closer than he needs to engage. Not counting on that one.” He didn’t elaborate – so far, few of the Spetsnaz operators they had tangled with were morons. 
 “Wait,” Baxter said. “Can’t smoke or clouds block or confuse its laser-targeting?” 
 Juice looked out the window. There was some heavy cloud cover, but it was higher now than it had been. “Yeah, he’ll probably have to get down underneath the weather. But he can still fire from stand-off range.” He took a breath. “But if for some reason they do cowboy it and actually dive-bomb us, we can try to take it down with small arms.” Juice let that hang out there. 
 “Which is never going to happen.” 
 “No. Not really. But it’s worth a shot. Everything’s all fucked up after two years of ZA. And most of it, including that drone, has been through a month of non-stop combat. So who knows.” 
 “How do we do it?” 
 “From the roof.” 
 “And when that doesn’t work?” 
 “Then we leap off the moving bus, and hope we survive that.” Head still low, Juice glanced up toward the front. “And al-Sif takes the Hellfire for us.” 
 If this offended Baxter’s morals, he didn’t say anything. 
 “Once we’re on foot, it’s unlikely they’ll waste another munition on us. They might not even see us.” 
 “Yeah, but then we’re on foot, alone, in the desert. Which means unless someone comes to get us, we’re dead.” 
 “Yeah,” Juice said. “There’s that.” 
 “Is there a third scenario?” 
 “Maybe, but it’s the worst one of all. Say they sensibly release their weapon at stand-off range. We can try to spot for it on the way in, and then try to jump off the bus before it hits.” 
 “Will that work?” 
 “No. A Hellfire is seven inches in diameter, with about a thirteen-inch wingspan. And it will be coming straight at us at a thousand miles an hour.” 
 “Okay,” Baxter said. “Let’s do it.” He held out his fist. 
 Juice bumped it. 
 * * * 
 Handon pulled himself back inside the Seahawk. He’d finally been able to ID the aircraft that was chasing them – or, rather, catching them. His expression must have betrayed his consternation, because Ali, just waking, looked up and said, “What?” 
 “The Black Shark. It’s back.” 
 “That’s not pos—” But she cut herself off. Of course it was possible. It was totally possible. Not only had the impossible been happening to them all day, every day, for months. But those Russian attack helos were notorious for being damn near unkillable, as Ali well knew. 
 Handon exhaled, then nodded down at the body bag on the deck. “They can’t shoot us down.” 
 “Is that so?” Fick said from the rear jump seat. 
 Handon felt Henno’s eyes on him, watching him expressionlessly, like a lion watching a gazelle. But the Brit kept his mouth shut. 
 Handon took a breath. “The smallest weapon the Black Shark’s got is a thirty-mil autocannon. They can’t possibly disable us without destroying us.” 
 Ali blinked a couple of times. “I’m sure that’s exactly what the pilot of the Russian Orca said about Hailey in her F-35 – and her twenty-five-mil Gatling cannon.” 
 Handon gave her a look. “It’s a bluff.” He checked both the time and their location on his watch. They were nearly within sight of the border between Somalia and Djibouti. 
 They were going to make it. They had to. 
 * * * 
 “Okay,” Juice said to Baxter. “I’m going to get on the roof and start spotting. I strongly recommend you stay by one of the doors. Preferably the rear one.” 
 “And if al-Sif gets suspicious?” 
 “Yeah,” Juice said. That was evidently all he had for Baxter on that one. But then he took off his ruck and opened it up. “I’m gonna give you a smoke grenade and an IR flare.” He pulled out the mini-GCS, which he’d stowed back in the top of the ruck, and held it with one hand while he dug around. He found what he was looking for and laid them on the seat. Putting one of each on his own vest, he handed the other smoke grenade and flare to Baxter, then started packing up. “If we get separated, these’ll slightly up your odds of getting extrac—” 
 “Holy fucking shit,” Baxter said. 
 When Juice looked up, the kid was staring at the mini-GCS. “What?” 
 “C’mon!” Baxter dashed up the aisle to the front and grabbed al-Sif’s shoulder. “Where’d you leave the Pred?” 
 “The what?” al-Sif said, looking over his shoulder. 
 “The goddamned Predator UAV! You had it up over the Stronghold when we flew in there! Did you ever land it?” 
 “No.” Al-Sif squinted, trying to work out where this was going. His eyes widened again as he started to get it. “It was on an autopilot circle overhead.” 
 “Fuel state? And armaments?” 
 “What?” 
 “Did you top the tanks before you launched it? And has it still got those last two Hellfire missiles?” 
 “Yes. And yes.” 
 Baxter checked his watch, then turned and looked at Juice with wide eyes. “It’s still up there. Our old Predator. It’s still got about sixteen hours linger time. And it’s still got two freaking Hellfires on its rails.” He pointed at the mini-GCS. “And that thing will control any drone in the US arsenal, right?” 
 Not waiting for an answer, Baxter faced front again, his face saying he was at the last hurdle. “The transfer control code,” he said. “Did you change it?” 
 “The what? What code?” 
 “Fucking A,” Baxter said, smiling – delighted he could still count on the Islamists to be asshats, and not even know to change the transfer code, always half-ass’ing their stolen technology. “Gimme that,” he said to Juice, grabbing the GCS and booting it up. 
 * * * 
 Ali exhaled mournfully. She wasn’t feeling so relaxed as Handon about the prospects of that Black Shark not being able to touch them. She hefted her rifle and climbed up into the cockpit, taking the seat Handon had just vacated. The pilot, Cleveland, turned his head and gave her a look, perhaps because her rifle didn’t fit in there real well. 
 “Planning to shoot me and fly this thing yourself?” 
 Ali cocked her head and squinted. Had he somehow heard about her threat to do that to Reich and Muralles in the last Seahawk? Pilots definitely talked. Then again, those two had died, saving everyone else, less than an hour later. She didn’t know when they would have had the time. 
 Before she could decide what to tell him, the whole airframe rocked and tilted – due to a high-power turboshaft aero engine, and eight 23-foot-long coaxial rotor blades, churning and rumbling the air not fifty feet from them. 
 They were being passed – in the fast lane. As the black beast roared by, Ali caught the briefest of looks into the cockpit. 
 The left-seater wasn’t wearing a flight helmet. 
 * * * 
 In only a couple of minutes, Baxter had positive control of their old Predator with the Universal mini-GCS. And he had it winging its way toward them at its top speed. 
 Looking over his shoulder, then checking his watch, Juice said, “It was a great idea, dude. But it’s not gonna make it in time. Not before the UCAV gets here.” 
 Baxter shook his head. “No, no – it doesn’t have to get here in time. It just needs to get within Hellfire range.” 
 Juice squinted, thinking through this. “You really think you can knock the UCAV down with a Hellfire?” Launching anti-air missiles from the UCAV with the mini-GCS had already stretched the limits of the possible. But the Hellfire was a ground-attack missile, intended for use against tanks and APCs. 
 “Why not?” Baxter said. “I’d say we can totally knock it down with a Hellfire. With the warhead on that thing, it’ll blow a drone into scrap – and then melt the scrap.” 
 “Yeah – but one problem.” 
 “What?” 
 “You actually have to hit it – and I mean hit a maneuvering jet aircraft going seven hundred miles an hour, after launching it from another aircraft. And you’ve actually got to land it on the UCAV – there’s no proximity fuze on a Hellfire. Impact fuze only.” 
 Baxter’s forehead wrinkled as he considered this. 
 Juice went on. “And, yeah, you can fire the missile from five miles out, which is the Hellfire’s operational range. But can you laze a high-subsonic jet aircraft from that distance?” He gestured at the small screen of the mini-GCS. “With the resolution on that thing?” 
 Baxter looked up from his piloting of the Pred, then grabbed the barrel of Juice’s rifle. He quickly found a vice-like hand locked around his arm. Grabbing an operator’s weapon was a dodgy proposition at best. But what Baxter was looking for was already in view – the AN/PEQ-2 laser aiming device on his barrel rail. He looked up and locked eyes with Juice. And he didn’t even have to say it. 
 Juice could laze the target himself, from right there. And the Hellfire would ride the beam in. 
 Juice twisted his mouth up. “But from the top of a moving bus?” 
 “Think of the cool points.” 
 It was such a batshit insane idea that Juice laughed out loud. “Yeah, okay. What the hell. I love it. What’s the range and current airspeed of your drone?” 
 Baxter told him. 
 Juice checked his watch. “Well… it’s gonna be damned close.” 
 Then, without another word, he stood up on a seat, engaged the skylight emergency exit release, pushed the panel out, and clambered up onto the roof. 
 Baxter looked at the GCS screen and willed the Pred to fly faster. And then he spared a look for the back of al-Sif’s head, way up in the driver’s seat. And he tried to decide how bad to feel about him and Juice having agreed to make him expendable. He figured he’d just better save them all with this plan. Because, if the bus was destroyed… 
 He and Juice were pretty much dead anyway. 



 Black Beast 
 On Board Jesus Two-Zero – Cockpit 
Black beast. Ali laughed at having thought of the Russian helo that way. It was totally apt. But it also happened to be her call sign from a past life, back at the Unit: Bête Noire. Sometimes Betty for short. 

Black beast was the literal translation of the French phrase bête noire. But what the expression really meant was: an anathema, the bane of one’s existence, your nemesis. That one thing in the world that just really got on your personal dick. 
 And, as she watched the Black Shark’s rotorless tail boom pass in front of their nose and start stretching out the distance to about a hundred meters, then fall in right in front of them, Ali could already see which way this was going. But she couldn’t have anticipated the truly twisted route it was going to take to get there. 
 Because now the pilot of the Black Shark pulled a maneuver that demonstrated that she – and Ali knew it was a she, after the fight at the Stronghold – was a world-class combat helicopter pilot. The Black Shark accelerated powerfully, pulling way out ahead, which wasn’t hard with them barely ticking over at 100mph, until it was a dark speck on the horizon again. 
 Ali twisted in her seat and traded a look with Cleveland. In their banged-up, unarmored, and totally unarmed Seahawk, there was nothing they could do against this predator, whatever it was planning to do to them. They just had to sit there and take it. 
 They both watched as the other helo described a wide banking turn out at the edge of vision – and then simply spun around in mid-air. When it was close enough to make out again… 
 It was flying backward. 
 Leaning way back, nose tilted up, its twin rotors were pulling it back through the air. But even to get up to 100mph, Ali was pretty sure the pilot would have had to engage thrust reversal of its twin turboshaft engines – or, rather, its single engine. When it had passed by them, she’d seen only one was operating. 
 Which made this feat of flying even more terrifyingly virtuosic. With asymmetric thrust, trying to spin the helo into backward flight without stopping… well, Ali was in a position to appreciate how truly badass that was. But she only had a couple of seconds to admire it. Because once it was back to within a hundred meters of them, but nose-to-nose this time, and matching their speed, the left-side cockpit window flipped out and up, and out of it leaned… 
 Vasily. The motherfucking Spetsnaz sniper. 
 And his SV-338 rifle was already leveled out, pointing right in Ali’s face – or, rather, in the face of Cleveland, the pilot, beside her. And Ali realized with a shock of ice-cold horror that this evil sonofabitch was simply going to do exactly what he had done last time – shoot the pilot to death, and then probably the co-pilot, too. 

Wait, I’m the co-pilot, Ali thought, as she remembered she was occupying that seat. 
 And then down they would all go. 
 And the cocky bastard might actually do it right through the same fucking bullet holes he made the first time. 
 * * * 
 As Ali stared into Vasily’s yawning muzzle, and struggled to get her own weapon up in the tight confines of the cockpit, time massively slowed and dilated for her. This was one of the secrets of her success – being able to operate, to move and shoot, in what was effectively her own personal bullet-time. In the crucible of combat, her senses got jacked up to maximum sensitivity, and everything around her slowed to a frame-by-frame crawl – in which she could pick and engage targets before they could react, move before she was seen, and think six moves ahead in the high-speed chess game, the lethal geometric dance, that was gunfighting. 
 But there was only one target right now, there was absolutely nowhere for her to move… and all she could think about in this frozen moment was: 
 It was him – and it had been all along. She fucking knew it. She’d known it was him skulking around that mountainside forest. It had been him on the dark side of the Orca in the Stronghold, shooting like a boss – even as his own boss stole P-Zero out from under them. 
 And it was him now. 
 And, utterly beggaring belief, he was about to do the exact same shit he did on the day they first tangled over the south Atlantic, also in dueling helicopters. 
 Ali had let herself get beaten that time. And everyone on her crew had paid a terrible price – all of them killed or grievously wounded, down to the last man. Everyone except her. And even she had ended up lying flat on her back down on the deck, just waiting for the aircraft to hit the Atlantic and come apart, and kill her. Just waiting for what was coming. Well, that wasn’t fucking good enough. It hadn’t been then, and it definitely wasn’t now. 
 And that shit was not happening again. 
 Because, right now, sitting behind Ali were Handon, Fick, Henno, and Reyes – all her brothers, all men she loved. And at their feet lay the key to saving everything that was left of humanity. 
 She jammed her rifle barrel through one of the old bullet holes in the windscreen and aimed across a hundred yards of turbulent air at Vasily’s face, and she shot like she had never shot before – even as she could already see, hear, and feel his incoming rounds landing on and around her. And as she fired, she wondered why the hell he hadn’t just taken out their tail rotor from behind. His rifle was a hell of a lot smaller than 30mm, and there was nothing stopping him. He could have forced them down, with no risk to himself or his aircraft. 
 And then it hit her: this guy didn’t just want them. He didn’t even just want Patient Zero. He wanted her – Ali, personally. That other cocky Spetsnaz bastard they’d captured then executed back in the clearing had been telling the truth before he died. 
 That Vasily was out here looking for her. 
 And now he’d found her. From his backward-flying helicopter, he actually had a more stable firing platform than she did, as she struggled even to get her eye down to her scope, firing out through a bullet hole in a helo windscreen. 
 And as the two master snipers and arch-enemies blasted away at each other across open sky, Ali felt one of his rounds land on her – right in the chest, blunt trauma impact stopped only by her ceramic insert. Struggling to stay upright and keep her weapon online, she threw her bent elbow up in front of her face. 
 Because she knew the headshot was coming next. 
 * * * 
 Firing from up in the cockpit. Shouts, tumult, and the ping of incoming rounds ricocheting off steel. And the Seahawk’s already wobbly flight getting even less steady, fast. 

And, wait – firing? What the fuck was Ali doing up there? 



Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick sat up even straighter on his hard jump seat and looked around the cabin. Everyone was still strapped in – good practice in a helo that was half shot-down already, and now evidently also under attack. But then he thought: 

Wait – this bird can’t go down.

 He knew that – it couldn’t go down because he had to be last. Fick knew it in his bones now, and he had made peace with it. Every one of his Marines was going to go down before him, as they all battled to complete this mission. And he was going to have to watch them fall, one by one – if he didn’t actually send them out to die himself. And he wasn’t going to get the privilege of dying until this shit was finally at an end. 
 He had been cursed to be last man standing. 
 But then he looked across the cabin at Reyes. The big Angeleno looked relaxed and vaguely amused, as he usually did in combat or other mortal peril. He had clearly concluded that either they were going to be shot down, or they weren’t, and all he could usefully do was stay the hell out of the way. 
 And then Fick realized: Reyes was sitting right there beside him in this levitating tin can – one with its own tin-shredding blades built in, just waiting to detach and tear through the airframe, and the even softer human flesh within. And, aside from the two of them, every one of the living MARSOC Marines was back on the carrier right now. And all Fick knew for sure about their status, all he’d been told, was that they were fighting for their lives – and fighting for the life of the ship. For all Fick knew, or could possibly know, they were all dead already. And if they were, then that was it. 
 It would be just him and Reyes left. 
 Fick shook his head, as a ricochet pinged into the bulkhead beside him. And he thought: With my luck, I’ll survive the helo crash – just long enough to see Reyes die horribly and in pain. Just like in that fucked-up dream he’d had in the bomber. 
 But then he thought: No – fuck all that.

 He tore at his safety strap, hefted his rifle, and launched himself toward the cockpit. 
 Because he wasn’t going out like a punk. 
 * * * 
 No sooner had Ali thrown up her forearm in front of her face than the arm took an incoming round, meant to finish the fight by shooting her in the head. And she instantly had cause to regret that they had replaced their bulletproof liquid Kevlar assault suits with these goddamned bite-proof ones. 
 Because now it felt like her radial bone had been shattered. Later, she’d work out that it was just cracked – and that the round had glanced off it and angled up to skate off the top of her helmet – then ricocheted off the bulkhead, finally coming to rest in the pilot’s thigh. Right now all she knew was that her arm erupted in pain, her head snapped back, and Cleveland started hollering. 
 Chaos and madness. 
 But in this moment, Ali mainly regretted that being shot was seriously fucking with her ability to do her own shooting – to engage Vasily out in the other helo. 
 Unbelievably, she was losing this fight to him, again. 
 But now a rifle barrel appeared to the right of her head, coming out of the back and between the two pilot seats. And it started firing. Ali looked back and saw it being operated by Fick. And he wasn’t shooting out of the existing bullet holes in the glass. No, he was just blasting away straight through it, making his own firing ports, like goddamned Robert DeNiro in the bank robbery scene in Heat. 
 He nearly instantly took a round in the chest himself and fell over backward. But he’d bought Ali a priceless second. 
 Or maybe a lifetime. 
 Maybe both. 
 * * * 
 Even as Fick had bolted forward to the cockpit, Henno was unstrapping himself and standing up – and then he started pulling Kevlar panels off the bulkheads. These were lashed there to provide some protection from gunfire to those in back. But they also came off, which was most often helpful after you’d been shot down, and needed to defend the crash site. 
 But now Henno laid these flexible panels over the bagged-up body lying in the middle of the cabin. Then he stood over it, a leg on either side, rising to his full height, standing like David, rifle at the ready. 
 And he thought: Even if we crash and go down in flames, if I can somehow protect the brainstem of this dead bastard… 
 Then Patient Zero wouldn’t be destroyed. 
 Which meant they were still in business. 
 Or whoever was left alive would be. 
 * * * 
 Remaining strapped into his own seat, Reyes had been letting his mind wander – and had been thinking about his daughter. There was this one playground he used to take her to, part of an urban reclamation project in East L.A. It was kind of the one nice place within walking distance of their home – which was in a neighborhood he could afford. Joining the Marine Corps had been an attempt to secure a steadier income. 
 To help build a better life for her. 
 But he had just started to call up that image – the mind, as everyone knew, did crazy shit in combat – when he realized there actually was something useful he could do in this aircraft, other than wait for it to crash, or to not crash. And it was because he saw Handon up on his feet – hauling open the cargo door, snapping into the safety harness, and then hanging his ass halfway out into open air to engage the other helo with his rifle. Reyes probably couldn’t shoot around him. But there was the window on the opposite side. 
 He unstrapped, rose, moved to it – and leaned out as far as he could, rifle first. 
 Initially, he couldn’t see the Black Shark. 
 But then, as it drifted with wind, and gunfire, and the vagaries of backward flight and nose-to-nose combat – there it was. 
 Reyes started firing, as fast as he could pull the trigger. 
 * * * 
 Ali dug down. She fought through the pain in her arm and chest. And she steadied herself and her rifle. She had to make this shot. She had to finish this motherfucker – or they were all finished themselves. But suddenly she realized she didn’t have to do it – not on her own, anyway. She didn’t have to do this alone. 
 Fick was back on his feet – it took a lot to knock him down, and nothing had yet been found that could keep him there – and he was shooting from between the seats again. And Ali couldn’t see it, but with her eerie talent for feeling the battlefield, she knew there was outgoing fire coming from both sides of the airframe. And now it was obvious the others were pitching in. 
 That her brothers were in the fight right alongside her. 
 There were now four weapons engaging the Black Shark – and engaging Vasily, the sonofabitching sniper in its open cockpit. 
 And now Ali remembered an old chestnut. The first rule of gunfights was: “Bring a gun.” But the second was: “Bring all of your friends who have guns.” Some fights you had to face on your own. 
 But most were won or lost as a team. 
 * * * 
 “That’s it,” Nina said, rounds from four rifles pouring in on them now. “We’re done.” She reached across Vasily to close the cowling. 
 “No!” he shouted, still firing and chambering, firing and chambering. She got it, she really did. He had the scent of prey, of his frustratingly resilient arch-enemy. And he wanted to finish her this time. 
 But in the last two seconds at least two incoming rounds had found their way into the open window and ricocheted around in the goddamned cockpit with them. And, unlike the Apache, Ali’s old ride, the Black Shark had a single cockpit for both pilot and gunner. And as bloodthirsty and hard-bitten as Nina was, she wasn’t enthusiastic about being shot to death in her own aircraft. 
 At least not just so Vasily could have his prize. 
 She broke off their attack. 
 * * * 
 The incoming fire stopped, and Ali saw the Black Shark pull the equivalent of a bootlegger turn – first breaking to one side, then spinning around to face forward, and blasting off ahead, going north, without ever really slowing. Ali almost didn’t even know how the pilot did that. And she didn’t care. 
 Because now she felt their own helo starting to spin. 
 Looking over, she instantly knew why. Cleveland was dead – his chin lay on his blood-splashed chest, lifeless feet on the pedals. Somewhere in all that chaos, Vasily had shot him to death. 

This has been a tough campaign for helo pilots, she thought. 
 She quickly took over the controls from the left-side seat and brought them out of the spin, the wound in her left forearm throbbing. But even as she leveled them out, something exploded behind and overhead. This could have been the engines. It could have been the transmission or the drive train. It didn’t matter. Because they were losing power and the controls were becoming unresponsive. 
 She knew she had to put them on the deck – fast. 
 But even as she started to do so, what really tortured her brain, what she really didn’t understand, but desperately needed to, was this: was it just because they were in a half-dead aircraft, finally giving up the ghost, after too much strain? Or had a stray round hit something vital enough to put it in its grave? 
 Or else, worst of all… had Vasily shot intentionally, perfectly, some part of the aircraft they couldn’t do without – perhaps even when he flew by them the first time – but that wouldn’t take effect right away? As if he had lit a fuze to take them down. One that had enough time on it for him to try to kill her first. 
 Ali resigned herself to the thought that she might go to her grave without ever knowing the answer. And it didn’t really matter anyway. She snapped back to her task, and shouted over her shoulder to those in back to brace for impact. 
 The grim brown body of Somalia raced up at them. 



 Take it up the Tailpipe 
 On Board the Jingle Bus 
 At the same instant Ali was staring into her doom, Juice was bus-surfing. He’d done stupid shit like this as a teenager, climbing out on the roofs of moving cars, like the goddamned idiot adolescent he had been. This time he was at least sitting down, cross-legged, and not standing up with bent knees like some half-assed Point Break reject. 
 But somehow he didn’t feel any smarter now. 
 Because not only did he have to keep from tumbling off the roof of this rickety-ass bus as it bounced over the series of escalating ruts that passed for roads in Somalia. But he had to do it while spotting non-stop for a pilotless jet fighter coming in from the north. And then he’d have to keep a tiny laser dot on it long enough for another unmanned aircraft coming from the opposite direction to land a Hellfire on it – from five miles away. It might be a little less than that. But it wasn’t gonna be much less. Because, checking his watch, squinting against the wind, he saw it was either going to get there at the last possible second. 
 Or, more likely, get there a little too late. 
 And if this crazy-ass plan Baxter dreamed up didn’t work, then Juice was going to be spotting instead for a small missile coming in at them at 1,000mph. And then he would try to leap off the moving bus before the missile impacted. Because the explosion made by an incoming Hellfire made the road-rash from landing on pavement at ninety miles per hour look like a pretty good outcome. 
 Scanning the sky, Juice hit his radio. “Baxter, update.” 

“Pred is twelve miles out.”

 Juice didn’t need to ask for an updated ETA. He could work out on his own that even at its top speed, with the little lawnmower engine in that thing, it was going to be more than three minutes until it got within range. 
 Something appeared out on the horizon. 
 At first it was just a tiny silver speck. But Juice put his eye to his scope, struggling to hold it steady, and the speck resolved as the UCAV. And it was low, under 500 feet, which was something. But it was also probably going five times as fast as the Pred, and coming straight at them. So even if the Russian pilot held his fire much longer than he needed to… 
 The Pred wasn’t going to make it in time. 
 * * * 
 Baxter tried to project his brain waves through the screen, staring daggers at the ground spooling out in front of the Pred, willing it to go faster. But the old first-generation UAV was still winging its way toward them at its totally inadequate top speed. 
 He sat, as Juice had suggested, in the last seat in the back, beside the emergency exit, which he had already unlocked. He spared a nervous look up toward the front – and wondered if he should be up there supervising al-Sif. He’d just have to trust him to do his job. 
 Juice popped up in his ear. “Baxter – we’re out of time. You’ve got to launch the missile.”

 He checked the range. “Still six miles out!” 

“We’ll all be dead by the time it’s five. But maybe the UCAV will close the distance while the missile’s in the air.”

 Baxter shook his head at no one. “If we do, we’ll definitely be dead before it closes the distance – we’re driving away from the Pred, with the UCAV coming in from the opposite direction! Do the geometry. If we fire now, there’s no place the UCAV and us intersect that’s any closer to the Pred than we are right now! The missile will splash down after five miles – and definitely south of us.” 

“Goddammit.”

 “Listen – you’ve just got to keep the UCAV off us for… another seventy-some seconds.” 

“Fuck. Out.”

 * * * 
 Only one remotely decent thing was happening that Juice could see from the top of the bus: the approaching UCAV hadn’t released a munition yet. It could have done so long before Juice ever saw it. But it seemed it hadn’t. Maybe they wanted a good look at what they were about to blow into jingle-bus bolognese. 
 Juice already had his magnifying sight flipped up behind his holographic red-dot EOTech. It was only 3x magnification, but it was something. And since the bus and the UCAV were coming straight at each other, he was able to keep the drone in his sights, more or less. Not steady, not in the middle, but there. He also knew there was no way he was taking this jet-powered stealth aircraft down with small-arms fire. But there was actually one thing he could think of that might have a prayer of working. 
 He targeted the sensor ball underneath, which also held its targeting laser – which the laser seeker in the nosecone of the Hellfire would detect and ride in on. If he could somehow destroy that, any missile it launched would be flying blind. 
 He started taking the most carefully aimed shots he could – from a bouncing bus, and at a stealth drone flying at low subsonic speed. He squeezed off 15 rounds before he reached an unavoidable conclusion: they weren’t landing anywhere near the sensor ball. He couldn’t even see any impacts, any misses, that he could use to adjust. 
 But then he did see something: an exhaust backwash behind it. It was a Hellfire launching from out of the weapons bay in the drone’s belly. The three of them on the bus were now seconds away from immolation. 
 Juice got ready to jump for it. 
 Then he had one last idea – even more batshit-crazy than all the prior ones put together. It was something Baxter had said, about clouds or smoke messing with the laser-targeting. Juice knew the way that worked was by masking the scattering of laser radiation off the target. With nothing coming back to the laser seeker in the missile, it would have no way to find the target. 
 Juice yanked that smoke grenade from his belt where he had hooked it for easy access. He pulled the pin. Then he got on his stomach and slithered out to the edge of the roof, then out past it – half his torso sticking over, and the hand with the grenade held over and down, stuck right into the windshield. 
 And as the smoke grenade sputtered to life in a shower of sparks, and started spewing thick white clouds, he tried to make it cover the front of the bus. Even as he did this, he shook his head at the idiocy of it. He had basically just made himself the hood ornament on what was about to be a vehicle-interdiction drone strike. 

Let them speak well of me, he thought. 

For being the world’s last biggest dumbass… 





 * * * 
 Al-Sif kept the pedal down, little bells rolling and jingling at his feet – and he worked to keep the bus steady, as Baxter had instructed. The bearded one was up on the roof now, and he was evidently the only thing that was going to save them. It was unlike al-Sif to trust in others – anyone other than himself. 
 But here was the thing: back in the forest, at that crashed helicopter, the bearded dude had said he had a plan for holding off the Russians, and keeping the three of them from being overrun and killed. And he had done what he said he was going to do, and it had worked – but only after al-Sif threw his lot in with them, and got in the fight. 
 They had survived, and prevailed. 
 Now, as the driver’s seat of the bouncing bus pummeled his ass through the torn cushion, and he gripped the steering wheel with all his strength, it was hard for him not to conclude: 

Maybe this is a team worth being a part of.

 Certainly more so than the dipshits in al-Shabaab. He had always felt an affinity with the American operators – their skills, their resolve, the way everything they did was reality-based. He liked these guys. Maybe he just needed to get over himself. He would keep driving, and he would fight, if it came to that again. 
 He would try to do his best for this team. 
 So when the bearded face appeared at the top of the windshield, upside down, and white smoke started spewing out and whipping away in the slipstream, and the lips in the beard mouthed, Slow the fuck down…!, al-Sif did just that – and he even took care to brake smoothly, to keep Juice from rocketing off the front of the bus. 
 Very soon, with less air blasting by, the smoke started thickening up. Soon al-Sif couldn’t see a damned thing. 
 But he kept driving. 
 * * * 
 Way in back, squinting into the screen of the mini-GCS, Baxter had the Predator’s optics zoomed all the way in on the approaching UCAV, as both drones raced toward each other at their top speeds. 
 This was all happening in the space of a few seconds – the flight time of the UCAV’s incoming Hellfire. But Baxter had seen it launch off its rails, heading unerringly toward them… but then suddenly its flight path got squiffy and confused, and it looked like it had no idea where it was going. 
 The smoke barrage on the face of the bus was working. 
 But it also looked like the Hellfire was going to miss high and long, overshooting them. And the bus was still slowing – which meant it might not be so high and long after all. 
 “Accelerate!” he shouted toward the front. “Faster – go, go!” 
 Al-Sif complied – hastened by Baxter’s sense of urgency. 
 He jammed the accelerator into the floor. 
 * * * 
 Juice didn’t know the jingle bus had it in it. After slowing to something like school-zone speed, now it bucked, its engine wound all the way up, and it accelerated like a Ducati. Maybe it had this spare power so it could haul around eighty Somalis with chickens in their laps. And since he was by no means expecting this, Juice slid backward on his belly toward the rear, arms flailing, digging in like a climber trying to self-arrest. 
 But he never reached the back edge of the roof. 
 Because the bus then swerved violently to the right – and tossed Juice off the left side and away like he was a flaming turd. As he flew through open air, he neither saw nor heard, but only felt, the passage of the incoming Hellfire rip through the air between him and the bus, maybe a few feet above them both. 
 It exploded in the road less than 100 feet behind them – just outside its lethal blast range, a fact Juice was grateful for as he hit the dirt with his shoulder and started rolling and tumbling at 60mph, the heat and overpressure from the blast chasing him, as the ground and his own weapon pummeled him senseless. 
 Somehow, his dumbass smoke camouflage trick had worked. 
 When he finally rolled to a stop in the mud, his vision was literally spinning from all the high-speed rotation. But he could see the bus was intact – because it was still racing up the road, leaving him behind. And as his head involuntarily ticked from side to side, following his spinning vision, he heard a roar overhead – and looked up and focused long enough to see the UCAV blasting by, still going the opposite direction. But it immediately pulled a 180-degree banking turn, straightened up, and fell in behind the fleeing bus. 
 It was coming in for another attack run. 
 Baxter popped up in his ringing ear. “Juice! Munition is away! Repeat, our Hellfire is away!”

 He tried to stand up. When that didn’t work, and he wobbled and fell back on his ass, he figured God was telling him to sit his ass down. He slid his left hand out on his barrel rail to check if the laser designator was still on – or even still there. It was, on both counts. He brought the weapon to his shoulder. 
 And he tried to sight in on the tail of the UCAV. 
 Within seconds, the next Hellfire – their own, launched by Baxter from the Pred – zipped over Juice’s head. Battling to hold his rifle and laser steady, he bucked himself up with some good old smack talking. 
 “Take it up the tailpipe, Ivan!” 
 One second later, a brilliant explosion erupted over the road in the middle distance. Not lowering his rifle, Juice squinted to make it out. Yeah. It was definitely over the road – too high to be the bus. His improvised laser-targeting had worked. 
 The UCAV was toast, falling from the sky in flaming pieces. 
 * * * 
 Juice just lay back in the dirt and let Somalia spin around him, a little slower with each revolution. He had some injuries from his tumble off the bus. But he was too loopy to deal with them. When he felt as much as heard the bus rolling back down from the north, he weakly raised his right arm from the dirt to hail them over. 
 He heard the schoolbus-style door whoosh open. And then he saw Baxter’s face, expression serious, lean in over his. 
 “Oh, good,” Juice said. “You’re back.” 
 “Come on,” Baxter said, clasping his hand to help him up. “Cadaver One’s been shot down.” 
 “What?” 
 “And the Spetsnaz convoy is going to catch them.” 
 Juice blinked several times. “How do you know that?” 
 “Because we’ve got drone coverage again.” 
 “Ah.” 
 “We’ve also still got one Hellfire left. So come on! Come on!” 
 Juice didn’t have the strength to say it, but as he let Baxter haul him to his feet, he hoped his expression said it all: 

Oh, yeah? Well, I’m not doing that lasing while bus-surfing shit again…




 Lightning Bolts Out of Their Asses 
 JFK – Bridge 
 “Kapitán, the island is secure – every level except their Ops Center. All entrances and stairwells are strongpointed and wired to blow.” 
 “Very good.” Captain Leonov, the Spetsnaz mission commander, knew it had been a long shot at best on taking their Combat Information Center – which would be the most secure compartment on the ship. But it didn’t matter. With the bridge taken, and with positive control of the vessel, plus all external and internal communications systems destroyed or seized, there was little the carrier’s ops staff could do to affect events. 
 And definitely not before it was too late. 
 Leonov went back to his radio, and to fielding updates from his teams across the ship. Their take-down was going well – but it wasn’t in the bag yet. His next call was from the team tasked with taking the ship’s magazine, and armory. 
 “Report.” 

“Sir, it’s as you thought – the magazine is a bare cupboard. No Sparrows, no thirty-mil.”

 Leonov nodded. He knew it – the Kennedy had been defenseless from the beginning. No anti-ballistic missiles, no rounds for their Phalanx close-in weapon system – an inferior version of their own Kashtan multi-barrel autocannon. 

On the other hand, Leonov considered, their Phalanxes are still on the right side of the water, unlike our Kashtans. 



But the carrier was going to make an entirely decent replacement for their sunken battlecruiser. Not nearly as fearsome. But the ability to launch and recover fixed-wing aircraft would be of enormous utility. And the nuclear reactors, and desalination plant, were priceless. 
 And Leonov was self-aware enough to know there was a personal aspect to this – for all of them on this mission. Like everyone on his team, he couldn’t deny that taking the Kennedy, and putting its crew to the sword, would go a long way toward salving the bad wound to their pride from losing the Admiral Nakhimov. The gigantic warship had been a floating symbol of their national greatness, their indomitability, the fact that they were stronger than death, stronger even than the end of the world. And for the Naval Spetsnaz brigade assigned to it, it had been their fortress, from which they rode out to conquer and destroy their enemies. 
 Until it wasn’t – and it was suddenly at the bottom of the ocean. 
 The shock of this to the men couldn’t be overstated. But the response was equally obvious: make the Americans pay – in blood, and many times over. And take back what had been taken from them: a gigantic nuclear-powered warship to sail the seas of the post-Apocalypse, until Russia could reclaim its glory, and rule the world. 
 “And the armory?” 
 There was a short pause on the other end that bespoke the angst of a Spetsnaz operator having to deliver bad news. “We don’t hold it. It’s being defended by a significant enemy force.”

 “MARSOC Marines?” 

“No.”

 “Naval Security Forces?” 
 Another pause. “They look like regular sailors. But they substantially outnumber us, and they’re well armed and well organized.”

 “I don’t give a shit if they’re ten feet tall and firing lightning bolts out of their assholes. They’re almost certainly all barbers and electrician’s mates. Are the four of you on your feet?” 
 The man on the other end declined to report his one WIA – namely himself. “Da, Kapitán.”

 “Then you should be able to cut through an arbitrary number of those cockerels. Just hit them hard, they’ll panic and fold, then hunt them down and roll them up.” 

“Da, Kapitán.”

 “And be advised, Leytenánt. We’re getting reports of armed sailors all over the damned ship – armed with big-ass hybrid assault rifles. I’ve got one guess where they’re getting them from. This is on you. Fix it.” 
 Leonov put down the radio, picked up his binoculars, and looked out the front screens. And, right on time, there it was – the fin, breaching the surface of the gulf. And coming in fast. 
 Very soon, their take-down would be in the bag. 
 * * * 
 Parlett, Roy, and two other militia, all that could realistically fit shoulder-to-shoulder in the passageway outside the armory, were hunkered down behind their barricade of crates and holding the line. They were squared off against the four-man Spetsnaz team that held the magazine, forty yards away down the hall. 
 Enough militia, veterans of the flight deck battle, were still turning up, looking to arm themselves, that when someone on the line got hit – and it had happened twice – they could be replaced. It had become a stand-off with the Russians, both sides staying under cover and shooting at targets of opportunity. A couple of times, a sailor had used his hybrid rifle to launch a 25mm grenade down at them. But using a grenade launcher in a small steel passageway belowdecks seemed like an invitation to disaster. In any case, the American sailors weren’t counting on this stand-off to last. Parlett figured the only reason Spetsnaz weren’t attacking was they were now significantly outnumbered. 
 And the defenders had finally gotten organized. 
 Armour was inside, coordinating the distribution of weapons and ammo. She had fallen into a leadership role without quite intending to, or thinking too much about it. People just responded to her. Now she was making sure everyone got the weapons they were trained on, and enough ammo – but not too much. 
 Militia members continued to pour in from their rear to get tooled up – and then, covered by the defenders outside, rushed back out in small groups to try to strongpoint, reinforce, or retake various parts of the ship. Those with radios were following the instructions of CIC who, still trapped in the island, were nevertheless moving pieces around the board like a grandmaster playing several games of speed chess at once. But it was high-stakes speed chess, where every piece taken was a human life lost, and getting check-mated or running out of time meant forfeiting everything. 
 Losing the ship and everyone on it. 
 But the ship-wide defense was finally self-organizing – much of it made possible by the quick-thinking and courage of Armour and her brothers taking and holding the armory. 
 But then… then the rush came. They should have known Spetsnaz weren’t going to be content with a stand-off. Armour dropped the handful of magazines she was digging out of a crate and ducked down, as pummeling noise and flame blossomed outside the hatch, and sparks bounced off the bulkheads. 
 Something was exploding in the passageway. 
 She hefted her rifle and ran toward the point of maximum violence and danger. When she got to the barricade, everyone – Parlett, Roy, and the two others – was down on the deck. 
 And the Russians were charging down the hall. 
 * * * 
 The hospital was also still under siege. And when next Spetsnaz assaulted inside, there would be no counter-assault in their rear. They had eliminated that threat – killing, wounding, or driving off Browning and his NSF team. And this, their next attack, would be less sudden and more deliberate – but no less violent and aggressive. 
 And this time their target had a hatch that wouldn’t shut. 
 They didn’t need to blow up the barricade. They simply shoved it over and through, knocking everything to the deck behind. And through that opening came the next grenade volley. And this time not all of them landed out in front of the cover the defenders sheltered behind. Some of them landed behind it. 
 Screams and groans followed the percussive series of explosions as hospital personnel, pretty much all untrained combatants, had their bodies pummeled and torn by grenades exploding way too close, yet still tried to get up and get their 9mm peashooters in the fight. 
 Sergeant Patrick popped instantly from his position, anchoring the right of their line, and started firing – in quarters this brutally close, it was hard for either side to miss, but a lot of rounds were plunking into body armor, including side plates – but now the attackers had cover of their own: the pieces of the barricade they had knocked down. And some of them used it to lay down covering fire while others bounded forward. 
 Patrick, even while ducking back down to reload, realized that one invader was punching straight through the middle of their line – and was about one second away from flanking Walker on her left, which meant he was two seconds from killing her. Patrick broke cover and intercepted the guy, engaging him with a rapid grouping into his side. The man went down, but so did Patrick, hit once in the hip and once in the shoulder by one of the attackers under cover near the hatch, and to his right. 
 And now he was trapped out in the open. His only cover was another body, and he huddled up behind it. But with him serving as the local object of fixation for the attackers, Walker did something Patrick never would have expected – she broke cover and raced straight into the teeth of the assault, on the left side. With the defenders distracted, she scrabbled up into the lee of a crate that was now part of their line. Patrick brought his weapon up over his body and covered her. The guy on the other side of the crate, not three feet away from her, ducked down. 
 And then, to Patrick’s considerable astonishment, Walker reached up and simply slid the barrel of her shotgun up on top of the crate. Then she locked eyes with Lovell. He took one hand from his weapon to make a nudging motion to the left. She adjusted her aim. The guy behind the crate started to peek up and out. Patrick nodded once. 
 Walker pulled her trigger. 
 The top half of the man’s face disappeared. 
 She retrieved the weapon, pumped the slide, and started sliding shells into the loading port, her back up against cover. At this, the wounded NSF guy, Toussaint, popped and started putting out fire. But he rocketed backward as he took a round in the face from a Spetsnaz guy who had his position zeroed, and had simply been waiting for him. 
 Patrick threw his last two grenades over what was now Spetsnaz’s barricade. And that did it. They retreated back into the passageway. 
 The defenders had driven them off a second time. 
 But they had paid a heavy price for it. 
 Patrick dragged himself back behind cover, where he immediately found himself inches from the staring dead eyes of Toussaint. As he reloaded his own weapon, he couldn’t resist shouting over to Walker: “Sucks to be Kurt Cobain over there.” 
 “What?” she shouted back. 
 “Never mind.” Now Patrick need to focus on wrapping up his own wounds enough to stop the bleeding. When next they came, there’d be no time – and there would be no stopping them. 
 Not here, anyway. They were going to have to fall back. 
 * * * 
 “Holy fucking shit,” someone in CIC muttered. 
 Thinking, Okay, what the hell now? LT Campbell moved to that station – one of the two displaying CCTV video feeds from all over the ship. Right now this one was cycled to a camera on the outside of the island, which pointed straight ahead up the length of the flight deck and out to sea. The ensign controlling the feeds had been trying to figure out where the ever-loving hell the Russians were taking them. But now he saw something he wouldn’t have expected in a thousand boardings by Naval Spetsnaz. 
 There was something in the water, just visible, way out ahead of them. 
 “Zoom,” Campbell said, hunching over his shoulder. “Zoom, damn you.” The ensign complied. 
 And then they could both see it. 
 “Put it up, center screen.” 
 It went up overhead – and now everyone could see it. 
 And there could be no mistaking it now. It was a submarine, breaching the ocean surface. And it sure as hell wasn’t theirs – it wasn’t the Washington, the strike group’s Virginia-class fast attack sub. No, that would have been like mistaking a rodeo bull for your pet schnauzer. 
 “Profile,” Campbell barked. She turned and looked behind her. “Profile the enemy surface contact, dammit.” 
 The ensign responsible for this was having to eyeball it. “Akula-class, ma’am.” 
 Campbell exhaled and sagged slightly. She already knew it. She’d just been hoping she was wrong. But of course she could see it herself now, perfectly well. The Russian Akula (or “Shark”) nuclear-powered attack sub was, by a comfortable margin, the largest submarine ever built by man. It went 175 meters long – just shy of two football fields – and displaced 48,000 tons, with a normal complement of 160 crew. When the first boat of this class had appeared at the tail end of the Cold War, it had shaken everyone in U.S. naval surface warfare. No one had expected the Soviets to be able to produce such a vessel for at least another ten years. 
 And absolutely no one had been in any hurry to fight one. 
 As Campbell straightened up and walked around the row of stations to stand beneath the overhead display, she considered the aptness of this class designation. The gigantic sonofabitch really did look like Jaws, moving half-submerged through the water – as fast and terrifying as it was huge, and dwarfing all other submarines just as the great white dwarfed other sharks. 
 But as big as it was, they had never seen it coming. Campbell knew it must have been lurking outside their sonar detection range of about 100 kilometers. But now it was breached, the submariner equivalent of full frontal nudity. And there wasn’t a goddamned thing the Kennedy could do about it. 
 “Enemy surface contact is making ten knots, CBDR.” 
 “Yeah, I can see that,” Campbell snapped. Constant bearing, decreasing range. Coming straight at them. 
 And then it got worse. 
 Campbell leaned forward, squinted, and said, “More zoom.” But that was it, there was no more. It was only a CCTV camera, not meant for surveilling enemy vessels. Nonetheless, everyone in CIC could see what was happening. 
 Figures were spilling out of the sub’s hatches and mustering on the sprawling deck, even as water continued to sheet off it. Campbell had exactly one guess who those people were: more goddamned Naval Spetsnaz. And even if they were only regular sailors, they were all armed. 
 And there were soon two hundred of them forming up into ranks. Campbell figured it must have been pretty damn tight with all of them down inside that thing. But it didn’t matter. Because when that sub reached the Kennedy, and reinforced the substantial force already kicking their asses… 
 They were well and truly done. 



 Come and Have a Go 
 JFK – Armory 
 With zero hesitation, Seaman Alisa Armour rushed into the breach, and the carnage and chaos outside the ship’s armory. As best she could tell in the two seconds it took her to get there, the Spetsnaz soldiers down the hall had fired smart grenades over the top of their barricade, behind which Parlett and Roy, and two other militia members, had been taking cover and holding the line. She was able to work this out because she had been trained in the use of the smart grenade launcher on her own weapon, the XM-29. What that thing had done to rampaging zombies was hugely gratifying. 
 But what it had just done to her four teammates made her eyes slit and her blood chill in her veins. They were all down on the deck in a tangle of limbs and weapons, a horrifying and bloody mess. There was some movement, so someone had survived. But she couldn’t tell the wounded from the dead, and it didn’t matter anyway, because as much as it wrung her heart, she had to ignore them for now. 
 Right now, their entire line was down. And if they were overrun, everyone was going to die – not just the wounded. 
 She launched herself out the hatch and turned to the front, but before she could square up, a big armored body crashed into her. 
 They were already being overrun. 
 She was knocked to the deck with the big Russian on top of her, and both slid backward from the momentum of his leap over the barricade, their rifles skewing between them at strange angles. Her own eyes wide, Armour could see the flecked green of her attacker’s, inches away, like lovers in an intimate embrace. And it was intimate – one of them was going to kill the other in the next few seconds. And Armour didn’t see how it was going to be her doing the killing. 
 But she had to try. 
 She dragged her right hand through their crushed-together vests, got it around her pistol, flipped the thumb break— 
 But she was already too late. 
 Before she could get her weapon free, the Russian had his knife clear from a vest scabbard and was bringing it around toward her throat. Her breath went away as she realized: this was it. She was done. 
 This was where her story ended. 
 But then a whole other body crashed into the descending knife hand, wrenching the arm around and half pulling the Russian off her. Even as he flashed by, Armour could see it was Parlett. He was alive. He was a bloody awful mess, but he was alive. And he had just kept her that way for another few seconds. 
 The Russian used Parlett’s momentum to fling him away, intending to deal with him later, then fell back down on Armour, eyes inches from hers again, knife flashing up and around. 
 But now it was his eyes that went wide as he felt the muzzle of her pistol jam into the bottom of his jaw. Parlett had bought her the two seconds she needed. She held the man’s gaze as she pulled the trigger. Chunks of his brain exited out a hole in the top of his helmet, and he slumped forward as Armour was coated in gore. 
 But at least it was non-infectious gore – for once. 

Small blessings, she thought, pushing the body off her. 
 * * * 
 Down in the nuclear reactor control room, Captain Martin stood his post – or, rather, sat it. He still couldn’t stand, his legs totally unresponsive after getting shot low in the belly by the Spetsnaz infiltrator. But he still held the compartment. 
 As he waited for someone to come – either to relieve him, or to relieve him of his life and his burdens – he thought about the one working nuclear reactor on this vessel. He had shut both of them down, to stop the Zealots crashing the ship into the coast of Virginia – and then personally broke one of them, pretty much for the duration, trying to get it started ahead of the incoming storm of the dead. Yeah, Commander Drake had ordered him to try it, even after he told him it was a terrible idea. 
 But it had been a terrible idea because Martin didn’t know what the hell he was doing. He hadn’t been up to the job. So even aside from being in charge of engineering, he felt a sharp sense of responsibility for the one working reactor. The lives of everyone on the ship depended on it. Without it, there was no power, no propulsion – and no drinking water, when the desalination plant shut down. 
 They would all be dead in days. 
 So it weighed terribly on him to know that if this reactor got turned off, or spiked, or otherwise damaged, they might never get it running again. And the JFK would be out of the fight – forever. And now the only thing between that reactor and the invaders was a lone British officer, one who couldn’t even stand, armed only with pistols, and growing weaker by the minute from blood loss. 
 He was also an Englishman – one who was growing afraid. Not for the loss of his life. 
 But of failing in his duty. 
 He only realized his head had started to loll when something moved in his visual field, causing him to jerk upright, his adrenaline spiking and his senses spooling up. 
 It was two dark and heavily armed figures, stepping smoothly through the hatch, one going left, the other right. And it was only because Martin was down on the deck, and motionless, that they took a second to spot him. He made the most of that second – shooting the one on the right ten times, dropping him to the deck, and driving the other back out the hatch with the remaining six rounds in the mag. 
 Feeling like Mr. Orange in Reservoir Dogs, he limply let the empty mag drop out the pistol and into the blood pool before him, then tried to seat a new one from the pile in his lap. But before he could get it lined up, two grenades tumbled in the open hatch. One landed beside him, and he tossed it back, his strength and dexterity somehow dialing up when they absolutely had to. The other landed behind a bank of stations. He rolled over and away from it and covered up. 
 Both munitions went off – one outside, one inside. 
 The latter left a deafening ringing in his ears, and a seeming inability to get his breath. He figured the explosion had used up all the local oxygen. And he had plenty of problems already, without being unable to breathe. 
 But it was no good wishing things were different. As he wheezed, he sat back up and managed to get the pistol reloaded. As he did, he discovered some unexpected good news: he was starting to get some feeling back in his legs. Maybe it was just swelling around his spine from the bullet lodged in his back. 
 Maybe he wasn’t paralyzed. 
 Then again, his relief was short-lived when he reflected that he was probably going to die in the next few minutes anyway. Keeping one eye on the hatch, he catalogued his remaining ammo. No worries there. When no one came for him, he arched his eyebrows and thought that maybe the grenade he threw back had done its work. Then again, he was pretty sure there’d be more of them. 

Come and have a go, he thought. 

If you think you’re hard enough.

 * * * 
 Armour holstered her precious and now life-saving M9 pistol, got her hands around her rifle, and started to climb back up and into the fight. And when she looked back, she realized: everyone had followed her out that hatch – without hesitation. They had all raced to her aid, going into what looked like death and destruction in the passageway, with the defenders slaughtered and piled up, and attackers overrunning the barricade. 
 The others had seen Armour go out without fear. So they did no less. And now they were the ones rampaging. Instead of climbing to her feet, Armour crab-crawled away, to make room for the people spilling out. They were needed – because the remaining three Russian attackers had not backed down or laid off for a second. They were still coming hard. 
 The result was toe-to-toe fighting, a smash-mouth gunfight in a phone booth. It was a bunch of people shooting each other to death from three feet away. Armour saw one of her guys go down from a headshot, another with his body armor blown away, a third, a fourth. But that was it. And when it was over, with everyone still left alive deaf from the non-stop pummeling gunfire in the tiny space – the XM-29s had no suppressors – there were still plenty of defenders standing. 
 And four Russians lay dead on the deck. 
 The field was theirs. 
 * * * 
 Running back to the lab from the front of the hospital, toting his big ruck, now almost empty of ammo, Sergeant Lovell heard a familiar voice call out to him. Looking across, he saw it was Corporal Raible – laid up in his hospital bed, with third-degree burns and only one and a half legs. Lovell had known he was there, had come and visited him several times, in fact. But in his single-minded urgency to get to Dr. Park and protect him, and then to resupply the defenders, he had walked right by him twice. 
 Lovell still had serious shit to do, but he couldn’t ignore his brother wounded warrior, so he dashed over. It turned out Raible wasn’t calling him over for a chat, and had serious shit to do himself. “Give me a weapon,” he said. 
 Without hesitation Lovell drew his MARSOC CQBP .45, reversed it, and handed it over. Raible looked like shit, but his eyes were bright, and his grip steady when he took hold of it. Lovell pulled all four of his pistol mags and laid them on the bed near Raible’s left hand. He looked over at the door to the lab, barely ten feet away. 
 “You know who’s in there?” 
 “Yeah. I know.” 
 “It’s your fire watch,” Lovell said seriously. And he meant it. Plenty of Marines had taken on duties while wounded worse than Raible – though never had those duties been so important. Lovell squeezed Raible’s arm. “Get some,” he said, rising. 
 He returned to the lab and shut the hatch. Inside, he could see Sarah still in the corner with her satphone to one ear and a finger in the other. Park and Close had finished packing up their research – laptops, samples, and slides. Almost all of their work was on Park’s laptop anyway, which was in its satchel, looped diagonally over his shoulder. But Park was also standing over the photocopier-sized gene sequencer – the one Wesley had brought back from Jizan. “We’ve got to take this,” he said. 
 “What?” Lovell’s expression said he thought Park was nuts. 
 Park crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Men died getting this for me.” 
 “Sunken cost fallacy,” Lovell said. “Those guys are dead – whether or not we all get killed over it now.” 
 “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” Park said. “But I need this device to finish the vaccine. And I can shave days off by doing it wherever we are, and before we get back to Britain. And days count.” 

Okay, fuck it, Lovell thought. We’re already carrying a damned boat.

 He turned over his ruck, dumping out the remaining ammo and ordnance. As he pulled the mouth of it around the sequencer, and Park lifted it up, it looked like it was just going to fit. But it was going to be heavier than hell, and Lovell only hoped the straps would hold – not to mention that he would, underneath them. 
 As they performed this operation, Sarah put her phone away and returned to the group. “I do know what’s going to happen now.” 
 “Oh, yeah?” Lovell said. “What?” 
 “I know where we’re going.” She nodded at Park. “Where we’ve got to get him to.” 

If we can even get the hell out, Lovell mentally amended. 
 He tried the weight of the pack. It was a sonofabitch. 
 * * * 
 Armour climbed to her feet amid the carnage. Everyone left was looking to her – all except the badly wounded, and those caring for them. There were so many bodies down in this tiny stretch of passageway there was almost no room to stand. She could also see their makeshift barricade had basically been destroyed by the incoming volley of smart grenades and the hand-to-hand fighting. 
 She assigned two guys to rebuild it, and supervised moving the wounded inside, while the others reloaded, topped up on ammo, and tried to get their breath back. When they’d consolidated, Armour took stock. Looking around, she could see that something like three-quarters of the small arms in the armory had been handed out, to groups of sailors who now roamed the ship, making themselves dangerous to the invaders. And the inflow of militia guys looking for weapons had slowed to a trickle. 
 When a hand touched her elbow, she turned – and was shocked to see Parlett on his feet. He looked like he had been spray-painted with blood, but his wounds had been bound up, and it must have looked worse than it was, because he was holding a weapon – not to mention standing upright. 
 “What now?” he asked. 
 She decided in that moment. “Now we go. It’s time.” 
 “Where to?” 
 “To find the Marines.” It was the Marines who had led the militia in the flight deck battle. And while Armour and her teammates had just proven they could fight on their own, she knew they were going to need real combat leadership to take the ship back. 
 “Where the hell are they?” Parlett was voicing a doubt everyone had. The Marines were supposed to be, if not the first, then the most furious line of defense for the ship. And they were nowhere to be seen. 
 Someone said, “I heard they were mustering on the hangar deck.” 
 Armour looked around until she found someone with a radio. “Get on the horn with CIC. See if you can verify that.” 
 But she didn’t wait for confirmation. Instead she assigned two sailors to stay and guard the remaining weapons in the armory, as well as the wounded and their caregivers. And then she led the remainder of them out – a dozen militia looking to get their guns in the fight. 
 No one hesitated a second before following her. 
 And she never had to look back to know they were. 



 The Lost Convoy 
 Northwest Somalia 
 The lost convoy. That’s how Homer was coming to think of it. Of course it was nothing like the original lost convoy of Black Hawk Down fame – which had battled through the streets of Mogadishu, taking heavier and heavier casualties, until one of Homer’s forebears in the SOF community lamented, “We’re going to keep driving around until we’re all fucking dead.” 
 By comparison, this convoy’s trials in Somalia had been mere annoyances. First they’d trailed the team in the Seahawk, heading south for the Stronghold – and then, after the helo was shot down, went racing for the crash site. Not long after, Handon had told them to reverse direction and head for Djibouti. And now that they were nearly there, he was back on the radio, telling them to turn around yet again. 
 This was just as they crossed over the final bridge, and last swollen river, before the Djibouti border. The airport itself was only seven or eight clicks beyond. And the two vehicles with their six occupants – Jake, Noise, Zack, and the recovered Kate, leading in the gun truck; Homer and Pred trailing in the Land Cruiser – were finally making good time. Predator, driving the SUV, sighed with relief as they rumbled off the bridge and onto solid mud – no guarantee any of these bridges was going to hold them – when Homer took Handon’s call. 

“Yeah, Homer – we need you guys to turn around again.”

 “No problem,” Homer said, displaying that easygoing and get-it-done SEAL attitude in the face of shifting mission priorities. “What’s our new tasking?” 

“Come pick us up. We got shot down again.”

 Homer slightly wanted to ask: Seriously? Again? But of course Handon was virtually always serious. He didn’t have the kind of job that let him indulge in a lot of hijinks. 
 “Roger that. Wait one.” Homer switched channels and hailed the lead vehicle. “Jake, we’re turning around – stop your vehicle.” Brake lights were the only acknowledgement he needed, or got. Pred was already slowing them way down, and as the Land Cruiser rumbled over vegetation in the verge, Homer flipped back to Handon. “What’s your location?” 
 Handon read out a grid reference, which Homer keyed into a handheld GPS and passed over to Pred, who jammed the accelerator – launching them straight back toward the bridge they’d just crossed. 
 But then Handon said: “One more thing. There’s a Russian attack helo, that Ka-50, still flying. And it might be headed your way.”

 “Copy that. We’ll see you shortly. Three out.” 
 Homer opened the sunroof, and climbed half out of it with his rifle. And he got busy scanning the skies. 
 * * * 
 It had been a hell of a rough landing, but Ali got them down on the deck alive – everyone but Cleveland, the pilot. He had met his end, courtesy of Vasily, up in the air. The man never had a chance. But he died flying, and carrying the mission forward. 
 Trying to get them all home. 
 And Ali wasn’t going to forget that. She liked military aviators – she used to be one herself. But, that aside, these were the guys who got her to her mission insertion points safely and on time – and then got her out alive again. And that tattooed Spetsnaz son of a bitch had now shot one too many of them for her to let it go. 
 Now she was out here looking for him, too. 
 But right this second, their job was simply to Charlie Mike – to carry on without the aircraft, and somehow still get P-Zero out of there. Helo shoot-downs happened sometimes – rather a lot, actually, to special operators – and there was little point bemoaning it. They were just part of the terrain over which the battle had to be fought. 
 While Handon got on the radio, standing a few paces away from the destroyed airframe, Ali supervised casualty assessment and helped unload the bird – until Reyes saw her bloody and half-lifeless forearm. He gently dissuaded her from her task, got her sat down in the mud, and started bandaging it – much as Predator had patched him up in the bomber after Beaver Island. The great wheel always turned. When he was done, she opened and closed the fingers of that hand – around the barrel of her rifle. They would do. 
 And her shooting hand was just fine. 
 As she stood up, she saw everything had been pulled out of the bird that was coming out – mainly ammo, and Patient Zero, which Fick had slung over his shoulder again. 
 They were moving out. 
 “Northwest,” Handon said, nodding in that direction. “We’re only ten clicks from the border. And the ground convoy is en route back here to pick us up.” No one was going to suggest they sit down and wait for their ride. They all knew you kept moving, as long as you could move. And, anyway, Handon’s radio went again – and what came in from the other end sealed it. 
 They absolutely couldn’t sit around waiting to get picked up. 
 Instead, they all took off – at a run. 
 * * * 
 “How the hell did they get around us?” Juice asked. He felt as if he had lost a full day, rather than only a minute or so, after his tumble from the bus. But now that Baxter had a Predator to fly, he could once again stare down on the battlespace like the unblinking eye of God, or maybe Stan McChrystal. 
 The jingle bus was rolling again, al-Sif faithfully driving them. Baxter was looking at the bouncing mini-GCS screen, which showed an aerial view of the big Spetsnaz ground convoy – the one that had been chasing them out of the Nugal River Valley. Now it was chasing Handon and the rest of his team. And he had just reported to Juice that it was only forty miles behind the others – and closing damned fast, now that they were on foot. 
 Baxter kept his eyes and hands glued to the controls and screen. “How they get around us was, basically, they cut the corner off. While we took the most direct road from the south, they cut straight through open country.” 
 “Really? Jesus.” 
 Baxter shrugged. “Open terrain in this part of the world can actually be easier going than the roads – which have been rutted to hell by the rains. Anyway,” and he nodded at the screen, “they’ve all got four-wheel-drive vehicles, presumably with intact suspension. They’re doing about a hundred and forty right now.” 
 “Show me on a moving map.” 
 Baxter switched the display and pointed. “Them. Us.” 
 Juice squinted at it. They were actually, if not neck and neck, then side by side, one on the road, one off it – both the good guys and the bad guys racing northwest toward the new Seahawk crash site. The bad guys were slightly ahead. 
 Baxter said, “It’s probably a good thing they bypassed us. If they had caught us from behind, they would have just killed us.” 
 Juice looked down at him without judgement. “That’s not a good thing, man. Now they’re going to catch and kill the others – and take P-Zero back. Unless we can stop or slow them. Gimme the camera view.” Baxter complied, and Juice looked back at the convoy racing on the screen. There were six big vehicles, probably all loaded with Spetsnaz dudes, and moving with a purpose. 
 Baxter got it now. “Okay, I see what you mean. As soon as they catch Cadaver One, out in the open, on foot, carrying P-Zero…” 
 “Yeah.” Juice frowned. “Show me where Cadaver Three is right now. Will our own convoy reach them first?” Baxter zoomed way out, panned up to the northwest, then zoomed again until he found the gun truck and Land Cruiser. 
 “Holy shit,” they said in unison. 
 No, Cadaver Three wasn’t going to reach Cadaver One from the north before the Spetsnaz convoy did so from the south. In fact, they probably weren’t going to make it another mile. Because death was coming for them – from above. 
 Juice got back on the radio – with a purpose. 
 * * * 
 The medium foliage of that last river valley between Somalia and Djibouti opened up for the little two-vehicle convoy, Pred and Homer in the lead in the Land Cruiser this time, as they approached the bridge again. There hadn’t been time or space for the gun truck to take the lead, which it had before, Zack on the minigun in the steel-enclosed turret scanning ahead. All that mattered now was getting to Handon, P-Zero, and the others – fast. 
 Homer reached down from the sunroof and tapped Pred. 
 “Yeah, what?” But then he could see it himself – a black speck in the distance, in the sky over the trees on the other side of the river. It was still small. 
 But it was growing fast. 
 * * * 
 “Let me get this straight,” Handon said around heavy breathing. Once again, he was leading the team on a loaded run, but in open semi-desert this time. And with the Spetsnaz convoy closing on them fast from the southeast – and their own convoy closing not nearly fast enough from the northwest – they had to keep moving. 

“No time to recap it for you, boss,” Juice said. “That Spetsnaz convoy is going to be on you in minutes. And the Black Shark is reaching our own ground vehicles up by the Djibouti border RIGHT NOW. We have got ONE Hellfire left on this Predator – and I’ve got to head toward one of those targets to be in range in time. So there’s only one question: where do you want it? Do we hit the convoy closing on you? Or the Black Shark closing on the others?”

 Handon grasped the cold reality instantly – that they could either save themselves, or they could save the other half of the combined team. “If you take out the Black Shark with the Hellfire, will our own convoy reach us before Spetsnaz does?” 

“Maybe. But that’s IF the Hellfire takes out the Black Shark.”

 Handon squinted. They’d seen that sonofabitching helo shrug off RPGs, 25mm Gatling cannon fire – and even ASRAAMs, which were supposed to be the deadliest anti-air weapons on the planet. What guarantee could they have that it would work this time? 
 “And if we use the Hellfire on the convoy instead?” 

“It’ll stop it – or at least badly delay and degrade it. They’re out on open ground and we won’t miss. But then Cadaver Three in the vehicles…”

 Handon finished for him. “…are dead.” 

“Yeah. I don’t see any way they can get away from or survive that Black Shark.”

 Suddenly Handon realized Ali was running alongside him. He looked across at her, seeing from her expression that she had gotten the gist of the conversation. Just to be totally clear, he said it out loud: 
 “If you use the last Hellfire to stop the convoy behind us, to save Patient Zero, then Pred and Homer will both be killed.” 

“Yeah. Along with the Triple Nickel guys. But your group – and mainly P-Zero – will be saved. MAYBE.”

 Although it was an impossible decision, there was only one possible choice. But before Handon could make it, two voices spoke to him simultaneously – one in each ear. 
 Ali said, “Hit the convoy. You’ve got to save the mission objective.” 
 And Juice said, “Top, you’ve got to hit the convoy. And you’ve got to do it now.”

 Handon’s skin went cold. Ali and Juice had just told him, in no uncertain terms, to sacrifice Homer and Predator – for the mission. And they’d done it so he wouldn’t have to make the decision himself. 
 “Do it,” he said to Juice. “Hit the convoy.” 
 When he looked over at Ali again, her expression was blank. Handon couldn’t tell whether she was masking grief, or if she was really okay with this. Looking back at him, she said, “It’s fine. Homer and Pred against a single aircraft? No way I’m writing them off.” 
 Handon kept running. And he wondered if she really believed that. He hoped he did. Maybe his guys would find a way to survive. 
 If anyone could, it was them. 



 That’s Gotta Hurt 
 Over Northwest Somalia, 5km from Djibouti Border 
 “We are visual on enemy convoy,” Nina said, as the smaller river valley, in the far northwest of the country near the Djibouti border, opened up ahead and beneath them, along with the rickety road bridge across it. The two American vehicles were just emerging out onto the bridge, heading toward them and going fast. But she could see them a lot better than they saw her, due to the Black Shark’s magnifying optics. 

“Take them out,” Misha said. “We’ve almost caught the other group and the mission objective. But I don’t want this group fucking up the endgame. Kill them all.”

 “Copy that,” Nina said, arming one of her remaining Vikhr anti-armor missiles. It was going to be just beautiful to see what it did to vehicles caught out in the middle of a bridge. She planned to take that gun-cam footage to every party she went to for the rest of her life. 
 But even as she released the weapon, she realized the convoy must have spotted her – because they came screeching to a halt two-thirds of the way across the bridge. And then both vehicles threw it in reverse and started scurrying back to the relative safety of the foot of the bridge, and the bit of forest beyond. 
 And Nina realized she might have been too eager. Her missile was blasting down toward them, and they were backing away from it at high speed. Suddenly she was having trouble keeping the aiming laser on the grille of the second vehicle, which should take out both of them. As she slowed the helo, fighting both the controls and the targeting system, she saw the gap between the two trucks stretch out – and before she could correct, the missile impacted right between them. 
 It took out a big section of bridge in a blistering explosion. And as the far vehicle, a big-ass souped-up Humvee, roared off the bridge to safety… the near one, a white SUV, braked hard – but too late. 
 It went sliding into the destroyed section of bridge, but some of the left side must have still been intact, because the right side of the truck rolled over violently into the gap. And, doing pirouettes like an Olympic diver, it plummeted and spun – all the way down to the river below, where it sent up a tremendous splash. And then it disappeared beneath the rushing waters. 
 No one could have gotten out. That was something, at least. 
 * * * 
 The Spetsnaz Team 2 convoy blasted northwest across open desert at outrageous speed, Misha’s vehicle in the lead, shocks bashing up and down like the frame rate had been speeded up. The RTO in back was sharing the space with the warheads of a bunch of missiles, which were stacked in the rear cargo area, but protruding over the back seat. He kept smashing his head on them as the truck bounced and heaved, and as he put through a call to Team 3 in the north, then passed the handset forward. 
 “Report,” Misha said, holding the phone with one hand, and steering with the other – with two fingers actually. This struck Kuznetsov, who had at least regained a place in the lead vehicle after Vasily’s departure, as a little unsafe, given their speed and the terrain. But he mentally shrugged. Misha got people killed every day. And on any given day, there were a thousand ways that might play out. 
 “Okay,” Misha said. “I don’t see either of these groups of anus-monkeys making it to the airport. But if they somehow slip through, you know what to do.” He passed the handset back, then put his left hand back where it had been – cupping his crotch. 
 But immediately another call came through. 
 “It’s the Akula," the RTO said. 

“Da,” Misha said. “The fucking drone was shot down how? How can you not fucking know? Well if it had been a ground-launched missile you would have seen it. You can see a hundred miles in every direction from the air over this fucking wasteland. Could they have another attack aircraft up? Well fucking figure it out and call me back.” 
 Kuznetsov said, “Well?” 
 “The UCAV is toast. Possibly taken down from the air.” 
 Kuznetsov craned his neck to look up through the glass sunroof, and scanned the skies around them. Then he did the same with the windows on the sides, front, and rear. Their vehicles were out in open desert, totally exposed from the air. 
 “Seriously,” Misha said. “That’s what I was thinking.” He eased off the accelerator and slid out to the right of the five vehicles racing behind them. When nothing happened, he powered the window down, stuck his hand out, and impatiently waved the second vehicle forward. 
 It pulled ahead of them. 
 Misha waved again – even more emphatically. 
 The next vehicle pulled forward. 
 At last, Misha swerved left again, sliding into the number-three spot in the convoy. Kuznetsov squinted with concern. If Misha was actually giving up his warlord privilege of leading from the front, he must believe the threat to be real. He said, “We should adopt tactical spacing, as well.” 
 Misha grunted and nodded. Kuznetsov hit his team radio. 
 * * * 
 There was absolutely no way Juice and Baxter were going to make the same mistake that had allowed them to survive the UCAV’s air strike on them. The last Hellfire on their Predator had a range of five miles, and their optics and laser designator realistically stretched to about half that. They were going to do this shit from stand-off distance – too far out to give their targets a shot at them, or a chance to dodge. 
 Because Rule #11 of a gunfight was: “Always cheat, always win. The only unfair fight is the one you lose.” 
 Al-Sif still drove uncomplainingly, keeping the hammer down, as the other two sat hunched over the mini-GCS in the second seat from the front. On the little screen, in that classic drone-vision that had become so familiar in the era of video-game warfare, they could see the six trucks of Misha’s convoy tear-assing across open wasteland. 
 “I fucking love drone strikes,” Baxter said, positioning the targeting laser on the hood of the lead vehicle. 
 Juice nodded. He had to admit that smiting your enemies from a couple of miles out – and from the safety of a trailer in Nevada, or a rolling jingle bus – definitely beat shooting it out face-to-face. 
 But only when it worked. 
 “The rear of the lead vehicle, not the front,” Juice said. “That should take out the first two. Unfortunately, you’re not going to create a bottleneck or killzone as there’s no actual road, never mind shoul— shit!” 
 “What?” 
 “They’re adopting tactical spacing – look.” Luckily, the maneuver was starting from the back, with the trailing vehicle slowing, and the one after that doing so only when a gap had opened up. “Launch, launch – now!” 
 Baxter hit the button. 
 A puffy trail of white smoke erupted from the bottom of the video frame, and then a black dart looped back into it from the left, straightened up, and turned into exhaust only as it dropped unerringly toward the convoy. 
 Baxter simply held the cross-hair, which directed the targeting laser, on the back of the lead vehicle. After a flight time of nine seconds – 2.5 miles at 995mph – it exploded spectacularly, the ripped-open remains of the truck body somersaulting forward and doing flips, kicking up geysers of dirt each time it hit. 
 The driver behind had almost no time to react – but somehow the front-seat occupants managed to fling the doors open and dive for it, as their truck crashed into the exploding wreckage of the one ahead, and they hit the packed mud, limbs and weapons rolling and flapping. 
 “Damn,” Juice said. “That’s gotta hurt.” 
 He was in a good position to know. 
 He’d just been there. 
 * * * 
 It was the opposite of stunned silence in the Triple Nickel gun truck as it powered backward off the bridge and back into the narrow stretch of river-valley forest beyond it. In fact, everyone was talking at once – calling out what they were seeing or had seen, shouting orders and suggestions, expressing recommendations or opinions. 
 “Okay, shut the fuck up!” Jake said from the driver’s seat, skidding them into the thickest bit of forest, and as far off the road as he could get them, which wasn’t much. This left them facing straight back up the road and out onto the bridge, which was still burning and smoking. 
 They had all seen the missile impact – couldn’t miss it, as it had gone in right in their faces as they tear-assed backward away from it, chunks of wood and cement banging on the grille, hood, and roof. And a quarter-second later, they’d had a box-seat view as the SUV disappeared into the hole the explosion had made. There’d been no way they could miss that, either – just as there’d been no way for Homer and Pred to stop in time. It all happened in seconds. 
 Everyone shut up now but Noise – who was hailing Pred and Homer on their local channel. All the others, Jake, Zack, and Kate, could hear this in their own radio earpieces, all tuned to their squad net. And they could all hear the response. 
 None. Nothing came back. 
 But what did come back was… the Black Shark, descending regally into the river valley on a hurricane of moving air, right over the center of the bridge, like a lion draping itself over its kill, the rotor wash blowing away the smoke that marked what was probably the grave of the two Alpha men. This position also left all its weapons systems – missiles and rockets on the hard points, autocannon – pointed straight down the road. 
 Directly at the survivors in the gun truck. 
 Jake was in command again. 
 He made an instant decision, and he barked it out. 
 * * * 
 “Move, move, move, move!” Misha bellowed, his voice like a force of nature, windmilling his huge left arm as he led the recovery effort from the drone strike on their own convoy. “You fucking ballerinas get your tight little asses in gear!” 
 He and Kuznetsov were both out on the ground, leading. Their vehicle was fine, though they’d had to lock the brakes, sending them sliding to a sphincter-puckering stop before they reached the two vehicles that had been hit. The lead one was a total write-off, as were all four of its occupants. The second hadn’t been able to stop and had smashed into the first, as well as the blossoming Hellfire explosion. The five occupants of that one, two of whom had dove for it, were in various states of hurting. 
 Misha had the wounded – those too injured to carry on and fight – laid out in the dirt. He didn’t bother with the dead. Mainly he redistributed men and materials into the four surviving trucks. It was a tight fit, but it happened. And then he got the remains of his convoy hauling ass again. 
 In six minutes flat. 
 * * * 
 “Cadaver One from Four!” Juice shouted into his radio from the front of the still-hurtling, and still-jingling, bus. 

“Send it.”

 “The good news is we hit the Spetsnaz convoy good and hard. Two vehicles destroyed and at least eight casualties.” 

“Received. The bad news?”

 “They didn’t give a shit. They reconstituted and got their surviving men and vehicles moving again – in minutes.” 

“What – already?”

 “They fucking left their wounded out in the desert.” 
 There were a couple of beats of heavy silence on the other end. Juice could interpret this. He knew Handon was thinking the same thing he was: after an IED strike on an American convoy, the site would practically be turned into its own forward operating base. The survivors and quick reaction force would set security, bring in helo medevacs, get the wounded stabilized and shipped out to a field hospital. They’d also remove or destroy sensitive electronics or else tow the disabled vehicles back to base. 
 None of that, of course, was happening here. 
 Basically, Alpha had made the rookie error of assuming their enemies would act as they would, and value the things they did – namely life, and the lives of their own brothers. But these Spetsnaz motherfuckers simply didn’t care. They were like an inversion of the values of the American and British operators. Brotherhood didn’t matter to them, nor did morality, nor right action, nor honor. 
 Only one thing did: victory. 
 And so far that was working out pretty well for them. 
 Maybe they had the ZA beat. 
 * * * 
 Neither Handon nor the others from the second shot-down Seahawk stopped running for a second while Handon talked to Juice. He was bringing up the rear – with Fick carrying PO in the middle, Reyes on one side of him, Henno on the other, and Ali leading the way, her remarkable vision scanning ahead. But there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot to scan, as they were moving across more or less undifferentiated brown wasteland, with only occasional rises or rock formations marking any change. 
 Handon had just absorbed the bad news when Juice came back on. “Hey, it’s actually a good news, bad news, good news joke.”

 “Send the other good news, over.” 

“While we didn’t stop the Russians for long, we did stop them just long enough to pass them in the outside lane. Check your six.”

 The group of five living people and one dead one was just climbing a modest rise. As they crested it, the final river valley before Djibouti spread out before them. And when Handon turned around from this elevation, he could see a colorfully painted bus bouncing up the road behind them and to their right, from the southeast. 
 “Oh, thank fuck for that,” Henno said. 
 But they weren’t out of the woods. Because also visible to the naked eye, behind and to the east of the road, their left, was the crawling line of the reduced Spetsnaz convoy. And while it was farther away than the jingle bus, it wasn’t a hell of a lot farther away. 
 And it was definitely moving faster. 
 “Come on,” Handon said, pointing toward the road. They had a ride now. The last thing he wanted to do was push their luck by making it go off-roading to pick them up. Four minutes later, it skidded in the mud and the door whooshed open, admitting the rest of the team, who went spilling in – and, reunited, they all accelerated away again, in seconds. 
 Still sucking wind and dripping sweat, Handon did a double-take on the driver on his way in, then button-holed Juice, pushing him up the aisle toward the back, and giving him a What the hell? look. Juice knew what he meant – why the hell was al-Sif driving their vehicle? 
 “He’s with us now,” Juice said. “Sort of.” 
 Handon shook his head. Jesus. “Your responsibility,” he said. He already had way too much to keep his eye on. He nodded over Juice’s shoulder, where Baxter was flying the drone in the back. As they moved back there, he said a single word: “Misha.” 
 “He survived,” Juice said. 
 “You’re sure?” 
 “He’s hard to miss.” 
 Handon cursed silently. “We have got to end that guy.” 
 “Ya think?” This was Henno coming up the aisle behind them. 
 Handon raised his eyes to Henno’s, then looked back to Juice. “What’s the speed of the Russian convoy?” 
 “They’ve been pushing one-forty.” 
 “And this thing?” 
 “Tops out around ninety.” 
 “Goddammit.” Handon leaned over Baxter – who he noted was now for some reason wearing that Milkor multi-grenade launcher slung on his own back – and had him call up the map, then did some back-of-the-envelope calculations. They’d make it across the river and into Djibouti ahead of the Spetsnaz convoy. But they’d be caught shortly after that. “No munitions left on the Predator’s rails?” 
 Juice shook his head. “That well is dry.” 
 “Okay,” Handon said. “Then I need you to be ready to crash the drone into the lead Spetsnaz vehicle – and make sure it’s the one Misha’s riding in this time.” 
 Juice’s eyes went wide. “Not sure that’s such a stellar idea, boss. Taking out one dude isn’t worth blinding ourselves for. The Pred’s the only air asset we’ve got left – and battlespace awareness is priceless. They’ve also demonstrated that taking out a vehicle or two only buys us a few minutes.” 
 “Yeah,” Handon said. “But it degrades their force. So maybe we’ll have a fighting chance when they do catch us. And if we kill their commander, so much the better.” He stood up straight, holding onto a seat with his free hand against the rocking and bumping, and exhaled heavily as he finally caught his breath. 
 “Be ready. But I’ve got one last thing I want to try.” 
 He locked eyes with Henno, who read his look. It said: 

But you’re probably not going to like it…




 Warriors 
 Northwest Somalia – Spetsnaz Convoy 
 Kuznetsov mentally catalogued their losses and their remaining resources. Misha had managed to lose all of Team 1 – excepting only himself and Vasily, the spooky sniper who was like Rasputin to Misha’s Tsar – and in the bargain also lost their mission objective, Patient Zero. And his own Team 2 had just lost four killed and two wounded – wounded too badly to carry on. Now those men lay dying in the desert, sacrificed on the altar of Misha’s crusade. Though they wouldn’t begrudge it, or complain. Everyone knew what they were signing up to when they joined this unit. 
 In fairness, that did still leave twenty-six combat-effective shooters in the four remaining vehicles – plus the dozen in Team 3 still up in the north. Those two groups together, or even individually, handily outnumbered the Americans they had seen so far – not to mention outclassed them. But Misha still had to know they were being attrited, worn down. 
 He just didn’t care. 
 The American commander on the other hand was not only fearless – he was also damned smart and cagey. He had so far managed to keep his people alive and his resources intact. And he was slowly but steadily evening the odds. 
 “Polkóvnik,” the RTO said from the back seat, his head still banging into missile tubes, RPG-32s and Grinch AA missiles. For some reason the two other shooters who had been shoved into the back seat with him weren’t having that problem. And Captain Kuznetsov couldn’t help but notice that his own men basically ignored him when Misha was around. But he didn’t say anything about it. In so doing, both he and they were maneuvering for their own advantage – and survival. 
 “Da,” Misha grunted over his shoulder. 
 But no answer came. Kuznetsov twisted at the waist in the passenger seat. “What? What the hell is it?” 
 “We’ve intercepted and decrypted another American transmission.” 
 “So. What’s the message?” 
 “It’s the American commander. He wishes to speak to Misha.” 
 “What?” Kuznetsov said. “Who’s he talking to? And on what channel?” 
 “It’s one of the enemy long-range frequencies. But there’s no one on the other end. He’s addressing us – directly. He’s asked the colonel to join him on an unencrypted channel.” 
 Kuznetsov faced forward, but looked at Misha. “So you were right. They do know we’ve hacked their encryption.” 
 But Misha ignored this, instead banging on the steering wheel with his non-steering hand, bellowing with gorilla laughter. “Ha, ha, ha, ha… I love these fucking guys! They’re all about to die, and now they want to talk! Give me the fucking handset.” 
 He switched to English and said, “Hello, asshole!” 
 * * * 
 Handon didn’t react to Misha’s unconventional radio protocol – he wasn’t about to be rattled by an insult. He had his earpiece out, and his radio’s speaker projecting so the others could hear this. Henno was, inevitably, giving him one of his Henno looks. 
 Handon said, “This is Misha, I presume.” 

“At your fucking service!”

 Handon drew a breath. “All right, listen. We’re running out of time. So I’m going to say what I called to say.” 

“I’m listening.” 



“Here’s my offer: we’ll share Patient Zero with you.” 
 This seemed to bring everyone on both sides up short. If anyone else had thought of this before, they weren’t saying so now. When no reply came back after a few seconds, Handon kept talking. 
 “There’s no need for this fight – for any of it. Both sides can easily get the virus samples we need. There are billions of strands of viral RNA in this body – enough for thousands of samples.” 
 Handon paused and looked around the bus. 
 “There’s no need for more bloodshed. We can end it.” 
 * * * 
 Handset to his huge head, Misha ground his teeth, building up a head of steam. Kuznetsov watched him arch his back, unconsciously or not he didn't know, where he still had several steel ball bearings embedded near his spine. Misha was nursing several bad wounds from their first encounter with the American special operators in the South African warehouse. Many of the men were. 
 Finally Misha spoke. “Funny how suddenly you are so interested in a peaceful resolution – now that you are minutes away from being caught, killed, and relieved of what you have stolen from us. Always jacking our shit, you fucking Americans.” 
 Kuznetsov realized he was unconsciously moving away from Misha on the bench seat. However much exposure you had to him, Misha simply never stopped being scary. Come to consider it, Kuznetsov mused, he gets scarier the longer and better you know him…

 When Misha spoke again his voice was deeper and more lethal than ever. “Now you listen to me you Yankee doodle dick-smoker. I offered to have a nice civilized conversation with your bearded tech guy back in that South African warehouse. And do you know what he did? He threw a motherfucking flashbang in my face… started a balls-out firefight…” 
 Kuznetsov noted with alarm that as Misha’s anger built up into a towering stormfront, his already casual high-speed two-finger driving was growing more erratic – making it even easier to imagine the vehicle, with its high center of gravity, rolling on the rough terrain. 
 “…and then he used our own defensive munitions against us, wiping out half my team in the blink of an eye – and fucking up the other half in ways that will never go away. Then you jacked all our fucking supplies. And today you murdered my best team, every man, with a cowardly missile strike. So forgive me if I don’t particularly feel like making a fucking deal with you motherfucking cockroaches.” 
 Kuznetsov thought Misha – his face red now, particularly the angry unhealed shrapnel scar – looked like he wanted to start banging the radio handset against something. Perhaps his own head. 
 Misha paused to listen for a response. None came. He took a breath, and some of his crashing anger bled away, though his voice still rumbled. “But you know what? All of that is okay. The deaths, the pain, the loss. Even the wounds. And do you know why? Because it feeds our anger. It powers our rage. It inspires the men’s ferocity and their hunger for revenge, their commitment to never losing another fight again, ever – whatever the cost.” 
 Misha held the handset out in front of his face. 
 “Hell is coming for you. And we’re close behind.” 
 * * * 
 Henno watched Handon consider his response. 
 “Warriors wage war,” he finally said into the radio. “It’s what we know. Maybe things didn’t have to play out the way they did in that warehouse. Maybe they did. Maybe the same is true of the fight on the riverbank. Either way, whatever happened before, we make our choices now.” 
 Now Handon paused to wait for a response. Nothing. 
 He drew a breath. “What if humanity makes it? What if we, or you, are successful in producing a vaccine – and clearing out the dead? What will be left then? What kind of species will we be? One that just makes the same mistakes all over again?” 
 Henno rolled his eyes, and Handon didn’t miss it. 
 And, a second later, Henno was about as surprised by Misha’s response as he was by the rising of the sun every morning. 

“I have no doubt humanity will fuck shit up all over again. It’s what they are good at. But not for us – never again the same mistakes. And I will tell you what is going to happen now. We are going to hunt you down like the cockroach genitalia you are, we are going to take back the Index Case, and then we are going to shoot each of you in the back of the head – and leave your carcasses in the desert. Not to rot, but as food for the dead.”

 There was a heavy beat, with only the sound of the rattling bus, engine, and road around them. 

“Just as even now we are taking your aircraft carrier, as reparations for your destruction of our mighty battlecruiser, and the murder of everyone on board her. And we are going to put the crew of your ship to the sword, and drop them over the side – as food for the infected sharks in the Gulf.”

 Handon realized he had locked eyes with Henno as they both listened to this. 

“No – never again the same mistakes for us. And when Russia, and Russia alone, has the vaccine, then the Russian Empire will resume its rightful dominion over the world. And when the world is rebuilt, we will fashion it in our image – with our values of martial spirit, and strength, and victory always. And we will rule all of it.”

 Handon sighed out loud. He’d tried. 
 “Okay,” he said, looking down at Baxter. “Do it.” 



 Happy Warrior 
 Somalia – Northwest River Valley 
 The job of a Special Forces ODA team sergeant stretched to a thousand tasks and standards – but perhaps at the very top of the list was making split-second life-or-death decisions for the team in combat. If Jake waffled, people died. And, as the saying went, a decent plan executed now beat a perfect one executed five minutes from now – when everyone was dead. 
 As Jake stared out the cracked windscreen of the gun truck – looking up the road, across the ruins of the bridge, and straight into the guns of the hovering Black Shark – he had a couple of critical data points that played into his decision. 
 One – the Alpha guys, Homer and Predator, were almost certainly gone. Even if they were alive, there was absolutely nothing the survivors in the gun truck could do for them right now – not with that attack helo perched over the river like a really big, angry insect. 
 Two – they were never going to get a better chance than right now. The Black Shark was pointing all its weapons at them. But it was also close to ground level, and nearly static. And they were pointing all of their guns right back – including the 50-cal minigun in the turret. Their weapons didn’t remotely match up – and it was unlikely in the extreme that anything they had was going to take down the heavily armored Black Shark. But, then again, nobody, in any known vehicle, could totally disregard 2,000 rounds per minute of .50 BMG. 
 Finally, they were already under the best and only cover they were going to get, this bit of riverine forest – perhaps for the rest of their lives. And, finally, hey, you had to try, right? Jake knew if they ran, they would only die tired. Plus – it was never over until it was over. 
 He threw the driver’s-side door open. 
 He raised his Beowulf – which also fired 50-caliber projectiles, albeit ones with a hell of a lot less propellant in them, and only one at a time – and he began to engage the target. And he shouted his order, and his decision, to the others. 
 “Engage!” he said. “We stand and fight – right here!” 
 Zack spun the minigun up overhead, its whine and roar atrocious, painful – and deeply heartening. 
 Jake smiled as he tried to put rounds through the cockpit glass of the helo. They were all probably going to die in the next few seconds, and Jake was singing his death song. But today, right now, for as long as fate allowed him, he was alive, on his feet – or rather on his one foot and his prosthesis – and he was fighting. 
 He was a happy warrior. 
 * * * 
 Kate felt ridiculous – just as she had on her first day in country in East Africa, which had also been the first day of the ZA. She had run around then trying to keep her head on, trying to be effective and do her job – and mainly trying not to get killed. It was a damned miracle she hadn’t. In retrospect, she gave herself about 80/20 odds against. But those were pretty decent odds compared to this fight. 
 She mainly felt ridiculous because she had basically brought a Nerf gun to a gunfight – an absolutely hellacious and high-powered gunfight. Ahead of her, shooting from behind the open front passenger door, was Noise, the calm and bad-ass Sikh dude – firing his high-capacity combat shotgun on full auto. On the other side of the vehicle, Jake was engaging with his Beowulf 50, its powerful reports punching through even the sonic chaos that surrounded them. And, of course, overhead, up in the turret, there was Zack, shrieking away with the minigun. 
 The odds were against any of those weapons penetrating the armor of the attack helo. But they at least stood a chance. 
 Kate, on the other hand, had only her M4, a 5.56mm pop-gun, which she fired from behind the right passenger door, kneeling in the mud. Her shooting stance was excellent, and her rounds were landing on target. 
 It just didn’t matter. 
 And that’s when the 30-mil autocannon on the Black Shark perked up. The front of the gun truck, which was their only real cover, blossomed into fire and violence, and everyone around it hunkered down and covered up – or tried to. Her senses overloaded from the bombardment, Kate realized she was still alive only because of the armor package on the gun truck, specifically in the doors. 
 Then again, that heavy steel door had just crashed into her from the impacts and explosions on the other side of it, and was trying to smash her into pulp by beating her between itself and the truck. As her vision swam, she figured if she could stay on her feet, she could live another few seconds. 
 But that was the best-case scenario. 
 * * * 
 The 30-mil holocaust coming in from the Black Shark paused. It was because Nina was switching ammo – from explosive incendiary to armor-piercing. And that was the good news. All Kate knew was the coast was clear – for that one instant. She raced from the truck to the treeline on the right, instantly working out that the others had done the same, all of them abandoning their position at the truck. 
 It was their only hope of survival. 
 Noise now stood with his back against a tree ten feet ahead of her. And Jake had gone diving and rolling into a stand of trees on the other side of the road. That left… 
 Kate’s neck snapped to the left – and she saw Zack’s head appear behind the armor glass of the gun truck turret. He was changing out the ammo can. Finishing that, he got the weapon back up – pouring 50-cal hate and vitriol into the Black Shark. He was responsible for their only big gun in this fight. 
 And he had stayed on station. 
 Two seconds later, the helo’s autocannon started back up, with armor-piercing rounds this time. The whole front of the gun truck began turning to scrap. 
 Hearing the crescendoing cannon roar and engine noise, Kate looked out to see the Black Shark, nose slightly down, inching forward over the remains of the bridge, closing the range to the gun truck in the forest. The cannon on the side of the airframe continued to bark in three- and five-round bursts. Kate looked over again. Somehow Zack still had the minigun up, blasting away. She could even see it starting to take its toll – the shark nose on the helo was deforming and discoloring from the impacts, and there were bits of metal flying off the engine cowling, the stub wings, and the weapon mounts underneath. 
 The 50-cal minigun was dishing it out. It was just taking worse. 
 She sensed Zack elevating his aim – and targeting the armor glass of the cockpit. He was too close to miss now. They were both just blasting the hell out of each other from point-blank range. Kate could see that the glass was starting to crack and splinter. And she could also see the pilot behind it. And even inside the bulbous flight helmet, Kate recognized her. It was the same spooky bitch who had flown over the Stronghold, murdering the shit out of all those al-Shabaab guys. And whose face Kate had a righteous shot on – but hadn’t taken. 
 The minigun went down, empty again. 
 The helo’s autocannon stopped chattering. 
 And now two unguided 122mm rockets whooshed out of the pods underneath the stub wings. Kate threw herself face down. The world to her left exploded. When both the explosion and the debris settled, she turned her head and opened her eyes. 
 The entire turret on the gun truck was gone. 
 Zack was gone. 
 * * * 
 Kate stayed down on the ground, in the mud and mulch, in part because she felt like she’d live longer there. But mainly because in this moment she felt one inch tall. That fucking stone-cold killer Russian pilot, who Kate had failed to take out when she had the chance, had just killed yet another one of her friends. Zack, who with the others, had risked his life a hundred times in a row to rescue her from that horrid Stronghold dungeon. 
 She also knew – and if she didn’t, she knew Jake was going to tell her pretty damned soon – that she had about another three seconds to indulge her grief, her remorse, and her terrible regret. And then she was going to have to start being operational and effective again. 
 She was going to have to do her fucking job. 
 No matter how bad things got, no matter the despair you felt, no matter the desire to just lie down and die – you never stopped, quit, shut down, or stopped trying. Jake had taught her this. 
 Kate took a few rapid steadying breaths, adjusted her grip on her weapon, and low-crawled closer to the edge of the treeline. And she could immediately make out the Black Shark, still hovering dead ahead. It wasn’t firing anymore, but it was still flying, creeping over the near end of the bridge, the start of the forest, and the rutted dirt road that cut through it. 
 Coming for them. Anyone who was left. 
 Kate felt it deep in her gut. Zack, Predator, and Homer were dead. But this predator, woman and machine, were not going to be content with destroying both vehicles and half the team. She was going to hunt them down from above, until the last of them had fallen. 
 Kate pulled her rifle to her shoulder and took a closer look through the scope, and through tears of grief for her fallen friend. Before he went down, Zack had done one hell of an exfoliating job on the Black Shark. Much of its forward-facing airframe and features were all fucked up, at least cosmetically. Though that didn’t seem to be affecting it functionally. But as she panned around, one thing jumped out at her. 
 The missiles suspended under the stub wings. One of them was bent at a crazy angle. Moreover, the protective tube that encased it had been partially torn away, presumably by a hosing of .50 BMG rounds. The warhead was now exposed. Kate knew that, unlike in the movies, missiles and bombs usually had things like warhead safeties and thick steel casings and didn’t always go boom when you shot at them. 
 But it was something. 
 Before she could do anything about it, though, the helo moved, taking that wing out of her sight – and a rumbling, booming voice came over the squad net. 

“Hey, can you guys keep that sonofabitching helo facing your way for the next ten seconds or so?”

 The voice was unmistakable. 

Predator. 



 Crowning Moment of Badass 
 Somalia – Northwest River Valley 
 The Black Shark didn’t look particularly like turning around anyway. Nonetheless the team instantly reacted to Pred’s call for diversionary action – Noise first. 
 While still under cover, he dropped and checked the hubcap-sized drum magazine from his AA12 assault shotgun. He’d just reloaded, so inside it were 32 twelve-gauge shells – but they were all double-ought buckshot. He let out a resigned sigh as he reseated it. If he’d had slugs, they might actually have stood a chance of penetrating the weakened armor glass in front of the Black Shark’s cockpit. Buckshot, with about nine pellets in each load, would make a real mess of a human, never mind a Zulu. But it had little penetrating power. 
 Though it just might do as a distraction. 
 He stepped out to the edge of the treeline, brought the weapon up, its fixed stock tight in to his shoulder, and depressed the trigger. Shotgun blast after blast, five per second, boomed off – and scores of pellets pelted and ricocheted off the face of the Black Shark like horizontal steel rain. It must have been a mesmerizing sight for those inside. Anyway, Noise hoped it was. 
 Nonetheless, for the entire 6.4 seconds it took to empty that drum mag, he fully expected to see the autocannon blossom fire and deliver him to his liberation – the mukti, as faithful Sikhs knew it, when he would find a blissful reunification with the creator. 
 But when the heavy bolt of the shotgun locked back… he was still standing in this world, at the edge of the road. And the helo was still hovering at the junction of forest and river, over the foot of the bridge, just staring him down. 
 Then the right-side window tilted up and open. 
 And the pilot actually leaned out and forward – and started spraying at him with a machine pistol. 
 Noise exercised the better part of valor and dove back into the woods. When he got there he had a couple of small holes in him. 
 But he was still in this world. 
 * * * 

Holy shit, Jake thought. He knew the fearsome reputation Sikhs had as warriors. And he had even shared a battlefield or two with the bearded ass-kickers. But he had certainly never seen bravery or badassery like that – man versus attack helo, toe-to-toe. 
 As Noise went to ground under the full-auto pop-gun barrage unleashed by, of all people, the pilot of the fucking helicopter, Jake popped from the opposite side of the road, leaned around a tree, and engaged the aircraft, which was still hovering with its landing gear less than ten feet off the deck. 
 That dumbass pilot – and, wait, was it a woman? – had just volunteered to give him an open shot at what was, by a very large margin, the most vulnerable part of the aircraft. Perhaps the only vulnerable part of the aircraft. 
 Namely her – the pilot. 
 His first round crashed into the headrest behind her as she leaned forward. She reacted instantly, turning and engaging Jake. He had to decide whether he was going to be driven under cover or not. Whether to shoot it out nose to nose. He decided he was never going to get a better look than this one. None of them were. 
 But as he sighted in again, the window came back down. Dammit. The pilot had evidently had enough of trading rounds – or didn’t like the exchange rate, anyway: her little 9x19mm SMG rounds for Jake’s 12.7x54mm ones. He cursed under his breath – he’d had one shot and he missed – and he now tried to formulate his next move. Whatever the winning tactics were in a man versus Black Shark fight, they had definitely not been taught to him at the Special Forces Q-Course. 
 But then, in the next few seconds, he learned where such tactics evidently were taught: at the Unit Operator Training Course. Because he was about to get a masterclass. 
 At first all he saw was a man-mountain emerging from the steep bank that led down to the river. He was a broad-shouldered, angry-visaged, vengeful god, rivulets of water still streaming off his massive and massively muscled body. He was running and leaping and powering up the slope, and as all of him finally made it to level ground, he accelerated his enormous bulk even more, faster than should have been possible – straight at the side of the hovering helo. 
 And with a mighty shove of his tree-trunk back leg – he leapt through the air and up onto the side of it. 
 * * * 
 The bank of the river was covered in thick mud and riddled with tree roots. But, even at 325 pounds, Predator’s power-to-weight ratio was prodigious, so he powered up it like King Kong climbing the Empire State Building – all dominance and rage and unreflective belief in his own indestructibility. 
 What Pred really couldn’t understand – as he unclipped his rifle, let it fall in the mud behind him, grabbed two grenades with a single alien-face-sucker-sized hand, and pulled the pins – was how the hell Homer had managed to rescue-swim his ass to safety. 
 When the SUV went off the bridge, both of them whirling inside it like socks in a clothes-washer spin cycle gone horribly wrong, picking up speed at 9.8 meters per second per second, and then crashing into the river and going straight to the bottom, it had been Homer who maintained consciousness, while the blackness took Predator. He didn’t know whether it was due to blunt head trauma, G-forces, the spinning, or the impact with the water, and he didn’t care. All he knew was he had blacked out, and would have drowned to death in seconds. 
 But that righteous, God-fearing Navy SEAL had somehow hauled his 325-pound ass out of an SUV that was two-thirds buried in the silty river bottom, gotten him to the surface – and then swum both of them to the bank. Both of them in full combat gear. 
 And both with their rifles still clipped to them. 
 That shit should have been by no means remotely possible. But Homer had somehow done it. Whatever open-water survival magic they taught these dudes at Coronado and Dam Neck, Predator sure wanted some. Anyway, he was damned glad Homer had it. 
 He was alive because of it. 
 And to repay him, he’d left his ass behind – racing up the bank faster than the SEAL could follow. He knew Homer wouldn’t like it, wouldn’t appreciate the unilateral solo attack. But he didn’t have to like it. Because it was happening. 
 When Predator powered over the crest of the bank onto level ground around the base of the bridge, the hovering Black Shark was directly ahead of him, no more than twenty-five feet away. And it was still facing away. 

Awesome, Pred thought. This might even work.

 As he rounded the tail boom and ducked under the left stabilizer, he instantly felt the exhaust from the left-side jet engine warming his river-chilled skin, and then scorching it. But he carried on into it, pushing off and leaping into the air like a Foxtrot – or the zombie of Michael Fucking Jordan, with a forty-eight-inch vertical leap. With his free left hand he reached up and grabbed the left stub wing, using his ridiculous arm and upper-body strength, plus his momentum, to pull himself up and over it, his whole body sliding across its horizontal surface. That wing protruded from the base of the engine, which had two openings in it – exhaust port in the rear, intake port on the front. 
 And as Pred slid by, he slam-dunked one of the grenades into the exhaust port, and the other into the intake. And then he slid off the front of the wing. Which took him right by the left side of the cockpit. 
 As he flew by, he stuck one finger out and jammed it into the cockpit glass. He didn’t guess they’d miss that. He hit the mud just in front of the helicopter, then tumbled and rolled, coming to rest in a sitting position. He spun around, because he wanted to see this next bit. 
 The pilot and gunner were both looking down at him like he had four heads and six penises, all of them on fire. 
 The two grenades exploded, shooting flame and metal debris out both sides of the engine, and it screamed like a stricken dinosaur. 
 Eyes still wide like saucers, the pilot used the power she had left to back them away from the forest, climb a few dozen feet – like it was the hardest altitude any aircraft ever gained – and then finally disappear, smoking, shrieking, and shaking, over the top of the forest on the far side of the river. 
 Pred looked up over his left shoulder when he heard a gravelly voice speaking to him deadpan. “Yeah, I remember the first time I took out an attack helo by myself with grenades.” 
 It was Jake. He reached down to help him up. 
 Kate and Noise were also walking up, weapons slung, and jaws on their chests. Amazed to be alive. Utterly gobsmacked at how it had happened. Not at all sure they’d just seen what they just saw. 
 Noise said, “‘While you are alive, conquer death, and you shall have no regrets in the end.’ Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji. Truly, Predator… you have conquered death.” 
 Looking up into Pred’s eyes, Kate had only two words. 
 “GodDAMN, dude.” 



 Out of Africa 
 Northwest Somalia – Jingle Bus 
 “Yeah,” Juice said to Handon, both of them plus Henno gathered around Baxter and the glowing mini-GCS at the back of the jingle bus, as it hurtled toward the river, the border, and possibly salvation. “I saw Misha get in the second vehicle this time.” 
 “You’re sure?” Handon said. 
 “The dude’s the size of Predator. Who else could it be?” 
 On the little screen, the Spetsnaz convoy, now reduced to four vehicles, was still blasting across the Somalian wasteland. And everyone on the jingle bus knew that very soon they would be able to see them out the back window, no optics required. Their only hope of stopping it now was Handon’s plan of crashing the Predator right into it. 
 “You’ve got to take them from behind,” Handon said. 
 Baxter looked up, while Juice spoke for him. “That’ll take time. The drone and convoy are coming right at each other now.” 
 “If Misha sees it coming, this guy will find a way to escape. Loop around behind them – as fast as you can.” 
 Baxter started to comply. But the others could see he was also gaining altitude. Before they asked, he explained. “The engine on this thing is extremely rackety. If we dive-bomb from higher up, he’ll have less time to react. Plus we’ll go in faster with more energy.” 
 “Okay,” Handon said. “Do it.” 
 * * * 
 “Polkóvnik!” the RTO said. “Urgent transmission from the Akula! Enemy air contact has popped up on their radar buoy!” 
 Looking over at Kuznetsov, Misha said, “Think it’s the same dick-fondlers who just hit us?” 
 Kuznetsov just shrugged. Probably, but it didn’t matter. He looked back at the RTO. “Position?” 
 “Wait – they report it just disappeared from radar again. It’s descending, and has dropped under coverage.” 
 “Last range and bearing.” 
 “Bearing one-eighty, less than a mile out – and closing.” 
 “Shit,” said Kuznetsov. “It’s taking us from behind.” 
 “Just like I did with your mother!” Misha roared. “Here, steer, motherfucker.” If Misha had any awareness of the irony of those two sentences said back to back, he didn’t betray it. He engaged the cruise control and let go of the wheel. Kuznetsov hastened to reach over and grab it. They were already way too close to a rollover, pegging the speedometer in an SUV on this terrain. 
 Misha twisted at the waist, stuck much of his huge body through the seat gap into the rear, and pulled one of the missile tubes out from behind the RTO. He then opened the sunroof, maneuvered the missile out – it was one of the Grinches, the same advanced man-portable SAM that had taken down an F-35 earlier today – then maneuvered his own torso out. His shoulders only made it through when he twisted them diagonally, and then only barely. He powered up the weapon, popped the sights, and aimed it up and to the rear. 
 He realized he could hear the drone’s lawnmower-like buzzing at the same time he spotted it. Both the noise and its characteristic blind-bat visage made it obvious to Misha what they were dealing with – an ancient MQ-1 Predator. It was diving straight down toward them from their rear – and Misha was pretty sure it was coming not at any other vehicle in the convoy but directly at theirs. 
 He laughed his gorilla laugh again, “Ha, ha, ha, ha!”, which vibrated down into the truck below over the wind, the engine, the drone, and everything else. Killing was Misha’s favorite pastime. 
 But destruction was good fun, too. 
 * * * 
 “Ah, shit,” Handon said. Everyone watching the GCS screen in the back of the bus deflated. They could all see the human-gorilla hybrid emerge from inside the truck with a missile tube. 
 “Abort, abort attack run,” Juice said. “Break off – now.” 
 Baxter complied, pulling up and banking away to the right. The convoy disappeared from the screen – but not too soon to see the missile launch with a whoosh of smoke. Baxter tried to go evasive, but the underpowered first-generation flying lawnmower was capable of very little in the way of aerial acrobatics. Hell, it had almost been designed to be disposable. 
 Two seconds later, the screen simply went black. 
 “How the hell did he know we were coming?” Baxter said, slamming the lid of the GCS, which was no longer needed. That was it. They were all out of aircraft. 
 Juice said, “Radar, maybe – on some asset we haven’t seen yet?” 
 But Handon had already turned away and stepped down the aisle, to look out the window in back – and he was just in time to see the tail end of the explosion, the smoke cloud, and even some of the larger chunks of falling debris. 
 And it was way too close behind them. 
 “God, I hate that fucking guy,” Handon said. 
 “You and me both, mate.” Henno had stepped up behind him, also to watch the fireworks show. “I have a bad feeling we’re gonna have to slot him before this is over. And we’re going to have to do it up close and personal. Ourselves. No air strikes. Just us. Right to his face.” 
 Handon hoped Henno was wrong. But one of the main reasons Henno was a pain in his ass was that he was usually right. Looking forward again, he could see they were descending a gentle slope. 
 The last river valley before Djibouti was in sight. 
 * * * 
 Zack was alive. 
 Kate and the others found him collapsed down in the bottom of the ravaged gun truck. He had dropped down there to grab another ammo can – at just the right moment to avoid getting his head, or rather his whole torso, taken off along with the turret. 
 But he was in a very bad way. 
 As Homer and Jake got him laid out on the ground, it looked like he had a lot of cuts, bruises, and abrasions – and had been knocked silly by the rockets exploding basically right over his head. 
 Pred was already checking his vitals and feeling him up for more serious injuries. “Let’s get these bleeders wrapped up,” he said, then paused and looked concerned. 
 “What?” Kate said, as she got bandages going on various parts of Zack’s body. 
 “I’m worried about internal injuries. Dude was way too close to way too much boom. And we can’t properly diagnose him here.” 
 Noise came around from the front of the truck. Jake looked up at him, and he shook his head. “I am afraid it is a write-off.” The armor-piercing rounds from the Black Shark’s autocannon had chewed through half the engine block. On the upside, it had probably saved the lives of everyone behind it. “This truck will not run again.” 
 Zack moaned as he started to regain consciousness, at the same time as all their radios went. It was Handon. Jake straightened up and stepped away to take it. 
 “This is Cadaver Three, go ahead.” 

“You guys still alive?”

 “A little bit. By some miracle.” 

“The Black Shark?”

 “Your man Predator took it out – with his bare hands.” 

“Copy that.” If Handon was surprised to hear this, he didn’t let on. “What’s your status?”

 “One casualty, litter priority – no, belay that.” As he looked on, Zack climbed to his feet, helped by Kate and Pred. He was wobbly, and a quarter-covered in badges, but he actually looked like he could walk. “One casualty, walking. But both our vehicles are disabled.” 

“Okay, no problem. We’ll pick you up in a minute.”

 “Negative.” Jake took a few steps up the road toward what was left of the bridge. With the attack helo gone, and the smoke blown away, he could see it clearly now – all that was left of the middle section of bridge was a single steel girder on the left side. “The bridge here is out. Repeat – this road bridge is now a foot bridge, at best. You’re about to be on foot, too.” 
 The beat of silence on the other end felt to Jake like Handon was cursing under his breath – no doubt for the thousandth time on this mission. Jake said, “Look, Handon – we’ll wait for you here, rendezvous both teams, and then exfil together.” 

“Negative. Enemy convoy is right behind us. You need to proceed to the next objective and secure it.”

 Jake wrinkled his brow. Handon was speaking in code again, or at least being vague. Their team radios had been updated with Juice’s new keys, so this transmission should be secure. Or was it? Maybe he just wasn’t taking any chances. 
 He said, “Handon, be advised. If that convoy catches you, surely you’re going to need our guns in the fight?” And that was Jake – gunfighter down to his boot soles. “We can make a stand here at the river, with the bridge as a natural choke point.” 

“Negative. The last thing we need is to get bogged down in another engagement. Anything could happen, especially with these guys – and we can’t risk the mission objective. We need to get it out of here. And if someone doesn’t secure that next position, none of us are getting out of here anyway.”

 “Roger that, Handon. We will comply. Cadaver Three out.” 
 Jake turned back to the group. “Gather ammo, all you can carry. Nothing else.” 
 Predator squared up to Zack, who was on his feet and reasonably alert now, though he definitely looked like he had seen more relaxing afternoons. “Can you walk?” 
 Zack nodded, his face sheened with sweat. “Where we going?” 
 “We’re all getting out of here.” 
 “Out of Africa?” 
 “Yeah. God willing.” 
 “Then hell yeah, I can walk.” 
 Ten minutes later the six of them – two Alpha, two Triple Nickel, one Sikh, and one badly wounded Agency analyst – were all running and stumbling across the border into Djibouti. 
 Out of Somalia, at last. 
 And into the final act. 
 * * * 
 “He fucking what?” Misha was on the radio again, making Kuznetsov jittery again. “I don’t give three explosive shits if he was as big as me. Was he bigger than your motherfucking aircraft? Okay, fuck off now before you make me angry – but keep me posted.” 
 He threw the handset over his shoulder, hitting the RTO in the face – who clasped his hand over his eye, but swallowed his shout of pain. 
 “What?” Kuznetsov said. 
 “The motherfucking Black Shark is down – again.” 
 But then Misha demanded a call through to Team 3. The RTO passed the handset back over. 
 “Tell me you’re in fucking position at the airport… Okay.” He threw the handset over his shoulder again. 
 This time the RTO ducked. 
 * * * 
 Hailey came awake with a jolt and a gasp inside her ravaged cockpit. Outside, the bird’s nose was buried so deep in the mud of Somalia that she was sitting practically at ground level. 
 As her consciousness slowly spooled back up, she realized she had managed to bring her fatally wounded bird down into something slightly more like a landing than a crash – thanks in part to the reliable flatness of Somalia. Nonetheless, as she now remembered, her nose gear had snapped off, plunging the nose of her F-35 into the mud, leaving a furrow a quarter-mile long – and leaving her unconscious again. For how long she didn’t know. 
 And now, when she woke, she was alone – utterly. 
 Unstrapping herself from the non-ejection seat, she gave thanks that at least the canopy was gone, and dragged her battered bones over the lip of the cockpit, then tumbled down onto the dirt. It was totally silent – and no one, alive or dead, could be seen in any direction. When she got her radio out of her survival vest and fired it up… no one responded, on any frequency she tried. 
 She moved away from the crash site, and stumbled up a small rise nearby. Scanning the horizon, she could see that while she hadn’t made it to the airport, she’d made it close. She could make out the runway and terminal building from here, and adjacent to that the neat rows of buildings of Camp Lemonnier. And Djibouti Town out beyond that. These were the only signs of civilization visible in any direction. And she figured they weren’t going to come to her. So she got her aching body moving. 
 Stumbling through the brown wasteland like a zombie herself. 
 * * * 
 After barreling through the wooded area on the southeast side of the valley, still pretty much at their top speed, al-Sif brought the jingle bus to a sliding, shuddering halt at the bank of the river, and the base of the mostly destroyed bridge. This led to some white-knuckling among the passengers. But Handon and Henno both nodded in approval. Juice’s bus driver was earning his stripes. 
 Speed was life for them now. 
 In seconds, Handon was sergeant-majoring everyone off the bus, and also admonishing his people – Ali, Juice, Henno, Fick, Reyes, Baxter, and now al-Sif – to take nothing but ammo. And to move like a lot more than their own lives depended on it. 
 There was no choice but to proceed on foot. They only had about eight kilometers more to go. But as everyone moved out across what was left of the bridge, trying not to look down below the single steel girder in the middle, Handon looked back. And he could already see the dark line of the approaching Spetsnaz convoy. It was coming up fast. And Handon remembered their first footrace, back in that other river valley. And how Spetsnaz had thoroughly outpaced them, until they were finally stopped at the river. 
 And this time around, the good guys were not only on foot, but carrying a dead body, plus all exhausted body and soul – from non-stop running, and fighting, and being shot down in helicopters. And presumably all these new Spetsnaz guys, being chauffeured right to the foot of the bridge, were fresh as daisies. And Handon knew it in his bones – they were going to catch them before they reached the airport. 
 And then they were going to kill them all, first to last, and take Patient Zero back. It was like the predetermined outcome of a mechanical process set in motion long ago. And Handon didn’t know how to stop it. He decided to just get everyone the hell across the river. 
 And hope he thought of something after that. 



 Contact Right 
 Alfa Group Bunker, 100ft Beneath Red Square 
 In the Spetsnaz bunker deep under Lenin’s tomb, the lights finally came back on – the instant Alfa Group commander Akela powered back into his TOC. This instantly revived the wicked headache he’d had since watching a flashbang go off ten feet from his face through night vision. 
 Shortly after that, the goddamned invading British force had made their escape – having rescued Oleg Aliyev, the Kazakh worm who had previously been Akela’s prisoner – and, further, had managed to collapse the entire stairwell with explosives. Since they’d done a similar job to the elevator on their way in, this meant Akela and his Wolf Pack were completely trapped down here in this tomb. 
 They were… entombed. And they were helpless. 
 Worse, this also meant the invaders were up top in Red Square now, with a free run to the Kazakh’s crashed helicopter – which Akela finally knew had the MZ, the zombie-annihilating virus, in it. 
 With the lights up, Akela yanked his NVGs off and dropped them on a station, while rubbing his temples. “Report,” he said. 
 “Engineering routed around the surged transformer. We’ve got power back – for everything.” 
 Akela grabbed his headset and hailed Lyudmila. His favorite team leader, she was commanding the squad of shooters he had sent to capture the British plane, and kill all the men who flew in on it. Hers was also the only unit he had on the ground. They were it. Over the channel, Akela said, “Get to that helo crash site in the square. You’ll find a coldbox in the back of the cargo area. Secure it – now.” 
 He took a quick look at some initial casualty reports from the assault into the bunker, and their attempts to fight it off, before handing over the TOC and heading back to that collapsed stairwell. Passing the elevator, he could see it was a total write-off – but men were already clearing rubble from the bottom of the stairs. Shoving his way forward, Akela put himself in the lead, deadlifting a giant block of concrete and hurling it out of the way. Warlords led from the front, regardless of the task. 
 And they couldn’t afford to stay trapped down there. 
 * * * 
 “Ha ha, you sad wankers!” Staff Sergeant Eli laughed as the surviving Royal Marines reached ground level – knowing there was now no way they could be followed. After climbing ten flights of stairs in full combat kit and night-vision goggles, they were all gulping for air like fish that had just been netted. But they were safe, at least for the moment. 
 Even their commander, Major Jameson, couldn’t resist smiling out loud. Getting out alive, when the prospect looked seriously in doubt, was one of the most exhilarating experiences in life. 
 “Hey, gimme your crowbar,” Colour Sergeant Croucher said to Eli, who pulled it out of his belt pouch and handed it over. Croucher used it to lever open the elevator doors in the pitch-black ground-floor anteroom of the tomb, pulled them wide, then handed the crowbar back. “Watch this,” he said with a cheeky grin. And he pulled the pins on two grenades and simply dropped them down the open shaft. Eli and Jameson burst into cackles of laughter, until Halldon pissed on the parade. 
 “I’m glad the command element is having a jolly day out,” he said, which was the most anyone had heard him say in a long time. “But we’ve all still got to get through that.” In night-vision green and black, he motioned at the front doors – the other sides of which were still being energetically banged on by a large number of dead hands. 
 “Do it,” Jameson said, his amusement subsiding. 
 Halldon looked around the room as the other Marines got into position, then yanked the doors open and backed up fast. The dead came tumbling in, falling on their faces, tangling up in their Red Army greatcoats. Others behind kept their feet as they climbed over the fallen. 
 The Marines’ suppressed rifles chugged non-stop, and dead bodies fell. 
 * * * 
 “Go ahead,” Akela said into his headset to Lyudmila, stepping away from the rubble-clearing operation and out into the hallway, while monitoring the flow of men and materials. Right now two men were pushing a wheelbarrow of rubble away down the hall. 

“Approaching the square. Five minutes to target.”

 “Copy that.” 
 A staggered double explosion blasted out of the open elevator shaft, taking down the two men and the wheelbarrow, all of them rocketing away down the cross hallway as the wheelbarrow’s contents clattered out on the floor. If those two men got up again, Akela didn’t see it. 
 “Motherfuckers,” he said. 
 * * * 
 As the ravenous crowd trying to shove through the doorway of Lenin’s tomb turned into a circular pile of twice-dead bodies, Jameson personally led the breakout. Working hard just to keep his rifle to his shoulder and his breathing steady, he vaulted the ring of bodies and pushed out onto the short set of stairs out front and into the less oppressive darkness of the square. There he anchored the center of what became a skirmish line, firing steadily through most of 180 degrees, clearing and holding the area outside while the others exited – including Aliyev, the Kazakh bioweaponeer and the objective of their mission, now being babysat by Sergeant Eli. 
 Croucher’s hand slapped Jameson’s shoulder. “All out!” 
 Jameson nodded – and without turning, led the team into the square at a run. Their goal: the north corner, which Jameson remembered as the gateway to Tsverskaya Street, which would in turn take them most of the way back to the Hippodrome – where their plane and pilot were parked. But the most direct route to that corner also took them diagonally back across half of Red Square. 
 From the instant their boots hit the ground, they were all having to shoot fast and thick, making shots while running – or, when they missed, just body-checking undead that got too close. At least the open square didn’t have the density of dead that had gathered around the tomb door. Jameson was so happy to taste the cold open air, and feel the cobbles under his boots, it took him a couple of seconds to register that Aliyev was shouting at him. 
 Turning his head, he said, “What?” 
 “I said, wait! Where are we going?” 
 To Eli, who was literally keeping Aliyev at arm’s length, that sounded like ingratitude, and the troop sergeant gave the Kazakh a shove along with an answer: “We’re getting your precious arse the hell out of here is where we’re going.” 
 Aliyev pushed back. “No, no! We need to get the MZ!” 
 “The M-what?” Jameson asked, finally slowing and lowering his weapon. 
 “The virus! The zombie-killing pathogen! The whole point of this fucking exercise!” And with this Aliyev came to a stop, and Jameson did as well, the rest of the team stringing out ahead of them. With their NVG blinders on, they only slowly realized the train was stopping. But the shooting wasn’t – it couldn’t. 
 “Oh, you are fu—” But Jameson cut himself off, knowing that cursing fate, or the Kazakh, got them nowhere. He grabbed Aliyev by the arm, flipped his NVGs up, and said, “You mean you don’t have it?” He spun him around, but before he could dig into his backpack, the Kazakh pointed back to the southeast end of the square. 
 “It’s in the helicopter! The helo! And we’ve got to get to it before the goddamned Russians do!” 

Fuck. Jameson and Eli traded dark looks – which had to be quick ones, because only the security perimeter spontaneously being formed by the others was making it possible for them to stay in that spot and live. And it wouldn’t be possible for very long. 
 “Split up?” Jameson asked. “You get him out, I go for the prize?” 
 “Nah,” Eli said. “All for one. Either the rest of us are getting out of here together, or we’re not.” Then he hefted his weapon, gave Aliyev another shove, and led the charge this time, keeping close to the long northeast edge of the square – just to keep something like a wall at something like their backs. 
 They were diving back into the belly of the beast. 
 * * * 
 With two men left behind guarding the captured British plane and pilot, Lyudmila now led ten Spetsnaz Alfa Group shooters at a run into the west corner of Red Square. Going straight down the endless stretch of Tsverskaya Street had been the quickest route from the Hippodrome, and they entered the square along the southwest edge – mainly out of habit, as that was the side with Lenin’s tomb on it. She and her team had covered all of this distance at a run, loaded – and all were now winded and hurting. 
 All except Lyudmila. 
 Everyone in Alfa maintained a razor edge of fitness, most doing so on the machines in the bunker’s gym. But Lyudmila did fully loaded road runs, wearing a gas mask, out in the city, and by herself. The dead didn’t scare her – but weakness did. Now she was the only one of the eleven-man squad not sucking wind after a 5km combat run. 
 She kept the team moving southeast just off the long bottom edge of the square, which would get them close to the crashed helo, fast. Akela had been adamant about this. 
 And letting down Akela also scared her. 
 * * * 
 It was Eli who clocked them first. Their NVGs, even the good ones, really did restrict vision to a narrow cone. So it was either the preternatural sense he had for threats, or maybe just good situational awareness, that made him realize. 
 One Troop had a double, a doppelgänger. 
 It was another force of tooled-up soldiers, one of nearly equivalent size, and it was mirroring their movement – running southeast through the square, but just off the opposite edge, the long southwest one, almost perfectly parallel to their path along the long northeast one. But then, on a second look, Eli realized their paths actually weren’t parallel – they were angling in toward the center. And the lines their paths described were going to intersect exactly at the crashed helicopter. 

Shit.

 “Contact right,” Eli announced over the squad net, then brought his weapon up and started shooting as he ran. He’d been around long enough to know that when killing had to be done, there was nothing to be gained by putting it off. The one thing you couldn’t do was hesitate. 
 It took the others a few seconds to react, and follow suit. 
 No one stopped running – no one even slowed. It was truly a running gun battle. Eli saw two of the enemy drop before they could return fire. Eli’s senses and reflexes had bought them the initiative, and a couple of free shots. But by this point, both groups were nearly even with the helo crash site, each about fifty yards from it, on opposite sides. And there was absolutely no cover here, other than the helicopter itself. 
 Both teams instinctively dropped to the deck, going prone and shooting from an inch above the cobblestones, just to get out of the line of fire, and what otherwise would have been two inward-facing firing squads of ten executioners each – all the same men as the condemned. Suppressed rounds snapped inches over the Marines’ heads and cracked into the stones in front of their faces, stinging them with rock fragments. These Spetsnaz Alfa guys could shoot – and they didn’t back down an inch. The Marines waited to get hit, as they energetically returned fire, hoping to do it to their enemies first. 
 It was not a cool situation to be involved in. Adrenaline and fear surged through the veins of every man there, from Major Jameson down to Private Simmonds. And every one of them had to fight his battle with fear alone, and had to find a way to continue to be effective in spite of it – to keep fighting for the others. If they stopped shooting, or stopped shooting well, if they took the pressure off the enemy for a second, they were all dead. 
 But with both teams prone in the open with no cover, it wasn’t long before the grenade-throwing started – as both offensive and defensive tactic. And then with the sound of the explosions came the dead. 
 From absolutely everywhere. 



 Kill and Eat Everyone 
 Red Square 
 “Watch the helo!” Aliyev shouted, trying to be heard over the chaos of the close-quarters grenade battle, even as he tried to melt into the cracks between cobblestones. “Don’t hit the damned MZ!” 
 But with the explosions and moaning, he couldn’t be heard. 
 A few feet over from him, Jameson knew they had to get the hell out of there. A grenade exploded twenty feet to his left and rear – way too close to him, and closer yet to at least one of his men, who yelped and then groaned in response. Someone was hit. 
 And more would be soon. 
 Jameson reflexively curled his body and covered up against the explosion, feeling the cold stone against his cheek. When he looked up again, he immediately saw a grenade arc in, hit the cobblestones ten feet in front of his face, then take a weird bounce. Swiveling his head to try and follow its path, he saw Sergeant Croucher, demonstrating outrageous reflexes, not to mention hand–eye coordination, rise up on one arm and snatch the flying object out of the air with the other, hurling it back in almost the same motion. It exploded harmlessly beside the helicopter. 
 Then Jameson remembered the MZ was in the helicopter. Shit. 
 He saw their own outgoing grenades arc over or around the helo, and they looked like they’d been well placed. It had to be because of cricket, he figured. English lads could throw. It was said the Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton. These Russian bastards probably all grew up playing ice hockey…

 But while coming in first in a grenade fight definitely beat coming in second, it still wasn’t good, and it wasn’t enough. Because the dead were now stumbling into their lines – and they didn’t even have any lines, their position strung across a large and irregular area. Jameson took his sights off the enemy and took six shots to drop two dead running at him from the front left… but turning that far, he could see others coming in from the back left – and then also from behind. 
 They were coming from everywhere. 
 And the Marines were already shooting more at the attacking dead than at the attacking living. There were definitely more than had started out in the square – they were coming in from somewhere else. Raising himself up enough to survey the scene through the cone of his NVGs, Jameson could sense more than see them flooding in from all four corners of the square, which were open to the surrounding streets. 
 And they were all converging on the helicopter, and the two beleaguered forces shooting and chucking grenades around it. Worse, Jameson’s Royal Marines were all down on the deck, flat on their stomachs – not a great posture from which to fend off the dead. 
 Jameson knew if they didn’t get out of there in the next minute, they were never leaving. He took several deep breaths and squinted deeply at that helicopter. There were already significant numbers of dead between him and it – never mind that standing up and closing half the distance to the Russians would seriously invite a bullet in the face. 
 As tantalizingly close as they were, getting to the helo and retrieving the pathogen, at least in this moment, was simply not going to happen. Even though everything hung on it, Jameson knew if he and his men got hold of it, but were all shot to death or devoured in the next minute, that helped absolutely no one. 
 They had to go – now. 
 * * * 
 Jameson flipped onto his back, now shooting almost exclusively to defend himself from the ranks of staggering dead lurching into their lines, which were still nothing like lines. One Troop was a big clusterfuck, a soup sandwich. But twisting his head back to steal a look at the enemy patrol, he could sense they were basically in the same straits. The relative lack of incoming rounds or grenades told the tale. They were fighting for their lives, too. Basically, the Red Army dead didn’t give a shit that Spetsnaz were the home team. 
 They were here to fight everyone. To kill and eat everyone. 
 That was probably frustrating for the Russians, but the One Troop commander definitely didn’t give a shit about that. What he did give a shit about was breaking contact, which they had to do, and do fast. A minute ago, with no cover, whichever side stood up first was probably going to die. But now both sides were distracted fighting for their lives. And Jameson knew this was their moment, and their only chance. 
 He got on his radio. “One Troop! Leapfrogging withdrawal, back to the strongpoint! Three covers to start, then one covers at the halfway point!” 
 It wasn’t easy ordering complex infantry maneuvers while the dead were dropping on their heads, bullets flying, and shit still occasionally exploding. But both the training and combat experience made it possible for them to organize and be effective even in the extreme chaos of battle. 
 Mainly, they’d all performed this drill many times in training, and more than once in combat. Fire team three would put down covering fire while one and two turned and ran for it. Halfway to safety, one would stop and turn to cover three, who would break contact and run through one’s lines. By then, two should have reached the building, and would shoot to protect the others, with one bringing it in last. That was the theory, anyway. Three was Croucher’s team, and two was Eli’s. Jameson would be last man out. 
 He spotted Eli lying ten feet to his right. “You take the Kazakh!” he shouted. 
 “Got it!” 
 “On my signal! Covering fire!” 
 Jameson knew they weren’t physically organized by fire teams anymore, as the men had dropped wherever they stopped running. Virtual organization would have to do. He saw Croucher slap in a new mag and open up, with Yap and Simmonds presumably following suit. 
 “One and two – displace! One bounding!” 

“Two bounding!”

 Jameson rose to his feet, spun to the rear, and led the mad dash of five Marines and one civilian back across the endless expanse of open ground toward the edge of the square. Eli covered Aliyev with his body and shoved him forward, while Younis had his arm around Nicks’s shoulder, running with a limp so severe he was lurching like the dead himself. 
 With each long stride, each ragged inhalation of breath, Jameson’s every nerve braced for a bullet in the back. But he could only shoot and shove at the dead between them and that building front. When his rifle went dry, he brought the stock around and caved in a head lurching right into his face, mouth open and teeth bared. 
 Dodging around the falling body, he figured they were halfway back, so he shouted, “One set! Three displace!” – then stopped, turned, knelt, reloaded in a flash, and started shooting. Sanders and Halldon followed suit to his left and right, while Eli kept hauling ass toward the building along with Nicks and the hobbled Younis, all three of them still sheltering and shoving Aliyev. 

“Three bounding!”

 Up ahead, Croucher’s team rose, turned, and hauled ass, running straight through Jameson’s line, he and his fire team shooting through the gaps at the Russians – but with Sanders and Halldon quickly turning to the flanks to drop runners angling in on them. 
 When Jameson heard, “Two set!” and, five long seconds later, “Three set!”, he yelled “One bounding!” – then rose up again and led his last two men to safety. They hurtled through the open doorway, two Marines shooting out either side and only clearing out for them at the last second. 
 “One set,” he said quietly, and to no one. He was kind of just convincing himself he was still alive. 
 The door slammed shut behind them. 
 “Casualty assessment,” Jameson said, raising his voice enough to be heard. In the next minute, he, Eli, and Croucher determined that there were a bunch of minor shrapnel wounds – though two of them were on Eli and Croucher themselves, and Jameson had been creased in the arm by a bullet. But Younis was much more seriously wounded. He’d had a chunk of his outer thigh removed by grenade blast, along with some smaller chunks of his upper arm. He was in a lot of pain, but once they got the bleeding stopped and the wounds wrapped up, he claimed to be able to walk and to fight. 
 And they were all alive – all of them who were left. 
 Which was something. It just wasn’t enough. 
 They still didn’t have what they came for. 



 Two Paths 
 Northwest Somalia – Across the River 
 As the group of Seahawk survivors ran and stumbled down the overgrown path that claimed to be the road on the other side of the river, Handon did finally think of something. He had brought up the rear himself on the crossing – and as he stepped across the section of bridge that was a two-foot-wide steel girder, he thought: 

Hell of a choke point. 



But he wasn’t the only one who thought it – and Henno said something first. Turning and letting the others pass, he grabbed Handon and looked into his face from a few inches away. When Henno stared at you like that it was hard to look away. 
 “I’m going back,” he said. “Hold them off at the river.” 
 Handon’s face was blank, but his mind raced. “On your own.” 
 “I’ll have cover in the forest and they’ll have nought on the bridge. And it’s a perfect choke point. Now get the team moving.” 
 “No,” Handon said. “We stick together. If we have to turn and fight, we’ll need everyone.” 
 “If we turn and fight, we’re fucking dead. Now get gone!” 
 Handon knew Henno was right – again. 
 Looking over his shoulder, he could see the others had also stopped. Fick still had Patient Zero over his shoulder, but he was fighting for breath, and finally relented, too exhausted to resist, when Reyes relieved him of it. Handon knew this wasn’t good. They had to keep moving. Though he wasn’t sure how much longer they were going to be able to. There wasn’t much left in the tank. 
 He opened his mouth to protest one more time – when Henno leaned in even closer and rolled up his sleeve. There was a small but nasty arc of puncture wounds on the inside of his arm, which Henno only revealed for a second before letting the sleeve drop. 
 “Dead bastard took a chunk out of me at the fight in the forest.” 
 Handon closed his mouth. There was nothing left to be said, then. That settled it. 
 Henno reached over his shoulder and drew his cricket bat from his pack, then tossed it over Handon’s head – to Noise. “Get this back to Blighty for me. And give it to Captain Ainsley’s lads.” 
 Noise nodded, his face solemn. 
 And without another word, Henno hefted his rifle, turned, and took off at a run. The others turned and ran in the opposite direction. And so their two paths diverged in a wood. 
 Almost certainly forever. 
 * * * 
 The terrain didn’t change much when the survivors from the gun truck and SUV crossed into Djibouti – it was more semi-arid brown wasteland, albeit a little redder due to the nearby coast and beach, both just within sight to their right. 
 But there was a general sigh of relief as they finally got the hell out of Somalia, ground zero of the fall of man. Then again, they were now within sight of Camp Lemonnier – the fall of which was a raw memory for the Triple Nickel guys. Zack, badly torn up, battled to keep trotting, with his arms draped over Kate and Homer on opposite sides of him. 
 But they were almost there. 
 The good news was that the airport, adjacent to Lemonnier, was on the near side of it. The group had been keeping to the main road, as it was going their way. But up ahead a side road led off to the right, toward the main terminal building. They cut the corner off and angled toward it. Behind the terminal were the tarmacs, runway, and aircraft hangars. 
 Leading the way, Jake looked back over his shoulder, and belatedly asked the question of the hour. “Okay, I’ll bite. What the hell is waiting for us at the airport? An incoming flight from the UK?” 
 Bringing up the rear, his big rifle looking small cradled in his arms, Predator said: “Hey, you just gotta trust me, and keep moving.” 
 Jake ground his teeth. “No offense, man, but I don’t know you.” 
 Pred squinted at Jake and thought for a second. “Okay, then – trust Juice. This is straight from him.” 
 Jake took a breath, nodded, and carried on. Pred had nailed it – Jake had known Juice a long time. But, anyway, he had little choice but to trust him. And they all had to focus and stay switched on now. They were too close – to escape and mission success, but also to failure and annihilation. 
 Not least because, as they headed up the passenger drop-off road out front, they were now back in a formerly populated area. And some of the former population were on hand to greet them. People who had perhaps been waiting here two years – waiting to greet air travelers who would never come. 
 Jake rested his Beowulf on its sling and drew his MP-7 from its leg holster. He extended the collapsible stock, brought it to his shoulder, and started taking silenced single shots on figures that stumbled toward them. 
 And he hoped Predator knew what the hell he was talking about. 
 * * * 
 By the time Henno got back to the foot of the bridge, the Spetsnaz convoy had reached the other end – and were piling out of their vehicles and forming up. They were in such nice pretty ranks that Henno had to fight the temptation to knock a few of them down right away. Not least since there looked to be more than twenty of them. 
 No, he needed to wait until they were out on that single girder span – where there was nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. Henno had taken care not to emerge from the forest, and so hadn’t been spotted yet. He didn’t have much time to hunker down and prepare a fighting position. But he had a little. 
 And he was going to need more than one. Because once he was engaged with a tactically proficient enemy, who vastly outnumbered him, he’d get dug out of one spot very fucking fast. He picked his first position mainly for concealment, rather than hard cover. He wanted them confused, if not spooked – that was unlikely – and which would keep them from putting out effective fire for much of the first minute. 
 And every second counted now. 
 Henno settled down onto his stomach behind a fallen log, eased his rifle barrel out through the thick foliage, and verified that his field of fire and sight lines were perfect – offset about twenty degrees from the line of the bridge. The Spetsnaz shooters were not idiots – and appeared switched on as they crossed, using good tactical spacing. This meant the first man was nearly stepping off the end of the bridge, as the third stepped onto the start of it. 
 Twisting way out to the left, Henno shot the point man once in the side of the head, a single lethal whisper. Also without a sound, the man collapsed at his own feet, onto the intact stretch of bridge at the base. Henno then smoothly panned to the right and gave the same treatment to the second man, in the middle of the bridge – a tougher shot because that guy dropped down into a crouch the instant the man ahead fell. Still, down he went, and more satisfyingly – because he tumbled off the narrow girder and into the river below. 
 By the time Henno got his aiming dot on the third one, though, the man was hightailing it off the bridge and back under cover. When he looked up over his sight, Henno could see the entire team had already dispersed into the forest on the far side, or behind the parked vehicles. None of them had yet fired. 

Because they don’t have a target, Henno thought. That wasn’t good news, though. That meant these guys were methodical, disciplined – and unflappable. 
 And they would all be coming for him now. 
 But in his mind’s eye he imagined Aiden and Luke, Captain Ainsley’s boys, behind him in that forest now. Which in a very real sense they were, along with everyone else alive, everything Henno loved and revered. Everything he cared about and everything he believed in was back there. 
 With only him standing before them now. 

Aye, he thought. You Spetsnaz slags are going to be some time digging me out of here. Count on it.

 * * * 
 With Jake still leading them, Pred, Homer, Noise, Kate, and the badly wounded Zack all disappeared into the main terminal building. Behind them, out front, a half-dozen long-dead bodies littered the ground, all with little 4.6mm holes in their heads, courtesy of Jake’s MP7. A few others stumbled over them and banged on the glass, too dumb and dead to operate the doors. 
 Once inside, everyone paused. Ahead, at the end of about fifty feet of open space, a row of check-in desks stretched out to either side, all the way to both edges of the building. The space in front of them was big and airy. It was also dim, cool, dusty – and profoundly spooky. 
 “Keep moving,” Jake said. But he said it quietly. The group moved forward, angling off to the right. 
 Toward airport security. 
 * * * 
 Now that the fight had begun, Henno had to move positions twice in quick succession. He didn’t have long to prepare, and certainly didn’t have anything like a ghillie suit, so it only took Spetsnaz a minute or so to identify his position through a spotting scope. Then it took them about two seconds to start putting effective fire on him. Henno figured the heavy stuff was coming next – and it did, two RPGs streaking into the log he’d been behind ten seconds ago. 
 Now he hugged a thick tree, peering around it with half an eyeball. As he guessed they would, they didn’t wait to kill or incapacitate him before trying to cross again. They didn’t even wait to pin him down. No, they were doing everything all at once. While those in the rear tried to zero him with rifles and RPGs, others were already sprinting across the bridge, keeping low. Henno popped and snap-fired, tagging the leader, then ducked out of the way of a barrage of fire from the main force on the other bank. Worse, he realized, they were also sending guys down the slope to ford the river, underneath his angle of fire. 
 Henno nodded. Well… they won’t be beneath grenades. 
 He tossed two, one to either side of the bridge, hoping those might give them pause, if not actually inflict casualties. But he also knew another effect would be to send the river-crossers farther out on the flanks. They’d simply cross where he couldn’t see them, or bomb them. And once across, they’d move in on him from his own flanks. 

And I might actually have real problems at that point…

 * * * 
 Misha poured bodies into the fight, giving orders from behind his SUV. He was standing, but not to his full height. The distance across the river was too short, and the guys they were fighting too skilled, to give them a look at the back of his head. Misha was fearless and reckless. Not stupid, or suicidal. Then again, he didn’t have time for this horseshit. The enemy’s main force would be getting close to the airport – though they were in for a surprise when they got there. 
 And he honestly didn’t believe they were facing more than two or three of the sons of bitches on the other side of this bridge. It was obviously a delaying action. 
 “Move, move!” he shouted at his flank runners. “Be on that side of the fucking river, if you don’t want to get shot on this one!” 
 This hold-up was fucking annoying him. 
 * * * 
 The team led by Jake went straight through the terminal building because it was the quickest route to the tarmac and hangars beyond. But it was also turning into a pretty conspicuous choke point itself. Homer, weapon to shoulder, kept moving and scanned his sector through the dusty dimness. He was thinking that a post-Apocalyptic airport was less spooky than a hospital. 
 But not a whole lot less. 
 As the group started to bunch up, nearing the funnel of the security point, Kate held her fist up. The others stopped and looked to her. “Hey,” she whispered to Jake. “Remember when I first joined the team – and flew in through here?” 
 “Yeah,” Jake said. “Why?” 
 “Because it looked different then. That, for instance.” She pointed to a giant luggage X-ray machine, turned over on its side. 
 “So what?” Jake said. “Everything’s trashed.” 
 “Yes,” said Noise, padding up beside them, weapon also up. “But why would someone go to the trouble to tip over something that big and heavy? Unless…” 
 Homer, stepping up to their other side, finished the thought. “Unless to channel us into a killzone.” The overturned machine blocked the only exit from the security area – other than the path through the X-ray arches, the bottleneck itself. 
 Homer had only just gotten the last word out before he started shooting, slinging silenced lead across the security area. Out beyond it, a dozen dark spectral figures popped up or leaned out from concealed positions and started lighting them up – as the team dove for cover in any and every direction. 
 If they had passed through that funnel into the killzone beyond, they all would have been dead in seconds. As it was, they were outmatched and outgunned. But they were still on their feet. And it wasn’t going to take them too many guesses to work out who had just ambushed them. 
 Hunkering down and firing, Homer wondered how many Russians there actually were on this continent. 
 Because they definitely weren’t out of Africa yet. 



 Two Warriors 
 Somalia – Northwest River Valley 
 Henno’s empty mag flew into open air, due to him dropping it out while spinning in place. And this wasn’t a tactical reload – no, he was firing every mag all the way down to the follower and spring, shooting non-stop to stay alive, and in multiple directions. He was genuinely surprised at how quickly the Spetsnaz team had enveloped him. But he knew he shouldn’t be. These weren’t the kind of operators who nibbled at the edges of a fight. 
 No, they took the whole thing in one big bite. 
 Aggression – first, last, and always. 
 Henno got the next mag slotted as he dropped into a crouch and sighted in on the two-man team working in on his left flank – but they dropped out of view as he started firing. Most of this scrubby forest was concealment rather than cover, so Henno guessed which way they went and spread his bets, distributing fifteen fast rounds into the heavy bush in that sector. 
 But then he heard a collapsing air pocket a few inches off his cheek, and then felt a round rip through through the outside of his shoulder, so he dove to his left, rolled on the ground, then low-crawled another five meters to a position of cover. But even as he got set again, a live grenade landed practically in his lap. He snatched at it, wrist-flicked it away, and covered up. 
 He survived the explosion. But covering up allowed his attackers to work in closer. And he was unlikely to survive the next grenade. 
 Or the ones after that. 
 * * * 
 Handon, at the head of his team, saw the sky open above them as they reached the end of the forested river valley. They could all hear faint explosions, but not gunfire, coming from behind them. Slowing slightly, Handon hit his radio. 
 “Henno – sitrep.” Ali looked at him with concern. “Henno, how copy?” But he wasn’t hailing Henno out of concern for his welfare. He needed to know how long he thought he could hold. This was critical intel – how soon their pursuers were going to be right back on their asses. 
 But no response came back. 
 Handon stopped running and traded looks with Ali and Juice, the others scanning the treeline to the rear and looking alert – or spooked. 
 Handon decided in the next instant. 
 Looking at Juice, he said, “Keep the team moving. You know where to. And you know where you’re going.” Juice nodded. Handon looked around at the others. “I’ll try to rendezvous with you there. But you get in the air ASAP – and you do not wait for me. Got it?” 
 Fick stumbled up with humanity’s salvation thrown over his shoulder again, having taken it back from Reyes after a short breather. He opened his mouth, but was too winded to speak right away. 
 Handon beat him to it. “Take it home. Finish this thing.” He put out his hand, arm bent at the elbow. Fick clasped hands with him, one last warrior embrace. 
 Finally finding the breath, Fick said: “Go well – and get some.” 
 Handon turned and headed back the way they came, at a run. 
 And all alone. 
 * * * 
 Fuzzy light leaking in, swimming star flashes, pulsing pain. Henno battled his way back to consciousness. As his mind spooled back up, he knew it must have been the grenades, not the gunfire, that got him. But he had always known it was going to be the grenades. Fighting on his own, there was virtually no way to counter them. 
 And his enemies had known it, too. 
 He’d put up an excellent fight. And he’d held them off a long time – surely longer than anyone had expected. But now he’d gone down. 
 Though the fact that he could consider this at all meant he had at least survived – knocked out but not killed by the explosions. Still mostly blind, he felt around for his rifle, then his pistol, then his knife. But all his weapons had been taken off him. He spat dirt, and realized he was lying face down in the mud, in a clearing – it was the road through the forest, though he had no idea how he’d got there. His head spun with vertigo as something unyielding rolled him over. It was a steel-toed boot – the hard sole of which then pressed down on his throat. 
 He looked up at the sky and worked to breathe. Slowly, his visual field resolved into three dark vertical patches standing over him, weapons pointing down. His hearing worked better, and he listed to one of them on the radio – the one with his foot on his windpipe. He was speaking Russian, but it was basic enough for Henno to follow. 
 “He’s down. Yes. You want us to keep him that way? Consider it done. See you here shortly.” 
 The man’s face resolved more as he looked down into Henno’s, his expression emotionless. His pale eyes were a combination of cruelty and caginess. He switched to English as he pressed the cold steel of his rifle muzzle to Henno’s forehead. 
 “Sorry, mate,” he said. 
 But rather than Henno’s head opening up… instead a neat hole blossomed in the center of the Russian’s and he fell away out of Henno’s field of view, as did the other two, all in the next second – all three of them collapsing to the dirt in a pinwheel of dead Russians, of which Henno was the hub. 
 He blinked rapidly, then felt a strong hand reaching under him. It gripped the drag strap on his vest, and he was hauled on his back out of the road and into the cover of the forest. A dark shape moved away, and when it came back, it was Handon – and he had Henno’s weapons, all of which he returned to him. Mentally recreating the scene, Henno realized he must have come out of the forest at a run, dropping all three Russians with precision shooting on the hoof. 
 As Henno managed to sit up, and reached for his rifle, Handon squatted down beside him, grabbed his arm, and pushed his sleeve up, examining the “bite wound” more closely. He could see the little crescent of puncture wounds was too neat. 
 “Knife work,” he said. “I knew it.” 
 “More fool you,” Henno said, holstering his pistol, re-sheathing his knife, and pulling his rifle back in close. He took a deep breath and tried to get his senses and strength back. When he looked up, Handon was offering him a hand up. He took it, and together they hauled him to his feet. 
 Two warriors stood alone in a wood. 
 * * * 
 “Motherfucking cock fondlers!” Misha barked, retreating off the bridge and back under the cover of the vehicles. Just when they’d finally got this shit-show unstuck – there had only ever been a single defender, a dumbass holding action, and his guys had him down on the ground – here they were, still stuck on the wrong side of the fucking river, and being shot at again. He didn’t know what the hell kind of circle jerk was going on over there, but he wasn’t a huge fan. 
 And now, somehow, the defense had redoubled in intensity and tenacity, and then redoubled again. It had taken too damned long – and too much blood, if anyone was measuring that – to flank and envelop the one man. Now they were looking at having to do the same job all over again. Against a bigger threat. With fewer resources. 
 “Misha,” Kuznetsov said from beside him, both of them ducking down as incoming rounds smashed the windows of the vehicle over their heads, and showered them with glass shards and dust. “There’s another bridge upriver. We should simply go around.” 
 “Suck this cock,” Misha said, not raising his voice – but lowering it, which made it scarier. “I’m not about to be stopped by these two assmasters – at most two.” He spat. But Kuznetsov did have a point. Team 3 had already reported they were engaged with the first American force at the airport, and had them pinned down. But now, with this egregious fucking delay, the second group of Americans was going to get to the airport before Misha and Team 2 did. 
 Misha hit his radio. “Team 3, fucking come in.” 

“Go ahead.” There was a lot of gunfire, both suppressed and not, leaking through the speaker. 
 “Unless you can successfully locate your nutsacks and finish that fight in the next few minutes, you are about to be facing a second force – and you are going to get your asses flanked.” 

“Received, Colonel.”

 Misha wrinkled his massive brow and considered. “Have any aircraft touched down since you’ve been there?” 

“Negative.”

 “Nothing inbound now? Or sitting out on the tarmac?” 

“Negative on both counts. The Akula also hasn’t seen anything flying on radar, anywhere in the region.”

 Misha considered. What the hell was their plan? It probably wasn’t to just die at the fucking airport. “Okay. They must have an aircraft in one of the hangars. It’s the only explanation. Those hangars are all bunched up in a row, right?” 

“Affirmative.”

 “Okay. Here is what you do…” 
 After he got off the radio with Team 3, Misha stood up and spoke to what was left of Team 2 on the riverbank. And he didn’t use the radio. He just raised his voice and bellowed loud enough to be heard up and down the valley. 
 “Listen the fuck up! We finish this thing!” 
 * * * 
 With his arrival, Handon had well and truly resurrected Henno’s one-man defense. With two of them, they had a greatly improved ability to hold the base of the bridge and the riverbank around it. They could also keep themselves, to a limited extent, from getting fatally flanked. Or, at any rate, they could shoot in two directions at once when they were. And now they were making Spetsnaz pay in blood – for every step, for every attempt to cross the bridge or the river below, every time they popped to shoot, or attempted to maneuver. 
 The two of them were everywhere at once, fighting like demons, moving from position to position, one covering while the other moved, needing no words or even hand signals to coordinate – just preternaturally in sync and effective, a two-operator machine, a matched pair of the last best commandos on earth. 
 Together they were a dynamic last-ditch defense that also attacked, reaching up to bite wherever it was tested, then disappearing and moving elsewhere to bite again, a deadly ghost-like force in the frenetic, vicious, bloody forest fighting. Every time Spetsnaz thought they had them dead to rights, they were somewhere else – exacting a terrible price, culling the Russians almost as fast as they entered the woods. 
 But they were also paying a price themselves. Henno had been wounded already when Handon found him. He was wounded again several times again in the next few minutes, though he didn’t complain, and only stopped fighting to wrap up anything bleeding badly enough to endanger his combat effectiveness. 
 But if Handon had gotten hit, he wasn’t reporting it. Henno wondered if his long unwounded streak was continuing even into this meat grinder – and, if so, how that was even possible. But he had little time to ponder it. He’d lost sight of him during their last sequence of maneuvers, but now saw him appear again twenty meters to his left. And then a streaking rocket, an RPG, came in right between them – with too little warning to react. 
 The two Alpha men were blown off their feet in opposite directions, and both hit the ground hard. When next Henno saw Handon, they were dragging themselves into the same little depression that overwatched the foot of the bridge. Smeared with mud and blood, they realized they were both out of rifle mags and grenades, as both drew and chamber-checked their pistols, hunkering down and waiting for the last rush. 
 When it didn’t immediately come, Henno ducked down and tightened his bandages, slowing the blood loss to give himself a little longer in the fight. As he did so, he said, “Oi – you’re seriously not hit anywhere?” 
 Handon just shrugged as he lay there and covered the two approaches, with a .45 in each hand. Henno crawled back up to face the bridge. And the two of them caught their breath, relishing this tiny lull of silence and peace, waiting to get their last licks in. 
 Waiting for the end, like Butch and Sundance. 
 Henno glanced over, the whites of his eyes red with blood. “Think we’ve given the others enough time?” 
 Handon nodded tiredly, answering around deep breaths. “Yeah. They should be in the air any minute.” 
 “Thank fuck for that,” Henno said. “It means we can lie down and die soon. Because I for one am fucking knackered.” 
 Handon laughed weakly. “Isn’t that just like a Brit. Dying for Queen and country out in some dusty, backward, far-flung corner of the Empire.” 
 “Born to rule and sacrifice,” Henno said. 
 But then they both stopped talking. There was little or nothing more to be said. They were both feeling the same thing, and each knew the other was: that they were at peace now – with themselves, with each other, and with the universe. Henno because he knew the mission was finally going to succeed. And Handon because he could finally be sure he was sacrificing the right life, at the right time, for the right purpose. 
 His own, now, to get the others out. 
 And though neither said it, they both knew this: they were brothers again. Even if only in death. 
 Both started shooting again. 
 That last rush was coming. 



 The Bridge 
 Somalia – Northwest River Valley 
 But it turned out Henno wasn’t content simply to lie down and wait for the end, nor just wait for death to take him. No, he was going out to meet them both – kicking ass the whole way. Handon, who had served with Henno for over two years, and already respected him as the hardest man he knew… well, even he didn’t know he had it in him. 
 As Henno’s slide locked back on his last pistol mag, and it looked like Handon was about to pass out due to exhaustion and blood loss from a wound he hadn’t admitted and Henno hadn’t seen… and as murderous fire came in and chipped up everything around them, and grenades and rockets exploded in the trees close enough to warm them both even as their bodies began to chill… 
 Henno simply stood up and walked out of the forest, right up to the foot of the bridge – and then he strode out onto it, upright and tall, and within full view of virtually every one of the Spetsnaz shooters left. He was now impossible to miss. 
 But for some reason, he didn’t get shot. It could only be that, in the first few seconds, the Russians were too surprised to take a shot on a man just walking calmly out into the middle of a death storm. And in the next few seconds after that, they were too impressed and in awe to take the shot. This was clearly a legendary maneuver they were witnessing. One they all wished they had made themselves, and all now ardently hoped to pull off when their time came. 
 Striding out onto the bridge as the guns went silent, Henno unclipped his rifle and tossed it away into the river to his right, then did the same with his pistol, throwing it off to the left. He kept walking. Then he unsheathed his big-ass commando knife from its chest rig – then un-Velcroed the vest, pulled it free, and let it fall to the deck behind him. And still walking, reaching the narrow girder section of bridge, he raised his voice and shouted across. 
 “Hey, Misha – you puffed-up wanker! Why don’t you come out and have a go… if you think you’re hard enough?” 
 With that Henno stopped in the middle of the bridge. 
 And he waited. 
 * * * 
 But he didn’t have to wait long. Misha knocked two of his own men to the ground, one of them almost going into the drink as he pushed them out of his way to get to the bridge. He tossed his rifle vaguely to someone, then drew his Desert Eagle, dropped the mag, racked the slide, ejecting a single giant round, and paused long enough to thunk both pistol and mag down on the foot of the bridge. 
 He then drew his Melita-K commando knife, with its wicked serrating, razor edge, and curved and tapering point – the same one he had stuck in Lance Corporal Jenkins’s eyeball back in Saldanha. Finally, he shrugged out of his own vest, letting it fall. 
 And he powered out onto the bridge – accelerating. 
 Henno didn’t wait, but came straight for him, in that SAS do not fuck with me walk that others had disregarded to their cost. 
 They met in the middle and instantly went at it – knives, fists, knees, and foreheads pistoning, wheeling, and smashing, taking each other apart piece by piece. Both men were strong as rampaging bulls, and fast for men of their size. Misha had about sixty pounds and a good five inches on Henno. But Henno was the meaner of the two, which was saying something. 
 And the Spetsnaz commander had something like a sense of humor, a warrior’s joy in lethal combat, a lion’s playfulness in taking down prey. But the Brit was utterly serious, focused like a laser beam, and dialed in to this fight. Henno was, absolutely, under no circumstances, and in no conceivable way, fucking around. He was all business, every cell, until his last second on this earth. 
 Both men worked as professional gunfighters, but either could have held their own as professional knife-fighters, and both knew the drill. Henno held his blade in close to his body, left hand extended in a guard position, his body in a fighter’s stance, left leg forward, right leg back. Misha however stood square, both hands down at his thighs, elbows bent – perhaps because he could no longer straighten them. When Henno slipped forward and feinted with his knife, Misha simply ignored it, leaned forward, and blasted Henno with a vicious left hook to the side of his head. 
 This staggered him, but Henno spat blood, reset – and came in again. This time he led with a punch of his own – knuckle-striking Misha in the throat with his left hand, then twisting back at the waist, unleashing forward again, and smashing him in the ribs with his right hand, which was wrapped around the thick grip of his knife. Misha in turn hit him with a straight right, knuckles also wrapped around his knife pommel. It was like they were now so intent on beating each other to death they had both forgotten they were holding knives. 
 Until they remembered – and both went for killing stabs through the upper ribs, straight into the heart. They were like mirror images of each other, both twisting away from the slashes, even as they orchestrated their own. Both had the skin and hard muscle over their ribs laid open by the razor-sharp blades. But then Henno latched onto Misha’s knife hand with his left, and because he was off balance, managed to pull him forward and smash him in the forehead with the pommel of his knife. 
 This would have knocked most men cold – but Misha just put his head down, went with the pulling motion, and smashed into Henno’s blood-slick chest, his massive bulk knocking him backward. Henno went over and hit the bridge on his back. He knew enough to know if he stayed on the deck he was dead – plus wasn’t going to get a lot of time to get up. So he also went with the motion, kicking his legs over his head, and rolled back up to his feet. 
 His vision swam, and blood and sweat dripped into his eyes. 
 But he was still standing. 
 Moving his hands like a boxer, flipping his knife into an overhand grip, Henno waded back in. He had no intention of ceding any ground to this asshole. Declining to play defense, ignoring Misha’s height advantage, he raised his blade up, gripped it with both hands, and came down in a furious top-down strike at the Russian’s sternum. As he’d gambled he would have to, Misha used both hands to stop it. 
 This left Misha’s knife pointing at his own face – and Henno threw his whole weight behind it. But Misha didn’t care to play defense either. He simply dropped his own knife, wrenched both of Henno’s arms to the side, and hauled him right over the edge of the girder. Suddenly only open air and river lay below him. 
 But as Henno passed his center of gravity, with Misha the only thing to hold onto, the Russian caught and stopped him. He didn’t want Henno going over the side any more than the Brit did. He couldn’t kill him down there. Arresting his fall, he wrenched Henno the other way, slammed him down to the deck – then aimed a full-leg, organ-pulping kick at his midsection. 
 It landed – and Henno rolled ten feet, back onto a wider stretch of bridge. As he lay there and coughed up blood, Misha calmly bent over and retrieved his knife. By the time he straightened up again, Henno was back on his feet. And he even managed to straighten up, standing tall and indomitable again. 
 The two blood-streaming men eyed each other and reset. 
 Misha nodded. He liked guys who never went down. 
 But now Misha’s men on the bank behind him were shouting out, begging him to let them kill the Brit – who was giving their leader a tougher fight, and a more serious threat, than any of them had ever seen him face before. Hearing the shouts, Misha held up a finger to Henno, who nodded and paused, both of them taking the opportunity to grab a breath. 
 Misha then turned back to the bank and, sucking wind, dripping blood, and glowering like a fallen god, spoke to them in Russian. “I will personally gut any son of a Kazakh whore who stops this fight. Come out here between the two of us at your own personal fucking peril.” 
 Turning back, he and Henno nodded at each other. 
 And they got on with it. 
 * * * 
 That was the last thing Handon saw or heard from his position on the far bank. He had let Henno get up and go out there by himself for two reasons. One, he knew there was no way he could stop him. Henno had stopped obeying Handon’s orders long ago. There was absolutely no reason to think he was going to start again, in his last hour. 
 Second, he couldn’t get up. 
 Handon had in fact finally been wounded, hit from behind. He didn’t even know whether it was a “seeing-eye” round or else a piece of shrapnel from an exploding grenade or rocket. Hell, it could have been a bullet fragment or tiny sliver of casing. That’s all it took. And this one had snuck up just underneath his vest, in the small of his back. There, he was pretty sure, it had done two things. 
 One, it either had severed or else just put severe pressure on one of the posterior lumbar nerves that emerged from his spine, on the right side. The pressure felt low, and it probably was, because the lower ones served most of the muscles up and down the leg. And Handon could neither feel nor move his right leg – not any part of it. It definitely wasn’t following his orders. This might be temporary (pressure), or it might be permanent (severance), but either way it was probably forever – due to Handon being unlikely to live long enough to recover or convalesce. 
 Because that same chunk of metal had also nicked or severed an artery, and he was now losing blood, a lot of it, from that same little hole in his back. He could feel the warmth and wetness of it drenching his legs – or his left leg, anyway. His guess was it was the lumbar artery. And because of where it was, and also because it wasn’t close to the surface, there was no way he could get it tied off or even wrapped up. 
 And he could feel his strength ebbing away. 
 He laughed to think of all those bullets and explosions he’d dodged by inches, over all those fights and missions. And it all came down to this – one little hole, just in the wrong place. But one bullet, one shrapnel fragment, one tiny hole, was all it took. Handon had always known it was everybody’s day someday. And that, on any given day, anyone could go down. Nobody got a pass. 
 Not even Command Sergeant Major Handon. 
 And finally, knowing Henno was still out there holding the line, Handon’s eyelids, each weighing a ton, pressed down… and his light went out. 
 And CSM Handon lost consciousness and slumped down into the mud. 



 Stronger Than Death 
 Somalia – Northwest River Valley 
 Handon awoke again to the sound of a splash. 
 He was badly weakened, and no longer anything like combat effective. But he was also not out of the fight – because you were never out of the fight. And a Delta operator with over twenty years in was supremely dangerous in almost any state, short of being deep under the ground. 
 As he heard something approaching through the brush, he dropped out the empty mag from his right-hand .45 and felt around for another one. Nothing. He looked and patted around for single loose rounds. There might have been some, but he couldn’t pick them out. Because he was lying in a pile of his own shell casings. 
 Correction – his and Henno’s shell casings. 
 Nonetheless, he laughed at this. He was going out just as he’d always planned – dying in a pile of his own brass. He remembered the old prayer, popular in the Ranger Regiment: “Lord, make me fast and accurate. Let my aim be true and my hand faster than those who would seek to destroy me. Grant me victory over my foes and those that wish to do harm to me and mine. And Lord if today is truly the day that you call me home, let me die in a pile of brass.” 
 And he also remembered Rule #10 of gunfights: “Someday someone may kill you with your own gun, but they should have to beat you to death with it because it’s empty.” 

The mind does funny shit in combat, Handon reflected. 
 But he was okay with being black on ammo, just as he was happy enough to be facing the blackness of his own extinction. Because the job was done – or so close as made no difference. It had to be. Because as far as he knew, there was now nothing between his team, with Patient Zero, and their flight out of there – nothing but a few kilometers of open road, and maybe a few stumbling Zulus at the airport. And Handon was still between them and the enemy. 
 And he still had his knife. 
 As the rustling came closer, he snapped the thumb break on his vest sheath, and pulled out his good old Mercworx Vorax combat knife. It was all he had left, but he was damned glad to have it. Though, with that, his cursedly heavy eyelids tried to go down again. And when he levered them back up, he saw, not Spetsnaz coming for him – but Henno. 
 Somehow, he was back. 
 But he was face down, pulling himself through the mud, crawling back to the little depression they had both so recently occupied. He was also soaking wet. Only now, Handon could see, Henno had one hand over his belly – and was trailing a rich dark blood trail behind him. Henno was bleeding out. 
 Because he had been gutted. 
 As he rolled back into the glen, he wheezed and said, “Didn’t think I was gonna leave you on your own to fuck this up at the end, did you…?” But then his strength gave out, and his cheek slumped in the mud, eyes still looking toward Handon. 
 Handon held Henno’s familiar flinty gaze. 
 Even as the light went out of his eyes. 
 * * * 
 Henno could feel the cold mud on his cheek, though he lacked the strength to move his head, or any of the rest of him, anymore. But he sighed in contentment. Because, while he was looking at Handon, what he was actually seeing was… Blakey Ridge, out on the North York Moors, where he had tramped so many times as a boy. 
 And somehow he knew that Aiden and Luke, the Captain’s lads, would one day go out there, too. Having no children of his own, he had always wanted to take them there. But they had been too young for real hiking at first, and later on there had been no time – because the world ended, and the long fight began. But now, because of what Henno and their dad had done, so many miles away from home, those boys would one day get the chance to ramble across the moors. And maybe even get a nice pint afterward at the Red Lion Inn. 
 Henno left this world knowing that he had done the job. That he had fulfilled his duty. Just like his revered commander, Captain Ainsley, he had given his life to get it done. To do whatever was necessary to bring it home. For England, for Queen and country. 
 For the world. 
 And he died knowing that all the sacrifice hadn’t been in vain. 
 * * * 
 Slumping down in the mud alongside his brother warrior, Handon realized that his final vision might actually be of… Sarah Cameron. 
 He would really have liked to get back and reconcile with her, to work things out. He hated leaving it like they had. But of course he chose the mission in the end. Which was the way it was supposed to be. And he had a funny feeling she’d find someone else – probably fast. She had never seemed like a one-man kind of woman, anyway. 
 But, ultimately, Handon had to forgive her. Because, in the end, she did know what her duty was. She knew what was important – even if she forgot sometimes, and frequently didn’t act like it. But she had sacrificed a great deal for the mission. And their last words to each other, over that satphone connection, had been about the mission. 
 But there was something else. 
 Handon also wondered if they had all paid a price for the influence she’d had on him. Maybe if he had been tougher, not been weakened by his dalliance, not had that epiphany at her cabin about the importance of preserving their humanity… maybe things would have played out better, or the mission progressed faster. Maybe not so many would have had to die. 
 Maybe Henno would even still be alive. 
 But Handon couldn’t make himself believe that. In the end, he knew they had to save humanity – but also find a way back to their own. And maybe their own humanity, their love for one another, was the only thing that would save them in the end. Maybe only love was stronger than death. He knew the others would have time to figure that out now. And, whatever else, Sarah had given him an experience of life, and love, and joy, that he had never believed he was going to find again in this world. 
 He closed his eyes for a few seconds. 
 And he found his last vision wasn’t actually going to be of her. Because when that dark theater descended, onto the stage of his consciousness walked players he had known a lot longer, and held a lot dearer: Ali and Homer… Predator and Juice… even Ainsley and Pope, who had bowed out of the great play weeks ago. And in the final hour, it occurred to Handon that he didn’t even need to make it home from this mission. When he was with his team, with his brother warriors, when they were all together in the fight… he was already home. And he was across the bridge. 
 This was the place where he belonged. 
 He knew no other. And he needed none. 
 * * * 
 When Handon levered his eyes open again, and fought to focus, it was on Misha’s evil eyes staring back at him. The big Russian warlord was squatting down in the mud beside him, regarding Handon with something like curiosity. It definitely wasn’t compassion. Misha was also streaming with blood. Whatever happened out on that bridge, Henno had definitely gotten his licks in. 
 And Misha was like a living rebuke to Handon’s belief that love was stronger than death. Misha and his whole existence, his brutality and mercilessness, the only-the-strong-survive and devil-take-the-hindmost attitude his men showed to one another… all of it was a denial and a negation of the Americans’ belief in humanity and right action, in brotherhood and love for their fellows. 
 Misha’s survival, and Handon’s defeat, said: only strength could vanquish death. Only viciousness and brutality could survive. Humanity and love were for the weak, and the fallen. Only by destroying their humanity – and all trace of weakness, of sentimentality and compassion – could man conquer death. 
 Handon mustered a last pulse of strength and brought his knife out from under his body, striking toward the side of Misha’s neck. But either the Russian was faster than he looked, or Handon was moving slower than he thought, because the knife struck Misha’s forearm, which he had brought up beside his neck. He didn’t even block the strike, but just took the stab in his arm, holding Handon’s gaze, fascinated. Finally he reached around, wrapped Handon’s knife hand in his, pulled the blade free, and regarded it. 
 “Excellent knife,” he said. He then pulled out a square of cloth, which actually looked to Handon like a Harley bandana, wiped the blood off the blade, then tied the cloth around his arm wound. 
 He then touched his radio and said, “Polucheno. Pomnite – NE vykhodyat iz stroya, chtoby zakhvatit’ ikh samolet.” But when he released his radio button and focused on Handon, he saw the American was pressing his own, holding the channel open. Almost gently, Misha pulled the wire from the radio. 
 And when Misha finally stood up, Handon could see he was surrounded by a circle of soldiers. One of them handed Misha back his Desert Eagle, which he chamber-checked, then pointed at Handon’s head. Handon mustered his strength again and, refusing to die face down in the mud, rolled over on his back, then levered himself up on his elbows. 
 And he looked up at Misha, his eyes still bright. 
 Misha cocked his head, evidently puzzled by what he saw on the face of the other man. 
 It was contentment. 
 Handon had just spent his life to delay the enemy long enough to complete the mission – and to ensure the safe return of the people on his team, whom he loved. 
 And so he was happy. 
 But what Misha saw was a man who did not fear death. And he was impressed, despite himself. The American commander had put up a hell of a fight. 
 “Warriors wage war,” Misha said, putting the muzzle of the Desert Eagle to Handon’s forehead. “But for you, now – sleep.” For once, his voice was not a terrifying rumble, nor even unkind. 
 It sounded nearly human. 



 Last Stand 
 JFK – Hospital Lab 
 Sergeant Lovell, Sarah Cameron, Doctor Park, and Professor Close were still holed up in the lab, while the battle for the hospital raged outside. Park and Close had their laptops and research materials in satchels and backpacks. Sarah insisted on humping the DNA sequencer on her back. Lovell had no idea how she was going to bear the weight, much less fight while doing it, but then again he didn’t know how much she could deadlift. And also there was no choice – because he had to carry the even heavier bagged-up CRRC on his back, the raft that was their ride out of there. And he was definitely going to have to fight while he did that. 
 The question was no longer where to go, just how the hell they were going to get out of there. They all froze as the sounds of battle ramped up outside again. It started with another flurry of grenade blasts. 
 Then shouts, screams of pain. 
 And firing, both suppressed and full-volume, rifles and pistols, more shouting, the desperate cries of men and women fighting to the death in close quarters. Growing closer. 
 No one spoke, as Lovell scanned faces a last time. Sarah looked adrenalized but ready. Close looked like he was battling with bladder control. Only Park looked calm – totally unperturbed, actually. Like, whatever was going to happen now, he would deal with it. Lovell hadn’t been along for most of Park’s journey from mouse hiding in his hole to indomitable survivor and champion of humanity, fully committed to living long enough to do his job. But he liked the result. 
 Lovell picked up the frame charge from where he’d dumped it on the floor, out of the ruck that now held the sequencer. And he picked a spot on the bulkhead. 
 They were out of options, and out of time. 
 * * * 
 Outside, the invaders had breached again – once again in front of a grenade volley. Most of the hospital personnel active in the defense were now dead, dying, or wounded, including Walker herself, who was bloody but unbowed. She’d run out of shotgun shells, so had picked up the fallen NSF man’s M4 and got his vest on, with its few remaining mags. Rifle to shoulder, she fired steadily, falling back with the survivors while Patrick, badly wounded himself, covered the withdrawal. 
 The front of the hospital was lost. 
 Walker directed the three remaining men and women under her command in establishing a fallback position in the middle. Two of them, out of pistol rounds, had managed to pick up AK carbines from fallen Russians. One, a doctor badly out of his depth, but aware of his duty as a military officer, dropped the mag out and checked it. It was empty. There’d been no time to pull extra mags off the dead invaders. Walker drew her M9, reversed it, and handed to him. 
 Once the other three were in position, and she had hunkered down herself, she was amazed to see Patrick running, hobbled, through their lines, jerking from a hit in his back even as he appeared. She hadn’t known he could still walk. And she had figured his holding action for them would be a last stand. But he was still on his feet. 
 She settled down again, staring coolly over the top of her inherited M4, and waited for the next rush – which would probably be the last. As she breathed smoothly and deeply, the radio she had picked up went. 

“CIC to Hospital!”

 She recognized the voice. It was LT Campbell. 
 “Hospital copies,” Walker said. “Send it.” 

“How you guys doin’ down there?”

 “We’re just fine, thanks.” She paused to take a couple of labored breaths. “Now what the hell are you guys doing to take our damned ship back?” 
 * * * 
 The hangar deck – vast, sprawling, dark, and menacing. But it must not have been a critical target for the invaders, because when two different forces spilled into it from two different directions – despite a few tense seconds of threatened fratricide – they were all loyal crew members of the USS John F. Kennedy. 
 From the fore, and the senior officer’s quarters, came Derwin, Petty Officer Hester, the two other NSF sailors – all led by Commander Drake himself. With them were the six MARSOC Marines left alive and operating. They’d come here because it was a good position to serve as a staging area for an assault to retake the island. 
 From aft, and below, came Armour and her dozen-strong force of militia. They were here looking for the Marines – and Armour immediately put herself and her people at their disposal. But when they saw Commander Drake, they couldn’t have been any more surprised if it the Captain himself had turned up. Maybe Drake had taken over the role, staying in hiding, until the critical moment when he was needed. 
 At any rate, they now had a formidable force of defenders – certainly the biggest any of them had seen since the attack started. The question was how to employ it to best effect. Drake wasted no time in taking charge. He seemed like he was not only fully in possession of his faculties. 
 He was fully in command. 
 While the three teams consolidated in the corner that held Alpha’s abandoned dojo, the Marines set security, and the others circled up, Drake was still coordinating with Campbell on his handheld radio. She had just told him about the giant submarine full of reinforcements steaming directly at them. 

“You have GOT to take back the bridge.”

 “Calm down, LT.” 

“We’ve got no answer to that Akula-class sub – with no air and zero escort ships.”

 “I hear you, and I’ve got a plan, LT. But I have to brief the team undertaking it, not you. Stand by for now. And trust me.” 
 He turned to face the twenty-strong group of sailors, NSF, and Marines. “Listen up,” he said, raising his voice – but not raising it too much. “I’m going to need two forces of equal size, both consisting of NSF and militia, both led by Marines.” 
 As he looked at the MARSOC guys, he saw a big tube strapped to the back of each of them. 
 “Those AT-4s?” 
 “Aye, sir.” 
 “Outstanding. Okay, then. Two mission teams, composed of all three groups, each split down the middle.” Drake paused. The question now was who would be assigned to each team. Because probably only one of them was going to have any survivors when this was over. 
 Then again… it was possible neither would. 
 * * * 

Last stand, Walker thought. And when she locked gazes with Sergeant Patrick, she could see he was in the same mental place. The five remaining defenders, all now wounded one way or another now, were waiting for the Russians’ final rush. But Spetsnaz weren’t going to stumble into anything stupidly, not even now. Maybe especially now. 
 They were taking probing shots and bounding forward through the front and middle areas of the hospital, and still chucking the odd grenade. The grenades made the defenders duck down, and when they did the attackers surged forward. They were cautious and methodical – until they weren’t, and two of their number switched to blitzkrieg tactics, and simply smashed through, firing flat out to put the defenders’ heads down. 
 Patrick figured they were breaking through to get in their rear and finish it. But Walker saw they were going for the lab. She stood up to target them, spinning and firing as they sprinted by – but was knocked to the deck by fire from the front, which was now her rear. 
 Patrick wasn’t going to be able to get there in time, either. 
 Both assaulters made it to the hatch in the rear that led to the lab, one turning to cover behind while the other put his hand on the latch to yank it open. They were there – one thin sheet of steel from Dr. Park, and his proto-vaccine. 
 Neither of these two noticed Corporal Raible – lying in his bed, burned-off skin covered with sheeting, amputated leg wrapped in white bandages – until he shot them both. The young Marine fired all seven rounds in the mag plus the one in the chamber, reloaded, and emptied the second mag. The Russians tried to react, but were being pummeled in close quarters by a heavy volley of fat .45 rounds. Both were badly wounded and went down to the deck. 
 As one tried to roll over and bring his weapon to bear, he saw a tall blood-covered woman looming over him. 
 Walker relieved him of his AK-style Saiga-12 Semi-Auto Combat Shotgun – and used it to finish both him and his buddy. She looked up to see Patrick limping back toward her. “The others?” she asked. He shook his head no. She banged on the hatch to the lab. “Friendlies! Comin’ in!” she shouted, then opened it up. 
 It evidently had no lock. 
 Appearing behind it, Lovell said, “We’re breaching out of here – come with us!” 
 Walker shook her head firmly. “Thanks, no. This is my duty station. Now if all of you interlopers could just kindly get the hell out of my hospital…” She shoved Patrick through the hatch, then shut it on him. 
 Now she stood alone. 
 She took a deep breath, then looked down at the bodies of the two men she had just shotgunned to death. The one she’d taken the Saiga from had a few ten-round magazines of twelve-gauge shells still in his vest. So she squatted down, grabbed him by his drag strap, and pulled him up to the doorway to the lab. Squatting down felt so good, she was tempted to slump down with her back against the hatch. 

No, she thought, pulling out two mags and shoving them in her waistband, then straightening up to her full height. I’ll die on my feet, thanks.

 Rounds were already chipping up the hatch behind her. 



 Greater Love 
 JFK – Hangar Deck 
 MARSOC was out of senior leaders at this point. They were all dead, or committed elsewhere. Luckily the Marine Corps taught leadership at every level, all the way to the bottom. So while Drake, feeling the energy and life somehow coming back to him at the moment of the Kennedy’s direst peril, was ready and able to command them, he found he didn’t have to. 
 “Graves and Commiskey, you’re on me.” This was said calmly, firmly, and very audibly by a young Marine he knew as Corporal Meyer. “Swett and Witek are with Corporal Dunham.” 
 Then Meyer turned to Drake and waited for orders. 
 Drake shook his head in awe. Two corporals were left in charge. What were these guys – twenty-three, twenty-four? Refocusing on the task, he looked around to see that Chief Derwin had split his four-man force in two; and Seaman Armour had done the same with her dozen militia. Seemingly spontaneously, the three groups had shifted neatly into two groups of eleven, each of the three teams evenly divided among them. They were like some Paleolithic super-organism, splitting, recombining, evolving to survive. 

No, that’s not right, Drake thought. This group wasn’t primitive or animalistic. They were actually on a very high plane. And it wasn’t evolutionary pressures or the necessity of survival they were responding to. 
 It was love. 
 Drake could feel it filling the space of the hangar deck. Love for the ship, which was their home, their refuge from the world-leveling storm. Love for their duty and their mission, which was to save everyone left alive who couldn’t save themselves. But far over and above all that… 
 It was love for one another. 
 God, Drake had missed that feeling, the camaraderie, this brotherhood. And now he knew beyond any question that it would sustain him. Whatever knocks his brain had taken, whatever stresses had pummeled him into submission and senselessness during two years of struggle, he knew now that love would heal him up. It would sustain him. And it would carry him through. 
 As it would everyone there. 
 “Okay,” Drake said. “Corporal Dunham leads the assault team. Corporal Meyer’s is the diversionary force. Here’s what I need each of you to do…” 
 * * * 
 It was much quieter in the lab since the defense of the hospital had collapsed. Only a few seconds had gone by since Patrick tumbled in there with the other four, and Walker slammed the hatch on them. But there was still sporadic firing outside, including a shotgun, so someone was still alive. Lovell bet it was Walker. He wouldn’t take her on. Nor ever count her out. 
 “Gimme one of those,” Patrick said, meaning the huge heavy rucks on both Lovell and Sarah’s backs. 
 “Forget it,” Lovell said. “You’ve been shot five times.” And those were just the wounds he could see. He was amazed the hard-ass Marine could even walk. “Anyway, I need you shooting.” Patrick nodded, turned, and trained his weapon on the hatch. 
 “Get under cover,” Lovell instructed the others, then got his frame charge placed on an inside bulkhead. He was already withdrawing to cover with the others when something stopped him and he froze dead. It was some kind of noise, and it was coming from the opposite side of the wall. It also seemed strangely familiar. 

Aww, shit… 
 “Down!” he shouted, then hit the deck, diving away and hitting the detonator at the same time. The entire compartment shook and blurred side to side as white smoke whooshed across the deck. When Lovell rolled on his back and aimed his rifle through his legs, it was toward a big square cut-out of bulkhead. And when he climbed into a crouch, advanced on the hole, and stuck his head through… he saw exactly what he had feared, but could still hardly believe. 
 It was two slightly dazed and very surprised Spetsnaz guys, with a frame charge of their own. The motherfuckers had been about to breach the same bulkhead, in practically the same spot. Because he’d had the presence of mind to trigger his off first, Lovell had a compelling advantage in the short but brutal point-blank firefight that ensued between the two compartments. When it was over, he was victorious and unhurt. 
 But when he turned to motion the others forward, he saw Professor Close face down on the deck. What the hell? It looked like he had broken cover and tried to run for it. When Sarah rolled him over, he was alive. But he’d been shot in the back of the knee. 
 “Can you walk?” Lovell said. 
 “For the love of God, no!” Close’s face was a mask of pain, tears wetting his cheeks, as he clutched his knee and rocked back and forth. 
 Lovell and Sarah traded looks – or rather the same look. They had to leave him. And there was very little to be said about it, and no time to do so anyway. They were being besieged from both sides, and their pinhole of escape might close any second. Lovell hefted his rifle, ducked through the hole, and swept the next compartment. “It’s clear!” he shouted back, then faced forward again. Sarah grabbed Park and shoved him forward. But he didn’t need any shoving. 
 And he didn’t take time to say goodbye to Close either. 
 * * * 
 Commander Drake led his eleven-man assault force, of which he was the twelfth, up the final ladder and down the last stretch of passageway before the internal hatch to the island. None of them had any good way of knowing how far out Spetsnaz’s defenses – or wired-up explosives – might extend. But it was critical they not tip them off too soon. So Drake moved them out of the passageway a good fifty meters from the island – six into an empty compartment on the left, six on the right. He checked his watch on his left wrist. 
 Then he chamber-checked the pistol in his right hand. 
 He looked out the open hatch across the hall. Corporal Dunham nodded at him once. As usual, the Marines were switched on. And, also as usual, they were fully prepared to get their asses killed if it meant making themselves useful, or progressing the mission. But it was the diversionary force Drake wept for. 
 Once again, he was probably spending lives to save the ship. He only prayed it would work. 
 The first explosion sounded dully through a lot of aircraft carrier, from outside. Then two more. There should be small-arms fire now, but Drake wasn’t surprised not to hear it down here. He counted off five more seconds, fingers clenching and unclenching, his whole body desperate to move. 
 “Go!” he said. 
 And he headed out, leading the two ranks of assaulters forward. 
 * * * 
 Corporal Meyer pushed his rifle around his side on its sling, and adjusted his grip on the AT-4 anti-tank weapon. He was going to fire the first shot, and he would be out front, leading this attack. Behind him were his two Marines – God, they were getting so whittled down, to less than a fire team now; two NSF, Morgan and MacCauley; and the half-dozen armed sailors, including a dude who looked like he seriously had to be running low on blood, and whose nametape read Parlett. But he was armed, and he looked game. 
 They all did. They had better be. 
 The diversionary force stood on one of the enormous aircraft elevators – the only one on the port side, located slightly aft of the island and opposite it. And it was quickly rising up from the depths of the hangar deck to the open air above. 
 And that open air was likely to be lethal. Because there was virtually no cover out on the flight deck. And they were going to have a short but exposed run across it to the outside ladder of the island. And then they’d be fighting their way up – and Meyer knew up was the one direction you really didn’t want to be fighting in. But he also knew this was their job. 
 And he was going to make sure it got done. 
 He looked up to see the lip of the flight deck descending at his face. He was on the inside edge of the platform, only far enough back to leave room for the tube of his AT-4. And just like that, the deck passed in front of him, and they emerged into the open, out and exposed. Meyer put his sight on the observation deck outside the fourth level of the island, the bridge. There was an enemy sentry standing on it. 
 He fired. The missile zipped off on its trail of smoke. 
 The observation platform exploded. 
 Then, dropping the launcher and bringing his rifle up, Meyer could see the warheads from the other two AT-4s, launched by his two Marines, from just behind and to either side of him, blasting up and hitting two different parts of the island. 
 And as he raised his weapon and led the charge across the deck, he realized he could actually see the enemy sentry. He was about two hundred feet in the air – and an equivalent distance off the starboard side – but falling fast. And Meyer couldn’t resist laughing out loud as he saw the flailing figure fall toward the ocean below and out of sight. 
 Frank Sinatra played in his head: Fly me to the moon…

 He elevated his aim and fired as he ran. 
 * * * 
 Captain Leonov stepped up to the port-side screens of the bridge – at the same time as rather impressively controlled small-arms fire started banging into the outside of it. The glass was blast-proof, though he wasn’t sure it would have stopped the rockets they launched up here. But he presumed they hadn’t wanted to destroy their own bridge. Still, he had to credit the lead Marine with marksmanship, particularly on the run. His rounds were hitting right in front of his face, and it was mesmerizing. Cradling his own rifle, Leonov assessed the force rushing at the island across the open expanse of flight deck. And he chuckled. 

The idiots are assaulting. We’re elevated, protected, and dug in. The attackers will all die on these walls trying to get in.

 And Leonov felt confident what he was seeing was a big chunk of their remaining serious combatants. And some of them didn’t even look that serious. He could see three MARSOC Marines out front, leading and protecting their feckless and untrained sailors. If this was their big push to retake the island, it left much to be desired. 
 And it was going to fall disastrously short. 
 He hit his radio and said, “All Team One elements. Counter-assault coming from the flight deck, in squad strength. Redeploy six men from the interior strongpoints. Three to the outside ladder, and three onto the flight deck – to envelop, and cut them down from the flanks. Out.” 
 Leonov felt around on his vest for grenades. It would be fun to go out and drop a few on the attackers’ heads. 
 * * * 
 By the time Meyer slammed into the hard steel of the island, he had clocked three shooters emerging onto the outside ladder, on each of three levels. And looking back toward the elevator, he could see they had already taken their first casualties – two sailors laid out on the deck, one crawling, one still. 
 He nodded at Graves and Commiskey, who stepped away from the cover of the island, radically elevated their weapons, and started engaging. He knew the grenades would be coming next. But when they started taking fire from deck level, that’s when he knew they were getting it done. 
 He hit his radio. “Commander, it’s Meyer – go, go, go!” 
 * * * 
 Lovell scanned the empty compartment as Patrick, last out of the lab, came through the breached bulkhead. His initial plan had been to breach through to the next compartment, to get farther away from the hospital before they risked the passageway outside. But now that whole idea seemed pretty stupid. There was no time. 
 “Come on,” he said, raising his rifle and advancing on the outside hatch. He could already feel the burn in his legs from the massive weight he was carrying. He just had to hope the adrenaline sustained him long enough to get them out of there. 
 He pushed open the hatch and then, dreading what he would see, but needing to see it, looked back down the hall to the right. Sure enough, there was a Spetsnaz shooter standing outside the hospital. And the man was switched on – simultaneously bringing his weapon up and barking into his radio. 

Fuck.

 Lovell took cover behind the outward-opening hatch as rounds started cranking into it from the other side. But before he could plan his next move, Patrick limped past him, lay down on the deck, leaned around the hatch – and returned fire. 
 “Get Park the hell out of here,” Patrick said, his voice somehow still vigorous, his SCAR chugging steadily. He obviously intended to hold the line here. And there was absolutely no time to argue. 
 “Go well, brother,” Lovell called over his shoulder as he shoved Sarah and Park out in front of him and down the passageway, hugging the left bulkhead, covered by the steel of the hatch and the lead from Patrick’s rifle. 
 And by a MARSOC Marine with five holes in him. 
 * * * 
 “Not happening – sir.” This was Corporal Dunham, shoving Commander Drake out of the way at the last second, and leading the assault into the inside ladder of the island. Drake bowed to his courage and good sense. With only a pistol, and no body armor, Drake probably wasn’t the best choice to lead the charge. 
 When they got inside, it was immediately obvious the diversion had worked. There were only two defenders in there, and the Marines managed to take them both down, with only one light casualty – Witek got shot in the forearm. But when Dunham led them one level up to CIC, they quickly realized Spetsnaz didn’t go down that easy – and they were fucking dangerous even when they did. A grenade clattered down the metal stairs. Drake figured the guy above had let it go when he expired. But it didn’t matter. 
 Because they were all in a tightly enclosed space – all of it solid steel – with a live grenade. They were all about to die. 
 Dunham fell on the grenade. 
 It thumped and his body bounced three feet. 
 Drake felt stinging on his right side – a little of the blast had escaped and caught him. No one else seemed hurt. Corporal Dunham was a bloody mess. And he was gone. 

No greater love. Drake didn’t even have a hat to take off. 
 While the two surviving Marines covered up the stairwell, and the rest of the force faced back and down, he hammered on the hatch to CIC with the butt of his pistol as he yelled: “Open the fuck up! Friendlies outside! Open up!” 
 Light fell on his face as the hatch swung open. 
 Drake staggered in, his breath ragged. Campbell was right there, side arm drawn, staring at him, wordless. Drake turned and saw most of the others still outside. “Come on!” he shouted. Two faces turned in to face him – both female. It was Armour and Hester. Both looked calm and resolved. 
 “We’ll stay out here and defend CIC,” Armour said. 
 “Don’t be stupid,” Campbell said, reaching around Drake to yank them inside. “You’ll just die with your backs to that door.” She didn’t take time to explain that it was impenetrable. The others scrambled in, and several shoulders heaved the hatch closed again. 
 When Campbell turned around, she saw Drake had already shoved an ensign away from his station and taken his place at the console, typing madly. 
 “Thank God,” he muttered. 
 “What?” Campbell said, moving to his side. 
 “My damned login credentials still work…” 



 The Narrow Corner 
 Off Red Square – One Troop’s Strongpoint 
 Jameson peered out of an unbroken window on the second floor of the building they had occupied – and in which they were now trapped – while trying to ignore the deep and painful throbbing in his right upper arm. He never felt the bullet wing him, in all the chaos and adrenaline of the firefight around the crash site. 
 Sometimes that happened – guys could be mortally wounded, and not know it, insisting they felt fine for fifteen minutes afterward, until someone noticed them leaving a blood trail. Now, he’d gotten an adhesive gauze pad on the creasing bullet wound, and it wasn’t bleeding, but it seemed to have its own powerful heartbeat. 
 It was also a sharp little reminder that, under the armor, and outside the steely resolve of a small-unit commander, he was still just vulnerable flesh and blood. He could be gunned down, blown up, or infected, in a single very bad heartbeat. If just one tiny round tore through the femoral artery in his leg, he could bleed out and die in two minutes. He could fall anytime – leaving his Marines to carry on alone in this fallen world. Leaving his mission uncompleted. 
 And his homeland naked before the undead tide. 
 And he also knew they were now facing, for the first time, not just human opponents. They were facing an enemy of unprecedented and nearly unrivaled skill, viciousness, and resolve. Jameson figured it was a damned miracle any of them were still alive. The Marines’ tactics had been brash to the point of recklessness – eleven men assaulting into an underground bunker with God only knew how many Spetsnaz Alfa operators in it – hundreds? On reflection, it was almost certainly only their aggression and sheer balls that had kept them alive this long. 
 Jameson didn’t figure it could last much longer. Still, he made a mental note not to fuck with success. Maybe sheer balls would get them through this, or even get them out of there alive and with their mission objective – the MZ, the only thing that might save London now. 
 From his second-floor window, Jameson couldn’t see the Russians, but that was probably because Red Square was flooded with hundreds of dead now, their moans and frenzy drawing more, from what looked like every entrance to the square. It was like the best music festival of the summer, with the headliners coming up, and the crowd rocking. 
 Whatever small chance they’d had of fighting their way to the helicopter and retrieving the MZ five minutes ago was diminishing by the second. And it was fast approaching zero. 
 Jameson sensed two bodies approaching him from behind. “Any idea where the Russians went?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” Sergeant Croucher said, stepping up on his left. “As soon as we broke contact, they started their own withdrawal – hauling ass to the opposite side of the square.” 
 Eli, on his right, spat in the dark. “I’m pretty sure I saw them bust into the building directly opposite us. Reckon they’re strongpointing there, just like we are here.” 
 Jameson exhaled. “So it’s a stand-off.” 
 Eli nodded at the legions of dead outside. “Siege, more like.” 
 * * * 
 Down in the ravaged elevator lobby of the Alfa bunker, there were now medical personnel trying to treat the wounded – while also trying to stay out of the way of the rubble-clearing operation. Akela was supervising all of this, determined to get the stairs clear so they could send men up and out of there, while also fielding reports and issuing orders through his all-ruling headset. Now a voice from the TOC came through. 

“Viper One for you.”

 He touched his ear. “Put her through. Go ahead.” And then he listened for a good minute, his expression not brightening any. “So no scientist… And no pathogen… You can’t reach the helo but neither can they? Okay. Continue to strongpoint there, and stand by.” 
 Touching the headset to close the channel, he took a deep breath while squaring his broad shoulders and opening up his chest, all the while thinking through it. 
 “Okay, fuck this,” he said, either to himself or to no one. Brushing cement dust off his hands, he strode powerfully down the hallway. Regaining the TOC, he squeezed the radio op’s shoulder, probably painfully, and said, “Start hailing on the following frequencies…” 
 “What encryption protocol?” 
 “None. In the clear.” 
 * * * 
 When the three Royal Marine leaders emerged back onto the dark and cold rooftop, Jameson moved first to check on the wounded Younis, who was laid out on the ground with Yap checking and tightening his bandages – but he could already see Simmonds urgently waving him over, radio handset to his ear. 
 “What is it?” Jameson said. 
 “Incoming transmission – on an unencrypted channel.” 
 Striding over to where Simmonds knelt with his radio, Jameson took the handset. “Go ahead.” 
 There was a distinct pause, before a voice answered. It was in heavily accented English, but intelligible. It was also low and gravelly, with a definite undertone of menace. But there was some other quality about it… not quite refined, Jameson thought, but confident. A man who knew what he was about, knew what he was doing – and knew what had to be done. 

“Am I speaking to the commander of the invading British force?”

 Jameson didn’t respond, mind racing through possibilities. 

“The one who turned my elevator into a mining tunnel – and my stairwell into a mine collapse?”

 Jameson exhaled. “Speaking.” Then he actually laughed at himself – at how, whatever the circumstances, the English always got more English on the phone. Being a British officer was a strange thing. 

“I am the commander of the local garrison of Spetsnaz Alfa Group. You and I have now bloodied each other’s noses. But I want you to know that your situation is not what you think it is. I’m going to suggest you contact your pilot. I will stand by while you do so.”

 Jameson’s eyes narrowed. He covered the mouthpiece and looked down at Simmonds. “Air mission channel.” 
 Simmonds complied. 
 “Gibson, One Troop Actual, message, over.” 
 With very little delay, Group Captain Gibson answered. But now the characteristically jaunty voice of the man who had flown them in there, and been left back with the plane, sounded strained and exhausted – and maybe even scared. “Gibson here, Major. But list—” He was cut off mid-syllable, and then another voice came on, also Russian-accented. 

“Hello, citizen!”

 “Shit,” Jameson said out loud. 
 Gibson came back on. Jameson could hear his labored breathing, though his choice of words tried to belie it. “Afraid so, old chum. The blighters have got me.” 

Shit, shit, shit. 
 “Gibson, stand by. And hold tight.” Jameson made a wheelie motion at Simmonds with his finger, causing him to switch back to the first channel. Jameson took a breath and steeled himself. “Okay. What do you want?” 
 There was another pause. And then Jameson heard what sounded like a crackling cigarette, and then a long exhalation. He could practically smell the smoke. The voice said, “This puts you in rather a narrow corner, doesn’t it – with your plane and pilot now in the hands of the Russian Federation?”

 Jameson just pressed his lips together, blinked once slowly, and waited for the rest. 

“I know that like any good infantry officer, you would like to get your men out of this engagement alive. Well, all you need to do is leave the Kazakh worm behind – and forget about whatever might or might not be in that helicopter. Simply walk away – and I will give you your plane and pilot back. We’ll even pack you a nice lunch for the flight. You simply trade those two things – for your lives.”

 Jameson closed his eyes for a second, then opened them. 

“But make no mistake – this will be your only chance to leave here alive. And it is very much a limited-time offer.”

 * * * 
 “Jammy bastard,” Eli said. 
 Jameson had just explained to him and Croucher the nature of the Russian’s offer. 
 “I’m sure I don’t need to point out,” Croucher said, drumming his fingers on his rifle receiver and leaning against the railing at the edge of the roof, “that this bastard’s just going to shoot all of us in the face, first chance he gets.” 
 “No,” Jameson said. “You don’t have to point it out. Croucher, stay here and keep eyes on the square, the helo, and the enemy. Eli – you’re on me.” 
 And then the One Troop commander and his troop sergeant descended back to the ground floor again. Because Jameson needed to talk this through – with his friend. This time they couldn’t relieve Thomas on stag. Thomas was dead, his body interred a hundred feet below them. Instead they relieved Nicks, sending him back up top. 
 Alone down in the dark again, Jameson looked up and said to Eli, “The ten little Indians are being whittled down.” 
 “Oh, we’ve got a few left yet.” 

Good old Eli. “How’s our ammo situation?” One of the first things he’d had Eli do was a manifest. 
 “Dire. Between sweeping through half that bunker, and the balls-out fight up top, we’re hurting – rifle rounds and grenades both very low. But almost all of our pistol mags are left.” 
 “Great,” Jameson said. 
 “And we do still have half a shedload of explosives.” 
 Jameson shook his head. “Not ideal for small-unit action.” 
 Eli shrugged, and nodded at the singularity outside. “We can’t get to the bastards to fight ’em anyway.” 
 Jameson took a breath. “Maybe there is a way.” 
 “What do you have in mind?” 
 Jameson seemed to ignore the question and instead asked, “How far out is Charlotte?” There was, at least, a significant ammo top-up winging its way toward them in the “Fat Cow” Chinook, along with the fuel to get them home. Albeit for the plane they no longer had. 
 Eli checked his watch. “ETA fifty-five minutes.” 
 “Okay. We coordinate an ammo drop for then. Whatever plan we come up with, it’ll work better if we’ve got bullets to shoot.” 
 “Land on the rooftop?” Eli said. “Will it hold her weight?” 
 “Doubt it. But she can always kick it out from a hover.” 
 Eli nodded, and regarded his boss seriously. “And what do we do about that tosser’s offer?” 
 Jameson sighed, and then answered with another non sequitur. “A lot of the old boys bought it today.” 
 By this, he meant men who had fought through two years of ZA and survived many campaigns and battles – only to fall now, in what was likely to be, one way or the other, the final stretch. Jameson was also borrowing the line – he’d read it in a WW2 history book. After D-Day, in the fight all the way across Europe to Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest, almost no one got sent home, no matter how long or hard they’d already fought. They just kept fighting until they got killed. Experience was a great help in keeping you alive. But eventually the odds caught up with everyone. 
 Even the old boys. 
 Eli just stared in the dark. There was nothing else to be said. 
 Jameson’s head hung now, his face totally shadowed. But then he looked up at his friend. “Whatever the cost, we can’t give up the Kazakh and the pathogen. They’re the only thing that can save Britain now. Or even London.” 
 Eli nodded. “I’m with you. But how the hell do we get it? Even if we somehow clear the square of those dead, we’ll still have to fight Alfa Group for it.” 
 “I’ve got an idea that might degrade them some – maybe enough to give us a fighting chance. Anyway, that jackass had one thing right. We can trade our lives – but not in the direction he meant. We can trade our lives to get the mission objective, and get it out of here. Nothing else matters.” 
 “No,” Eli agreed. “And definitely not a lot of scuffed-up bootnecks like us.” 
 Jameson and Eli locked gazes. As usual, they were on the same page. And Eli would have Jameson’s back until the end, however bitter. They went back up top. 
 To start planning their endgame. 



 Gambit 
 Red Square – One Troop’s Strongpoint 
 Grenade crumps. Rippling flashes, like ground-level lightning, flickering on and off in the far corner of the square. Croucher already had his binos to his eyes, as Jameson and Eli rushed to his side. The faint blasts continued, echoing off the insane amount of stone in this place. 
 But the blasts also seemed to be growing fainter. 
 Jameson could see it even without the binoculars. The dead in the square were starting to move toward the northwest end. And those up at the end were moving out – following the noise and light. 
 “The sons of bitches,” Eli said. 
 “Yep,” Croucher concurred. “They’re going to drain the square of dead. It’s not going to happen fast. But it should work, eventually.” 
 Jameson squinted as he thought through this. 
 Another explosion sounded now, also muted, but from a different direction, and a hell of a lot closer – directly below them. A hyperventilating voice came across the squad net. “One Troop, Nicks – contact!” Behind the voice was the sound of rapid suppressed rifle reports. “Contact ground floor! Incur—” but then it cut off. 
 Jameson and Eli hefted their rifles and turned toward the stairs, but Croucher beat them to it and blocked their way. “I’ve got it,” he said, totally calm in the way only an experienced veteran can be in a surprise attack. “Yap, on me.” When Jameson and Eli, wide-eyed, made to move forward again, he said, “I don’t need command risking their necks, and I don’t need a bunch of bodies getting in my way, or shooting me in the back. If we need more, I’ll call you.” 
 As Jameson watched him turn and leap down the stairs with Yap close behind, he knew Croucher was right. In a dark and enclosed space, more shooters would just be a liability. Still, it scraped his soul to stand there unmoving and listen to the sounds of suppressed firing, then shouts, then more shooting. But it was over in two minutes, at which time Croucher reappeared – with a body over his shoulder. 
 When he dropped it down on the rooftop, Jameson could see it was a Russian in full tactical kit – flex-cuffed at the wrists and ankles. He also had gunshot wounds in his upper arm and shoulder, and one in his leg. The expression on his face said that he was in severe pain, but totally determined to be the master of it, and not the other way around. 
 Croucher turned and reported. “It was just a two-man probing action. Killed one and took this one. Good intel source.” 
 “Agreed,” Jameson said. “How’d they get in?” 
 “Breaching charge, from the next building over. I blocked up the hole, but of course they can always just breach again.” 
 Eli frowned. “That means they’ve got freedom of movement. Either moving through the buildings that ring the square—” 
 “Or moving around behind them,” Jameson said. “Nicks?” 
 Croucher shook his head. 
 “Dammit.” 
 “But Nicks damn well did his job. Because he reacted, we were able to get there in time and finish it. Without more casualties.” 
 This was some comfort to Jameson. But, then again, not all that much. He’d already had more losses today than on any other single day he could remember. And they were some of his very best men. Though they were all his best men. 
 “Yap okay?” 
 “Fine. He’s taken over stag downstairs.” 
 “So much for that offer to just walk away,” Jameson said. 
 “That was bollocks,” Eli said. “He wants us dead, not gone.” 
 Face freezing into a hate mask, Jameson squatted down by the prisoner, grabbed him by his wounded arm, and said, “Talk. Will your team be coming for us again?” 
 The man laughed, showing teeth that had been bloodied somewhere in the fight. He answered in accented but good English. “Count on it, citizen.” He cocked his head at the distant sound of grenade blasts. “You hear that? Before long the square will be clear of dead. And in only another fifteen minutes or so, they will have cleared out rubble from that stairwell you blew up. And then you can bet they’ll be coming. You will be outnumbered twenty to one.” 
 Jameson clenched his jaw, then stood, turned, and pulled Eli aside. “When that square clears, and their main force gets out of that bunker…” 
 “Yeah,” Eli said. “We’re done.” 
 * * * 
 “Enemy transmission detected!” 
 “Put it on speaker,” Akela said. 

“—oop Actual, Fat Cow, send message, over.”


“Charlotte, we urgently require an ammo drop at a rooftop location, how copy?”


“Fat Cow copies all, five-by-five.” 
 “Stand by for grid reference for drop location, over.” 
 “Standing by, send traffic.” 
 “MGRS reference is three-seven-Uniform-Delta-Bravo-one-three-four-one-six-seven-nine-six-one-one, readback, over.” 
 “One Troop, I have GZD as 37UDB, easting as 13416, and northing as 79611.” 
 “Confirm, confirm, all correct. Fat Cow, be advised – rooftop is likely to be unstable. Do not try putting too much weight on it. And be ready to pull pitch and get out of there, how copy?” 
 “Roger that, One Troop, wilco.” 
 “I repeat, Fat Cow – BE READY TO PULL PITCH.” 
 “…Roger that, wilco. One Troop, my ETA those grid coords is approx two-zero minutes, how copy?” 
 “Copy that, Charlotte. See you in twenty. Fly safe.”

 Within ten seconds, Akela had those grid coordinates marked on the map on their overhead display. He instantly saw it was one of the buildings on the northeast edge of the square – roughly where Lyudmila had the enemy forced Alamo’d up. In another ten seconds, he’d transmitted the grid reference to her, and then got her on the radio. 
 “Can you get your team there in twenty minutes?” 

“Affirmative.”

 “Capture the inbound aircraft if possible. Destroy it if not.” 

“Roger that. We’ve got it.”

 * * * 
 Sanders and Halldon climbed back over the wall that divided One Troop’s rooftop from the next one over. 
 “It’s done?” Jameson asked. 
 “Affirmative,” Sanders said, handing Jameson a small boxy object. 
 Jameson looked around at his remaining Marines. “Everyone ruck up and get ready for resupply. Bird is ten minutes out.” 
 “You heard the man,” Eli said. “Go, go, go!” The remaining Marines started moving, closing out their temporary rooftop operating base and getting ready to move – and to fight. 
 After having satisfied himself that the men were moving smartly enough, Eli leaned in close to Jameson. “Assuming this works, and we get our resupply – what then?” 
 Jameson sighed. “Then we bash into the square. And try to fight our way to that helo. Or we die trying.” 
 “So it’s hey diddle diddle, straight up the middle?” 
 “I don’t love the plan myself. But the dead are a little thinner than they were. We can use some of the explosives to clear ourselves a channel. Might give us a fighting chance.” 
 “And the Russians? The rest of them?” 
 Jameson shrugged. “We haven’t seen any sign they’ve dug themselves out yet.” 
 “Yet,” Eli said. “And ten minutes is a long time.” 
 Jameson knew as well as his troop sergeant that if the main Spetsnaz Alfa force got out of the bunker before One Troop got out of Red Square, they and their mission were doomed. And it was now past the fifteen minutes their prisoner had predicted. There was absolutely no way of knowing they wouldn’t be all be overrun and gunned down within seconds of entering the square. 
 Jameson just shrugged. “I don’t see any choice. You said it yourself – none of our lives matter. The plug has been pulled on the Channel Tunnel. And the drain is London. With everyone we know and love inside it.” 
 Eli stopped and squinted in the dark. “Wait – what did you say?” 
 “Nothing. Come on, we’ve got to go.” 
 “No, wait.” Eli grabbed his arm. “Wait a sodding second. I may have a slightly less shitty idea. But we’re going to need this bloke.” He dashed over to where the bleeding prisoner had been tied to a duct. With a flash of his blade, he had the half-conscious Alfa operator free and on his feet, and started pulling him along. To Jameson he said, 
 “Come on! I’ll explain on the way…” 
 * * * 
 Charlotte Maidstone appreciated the fact that this Chinook variant, the Fat Cow, had a fully night-vision-compatible cockpit and flight controls. What she didn’t appreciate was having to use it. That is, she was having to fly an aircraft she was not technically rated for, under conditions of full night-vision – and also without a co-pilot, or any of the other three to four crew members usually on hand to operate this twin-rotor behemoth of an aircraft. And now she was going to have to perform a complicated rooftop touch-and-go in an urban area – in a bird badly overloaded with one extra shit-ton of fuel. 
 It was all pretty damned cognitively taxing, not to mention anxiety-producing. And Charlotte was already exhausted from the long solo flight all the way across Europe. Basically, this gig was a hell of a lot less fun than her day job, in her regular ride, the Apache helicopter gunship. If flying the Apache was like “riding the dragon,” then jockeying a Chinook was like flogging a Brontosaurus. But she was at least aware that, basically, the job remained the same: to support the men on the ground. To keep them alive. 
 And make it possible for them to complete their mission. 
 Finally the buildings of Moscow rose up ahead of her in night-vision green and black. She’d already input her target grid coords, and the spot was lit up on her moving map display – and would also shine in her heads-up display as soon as she was visual with it. Surprisingly quickly she was above Red Square – and couldn’t fail to miss the sprawling sea of dead that filled it. 

Jameson conveniently failed to mention the singularity… It looked like they’d been having a real party down there without her. 
 Casting around, she could see the overlaid location marker on one of the sections of rooftop. This was going to be the tricky bit. She descended, then flared in heavily and clumsily, trying to keep the overloaded bird level, finally just kissing the four fat tires on the rooftop – while keeping her power up and most of the weight held by the two giant four-bladed rotors. Her hand moved to lower the back ramp. But she couldn’t see Jameson on the rooftop, or anyone for that matter… 
 Until suddenly she did. Soldiers with rifles to their shoulders appeared from all around the edges of the building. But something was wrong. First of all, they were aiming the rifles at her. But, even without that, she could instantly tell they weren’t her boys. They were dressed wrong, armed wrong, and most of all they moved wrong. 
 And, even in the dark, they dripped menace. 
 A shouted voice penetrated through the cockpit glass and over the rotor and engine noise. “Bring your engines offline and exit the aircraft. Do not attempt to lift off, or you will be shot down. Bring your engines offline NOW.”

 Adrenaline flooding her system, eyes like saucers, senses hyper-alert… still Charlotte hesitated. One of the soldiers, smaller than the others, approached the right-side cockpit glass, muzzle first. Charlotte realized with a start that it was a woman. She tried to decide whether to take these guys at their word. Her hand hovered over the control to bring the engines down. 
 Then Jameson’s voice popped up in her ear. It said: 

“Charlotte – PULL PITCH, NOW!”

 Jameson, she trusted. 
 * * * 
 Lyudmila walked smoothly forward, heel-toe, weapon to shoulder, panning and sweeping the helo and shadows at the corners of the rooftop. Her team had cleared the area and been surprised not to find the enemy ground force, but had presumed they were out of sight, waiting to see if their aircraft would set down safely before coming out. It hadn’t, and it wasn’t going to. 
 But now that they had captured both of the enemy aircraft, plane and helo, those guys weren’t going anywhere. And Akela would have the main force dug out of the bunker in only a few more minutes. At which point they could mop up the invaders at their leisure. 
 As she approached the cockpit, and peered inside over her sight, Lyudmila locked eyes with the pilot – and saw it was another woman, just as Akela had said. She moved to tap the end of her barrel against the cockpit glass – but before she could, the engines screamed as they wound up to full power. Lyudmila aimed at the pilot and started to squeeze her trigger. 
 Explosions rippled beneath her feet, and on all sides. 
 The ground shifted and buckled and then went away, and she found herself falling through black, nearly empty space. She landed on her back with a crash, the air instantly evacuated from her lungs. 
 She tried to roll away as heavy debris fell on her face. 
 * * * 
 Jameson dropped the remote detonator and leapt the wall that separated their rooftop from the next one over – the one the Chinook was already rising above. No audible signal was necessary to get One Troop assaulting. The explosive charges going off on the top floor of the neighboring building, collapsing most of its roof, was sign enough. 
 As he landed on the narrow ledge – all that was left of the collapsed rooftop next door – and as the giant looming Chinook powered up into the sky over his head, and whipped the air into a frenzy, Jameson could sense as much as see the other half of the team coming over the wall on the opposite side, from the third building over. In seconds, they were all in position, aiming their weapons down into the suddenly open-air top floor of the neighboring building. 
 And as the Russian survivors of the collapse climbed unsteadily to their feet, or pushed hunks of masonry off their battered bodies, or rolled around trying to assess their injuries… 
 The Royal Marines opened fire. 
 It was a circular firing squad, from an elevated position. And, as tough and skilled as the Alfa operators were, they all fell down again, stopped moving – and never got up again. 
 Even the most badass among them – even Lyudmila. 



 Mogadishu Mile 
 Djibouti – Outside the Airport 
 The rains from earlier in the day had stopped, but the sky was still low, heavy, and gray as the Seahawk survivors – now reduced to Ali, Juice, Fick, Reyes, Baxter, and al-Sif, as well as Patient Zero – drew within sight of Djibouti Airport. Almost immediately, they could see the short sharp flashes of grenade blasts lighting up the glass front of the terminal building, followed by the muted whumps of the explosions a few seconds later. 
 And they knew their brothers on the split team were in there – fighting for the lives against a Spetsnaz ambush. 
 Ali, still in the lead, got on the radio. “Cadaver Three, this is One, inbound your location. What’s your status?” She recognized Jake’s deep and serious but relaxed voice coming back – on top of what sounded like another suppressed firefight. 

“This is Three, in heavy contact inside the terminal building. We’re a little bit pinned down right now.”

 “Copy that, Three,” Ali said, picking up her pace – the others, also on the same net, rushing to keep up. “What’s your position, orientation, and enemy disposition?” 

“We are at airport security, five-zero meters inside the terminal, facing the rear of the structure. We are engaged with approx one-zero enemy shooters, head on. They are facing the front, over.”

 “Copy that. We’ll circle around and come in from behind, making a dynamic entry. Will attempt to hit enemy force from their four o’clock or eight o’clock, how copy?” 

“All received. Give us a heads-up when you’re in position for your attack and we’ll check fire.”

 “Wilco, out.” 
 Al-Sif whispered to Baxter, “There is a plane for us here?” 
 “Dude, you’re asking the wrong guy. I have no freaking idea.” 
 But then he had to heft his rifle and rush to keep up. Because Ali was already leading the team around the outside of the terminal. It wasn’t huge as airports went, but it wasn’t small either, and they needed to get all the way around it – fast. Ideally while their friends on the other team were still alive. 
 But as they ran, Juice dropped back to fall in beside Baxter. He touched the young man on the elbow and said, “Hey, am I going crazy or did I hear spoken Russian on our squad net a few minutes ago?” 
 “Yeah, I actually did hear that,” Baxter said. “Crossed frequencies or something?” 
 Juice shook his head. “I don’t think so. Could you make out what was said?” 
 “Yeah, I think I did,” Baxter said. He recited his translation. 
 Juice nodded. Baxter had understood the words. But Juice had recognized the voice. And there was no mistaking that. 
 It was Misha. 
 * * * 
 When they reached the back of the terminal, they found a series of a half-dozen double doors, outside of the departure gates, and out of which fliers would have exited and crossed the tarmac to board planes via rolling passenger-loading stairs. Ali was prepared to breach, but the first door she tried was open. And at that point, she revisited her dynamic entry plan. Going in stealthy seemed better. 
 Turning to the others, she issued orders. “Juice and Reyes on me for the assault. Fick guards P-Zero, with Baxter and… dreadlock guy, whoever the hell you are.” She hadn’t heard Juice’s explanation to Handon about al-Sif, but presumed someone had brought him to the party, for some reason that made some kind of sense. 
 She then turned, pulled open the door, raised her rifle, hunched her body over and around it, and led the way in. It was even darker in the terminal than in the thin early-evening light of the stormy day outside, but it wasn’t too hard to find the fight. She followed the whispered chorus of silenced rounds – and, more easily, the shouts in English and Russian and occasional grenade blasts – away from the departure lounge, and down a short corridor toward the back side of airport security. 
 She made a hand signal for cover, and behind her, Juice and Reyes complied. Squinting ahead, trying to work out the tactical picture, she knew something wasn’t right. When she thought she’d figured it out, she turned and made a hold gesture – then rose out of her crouch and slipped forward, disappearing into the shadows, alone. 
 She swung left, around the back side of the Russian force, and soon the back of the first shooter was visible, conspicuously foreign in his slate-gray fatigues, and only meters away. Silently, she angled a little further around until she had a look at the second one, farther on and to her left. Then she raised her rifle and shot the first in the back of the head – then pivoted and shot the second in the side of his head. They dropped within a second of each other. 
 She hit her radio. “Juice and Reyes, bring it up. Cadaver Three, this is Cadaver One – friendlies coming in from your twelve.” 
 She rose and walked up to the security station, beside the conveyer belt of the X-ray machine, and then through the metal detector. On the other side, there to greet her, was Homer. After a brief pause, they lowered their weapons, stepped forward, and embraced – but also briefly. 
 When she pulled away, she said: “Jesus, you let yourselves get pinned down by two guys?” 
 Homer looked beyond her at the two bodies. “Swear on my soul there were more of them.” 
 Jake stepped out from under cover. “They must have slipped away during the fight.” 
 Homer said, “The question is why. And where to–” 
 “Never mind for now,” Ali said. “We’ve gotta go.” 
 She looked up to see Juice and Reyes had arrived, and the rest of the other team had come out from under cover. And they looked pretty dinged up. Noise had a red-splotched white bandage wrapped around his upper arm. And, Jesus, was that Zack? As he hobbled up, Ali went to him, they locked eyes – and she hugged him, as well. No one reacted to this, though Ali knew everyone had to be wondering. 
 And a few feet away, wordlessly, Juice and Predator also embraced, enthusiastically man-patting each other’s broad backs with blows that would stun lesser men. 
 “Hey, lovebirds,” Ali said. “That’s sweet, but get a room – later.” 
 Finally, she turned and led them all at a trot back to the departure gates, and out back to where the rest of her group waited – and where more reunions commenced. When Baxter saw the state Zack was in, he said, “Holy shit, dude,” and hastened to take over holding up one side of him, while Kate stayed on the other. 
 “Big man!” Noise said to Predator. 
 “Hey, dude,” Pred said, smiling at him before turning toward Fick. “Hey, Master Guns,” he said, obviously pleased to see the grizzled Marine Master Gunnery Sergeant, and see that he was still alive. “That what I think it is?” he asked, pointing to the body bag over his shoulder. But when Fick didn’t have the wind to answer, but just nodded wearily, Pred said, “Oh, for God’s sake, give me that.” He lifted Patient Zero off Fick’s shoulder with one hand and just held it by his side. 
 While all this was happening, Jake was walking forward in silence, his brow lowering and expression growing dark. “Motherfucker,” he said, approaching al-Sif. Jake looked like he couldn’t have been any more surprised – or displeased – if the zombie of Osama bin Laden had turned up with the other team. 
 And then Jake saw the SCAR sniper rifle al-Sif was carrying – the one that had belonged to Kwan – and his knife flashed in his hand. His voice a lethal rasp, he said, “You make a real habit of taking weapons from better men than yourself—” 
 “Not the time – not here, not now.” This was Ali, giving Jake a not-to-be-ignored shove in his shoulder. “Settle your score later. Right now, I need everyone alive and shooting.” 
 When Jake paused and looked over, Baxter said, “He helped us fight Spetsnaz, and he drove us here. He’s with us now.” 
 Jake clearly didn’t believe that, and he certainly didn’t like it, if he even really heard it. But he sheathed his knife and stepped away. He obviously couldn’t stand to even look at that man. 
 As this was going on, Predator had been scanning the group – and now that the conflict between Jake and al-Sif was defused, he looked at Juice and Ali. “Hey – where the fuck are Handon and Henno?” 
 Juice shook his head slowly. 
 “What?” Pred looked like he’d had his testicles squeezed. 
 Quietly, Juice said, “Holding action.” 
 “And you just left them?” 
 “Yeah,” Ali said, rounding on him. “We did. And that’s why the rest of us are here now – if those two hadn’t gone back to delay and harass twenty-plus Spetsnaz, we’d all be face down in the desert, dead. So let’s not fuck it up now. Come on – get moving.” 
 And everyone there knew full well, anyway: Tier-1 guys were never dead until you saw a body – and saw it being lowered into the ground in a flag-draped coffin. 
 Still, Pred exhaled numbly, his expression shell-shocked. But, like the rest of them, he knew he had to remain operational – for every second this mission was still on. He tossed Patient Zero over his shoulder like a rag doll, and hefted his rifle one-handed with the other. 
 Ali also took a breath. She had no idea how she’d ended up with the job of keeping the world’s most diverse spec-ops team from devouring itself – there were way too many interpersonal dynamics going on right now – but here she was. A tight-knit SOF team didn’t necessarily need anyone in charge, because everyone knew their jobs, and nobody had to be told to do them. But this was no longer a tight-knit team. It was more like a school field trip. 
 They were back up to twelve now: four members of Alpha (exactly half the original team), namely Pred, Juice, Ali, and Homer, with the new addition of Noise; two MARSOC Marines, Fick and Reyes; two Triple Nickel SF soldiers, Jake and Kate; two Agency guys, Zack and Baxter; and one fish-out-of-water former al-Shabaab commander, al-Sif. 
 Ali angled Predator aside for a quick word. Standing close enough that she had to look up at him like he was in a tree, she said, “You’re most senior now.” As a Master Sergeant, he was ranking NCO… with Handon gone. 
 He shook his huge head, looking down at her, tears still wet in his eyes. “I don’t want it, man. I’m not taking Handon’s job. You’re doing just fine.” 
 Ali took a breath and nodded. That was what she’d been afraid of. 
 Pred said, “He would have chosen you, anyway.” 
 “I’ll just keep the seat warm ’til he gets back.” 
 And so, finally, herded by Ali, the reunited teams, battered and bloodied and badly reduced, drew themselves up and headed away from the terminal at a run – doing the Mogadishu Mile down the tarmac in the fading light, led by Juice this time. 
 “Where the hell are we going?” both Jake and al-Sif said at the same time, perfectly in sync. It wasn’t clear which of the two was more horrified to realize it. And no one answered. They all just followed Juice toward the big rows of aircraft hangars. And nursed their faith that they would soon find out. 
 And soon be free of this fell place. 
 * * * 
 But they weren’t free yet – and Homer’s question about where the other Spetsnaz ambushers had gone was answered sooner than anyone would have wished. As Juice led them at a run along the front of the row of hangars, and at an angle toward the one on the end, the air came alive with killer hornets – 7.62mm rounds cutting the air around them, fired by an unknown number and disposition of attackers under cover somewhere to their left. 
 Everyone dropped to the blacktop. It wasn’t clear who had been hit in the initial barrage, but it was probably wasn’t no one. 

Man, this happened again fast, Homer thought, falling flat, then chucking a couple of grenades and going cyclic with his rifle as per doctrine in an ambush. Moreover, these new attackers seemed to somehow know exactly where they had been going. 

Hell, even I don’t know where we’re going…

 Homer reckoned the ambushers were positioned between the second- and third-to-last hangars – and they looked to be well dug in. Moreover, his own team was completely exposed out on the open tarmac, trying to melt into micro-features of the terrain. While the less experienced guys were actually trying to climb up inside their own helmets, the operators laid down covering fire, allowing all of them to take cover behind a wall of lead. It was only the withering return fire they were putting out – also as per doctrine in an ambush – that was keeping the ambushers’ heads down, enough to keep them all from being murdered out in the open. 
 But at this rate, soon they’d be out of ammo. And they might not even make it that long – particularly if and when the enemy started chucking grenades, or using even heavier weapons or ordnance. Exposed out where they were, their life expectancy in a grenade or rocket barrage would be measured in seconds. 
 Pred, who had his huge bulk curled around over Patient Zero to protect it, and was thus sticking up even more than he would have otherwise, underscored this on the radio. “Hey – I don’t think we can live another minute in this shit-storm. And today’s my damned birthday…”


“Seriously?” Reyes radioed back. “Happy birthday – you’re about to get shot in the face, bitchacho!”

 Someone chucked a grenade from their own lines. Juice – who had, for understandable reasons, totally forgotten it was Predator’s birthday – came on and said, “Hey, check the grenade fire. We can’t risk damaging the aircraft.”

 Homer was thinking, Oh, good, there’s an aircraft.

 The grenade chucker must have been Kate because she came on and said, “What do you expect us to use, man—”

 She was interrupted by return grenades erupting close – way too close. When the explosions settled, at least three or four people were trying to get on the channel to finish the line for her. “—harsh language?” 



They were all about to die – but, bizarrely, they were making jokes. Homer had seen it before. The adrenaline spiked to a point where the fear turned to giddiness. Sometimes that was all that let you keep a handle on it. Still, they were going to have to act soon. 
 Or they were all dead. 
 When Homer looked over and locked eyes with Ali, he could tell they were thinking the same thing: as bad as things were right here, there was also an elephant in the room: Handon and Henno’s holding action. Because – presuming the two of them didn’t wipe out that other Spetsnaz team on their own – once they broke through, they were going to turn up here. Right in their rear. 
 And then they were definitely all freaking dead. 



 Gunned Down Like Dogs 
 Djibouti Airport – Perimeter Fence 
 Hailey sawed through the chain-link fence that bordered Djibouti-Ambouli International Airport, using the serrated saw-blade edge of her survival knife, while stealing occasional anxious looks over her shoulder – and resolving never again to complain about the damned survival vest. 
 This was a fairly bulky affair that all pilots were obliged to wear in the cockpit. The vest itself served as an extraction harness with an attached D-ring, and had a CO2-charged life vest around the collar. In its various pouches, it contained a small first aid kit, one-handed tourniquet, firestarter, pen flares, 12oz of drinking water, fishing kit, a signal mirror, an orange VS-17 signaling panel, Mylar survival blanket (also orange), a PRC-9 radio, visible and IR strobe, a good ole compass, whistle, knife, and duct tape. Not to mention her M9 pistol and two spare mags in a shoulder holster. 
 Basically, this was a lot of crap to strap to someone who was already squeezing into a tight cockpit – and performing one of the most physically and cognitively taxing activities in the entire sphere of human endeavor, namely piloting an F-35. And the fact was that on 1,000 out of 1,000 missions, absolutely none of it was needed. In reality, you were never shot down. And if by some anti-miracle you were, then 1,000 times out of 1,000 you were going to be recovered, usually by the CSAR bird, within minutes. 
 But not this time. Finally, the unthinkable had happened. Hailey had been shot down in the wilderness. 
 And she was on her own. 
 Now, as she folded away the knife and pocketed it, then peeled away the snipped section of fencing and squeezed through, she guessed this was just that one time in a thousand – in another thousand – when the survival vest paid for itself. It made sense. If there had ever been a one-in-a-million mission, surely this was it. It was by far the most critical one she’d ever performed – never mind that she had assigned it to herself, blatantly disobeying the orders of virtually everyone in the chain of command. As well, everything that could go wrong had gone wrong. And yet, she had performed up to a standard that maybe only one in a thousand fighter jocks could have achieved. 
 And she was even still alive, after all of it. 
 She didn’t have any other big ideas about how to get rescued, or keep herself alive, other than to try to get indoors and regroup – and keep hailing the carrier on the radio, getting absolutely no response. But she had also seen the flashes of light in the airport terminal building. Which meant that someone else still alive was in there. 
 And now that she was inside the perimeter fence, it was impossible to miss the two armed groups battling it out down on the tarmac, by the hangars. 
 Hailey intended to find out who they were. 
 * * * 
 “Okay,” Homer shouted to Ali, since she was conveniently tucked up beside him in the ambush shit-storm. “I’ve got a plan!” 
 The unified but dispirited dozen were right where they’d started – pinned down, running out of ammo and options, and on the verge of firing their last rounds just to keep themselves alive. Homer reflected that, although this ambush had started about twenty seconds ago, as usual in a lethal firefight, they all felt like they had been on this bit of tarmac, on the verge of being shot to death, for years. 
 “I’m listening!” Ali said, not taking her eye from her scope. It was clear she wasn’t going anywhere. She was also perhaps the only one inflicting any casualties on the enemy. While everyone else was blasting away and going cyclic simply to stay alive, Ali – preternaturally cool and effective as always – used her big Leupold optic to take the tops off one or two heads that popped up from cover for too long. 
 Looking ahead again, Homer said, “The good news is it should allow us to break contact and withdraw!” 
 “And the bad news?” 
 “It’s almost certainly going to get two people killed!” 
 Ali pulled her eye from her scope for one second and regarded the prone bodies around and behind them – particularly Predator, hunched over Patient Zero like it was a baby bird he’d rescued. She actually saw two incoming rounds fleck off the body armor on his back. 
 She looked back to Homer and shrugged. “Hell, I’m not doing anything else.” The two of them were closest to the front, and closest to each other, already in position. And neither of them was going to hesitate a second before deciding to spend their lives for the team and the mission – both because that was just who they were, and because there wasn’t time. 
 “Here’s the play—” Homer said, wincing as a round kicked up blacktop fragments into his face. 
 “Wait,” Ali said, before he could go on. 
 Homer faced forward again, and the two of them now saw something utterly unexpected. The Spetsnaz shooters were still hunkered down, or occasionally maneuvering, spectral and indistinct in their dark uniforms with their custom weapons and gear. 
 But suddenly they started to fall. 
 And there came the sound of significant unsuppressed firing. 
 As superb shooters as Alpha and MARSOC were, from their prone positions there wasn’t much chance any of them, Ali excepted, were making killing shots on equally superb operators dispersed in prepared ambush positions. No, their opponents were getting shot from some other quarter, which became obvious as they started turning to their rear and shouting in alarm. 
 Some armed force was behind them – right in their lines. 
 And gunning them down like dogs. 
 * * * 
 The combined team down on the tarmac instinctively stopped shooting – all except al-Sif, who kept firing until Baxter knocked his weapon away and off the line. Even Baxter had worked out there were friendlies in their background now. But he didn’t manage to do so before he saw a figure who was definitely not Spetsnaz go down in the distance, in the alley between the warehouses. And it looked an awful lot to Baxter like he’d been shot by al-Sif. He’d been in the open, and exposed – and al-Sif took the shot. 
 Baxter was seized with a terrible fear about who that might be. But the fear was vastly outweighed by relief – that they weren’t all going to die in the next minute. 
 Still – who the hell had just been responsible for their deliverance? 



 Straight-Up Warriors 
 Djibouti Airport – UN Hangar
 [Two Minutes Ago] 
 Inside the last hangar on the row, five men hunkered down around a UN World Food Programme de Havilland Dash 8 prop plane, listening with deep apprehension to the crescendoing sounds of a battle outside – albeit another silent-disco gunfight with mainly suppressed weapons. But when the grenade explosions started, there could be little doubt that something serious was going down out there. 
 Lieutenant (junior grade) Andrew Wesley looked across the dim, cool space of the hangar, in the glare of the two work lights the aircraft mechanics had set up. They had only been on the ground for two hours, and it was only about eight minutes ago they had finished their work on the aircraft – in accordance with the orders of the ground team commander, Sergeant Major Handon. 
 And as executed by LT Wesley. 
 Wesley and his two-man NSF team, Jenson and Burns, along with the two mechanics, Chief Davis and Pete, had gotten dropped off by the Seahawk that Wesley had basically helo-jacked, in a hair’s-breadth escape from the maelstrom of fighting on the carrier. After they were in the air, Wesley’d had his work cut out for him convincing the pilot to divert to the airport and drop them off. But the man needed them the hell out of his aircraft – he was on a clock to pick up Team Cadaver, along with Patient Zero, at the edge of the Nugal River Valley. 
 Wesley liked the man, Cleveland, and wished him well. 
 But Wesley had his orders, and those had been to make the plane in this hangar flight-worthy. This had involved – after finding the hangar and plane quickly enough – Davis and Pete springing into action with their packs of tools and supplies, and crawling over and through the aircraft like scrubbing bubbles. 
 They performed a complete inspection of the plane’s mechanical and electrical systems, checked for rot or corrosion throughout the airframe fabric and skin, tested flight and engine controls, pulled the turbo-prop engine plugs and scoped the cylinders, replaced the battery, checked for moisture content, replaced rotten lines, hoses, and clamps, repaired minor cracks in exhaust stacks, checked hydraulic lines for leakage, examined the tires for wear or cuts, checked tension of control cables and movement of control surfaces, and finally topped it up with new lubrication and hydraulic fluids. 
 At the end of this process, which Wesley and his two NSF guys had assisted with one at a time, while the other two pulled security, Chief Davis stood back, wiping his hands on his overalls, and said: 
 “Well… she’ll probably get off the ground.” 
 “But is it safe?” Wesley asked. 
 Both Davis and his young charge Pete gave Wesley a look like he’d been offered a hamburger and asked if he could also have a herd of cattle. Neither even bothered to answer. Of course it wasn’t safe, at least not by any standards the FAA would recognize. But they’d done their best – done miracles, really, with the resources and time they had. 
 And having finished the official refurb and inspection, the two continued to tinker here and there – there were lots of little things they could fiddle with, to improve the odds of the plane staying in the air. And none of them knew how long they were going to have to wait there. Only Wesley even knew what they were waiting for – and he wasn’t saying. 
 Eight minutes turned out to be how long they had to wait. But none of them imagined what they were waiting for was a nearby firefight. And they really hadn’t had any expectation whatsoever of what they were about to be asked to do about it. 
 They were all about to go way above and beyond the call. 
 * * * 
 “Stay put,” Wesley told the others. “I’ll be back.” 
 Deciding to take the initial risk himself, he slipped out the side door, at the rear on the left side, and darted up the alley between hangars. The sounds of fighting grew louder – and seemed much closer. Then, raising his rifle, but terrified of having to use it, he leaned forward until he could peer out the front and to the right. 
 And he could immediately see there was truly a wicked, balls-out fight going on out there. Even with them all hugging tarmac, they were close enough that he could recognize some of the people in the pinned-down force. He recognized them as his friends. And they were about to get murdered out there in the open. 
 Wesley turned and headed back into the hangar – at a sprint. 
 * * * 
 “It’s the shore team,” he said to the four expectant faces that greeted him inside. Before anyone could speak, he drew his side arm, reversed it, and handed it to Chief Davis. 
 The others all froze with open mouths. 
 Wesley looked over at Jenson. “Give Pete your pistol,” he said. When Jenson hesitated, he said, “Do it!” 
 “Uh, what’s happening?” Pete said, reluctantly taking the weapon. 
 “Yeah,” Burns echoed – older, more confident, and much less easily spooked. But still concerned. “What’s happening?” 
 “Our guys are in trouble,” Wesley said. “We have to help.” 
 “Not really trained for that kind of thing,” Chief Davis said – though he seemed to belie that claim by smoothly chamber-checking Wesley’s M9 for a round in the chamber. 

Don’t I know it, Wesley thought. 
 He knew full well that he and his two NSF guys, Jenson and Burns, were amateur gunfighters at best – and the mechanics no sort of gunfighters at all. And he, just like them, was scared to death and felt an overwhelming desire to just freeze in place, to cover up and hide. Hell, he was probably more scared than all of them, as he had gone and seen first-hand what it was like out there. 
 But he had already decided. He’d decided nearly instantly, even before he got back. Their friends out there had no time, and there was only one possible choice to make. So Wesley, as commander, made it – and he did so in a heartbeat. 
 Creating a mental map of the fight as he understood it, he realized from the angles of fire that the attackers must be between the hangars, facing out. And he knew there was an alley that ran along the back of the buildings. Hefting his rifle and looking into the four fearful faces, he formed an attack plan as they moved out. 
 “Just stay close to me. When we reach the enemy, they’ll have their backs to us. All you’ve got to do is use your guns, don’t lose your nerve – and shoot them all before they turn around. Got it?” 
 Davis and Burns managed to nod. Jenson and Pete didn’t. 
 But they all followed him out that door. 
 * * * 
 Wesley instantly discovered that his breezy prediction about the enemy all facing away had been over-optimistic. It was a reminder that he was still a neophyte in the deadly business of armed combat – and that their opponents were consummate professionals. The Russians had a single picket posted in their rear, hunkered down behind a crate at the back of the alley. And only by the purest luck was he stealing a look over his shoulder, to their front, as Wesley rounded the corner at the head of his team. 
 In that frozen instant, as Wesley’s eyes went wide, and the guard twisted to face the rear again, Wesley realized God had given him exactly one second, which was his to use in one of two ways. Either he could be fast and accurate and cold-blooded and kill this man, thus perhaps securing for himself the rest of his life forever after. 
 Or else that second would be the rest of his life. 
 There wasn’t really time to aim, but there definitely wasn’t time to miss, so Wesley said a prayer of thanks that he already had his weapon up, and he used his red-dot reflex sight. 
 With perfect and brutal clarity he could see the eyes of the Russian go wide as he turned around to face five newcomers in their rear. But in the same motion the man was also leaning down to his own sight to engage Wesley – and he had a much quicker-acquiring sight than Wes did. All Wesley had was that one precious second. 
 He squeezed his trigger, just one time. 
 The Russian disappeared behind the crate. 
 Wesley kept moving, leading the others into the rear of the main force. And all of the others, seven heavily armed men, did have their backs turned – and were totally exposed. As Wesley started firing, he could hear the others beside and behind him doing the same. None of their weapons were silenced, so the Russians were instantly alerted to their peril, and turned around, bringing their rifles up and shooting. 
 Crouching and wincing, waiting for the shot that would take him, Wesley kept shooting until no one was moving in front of them. By that time, his breath was totally magicked away, and his eyes were saucer-wide. This was, by a comfortable margin, the most intense experience he’d had on this through-the-looking-glass journey – the most intense experience of his life. They’d not only just intentionally attacked a larger group of career special forces soldiers – they had just gunned down seven living men, from close enough to look them in the eye. When he realized they’d done it, he sagged with exhausted relief, and turned around to face his team. 
 He immediately saw Chief Davis was dropping his pistol mag out – but he was doing it with one hand, because the other was pressed to his shoulder, where blood was already seeping out. Wesley’s face paled with concern – but then he saw Davis didn’t look all that worried. Maybe he was okay. 
 But Jenson definitely wasn’t. 
 The young man was down on the deck. And when Wesley knelt down to check his breathing and pulse… he had neither. 
 Jenson was gone. 
 And now, at last, Wesley came fully into his own as a combat leader, whether he wanted the mantle or not. Because he had not only just lost a man under his command – he had lost him on an operation that he himself had planned and led. 
 He had ordered Jenson to his death. 
 * * * 
 When Wesley stood again and turned around, the first thing he saw was Predator, walking straight toward him, with a body bag thrown over his shoulder. Wesley still had a lump in his throat, but he mastered himself and spoke to the huge commando. 
 “Glorified mall security guards. At your service.” 
 Predator took his helmet off and looked Wesley in the eye. “No way, man. Forget I ever said that. You guys are straight-up warriors. And I’m honored to fight beside you.” He then put out his ham-sized hand, and Wesley took it. 
 And when Wesley looked back down at Jenson, he could see another soldier squatting down and checking on him. The newcomer was also blond-haired and very young, but tooled up in proper military weapons and gear. He also had a huge grenade launcher slung on his back. It was Baxter – and he could see that Jenson had been shot right through his NSF body armor, which was lightweight and not rated to stop high-velocity rifle rounds. 
 Baxter looked up at Wesley and said, “I’m sorry… I think it wa—” 
 But he was interrupted by the others trotting up, led by Ali. She said, “Thanks” – then glanced down at Baxter looking distraught over Jenson. “But do yourself a favor and radio ahead next time you’re going to assault into our fire lanes.” 
 “Hey,” Fick grumbled, rounding on Wesley and pointing at his waist. “Is that my goddamned sword?” 
 Wesley’s face went sheet white. He opened his mouth to stammer something about how Sergeant Lovell had given it to him, and he was just keeping it safe, but he got cut off. 
 “Come on,” said Juice. “We need to get the hell off the street.” 
 “Yeah,” Jake said. “And after that?” 
 Juice said, “Don’t worry. Handon’s got us covered.” 
 No one could bring themselves to say: “Handon’s dead.” For all they knew Juice was communing with him even then, out on the other side of death. He led the group into the hangar. He had last been there with Handon, recon’ing it, during their original insertion. 
 Ten thousand years ago. 



 Better Than to Gaze Upon God 
 JFK – 01 Deck 
 “Rear dock?” Sarah shouted to Lovell, as the sound of gunfire mercifully faded behind them. It was the obvious place to get their boat inflated and get themselves and Dr. Park the hell out of there, and out on the water. 
 “Negative!” Lovell shouted back. “The dock’s how they infiltrated, and most likely how they plan to get reinforcements on board.” Lovell had been given intel that Spetsnaz was holding the rear dock, and holding it tight. He was slightly better wired in than Sarah to what intelligence picture existed. Though none of it was corroborated, and all of it might be bullshit. But, still, they couldn’t risk it. 
 “Where to, then?” she asked. 
 After climbing up one level, they had just managed to dodge a random gun battle belowdecks. Both knew job one was keeping Park out of the line of fire. He ran between the two of them now, unarmed – except for his laptop satchel and backpack, which were the great weapons with which was he going to win the ZA. 
 Lovell looked back. If Sarah was feeling the strain of the load she was carrying, she didn’t show it. He was certainly feeling his. He brought them to a halt, ducking into an unlocked cabin. “There’s a little winch deck for bringing up cargo, just below the flight deck, amidships on the port side. We’re going to have winch the boat, and us, down from that.” 
 Sarah said, “That doesn’t sound enormously safe.” 
 “Does staying on this vessel seem safe to you?” 
 “Fair point.” 
 “We can get there pretty quickly from here – up one deck, and a dozen or so frames forward. Everyone okay?” 
 Sarah and Park nodded vigorously. 
 Lovell led them out again. 
 * * * 
 The dozen members of Drake’s assault team – Marines, NSF, and militia – crowded into dark corners of CIC, trying to stay out of the way. They appreciated the fact that they were safe in there. But they were also useless. The two Marines had their helmets pressed together – both crying quietly at the death of Corporal Dunham, who had fallen on a grenade right outside the hatch to save all the rest of them. Armour went over to them, draped her arms around their shoulders, and tried to console them. 
 Meanwhile, Commander Drake was still sitting at a station, typing like a fiend – while Campbell waited for him to explain what the hell he was doing. 
 “After the mutiny,” Drake said, not taking his eyes from the screen, nor pausing his typing. “When those goddamned Zealots seized the bridge and ran us aground.” He paused to reach for the trackpad and clicked it. 
 “Yeah?” Campbell said. 
 “After that, we decided to activate a system that had been developed, and had been rolling out for QA just before the fall. But, in part because it was untested, we’d previously judged it too dangerous to bring online – plus unnecessary.” 
 He paused to press his right thumb to the print reader at this station. Then his left thumb. Then right index finger. 
 “For reasons probably unnecessary to belabor, our assessment changed after we lost control of the ship and got run aground. But, even then, there were only three people authorized to access or use the system. One, the Captain.” 
 “MIA,” Campbell said, squinting into the monitor glow and following what Drake was doing – and slowly getting the picture. 
 “Yep. Then Abrams, after he came on board.” 
 “KIA,” Campbell said. 
 Drake didn’t respond to this. “And me.” 
 “WIA,” Campbell said. 
 “Yeah,” Drake said. “But still in the fight.” He clicked on an icon, leaned forward, and recited a line from Moby-Dick into the console’s microphone. “‘Close, stand close to me Starbuck. Let me look into a human eye. It is better than to gaze upon sea and sky. It is better than to gaze upon God.’” 
 It was both passphrase and voice analysis. 
 An alert flashed on the screen: “AUTHENTICATED.” 
 And then he and Campbell both watched as a rich and very detailed graphical user interface materialized, across both monitors at the station. Laid out much like the bridge itself, it combined the controls for all of the stations on the bridge: helmsman, conn, navigator, tactical, and radar/sonar – even the CO and XO’s stations. 
 “Jesus,” Campbell said, awe in her voice. “It’s like Nuclear Supercarrier the video game.” 
 Drake shrugged. “Everything’s video-game warfare now.” 
 “And it overrides the bridge controls?” 
 “Totally.” 
 “I can see why you thought it was too dangerous to launch.” 
 “Danger’s relative.” Drake was taking a minute or two to get his mind around the interface. 
 “And also why you decided to fight your way here.” 
 “Yep. A hell of a lot easier than retaking the bridge.” In a few seconds, Drake was in control – and had the whole kilometer-long warship turning. The approaching Russian Akula sub on the overhead display started swinging to the right, until it disappeared offscreen. 
 Campbell said, “Upstairs right now, some Spetsnaz guys are shitting knishes.” 
 In exactly another three minutes – Drake had them come around at a safe rate of one degree a second – the Kennedy was facing the opposite direction, back toward the Gulf, and was soon steaming in that direction and accelerating toward her blistering top speed of forty knots. 
 Drake sat back in his chair and smiled. He looked up to the big screen where the CCTV guy had gotten a rear camera on the Russian sub – which was now quickly disappearing in their wake. “You jackasses have fun trying to catch us at ten knots,” he said. That was the Akula’s top speed while surfaced. 
 An ops officer at the next station said, “They can make thirty-five if they submerge.” 
 Drake looked over. “I don’t give a shit. Plus shut the fuck up.” He’d just saved all their asses. 
 The least they could do was let him bask a little. 
 * * * 
 Lovell, Park, and Sarah hugged a bulkhead and strained their ears. Lovell had thought he heard something up ahead and to the right – it definitely wasn’t a gunfight, but something was happening. Or maybe he was losing his mind. He shook his head, both to clear it and to shake off the accumulated sweat droplets. 
 Nodding to the others behind him, he moved out again silently and rounded the corner, slicing the pie a quarter at a time. And what he saw down there sent his heart into his throat – it was two boarders literally just turning away, fractions of a second too soon to see him. Lovell figured they had been doing the same thing – standing frozen and silent, thinking they had heard something around the corner. If Lovell had turned that corner a second earlier… 
 Now he had a decision. The last thing he needed was a shoot-out. But Sarah and Park were safely around the bend behind him. And these two Spetsnaz were directly between them and the little outside cargo deck they were trying to reach. And he had them dead to rights. 

Fuck it – and fuck them.

 He took a bead on the one in the rear and put a suppressed round into the back of his neck. The man crumpled, revealing the other spinning around. 

Damn, these guys are switched on. 
 Lovell dropped to a crouch and squeezed off ten rounds. And he hit the guy before he could hit him. 
 But then he heard full-volume unsuppressed gunfire from his six, and spun to see Sarah firing down the opposite direction. He had been about to get hit from behind. He rose and fired around her, at vague blurs of movement at the far end of the passageway. The incoming fire ceased and the blurs disappeared, but still he yanked her back into the cross hallway, where Park still was. 
 “You have to fucking stay with Park!” 
 “If I had, you’d be dead,” Sarah said. 
 Lovell shook his head and ground his jaw. And then they all heard shouting in Russian from somewhere. Sarah’s big noisemaker had shaken the hornet’s nest. They had to get the hell out of there. 
 As they retreated back the way they came, Sarah said, “Where to now?” 
 After he got them out of that vicinity, Lovell led them into another compartment, just to get off the street. When he closed the hatch and turned around, he could see Sarah had propped her rifle and was trying to tear the sleeve of her shirt off. Then he saw why – her hand was covered in blood. 
 “You’re hit,” he said. 
 “It’s just a bullet fragment. A ricochet.” 
 He grabbed her hand and held it up. That was no fragment – she’d actually been shot right through the palm, through-and-through. Lovell rested his rifle on his sling, dug into his aid kit, came out with a pressure bandage, and started wrapping it around her hand. As he did so, he said, “We’re cut off now. And all those frames up ahead look like they’re occupied.” 
 “Where does that leave us?” Park asked, taking over the wrapping so Lovell could get back on his rifle. 
 Lovell took a deep breath. “Up to the flight deck. Straight across it in the open. And then down a ladder to the winch deck.” 
 Park looked up. “Any idea what’s going on up there?” 
 Lovell hit his radio. “Meyer, Lovell.” 

“Meyer here, Sarge!”

 Lovell was about to ask him for a sitrep. But he had just provided one. His two-second, three-word transmission had been backgrounded by firing, explosions, and shouting. 
 “That doesn’t sound good,” Park said, tying off the bandage. 
 Lovell exhaled mournfully. They’d just deal with it. 
 * * * 
 In the reactor control room, a Spetsnaz operator squatted down in front of Captain Martin, his face inches from the Brit’s. Both of Martin’s pistols lay empty beside him on the bloody deck, amid a pile of empty magazines and ejected casings. Looking down, he figured he must have expended all his ammo. He also guessed he must have passed out, because he didn’t remember these guys entering. 
 “You are a very brave maritime nuclear engineer,” said the man with his face stuck in Martin’s, in very passable English. 
 Trying to focus, Martin could see this man was unwounded, but couldn’t really tell if he was the one who had stuck his head in before, or else was somebody totally new. There was definitely some variation in his uniform, weapons, and tactical gear versus the man on the ground, who Martin had killed, and the other one now standing at the control console. Special operators everywhere were usually custom jobs. But, then again, his head was swimming too much to really track the differences. 
 “Reaktor otsutstvuyet, serzhánt,” said the man at the console. Martin was pleased to have caught two of the words, despite speaking zero Russian. And he could hazard a pretty good guess about the meaning of the word in the middle. Not least because he could no longer feel that gentle hum below of the reactors driving the turbine that coupled through a gearbox to the ship’s propellers. 
 At least they had brought the reactor offline safely, rather than spiking or otherwise sabotaging it. But now that he had a close look at these guys, Martin’s assessment of them changed. They radiated caginess and competence – and ambition. They weren’t here to destroy stuff. They were here to hijack it. To take it for their own. 
 And to Martin’s considerable surprise, the man before him pulled a pouch off the side of his belt, removed a big bandage, and started wrapping Martin’s belly wound. Looking down, he could see the gauze pad he’d put there was soaked through. Martin’s expression must have betrayed his surprise. 
 “I think we will keep you alive,” the Russian said, gently leaning Martin forward to wrap around his torso. “To help us when we need to restart the reactor.” 
 Martin snorted. He was too weak to resist, even if he wanted to, but not too weak to laugh. “Sorry, mate. Can’t help you there. Tried to restart it myself once. Spectacular disaster.” 
 “Oh, I find that hard to believe.” 
 Leaning back again, Martin said, “It’s true – whatever the hell you believe. But even if I could help you, I wouldn’t. Obviously.” 
 The Russian tied off the bandage. “Oh, you’ll help us – as well as tell us anything we want to know.” But then he squinted, belatedly noting Martin’s accent, and uniform. “Wait – you are a Brit?” 
 “British Forces, Her Majesty’s Corps of Royal Engineers. Very much not at your service.” Martin winced at the pain of saying that much, and drew a sharp breath. 
 The Russian finally stood up, and looked down at him. “I like your esprit de corps, Captain. And your excellent English manners.” 
 Martin looked up at him. “Is that so? Well, then you cunts can just fuck right off.” 



 To Preserve Life 
 JFK – CIC 
 Drake gave himself one minute to savor his victory in retaking control of the ship, and then got back to work – helping Campbell and her staff coordinate the scattered and confused defense of the ship. 
 “LT!” 
 “What now?” 
 “Aw, shit…” 
 “Care to elaborate?” 
 “We’re slowing… the engines are losing power. Oh, God – I think the reactor’s offline.” 
 Drake looked up from his station. “You can’t tell?” 
 But Campbell was already moving to check the CCTV feeds. “Okay, I’ll bite. Anyone know if we hold the goddamned reactor control room?” The ensign at that station flipped through camera views at a dizzying rate, until the correct compartment came up. No one spoke, though all could see it. There were a bunch of goddamned Spetsnaz in there. 
 And the ship was slowing. Which meant that, very soon, the sub would be catching them again. 
 * * * 
 When Lovell stuck his head out onto the flight deck, all was chaos – even deadlier and more confused than the background noises from Meyer’s radio had suggested. Now he was going to have to lead Park and Sarah in a death-defying mad-dash sprint across 150 meters of open flight deck to reach the ladder that led down the outside to that winch deck. 
 “Stay here,” he said. But then he hesitated. Getting himself killed was definitely preferable to getting Park killed. Then again, if he fell, Park’s survival odds dropped way down. Not least because Lovell had the boat in a bag on his back. And he knew without having to ask that neither Park nor Sarah could carry it. 

Fuck it, he finally decided. Moving targets were hard to hit. He unslung the bag, climbed out of the enclosed internal ladder, put his head down, and sprinted toward the island. Rounds flecked off the deck at his feet, one actually creasing his calf – either on the way in, or after ricocheting. It hardly mattered. Lovell crashed into the steel-hard lee of the island, still alive. That was the good news. The bad news was that Corporal Meyer was pinned down there, with his dwindling force. 
 They’d completed their job of providing a diversion for the inside assault force to get to CIC. But now their asses were hanging out the wind. The Russians still held most of the island, including the bridge, which was a seriously elevated position relative to them. And they were shooting down and also dropping grenades on Meyer’s team with abandon. And there was nowhere they could go – not up the outside ladder, not across the deck to another ladder belowdecks – that wouldn’t get them killed faster than staying where they were. But staying there was getting them killed pretty fast, too. 
 Lovell was already standing between two bodies when he started shouting back and forth with Meyer. 
 “Corporal!” he yelled. 
 “Sergeant!” Meyer said back, without lowering his weapon. 
 “Listen up! I’ve got Dr. Park over there!” And he pointed to the inside ladder that Park and Sarah were cowering in. 
 “The dude with the vaccine?” Meyer said. 
 “Affirmative! And I’ve got to get him over there!” He pointed to the edge of the flight deck on the opposite side and nearly a hundred meters to the fore. “You and your people have got to keep the Russians off us while we maneuver!” 
 Meyer looked at Lovell and blinked once, slowly. He was clearly working hard to keep it off his face, but Lovell could read it anyway: Oh, great – another suicide mission.

 But he just dropped his mag out and checked it, then patted himself down for additional ammo. There appeared to be exactly one rifle mag left in his vest. “You better go now, Sarge.” But then he also flipped open the grenade launcher under his barrel. It had a 40mm grenade in it. So that was something. 
 Lovell nodded, took a few deep breaths – and got ready to run back across the open deck. So he could run back across it again one more damned time, leading the others. 
 He hoped Meyer was going to make that grenade count. 
 * * * 
 “So that’s it, then,” Armour said in CIC. Like the others, she was now watching the camera view that showed the Russian sub and its 200 fresh fighters gaining on them – and faster every minute, as the carrier’s momentum bled off and it slowed to a stop. “They’re going to catch us and capture the boat.” 
 She wasn’t the type who was prone to despair, and she was fighting it off now, not least for the sake of the men and women who had followed her this far. But she had also done an awful lot of fighting today, and pulled off more than a couple of minor miracles. Now, after all that, after the team had come together and hit their stride so magnificently, it looked like it was all going to be for nothing. 
 They were going to lose the damned ship anyway. 
 And she didn’t even want to think about what was going to happen to her – and, worse, to the people who trusted her. Would they even be allowed to surrender? Or would it be a choice between execution by gunshot, or jumping off the deck and drowning? 
 Now she felt an overwhelming urge to escape the dark prison that was CIC. Not because it wasn’t safe. But because she needed to get back out there, and get back in the fight. Handon would want her to. If they were all going to go down, she wanted to go down fighting. 
 “Come on,” she said to her team. “We’re going back out.” 
 “Wait,” Drake said, physically restraining her. “Not so fast.” 
 She looked at him with eyes shining in the dimness. 
 * * * 
 “Ready to run?” Lovell asked Park and Sarah. They both gave adrenaline-fueled rapid head nods. He nodded once himself and turned to face forward. And he waited for it. 
 When Corporal Meyer organized and led an attack, he didn’t screw around. Starting out huddled around the island, his surviving team members all moved as one, perfectly coordinated. First militia and NSF leaned out and started putting out heavy and rapid small-arms fire. Then, under cover of that, the three Marines stepped way out from cover – and all fired 40mm smart grenades up at the Russians on the outside ladder and observation decks. The whole outside of the island rippled with explosions. 
 Lovell could see one of the Marines buckle and go down to a knee, but he had gotten his grenade off. Lovell could do no less – he rose and took off, Sarah right behind him, and Park to the right of both of them, shielded by their bodies. All three put their heads down and hauled ass – as much as they could under their heavy loads. They could all feel, hear, and see in peripheral the brutal fighting to their left, as it also receded behind them. Someone up on the island was targeting them too – Lovell could hear collapsing air pockets snap over their heads, and see the deck below spark and smoke from rounds flecking off it. But they were all still on their feet. 
 And they were halfway there. 
 But this also meant they were dead center in the middle of the wide-open flight deck. And in perfect view of the island. 
 But then they heard shouting go up behind them. 
 And something that sounded like a cheer. 
 * * * 
 Armour watched and waited as Drake pulled Campbell over to a station in the far corner of CIC. The two of them whispered back and forth, and then Armour saw Drake scribbling on a notepad. He tossed it on the station, then sat down in a chair, leaned back – and actually put his arms behind his head. 
 This kind of pissed Armour off. They were all about to be defeated and then die – and all she wanted to do was get out there and go down fighting. And Drake was literally kicking back. She rounded on him. 
 “What?” she said. “What’s happening?” 
 “We’re actually fine,” Drake said. 
 “What does that mean? What do we need to do?” 
 “Nothing,” Drake said. “We just let the ship keep coasting on the momentum it’s got.” 
 Amour looked up again at the overhead display. The breached sub with half the Red Army on top of it was only making ten knots. But it was gaining on them. 
 Drake exhaled, stood up, and looked around the compartment. “Meanwhile, we plan our counter-assault. We get to work on a detailed plan to take our ship back from these assholes who are already on board.” He exhaled and deflated a little. “That’s what I plan to do, anyway.” 
 Armour and the others were baffled. Why was the largest attack submarine in the world, and an extra 200 more Spetsnaz, no longer something they had to worry about? As Drake set down to the planning, he didn’t order anyone to participate. But his implication was clear. 
 They were welcome to join him. 
 * * * 
 When Lovell, Sarah, and Park reached the edge of the flight deck, a few feet from the outside ladder that led to the winch deck, Lovell hustled the other two down – but then couldn’t resist pausing and looking back. And what he saw there made his heart leap – mainly with pride, but also with hope. 
 He had tasked Corporal Meyer’s already badly degraded team with a second diversionary action – and another one that reckoned their lives cheap – and Meyer had undertaken it with aplomb. But now, as Lovell looked back, he could follow a shift in the fight no one had expected. 
 The Spetsnaz defenders, still in their elevated and covered positions, seeing the attackers expose themselves, took down two or three of them right away. But, then, as Lovell, watched, frozen and wide-eyed, it looked to him like they got overconfident. They also exposed themselves, coming out from cover, aggressively trying to pick off the last of the besiegers. 
 And then Meyer – and Lovell could both see and hear him from this distance – raised a defiant shout. And he rose and went leaping up the stairs of that outside ladder. And without hesitation, every surviving member of his team followed behind him. And the most amazing thing happened: it was working. Not expecting for a minute such an aggressive attack, the defenders were back on their heels. 
 The diversion had turned into a no-shit legit assault – a serious attempt to take back the bridge, which might even succeed. 
 Meyer and his guys might still all get killed – probably would, realistically. But they would go down attacking, advancing, on their feet. Not cowering, defending, waiting for death to come and find them. Then again, Lovell would by no means put it past them to pull this off. But he wasn’t going to have the privilege of seeing it. He had to go. 
 “YEAH!” he shouted at the top of his voice. “GET SOME!” 
 Then he turned and leapt down the ladder. 
 * * * 
 Down on the little platform just below the flight deck, Sarah had gotten out from under the ruck with the gene sequencer in it, and was at work powering up the winch, unspooling the cable, and giving herself a crash course in its use. She’d given her side arm to Park, who used it to cover the narrow metal stairwell Lovell now leapt down. 
 He unslung the sonofabitching weight of the CRRC off his back, opened it up, got it spread out on the deck, then found the little battery-powered air pump. Soon the craft was bulging and taking shape. 
 When Sarah turned to face him, bringing her rifle up to cover the stairs, Lovell said, “We’ll lower you down with the boat. Then I’ll send Park after you.” He smiled to try to reassure them both. Maybe this would be an antidote to the furious sounds of fighting and dying still floating down from the deck above them. 
 “We’re nearly clear,” Lovell said. The CRRC had taken shape enough for him to start slotting in the little outboard motor. But Sarah put her hand on his arm. 
 “We’re not clear,” she said, darting her eyes up. “Probably every one of those bastards on the bridge saw us come down here.” 
 Lovell considered. He didn’t know whether they had or not, but their view certainly would have been unobstructed. 
 “And it’s pretty clear they know who Simon is – and what he’s worth.” She didn’t have to elaborate. The Spetsnaz attack on the hospital, and the nearly successful attempt to seize the lab, were both too well-supported, and too focused, for there to be any other explanation. They had been coming specifically for him. 
 “All the more reason,” Lovell said, “to get the hell out of here.” He moved to secure the still-inflating boat to the end of the winch line. 
 Sarah shook her head. “No. You’ll be totally vulnerable while hanging over the side – and then again when you’re down on the water and within easy shooting or grenade range. Someone’s got to stay back and hold this position. This deck. To cover your withdrawal.” 
 Before Lovell could say, “Yeah, me,” Sarah lifted up the bottom of her tactical vest. Her whole midsection was covered in blood. 
 “I caught one when we were crossing the deck.” 
 Lovell put down the winch line, his brow furrowing with concern. “Let me see that—” 
 But she cut him off and pushed his hand away. “I can already tell you. I’m pretty sure it’s through my liver.” 
 Lovell looked up into her eye. 
 “It won’t kill me fast,” she said. “But unless you know of a functioning level-one trauma center out there somewhere, and can get me there in the next hour…” 
 Undaunted, Lovell reached into his aid kit and yanked out an Israeli bandage – but even as he did, Sarah discharged her rifle right over his shoulder. A dark-helmeted head had peeked over the edge of the deck at the top of the ladder. Lovell pulled away, the hearing in his left ear pummeled, as Sarah fired five more times. It wasn’t clear if she’d hit anything, but the face disappeared – for now. 
 Lovell faced her again, moving the bandage to her midsection – when Park pivoted and fired over their heads and behind them. Lovell’s hand slapped at the holster on his vest, but there was no .45 there. He’d given it to Raible. Sarah turned, raised her rifle nearly straight up and snap-fired – her first round going right into the face there. The body it was attached to tumbled forward off the flight deck, forcing them to move to either side to get out of the way. It hit the railing with an ugly crack, then pirouetted over the side and fell nearly a hundred feet down to the ocean’s surface. 
 “Go!” Sarah said, moving to the winch control panel, her rifle still elevated, pointing back and forth from the top of the stairs to the deck edge over their heads. 
 There was no time to protest. With Park’s help, Lovell pushed the now-inflated raft out over the edge, where it hung on the taut winch line. Park gave Sarah her pistol back, then got in. Lovell grabbed the ruck with the sequencer and lowered it in. He then put one foot in – but managed to lock eyes with Sarah a last time. 
 “Always count on a cop,” he said. And Sarah remembered now, when they had been alone in the MARSOC weapons room, he had confided in her that his mother was a small-town cop. And that he had always planned one day to become one. 
 “Hey,” Sarah said. “The job of the police officer is to preserve life.” She nodded at Park. “His, in this case. Take care, Simon – and save the damned world, okay?” 
 Park nodded, evidently unable to speak. 
 Lovell climbed in, both of them hanging onto the line, trying to keep the boat steady as it hung in open air. Sarah moved the lever that started the winch lowering, and Lovell held her gaze until the hull of the supercarrier came between them. Both of them nodded. And at the last second he called back, quietly: 
 “Get some.” 



 Third Battle of the JFK

 JFK – Cargo Deck 
 With only herself to cover all angles of approach now, not to mention man the winch, Sarah arranged herself for best effect. A glance over the side told her the CRRC was going to be a couple of minutes descending the hundred feet to the waterline. And then they were still going to be vulnerable out on the water, until they got moving – giving anyone on the deck a clear shot. The expression “sitting duck” had probably been coined for such circumstances. 
 And Sarah wasn’t going to let Park get taken down now. They had both come way too far. She got a couple of rifle and pistol mags out and onto the winch control console, where she could get to them fast. 
 But then she realized her strength was starting to flag, most likely from the blood loss. So she went ahead and retrieved that Israeli bandage from where it fell. When she lifted up her shirt and wiped the blood away, though, it was obvious the wound was all the way out on the side of her waist, where only fat and a little muscle had been perforated. There had been enough blood that she knew Lovell would buy the liver story. But this wound definitely wouldn’t kill her – at least not if she stopped the bleeding. 
 Resting her rifle barrel across the top of the winch console, she started getting it wrapped up. Whatever was going to happen now, she needed to be awake for it. She needed to be operational. 
 Tucking in the end of the bandage, she leaned back into the corner behind the control station, taking some of the weight off. This also gave her a good look up the ladder, directly ahead of her, and the area of flight deck above where the second attacker had appeared. 
 Still no one came. Maybe they’d had enough. 
 Half-sitting, she felt a familiar pressure in her left front pocket. Not taking her eye off the danger points, she used her bandaged left hand to reach in and remove a small leather bifold wallet. When she flipped it open and laid it on the console before her, one side showed an unflashy blue-and-red badge. And in the other was her warrant card, with her photo, rank, and warrant number. This was her warrant from the state and the Queen to serve as a police officer. 
 Though she had never shown it to anyone but Handon, she’d carried it every day since the fall. Of course she had no police powers outside of Canada, not to mention there was no Canada anymore. But even now, she felt naked without it. And now, standing this last post, she felt like she was fulfilling her true purpose – preserving life. And, with a little luck, maybe even all the life that was left in the world. 
 Sarah felt like herself again. 
 Though thinking of Handon definitely opened a can of mental worms. And in a way, she realized this last act was her being faithful to him – faithful in death. Of course she regretted that she would never see him again. But, then again, if he didn’t survive the shore mission, this would be her following him into the dark. 
 No one on his team seemed to think he could be hurt, certainly didn’t believe he might be killed. He was like a father figure to them, and he made them feel safe. But Sarah knew him – well enough to know that he would spend his life in a heartbeat if completing the mission required it. He’d just been both lucky enough and good enough to get this far without it coming to that. But no one was perfect. 
 And no one could be lucky forever. 
 She focused on taking some deep, steadying, oxygen-rich breaths, and then refocused her vision on that ladder and that deck edge above. She could maybe afford to get a little reflective here. She just couldn’t get distracted. Or lazy. They were too close to the endgame. 
 Two grenades dropped and clattered down on the deck on the other side of the console. She leaned over, grabbed one, and scooped it over the side – but way to the aft – and then the other, which exploded in mid-air maybe twenty feet away, just beneath the level of the deck, half-stunning her. She gritted her teeth, brought her rifle up, and ducked back behind the console. 
 A face appeared at the top of the ladder and she shot until it disappeared. 
 Then… silence again. 
 No – no one could be lucky forever. And she wasn’t nearly as good as Handon was. Sarah considered that she had been willing to die on her own shore mission, recovering that gene sequencer. But somehow, against outrageous odds, she had survived. So maybe it was only now that she would truly atone – sacrificing her life to get that device, and mainly Park, and his guardian, Lovell, the hell out of there. 
 She looked to her left at a scraping sound. It was the inside hatch to the gallery deck. Someone was working the latch from the other side. Trying not to hyperventilate, Sarah got her pistol in her left hand – which had a hole in it and hurt like hell, but seemed to still work – and pointed it in that direction. Her rifle, lying across the console, her right hand on the pistol grip, still covered the ladder. 
 And then she saw slack piling up on the winch line spool. That meant they were down. Using the hand with the pistol, she stopped the motor. They were down on the water now – and just needed a little more time to motor away. Sarah had to give it to them. 
 So she’d survived the cleansing flood on shore. But maybe there was no shortchanging the Reaper in the end – or karma, or fate, or the great wheel, or whatever your conception of it. And this time, unlike back at the cabin, she would be sacrificing only herself. Not her family. Not the brothers she had gained and come to love so much on this journey. Only herself. 
 The hatch flew open – at the same instant as another shooter appeared at the top of the ladder. 
 Sarah rapid-fired in both directions. 
 * * * 
 Park looked up at the sound of furious gunfire high above. 
 “Forget it,” Lovell said, getting the winch line cast off. “Eyes front. We go forward.” 
 Park nodded and got busy helping, by starting the outboard motor. He realized the Kennedy had come to a complete stop now, which definitely eased their entry into the water. Lovell pushed him down into the bottom of the boat and took over at the motor. He revved it up, dropped it down, and they roared off like a duck out of hell, the great gray ice shelf of the carrier receding behind them. 
 Park appreciated the sentiment, but the air cells of this raft weren’t going to shield him from any threats anyway, and he didn’t like cowering down in the bilge. As he rose up and looked back, and they angled away from the carrier, suddenly a smaller gray ice shelf appeared from around behind it – one nearly as impressive, but totally unexpected. 
 It was the hull of the giant Russian boat, the Akula-class sub. 
 Park’s mouth opened as he saw the ranks of armed men filling most of its sprawling deck. “Holy shit,” he said. 
 Lovell saw it too, but he looked blasé. 
 Park gawked at him, uncomprehending. 
 Lovell shrugged. “She shouldn’t have breached,” he said, loud enough to be heard over the engine noise and shushing of water over the rubber hull. 
 “What? Why not?” 
 “Because a sub’s totally vulnerable on the surface.” 
 “Vulnerable to what…?” 
 But before Lovell could answer, gigantic geysers of seawater blasted up from around the waterline of the vessel. 
 * * * 
 Wild cheers erupted in the confined space of CIC – the sound of a Super Bowl party whose team had just completed a hail Mary pass to win with time expired. 
 Drake just leaned back in his chair, looking over the heads of the leaping and shouting men and women, at the image on the big central overhead monitor. It was still grainy, but the Akula was much closer now – close enough to see the great geysers of white foam erupting all around its waterline, explosions tearing through its superstructure, and the Spetsnaz naval commandos on the deck being launched off the deck and hundreds of feet into the air. They rained down over the Gulf of Aden on all sides, limbs flailing, like a Russian meatball shower. 
 More wild cheers erupted with every geyser, every flying Spetsnaz dude, every splashdown. 
 Seaman Armour fought her way through the dancing mob to where Drake serenely sat. “What the hell is this?” 
 Drake smiled. “The USS Washington, of course.” The carrier strike group’s Virginia-class fast attack submarine – which, as on so much of this mission, had been trailing behind them, doing 25 knots to the Kennedy’s 40. 
 “I fucking love that sub,” said LT Campbell, appearing behind Drake’s chair. She put her hands on his shoulders, squeezing affectionately. 
 He looked up at her and smiled. 
 “Nice to have you around again, too,” Campbell added. She smiled down at his inverted face. Drake tried to remember when he had ever seen Campbell smile before. Probably never. 
 Armour squinted in awe. “You knew exactly when it would get here.” She knew enough to know that only a few people on board knew the location, heading, or speed of the sub. 
 Drake shrugged again. “I’ve been out of the loop for a while. But I had a pretty good idea. I did the math, and the LT here verified it. We also had no comms with them – so had to trust their captain to take action and attack.” 
 Armour shook her head, and stole another look at the overhead display. “Jesus, though – that was close.” She meant the Akula was minutes from catching the carrier when it got torpedoed. 
 Drake drew a breath and stood up. “Luckily, close counts in horseshoes, hand grenades – and Mark 48 advanced capability heavyweight torpedoes.” 
 Armour didn’t look inclined to argue with that. 
 The noise in the tin can of CIC was starting to die down. Which pleased Drake, because he figured that was about all the time they had for celebrating. “Listen up!” he said. “We’re still under siege, we’ve still got an unknown number of heavily armed boarders – and we’ve got a lot of dead and wounded shipmates.” 
 He didn’t say it, but his implication was clear: 

But now we’ve got a fighting chance.

 “What now, sir?” someone asked. And from those three words, it was clear that Drake’s heroic status – earned in so many victories and close calls across so many missions, surrendered when he briefly lost his mind – was back again. 
 “Now… we go take our damned boat back.” 
 Everyone got to work – with a purpose. 
 As Drake and Campbell moved to a station to plan their high-level strategy, he saw a jaunty gleam in her eye. “What?” he asked. 
 “I was just thinking that we’ve had worse than this.” 
 Drake nodded. “Hell, yeah. I’d actually say the Third Battle of the JFK has been a cakewalk.” 
 Campbell arched an eyebrow. “Third, sir?” 
 “The mutiny and outbreak were really the first. We just didn’t realize it at the time.” 
 Campbell grinned. “And the flight deck battle and storm of ten million dead was second.” 
 “Yep – and if we survived that shit, I seriously doubt anything can kill this ship. Not a few dozen Russkies and a big tin phallus.” 
 Campbell shook her head. “Though this shit does keep happening for some reason.” 
 Drake shrugged. “Maybe we’ll finally learn some lessons. Right now—” 
 “Yeah. Let’s go take our damned boat back.” 
 Drake smiled at the LT. He wouldn’t take her on. 
 * * * 
 Completely slack-jawed, face misted with ocean spray from the fast-moving CRRC, Park watched the chain-exploding submarine – and the cannon-launched Spetznas guys – recede in the distance behind them. 
 “Vulnerable to stuff like other subs,” Lovell finally answered. But he didn’t even look back. He was running them flat out, moving fast toward their next battles – and maybe even their last ones – all of which lay on land. 
 And he was only looking ahead now. 



 Leading Them Home 
 Djibouti Airport – Main Terminal 
 Misha lifted up the lifeless head of the Team 3 man from the blood-splashed tile floor. He had a small entry wound in the back of his helmet – but only an exit wound where his face had been. Misha had no idea who this used to be. It didn’t matter. His battle buddy one position over seemed to still have some features, but Misha wasn’t interested in seeing them. Instead, he looked up at Kuznetsov. “Any response from the others?” 
 The captain shook his head. 
 Whatever had befallen Team 3, it had hit them hard. And it taken them all down. Misha took some small satisfaction that they hadn’t died in the terminal, and had at least executed his orders to slip away and set another ambush at the hangars. He hoped they died out there, ideally holding up the assclowns who had his zombie. 
 He intended to find out now. 
 Two men appeared from down the corridor that led to the departure lounges, moving at a run. It was Badger and Warchild, who Misha had sent out to sweep the perimeter. Badger said, “We found Team 3’s vehicles. Tucked out of sight around the side.” 
 Misha nodded and grunted. “Good. I’m sick of fucking walking.” 
 In fact, they had run all the way from the destroyed bridge, albeit making excellent time. The two men he’d made carry the folding litter hadn’t enjoyed this process. But nobody had to enjoy shit. They just had to do it. 
 “Don’t forget that,” Misha said, tossing his head at the stretcher. 
 Then, hefting his weapon and heading out, and without looking back, he added, “RTO! Get me my hunting hawk…” 
 * * * 
 Nina grunted in approval as the tool she needed appeared like magic over her right shoulder. It was true Bazarov had an edge as an aircraft mechanic, not to mention attack helo back-seater – though she had marginalized him in that role more and more over time. But all things being equal, she was much happier having Vasily in her aircraft. First and foremost, he wasn’t a fucking whiner. 
 But more importantly, he was a killer. 
 Then again, it had arguably been Nina’s bloodlust and desire to do her killing up close that had landed them in this mess. She just hadn’t believed the enemy personnel in that SUV could have survived their tumble down into the river. And she definitely hadn’t imagined one of them would have the size, strength, or stones to leap up onto her helicopter and dump grenades into their one working engine. Then again, the man had looked to be the size of Misha, so maybe he also had equivalent strength. 
 He’d proven beyond any doubt he had the sack. 
 She made a mental note to look for him on the next battlefield. But that was only if they could get in the air and back in the fight again. Happily, their luck looked good. That big, smug son of a bitch had dropped explosives in both ends of her left-side turboshaft aero engine – in both the intake and the exhaust. The engine was a tough son of a bitch, but still the resulting explosions had badly deformed the fan blades on one end, and the low-pressure turbine on the other. It was a miracle Nina had been able to get them clear of the river valley and set down on flat ground beyond it. But she had. 
 Shortly after, though, when they assessed the damage, they found fate to be on their side. The other engine, on the right side, which had been disabled by the anti-air missiles from the drone, had suffered all its damage in the middle – its compressor, combustion chamber, and compressor turbine basically destroyed. But both its fan and low-pressure turbine were intact. Now it was simply a matter of scavenging those parts from one engine and getting them installed on the other. The damage and deformity caused by the grenades was making this easier said than done. 
 But Nina was highly motivated. 
 They were also running out of areas of aircraft where they could absorb a whole hell of a lot more damage. But they weren’t done yet – not by a long shot. And Nina was definitely not out of the hunt. Vasily passed her the next tool she needed and clapped her on the shoulder. Yes, they definitely saw eye to eye – and made an excellent team. It had been a good trade. 
 When the radio went, and it was Misha, she had good news for him. 
 * * * 
 “We’re back in the car again,” Juice said, leading the way inside. 
 “I’ve never been in this car,” Pred answered. 
 But that was all the time either of them had for banter. There was way too much to do, and the inside of the aircraft hangar came to life with frenzied activity and animated conversation, all of it happening around the hulking shape of the 84-foot-long, 25-foot-high de Havilland Dash 8 turboprop airplane in the center. 
 The hangar also quickly took on the aspect of a field hospital. There was Chief Davis’s arm wound, being wrapped up by Burns, with Pete assisting. And Homer unfortunately hadn’t been wrong in thinking some of them must have gotten hit in the initial barrage of that last ambush: Reyes had been hit in the leg – “Again! God clearly wants me to lie the fuck down” – and was doing self-care, while Fick had lost the tip of his left ring finger, but was ignoring that. Jake and Kate both had cosmetic shrapnel wounds from a grenade explosion too near them. 
 But worst off was still Zack. Baxter gripped his hand while Predator felt him up more thoroughly. He grimaced as he palpated the man’s abdomen – it was hard as wood. “Internal bleeding – just what I was afraid of. He’s gonna need field surgery.” 
 Baxter looked down at Zack, and said, “Hang in there, boss.” 
 Zack managed a painful smile. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve told you a thousand times: I’m not dying on this shitty continent.” 
 Pred turned away to see Ali calling him over. “Okay, listen. Get him loaded up on the plane – get dreadlock guy or someone to help you.” Pred unsnapped a larger than average aid kit from the side of his pack and stuck it in Baxter’s chest. “Expose his abdomen from groin to sternum. Get the whole area wiped down with betadine. And get a shitload of bandages ready to go. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 Baxter nodded rapidly as he stepped away. At the same time, al-Sif stepped over. Looking down at Zack with what looked like genuine compassion, he asked, “Will he live?” 
 “Yeah,” Baxter said. “He’ll live.” He had to. Looking up at al-Sif, Baxter caught him looking across the hangar at Jake. And he looked worried. 
 Looking back down to Baxter, al-Sif said, “Thank you for what you told him before.” 
 Baxter didn’t respond. 
 Al-Sif looked like he had something to say. His face looked more open, more present, than Baxter had seen it before. Finally, he said, “I hope what you said before is true. That I am with you now.” 
 Baxter squinted. He honestly couldn’t tell whether this was a real conversion or just more savvy self-preservation. But, even after everything, Baxter was determined to cling to the same idealism he’d had the day he walked in the door of the Hargeisa safehouse for the first time. He decided to believe him. But then he remembered something: how he and Juice had been willing to let al-Sif keep driving the jingle bus and get vaporized in a drone strike – while they jumped for it. And suddenly his self-image as an idealist didn’t hold up. 
 “There’s something I’ve got to tell you,” he said. 
 “What is it?” 
 But then he hesitated. “…I’m glad you’re on the team. Give me a hand getting Zack on the plane.” 
 * * * 
 Where Ali had called Pred over to was the end of one wing, where she was conducting something like a leadership meeting. This group included Homer, Juice, Fick, Wesley, and the newly bandaged, but still unperturbed, Chief Davis. 
 Ali regarded the plane, impressed with its size if not its evident condition, then looked at Chief Davis. “Will this thing fly?” 
 “I gather you’ll soon find out.” 
 “What the hell does that mean?” 
 Davis sighed. “It’ll fly. Probably. Anyway, if you’ve got some alternative method of long-haul air travel, I invite you to avail yourself of it.” 
 Pred looked away from the plane, then over at Juice, who had led them all here. “Who did this thing?” 
 Juice said, “Handon and I scouted the hangar. At the very beginning, when we first inserted.” 
 Predator shook his head. “How the hell did he know?” 
 Juice shrugged, but it was Fick who answered. “He couldn’t have known what was going to happen. But he damn well knew we needed to have a contingency. That having only one way to get Patient Zero and the vaccine back to Britain wasn’t enough.” 
 “Two is one,” Pred grumbled. “One is none.” But then he looked at Chief Davis, and glanced over at Pete. “Wait – how the hell did you two guys get here?” 
 Wesley spoke in answer, his voice steady. “Handon again. He radioed the carrier and tasked us with getting this thing ready to fly.” 
 “Holy shit,” Pred said. “Handon’s leading us out of here…” 
 He trailed off, and no one finished the thought. But everyone was thinking it: …when he’s not even here anymore.

 Even in death he was completing the mission. 
 And leading them all home. 
 * * * 
 Fick put two fingers to his earpiece and stepped away, just as Jake stepped up. He and Kate had been wrapping up their minor wounds, then helping with the worse injured. But now he clearly wanted to know what was going on. He gestured behind him at the plane and spoke to the group in his team-sergeant voice. 
 “Okay – someone going to tell me where the hell we’re going?” 
 “London,” Ali said. “Non-stop.” 
 Jake’s eyebrows went north. “What about the carrier?” 
 Wesley said, “The carrier is not a happy place right now. When we left, it had been boarded by a shedload of Spetsnaz. It was a giant set-piece battle, room-to-room fighting…” 
 “Is it lost?” Jake said, squinting severely. 
 “Dunno, honestly. It looked like it could go either way. And the plane from Britain, the one that was supposed to take Dr. Park back… it was destroyed.” He looked distraught, and Juice clapped him on the shoulder. 
 “Hey, you did good getting out in time – and prepping this plane.” 
 Wesley nodded. “But I also failed to save the other one. When I could have done.” 
 Homer said, “It doesn’t matter, LT. With the Kennedy in play, we couldn’t have gone back there anyway.” 
 “Hey, wait a second,” Pred said, glowering. “What about Doc Park – and his research? Aside from Patient Zero, he’s kind of the point.” 
 But with this, Fick stepped back up. “Stand by – Doctor Park is inbound. ETA ten mikes.” 
 “Seriously?” Pred boggled. “Who the hell arranged that?” 
 Fick took a breath. “It was one of my Marines who got him off the boat. But the one who made the call, who got him moving here… 
 “That was Handon again.” 
 * * * 
 Ali let two beats of silence pass, then said, “Okay. If we’re static here waiting for Park, we need to set security and Alamo up.” When no one moved, she looked around. “Chop, chop. Ten minutes is a long time.” 
 She grabbed Noise as he passed by, and pointed him toward the back left corner of the hangar – and the only door other than the big roll-up ones in front. “Rear sentry. Stand post.” He nodded and moved off. She checked the roll-up doors, which were basically the whole front of the building. They were locked and seemed reasonably secure. But, mainly, if anyone started to open them from the outside, everyone inside would notice pretty quickly. 
 There were also grimy windows on the left and right sides of the structure. Ali assigned Wesley and his man Burns to cover those. 
 Jake said, “Wouldn’t kill us to do an ammo manifest.” 
 Ali knew he was right. But she also didn’t want it to be a clusterfuck, and didn’t want to waste a shooter doing it. She hailed the diminutive engine mechanic. “What’s your name?” 
 “Pete.” 
 “Pete, I need you to do an ammo count for me.” She produced a small pad and pen and pressed them into his hand. “Go around to every armed individual in this hangar. Find out how many rifle mags each has, and how many pistol mags. If someone’s too busy to answer, feel them up and count ’em yourself.” 
 “Grenades, too?” 
 Ali could see she’d chosen well. The kid was enthusiastic, and seemed efficient. “If it’s easy. But do it fast, and get this back to me.” 
 He moved off and got to it. 
 * * * 
 Misha squinted happily into the wind. He’d loaded his eighteen remaining shooters into all six of Team 3’s vehicles, which now blasted across the open tarmac toward the row of aircraft hangars. Team 2 only had eighteen shooters left, because eight were still lying back at the river, the price those two last-standers, the American commander and the Brit, had extracted for passage across the river. 

Those two were like the fucking Ferryman… 



Misha himself had a half-dozen new slash wounds, as well as a minor gunshot wound, all of them hastily wrapped up. It had been a hell of a bloody last stand for those two. But not nearly as bloody as the one Misha was about to impose on the rest of their team. 
 One way or another, it ended here. 
 As they neared the hangars, Misha could make out bodies on the ground, mostly between the third- and second-to-last structures. He veered left, screeched to a halt, lumbered out with his rifle, and regarded the carnage on the ground. 
 It was the rest of Team 3. Motherfuckers.

 He turned around to face the men, who were un-assing the other trucks. “Search the hangars. Recon in force.” 
 Kuznetsov stepped up and pointed off to the right. Beyond the last hangar was a big gap, about fifty meters, with an aircraft pushback tractor parked there, and a few piles of crates and random crap. But beyond that was a series of small outbuildings, which also backed up against the outside wire, and which looked like maybe tractor or equipment sheds. 
 Misha grunted. “I don’t think they have a fucking aircraft in there.” 
 Kuznetsov said, “Nonetheless.” 
 Misha didn’t want to spread his remaining shooters too thin. He was done underestimating the enemy. “Runt!” he shouted, simply pointing toward the row of sheds. “And you’d better fucking kill anyone you find back there.” Then he turned back toward the hangars. 
 His men were already pouring into the nearest one. 



 Mercy 
 Gulf of Aden – 200M from Djibouti Coast 
 Sergeant Lovell didn’t have to work very hard to locate the stretch of coastline closest to the airport. What remained of the Kennedy’s shore launch was beached there – with what looked like a giant bite taken out of its stern. He shook his head, then traded a look with Park, who looked even more confused than he felt. 
 “Nope,” Lovell said. “Not even asking.” 
 He ran their CRRC right up on the beach beside the bigger boat, then jumped out and dragged it further up onto the sand. Park didn’t need helping out, so Lovell just grabbed the DNA sequencer in its big ruck and managed to struggle back under it. After the downtime of their short ocean journey, he figured he could hump it again for a while. He could even get his rifle to his shoulder. 
 “Ready?” he said to Park, who nodded, eyes bright. Lovell had already briefed him, after making radio contact with Fick. They both knew where they were going, and knew they were close. But they both also knew this was still the ZA – a damned dangerous place at the best of times. And now there seemed to be Russian Spetsnaz – the equal of the American operators in skill, and much superior in ferocity – lurking around every corner. 
 They couldn’t let their guard down for a second. 
 Lovell knew this op wasn’t over. His job right now was keeping Doctor Park alive and getting him the hell out of Africa. And with Park still the most important man in the world – that made Lovell’s job the most important he’d ever had. 
 The pair moved out – Lovell and his rifle leading the way. 
 * * * 
 The vicious fight Hailey had seen happening out on the tarmac was over by the time she got anywhere near it. And she’d descended a nearby hill just in time to see men in American uniform disappear into the last in a row of aircraft hangars. So that was where she was going now. She moved toward it, keeping the outside wire on her right elbow and moving carefully. 
 But when she heard the screeching of tires from somewhere out in front, she figured she’d better pick up the pace. She ducked into what was effectively an alley, behind a row of sheds, which led to the back of the hangars, moving as quietly as she could, scanning the ground for obstructions. 
 But she’d only covered half the distance to the end when she realized she should have been looking up, and not down at her feet. She also realized she should have had her M9 out in her hand, rather than nestled in its shoulder holster. After all those missions with it chafing her armpit, now she finally needed the damned thing – and was never going to get to use it. Because suddenly there was someone else in the alley with her. He was right in front of her, blocking her way. He definitely wasn’t American. 
 And he was pointing a rifle at her face. 
 He had her dead to rights. 
 * * * 
 Lovell and Park moved fast but stealthily along the fence that bordered the north edge of the runway. Lovell had quickly found the spot where Team Cadaver cut into the outside wire of the airport, down by the end of the single runway. 
 He stole another glance behind him, to make sure Park was still in his back pocket. He actually found Park to be a good protectee – smart, alert, switched on, and not prone to doing anything stupid. Like he’d been around the block a few times. 
 Lovell stole a look at his mapping GPS, just to reassure himself they were still going the right way. Up ahead, the fence bent to the left – and beyond that was a series of small outbuildings. The hangars were beyond that. He moved to the side of the last shed in the row, traded a look with Park, then raised his rifle and rolled around the corner into the alley. 
 And he instantly found himself looking at the back of someone in a flight suit – someone with a nice hourglass shape, he couldn’t help noticing. But she was standing stock still – and around her, Lovell could just make out another figure. He was mostly blocked by the first one, but Lovell could see enough – the dark gray of his fatigues, which after the fighting on the JFK he definitely recognized. And he was pointing a rifle at the female aviator. 
 Lovell pushed Park back around the corner. If the Russian had spotted them, he wasn’t letting on. Lovell thought they were probably okay – they’d mostly been blocked by the girl, and if the Russian was pointing a gun at her, he probably had that target-lock tunnel vision. 
 Now they just had to figure out a way around. 
 * * * 
 The Runt disengaged his safety. This was not his rifle – it was one he’d taken from one of the men killed in the drone strike in the desert. He’d needed a replacement after losing his in the nearly fatal attempt to cross that raging river. But, as he was trained to do, he had carefully checked to make sure it was in good working order – cleaned, lubed, loaded, and ready to go. 
 Now, unexpectedly, he had the red dot of his sight on the chin point of a young woman in a pilot’s flight suit. And he could both see and recognize the gold-wing patch on her chest – the insignia of a U.S. naval aviator. Yep, it was definitely a girl, and a cute one. 
 He remembered his order from Misha, which was simplicity itself. 
 But still he hesitated, looking into the pretty brown eyes of this young woman – they were wide from the adrenaline, but not pleading, not really scared. As he held her gaze, a lock of chin-length brown hair came loose from behind her ear and swung in front of her face. Her eyes rotated up in her sockets – she was both checking out the hair situation, and rolling her eyes. 
 And it was all the Runt could do not to crack a smile. 
 He thought of Misha back behind him – and how the commander would squash him like a bug, and with no more thought or compassion, just for hesitating two seconds before killing this enemy before him. 
 But then he flashed back to the big, dark-haired American, who had found him half-drowned on that blood-splashed riverbank. He had been totally helpless, and this man also had a weapon trained on his face. But he had spared him. The Runt hadn’t understood it then, and didn’t really now. But it seemed somehow to be connected to this moment, this woman, this encounter in the alley. 
 He lowered his rifle an inch. And he tossed his head to the side. 
 The woman nodded and took off, disappearing between the sheds. 
 * * * 
 “Come on,” Lovell whispered to Park. 
 “Wait,” Park said. “Where are we going?” 
 “We’re gonna backtrack and find a way around.” 
 “What about the girl – the pilot? She’s one of ours.” 

Uh, oh, Lovell thought. Park had seen her. “We can’t risk a gunfight right now. She’s going to have to take care of herself.” 
 Park didn’t move. “I thought you guys never left anyone behind. We have to help her.” 
 Lovell ground his teeth. They didn’t have time for this – not for a rescue mission, and definitely not for a humanitarian discussion. It was costing them precious seconds. Finally Lovell realized it was taking more time arguing than it would to just take out the one damned Russian. “Fuck,” he said. “Okay. Don’t move.” 
 But when he swung back into the alley, rifle up… it was empty. Both the Russian and the pilot were gone. Lovell reached back, grabbed Park by his shirt, got them both moving again, fast. 
 And hoped like hell that delay wasn’t going to cost them. 
 * * * 
 Ali was huddled up with Homer over a regional map when Pete trotted up – much faster than she’d expected. Wordlessly, he held out the pad with his ammo manifest on it. Ali took it and held it where she and Homer could read it. 
 “Well, shit,” she said after a few seconds. 
 “Yeah,” Homer said. “It ain’t good.” 
 Ali realized they shouldn’t have been surprised. It wasn’t twenty minutes ago that they were all going cyclic trying to stay alive in a desperate ambush. And all of them had been in fights before that – but after their last access to spare ammo in helos or trucks. Now they were pretty much all scraping the bottom of the barrel. 
 “I don’t suppose there’s anywhere left we can top up,” Ali said. 
 “There’s Lemonnier next door,” Homer said. “But it’s overrun.” 
 “It shouldn’t matter. This is the final act. We’ve just got to get the hell out. Then we’re done.” 
 Homer looked skeptical – but then smiled and tapped Ali’s chest, where there were four full mags for her Mk12. “But, as usual, you’ve shepherded your rounds.” 
 She shrugged. “Hey, I may be black… but I’m never black on ammo.” But her smile faded as she looked past him at the plane. 
 “Yeah,” he said, reading her mind. “That’s probably a little bigger than you’re used to flying.” 
 In addition to being a combat helicopter pilot, Ali was qualified on small planes – generally very small ones. But, looking around the hangar, she didn’t see any more pilots than before. It was just her. 
 “I’d better check the cockpit – see if I recognize any of the controls.” 
 “I’ll come with you,” Homer said. 
 The plane had two hatches, front and rear, both on the left side. Both were open and both sets of stairs down. The others had started loading up – casualties first. 
 Ali climbed up and in, using the hatch closest to the cockpit, then paused to check out the cabin to her right as Homer followed. This had clearly been a working cargo aircraft. It had three rows of seats at the front, just behind the lavatory, which was behind the flight deck. But the rest of the long cabin was wide open, cleared out for cargo. 
 But it wasn’t empty. 
 Ali looked down just beyond the seating area – and saw Predator and Baxter hunched over Zack, who was flat on his back, and evidently sedated. Pred, gloved up and holding a scalpel, looked up at her. She had no desire to observe this, so moved left into the cockpit, sat down, and regarded the flight controls, as Homer took the co-pilot’s seat. 
 A loud but dull thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk penetrated the cabin. 
 They both leapt to their feet again. 
 But by the time they got back out of the plane, it was all over. Noise was pulling closed the door in the rear, smoke curling gracefully from the barrel of his Auto Assault 12 combat shotgun. 
 * * * 
 Misha nodded at his men emerging from the second-to-last hangar, which had proven empty, then moved up to the gap between it and the very last one. He watched as two of his guys stacked up on the side door. One jammed a crowbar in the gap and popped the door open, moving aside for the other, who swung around and— 
 In the next second there sounded a series of five dull blasts. 
 The point man rocketed across the alley and into the side of the hangar, as the second man got his weapon up – and then was also knocked back and down by the unexpected storm of buckshot. Both lay unmoving in an ugly dark pile on the ground. There was a long blood smear on the wall of the hangar behind them. 
 The door banged as it slammed shut again. 
 Misha looked over at Kuznetsov, who said: 
 “Well. I suppose we’ve found them.” 
 * * * 
 Lovell not only heard but recognized the full-auto burst of shotgun fire. He took this as an alarm bell, and that’s exactly what it turned out to be. When he and Park reached the end of the alley behind the sheds, and Lovell looked out, he could see Spetsnaz guys ahead and off to the left. And they were even then circling and forming a cordon around the last hangar – where Lovell knew Fick and the others were. 
 There was fifty meters of mostly open space between them and it. 
 They were going to have to gamble and run for it – and it was now or never. If they waited, they’d be cut off. Lovell turned, put his mouth to Park’s ear, and hissed, “Put your head down, stay to my right – and run like hell.” 
 Park nodded. 
 “Go!” 
 They put their heads down – and both ran like hell. 
 * * * 
 Misha and Kuznetsov startled and looked up at motion from their right. The rest of their men were already facing in toward the last hangar, so only the two leaders clocked this flashing movement from behind the row of smaller buildings. Kuznetsov raised his rifle, but Misha knocked it away, his vision spooling in on the second figure. “That’s the fucking scientist,” he said. “We need him.” 
 Kuznetsov realized he was right – impressed that Misha had ID’d him so quickly – and lowered his weapon. 
 But then Misha raised his own rifle in a blur and sighted in. “That dubious Jarhead motherfucker on the other hand…” He didn’t specifically recognize the second man from the warehouse fight at Saldanha – but he damn well recognized the uniform, that MARPAT camo. He fired twice. 
 The scientist disappeared behind the hangar. 
 The Marine slid into the dust, crushed under a heavy backpack. 
 Misha lowered his rifle and grunted in satisfaction. 



 The Siege 
 Djibouti Airport – UN Hangar 
 Noise pulled Park through the door with one hand, then slammed it behind him and raised his AA12 again. There were several familiar faces there to greet the scientist, mainly those of Alpha guys, and they looked pretty damned glad to see him. 
 One who didn’t was Fick. “Where the hell’s Lovell?” 
 Park’s smile evaporated, and he looked behind him. There was nothing there but the inside of the door. “He was right behind me…” 
 Fick moved to the nearby window and looked out – then dashed across the hangar to the opposite side, ducking under the tail of the plane and sticking his face up to the other window, pushing aside Wesley, who had been guarding it. The glass was grimy, but Fick could make out his Marine – down on the deck, dragging himself under the cover of the parked pushback tractor. 
 He turned around to face the others. “I need covering fire.” 
 Ali said, “I can’t let you go out there, Master Guns.” 
 Fick’s expression made it immediately obvious what she was going to have to do to stop him. 
 But then Park spoke up. “He’s got the DNA sequencer.” 
 Wesley stepped up. “I’ll cover you.” 
 “Goddammit,” Ali said. “Okay. Come on – we gotta go if we’re going.” She shouted out assignments as they crossed the hangar floor again. “Ready?” she said as they stacked up at the door. 
 It wasn’t really a question. 
 * * * 
 Inside the plane, Baxter assisted as Predator dug around in Zack’s thoracic cavity. He was looking straight ahead, working blind, deep inside the man, having to find the source of internal bleeding by touch. They were both kneeling in a pool of blood that had waterfalled out of Zack’s abdomen when Noise sliced it open. 
 Baxter was looking away as well, but for another reason – it was too awful, and he identified too closely with Zack. They’d been all each other had for a long time. Then again, he was keeping the retractor in place, and proving a capable enough surgical nurse. 
 More shotgun blasts sounded, followed by more firing outside. 
 Baxter stiffened up, and stared across at Pred, whose look of focused concentration didn’t change. Baxter said, “Aren’t you worried about what’s going on out there?” 
 Pred squinted as he dug around. “Whatever’s going on out there, our teammates have got it covered. If they need us, believe me – they’ll come find us. Our job is to focus on what we’re doing. Got it?” 
 Baxter nodded, breathed, and tried to freak out less. 
 “More retraction, dude.” Then Pred smiled. “Aha – got it. It’s the iliac artery, like I thought. Hand me a couple of clamps.” He pointed with his head. “They’re in there.” 
 Baxter nodded, and did his job. 
 * * * 
 With the rescue team assembled, Noise yanked the door open, stepped out, went left – and opened up down the alley, single-shot now to conserve his dwindling ammo. Wesley spilled out beside him, also firing his M4 – unsuppressed weapons, it turned out, worked better as covering fire. Then again, Spetsnaz were not the kind of guys who panicked at the sound of gunfire. As those two faced out, and Ali stayed in the doorway, Fick went right, with Jake and the limping Reyes behind him, all three turning right again and blasting down the alley behind the hangar. When they emerged at its end, Jake and Reyes instantly took up positions and put out a murderous covering barrage of their own. 
 Still, the encircling Spetsnaz shooters responded in kind, taking cover and putting out a lethal return volley. 
 Not hesitating, Fick charged through the storm of lead to the rear of the aircraft tractor, grabbed Lovell by his drag strap – and pulled both him and the sixty-pound sequencer back to the hangar, three times as fast as any middle-aged man had any business doing. 
 Twenty seconds after going out it, they all flew back through the door – all five of those who went out, plus Lovell. In another minor miracle of combat ballistics and angles, nobody had been hit. 
 No one except Lovell. 
 Down on the deck, Fick cradled the head of his Marine. Lovell was bleeding out. 
 He was dying in Fick’s arms. 
 * * * 
 Two Spetsnaz Team 2 guys, who Misha didn’t quite recognize, not only kept firing at the little hangar door after it was shut, but also walked their fire to the right, along the likely path of those who fled inside. The thin corrugated steel of the hangar was like rice paper to the high-velocity AK rounds, and two neat lines of holes blossomed across it. 
 Only Misha’s dwindling number of men kept him from killing these two outright. Instead, he charged them, bellowing. 
 “Prekratite strelyat’, vy petukhmastera! Chertov Patsiyent Nol’ tam!” 
 He couldn’t have them shooting blind in there. It was a big hangar, but it would be just their luck for one of them to put a round into the brainstem of Patient Zero. 
 They got the message and stopped shooting pretty fast. 
 * * * 
 Several people hit the deck as rounds cut through the walls and bounced around the interior, many of them pinging off the skin of the aircraft. When it stopped, no one had been hit – but the gunfire silenced all chatter inside. Into the silence, Predator could be heard to shout from inside the plane: 
 “Hey, Juice, brother!” 
 “Yeah?” Juice said, climbing to his feet. 
 “This car sucks, dude!” 
 Nearby, at his post at the window, Wesley said, “If they can just shoot through the walls, maybe we need to get the hell out of here?” 
 “Nah,” Juice said. “They won’t do that again.” 
 “How do you know?” 
 “Did you hear that dinosaur voice shouting outside? That was their commander.” 
 “And what did he say?” 
 Before Juice could answer, Baxter did. He had stepped through the front hatch of the plane, blood on his hands, knees, and boots. “He said, ‘Stop shooting, you cockmasters. Fucking Patient Zero is in there.’” 
 Juice looked up at him. “Huh. I didn’t know the Russian for ‘cockmaster’.” 
 “I just translated literally.” 
 Ali, still conferring with Homer, said: “Well, that’s something.” 
 Homer didn’t look reassured. “Doesn’t mean they can’t dig us out of here some other way.” 
 Ali nodded, then looked up. “I was thinking about trying to get up on the roof. Defend the position from overwatch.” 
 Homer shook his head. “That’s a no-go, Aaliyah.” She didn’t look convinced, so he ticked off the reasons why. “They definitely know P-Zero isn’t up there, so it’ll be a turkey shoot – with you as the turkey. Plus the group can’t do without you.” 
 Ali shrugged. “If I fall, almost anybody else can take charge.” 
 “Maybe so – but nobody else can fly the plane.” 
 “Oh, yeah. That.” 
 This still begged the question of whether they could even get the plane, or themselves, the hell out of there in one piece. 
 * * * 
 In the back left of the hangar, near the once-again-closed rear door, Fick was still cradling his dying Marine. And he was thinking: Oh, God. Not this again…

 After so many years served together, Lovell could read his look perfectly. As huge a hard-ass as Fick liked to make himself out to be – had to be, as a Marine Master Gunnery Sergeant, and acting commander of the MARSOC force – Lovell knew he was actually as sappy and sentimental as they came. Like a lot of interesting and accomplished people, he was a huge bundle of contradictions. Lovell looked up at him and tried to smile. 
 “It’s okay, Master Guns,” he said. “I did what I needed to do.” With obvious pain, he nodded toward Doctor Park, who was kneeling beside the ruck with the DNA sequencer in it. “You’ve just got to get him the last leg. You finish it.” 
 Fick couldn’t speak. He just nodded, his throat stoppered by a huge lump and his eyes thick with tears. They spilled over as he saw the light go out of Lovell’s eyes. He closed them with two fingers, laid the man’s head gently down on the deck, and stood up. 
 Park said, “He saved my life twenty times in the last two hours.” 
 Fick picked up the heavy ruck and said, “Come on. Minutes count.” 
 Park got it. He was ready to work. “Is there power on the plane?” 
 “Yeah, should be, as soon as the engines start, anyway. Let’s get you set up. Patient Zero’s already loaded up in the back of the cabin.” 
 As the pair moved around the tail to get to the rear hatch, Fick looked over his shoulder and saw Park stopped at a work bench, picking up a crowbar from it. 
 “Who do you think you are?” Fick asked. “Gordon fucking Freeman?” 
 Park shrugged and got moving again – but held on to the crowbar. As they mounted the stairs to the rear hatch, something punched through the steel roll-up doors in front and arced over their heads. 
 And it was trailing thick smoke. 
 * * * 
 “That’s what I’m talkin’ ’bout,” Misha said. He had been digging around in the crates and bags of supplies that Team 2 had loaded up in their vehicles. Since they were all supposed to be getting the hell out of this shit-hole continent, they had closed out their forest encampment – taking anything that might still come in handy. 
 This included a KBP GM-94 multi-shot, pump-action 43mm grenade launcher. It looked like a pistol-grip shotgun with a folding stock – except with an even bigger barrel and tube magazine underneath. Misha wasn’t surprised to find the weapon – though he hadn’t gotten his hopes up about the ammo he needed. But, sure enough, the dearly departed Team 2 guys had thrown it all in there. And it included – among all the HE, fragmentation, and thermobaric rounds – a half-dozen tear-gas grenades. 
 “Enough of this bullshit,” Misha said, snatching them up. 
 After loading up the three-plus-one the weapon held, he strode to a spot directly in front of the hangar doors, spread his legs and stood tall – and started shooting them off, high, left to right. The propellant of the grenades was enough to punch through the thin steel walls. When he was empty, he loaded up the last two and shot those as well. 
 Then he dropped the launcher to the tarmac with a clatter, brought his rifle up, planted his feet, and stared at the hangar. 
 “Now come out and breathe some real air, you junk monkeys…” 
 * * * 
 When the hangar started to fill with burning, noxious CS gas, nobody inside panicked. Then again, nobody had a gas mask, either. No one except Juice, who always seemed to have everything. 
 Most of the operators got some type of cloth, ideally wet from their CamelBaks, over their faces, then helped the non-operators do the same. Many had goggles, which came down fast, and were helpful to keep their eyes from shutting uncontrollably. Although the thick clouds billowing around didn’t help visibility much. 
 Ali quickly organized a more systematic plan to deal with the tear gas – though a more dangerous and crazy-ass one. While Homer got everyone clear of the plane, and Noise got the back door open, Ali climbed into the cockpit. 
 And she started up the right-side engine. 
 Now they had a head-thrummingly loud noise in there, along with engine exhaust fumes, and not to mention the outrageous health-and-safety hazard of a twelve-foot, four-bladed propeller spinning at over 1,000rpm, indoors and in tight quarters. 
 But they also had all the tear gas blown out the back door – basically all the air in the hangar replaced – in about ten seconds. 
 Ali nodded happily as she stepped to the hatch and looked out. 

Your move, motherfuckers.

 * * * 
 By this time, Misha’s men surrounded the hangar on all four sides. When the door on the back left opened, and the alley filled with tear gas, the two men posted there looked like they wanted to withdraw. But they sure as hell weren’t going to. Probably the ones in the back alley did as well, but Misha didn’t give a shit about them either. 
 “God fucking dammit,” he spat, turning and stomping back to the parked vehicles. He was starting to wish he’d moved them all over here from the open-air Team 2 graveyard where they’d stopped, two hangars down. But really he just wanted this shit over with. 
 He pulled a five-liter plastic fuel can from the back of an open-bed Humvee and tossed it to the man nearest him, then grabbed another one. He stalked up to the hangar and started splashing gas high and wide across it. Soon, several other men were approaching with gas cans, following suit. 
 Misha heard Kuznetsov speak from behind him. “Smart. The heat and smoke will kill the living. But unless the brainstem is burnt to charcoal, Patient Zero should be fine.” 
 Misha grunted as he splashed the last of the gas in his can. “They’ll have to come out before that anyway. Be ready.” 
 Shots rang out and holes blossomed in the hangar walls. 
 * * * 
 The sound of the splashing and the acrid stench of gasoline made it pretty clear, pretty quickly, what exactly the hell was going on outside – and what was about to happen to everyone inside. A few of those near the front started taking shots wherever they heard the splashes hit. They were rewarded with a grunt of pain in one spot, and the thunk of a gas can hitting the tarmac in another. 
 But they could only harass this process. They couldn’t stop it. 
 Homer looked at Ali. “We can’t stay here.” 
 “We can’t go, either. They’ll just disable the plane when we roll out.” 
 “No – I don’t think they will.” Homer and Ali turned toward this new voice. It was Baxter, still blood-smeared from his surgical apprenticeship. “I heard their commander on the radio earlier. I don’t know how, but I did – I swear it.” 
 Juice said, “It’s true.” What he didn’t say was how it had happened. But he was pretty sure he knew – it was Handon again, holding his radio channel open. His last gift to them. Or, hell, maybe not even last. There’s probably more to come…

 Baxter went on. “And he issued his men clear instructions to capture any aircraft of ours, and not to damage it.” 
 Ali looked skeptical. “Huh. I heard they already destroyed one, the Beechcraft, on the carrier.” 
 Now Wesley, standing his post nearby, heard this, and perked up. “No,” he said. “I was there. It was an accident that it rolled off the flight deck. They were trying to take it intact, I think.” 
 “Huh,” Ali said again, considering. 
 With that, a great whooshing sound erupted outside – and the temperature started climbing fast. They were now all inside the slow cooker. And the air was already getting dodgy. 
 Ali looked back to Homer. They had little choice but to believe Baxter and Wesley – because they were all dead if they stayed there. She turned to face the room and raised her voice to a shout, carrying even over the running engine. 
 “Everyone saddle up! Anybody who wants to go home, kindly get on this majestic aircraft – now, now, now…!” 
 She turned again and looked up at the giant roll-up doors. 
 And she tried to remember who had been assigned to hump breaching charges on this epic, globe-straddling, aeon-spanning, dumbass mission… 



 Let’s Make Ourselves Useful 
 Djibouti Airport – UN Hangar 
 When Ali had finished delegating the task of placing the charges, she turned around to see Homer shrugging into his insertion ruck, and picking up his helmet. With his other hand he touched her arm. 
 “Ali,” he said. “I’m not coming.” 
 “What?” But she only had to think about this for two seconds before she understood it. “Back to the boat,” she said. It wasn’t a question. Homer’s kids were still on the JFK. 
 Of course he wasn’t coming. 
 Ali shook her head. Homer was going back to save his children – again. And, whatever the state of play on the carrier, however bad the situation with the Spetsnaz boarders… he was probably going to single-handedly recover that, too. Ali wouldn’t want to be the Spetsnaz naval brigade that got between Homer and his kids. 
 Fick all but crashed into them. “Who’s got a body bag?” 
 Ali looked down to her belt – the ZPW kit was still there. As she dug into it, she said, “What’s your intent?” 
 “A distraction – to cover our withdrawal.” 
 “Nice.” She didn’t ask what. She didn’t need to know. “How soon?” 
 “Ready to roll in five.” 
 Ali looked around the hangar as she handed over the rolled-up bag. “Us, too, I think. Alert me before you go.” 
 Fick nodded and turned – but paused and looked back at Homer. “Hey, did I hear you say you’re going back to the carrier?” 
 Homer nodded. 
 “Lovell left a raiding craft on the beach. Should still be intact – inflated, and mostly fueled.” 
 “Thanks, Master Guns.” 
 “Godspeed, Master Chief.” 
 Then Fick scurried off again. 
 * * * 
 It had been when Fick was getting Park set up to work in the back of the plane that the idea hit him. As predicted, they found a power outlet – and as soon as Ali started that first engine, a live one – so they were able to get the DNA sequencer plugged in and booting up. As Fick had been pulling Patient Zero to the safest possible position, out of the way in the very back, he stopped and just stared at the wiggling for a few seconds. 
 Now he was back at the side door, kneeling by the body of Sergeant Lovell. Quickly but reverently he got him out of his body armor and webbing belt, then started maneuvering him inside the body bag. He looked up to see Reyes kneeling down on the opposite side of their dead friend – kneeling with difficulty, due to his one previously blown-up leg and his more recently shot one. Nonetheless, he reached in to help with strong hands. 
 It helped that they were low to the deck, as smoke was starting to build up at the top of the hangar from the fire burning outside. Once they’d zipped up the bag, Fick said, “Gimme a hand,” and Reyes complied – until Fick got Lovell over his shoulder and faced the outside door. Suddenly Reyes got it. 
 “Oh, no, Master Guns. No fucking way.” He gave Fick a shove to throw him off balance, then relieved him of the body, heaving it onto his own shoulder. “I’ve carried heavier bail jumpers than this,” he said. And he had – big biker dudes with full leathers and chains, in his bounty hunter days in LA. “And you’ve got to get the real Patient Zero back. You’ve got to finish this. See it through to the end. It’s just your destiny, dog.” 
 Fick seriously considered arguing, or even fighting Reyes for the job. But, like Brady before him, Reyes appeared totally resolved – and was also bigger than him. And, like before, they simply had no time. The mission was too close to success – and also too close to failure. 
 Finally, Fick was unable to speak, again. Here he was, it seemed, still living through his worst nightmare, only in waking life. But he couldn’t escape the reality that this was what duty required of him – that he sacrifice everyone under his command, in service of the mission. All he could think was, after all this pain and loss, somebody had damned well better finish the job. To make all the sacrifice somehow worth it. 
 He nodded once at Reyes, and put his hand on the door handle. 
 He hit his radio. “Ali, we’re ready.” 

“Stand by.”

 * * * 
 In the frantic bustle of loading and preparations, two men in overalls approached Homer and Ali. It was the two aircraft mechanics, Chief Davis and Pete. Both were covering their mouths and coughing from the CO2 fast building up in there. Everyone had also stepped away from the walls, which were now radiating heat like stove-tops. 
 Davis lowered his arm from his mouth, looked at Homer and said, “Did we hear you say there was a boat going back to the Kennedy?” Word got around fast. When Homer nodded, Davis looked at Ali and said, “Well, then we’ve got a decision to make. Or you do, I guess, if you’re in charge now.” 
 Ali took a breath through wet cloth and considered. 
 While she did so, Davis said, “We’re both willing to fly out with you. In case something goes wrong with the plane along the way. But I’ve also got a responsibility to the air wing, back on the flattop.” Half under his breath, thinking of Hailey, their runaway fighter jock, he added, “Whether there are any planes and pilots left or not…” 
 Ali looked at Davis’s bandaged arm, and she decided. “You’re wounded, Chief. Return to your station.” 
 But even as Davis nodded, Pete stepped forward. “I’ll stay.” The others gave him a look. “Something could still go wrong – it could!” 
 Davis put his arm around the young man’s shoulders and pulled him aside for last-minute instructions. “Okay. You need to keep a close eye on nose-wheel steering and hydraulic pressure, not to mention listen for engine compressor surges…” 
 Even as they stepped away, the two NSF guys, Wesley and Burns, trotted up. Wesley said, “Did we hear some people are going back to the carrier?” 

Jesus, Ali thought. 
 Homer, strapping his helmet on, nodded. 
 When Wesley looked to Ali, she said, “I’d say it’s your call if you want to go back, LT. You’ve done your job here.” 
 Wesley looked over at Burns, his eyes wide. 
 Burns said, “All my people are back on that boat.” 
 Wesley almost grinned. “The bank robbers.” 
 “Bank robbers – and associates. But they’re all my responsibility.” 
 Wesley nodded. “All of my people are there, too – everyone in NSF.” It went without saying they were his responsibility. 
 Burns shrugged. “Derwin can take care of the team – he was doing it long before you showed up. But you’ve been here since the beginning, Wes – since the breach of the Channel Tunnel. I think you should see it through – all the way to the end. Also, that French girl is back in Britain, waiting for you.” 
 Still conflicted, Wesley looked again at Ali. 
 She shrugged. “You’re probably going to get killed either way. But I wouldn’t say no to another shooter when we bust out of here.” 
 Wesley looked shocked to hear that word used to describe him. It had been a very long journey for him. In the end, it was the face of Amarie that decided it for him. 
 “Okay,” he said. “I’m coming. I’ll help get you back to Britain.” 
 “Fine,” Homer said, hefting his rifle. He kissed Ali on the cheek. “See you when I see you. You two on me…” 
 And, with Davis and Burns in tow, he walked away from her – again. 
 * * * 
 And just like that… she’d lost him all over again. 
 Ali’s eyes felt strange, and she wondered if it was the after-effects of the tear gas, or else the smoke, which was thickening now. Then she realized she was crying. Looking up at Homer’s back as he walked away, she took two steps after him… 
 And felt a hand on her arm. It was Juice. He pulled his gas mask aside and she looked across into his lovely fuzzy face. He shook his head. “You can’t go with him, Ali. You know that.” 
 Now her eyes went wide. Was she that transparent? Or was Juice just playing the role of spooky, mystical, passed-through-death-to-the-other-side guy – who could see into people’s souls? 
 “We need you flying the plane. And we also need you shooting. That means we need two of you. So we definitely can’t get by with none.” 
 Ali nodded, wiped away two tears – then turned, leapt up the front stairs to the plane, turned left onto the flight deck, and poured herself into the left-hand seat. After ten seconds of rifling she found a printed pre-flight checklist, and got into it fast. 

Brakes, directional gyro, artificial horizon…

 She found it similar to the checks of a smaller prop plane, so she was able to do the checks fairly mindlessly – which allowed her to get into her own head. The crying thing had been very weird. Was it simply because she was losing Homer all over again? No, it had to be… because they’d also lost Handon? She knew he was never coming back from his last holding action with Henno. Neither of them were. Maybe that was what was under her emotional hood. Or maybe it was both things – losing both Handon and Homer at once. 
 Everyone was going away. And none of them were coming back – probably ever. 

…avionics master switch, idle gate lever, prop brake… 

 And now she realized something else: breaking up with Homer hadn’t made his loss any less painful. Briefly, when she’d made the decision to sacrifice him to the mission – by reserving that one Hellfire missile for themselves, and leaving him and Pred to face the Black Shark on their own – she felt she’d been validated in her repudiation of love. That retreating from love had been the right choice. Because it had allowed her to make the hard operational decision. 
 But now she was forced to admit it: she could make the hard decisions no matter the state of her heart. That was her job. No, her original choice to leave Homer hadn’t really been about operational efficiency. It had been about her fear of losing him. About the pain of that loss. And about the risk of giving her humanity, the love she felt for him, free rein. And the devastating emotional risk that carried in the ZA. 

…engine start selection switch, heading indicator/altimeter…

 But now she finally knew the truth – it wasn’t finding a way to protect her heart that she needed. No, what she needed was to find a way to protect Homer. To be with him, to never let him out of her sight again. And that’s what she’d been doing with those two steps she took: she had decided to follow him – to the carrier, to wherever his duty took him, to the ends of the earth. She just hadn’t known it. 
 Which meant Juice had read her mind – before SHE even knew what she was thinking. And that really was spooky. 
 In any case, it just hadn’t been possible. Homer had his mission, and she had hers. Maybe, if they both succeeded, and both survived, and if she ever saw him again, things would be different. She knew she would be. 
 Ali stood, leaned across the cockpit, and took a look down and to the left. Nobody was actually touching the propellers on that side. 
 She started the other engine. 
 * * * 
 Fick heard Ali on his radio: “This is it. Do what you’re gonna do.”

 “C’mon, buddy,” Reyes said to the bag over his shoulder, the one with Sergeant Lovell in it. “Let’s make ourselves useful.” 
 Fick started to open the door. 
 “No, wait,” Reyes said, turning and feeling Fick up. “Gimme these. Okay, now.” 
 Finally, Fick yanked open the door. Immediately, and once again, Noise rolled out and turned left, pouring a raging storm of double-ought buckshot before him. Fick went right, firing in that direction. 
 And Reyes blasted out behind them, also firing his weapon one-handed as he ran, emerging from the whipping flames that now engulfed the hangar. 
 Like a glorious, dying phoenix. 
 * * * 
 Misha monitored the burning building, waiting for the rats inside to scurry out. He spared a glance for the two men wrapping up wounds, after having been shot in the gas-pouring operation. If shooting blind was off-limits for his men, it had worked out pretty well for the enemy. 
 He looked up again as he heard firing and commotion at the left-side door. When he saw a figure run away down the alley and disappear behind the hangar to the left, he tracked until it reappeared again, running up the next alley and into the open. 
 None of his men fired, and it was easy to see why – the man was carrying a bagged-up body over his shoulder. Nobody wanted to be the asshole who had to face Misha after shooting the Index Case. 
 Misha squinted and paused a half-second, then raised his rifle, flipped the fire selector switch to full-auto, tracked the running man – and opened up with a long, rolling, suppressed burst. Rounds poured into both the running man and the dead man on his shoulder, and the pair collapsed in a heap behind a stack of truck tires. 
 Misha felt Kuznetsov’s eyes on him, and looked over. 
 Flipping his fire selector back, he said, “The bag wasn’t wiggling. Also too big.” 
 But when he looked back to the hangar, it suddenly hit him – what the end-zone run with the fake Index Case was. What it had to be – a fucking diversion. They were about to make a breakout. The crescendoing of engine and propeller noise from the hangar verified this. He looked over at the parked vehicles, a hangar and a half away – and realized he’d missed a trick. 
 “Assholes!” he shouted, taking off at a run. “Move the damned vehicles! Block the hangar doors!” 
 * * * 
 Reyes shrugged out from under Lovell, and pulled himself up into a sitting position, with his back to the stacks of tires. At least he was under cover. But much good would it do him. He checked himself out, but couldn’t even really identify everywhere he’d been shot, due to blood being everywhere – as was the pain, and growing numbness. 
 “Damn, I’m all fucked up,” he said with a laugh. 
 He twisted at the waist, peeked through a gap in the tires, and saw Russians running toward their parked vehicles behind him. Carefully noting the locations of the trucks, he started arming grenades – including all of the ones he’d taken off Fick at the last second – and started giving them high, strong tosses over his shoulder, one after another… right into and around the trucks. 
 As he listened to panicked shouting and explosions erupt behind him, he gathered his strength, grabbed a lungful of air, then shouted at the top of his voice: 
 “You always were an asshole, Gorman!” 
 * * * 
 Misha recoiled from an exploding grenade like another man might from a light bulb popping out, ignoring the blast wave and few bits of shrapnel that peppered him. His men were nearly as fearless as him, but the unexpected grenade volley was still making it difficult, impossible, or lethal to get to their goddamned vehicles. 
 Even before the last grenade crumped off, Misha straightened up and heard another, bigger explosion – this one from the front of the hangar. He looked over as both roll-up doors came free in violent expulsions of smoke, and then crashed down onto the tarmac. 
 Behind them was a big turbo-prop plane, facing out – with both engines wound up and screaming. It popped its brakes and lurched out of the hangar, turned left, and lumbered out onto the runway. 
 And it started heading away down the tarmac, picking up speed. 



 We’re All Going Home, Brother 
 Djibouti Airport – Tractor Shed 
 From her hiding place in the dark corner of one of the outbuildings, Hailey heard the explosions – then the sound of turbo-prop engines, getting louder fast. Deciding in an instant, she ducked out the front door, handgun out and up this time, and charged out onto the tarmac, running flat out. 
 Sure enough, a big de Havilland Dash 8 appeared almost right in her face, moving from right to left – slowly enough now, but picking up speed. She could also see both left-side hatches were open, with armed American soldiers manning the doorways. She had no idea where this aircraft was going. But she sure as hell knew she wanted to be on it. And she didn’t plan to get left behind. 
 She also knew she was going to get one shot at this – at best. 
 Putting on a desperate burst of speed, she angled to her left, on a course she hoped would intersect with the rear hatch as it went by. She came alongside a little ahead of it – which was a hell of a lot better than a little behind – and as she pumped her arms and legs, and the aircraft still began to pass her… 
 The biggest man she’d ever seen in her life leaned out the rear hatch, which was luckily only four feet off the ground – and picked her up and pulled her inside the aircraft. 
 She was in. 
 * * * 
 “Go, go, go!” Misha shouted, windmilling his arms, as men poured into the vehicles now that the grenades had finally stopped going off. In seconds, one, and then another roared to life and accelerated crazily down the runway after the runaway plane. He spotted Badger and Warchild running by, and shouted at them. He planned to clear the hangar first. There was still the chance this was just another diversion. 
 And he wasn’t going to be the dumbass who fell for it. 
 But by the time they were halfway there, he could see it looked empty – with the front roll-down doors gone, it was open to the world, and there was hardly anywhere inside to hide. Misha was also probably going to have to gamble on this one. He turned and they all ran back to the last remaining vehicle, an open-top Humvee, where he found the Runt sitting in the passenger seat. 
 As Badger and Warchild leapt in back, he heaved himself into the driver’s seat – and instantly realized that by being last, he’d gotten screwed not only on his passenger but on the vehicle itself. A grenade had actually landed in this thing, and exploded in the cab. Everything was all fucked up, including the starter – and Humvees didn’t even have keys, just a start switch, which had been blown off. 
 But when he pulled out his multitool, opened the pliers, and turned the remaining bit of screw, the engine roared to life and they pulled out. Last to the hunting party. 
 But not least frenzied. 
 * * * 
 The aging and until very recently neglected de Havilland Dash 8 rattled and bumped over the pot-holed and weed-overgrown runway. In the cargo area, just behind the seats, Zack lay on his back and tried to keep from groaning. Predator had been able to finish the surgery to clamp his severed artery. But now a bearded and turbaned Sikh, who had formally introduced himself as something like “Noise,” had taken over – suturing up the long surgical incision. 
 Baxter was back, as well, squatting beside him and helping. 
 Zack was still tripping on a lot of morphine, but it was starting to wear off. He didn’t mind – he wanted his wits about him right now. Lolling his head and looking past and around all the people on board, he was able to make out a single small figure in the rear. And that man was working at what Zack would swear was a DNA sequencer. He looked back up at Noise. 
 “Is that the scientist? The one working on the vaccine?” 
 “That it is,” Noise said. “But I need to impose upon you to lie still.” 
 “No.” Zack shook his head. “I’ve got to talk to him.” 
 “No doubt there will be plenty of opportunity later.” 
 “Not if I die right here,” Zack said. “Seriously. Not kidding.” 
 Baxter rose. “I’ll go get him, Zack.” 
 * * * 
 With Park squared away and getting to work, Fick left him there and moved to the open rear hatch – which Predator was now manning like a sullen temple idol with his SCAR-H. This was after having seemingly pulled a random naval aviator out of thin air. 
 In the little room Pred didn’t take up, Fick stuck his head out the hatch into the slipstream, and looked back. Behind them, and closing the distance, were five trucks in various configurations, presumably manned by even more of these Spetsnaz assholes. 
 But that’s not what Fick was seeing. 
 What Fick saw, very clearly, was another of his Marines being left behind, holding a runway to ensure the survival of the team and the success of the mission. But Fick also knew MARSOC Marines were tough sons of bitches, and very hard to kill. He chose to believe that Reyes was alive back there, still operating and kicking ass – just as he believed that the Kid, Chesney, was still alive, and escaping and evading, somewhere back on Beaver Island, half a world away. 
 He knew he was probably kidding himself. But he also knew that we all live under illusions – and he might as well choose ones that made it possible for him to get through the day. To keep his sanity. To keep fighting. And it simply wasn’t Reyes’s fate, or Chesney’s, or Lovell’s either, to go to Britain, to be there for the endgame. It was Fick’s. 
 And he had no choice but to fulfill his destiny. 
 He got out of the way as Pred started taking shots on the pursuing convoy, and moved toward the center of the cabin, passing Juice on his way back. 
 * * * 
 Ali looked up from the serious business of shoving the throttle into the console, and trying to get them all off this wretched continent, to find there was another woman on her flight deck. And she was wearing the flight suit of a naval aviator. 
 “You’re relieved,” Hailey said. 
 “All yours,” Ali said. If she’d been all that attached to flying, she would have remained a pilot. 
 As Hailey took over Ali’s seat, she added, “Your presence is being requested in back – to do some shooting, I think.” 
 Ali sighed. She’d never really thought it was going to be this easy. 
 When she exited into the main cabin, she was greeted with a scene very unlike anything one might encounter on any conceivable commercial flight. 
 To her immediate right, the front hatch was open – and Jake, the imposing Triple Nickel team sergeant, was pointing a big-ass rifle out it – along with Kate, the other woman shooter, backing him up. In the three rows of seats beyond that were exactly two passengers – Wesley, the NSF commander, and Pete, the mechanic – both strapping themselves in, and looking nervous. Just beyond the seats, Zack was down on the deck, no longer bleeding out, with a polite and completely deadly Sikh suturing his abdomen. In the open middle area, Fick and the dreadlocked, sword-wielding Somali were peering out the left-side windows, looking anxious. Predator and Juice manned the open rear hatch on the same side. And beyond that, in the very back, it looked like an airborne vaccine research lab, with the DNA sequencer set up and Patient Zero lying behind it. But the lab manager, Park, was now coming forward, led by Baxter. 
 Having got the lay of the land, Ali stepped up behind Kate and pressed her helmet to hers. “Sitrep me!” she shouted over the wind and engine noise. But even before Kate could answer, Jake’s 50-cal Beowulf started booming, practically in their ears – which was answer enough. Spetsnaz were obviously back. They weren’t giving up, or letting go, that easily. 
 Nonetheless, Kate turned her head and shouted back: “Five victors, right behind us! We think they’re going to try to pull ahead and cut us off – block the runway and keep us from taking off! We’ve got to keep them from getting by!” 
 “Okay,” Ali said. “Roger that.” 
 * * * 
 Park was down on the deck when Baxter found him – gloved up and withdrawing a syringe of gunk from Patient Zero, preparing to start sequencing the sample even as the plane accelerated toward take-off. But Baxter convinced him to take a minute out, led him forward, and made way as Park squatted down beside Zack, trying to ignore his ravaged abdomen being stitched up in front of him. 
 Not knowing what else to say, he said, “I’m Simon.” 
 Zack couldn’t nod, so he just blinked. “Zack.” 
 “You’ve got something to tell me,” Park said. 
 “I was there at the beginning,” Zack said, knowing he may or may not have a lot of time for this. “At the start of the plague, in Hargeisa. And even before that – at the creation of the virus.” 
 Park’s eyes went wide. This was definitely of interest. “Wait – the Alpha guys sent me a CIA report they found in Hargeisa. About an al-Shabaab bioweapon attack.” 
 Zack tried and failed to nod again. “Yeah. I wrote it. And if you’ve read it, then you know the virus that became Hargeisa started as a chimera…” He paused to get his breath, as well as to wince in pain. Noise had tried to give him more morphine, but he’d refused. “A chimera of smallpox and myelin toxin.” 
 Park nodded. “Yes. Priceless info. It’s helped me enormously.” 
 “Here’s what wasn’t in the report – because the world ended before I could update it. The virus mutated in the presence of rabies, specifically rabid dogs. It was only after that it became virulent in humans in the way that… that we’ve seen…” 
 Park’s eyes went wide again. His face said: It all makes sense now. “The last piece of the puzzle. Smallpox, myelin toxin – and rabies.” He had already been confident he could perfect a working vaccine with the early-stage sample they finally had. But, with that last piece of information, now he had this pathogen by the throat. He had its number. “I’ve got to get back to work.” 
 “Go,” Zack said. “Save us all.” 
 And when Baxter looked down into Zack’s face, the older man looked at peace. Like he was done. 
 “You hang on,” Baxter said. “You are not dying in Africa.” 
 Zack laughed weakly, then winced from the pain of the laugh. 
 * * * 
 Homer peered through the crack in the half-open door of the little office in the back corner of the hangar. With the front doors blown off, the entire structure was now pretty much open to the outside. And by having the office door mostly open, that gave the illusion of it being empty, too – rather than having a Team Six SEAL, an ace aviation mechanic, and a bank robber hiding behind it, their backs pressed against the thin wall. 
 And it was as Homer feared – Spetsnaz were not like cats who followed any moving piece of string. They were panthers, who stalked their prey with patience, commitment, and savvy. And the three trotting toward them now – including the biggest human being Homer had ever seen who wasn’t Predator – looked like the rule that proved the rule. 
 He was already turning to issue whispered instructions to Davis and Burns about what he needed them to do, in the brutal and close-quarters firefight that was about to erupt… when the giant and his minions changed their minds. They simply turned, ran back to the last of the vehicles, spun the tires, and roared off down the runway. 

Well, Homer reminded himself. I’d rather be lucky than good any day.

 “Come on,” he said to the others. “It’s about a mile to the beach.” 
 * * * 
 Reyes twisted at the waist again, to peer through the gap in the tires – just in time to see the last vehicle peel out and roar off. He had his .45 in his hand, resting in his lap. But he didn’t have the strength to raise it and take any last potshots. It didn’t matter, though. 
 He was still laughing his ass off about the grenades. 
 When he faced forward again, he saw three men exit the hangar at a run. He immediately recognized one as Homer. 

Man, he thought. We could have saved ourselves a lot of trouble if we’d just listened to that dude earlier…

 It occurred to him to try to shout at them – but he didn’t have the strength for that, either. So instead, he just watched them go, happy to see them alive, on their feet, operating. Good for them. His mind was getting a little fuzzy, but it did occur to him to wonder where they were headed. Then he thought: maybe back to the carrier. To reinforce the Marines fighting there. 

That would be good. He knew that Homer, or any of the Alpha guys really, could single-handedly turn a fight around. 
 “Get some,” he managed to whisper. 
 He realized he couldn’t see those three anymore, but wasn’t sure if it was because they were out of sight, or because his vision was fading. Or maybe because the light was failing as night fell. 
 And as the darkness descended, his vision filled again with the bright sunlight of southern California. It was that playground, in the pretty reclaimed little section of East L.A. where he would take his daughter. And he could see her now, five years old, riding the merry-go-round. He would always give her a fast initial spin, which would make her squeal with delight. After that, she wanted to do it herself, reaching out with her little foot and pushing off in the grass to keep herself spinning. 
 Reyes had never been religious, despite being raised by his devout Catholic grandmother. But in this moment, he could feel that there must be something more, something beyond what they could see. And he felt there was somewhere he had to go. And that his daughter would be waiting for him there. 
 Someplace like home. 
 With his last strength, he unzipped the top of the bag that still lay beside him, revealing Lovell’s serene and beautiful face. He was a little paler, but otherwise looked just the same as ever: switched on, happy, always ready to help. Reyes put his hand on Lovell’s cool forehead. 
 “We’re all going home, brother.” 



 Bloodthirsty and Brutal 
 Red Square – One Troop’s Strongpoint 
 Standing on their own rooftop, back from the destroyed one and open-air Spetsnaz shooting gallery next door, Major Jameson personally waved around a couple of IR strobes, guiding Charlotte and her “Fat Cow” Chinook helo back in and down. But even as he did, she was already giving him a tongue-lashing over the radio. 

“You son of a bitch. You couldn’t have fucking WARNED me you were planning to blow the whole roof?”

 “No, sorry, actually I couldn’t…” But then he had to get out of the way as the giant heavy-lift helo started coming down practically on his head. He decided to assume that wasn’t intentional on Charlotte’s part. 
 Eli leaned in to shout over the noise. “Seriously, though – how the hell did you know Spetsnaz had cracked our comms?” 
 Jameson shrugged while also ducking and backing away from the incoming hurricane. “It was the only way they could have captured Gibson and the plane so quickly. When he radioed his grid coords to Charlotte.” 
 Eli shook his head. “Damn. I had no idea you had it in you.” 
 “What – to be that clever?” 
 “No. To be so bloodthirsty, mate – so brutal.” 
 Jameson shrugged again, writing off the massacre of the Alfa Group patrol they had just perpetrated next door. “Fuck ’em. They were between me and the salvation of my home and my people.” 
 “Remind me not to get between you and anything you love.” 
 Jameson gave him a look that made saying it unnecessary. 
 Eli smiled in awe and gratitude and slapped his commander and friend on the back, then moved up to the rear ramp of the Chinook, which was already lowering. Within seconds, he and the rest of the men were pulling out a big blob-like empty fuel blivet, the only one that had been expended on the trip so far, and soon after that a couple of rucks full of ammo, quickly getting them distributed. As the men circled around and filled their empty mag pouches, Jameson pulled Eli in close. 
 “You really think this idea of yours will work?” 
 Eli smiled. “It’s so daft, I don’t see how it can fail. And, hell, your batshit-crazy idea about blowing up a rooftop underneath a fifty-thousand-pound helicopter worked. This one should be a walk in the park for you! Plus ten times as brutal.” 
 Jameson shook his head, then double-checked the contents of a rucksack, which he had filled with explosive charges, grenades, and rope. He went halfway up the ramp and threw it inside, then turned around and motioned to Sanders and Halldon. The two veteran Royal Marines nodded, then got the lolling Russian prisoner on his feet and pushed him up and inside. Jameson pulled on an ICS headset, and squatted down on the open ramp. 

“Where are we going?” Charlotte asked in his ear. 
 “Just across the square! I’ll point it out once we lift.” 
 The engines began to wind up, the noise and wind both pummeling. “One last thing!” Eli said. Jameson turned to see him still standing right beside the lowered ramp, very close to him. “You’re not going!” 
 “What?” 
 Moving fast for an old fighter, Eli grabbed him by the vest with both hands and hauled him off the helo ramp. Jameson passed his center of gravity, the cord of his headset yanking it off him, and with flailing arms flew through the air and sprawled out face down on the rooftop, the impact half-stunning him. 
 By the time he’d rolled over and bounced to his feet, Eli had already taken his place on the ramp – including wearing the ICS headset. And the bird was lifting off. 
 As Jameson stared, open-mouthed, Eli reached inside his vest, pulled out that battered old notebook of his, and tossed it down to him. “Keep this safe for me!” he shouted. 
 Horrorstruck, Jameson watched his old friend’s familiar face disappear into the night. 
 Smiling the whole way. 
 * * * 
 After a less than fifteen-second flight time, the Fat Cow flared in again, this time over the roof of Lenin’s mausoleum. The rear ramp had never been raised, and so Eli hopped off it the five feet down to the top of the building, then turned to take the prisoner as Sanders and Halldon handed him down. They then tossed out the rucksack and jumped out themselves. 
 There was no crew chief to tell Charlotte the team was clear, so Sanders circled around to the front and gave her a thumbs-up. She powered up again, and soared off into the night the way she came. 
 Eli did a quick scan of the rooftop, decided one spot was about as good as another, and started digging into the pack for breaching charges. But before he could get them set, Halldon hailed him over the radio. Running over and finding him on the opposite side of a small shed-like structure, he saw Halldon pointing at a door. “Think this goes anywhere?” 
 Eli made a fucked-off look, drew his crowbar from his belt, and popped the door, leaving the locking mechanism as intact as he could. When Halldon pulled the door open, it revealed a stairwell, leading down. Rooftop access. Eli went back for the bag, and he and Halldon cleared down inside while Sanders transported the prisoner. 
 They were in. 
 * * * 
 Jameson could see the Chinook coming back almost before it had left. He raised his voice to be heard by the others and said, “Everyone be ready to move. Take everything. Nothing and no one gets left behind. We’re all getting the hell out of here.” 
 He moved to the front edge of the rooftop and stared daggers at the tomb across the square. 
 So far, nothing was happening. 
 * * * 
 NVGs down, IR illuminators on, the three veteran Royal Marines worked fast in the pitch black of the mausoleum’s ground floor. While Sanders pulled security, and Eli dug around in the rucksack, Halldon leaned into the elevator shaft, which was still wide open. Looking down, he could see light coming up from ten stories below – which meant the shaft was still open at the bottom. Then he looked up, following his illuminator. He unclipped his rifle, took one end of the rope as Eli passed it over, and started climbing. In thirty seconds he’d looped it over something good and solid overhead, and right at the back of the shaft. 
 By the time he’d climbed down again, Eli had the other end of the rope trussed around the half-dead Russian. “Sorry, mate,” he said, as he and Halldon started pulling on the rope. The bleeding Spetsnaz Alfa operator swung out over the yawning black void of the elevator shaft. They kept pulling until he was still in sight, but just out of reach, at the back of the shaft. They then tied off the rope. 
 Finally, Eli planted charges on the front doors. He didn’t want them open. He wanted them gone. The three Marines ducked around the corner, and he hit the detonator. Before the heavy doors had finished rattling on the ground, and long before the smoke cleared, Eli ran out front, placing an armed grenade gently on the steps with each hand. 
 He ducked inside just before they went off, then stepped back out and cupped both hands around his mouth. And he shouted at the top of his lungs: 
 “Oi – dead wankers! Spetsnaz buffet, all you can eat!” 
 Moving as one, hundreds of dead guys, who had been slowly gravitating north toward the grenades Spetsnaz was setting off up there, now all turned to look Eli in the face. And as one they took off, walking or running straight toward him, where he stood in the open doorway of the tomb. 
 Eli turned and legged it, leading Sanders and Halldon at a run back inside and to the stairwell that led to the roof. They got inside – but instead of closing and locking the door, Eli left it open a crack and peered out. The trussed-up Russian, hanging in the elevator shaft, perked up just in time to shout in alarm. And Eli could see the first runners dash across the foyer and leap into the open shaft, arms extended out toward him. 
 Now the Russian screamed, Eli guessed because he was being grabbed or raked with nails by undead going at him like a piñata – before they fell off and hurtled down the elevator shaft like a meat bombardment. Eli watched just long enough to see those coming in behind follow the leaders – straight down the shaft. In seconds, dozens of them were pouring down it non-stop. Soon it would be hundreds. 
 The plug had been pulled. 
 And Alfa Group’s bunker was the drain. 
 Finally, Eli softly closed the stairwell door, shoved the other two ahead of him, and all three hauled ass to the top. When they got out on the roof, Eli took his trusty old crowbar and used it to wedge the door shut behind them. 
 And when he moved to the front edge of the roof and looked out… pretty much the entire singularity outside was pouring in. 
 And the courtyard was draining, fast. 

RESULT, Eli thought, smiling big. 
 * * * 
 Last off the rooftop, Jameson saw it happening down below. The undead lynch mob that filled the square was turning, running, and rushing through the blown-out double doors of the mausoleum. The area around the helo was already clearing out. “Holy shit,” he said aloud to no one. “I can’t believe that worked… Go, go, go!” He pushed the second-to-last man, Aliyev, down the stairs and ran behind him. 
 In seconds, Jameson, Aliyev, and the remaining Royal Marines of One Troop were out the front door, pushing out, and advancing into the square toward the helo. The five Marines were having to shoot a lot, and seriously watch themselves and one another, and Jameson had to be particularly careful to protect Aliyev. But they were mostly shooting dead in the backs of their heads. And it was mainly a matter of advancing as the dead retreated. 
 They’d be at the helo within a minute. 
 * * * 
 Alfa Group commander Akela tried hailing Lyudmila again, as he watched men set charges underneath the last big piece of stone blocking their stairwell. This one was too big even for him to deadlift. And it had badly injured a man when it crashed forward and down, as the area in front of it was cleared. 
 But as soon as they blew it into gravel, they would be free. 
 Akela already had two full platoons kitted up and ready to move into action. Their black-clad bodies, armed and armored like storm troopers, stretched down one of the nearby hallways and out of sight. After the invasion of their bunker, these men were ready for some payback. They were ready to get out there and kill some people. 
 It was strange that he couldn’t get an update from Lyudmila. But, then again, it didn’t matter. He would massively reinforce her, gain positive control of the entire area, and fix and finish the invading British force, probably in less than five minutes. 
 He would show the Brits whose back yard they had invaded. 
 But even as he nodded to the demo team, and they all moved back around the corner, he heard a series of heavy, fleshy thumps, followed by moaning – and then, nearly instantly, shouts of alarm, and rapid suppressed gunfire, ramping up. 
 When he led the charge around the corner toward the elevator lobby, he could see there were already several palsied and half-broken bodies sprinting and lurching down the corridor toward him, with many more pouring out of the elevator shaft behind them. 

What in God’s name?

 What he was seeing was impossible – but it also couldn’t be denied. Somehow, the dead were down there with them. The ZA had followed them home. 
 “Shit,” Akela breathed, drawing his side arm and firing rapidly down the hall at the invading mob. 

I guess now it is we who are in the narrow corner.

 He emptied his entire magazine down the hallway. 
 It didn’t even make a dent. 



 One-Way Trip 
 Red Square – Aliyev’s Helo Crash Site 
 Still pushing out into the rear of the advancing dead – as they single-mindedly flooded into Lenin’s tomb and then down the drain into the Alfa bunker – the reduced and exhausted Marines finally reached the objective it felt like they’d been trying to secure for half their lives: the MZ in the goddamned helicopter. 
 They immediately pushed out a security perimeter – but with a fat bubble on the south side, into which Charlotte now heavily and dangerously flared in, setting down the giant and ungainly Fat Cow cheek-to-jowl with Aliyev’s formerly sleek Eurocopter. After positioning Yap and Simmonds on the east and west sectors, Colour Sergeant Croucher set the wounded Younis down on the back ramp of the Chinook, dumped a bunch of rifle mags in his lap, and had him cover to the south. He clapped him on the shoulder as Younis gave him a thumbs-up, then took off to cover the north – by far the heaviest side. 
 With its raucous engine and rotor noise, the Fat Cow was fast becoming the new center of attention in Red Square, eclipsing even the free basement Spetsnaz buffet. 
 With those four facing out in the four cardinal directions, that left Jameson – personally guarding Oleg Aliyev, as the Kazakh all but dove headfirst through the cargo door of the Eurocopter, and scrabbled all the way to the deep darkness in back. In seconds he emerged with his long-lost coldbox. As he swung his legs out onto the ground, he held the prize aloft over his head with one hand – and with the other stabbed his raised middle finger at the huge “ЛЕНИН” letters on the front of the mausoleum. 
 “Ha!” he shouted. “Fuck you, Vlad! We’re out of here, you cocksucker!” 
 Jameson relieved him of the coldbox, and popped him on the back of the head. “Get in the fucking helicopter – the other one!” 
 Aliyev was only too happy to comply. 
 But not as happy as the four other survivors of One Troop – Croucher, Yap, Simmonds, and Younis – who collapsed by sectors back to that rear ramp and piled in back, along with Jameson and Aliyev. There wasn’t nearly enough room for the six of them, with most of the cargo compartment still piled high with full fuel blivets. Nonetheless, they sprawled out over these highly flammable waterbeds, and on top of one another. Jameson scrambled over the top until he reached the flight deck. 
 Charlotte was already pushing power to the engines and pulling pitch, trying to get them off the deck, as dozens of dead hands slapped at the helo’s metal skin. “Get yer feet in!” Charlotte shouted over ICS, as she finally brought the rear ramp up. Stealing a glance in back, Jameson could see that, sure enough, the Marines in back were kicking at dead hands, arms, and faces. With a little luck, they’d kick them out before the ramp closed all the way. 
 Throwing himself into the co-pilot’s seat, Jameson shouted into his radio, “Eli, we’re coming to you! Be ready to extract from the rooftop!” 
 He immediately felt eyes on him, and turned to see they were Charlotte’s – wide and shining with emotion she couldn’t yet give voice to. But it was Eli who spoke in Jameson’s ear. He sounded tired, but strangely content. And he definitely didn’t sound like he was in a hurry. 

“Negative, boss. No room on that bird. And too much weight already. Look at you trying to lift off.”

 Now Jameson’s eyes went wide. “We’ll make room!” 
 When Charlotte spoke, her voice was choked with emotion but also steady and firm. “He’s right. I can barely get it off the deck now. And we’re only just going to have enough fuel to get back to London.” 
 Jameson couldn’t speak. He knew full well they were both right. They’d gone through all this exhaustively in their planning. The helo was only supposed to refuel the plane – it never had the capacity to get the whole team out, or even the two-thirds of the team who were still alive. But now it was also the only aircraft they had. And, more to the point, they had Aliyev and his priceless pathogen on it – and they absolutely had to get them the hell out, whatever the cost. 
 Still, Jameson opened his mouth, intending to say, For God’s sake, just one more – just take Eli! If Charlotte hadn’t weighed everyone and everything on board, plus done a bunch of math, she couldn’t know for sure they couldn’t take one more. 
 And Jameson didn’t think he could make it without Eli. He’d been there since the very beginning, and Jameson always assumed he’d be there ’til the end. As troop sergeant, as second-in-command, as best mate, he was the indispensable linchpin, the only thing that allowed Jameson to get through the day. 
 But before even the first syllable could pass his grief-constricted throat, he knew the idea of taking Eli alone was a non-starter. There was absolutely no way – not in hell, not in this fallen world, not in any conceivable universe – that Eli would get in that helo and leave two of his men behind. 
 Jameson’s mind raced, and he tried to formulate a plan. They could fly back to the Hippodrome, retake their plane from the Russians… but they had no idea how big a force of Spetsnaz held it, and even if the plan worked and didn’t get them all killed or shot out of the sky, it would still require another round trip back to overrun Red Square to pick up the other three and ferry them to the plane. And it would mean keeping Aliyev and the MZ in harm’s way every second – while, also every second, back home, England was dying. 
 Jameson knew he couldn’t dice with fifty million lives just to save three. Even if one of them was more important to him than all those others put together. Hell, he couldn’t even justify sacrificing Amarie and Josie to save Eli. He knew Eli would never let him. Eli was too good a man – too heroic. 
 And a hero was one who sacrificed himself that others might live. 
 As the Fat Cow slowly and laboriously rose above the square, tilted its stubby nose forward, and started angling west, it quickly became clear that its path would take them right over the top of Lenin’s tomb. And as they approached it, Eli spoke once again in Jameson’s ear. 

“I knew this was a one-way trip, mate. But don’t worry. We’ll be right behind you. We fought our way off this shitty continent once. You better believe we can do it again.”

 Jameson tried to speak, but found he couldn’t. He was totally choked up with emotion, stunned into silence. And as they passed over the roof of that mausoleum, he looked down and saw his best friend looking up at them – and he saw Eli knock his fist into his helmet three times, and then wave at them once. 
 As they flew away into the night. 
 * * * 
 Watching the ungainly, overloaded Chinook soar over the tops of the buildings that ringed Red Square and disappear into the blackness, Staff Sergeant Eli drew a deep breath – then clapped his two men, Sanders and Halldon, on their shoulders. 
 “Nice work, lads,” he said. 
 “Yeah, cheers,” Sanders said. “But what now?” 
 Eli squinted, looked thoughtful, and craned his head around, peering out across the dark expanse of the square as it continued to empty of the dead. “Now I think we go get our plane and our pilot back. Because I for one am fucking sick of walking the boots off our feet, tabbing overland back to Blighty.” 
 Looking incredulous, Halldon said, “Wait – even if we do get the plane… our fuel to get back was on that helo.” 
 Eli smiled and slapped him on the back again. 
 “One problem at a time, mate. One problem at a time…” 



 The Tyranny of Hydraulics 
 Djibouti Airport – On Board the Dash 8 
 Ali bodily relocated Kate from the front hatch of the rattling plane, so she could stick her head in front of Jake and get a look at the pursuing Spetsnaz convoy. Yeah, they were gaining. But, no they weren’t going to catch them. The plane was still accelerating, and would pretty quickly outpace the ground vehicles. They were, basically, home free. 
 She pulled her head back inside. 
 A god-awful shrieking sound pierced the cabin, and the plane lurched to the right, seeming for a horrible frozen second like it was going into the ditch on the right side of the runway. Nothing surprised Ali anymore, or threw her off her stride anyway, so she moved to the right-side windows, only to see great belches of dark smoke pouring from the cowling of the engine. And the propeller itself wasn’t spinning, not even a single rpm. 
 It was totally frozen. 
 “Goddammit,” a mousy voice said by Ali’s ear. It was Pete, the young mechanic, looking out the window over her shoulder. “Come on!” he said. Ali followed him a few frantic paces up to the flight deck. 
 “What the hell!” Hailey shouted when they stuck their heads in, as she fought the controls to keep them on a straight line. 
 Ali felt a hand on her back. It was Kate, who shouted, “Hey, can this thing get off the ground with only one engine?” 
 Ali shook her head. She didn’t know the specs on this thing, and also slightly wanted to ask what she looked like – a UN relief supplies bush pilot? But instead she reported what she knew based on fundamental aeronautics. “Even if it’s got the power to get us off the ground, compensating for the asymmetric thrust will be a nightmare.” They could already see Hailey fighting that battle. And once they were in the air, with the extra drag of the dead engine and propeller, the wounded and angry bird would require even larger flight-control deflections to keep from rolling over on her back and crashing – which is what a plane with only one operating engine out on a wing will do fast without intervention from the pilot. 
 Ali wasn’t going to take the time to go look, but she was also pretty sure they weren’t going to outpace the Russians this way. 
 Peering out at the seized engine, Pete said, “I know what this is. It’s the damned propeller brake. It’s a known problem with these Pratt & Whitney engines.” 
 Still battling the shuddering yoke, Hailey looked like she’d just as soon be in a jet-powered aircraft. “Is it hydraulic failure?” 
 “No, it’s the opposite of failure – it’s overzealous hydraulics!” 
 “Can you fix it?” Ali asked. 
 “Yeah!” 
 “Can you fix it without stopping the aircraft?” She didn’t have to belabor the obvious: if they stopped, they were all dead. 
 Looking unhappy but resigned, Pete said, “Yeah. It’s actually an easy fix – I just cut the hydraulic line to the prop brake.” He sagged a little further. “If I can get out on the wing, I can do it.” 
 “Come on,” Ali said, pulling him back through the cabin toward the rear hatch – which wasn’t any closer to the right-side engine, but was farther from the working engine with the spinning propeller blades on it. As she led him through the cabin, she thought: 

Fuck it. I need a better overwatch position, anyway.

 * * * 
 “Hey, Ali,” Pred said, turning from the hatch. “What’s up?” 
 “Us – with a little help from you.” 
 Pred nodded, let his rifle hang, and interlaced his fingers. Ali stepped into them, then kept climbing – putting a knee, then a boot, on his shoulder, then pulling herself out the hatch and up onto the roof. She reached back to grab Pete by a forearm. Luckily, he was really light, and Pred was basically lifting him and handing him up anyway. 
 Ali blinked, realizing the rain had started again. And night was on the verge of falling. Great – as if this wasn’t dangerous enough to start with, now we do it in the dusk with the plane dripping wet.

 She spared one look back toward the line of vehicles coming up from behind, then grabbed Pete and led him across the top of the fuselage to the other side, then out onto the right wing. This looked to provide good access to the faulty engine, which was part of a big pontoon-type structure that hung from the wing, extending both ahead and back, and out the bottom of which emerged one set of landing gear. 
 “Shit!” Pete shouted. 
 “What?” Ali asked. 
 “Forgot my screwdriver!” 
 “Goddammit.” She pulled her Leatherman multitool from its belt pouch and pressed it into his hand, personally closing his fingers around it. “Do not fucking drop this.” 
 They were both low on the wing, for obvious reasons. And they couldn’t see the convoy coming up on the other side of the plane. Ali got down on her belly and aimed her rifle back anyway. 
 Receding behind them on this side, she could see the air traffic control tower, right alongside the runway. 

Now that would be an outstanding overwatch position…

 * * * 
 In the bouncing passenger seat of the lead chase vehicle, which was a formerly American Humvee with an open bed but enclosed passenger area, Captain Kuznetsov craned his neck, eyes going wide in amazement. Yes, he saw that right. There were actually two people climbing out the rear hatch of the aircraft…

 But before he could think how to react, they’d already clambered over the top, to the other side and out of sight. He replayed his mental tape of the last ten seconds – to the bit where the plane lurched to the right, smoke billowing from that side. There was also the fact that it wasn’t accelerating anymore, and the convoy was catching up. Suddenly it all made sense. He hit his radio. 
 “Whoever’s in the last vehicle – pull up on the right side of the plane. You’ll find a couple of half-assed aircraft mechanics out on the wing. Knock them off for me.” 
 The convoy was overtaking on the left, because after the plane’s lurch, there was no room to get around on the right. But a vehicle could still pull up behind the right wing. 
 Grabbing the rearview mirror and angling it toward him, Kuznetsov could see the last vehicle in the train doing as ordered. But now the convoy was taking fire from the open hatches of the plane. They needed to get the hell past it and out in front, where they could bring it to a stop. But as they got within sight of the front hatch, a booming noise penetrated over all the ambient noise, a giant hole appeared in the rain-spattered windshield – and the driver’s chest exploded, right through his body armor. 
 Kuznetsov reached over and grabbed the wheel. 
 Even as he did so, he heard the heavy machine gun in the bed behind them start thunk-thunk’ing, chattering blue murder. 
 * * * 
 Kate was mainly staying out of Jake’s way as he engaged the approaching convoy with his Beowulf .50. She knew the two-inch slugs he put out could penetrate an engine block, never mind a windshield and driver. What she didn’t know was that the lead vehicle in the convoy, an open-bed Humvee, also had a Browning M2 50-cal machine gun mounted in its bed. 
 Jake winced and withdrew as the hatch started erupting with incoming .50 BMG rounds – more than twice as long and four times as powerful as his outgoing .50 Beowulf rounds. All 50-cal was not made equal, and this was an unfair fight. It looked like Jake had only been lightly wounded by the time he got out of the open hatch. It also didn’t matter. Because, even as he took cover, the high-powered 50-cal rounds tore through the skin of the plane’s fuselage, as well as the inside bulkhead. 
 And then they tore through Jake’s body armor like it was cling film. 
 When he hit the deck, Kate dropped down beside him, and found he was still alive. But he was in a bad way. 
 She grabbed his drag strap and started pulling. 
 * * * 
 Kuznetsov managed to continue steering the Humvee, while simultaneously reaching across the driver’s body to open the door on that side. He shoved the corpse out onto the blurring and now glistening pavement that spun by beneath them, and then slid over into the driver’s seat. 
 He was pretty pleased with this sequence of maneuvers, and not at all unhappy that his machine gunner had suppressed whatever shoulder artillery had been pounding them – not least because he was now sitting at the site of the last artillery strike. 
 But then Misha started bellowing in his ear, totally dissipating whatever pleasure he felt. “Stop shooting at the motherfucking plane, you uncle fuckers! Or do you fancy a nine-week submarine trip around the tip of Africa, up past Europe, and across the entire Black Sea?”

 Kuznetsov touched his radio button. “Understood.” 

“And if anyone hits the Index Case, I swear to Christ they’re swimming back! With no fucking arms. They’ll be a no-armed swimming motherfucker – with NO arms.”

 Kuznetsov sighed, and steered. That had gone out on their local channel, and he trusted the men would comply. There was no enemy that frightened them half so much as their own commander. And that system had its advantages. 
 Since there had been no foot on the accelerator for a few seconds while the Humvee was between drivers, they had fallen back to the number-two position. Now Kuznetsov was rather pleased by that, too – watching, blank-faced, as the vehicle in the lead position started exploding, then flipped up into the air… 
 And flew over the top of them. 
 * * * 
 From behind the three rows of seats, Baxter had watched Jake go down as the front hatch erupted, bits of plastic, steel, and insulation filling the air. Within seconds, Kate was dragging him down the aisle and behind the left row of seats, opposite Zack. Having finished sewing Zack up, Noise dashed over to help assess and treat Jake. This was truly becoming their casualty collection point. 
 But Baxter saw there was now no one manning the front hatch. 
 He stood up, unslung the Milkor multi-grenade launcher from his back, where it had been riding since he took it off al-Sif back in the river valley. But then he froze, needing to steel himself. 
 “You can cover the front hatch?” Noise asked, looking up from working on Jake with Kate’s help, all of them covered in blood now. 
 Baxter sighed. “Hey, I’m just here to drink beer and fuck fat chicks.” 
 And that was all the steeling he required. The spirit of Maximum Bob flooded through him, and gave him the cheerful courage he needed. He strode to the hatch, brought the Milkor up to his shoulder, took aim on the hood ornament of the first vehicle in the line outside – a big Toyota Hilux pick-up with heavily armed men in both the cab and bed, and coming up fast. 
 And he fired off all six 40mm grenades. 
 The driver wrenched the wheel, but this only contributed to the truck’s nose going into the tarmac, its ass coming up – and the whole thing tumbling ass over teakettle, launching Spetsnaz guys out of the bed, then tumbling end over end down the tarmac at high speed in great gouts of flame, in perfect Jerry Bruckheimer style. 
 Baxter nodded, content. He was out of ammo for this thing. But he was also pretty sure it would be a while before they attempted to pull past the plane again. Nonetheless, he dropped the Milkor and brought up his M4. 
 This was his post now. 
 * * * 
 Pred ducked back inside the rear hatch, as the unfortunate Toyota Hilux did flaming backflips and disappeared down the tarmac. Looking up the cabin, he could just make out Baxter dropping the multi-grenade launcher. 
 “Damn, dude,” he said. Baxter wouldn’t hear him. But it didn’t matter. It was a heartfelt tribute. 
 As soon as the somersaulting explosions passed, Pred popped back out, tucking himself into the lip of the hatch. He already knew the plane’s skin wouldn’t stop high-velocity rounds. But it was still his job to defend the aircraft until it got off the ground. 
 Particularly with Ali still out there. 
 Then again, she was usually pretty good at taking care of herself. 
 * * * 
 Ali lay on her belly on top of the right wing, facing the rear, but glanced back to check on Pete. He was also belly-down, but facing forward, inching out onto the long engine housing suspended beneath the wing. He was trying to reach an access hatch on the side of it, just behind the propellers. 
 And the plane was still bouncing like a sonofabitch, despite no longer accelerating – having slowed in fact. There was also water streaming off everything now from the light rain that had started up, which as Ali had predicted definitely didn’t make any of this any less dangerous. 
 She stole another glance over her shoulder and saw they still had a good long stretch of tarmac ahead. She knew this runway was more than 10,000 feet long, lengthened to accommodate the gigantic C-5 Galaxy transports the U.S. used to pour men and materiel into the region. 
 Then she realized something was blowing up, lighting the dim air on the other side of the plane. Within a few seconds it resolved as the remains of a pick-up truck, tumbling to a halt on the runway a hundred yards behind them. But that wasn’t really her problem. 
 Her problem was the non-exploding vehicle that had just pulled around the tail of the plane and was now accelerating toward them. Luckily it was an enclosed SUV, and the shooters in back were only just getting around to sticking themselves and their rifles out the windows to engage her. 
 She ignored them and just shot the driver – in the face. 
 When the passenger dropped his rifle to reach over and grab the wheel, she shot him too – also in the face. Then she shot the back-seat passenger who reached up and around the two bodies for the wheel, albeit in the hand, which was all she could see of him. 
 Finally, she depressed her barrel and shot first one front tire, and then the other. Both blew out violently, causing the front end to spin and dig in – and then this vehicle also to start doing somersaults down the tarmac, albeit less dramatic sideways ones, rolling over and over on its long axis. And it wasn’t exploding, just crunching and warping. 
 Nonetheless, Ali didn’t envy the one or two living guys left inside. That did not look like a fun ride to be on. 
 “Dude – what the fuck?” 
 She glanced over to see Pete staring back at the carnage. 
 “Hey, you need a hand getting that cowling open?” she asked. 
 * * * 
 “Goddamnit,” Kuznetsov said aloud, as he looked back and saw the SUV tumbling down the tarmac in great showers of sparks and shredded steel and glass dust. And, behind it, he also saw Misha’s Humvee swerve to avoid being taken out by it, then gun its engine and continue catching up with the main convoy. 
 Kuznetsov didn’t really want responsibility for this anymore, and knew Misha had seen what happened, so he got on the radio. “Misha, do you want me to send another vehicle to that side?” 
 But it wasn’t Misha’s voice that came back. 

“Only if you want to lose four more men, Captain. No, this one is mine. You leave her to me.”

 Kuznetsov struggled for a second to place the voice – then scanned the skies behind them. Sure enough, there was a black speck way out on the horizon, but growing fast. 
 It was their Black Shark attack helo. 
 And the voice was that of their sniper. 

Vasily.




 Predator’s Lament 
 Djibouti Airport – On Board the Dash 8 
 From the rear hatch, Pred realized the wide variety of badass Spetsnaz operators in the four surviving vehicles, all of them heavily armed, were no longer shooting at them. 
 He took a bead on a dude manning an AEK-999, a modern Russian 7.62mm machine gun – but held his fire, mainly because this guy wasn’t shooting either. Neither of them were likely to fare too well in an exchange of lead at close range – there were no winners in that kind of gunfight, just degrees of loser. But Pred knew the airplane around him had a hell of a lot more vulnerable electronics and hydraulics than the truck did. 
 Maybe the Russians knew that, too, and that was why they checked their fire. Or maybe it was because they knew Patient Zero was on board. Either way, it suited Predator. What he was worried about was them moving up to pass again, and cutting them off, stopping the plane without damaging it. But at least for now, nobody in the convoy looked enthusiastic about taking the lead – Baxter had seen to that, with his 40-mil six-shooter – instead just gunning their engines and jockeying. 
 So at least for this second, it was a stand-off. Détente. 
 Pred used the time to expand his situational awareness. He looked past the convoy for the first time – and realized this runway paralleled the single fence that separated the airport from Camp Lemonnier. He could see a couple of the guard towers dotting it – including, he was pretty sure, the one where he’d had to keep Handon and Henno from killing each other. 

Much good that did them in the end…

 Then he realized he could also see throngs of dead pressed up against the fence. Lemonnier was exactly as overrun as they’d left it, if not more so. As Pred squinted, he realized the dead weren’t just pressed against the fence – they were heaving against it, piled up and raging, desperate to get out. It must have been the sound of the aircraft engines, or perhaps all the general mayhem perpetrated by two teams of operators, doing their best to murder each other. And Pred knew from a lot of history that any large group of dead who wanted to get through a fence were eventually going to do so. 
 But it was holding for now, which was a damned good thing, or their take-off would be even bumpier than it already was. 
 Bringing his vision back in, Pred then started formulating plans and contingencies for when the stand-off with Spetsnaz ended, as it was sure to. And some sad, despairing part of his brain hit him with the idea that he could just jump out in front of the convoy, blocking it with his oversized body. 

Jesus.
I really don’t have much to live for anymore, do I…?

 It was all seeming pretty damned pointless lately. 
 Still, he thought, maybe he’d make a decent speed-bump – or even cause one of the top-heavy SUVs to roll over. The vehicle opposite him, though, with the MG mounted in back, was more low-slung, looking like some kind of safari truck. It was bigger than a pick-up, with both its bed and cab uncovered. In addition to the driver and passenger, there were three more shooters plus the machine gunner in back, all displaying that familiar spec-ops laxity of uniform and creative choice in weapons and gear. As the vehicle pulled closer, Pred could see the four in back were sharing the bed with what looked like a casualty, strapped down to a stretcher. 

Huh – that’s weird. 
 Pred had yet to see these dudes evacuate a single one of their wounded. But then the uniform on the wounded man grabbed Pred’s attention as if squeezing his testicles, and he leaned so far out that only his huge left arm on the lip of the hatch kept him from falling – while he both squinted and opened his eyes like high-beams, his gaze locking onto the face of the unconscious man strapped to the litter. 

HANDON.




 Sleep 
 Somalia – Northwest River Valley
 [Two Hours Ago] 
 “Warriors wage war,” Misha rumbled, looking down at Handon, and pointing all fifteen inches of his 50-cal Desert Eagle at his head. But both his voice and his gaze betrayed something few men in that clearing had ever seen or heard from him before – respect. 
 “But for you, now – sleep.” 
 Misha wound up his hand and pistol to the right, then brought it with a crack into the side of Handon’s head. He knew the blow might kill him – but if nothing they’d tried so far had killed this tough son of a bitch, he gave him pretty good odds of surviving a knock to the head. Handon collapsed back down into the mud. 
 The men looked at Misha in confusion. They’d never seen him not kill somebody before. 
 “Secure the prisoner,” he said, the words tasting strange. 
 Nodding, two of the men knelt down, unclipped the big American’s rifle, got his vest off, and zip-tied him at the wrists and ankles. But they were half-covered in blood before they were done, and one looked up at Misha and said, “He’s bleeding out.” 
 “Move,” Misha said, pushing them aside, and rolling Handon onto his stomach. “Get me an aid kit.” He pulled up Handon’s blood-soaked shirt and found the entry wound in his lower back. He then took out his own knife, still crusty with Henno’s blood, widened the incision, and quickly found the bleeding end of the severed artery. “Give me some ligature thread,” he said. When that was produced, he tied off the end of the artery – hoping it didn’t serve anything too important – then packed the wound with gauze, slapped a bandage over it, then wrapped surgical tape around Handon’s torso. 
 Finally Misha stood. “He’ll live – a little longer.” 
 Kuznetsov, standing beside him as usual, asked, “Why?” 
 “We might be able to trade him for Patient Zero.” 
 Kuznetsov looked across at him. “I can’t imagine they’d be such amateurs as to trade their whole mission objective for one man.” 
 Misha looked him in the eye. “I can easily imagine it. This is what they are like – weak, sentimental. They have too much attachment to life, and to each other. No, I wouldn’t be the least surprised.” 
 “I’m also surprised you’d let any of them live at this point.” 
 “I’m not saying I will. But dangling this one in front of them might make them come out from cover. Let their guard down.” 
 Kuznetsov shrugged. Maybe Misha was right. In any case, they had to get moving. He looked around. “I don’t suppose anyone has a stretcher.” 
 Misha grunted, his look saying, Why the fuck would we have a stretcher? “Check the gun truck. Special Forces guys are all Boy Scouts. They’re always prepared.” Sure enough, a quick search of the bed produced an expensive Talon folding litter. 
 Handon was loaded onto it. Two men were assigned to carry it. 
 And Spetsnaz resumed the pursuit – at a run. 



 Unholy Rampage 
 Djibouti Airport – Wing of the Dash 8 
“Hey, Ali.” It was Juice, on the radio. 
 “Go ahead.” She squinted into the wind-blown raindrops, which at least were mostly blowing away from her. She was still facing the rear, belly-down on the wing, watching for more vehicles on this side – though Spetsnaz seemed to have learned their lesson on that one. She was also holding onto Pete, beside and behind her. He was now hanging half off the wing, leaning down into the open engine hatch, reaching out with the wire snippers on Ali’s multitool, trying to reach the hydraulic line that fed the jammed propeller brake. 

“Yeah,” Juice said, “I’m monitoring the CentCom channel – and the freaking Spetsnaz commander just popped up. He’s asking for you.”


Jesus Christ, Ali thought. Oh, what the hell. She switched channels and said, “Yeah, go ahead.” 

“I presume this is the new American commander.”

 This guy sounded like a warthog in human form. “Affirmative.” 

“Well, we have your old commander. He’s still alive. Throw Patient Zero out of the plane and we’ll leave your man on the tarmac. And then we can all go home.”

 Ali didn’t know whether to believe this guy or not about Handon. She also didn’t care, because it didn’t matter. Without a word in response, which would have been wasted breath in her view, she just switched channels back to the squad net, then shouted to Pete. 
 “Hey, are you close, or what?” 
 * * * 
 Predator wasn’t on that channel, so he didn’t hear the exchange. And he also didn’t care. He simply unclipped his rifle, laid it down on the deck, then coiled his enormous thighs – and he leapt. 
 Straight out the hatch, across blasting open air, and into the back of the safari vehicle. His landing rocked the shocks of the truck so much it almost spun out, but the driver managed to keep control. And the other Russians in the vehicle couldn’t have been any more surprised if Conan the Destroyer had landed in their midst. 
 But they would have been a hell of a lot safer. 
 Pred grabbed the barrel of the mounted machine gun and gave it a wicked spin, slamming it into the face of the dude manning it, who got an arm up, but it didn’t matter. The pummeling force knocked him over backward like a bowling pin, and he tumbled over the railing and out, flapping and rolling on the tarmac behind, the hard surface breaking bones and tenderizing flesh. 
 The quarters were too close for any of the other Russians in the truck bed to realistically bring a rifle to bear. And Predator was simply too fast for anyone to get a pistol or knife into play. At nearly seven feet tall and 325 pounds, he looked nothing like it, but Pred was lightning fast – for a man of any size. For the three men sharing the open truck bed with him, it was more like being trapped in an enclosed space with an alien, rather than a Predator. 
 The one closest to him tried to knuckle-punch him in the throat – but he had to angle it up so much it had little force. Pred just absorbed the jab, then grabbed the top of the man’s hand and bent his arm all the way around, wrenching the shoulder out of its socket, and nearly pulling the arm off entirely. With his other hand, he grabbed him by his webbing belt, lifted the 190-pound man like a rag doll, and hurled him over the side, screaming. 
 Of the two others, one got a knife clear and the other his pistol in a lightning draw from a chest rig, keeping it held in tight to avoid being disarmed. That also didn’t matter. Even as he was brushing at the safety, Pred planted his back leg, leaned in, and simply shoved – but with the force of a wrecking ball. The man went over backward and flipped through the air, before hitting the ground headfirst, collapsing and rolling in a way that did not suggest an intact spine inside his body. 
 The other managed a knife strike, going for the left side of Pred’s neck, but Pred simply shrugged his shoulders and caught the blade in his left tricep. The Russian maintained his grip, so Pred wrapped his hand around it, pulled the knife free, and reversed it – snapping the man’s wrist – then plunged it into his throat. He collapsed and fell over the side on his own. 
 An AK barked twice, but both rounds slammed high into Pred’s rear plate – he went with steel rather than ceramic, because the weight didn’t bother him – and it stopped both. He spun to find the passenger pointing a rifle at him over the top of his seat, a look of panic in his eyes. He fired twice more, but they just bounced off the front plate – also high, but not quite high enough – and then Pred took it off him, snapping the clip on its sling, and dropped it in the bed. 
 The man got his pistol out, but Pred batted his hand, flinging the handgun into the head of the driver, who yelped and winced, causing the vehicle to swerve. The passenger’s knife came out next, and Pred backhanded that away, then lifted him out of the seat by the drag strap on his vest with one hand, grabbed the back of his belt with the other – and hurled him out, all the way over the tailgate. 
 It was a full four seconds before he hit the ground. 
 * * * 
 It also took Juice a good few seconds to wrap his head around what he’d seen. Yeah – his best friend had actually just leapt out of the hatch of an aircraft taxiing at 50mph. 

Jesus, only Predator… 



It took him another couple of seconds to clear his head and run to the rear hatch – both to see what the hell had happened to Pred, and to take over his post. “Oh, thank fuck,” he said out loud, his vision instantly going to the safari truck racing alongside. 
 But Pred was still standing facing the same direction he had first leapt – away. And Juice was fixated on his friend, and trying to figure out where he could make a shot to support him. So neither saw, until it was too late, Misha’s Humvee finally catch up with both the plane and the convoy, and slide in on the inside track between safari truck and aircraft, cruising up right beneath the rear hatch. 
 Grabbing the Runt’s hand, pulling it across, and putting it on the wheel, Misha climbed up and onto the roll bars. At this point, Juice could no longer miss him, and started to depress his rifle. But Misha was already leaping over and across. 
 He flew through the open hatch and slammed into Juice like a cement wall, knocking him back into the cabin, and down onto the deck. 
 * * * 
 Pred wasn’t surprised to start taking fire from the rear – specifically, the next vehicle back. It wasn’t right behind them, but it was sure close enough for effective rifle fire, even despite the high speed and rutted runway. A few rounds bounced off the truck around him, then another hit his body armor, then one creased his shoulder. 
 In less time than it takes to describe, he drew his high-capacity FN .45 from his chest rig, stuck it into the driver’s neck hard enough to bounce his head off the steering wheel, and shouted, “Drive, motherfucker!” Then with his left hand he snatched up the AK-100 he’d ripped off the passenger, thumbed the fire selector to full-auto, brought it to his shoulder, and held it rock steady with one hand as he poured the entire mag into the vehicle behind them. The windshield glass of the SUV spider-webbed, turning white and opaque, with a dozen and then two dozen holes in it. The driver and passenger bounced in their seats like electro-shock victims, and the truck swerved sharply and rolled over, sliding on its right side at high speed down the tarmac, shooting fifteen-foot sheets of sparks behind it. 
 There had been a guy leaning out from the right-side back window, firing from it. Pred didn’t like to think what had happened to him, but it probably involved getting ground down to a nubbin, all the way to his waist. The guy firing out the other side was now surfing. 

Heh, Pred thought. Unexpected advantage of being out of the airplane. He could trade lead with people again. “Fire away, motherfuckers!” 
 But he had also been facing the rear for just a second too long, forgetting the caliber of opponent he was dealing with. The driver of the safari truck was Spetsnaz, and if Pred thought he was going to follow orders and drive him around just because he had a gun to his head… 
 Pred realized this when he felt an iron grip on his right wrist – which instantly turned into a vicious yank that pulled him off balance and half into the front cab, bent at the waist over the partition. A commando knife in the man’s other hand instantly came at his face. This meant no one was steering for the moment. 
 Which was the least of anybody’s problems. 
 * * * 
 Pete was now well past his center of gravity, hanging off the bouncing and vibrating wing of the plane, trying to reach the hypertrophic hydraulic line – while Ali clutched at his pants leg with one hand to increase his odds of staying on the aircraft. 
 “Almost there!” he shouted. “Six more inches!” 

Six more inches and you’ll be getting a pavement shave… not that this kid needs to shave. But she firmed up her grip and steeled herself for him to get heavier as he leaned farther out. 
 And then she heard incoming rotor noise. 

Oh, holy mother of God.

 A look up and to her left told the tale. It was the motherfucking Black Shark, it was hauling ass toward them, probably only about ten seconds out – and the left-side window was flipping up… 
 With the barrel of that fucking sniper rifle emerging from inside. 
 * * * 
 All the air left Juice’s lungs as he got brutally back-punched by the cabin floor. Worse, he had the full weight of a rampaging Russian warlord on his chest. For a second, Juice and Misha were eye to eye. And if Juice had the slightest doubt he was back, he could easily make out the МиШа tattoo on his neck, right where he’d first seen it. But now there was also an angry and unhealed wound, right down his cheek and across much of his neck. 
 And Juice had a bad feeling he’d given that to him. 
 “Hello, operator,” Misha growled. “Remember me?” 
 Before Juice or anyone else on board could react, Misha was back on his feet, also startlingly fast for a huge man, and hauling Juice up with him. In the half-second he had, trying to get his breath back, Juice could see two more Spetsnaz guys – and by no means the least badassed he’d ever seen – pulling themselves in the same hatch Misha had just come through. 
 It was now a full-blown invasion of their plane. 
 “Take the cockpit,” Misha said to the others. “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 But then Juice felt himself picked up by his vest and hurled into the opposite bulkhead, the air slammed out of his lungs again, his body stunned… 
 And the entire aircraft cabin actually rocking. 
 * * * 
 “Hell, yeah!” Pete shouted, as he finally snipped the fat hydraulic line, with authority. “Got it, bitches!” He then looked up and smiled at Ali – as the whole plane rocked underneath them, dipping the right wing, and causing Pete to slide across the rain-splashed surface, his wet pant cuff tearing free from Ali’s hand. 
 He tumbled off the front of the wing to the tarmac below, then disappeared from sight. 
 With the prop brake disengaged, the engine screamed and the four-bladed propeller spun up, way too close to Ali’s boots, flinging rain at her with violence and verve. And she quickly realized it wasn’t the only one. Looking up, she could see the Black Shark helo diving at her and doing much the same. At about fifty yards out, it banked and went broadside, and Ali could see the rifle barrel inside tracking her out the open side window. 
 Vasily – back again. Truly the bane of her life. 
 She rolled on her back, thumbed her fire selector, and started shooting. Her goal was to do on her own what her whole team together had managed last time – namely put enough rounds into that window, bouncing off the armor glass and zinging around the cockpit, to convince them to close it again. No, scratch that – her goal was to bounce those rounds into pilot and sniper, killing or incapacitating one or both. And she knew she had better shoot fast, and perfectly. 
 There’d be time to mourn Pete, and his heroism, later. 
 Maybe. 



 Shovel to a Knife Fight 
 Dash 8 – Main Cabin 
 Noise’s first impulse had been to cut away Jake’s body armor so he could assess the worst wounds and get pressure on them. But now he hesitated. It looked more than a little like Jake’s body armor was the only thing holding him together. So instead, he got Kate to apply direct pressure, while he got a plasma drip in his arm. 
 But then, as he heard the right-side engine start up, and felt the rocking motion of the plane settle, he looked up to see a fight forming up in the rear of the cabin. And he knew his role of saint-healer was about to change again – back to Sant Sipahi. 
 Saint soldier. 
 * * * 
 Fick turned and squared up to the rear of the plane, where he could see a Russian the size of a horse tossing Juice around the cabin like a chew-toy. But before he could put his head down and charge, he found himself cut off – by two more Russian dudes climbing in the rear hatch, both turning his way, and both looking profoundly evil. 
 A rifle barrel appeared by Fick’s left ear, and he batted it away. Looking over, he saw it wasn’t al-Sif, who had been beside him a minute ago – but Wesley, who had rushed toward the front from his briefly occupied seat. 
 “You depressurize this cabin,” Fick said, “and we’ll be flying on the deck all the way to London. And that’s if we’re lucky and you only pierce the skin. This plane is barely flyable as it is.” 
 Wesley nodded, wide-eyed. 
 But then a shot sounded from behind them anyway. 

That was al-Sif. 
 * * * 
 Juice got smashed in the back by the deck again, and then Misha landed on him again, his tree-trunk legs pinning Juice’s arms, his fingers wrapping around his throat. 
 Leaning down, only inches away, Misha whispered: “And now, vagina-face, you will become fender meat, dying slowly and in painality. As did my men, the Spetsnaza warriors you hit with their own IEDs in that warehouse.” 
 Juice croaked, “Hey, man – it’s not my fault if you don’t bother to encrypt your radio triggers.” He managed to yank an arm free, balled up his fist, and swung it with all his power into the side of Misha’s head. This had no visible effect. 
 But then Misha’s eyes darted left and he pushed himself up off Juice in a flash. An incoming round actually creased Juice’s beard. Juice had seen others try to take headshots on Misha before and fail. 
 The Russian’s reflexes were amazing. 
 * * * 
 After perforating Juice’s beard, al-Sif’s round ricocheted around the cabin before coming to rest in a fire extinguisher clipped to a bulkhead in back. Pressurized white powder sprayed out, giving everything nearby – which included the DNA sequencer, and Patient Zero – a Christmas-y dusting. 
 Fick looked back at al-Sif and grimaced. “And if somebody hits the goddamned electronics or hydraulics underneath the deck or in the bulkheads, never mind a fuel or oil line, then we’re all fucking dead in the water. Plus dead.” This aircraft had few redundancies and no spare parts – and as far as Fick was aware, there was no fallback air-extraction plan. 
 Al-Sif took the hint and retreated back to the seats. 
 Drawing his K-Bar knife, Fick faced forward while eying Wesley, to his side. “So – you here to film a recruiting commercial? Or actually use that thing?” 
 Wesley swallowed and drew his Marine sword. 
 The cabin was narrow enough that two men could block it. Right now, those two men were Fick and Wesley. And it was two men coming straight at them. The one on Wesley’s side looked a lot older, and wore a blank but lethal expression. He reached over his shoulder and produced a spade, but with a wickedly honed edge on it. The other, who looked like he might plausibly be only half Fick’s age, drew two knives in a blur, twirled them across the tops of hands and down again, then gave Fick a leering smile that said: 

I’m really going to enjoy this. 
 Fick spat off to the side. Oh, no you’re not. 
 But to Wesley, he said: “Whatever happens, we cannot let these fuckheads get past us to the cockpit. You understand?” 
 Wesley nodded. 
 Fick hoped he did. Because if Spetsnaz took the cockpit, they took the plane – and they stopped it. 
 And then they were all done. 
 * * * 
 “Goddammit,” Nina said over ICS, turning the stick and punching the throttle, which rolled the helo on its side and veered them away – with incoming rifle rounds still practically ricocheting around the cockpit. 

“What?” Vasily said, pulling the window closed. 
 “You can play with your mouse later. Right now, we’ve got a job to do.” Nina meant they had to stop this plane before it could take off. She put their nose down and blasted toward the end of the runway – where the two aircraft, and everyone aboard both, would have another rendezvous soon enough. 
 Vasily could have his sniper duel then. 
 Nina was also wondering what the hell it was about this one target of his, and if Vasily was becoming obsessed – or unhinged. “Why do you keep missing that girl?” 
 She could hear the defensiveness in his voice when he answered. “The enemy always gets a vote.” 
 Still… Nina had never seen him miss before.






 * * * 
 A body crashed into the front of the DNA sequencer, knocking the man hiding behind it to the deck. In his left hand, Dr. Park still held a syringe with a brand new first-stage virus sample, taken straight from Patient Zero. In his right, he had the crowbar he’d grabbed in the hangar. 
 Just on the other side of the sequencer, he could hear someone growling in Slavic-accented English, and at roughly the frequency of an earthquake. Stealing a peek around the side, he saw Juice down on the deck with a gigantic Russian on his chest. 
 He looked from the crowbar to the syringe, and back again. 
 His eye went up to the fire extinguisher clipped to the bulkhead above him. It had finally stopped dusting white powder over him, Patient Zero, the sequencer, and all his work. And all of which were his responsibility – to protect. 
 He tried to figure out if that responsibility entailed watching Juice die right in front of him. 
 * * * 
 Wesley still had little idea how to use a sword. Only now he wasn’t using it to shish-kebab the heads of brain-dead dead guys – but to actually try to spear a living one, an elite operator with superb strength, speed, and combat skills. 
 Gripping the sword with both hands to control it, Wes sized up the man coming for him. Warchild was a truly grizzled badass – salt-and-pepper crewcut, dozens of deep lines around the eyes and forehead, evil ice-blue eyes that had seen every manner of atrocity. And as he stalked up to Wesley, swinging his shovel, it became clear his plans did not involve stopping. 
 Wesley tried a quick jab at the man’s midsection, but Warchild knocked it away and kept coming, already inside the range of both their weapons – and delivered a powerful left jab into Wesley’s nose, knocking him half-senseless. 
 Wesley reeled, backing up and trying to keep his feet. 
 * * * 
 To Wesley’s immediate right, Badger – the leering young Spetsnaz knife guy – came at Fick, dual knives akimbo and dancing in the air. Fick just stood tall and wide, his expression somewhere between bored and pissed off, and waited for him. 
 Finally, the two flashing knives came in at him from two directions, and Fick was forced to react, parrying one strike and then the other with his bigger and heavier K-Bar, retreating one step and then another, giving himself space to react. 
 After the initial flurry, Badger stepped back and reset. He smiled at Fick. And he came in for him again, knives flashing. 
 Fick spat, and met him head on. 
 * * * 
 Up on the flight deck, Hailey was blissfully unaware of the mayhem back in the cabin. No one had to tell her the right-side engine had come back online – the effect was instantaneous. The plane stopped pulling to the right like a lunging pit bull, and they started picking up speed. 
 Now she squinted down the runway, trying to judge if they had enough left to get off the ground. She had no idea what the minimum take-off distance was for this aircraft. She did know, however, that this runway had 500 feet of concrete overrun at its end – and, after that, nothing but dirt, a little beach, and then the Gulf of Aden. There was the perimeter fence, but that was nothing to a plane of this size. There were no trees, buildings, or other obstructions she had to get over. If she could get them one inch in the air before running out of ground, they’d be okay. 
 She decided she had to give it a shot. 
 Something in the distance flew into her visual frame, spun around, and then settled down twenty feet off the deck. 
 Right over the end of the fucking runway. 
 It was a helicopter – and it was now occupying the exact airspace she would need to go through to take off. 
 Hailey froze, wide eyes staring ahead. 
 “Oh, fuck it,” she said out loud. She pushed the throttle into the console. In games of chicken, in her experience… 
 The bigger player usually won. 
 * * * 
 Battling to focus through tears, Wesley batted away Warchild’s strikes with his sword – once on the right, the impact jarring through his arms and making them buzz, then again on the left. But when he tried to block again on the right, the force of it knocked the sword out of his hands entirely. 
 His eyes darted down, but Warchild stepped forward and sent the sword skittering down the deck behind him with his boot. He then wound up a two-handed strike with the sharp edge of the spade, which seemed likely to take Wesley’s head off. 
 With inspiration born out of desperation, he rushed forward inside the strike, put his head down and to the side, wrapped his arms around the Russian’s legs, and executed the most basic rugby tackle – front-on with a roll to the side. The Russian went down on his back, Wesley rolling on top of him and then jumping to his feet and backing up. 
 But the Russian also bounced to his feet. 
 And Wesley’s sword was still on the wrong side of him. 
 * * * 
 Still leering, blades flashing, Badger smiled at Fick’s K-Bar. “You’ve only got one knife, old man – and it’s almost as old as you are.” 

Okay, Fick thought. I’m officially sick of this horseshit.

 And he did what he’d been dying to do all along: he put his own head down and charged, smashing into Badger before the Russian could orchestrate a killing strike – but not fast enough to avoid getting cut. Fick absorbed the slashes on his upper arms as they crashed to the deck. Knives or no knives, now it was a ground grapple. 
 And Fick liked his odds there. 
 He’d take age and upper-body strength over youth, speed, and a smart-ass attitude any day. 
 * * * 
 “Wesley, mate!” 
 Figuring he was going to regret this, Wesley looked over his shoulder just in time to see Noise tossing something at him. Catching it through some combination of necessity and divine intervention, Wes found himself holding a cricket bat. Where it came from, he hadn’t the vaguest idea. But he did know how to use one – not so much from cricket, which had never been his sport, but from his days as a bouncer in dodgy clubs in the Midlands. 
 When he turned around, he found Warchild swinging for his head again, and gave the spade a two-handed slam with the bat. And this time it was the Russian who absorbed all the force, staggering and spinning to his right. 
 Wesley smiled, as Noise shouted support in true English fashion: “Get in, my son!” 
 But Wesley was too busy being pleased with his handiwork, and too slow to realize the Russian was continuing his spin – and bringing his spade around from the other side. Wesley tried to get the bat up to block – but too late. The flat part of the shovel crashed into the side of his helmet, and his world went black. 
 Wesley crumpled to the deck. 
 * * * 
 Noise looked up from his work trying to stabilize Jake – and he saw both Wesley and Fick go down. And while the Marine had his opponent pinned to the deck, the Brit’s sparring partner was still on his feet. This meant that, on the left side of the cabin, no one opposed him. He also didn’t take time to finish Wesley off, but just stepped over him and kept coming forward. 
 Noise knew his objective would be the cockpit. But even as his hand reached for his own sword, a figure rushed by, coming up the aisle. It was Baxter. Noise nodded his respect and let him take it. 
 But this also left the front hatch unguarded – not to mention the flight deck. Noise looked up, locked eyes with Kate, and stuck his thumb in his chest. “Front hatch.” He pointed at Kate with his index finger. “Cockpit.” 
 Kate nodded. If she didn’t like leaving Jake uncared for, she also understood their priorities. As the pair rose and dashed back up the aisle, Noise said, “No one can get through you. They must not take the cockpit.” 
 “Check,” Kate said, reaching the flight deck, spinning, and bringing her rifle up. 
 Stepping up to the open hatch, Noise said, “And no shooting.” 
 “I’ll do my best.” 
 But then Kate’s vision went long, and she looked through all the carnage in the cabin. And in the back, she could see a gigantic Russian choking Juice out. She took a bead with her rifle, but then stopped, and hit her radio on the squad net. 
 “Hey, somebody really needs to do something—” 
 At the same time, a few feet away, Noise stuck his head out the hatch to check the state of play – and he saw the most amazing thing: Predator. 
 He was outside the aircraft. 
 And standing in a vehicle no one seemed to be driving. 



 I’m Crushing Heads 
 Djibouti Airport – the Runway 
 Captain Kuznetsov watched the flapping, broken body of another of his men bounce at him down the tarmac, and had to decide whether to swerve or not. It made little difference from the victim’s point of view – and it was safer to run him over than to steer around. 
 The Humvee bounced once as Kuznetsov squinted through the giant bullet hole in the windshield and the spider-webbing around it. A little late, he realized the windshield had a quick-release. He turned one pin, then the other, and pushed the whole pane out. That was good, as had been his success in ejecting the dead driver and taking control, all without crashing. 
 But now everything else was going to shit. 
 The vehicle he’d sent around for the mechanics was a half-crushed hulk a half-mile behind them. The lead vehicle on this side had gotten a similar, but worse, treatment, ending up a charred and smoking ruin. And now it looked like the open-bed safari truck had been depopulated by some Misha-sized maniac who’d leapt onto it from a moving plane and proceeded to evacuate all the passengers like they were in rocket-powered ejection seats. 
 Now the 50-cal gunner behind him, and everyone else in his vehicle, was shouting at him to swing out so they could get a shot at this Gigantor son of a bitch. They were either frenzied at the prospect of bagging such big prey – or frustrated out of their minds that they couldn’t engage the plane. Probably a bit of both. But, in any case, the SUV ahead of them was blocking their sight picture. 
 Kuznetsov shook his head. Misha’s outright ban on firing at the aircraft was on the verge of getting them all killed. It would do precious little good to capture the plane if everyone who might use it to get home was street pizza on the tarmac. Then again, their mission objective was also on the plane. And on the upside, Misha and his two praetorians had managed to board it. With a little luck they would take it down and stop it. 
 But Kuznetsov, like most men who’d survived years in Spetsnaz, was a hard-bitten cynic and not a big believer in luck. So instead of racing ahead to fight it out with the giant leaping man, plus all the guys shooting out the two hatches on this side… 
 He braked, waited for the plane to go by, then swerved right. 
 Since the right-side engine had started back up, the plane had angled back toward the center of the runway, and now there was room to pass on that side. The last vehicle to try this hadn’t fared very well, but Kuznetsov intended to be ready this time. Moreover, there were only one or two of the enemy there. He’d take his chances. 
 More to the point, if he could pull ahead on the right, he could do what they were all there to do in the first place – get ahead of the plane, block its take-off, and bring it to a goddamned stop. 
 And finally end this. 
 * * * 
 Pred had little choice but to kill the driver of the safari truck. He was off balance, bent over the partition, pistol-wielding right hand locked and jammed into the dashboard, left hand still pointing back with an empty AK. It was an awkward and vulnerable pose – exactly the way to defeat a bigger, stronger opponent. 
 And the driver was swinging a huge knife at his face. 
 Pred executed the only move available to him: he tucked his chin into his chest, and tried to get his lightweight tactical helmet between his face and the knife. The razor-sharp blade sliced through plastic and thin Kevlar – and then the skin and muscle of his forehead, descending all the way down in front of his eyeball, a half-inch away. But Pred’s thick skull, and the angle, saved him. 
 The Russian yanked at his knife, but it was stuck. 
 Pred dropped his pistol in the footwell, then the rifle into the bed behind him. And then, using his horse-sized pectoral muscles, he brought his outstretched arms together, balled fists meeting in the middle at the Russian’s head. The man’s skull collapsed under the blow, the shape of his face distorting as all the bones in his face shattered. 
 Pred straightened up, unsnapped his helmet, and discarded both it and the embedded knife, as blood streamed down his face. He started to push the driver out – but stopped as he realized the dead man’s foot was still on the accelerator. They were not only still going, they were accelerating. This was good, because so was the plane. 
 Pred realized it was taking off in earnest now. 
 He also realized there was another vehicle between his and the aircraft, an open-top Humvee with only a driver in it – and it was accelerating to keep up with the plane. Pred had totally missed Misha and his praetorians climbing over. 
 He turned back in to the cab, squatted down beside Handon, drew his knife, and cut the straps that bound him to the litter. But he left the zip-ties on. This next part would be easier without Handon’s limbs flapping around. 
 As he picked up his unconscious but still breathing commander and friend, Pred vaguely became aware of radio traffic he’d been zoning out of. With a start, he recognized the voice of Kate. And she was saying, “—that big Russian bastard is about to kill Juice.”

 He squinted as he tried to parse that. What big Russian bastard? But it didn’t matter. He was out of time. For at least this instant, all three vehicles – safari truck, Humvee, and Dash 8 – were lined up and moving the same speed. He paused a half-second to judge the distances, angles, and weights. 
 And then he threw Handon’s 200-pound body across open air into the bed of the Humvee – one hop closer to the plane. 
 And he coiled his own body to leap across after him. 
 * * * 
 Leaning out the front hatch, Noise saw what Predator didn’t – the next vehicle behind, gaining on them. And the Spetsnaz guys in it were leaning out and bringing weapons to bear on him – just as he appeared to be picking up a limp body from the back of the truck. Pred was oblivious to the threat. 
 Noise wondered what Pred must have been thinking to jump out into the midst of the enemy like that. It probably wasn’t a good sign, and didn’t speak well of his mental health. 

I must have the big man’s back, he thought. 
 He had failed in his duty to protect the British bioscientists, reacting too slowly to the assassination attempt on the flight deck – losing one dead, one wounded, and one traumatized. He didn’t intend to fail again. He was going to keep the big man alive – whatever it took. 
 He flipped the fire selector on his AA12 to semi-auto. It was a blunt instrument at this range, and he had to shoot around his giant friend to protect him. He fired once, twice, three times, and saw the safety glass of the approaching SUV’s windshield spider-web around big holes in the middle. He’d gotten their attention. But as he took another bead, the hurtling aircraft, picking up speed, bucked and bounced him half out of the hatch. He eased off the trigger as his muzzle swept Predator. 
 He let his shotgun fall on its sling and drew his side arm – he had to be more precise. He grabbed the edge of the hatch with his left hand, and hung his body out over the blurring pavement to get a shot. He could see two guys leaning out the right side of the SUV, drawing a bead on Pred. He emptied his mag into them – hitting one and forcing the other to duck back inside. 
 Motion caught his eye – it was a flying body, which landed in an open-top Humvee between Pred’s vehicle and the plane. The Humvee’s driver swerved in response, actually bouncing off the airframe. The 5,200-pound truck was enough to jolt the shit out of the plane, and nearly toss Noise out again. 

Close one, he thought, bouncing again, barely hanging on – and then pulling himself back inside. 
 Just long enough to reload the pistol. 
 * * * 
 Baxter advanced toward the fray in the aft, and the hole in their line, like he was confident about his chances there. But when he looked into the eyes of the leathery old Spetsnaz bastard coming straight at him, his blood ran cold and his mouth went dry. But there was no turning back. And he knew that, while he might not be the last line of defense, he was the current one. 
 And he had to do his best. 
 “Hey, dudebro,” the old Russian said, inexplicably, in heavily accented and gravelly English. Baxter’s expression must have betrayed his bafflement. “You are a fraternity boy, no? So every sentence starts with dude, and ends with bro, am I right? Dudebro!” 
 As the Russian wound up his shovel, Baxter raised his rifle to his shoulder. 
 The Russian said, “You should know you can’t shoot in h—” 
 But Baxter didn’t fire – he charged and lunged, barrel-striking the man viciously in the head before he could swing his shovel. Warchild recoiled from the attack, turned away, and staggered a few steps, blood running down the hand clutching at his face. 
 Barrel strikes were a big feature of the close-quarters defense system – much favored by Navy SEALs like Dugan and Maximum Bob. They’d done their best to train Baxter up in the time they had. 
 But when Warchild straightened up and faced forward again, his face sheeted with blood, he was clearly neither down nor out. 
 And he was definitely done making frat-boy jokes. 
 * * * 
 Pred waited for the Humvee to bounce off the plane and come closer again before leaping over. On the upside, his safari truck, driven by a dead man, was slowly veering toward it; on the downside, it was still accelerating, and starting to pull ahead. This felt dangerous as hell, but it was better than slowing or stopping, so Pred couldn’t afford to pull the saggy-headed driver from his seat. 
 In any case, he was out of time. He jumped for it. 
 And now he found that while the bounce left the Humvee closer to the safari truck, it also left it farther from the plane. He looked down at the driver from where he now stood in the open bed, and tried to figure out how – after he killed him – he was going to both steer the truck and throw Handon back across into the aircraft. 
 But as he squinted down at him, the driver looked back at him, over his shoulder. He was young, and seemed very equivocal – like he was having some kind of crisis of faith, or had mixed feelings about being there at all. 

Don’t blame him, Pred thought. I sure as hell would. Hell, I do.

 And as their eyes locked in the dim, wet, blasting air, Predator hesitated and stayed his hand from killing him. 

Oh, what the hell. Try it out.

 He stabbed a finger down at the truck beneath him, then pointed at the rear hatch of the plane. The driver nodded. 
 And he started bringing them in. 
 * * * 
 The Runt had seen what this giant American had done to an entire truckload of Spetsnaz commandos – ones a hell of a lot tougher and more experienced than him. And, from what he had seen so far, he guessed only one of the two of them was leaving this Humvee. Better the other guy, and this way. And there was also no one there to judge him, Misha being nowhere in sight. 
 But deep down he knew the real reason was something else. By this point, two of “the enemy” had shown him mercy and spared him. Which was two more kindnesses than anyone in Spetsnaz had ever shown him. He had been fighting for people who despised and abused him. Worse, he had been fighting for a system that valued spite and abuse, that required the grinding down of any human feeling or compassion. 
 And he could no longer believe in such a system. 
 To his left, he could see the safari truck accelerating and pulling in front of them. The driver, collapsed over the wheel, must have had his foot on the accelerator. Now it was both passing… 
 And veering back in toward the plane. 
 * * * 
 “Hey!” Hailey shouted. “Army!” She was referring to Kate by service branch – the only identifier she had for her, because it was embroidered on the front of her baseball cap. She was also the only other person Hailey could see nearby, due to her being right behind the flight deck, blocking her view of the cabin. 
 “Yeah,” Kate said, half-turning. 
 Hailey just pointed out the cockpit glass – at the hovering helo now directly in their path – and arched her eyebrows. 
 Kate’s eyes went wide. “Well what the hell do you want me to do about it?” 
 Hailey just gritted her teeth and stabbed a finger at Kate’s rifle. 
 Kate shook her head and raised her own eyebrows. But then she squinted out ahead again. She had actually seen that helicopter before – and she had seen it from pretty damned close up. It was, without question, the one she had seen in the Stronghold battle. And the same one that had later attacked their convoy, and so grievously wounded Zack. But she also remembered what Zack had done to it first with the 50-cal minigun, before he fell. 
 And she said, “You know what, I might actually be able to do something about that…” 
 She jerked her handgun from its drop-leg holster, reversed it, and handed it to Hailey so she could defend herself. Hardly looking over, Hailey just jabbed a thumb at her own M9 in its shoulder holster. 
 Kate shrugged, holstered hers, spun, raised her rifle, and opened her mouth, intending to shout at the dude in the turban to get the hell out of her way so she could fire out the front hatch. But her mouth just hung open, wordless. 
 He was already gone. 



 Play in the Yard 
 Dash 8 – Main Cabin 
 By the time Noise had reloaded and hung himself back out the front hatch, he could see Pred standing in the bed of the open-top Humvee, the limp body gone, thank God for that. But now he was climbing up on the roll bars, with the evident intention of leaping back over to the plane. 

Okay, that makes sense, Noise thought. But wait a second… 
 Who the hell was that driving the Humvee? It was clearly a Russian, and Noise took aim at him, but quickly realized that – whatever that guy’s story – killing him would be doing Pred no favors. And there was also still at least one other enemy vehicle out there. It was that same SUV, the one he’d marked with a 12-gauge viewport in the windshield, and it was coming up again, guys leaning out the windows to fire at Pred. 
 Who was now vulnerable as he tried to climb back across. 
 The SUV was coming up on the outside, and Pred was closer to the plane, meaning Noise didn’t have to shoot around his giant friend. So he went big again, holstering the pistol, bringing the AA12 up to his shoulder, and thumbing the selector back to full-auto. But by the time he’d done that, the SUV had swerved in again – too little margin for safety, and no time to switch weapons again. So once again Noise grabbed the left edge of the hatch, hung his ass way out in the breeze – and sighted in and unloaded, one-handed. 
 This time, under a full-auto assault, the SUV’s windshield went away entirely, and with the driver almost certainly dead, the steering went wobbly and the truck began to decelerate, falling back fast. Noise kept firing until his bolt locked back, and then nodded, content. That was his very last drum mag for the shotgun. 
 But he’d spent it well. 
 And Pred had disappeared inside the rear hatch – safe. 
 The plane lurched and bounced again, like it had just been kicked by Paul Bunyan. Noise’s grip failed. 
 And he tumbled out the hatch of the hurtling plane. 
 * * * 
 With the Russian driving, Pred had been able to heave Handon in through the rear hatch – and then climb up and across himself. He felt bad not thanking the driver, but then again not all that bad, and not for long. Because once back inside, he instantly saw his brother, Juice, down on the deck – with Misha straddling him and choking him out. 
 And his brother’s face was turning blue. 
 Stepping over Handon’s limp form, Pred hauled Misha to his feet and hurled the huge man into the opposite bulkhead. 
 The entire cabin shook from the impact – again. 
 * * * 
 Ali had managed to roll back onto her stomach and reload, after driving off the Black Shark – and also gotten herself a safe distance from the running engine and its newly spinning propeller blades. She was now devising the safest plan for getting back inside the aircraft, ideally before it left the ground… 
 When the whole plane jolted violently again, the wing dipped – and she slid across its rain-slick surface and over the edge. At the last second, she jammed the fingers of her left hand into the gap between wing and flap, arresting her descent. Still, she was now hanging off the wing by one hand, holding her rifle with the other. And from down here, she also had a view in through the cabin windows in back. 
 Inside, she could see two men – who together were the size of four or five men – hurling each other around the cabin like King Kong battling Godzilla. The shocks of this were still bouncing and vibrating the airframe, making Ali’s task of hauling herself back up even harder than it already was. Finally, she pulled herself back up, collapsed on her stomach, then hit her radio. 
 “Hey! Can you kids go play in the yard!?” 
 Looking up, she saw a Humvee with an open bed blast by underneath her and the wing, then swerve back in front of the plane’s nose. It was out of sight before she could raise her weapon to engage. 
 She was surprised to hear Pred answer: “Sorry. Over.”

 * * * 
 Alone again on the flight deck, still accelerating like a suicidal maniac toward take-off, Hailey squinted at the attack helo that still blocked their path. The female soldier had left – but when she had been in here looking at it, Hailey would have sworn some light of recognition had flashed in her eyes. 
 Now it flashed in Hailey’s, too. 
 Because as they closed the distance, she could see that it was an attack helo – and ID it as a Kamov Ka-50 Black Shark. It was conceivable the Russians had two of these. But Hailey knew in her bones they didn’t. It was completely impossible, but it was also undeniable: this was the same sonofabitching Black Shark – and the same smart, deadly, unkillable pilot – that had shot her ass down just a few hours ago and a couple hundred miles southeast of there. 
 Only back then Hailey had been in a last-generation stealth jet fighter, going 400mph, and firing ASRAAM missiles. Now she was in an unarmed turbo-prop cargo plane galumphing along the ground. What the hell kind of chance did she have against it now? 
 This was not her idea of a rematch. 
 The Black Shark hovered there, fat and happy, pointing its menacing array of weapons – autocannon, Vikhr missiles, and rockets – straight at Hailey’s face, and at the totally vulnerable airplane around and behind her. And Hailey had already had a Vikhr explode in her face once today. Even if the Russian pilot chose not to turn the plane into flaming wreckage and kill everyone on board, there was no way they were taking off through it. 
 And there wasn’t a damned thing Hailey could do about it. 
 No, their only chance was ‘Army’ – the soldier she’d just sent out there to engage this thing with her individual weapon. The M4 would perhaps be more deadly than a smack across the belly with a wet mackerel. But not a whole hell of a lot more. 
 Hailey figured they were pretty well doomed. 
 And then an open-bed Humvee swerved out directly in her path. 
 * * * 
 Fick had managed to knock one of Badger’s knives loose, by slamming it repeatedly into his own head – or helmet, rather. And he’d hung onto his own K-Bar. So it was something more like a fair fight. 
 Now each held the other’s knife hand with his free one, while their two bodies rolled and tumbled on the deck – into the bulkhead on one side, and the unmoving form of Wesley on the other, all while Baxter and Warchild circled and fought beside them. 
 Fick definitely had the advantage in upper-body strength. But the young Russian had speed, in spades, and he was slippery as a son of a bitch. He managed to dodge Fick’s head butts, then get his legs around Fick’s waist and pin him in a way that Brady no doubt would have approved of. But Brady wasn’t here, and Fick wasn’t impressed. 
 He had to get out from under this asshole. 
 * * * 
 “You,” Pred said, as Misha bounced off the bulkhead, pointing his finger at the giant, muscle-bound, tattooed, heavily bandaged, and now slightly stunned Russian. Misha nodded as he squared up, as if to agree. 

Yep – just me and you. 



Now, almost at the very back of the plane, it was a cage-match gorilla fight. After bouncing off the bulkhead, Misha managed to get a knife clear. But, once again, in the cage with a Predator, it was as if this was beside the point. Pred struck the outside of Misha’s hand so hard the knife flew halfway up the cabin. Then he stepped in and punched Misha so hard in the side of his head that his whole body bounced off the bulkhead again. It was a good thing he was contemptuous of pain, because he was suddenly getting to experience a great deal of it. 
 Misha lowered his head and came straight back again. 
 This time Pred planted his feet, drew himself up to his full height, and power-punched straight down into the top of Misha’s skull with his full weight and force, driving the Russian down into the deck like a hydraulic pile driver. But Misha got up again, smiling, each time rising up from under blows that would have put lesser men in the hospital – possibly never to come out again. 
 And it was starting to look as if Misha was neither going to lose consciousness nor give up – ever. And Pred was simply going to have to beat him to death with his bare hands. But stealing a glance at Handon down on the deck – still bound, pale, and unresponsive – and Juice, nearby, slowly coming back to life, struggling to breathe, and trying to regain his feet – Pred realized… 
 He was okay with that. 
 * * * 
 Once again, it didn’t take long for Fick to tire of Badger’s bullshit. Instead of finding a way out from under him, he simply powered back up to his feet, taking the wiry Russian up with him. Before Badger could decide whether to unwrap his legs from Fick’s waist, the Marine smashed him into the bulkhead, and he fell to the deck. 
 Fick stepped back to reset – which was all the time the speed-freak Russian needed to regain his feet, bring his one knife back up, produce a third one from somewhere, and come at Fick again. 

Jesus, Fick thought, I’m really tired.

 He stole a glance to his left, where it looked like Baxter was getting his ass kicked by a dude even older than he was – one with a salt-and-pepper crewcut, at any rate. 

This helmet’s done its job, Fick thought, and now it’s just pissing me off. He unsnapped it, and as Badger charged, he hurled it at the eel-like Russian with all his force. It caught him full in the face, and stopped his charge dead. 
 And now Fick charged again – K-Bar first. 
 * * * 
 Baxter seriously doubted the muzzle strike trick was going to work again – ever – so he found himself retreating as Warchild advanced, serious and deadly as an Ebola outbreak. Baxter was worried about tripping over something, guessing correctly that he’d never recover from it. But instead he made the fatal error of glancing behind him. 
 That’s all it took. 
 He never even saw the strike, but merely felt a searing pain in his right upper arm. Warchild had just laid it open with the sharp edge of his entrenching tool. Now he was coming in from the other side, and Baxter desperately tried to get his rifle around to block the strike. He did, but Warchild just grabbed the rifle with his free hand and swung Baxter around him, the younger man stumbling and panicked – not least because he was suddenly no longer between the Russian and the cockpit, which was his whole job. 
 “Dude! You’re falling down on the job, bro.” 
 And as Baxter went by, a wicked swipe of the Russian’s shovel in close quarters laid open his cheek – and sliced his helmet strap clean in two. His helmet slid off as, half-dazed and blind with pain, he tripped on the unconscious form of Wesley, his feet tangling up. Warchild was still hanging onto his rifle barrel, but Baxter somehow managed to get his knife clear, and lunged. The blade went home – right into Warchild’s front ceramic plate, where it stopped dead. As Baxter wobbled, the grizzled Russian let the rifle go, then just stepped out of his way, as Baxter fell headfirst into a protruding panel on the bulkhead. 
 He bounced off it, dazed, and grabbed at the wall to hold himself up. But his vision was swimming, and he was already slumping to the deck. Warchild simply walked past him, and Baxter mustered his strength for a final knife strike – right into the Russian’s back ceramic plate, where it was again stopped dead. 
 His vision flashed white, then black, and Baxter collapsed in a bleeding pile of young, beaten, wannabe operator. Warchild paused and looked back at him for one second, but then turned forward. 
 He had better shit to do farther up the aircraft. 



 Holy Fucking Shit 
 Djibouti Airport – Runway 
 To his substantial surprise, Noise found himself alive after falling from the plane. He had landed not on a section of hard tarmac moving 80mph relative to him – but in the open bed of a vehicle moving the same speed. It was the safari truck, which a dead man had driven up underneath the hatch right next to him, without him ever looking down and seeing it. 
 Now all Noise had to do was get the dude with the boneless-chicken head out of the driver’s seat. This didn’t prove to be the safest task Noise had ever performed in his military career, nor the most pleasant. But it got done. Now he was in the driver’s seat, but also at a loss about how to get back on the plane. He couldn’t both drive and jump. 
 And then he saw what had to be the last operational Spetsnaz vehicle out here, an open-bed Humvee, roaring up from the opposite side of the plane and falling in directly in front. He knew their pilot now faced a bad choice. The 5,000-pound Humvee wouldn’t fare well in a fender-bender with a 50,000-pound Dash 8. But the prospects of the plane taking off with that thing under its wheels were dim at best. 
 Noise saw the brake lights of the Humvee come on. They were going to try to rodeo the plane to a stop. Noise also saw the 50-cal gunner in the bed turn around – and instantly spot him. 

Shit. There was no time for thought, planning, or subtlety. 
 He jammed the accelerator into the floorboards, spun the wheel to the right with one hand, aimed his vehicle at theirs at the highest speed he could attain – and drew his side arm and fired over the windscreen at the 50-gunner, who was trying to turn, depress his barrel, and engage… 
 Noise’s safari truck crashed into the rear left wheel of the Humvee with enough mass and force to bring the back end around and spin it out. Even this heavy, low-slung truck, with its gigantic knobby tires, went skidding and screeching out of the path of the plane, with the safari truck pirouetting around it, two dancers sliding into eternity, or at least the right edge of the runway. 
 Noise fought the wheel with one hand, while he continued firing over the windscreen at the Russians in the Humvee, with which he was now joined at the hip. When the weapon went dry, he dropped the empty mag out, and managed to verify with his spinning vision that the plane had roared past them and was now out of jeopardy. 
 Noise’s situation was a different matter. But it didn’t matter. 
 The others were away. 
 * * * 
 Hailey boggled at the high-speed highway crash happening right under the nose of the plane. So much for that Humvee, then – in the end, it had only been in her way for six seconds. Though the attack helo was still right there in their path, and coming up fast. 

The hell with it. Hailey decided to go for broke. If they didn’t lift off, they were all dead anyway. She kept the throttle down and felt the nose start to lift. 
 This was it. 
 * * * 
 Just behind the flight deck, at the front hatch, Kate did her best Cartman impression: “Oh, you sons of bitches…” She had just realized she was going to have to shoot left-handed if she wanted to aim forward out a left-side hatch. She extended her sling, got the rifle into an unfamiliar grip – and tried to sight in. This basically made her already impossible shot whatever impossible squared was. 
 But she had to try. 
 Not only did they have no other choice, but she also knew something about this helo that might actually make it vulnerable to small-arms fire. She put her left eye to her ACOG 4x sight and struggled even to hold the helicopter in it. But as she smoothed out both her breathing and footing, the sight picture settled – and she could even see the pilot inside the cockpit. 
 And, yep, it was the same vicious bitch she had stupidly spared back at the Stronghold, when she so easily could have taken her out. The same one who later wounded Zack, perhaps mortally – making that Kate’s fault, her guilt and burden. And also making this, as unlikely as it was, their third encounter. Kate knew there was no chance of shooting through the armor glass, even cracked as it was. But when she panned down and left, she could see it was still there – the missile bent at the crazy angle, with its metal casing half peeled away. 
 She took a shot on it. Nothing. 
 Another – same result. 
 She took a deep breath. She released half of it. She felt the motion of the hurtling plane, becoming one with it. 
 She smoothly squeezed, not jerked, her trigger. 
 And someone grabbed her and bodily dragged her back into the cabin, limbs flailing. That someone threw her down into the aisle between the rows of seats – but also hung onto her rifle, pulling it out of her hands – and then swung a sharpened shovel, cutting the sling. 
 She hit the ground on her back and looked up to see Warchild, snapping her M4 over his knee. 

Well, so much for that plan, Kate thought. 
 * * * 
 At the back of the plane, wiping blood from his eyes, Misha glared up at Predator. And he felt the front of the aircraft beginning to rise. He looked around and past Pred, as much as that was possible, and up toward the cockpit. There was still a hell of a lot of cabin between him and it. 
 More importantly, there was a hell of a lot of Predator between him and it. They weren’t going to take the plane in time. 
 He hit his radio: “Nina.” 
 * * * 
 From the left seat of the hovering helo, Vasily watched the big turbo-prop plane blasting directly at them, not only not slowing – but continuing to accelerate, its nose beginning to rise, evidently hell-bent on taking off. He was tuned to the same net as Nina, and heard Misha’s call come in when she did. 
 “Go ahead,” she said. 

“This plane doesn’t take off. No matter what.”

 “Understood.” 
 The already vibrating Black Shark airframe began bouncing even more violently as Nina spun up the autocannon, firing off a dozen rounds of 30-mil – nearly their last. Looking over, Vasily could also see Nina arming the rockets. 
 This was about to get ugly. 
 And as he tried to scratch at the phantom itch in his missing earlobe for the thousandth time, he fumed and cursed fate that he wasn’t going to get his revenge on the bitch who shot it off him. That she was about to die from something other than him putting a bullet through her eye. 
 It wasn’t fair. Then again, Vasily knew life virtually never was. 
 He settled into his seat to try to enjoy the fireworks. 
 * * * 
 “Holy fucking shit!” Hailey yelped, physically recoiling as the nose of the plane erupted in flames from the incoming autocannon fire. She got it now. These guys weren’t fucking around. 
 So – maybe this wasn’t it after all. 
 She jammed the brakes and reversed both engines. The nose slammed back down on the deck and the plane shrieked and shuddered and skittered down the remaining stretch of runway, bouncing over the end and onto the concrete overrun, heading for the beach – and the Gulf of Aden after that. And there was absolutely no way she could stop them before they reached the helo. 
 But she didn’t have to. The Black Shark had done its job, and now its pilot smoothly – and smugly, it seemed to Hailey – climbed up out of the path of the plane as it skidded by underneath. 
 Hailey was at least going to keep them out of the drink, and probably off the beach as well. As they shuddered toward the perimeter fence, she started to regain control – and turned the aircraft, which was not a particularly smart or safe maneuver at the speed they were still traveling. 
 But it really just wasn’t a smart or safe kind of flying day. 
 The tail of the plane spun around wide, taking out a good fifty feet of fence at the edge of the beach. But by this time they had used up the whole left side of the overrun, and the tail also swung into the last section of fence shared with Camp Lemonnier, knocking that down, too. It also knocked down the front ranks of dead bodies pressed up against it. And as the plane straightened up and pulled away… the dead rushed out after it. 
 Hailey almost laughed aloud. When things passed beyond terrifyingly dangerous to just plain ridiculous… 
 They almost became fun again. 
 She released the brakes, wound up the engines, and jammed the throttle into the console. And now with hundreds of heaving half-rotted bodies in pursuit, she got them accelerating madly right back in the other direction. 
 This shit wasn’t over. 

Because runways work in both directions, motherfuckers. 
 * * * 
 Out on the tarmac, when it finally looked like both Humvee and safari truck were going to finish spinning and stop safely, the Humvee passed its center of gravity and rolled. It only rolled once – all the way over, coming to rest on its tires again – but it rolled. 
 Noise had heard of up-armored Humvees rolling, though he’d never seen it. But he figured he’d better be grateful, because there were still three or four operational dudes in that truck – although the 50-gunner had gone on to his reward, smushed by the tarmac. 
 On the downside, Noise realized he was out of pistol mags. Casting around, he saw a beautiful flat-dark-earth FN .45 lying in the footwell. Snatching it up, he found the safety off and hammer down, and from the weight it was loaded, so he squeezed out a long double-action trigger-pull – and just kept firing as he exited the vehicle. 
 He was a second quicker off the mark than the surviving but stunned Spetsnaz guys, and he gunned down two in the open bed as they tried to get weapons up to engage. Rounding on the cab, he found only a driver. The man had a gash on his forehead, and was clearly dazed, but he also had a handgun out, and was trying to bring it up. 
 Noise hesitated. The man wore the insignia of a captain in the armed forces of the Russian Federation. And, despite having just survived a rollover, he had an aspect of recognizable humanity. Noise aimed at the man’s face, but he also shook his head and waved his left hand. This man should surrender. 
 But Captain Kuznetsov tried to bring his weapon up anyway. 
 Spetsnaz didn’t surrender. 
 Noise took half the slack out of his trigger, his expression pained… but then saw the Russian’s weapon droop again. But it wasn’t because he was surrendering. It was because he was losing consciousness. Noise reached in the window, took the pistol from him, and tucked it in his belt. He then turned to see the plane racing away, very close to the end of the runway, its nose beginning to lift. 

Excellent outcome, he thought. Though that’s me rogered – have to find another way home. He figured his best bet would be to make his way overland to Egypt, then try to acquire a plane from Aswan International or perhaps Luxor… 
 But then he looked up again. The aircraft wasn’t taking off after all. It was skidding to a crazy, violent, raucous stop – and then turning around and coming back again. 

Okay – maybe that’s not me screwed. The question was how the hell to get himself aboard again. And then he heard another vehicle approaching from behind. 
 It was another open-top Humvee. 
 * * * 
 “Seriously?” Nina said aloud. “Again?” 
 The pilot of the plane – who Nina had been able to see through the cockpit glass, just before climbing out of her way, was a woman – was evidently going to try the same shit in the opposite direction. 
 She must know they’d only block them again? 
 “Nina,” Vasily said from the back. 
 “Da.” 
 “You were right about one thing. I need to finish this thing with their sniper – I need to finish her. I want you to set me down.” 
 Nina opened her mouth to ask where. But then her eye landed on the air traffic control tower – obviously the perfect position. It was elevated, with a commanding view, and now sat on the left side of the plane, so Vasily could cover both hatches. And it was back by the terminal, so the plane would be getting closer to it every second. 
 As they climbed, Vasily said: “I won’t miss from there.” 
 “No problem,” Nina said. “But, first, I will show you how this is done.” 
 She popped her window and drew her PDW. 
 * * * 
 Ali had finally, blessedly, been undertaking to get the ever-living fuck off the top of a fixed-wing aircraft on the verge of taking off – when the pilot evidently changed her mind and took them on a fun crazy-cart ride halfway out onto the goddamned beach. Ali wasn’t sure how she’d managed to keep her hands and feet inside the vehicle, never mind the rest of her, but she had. 
 Now, with the plane heading the other direction, it was at least moving in a straight line, plus moving a lot slower than it had been. Perfect. She could finally climb back in. 
 As she got to her feet, she heard approaching rotor noise again. 

Oh, you sons of bitches…

 Turning to look, she saw the Black Shark blasting back at them from the rear – and this time she saw the right-side window opening, and a hand sticking out with that damned PDW she’d seen the pilot use back at the Stronghold. Casting around, she saw there was really no place to hide on top of an airplane. No, wait – there was one. 
 As full-auto rounds started chewing up the fuselage and walking onto her, Ali dropped to the wing and slung herself over the edge again, at least on purpose this time, hanging between cabin and engine housing, boots scrabbling desperately to find the top of the landing gear strut below. She was now half hanging, half perched between the engine and the main airframe – with the engine and the wing itself hiding her from the Black Shark. 

 Well, if I do fall, she thought, eying the blurring pavement below, I guess it still beats being machine-gunned to death.

 As rounds continued to rip into the wing, engine, and airframe around her, she only hoped those little armor-piercing bastards didn’t disable the damned plane. But then the sleek predator shape blasted by and was gone. 

I really hate that bitch, Ali thought, pulling herself back up again. 



 Burn Him to the Ground 
 Dash 8 – Front of the Cabin 
 Not far behind the flight deck, Kate might have just been yanked out of the front hatch, had her weapon snapped in half, and been thrown down on the deck – but she was not out of the fight. She lifted her boot and aimed a kick at Warchild’s knee. He stepped back, and then the whole plane went into a shrieking, shuddering turn that threw them both into the right-side bulkheads. And this at least allowed Kate time to bounce to her feet, as the plane straightened up again. 
 She got her knife out and advanced. There were other rifles on this plane, and it was still her job to cover that hatch. Unfortunately the man between her and it had a sharpened shovel. She feinted with her knife, but he didn’t go for it. She came forward with a real strike, and he smacked her knife hand with the flat of the spade – then stepped in and popped her in the chin with the handle. This stunned her, and she wobbled, at which point he stepped in with his foot behind hers and shoved her back down on the deck again. He then grabbed a boot and started dragging her forward. 
 He evidently intended to just dump her out the open hatch. 
 Kate kicked and struggled, but to no effect. She was being dragged to her execution – or, at very best, ejection. Warchild got her level with the hatch, outside of which the tarmac below was accelerating again, then spun her ninety degrees, to send her tumbling out headfirst. Kate’s eyes were already wide with fear and adrenaline – but they went a little bit wider as, behind her executioner, the lavatory door burst open. 
 And out came al-Sif – scimitar first. 
 * * * 
 In the rear of the cabin, just ahead of the DNA sequencer, Predator and Misha continued to hurl each other around like dinosaurs, and give and receive blows that would kill mortals – with Misha still getting the worst of it. But he at least had the satisfaction that the plane had been stopped from taking off. When it stopped, skidded, and turned, he and Pred had both briefly tumbled forward, nearly on top of each other. But now they were both up and back at it – Godzilla and Mothra threatening to take all of Tokyo down around them. 
 As they battled, they had to step around the unconscious and bound body of Handon, still lying where he’d been thrown. Pred stepped around him to avoid hurting him, Misha to avoid tripping. 
 Misha was taking longer each time to rise up from under Pred’s man-killing blows. And when it looked like this could actually be it, and the giant evil bastard might finally die – the Russian seemed to remember something, and pulled out a second knife. Pred’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the distinctive taper of the blade with its minimal hand guard. It was a six-inch Mercworx Vorax combat knife. 
 It was Handon’s motherfucking knife. 
 “See something familiar, brother?” Misha said. 
 And Pred’s face, already streaming with blood from the knife wound back in the truck, went bright red – and he went ballistic. He charged in, muttering, “You gimme that back right now, you cocksucker.” Misha reversed the knife into an overhand grip and launched a right-handed slash at the incoming giant. 
 Pred caught Misha’s knife hand mid-air with his own right hand. 
 The knife stopped between them, both their arms locked, tendons straining and biceps bulging. It was like Handon and Fick’s habitual arm-wrestling handshake – except with bloody murder as the subtext, rather than brotherhood. And bigger biceps. For a moment, neither could overpower the other. 
 They were locked in a death grip. 
 * * * 
 Vasily climbed out the cockpit of the hovering Black Shark and leapt down onto the roof of the air traffic control tower, even as Nina pedal-turned, dropped her nose and swooped away again. 
 There was a service ladder down to the main level, where he found an observation deck, and most of the glass around the control room smashed out. With all the glass on the ground, it would have been foolhardy to lie down. But he didn’t need to. He got himself emplaced, upright, with his rifle braced on the railing. 
 The position was perfect. 
 The plane was heading nearly straight toward him – and, assuming Misha hadn’t already taken it, would soon be rolling right by. And whether the men on board took the plane, or Nina merely stopped it again… 
 Vasily didn’t intend to let his nemesis walk away. 
 * * * 
 From the flight deck, Hailey also had a commanding view of what lay ahead, despite the continuing rain-splatter on the windshield and the fading light. She saw the Black Shark blast over the top of them, then climb and bank left, going into a hover over the control tower. 

That doesn’t look good…

 But what looked even worse was when the cursed thing turned right and dove again, going into another menacing static hover – once again right at the end of the runway. 

I guess runways work in both directions for guys blocking it, too.

 Hailey looked over her shoulder for her dog-faced, bullet-magnet colleague. But all she saw was the back of some dude with muscular bare arms swinging a sword. 
 And then she had to face forward again. 
 The game of chicken was back on. 

Rematch, bitches…

 * * * 
 Kate couldn’t help looking over Warchild’s shoulder. Instinctively, he ducked – and al-Sif’s Moorish scimitar whistled over his head and thunked into the bulkhead. Al-Sif pulled it free and reset as the Russian backed into the aisle between the seats, bringing his shovel up. 
 Now it was some kind of fucked-up sword fight – but whatever training Spetsnaz got on those shovels, it wasn’t equal to the time al-Sif had put in. As steel clanged and sparked, he had the Russian back-footed and backing away down the aisle, into the open area. Kate bounced to her feet and followed, but couldn’t get around al-Sif to help. As soon as they passed the seats, she dashed around their whirling, slashing bodies, looking for a weapon. 
 Al-Sif was the superior swordsman – but Warchild was meaner and trickier. He feinted, stepped out of the way of a sword counter-strike, then came in right behind it with his sharpened shovel, swinging right to left, two-handed, with all his power. He caught al-Sif just below his vest – and opened his midsection from one end to the other, at a depth halfway to his spine. 
 But before al-Sif could fall, a sharp crack sounded, and Warchild fell forward onto him, knocking them both to the deck. Behind him stood Kate – holding the cricket bat. She pulled the grievously wounded al-Sif out from under the unconscious Warchild, dragged him over to the casualty collection point, which he had already basically fallen in, and laid him down beside Jake. 
 “Don’t put me here,” al-Sif said. “He’ll wake up and cut my throat.” 
 “No less than you deserve,” Kate said. “Hiding in the lavatory? Seriously?” 
 “I was guarding the cockpit. It was an ambush.” 
 Kate started to protest. But, then again, it had worked. 
 “And that is three times I’ve saved your life.” 
 Kate still didn’t like it, but knew it to be true. And maybe this time she had to believe he’d meant it. That he was no longer merely looking out for himself. But then she heard Hailey shouting to her from the flight deck: “Army! I need your ass up here – now!” 
 Al-Sif’s eyes were glazed, and it looked like he was using his arm to keep his insides in. “My rifle – it’s in the bathroom.” 
 “You mean Kwan’s fucking rifle,” Kate said, standing up. 
 “You are a headstrong woman. Just do not miss.” 
 * * * 
 Right arms still locked, Pred punched Misha in the side of the head with his left, with his full strength. Misha did the same, a mirror image. Neither tried to duck, or block – just boom, boom, boom, each intent on caving in the other’s skull. Blood and sweat streamed and arced off them, both grunting and cursing. 
 Finally, they both paused one second for breath. 
 Pred looked into Misha’s eyes and he saw something no one in living memory had seen there before. 
 Fear. 
 But that only lasted for a half-second, and then it was gone, wiped cleanly away. And in its place, as if the fear had never been there, Predator now saw… nothing. 
 Certainly no compassion or humanity. Nothing recognizably human. Absolutely nothing but icy resolve. A total commitment to victory, at any cost – his own life, anybody’s life. For him, life was not only cheap – but utterly valueless. This was a kind of deadness of the soul that was even colder, even stronger, than death itself. 
 And Pred knew nothing could constrain or stop this man – other than total obliteration. He would have to be completely destroyed. 
 Predator was going to have to burn him all the way to the ground. 
 * * * 
 Misha also looked into Predator’s eyes. He was looking for something in particular himself. And he found it. 
 For a fraction of a second, Pred’s eyes had darted to the knife locked between them. And then they flashed down to the helpless American commander on the floor. And what Misha saw there wasn’t love – love for his commander, love for his friend, love for his teammate. No – what Misha saw was: 
 Weakness. 
 * * * 
 The middle of the plane cabin was pure carnage. Baxter was trying to come around, his head lolling. He was also bleeding from the face and arm, as he shook his head and tried to rise to hands and knees. 
 Just ahead of him, behind the seats, Zack, Jake, and now al-Sif lay in various stages of bleeding to death. Behind them, Warchild was face down on the deck, unmoving. Aft of him was Wesley, also out cold. Most of the deck underneath all of them was awash with blood, not all of it from Zack’s surgery earlier. 
 Just aft of all the bodies, Fick and Badger were back down on the ground, locked in a lethal grapple, rolling and spitting, and maneuvering for position with their blades, each knife hand held at bay by the opponent’s left. 
 And when Baxter’s head finally stopped spinning, he could see… Warchild, waking up and rising up again. Jesus, that dude was just fucking unkillable. Then again, blood dripped down the back of his head and he looked dazed, and not enormously combat effective. 
 He ignored Baxter, who still couldn’t get up – and his eyes went forward, all the way to the front. When Baxter followed his gaze, he could see what Badger did – the only person on her feet up there was Kate. And she was turned away, firing out the hatch. 
 There was no one between Badger and the cockpit. 
 * * * 
 Predator and Misha didn’t relinquish their mutual death embrace, right hands remaining locked, but did resume hurling each other around the cabin, the two land giants whirling around the gravity well of that knife, smashing into bulkheads. 
 But now Misha had an evil glint in his eye. 
 He nodded down at Handon’s limp form on the deck, and spoke in an evil growl. “After I finish you, I am going to pick up your commander – and I am going to toss him out that hatch there.” 
 Pred half-picked Misha up and hurled him into the opposite bulkhead. They froze again, two oceans of strength cancelling each other out, locked in deadly opposition. 
 “He went down screaming, you know – and begging for his life.” 
 Pred pulled Misha from the bulkhead and slung him into the other one with a cabin-rattling crash, their hands still locked. But he followed him in, pressing up against the knife and the Russian’s body, sticking his giant head in Misha’s face. When he spoke, it was from inches away – his voice first a gravelly, lethal whisper, then rising to a hair-blowing bellow. 
 “I seriously doubt that. But even if he did… YOU DO NOT GET TO KEEP HIS FUCKING KNIFE!” And bringing his left hand in, Pred managed to peel Misha’s fingers away from the pommel – and then smashed his hand brutally against the bulkhead behind him. 
 The knife came free and skittered across the deck. 
 But Misha was already bringing his knee up into the big man’s groin. And as Pred’s grip relaxed, Misha grabbed his ears with both hands and slammed his face into the steel bulkhead, right beside his own. 
 Pred reeled, staggering, three-quarters stunned. 
 Finally free, Misha walked straight to Handon, picked him up by the belt, and dragged him toward the whistling wind of the open hatch. In seconds, Handon’s torso was out in the slipstream. 
 Pred shook his head and tried to focus – then lurched over, grabbing Handon’s leg with his right hand and giving Misha a ferocious shove with the other. He then hauled Handon’s center of gravity back over the lip, going down on one knee as he did so. 
 Behind him, Misha unclipped the ruptured fire extinguisher from its bracket on the bulkhead. And he brought it down with both hands on the back of Pred’s head. 
 Predator collapsed, his body draping protectively over Handon’s. 
 Then Misha, sucking wind and growling, looked around for the dropped Vorax knife, spotting it on the deck fifteen feet away. As he walked to it, he passed Juice, who was only just recovering from being mostly suffocated – and who now lunged for him. Misha put his hand on Juice’s head, redirecting his attack into the bulkhead. Instead of letting him fall, he gripped his head with both hands – and smashed it into the wall. Juice collapsed to the ground, totally out again. 
 Then Misha calmly walked over, picked up the knife, and went back to the two crumpled bodies in the hatch, one atop the other, Predator and Handon. 
 “Two throats,” he said, lifting Pred’s head up and exposing his neck. “One place to slit them.” 
 * * * 
 Inevitably, Fick had followed up zinging his helmet at Badger – which caused him to lose another knife when he tried to block it – with a tackle that brought him down to the deck again, largely negating his advantage in speed and stamina. Now Fick knew he was going to have to finish this thing – he was cut in too many places, and unless he stopped and wrapped those wounds up, his advantage in strength was going to evaporate damned quickly. 
 With Badger pinned beneath him, he went for the traditional forehead to the nose. But the Russian saw it coming, and used his speed and flexibility to get his face out of the way, taking Fick’s strike on his ear instead. He also used the moment of distraction to twist his knife to the inside, and bring the blade across the top of Fick’s knife hand. 
 His K-Bar hit the deck beside his head. 
 With Fick distracted, Badger twisted and squirmed at high speed and rolled them both over, ending up on top again. And with Fick having no blade for Badger to keep at bay, he grasped his own knife with both hands, and put his full weight behind it… 
 Bringing it down straight toward Fick’s exposed throat. 
 * * * 
 Head and eyes both swimming, Baxter felt for something on the bulkhead to help him back up. But motion caught his eye and he looked forward and tried to focus. It was Badger. Making an end-zone run for the cockpit. 
 No one stood between him and it now. 

Wait, scratch that, Baxter thought. No one stood – but, that didn’t mean no one was there. To get to the aisle between the rows of seats, Badger had to pass through the casualty collection point. And now Zack, lying on the right side, recuperating from thoracic surgery, reached out and tripped him. 
 Baxter’s heart leapt. Yeah! Good ole Zack!

 The Russian stumbled, caught himself on the back of one of the seats, turned, and looked down at Zack. And he stomped his boot through his stitched-up surgical scar. 
 Behind him, on the left, the horrendously torn-up Jake had regained consciousness – and now slashed the back of Warchild’s calf, deep, just above the boot, with his Special Forces Yarborough knife. Lips pursed like he needed to scream but wasn’t going to, Badger turned and kicked Jake full in the head. The veteran team sergeant went limp again, collapsing beside the insensible al-Sif. 
 Badger had cleared the field. 



 The Bottom 
 Dash 8 – Front Hatch 
 Despite the chaos in back, there was little but the sound of the rushing wind at the open front hatch. And as Kate perched there once again, everything went away, and the world went silent, even as it was also going dark. Everything had to go away, all the chaos and peril and bloodshed, the years of loss, of suffering and struggle, the lifetime before that spent in training and preparation. Because Kate Dunajski’s next and perhaps final task was going to require perfect focus. 
 After pointing out the Black Shark dead ahead of them again, the pilot had made it totally clear. If Kate couldn’t clear that thing out of their way, they were all dead. 
 But she knew she could do it now. 
 Not least because she was now armed with a much superior weapon, namely Kwan’s – a SCAR Mk 20 Mod 0 Sniper Support Rifle (SSR) – an accurized version of the 7.62mm SCAR-H, with a twenty-inch barrel, precision stock, and Leupold 3-10x optic. It was not only a hell of a lot more accurate than her M4 – but its rounds had three times the mass, and a hell of a lot more power and punch behind them. 
 She was vaguely aware of the bloodletting going on behind her in the cabin. But she really only knew one thing: if they didn’t take off now, their mission was over – failed, forever. She also had a strong sense this maniac Top Gun-wannabe in the cockpit would not be hitting the brakes again. 
 It was take off now and live – or stay here with the dead forever. 
 All that existed now was a single soldier with a rifle – facing down a terrifying aerial machine of destruction. And it was this which stood between Kate and everything she loved, everything she had left to her, everything they hoped yet to save. 
 And it all came down to this one… single… shot. 
 She swung out that hatch, weapon held left-handed again, but the hell with it. She was going to have to use the Force to make this shot anyway. But as she sighted in through the Leupold scope, she instantly felt better. She could do this. 
 Something exploded near her face, and a terrible stinging pain ripped through her cheek and neck. When she yanked her eye from the sight, she had no idea what had just happened. But she had just been peppered with fragments of a round impacting the lip of the hatch. 
 And then she got shot in the chest, which knocked her back in the cabin, saving her life. 
 She slapped at her radio button. 
 * * * 
 Ali had just caught her breath after nearly being machine-gunned to death, and also enjoying, once again, the amusing theme-park attraction that was hanging from the wing of an aircraft accelerating toward take-off. But with the Black Shark’s departure, she had finally managed to pull herself back up top, belly-down on the wing, and started to crawl up onto the fuselage – with a view toward finally getting her ass back in that rear hatch. That’s when Kate came on the channel. 

“There is a fucking SNIPER out there, and he has got me seriously zeroed. Has ANYBODY got a look at this guy?”

 A round thwacked into the top of the plane six inches from Ali’s nose. Then another, two inches away. 

Oh, GodDAMMit. 
 Him again. 
 She quickly lowered herself back down under the cover of the engine and wing, feet scrabbling at the top of the landing gear again. But not before ID’ing the source of the shots. 
 “Yeah, roger on the fucking sniper,” she said, pausing briefly to adjust the grip that was keeping her on the plane and alive. “I think you’ll find he’s up in that control tower.” 
 Ali wasn’t sure what she was going to do about this asshole. 
 But she had better do something, and do it fast. 
 * * * 
 Hailey looked over her shoulder to find the Army chick lying on the deck behind the cockpit again. “Hey!” she shouted. “Bullet magnet! What the fuck are you doing?” She stabbed her finger out the front again. The Black Shark was still there, dead ahead and getting closer every second. 
 Only this time, out beyond it there was no 500-foot overrun, no nice flat beach, no soothing surface of shark-infested gulf behind it. Instead there were three-story buildings. And while this propeller-driven old beast wasn’t the fastest or most powerful aircraft in history, now that it wasn’t limping along with only one engine, it was definitely going to cover the length of the runway faster than it had last time. 
 Kate tried to nod and wave her understanding, as she stuck her hand under her vest and rubbed the giant welt that had already formed there. She felt like she’d just had all her ribs tenderized with a meat mallet. But the ceramic plate had at least kept the mallet and the ribs separated. 
 She shook her head to clear it, and looked back up at the open hatch. Sometimes you just had to charge the goddamned machine gun nest, and the bullets be damned. She hefted her weapon, took three quick breaths and got ready to pop and shoot – fast. 
 Keeping low, she got to the edge of the hatch, rose to her full height, raised her weapon, leaned out, and acquired target. She did spare a quarter-second glance up at the air traffic control tower – way out ahead on the left edge of the runway, but coming up fast. Yeah, that could definitely be where she was taking fire from. But then she sighted in on the Black Shark again. 
 And instantly felt like she’d been punched in the head. Totally autonomously, she ducked back inside, and when she pulled off her trademark baseball cap, she found two holes in it, about two inches apart. A high-velocity round had just creased her scalp. An inch lower and she would have had her skull cored out. 
 She’d recognized Ali’s voice on the radio, and now tried to remember when she had last seen her. She hit her radio. “Hey, Delta chick – are you still outside the aircraft?” 

“Affirmative.”


Jesus Christ. At least Kate wasn’t the only one with problems. “Well, listen, I don’t mind dying – right here, right now. But this motherfucker is going to kill me before I can take my shot. And if I don’t take out that helo, we’re all dead – right here, right now.” 

“CAN you take it out?” 



“Affirmative. But not if I’m fucking dead.”



 “Okay. Hang tight for a second.”

 Kate looked out through the cockpit glass at the shrinking expanse of runway before them. A second they had. 
 Any more might be a problem. 
 * * * 
 Ali settled her mind, and cleared out all the distractions – such as having her ass hanging off an aircraft that was picking up speed, and being responsible for keeping everyone aboard, which was also almost everyone she loved, from dying in the next minute. And then everyone everywhere dying not long after that. 
 She cleared out all that garbage because she needed her full faculties, and every last iota of her considerable skills, experience, and abilities. And what she knew now was: 
 Vasily had to die. 
 This time, she had to put that slippery, tattooed, annoyingly unkillable sonofabitching Spetsnaz sniper in the ground. She couldn’t lose to him again. She couldn’t afford to. 
 This time, simply, he had to go down. 
 She just didn’t know how she was going to make it happen. He had an elevated and much superior position, not to mention a stable firing platform. And now, when she peeked over the fuselage of the rattling plane to more specifically locate him, it took him exactly one second to put another round right in front of her face. 
 She couldn’t afford to give him looks like that. 
 In her brief viewing, she had seen light glinting off the control tower – and realized the clouds had cleared, way down on the horizon, just enough for the setting sun to peek out and send out a few strong rays at them. Unfortunately, they were also right in her goddamned eyes, as the plane was taking off west now. 
 Ali clenched her teeth. This guy was everywhere – he effectively had both her and Kate pinned down. And he was fucking good – which Ali had known before. But now he seemed to be having his true crowning moment of badass. And he only had to stretch it out another thirty seconds, which was when the plane was going to run into that cock-blocking Black Shark. And then all this was over. Forever. 
 But at least Ali knew Vasily’s exact position now. 
 And maybe she didn’t have to give him another look like that. Maybe what she needed was to give him a better one. One he would find irresistible. Then the SF gal down below could make her shot, and the plane would lift off. At that point, Ali would probably fall off it, but the others would be away. And then all her problems would be over, anyway. Plus there might not be time for anything else. 
 She hit her radio. “Hey, blondie.” 
 Brief, sullen pause. “Send it.”

 “Get ready to pop and shoot – in three, two, one—” 
 Ali hauled herself up on the wing, rolled once toward the fuselage, bounced to her feet – and she took off running aft, down the length of the plane. 
 “I’m up…” she muttered, timing it, “…he sees me…” 
 She could already feel the air around her filling with lead. 
 * * * 
 Vasily rose to his full height when he saw the sniper chick break cover – if that’s what you called it in these extraordinary circumstances. But he didn’t care. He didn’t care if the plane crashed or took off, if the world survived, or burned to the ground from the zombie virus. 
 He was going to kill this bitch. 
 But as he tracked and fired, tracked and fired, trying to reconcile the forward motion of the plane with her backward run, his radio went. 

“It’s a distraction, you dipshit. And I’m taking fire.”

 Nina. Knowing she was right, and feeling the tug of duty, Vasily pivoted left and fired twice at the front hatch. The shooter there disappeared again. He couldn’t tell whether he had scored a kill. 
 But he didn’t care about killing that one. 
 * * * 
 “I’m up… he sees me… I’m down.” 
 Ali made it to the rear of the plane, and the vertical stabilizer. The area of fuselage back at the tail was probably less than the fabric needed to cut a good suit, and none of it quite horizontal, but Ali was standing on it. More to the point, she was behind the vertical stabilizer, hidden on its right side. This provided concealment from Vasily. 
 She had her doubts about whether it would provide actual cover, and had to hope he wouldn’t put it to the test by sending some rounds through it. 

“A for effort!” Kate shouted over the radio. “But he’s still fucking got me zeroed!”

 Ali just sighed. 
 And then she popped around the edge of the stabilizer, sighted in, and took a few of the most interesting shots of her life. Happily, now that they were closer, she could see Vasily leaning out of the tower, aiming forward of her. She didn’t think she hit him, but he did duck back behind a concrete pillar on the observation platform. The glass was blown out on both sides of it, and the back wall inside was visible, only a few feet back. If she could keep his head down, maybe Kate could make her shot. 
 “Okay, how about now?” 
 * * * 
 Ali had indeed gotten Vasily’s fire off her for a few seconds. 
 Kate realized this as she leaned out once again and sighted in. She had that bent and exposed missile in her sights – easier, now that the helo was a hell of a lot closer. 
 She fired once. No effect. Again. Nothing. 
 She couldn’t even tell where her misses were falling. 
 * * * 

Wait a second, Ali thought. Why can’t I make Kate’s shot?

 Scanning ahead, she found she could see the hovering helo herself. It was partially occluded by the engine, wing, and fuselage, but she could see the top half of the thing, including the engine cowling, the rotors – and the fucking autocannon, which now sparked and bounced, pointing right at her. She hit the deck, such as it was. 
 The air behind her started exploding. 
 The fucking Black Shark was firing airburst 30-mil rounds at her. It didn’t have the range right, but this one was definitely in the horseshoes-and-hand-grenades department. It didn’t have to be all that close, and it wouldn’t take much. And she would be done. 
 That goddamned attack helo, too, had to die. 
 * * * 
 Now Kate could see the autocannon on the Black Shark firing, but it wasn’t aimed at her. 

“Hey, any chance you can take this thing out,” Ali said. “Before it airbursts me off the plane?”

 Kate didn’t bother responding. She just kept shooting. But this time she took a deep breath, released half, and steadied her aim. Target reticle floating on the front of the bent missile, she once again felt the motion of the plane around her. As she squeezed the trigger, she said aloud: “Get away from her, you bi—” 
 But even as she fired, she felt two impacts, and a terrible pain. 
 Ducking back yet again, she saw that, this time, she had been more than tenderized. She’d been shot through the right forearm. At least she was shooting left-handed – small blessings. But she could see another round had impacted the receiver of the rifle. Now there was no way she could even know for sure that it would fire. She guessed she’d find out in a minute. 

Or maybe I won’t, she thought, looking balefully at the hatch. 
 She wasn’t sure she could go out there again. It was a death zone. And she could feel it in her bones: this guy had her number – and her name etched on a bullet. 
 He was going to kill her dead. 
 * * * 
 The wicked tapered blade of Badger’s knife now all but tickled Fick’s throat – and the smug sonofabitch was smiling down at him. He obviously thought Fick was dead now – and just hadn’t stopped breathing, so didn’t know it yet. 
 And his smile said he was enjoying this last part. 
 Fick held the knife, the hands, and the Russian up and away with all the strength left in his exhausted, cut and bleeding, trembling, forty-two-year-old arms. And it was true his strength was fading fast. Also, while being an inch or two from death was pretty attention-grabbing, still Fick had seen Warchild’s boots pass a foot from his head – walking slowly and unsteadily, but upright. Fick then watched helpless as he stomped Zack and drop-kicked Jake’s head. 
 He could also see Baxter, who looked like he was digging down for everything he had to get back on his feet. But he wasn’t going to make it in time. Warchild turned toward the undefended cockpit. Even staggering, even leaving a blood trail… he’d be there in a matter of seconds. And the plane would be lost. 
 Darting his eyes further back, Fick was witness to, by far, the most horrifying thing of all: Misha lifting up Predator’s head, about to slit his throat. 
 And no one was going to be able to stop it. 
 Any of it. 



 Redemption 
 Dash 8 – Back of the Cabin 
 As Misha brought the knife in to cut first Predator’s windpipe and then Handon’s, he heard a loud crack – and only then felt the pain in the top of his hand. His head darted to the right, watching the knife fly half the length of the cabin. 
 Then he looked left. 
 It was the fucking scientist – barely taller than he was when squatted down. And he was holding a crowbar, which he had just used to whack him. Misha took it from him and hurled it at the bulkhead. 
 And then the mousy little son of a bitch stabbed him in the neck – with a fucking syringe. 
 * * * 

Okay, Fick thought. Maybe I do have a couple of seconds to work with. 
 No longer able to resist Badger’s full weight behind the knife anyway, he let it go – but angled the strike downward. Instead of his throat, the plunging blade stabbed into a pistol mag in a pouch high on his vest, and got stuck there. 
 Badger tried to yank it free. 
 Not giving him time, Fick pulled his right hand away, then brought it back – palm-striking the knife with everything he had. The blade broke and Badger found himself holding a pommel. Fick pulled the orphaned blade free in a flash. 
 And he stuck it up through Badger’s throat. 
 “No more Mr. Knife Guy,” he said, rolling the choking, sputtering, bleeding smart-ass off him. 
 * * * 
 Even as Badger gurgled and died, Baxter had gotten himself upright with sheer willpower – and now started walking forward with purpose. Warchild, who’d been delayed beating up on the wounded, and was still half-dazed, was only just pulling himself up the aisle between the seats, headed for the flight deck. He was oblivious as Baxter walked him down from behind. 
 Baxter looked down at the knife still in his hand – and looked up at Warchild, remembering his front and rear plates, which had made both of his knife strikes worthless. 
 “Fuck it,” he said, dropping the knife and pulling his M9 from his holster. When he reached Warchild a second later, he jammed the pistol into the man’s clavicle at a forty-five-degree angle, and he pulled the trigger. 
 The single high-velocity 9mm round bounced around back and forth inside the Russian’s torso, ricocheting between the front and rear trauma plates three times, turning his vital organs to sausage. 
 As he crumpled to the deck, Baxter sucked air and said: 
 “Dude – you’re dead, bro.” 
 That was all the wind he had, so as he turned back to the rear, he just thought: Ceramic plates work in both directions, asshole. And next time make sure it’s really not a gunfight before you bring a shovel…

 * * * 
 Yodeling with rage, Misha put his hand around Dr. Park’s throat, with the intention of tearing it out. He knew who this man was – he just no longer cared. Russia had its own scientists. But before he could squeeze and pull, something extremely heavy – and hairy – landed on his back. 
 It was Juice – not only awake again, but in possession of the Mercworx Vorax knife that had just been knocked away. Misha whirled, but couldn’t get the hairy commando to come loose. Facing forward again, he could now see a Marine and a frat boy advancing on him. Both were armed, covered in blood, and looking like they were done fucking around. Their eyes blazed with righteous anger, but also with love – love for one another, and for everything that Misha was trying to destroy. Scanning ahead, then back, Misha realized there was no one left to rally to him. His men were all dead. He had spent their lives. 
 And then he felt another pain, this time on the inside of his arm. Looking down, he saw a long gash, all the way to the bone. Juice had just cut his brachial artery. 
 His blood splashed out of him and onto his boot tops. 
 * * * 
 As Noise came level with the rear hatch in the blasting air, he was surprised to find himself face-to-face with both Predator and Handon – lying on top of each other, eyes closed, heads sticking out over the tarmac. 
 He didn’t have a lot of time for confusion, though, because the Humvee he rode in was approaching its top speed, and this plane was not long for the surface of this world. Taking care to avoid stepping on their faces, Noise hoisted himself in through the hatch. 
 He did spare a glance and a wave of thanks back at the nice young Russian who had driven him. 
 Once inside the plane, things were equally insane and confusing. As best he could tell, Juice, Fick, and Baxter were trying to bring down a mastodon – one that had been speared a dozen times, and streamed and sprayed blood, but wasn’t going down without dishing out every last ounce of fight it had. Juice was on the bull-sized Russian’s back, being slung around into bulkheads, but hanging on doggedly, as the other two circled, stabbing and punching. 
 This was not a safe place for two unconscious casualties to be. Waiting for a safe moment, Noise mustered his strength and dragged Predator around behind the DNA sequencer in back. As he did so, he saw Dr. Park going the other direction, grabbing Handon’s boots and dragging him back there as well. Noise checked the breathing of both men – both were alive. He shrugged out of his pack, and dug out an aid kit. 
 “Wrap up these bleeders,” he said. Park nodded. Noise then pulled out the bite-tube from his CamelBak. “And try to revive the big man. We may need him.” 
 Park nodded and took it. 
 But as Noise turned back to the fight, Park grabbed his sleeve. “Wait. He’s infected.” 
 “Who – the gigantic Russian?” 
 “Yes,” Park said. “I stabbed him with a virus sample. You can kill him – but then you’d better get rid of him fast.” 
 Noise nodded. He got it. 
 Park was worried he’d just created the most dangerous zombie in the history of the ZA. 
 * * * 
 Hiding behind the rear stabilizer from Vasily, and making herself as tiny as possible to dodge airburst shrapnel, Ali realized this was also a fucking catch-22. The goddamned sniper had Kate pinned. And Ali couldn’t hit him because the helo had her pinned. And, completing the circle, Kate couldn’t hit the fucking helicopter because of Vasily. And they were all out of time. 
 Something had to change. 
 Taking her already forfeit life even more in her hands, she edged around the back of the rear stabilizer – where she found she could get a look at the tower, without exposing herself to the helo. And she found Vasily was still out of sight behind that concrete pillar. She couldn’t even see the son of a bitch. 
 But as he fired at Kate, Ali could actually just make out the glint of his ejecting shells – sparkling in the last beams of the setting sun. And from those, she knew where he was standing. 
 She hit her radio. “Here’s your last look. Courtesy of Don—” 
 * * * 
 “—Hollenbaugh,” Kate finished. 
 She popped out again. If she died, she died. 
 She lined up her shot. 
 * * * 
 Vasily realized the one at the front hatch was also a woman. 
 And now she was his. He squeezed his trigger. 
 * * * 
 Ali swapped out mags in a blur, stood up behind the stabilizer – and she emptied the entire magazine into the back wall of the air traffic control tower, in a broad but controlled spread. 
 The entire mag – every round but one. 
 * * * 
 Something crashed into Vasily from behind like a dozen hammers, pummeling his rear plate. 
 He tumbled forward out onto the observation deck. 
 * * * 
 Hailey hauled on the yoke for everything she was worth, the entire aircraft trembling, straining, and screaming around her. She squinted straight ahead into the setting sun – in front of which, that fucking Black Shark was still staring her right in the face. 
 But there was no stopping this time. 
 They were either taking off – or crashing into the buildings at the end of the runway, without question killing everyone aboard. This was chicken with a blindfold on. 
 Hailey couldn’t stop now even if she had to. 
 * * * 
 Noise only entered the fray when he got hit with Juice – Misha finally managed to buck him off, and the 220-pound commando piled into Noise like a twelve-point buck at full gallop. They both tumbled to the deck. Spinning the other direction, Misha snatched up Park’s dropped crowbar. With inspired, desperate, eleventh-hour strikes, he managed to pop Fick and Baxter, both circling, penning him in, but now causing both to withdraw. Before they could rally, Misha charged with both forearms out, exploding into them, and knocking both back ten feet and down onto the deck. 
 Now he stood in an empty circle. 
 Blood covered virtually every exposed surface of his body, soaked every part of his uniform – and that damned hypodermic needle was still sticking out the back of his neck, right where the scientist had stuck it. Looking down, Misha saw his life pouring out of him, and knew this was his last rampage. Glancing behind him, he could see Noise and Juice untangling. Looking forward again, he saw Fick and Baxter regaining their feet. Well beyond them was the cockpit. But the body language of the two ahead said: None shall pass.

 And Misha believed them. He wasn’t getting by. 
 Huge torso heaving with deep, labored breathing, he dropped the crowbar. Both his hands went to his belt – and each unclipped two grenades. He pulled two pins at a time with his teeth. 
 And he hit his radio. “Nina. It’s over. Destroy this bitch.” 
 Then he heaved two of the grenades forward with his full arm strength – and two aft, tossing them over his shoulder. 
 And then he started doing his Predator laugh. 
 “Ha ha ha ha ha ha…!!!” 
 * * * 

Gladly, Nina thought. 
 This had been a lot of fucking around, and way too little conquering and destroying, not to mention killing. She didn’t relish seeing the great Misha fall. But she honored his fearlessness, his contempt for death, the way he waved his dick at death. He would die in fire, destroying the enemy, a hero of Russia. 
 A warrior. 
 She armed her last two Vikhr missiles, and instantly achieved missile lock on the plane. She flipped the cap up off the firing trigger. 
 And she squeezed it. 
 * * * 
 Kate put her target reticle on the bent and exposed missile under the Black Shark’s stub wing. 
 It was so close now, it filled her scope. 
 She summoned the spirit of Kwan, and prayed for his icy coolness – and his awesome accuracy. She knew that, after the hit to the rifle’s receiver, either it would fire or it wouldn’t. 
 Either way, this was the shot of her lifetime. 
 As she squeezed off the round, she muttered: 
 “Smile, you son of a bi—” 
 * * * 
 The mastodon hunt quickly became a grenade festival – or, rather, a grenade Easter egg hunt. 
 Of the two Misha had tossed over his shoulder, Noise actually snatched one out of the air – years of cricket – and side-arm bowled it straight out the rear hatch. The blasting plane was long gone before it exploded. 
 * * * 
 One of the two he baseball-threw forward hit Baxter in the chest. His arms clutched at it, but it bounced off and skittered away. Fick dove after it, his bleeding body laid out flat and sliding along the deck. Misha stepped forward to kick him in the face – but he ran into Baxter, who came in trying to tackle him. He failed – Misha just stiff-armed him back the way he came – but it bought Fick two seconds to palm the grenade… 
 And wrist-flick it out the rear hatch. 
 * * * 
 The second grenade to the rear hit the back of the cabin, then bounced and rolled forward again – nestling up against Predator, whose impassive face Park was pouring water on. Park’s eyes went wide when he saw it. But then he knew what he had to do – he threw himself on the grenade. 
 It didn’t explode. 
 And while it wasn’t exploding, Park remembered two things. One, it would probably blow a hole in the bottom of the plane, dooming it. Two, his own death would doom humanity. 
 So he grabbed the grenade, crawled around the sequencer at high speed, and slam-dunked it out the hatch. It exploded a quarter-second later, peppering the fuselage with shrapnel. 
 Lying on the deck, trying to breathe, he heard another muted explosion from up at the front of the cabin. 
 * * * 
 The last grenade had zoomed right between Fick and Baxter, flown the length of the plane, hit the bulkhead on the back of the lavatory, then skittered back under the seats, coming to a stop against one of the metal struts that held them to the deck. 
 Master Sergeant Jake Redding, covered in blood and lying on the deck, his chest a pulpy mess, an empty plasma bag between his arm and ribs, heard someone shout: “Where the fuck is the last grenade!?” 
 He tilted his head back – and he saw it. 
 Struggling to breathe, never mind make his body respond to instructions, he reached up and behind him – and found his fingertips brushing its surface. He curled them and got the grenade rolling toward him. Now he could grab it. He pulled it in and started to roll on top of it. 
 But then he remembered what was beneath him – airplane – and what was likely to be running through the crawlspace down there. He looked to his right and saw al-Sif. He was still wearing his vest. They both were. 
 Jake clutched the grenade to his chest with one hand, rolled on his side, reached out, and rolled al-Sif onto his. 
 And he hugged the Somali fighter to him. 
 With this, al-Sif came awake and his eyes opened. For a single beat, he recoiled and tried to pull away. But Jake had a death grip on him. 
 “This is for Brendan, you son of a bitch,” Jake said. 
 Al-Sif looked down and saw the grenade. And he stopped pulling away. Instead, he hugged Jake back, pulling him in close. And with a pained smile, he said: 
 “Do you want to fight? Or do you want to fuck around?” 
 The grenade went off. 
 * * * 
 The high-explosive anti-tank warhead of the bent Vikhr missile on the Black Shark stub wing erupted as Kate’s single 7.62mm round struck it – instantly firing an armor-defeating jet of molten metal directly into the cockpit, essentially melting Nina where she sat. 
 The rest of the helo refrained from exploding just long enough for Nina’s meltdown to be seen by Kate in the front hatch, Ali out on the tail… 
 * * * 
 And Vasily, who was just picking his head up off the observation deck, where he’d been knocked down by Ali’s bank-shot barrage to his back plate, causing him to eat dirt and debris. 
 “Nina…” he whispered, as the helo erupted in a blistering gout of towering flame, came apart in mid-air, and then showered down on the landscape – pieces of fuselage, rotor, and pilot arcing down gracefully on all sides. 
 But then Vasily’s eyes went wide, as he remembered the sniper chick. Rolling up into a sitting position, he pivoted and brought his rifle up – but before he could even get the scope to his eye, he saw her. 
 And there she was – fucking standing, fully upright, on the back of the hurtling plane, even as the front end rose into the air. She stood erect, rifle to shoulder, shooting posture perfect. 
 Vasily opened his mouth to shout his defiance. 
 * * * 
 Misha’s Predator laugh died in his throat as he felt the iron grip of a hand latching onto his belt from behind, and another on his arm. His head snapped to the left, locking eyes with the man who held him. 
 “You,” he said. The man-mountain was back up. Predator. 
 “Yep. And only room for one Predator on this ride – brother.” 
 With that, Misha felt a second hand latch onto his belt – and another one onto his other arm. His head turned that way. It was the bearded commando. And he was grinning at him. 
 Holding him from both sides, Predator and Juice walked him toward the rear hatch, picking up speed fast. At the last second, Juice spoke in Misha’s ear. 
 “Do svidaniya,” he said. “Tovarishch.” 
 * * * 
 Ali put the very last round in her mag through the exact center of the tattooed target reticle around Vasily’s right eye, and then out the back of his skull again. It was a bulls-eye. 
 And she stood there just long enough to watch him crumple. 
 Then she got down on her stomach and hugged herself some airplane. And she started crawling her ass back toward those goddamned hatches, one of which had better still be open. 
 Because they were airborne now, the plane lifting off into the setting sun – and zooming through the dissipating cloud of Nina and Black Shark. Ali tried not to get any in her mouth. 
 But she couldn’t keep from smiling. 
 They were away. 



 Adios, MF 
 Dash 8 – Rear Hatch 
 Pred and Juice stuck their heads out and watched for a couple of seconds as Misha, weightless, fell through open air. He had less than a hundred feet to fall. 
 And he came down not just on the tarmac – but in the thick of the zombie horde rushing across it from Camp Lemonnier. 
 “Here’s hoping he lives a few minutes,” Pred said. 
 Juice nodded, grunted, and spat tobacco juice. “C’mon. You’re bleeding to death, man. And I can’t have that.” 
 But before they could withdraw again, an upside-down head appeared at the top of the hatch, jutting down from the top of the plane. The head had very thick and curly black hair, which was being blown around crazily by the blasting wind. 
 “A little help,” Ali said. 
 “Ha!” Predator grunted, reaching up. “I got you, dude.” 
 He grabbed her upper arms, took her full weight, and effortlessly pulled her back inside. 
 She was safe. And among friends, who loved her. 
 And then she saw Handon, down on the deck, unmoving, but with Noise working on him. And her voice caught in her throat. “Is he alive?” Noise looked up and nodded once, before going back to work. Ali’s eyes teared up again as she squatted down beside Handon’s still form. 
 Now she was back with everyone she loved – all but one. 
 * * * 
 Kate and Baxter both rushed to the CCP, arriving at the same time. Kate pulled Jake away from his embrace with al-Sif. The grenade had hollowed him out – everything that had survived the ravaging by the 50-cal was gone. He was a tough son of a bitch, and took a lot of killing. But his rear plate had stopped the grenade blast. 
 Kate cradled his head in her arms, and she wept. 
 Looking up, she saw al-Sif also lying dead beside him. And she found it in her heart to mourn him a little, too. 
 Three feet away, blood dripping down his face and left arm, Baxter got down on his knees beside Zack, who was still alive. But his abdomen had been torn open again by Warchild’s boot. And it seemed a safe bet that Predator’s heroic field surgery had been undone. Basically, he was a mess. 
 “Hang on, Zack,” Baxter said, turning to go for help. But he was stopped by Zack holding his arm – his grip surprisingly strong. Baxter looked back down at him. 
 “I told you,” Zack said weakly, “I wasn’t going to die in Africa…” 
 Baxter’s breath caught, and he felt his throat constricting with emotion. “You were right,” he said, smiling through tears. “We’re off the ground. You made it out.” 
 Zack laughed weakly. 
 Baxter nodded toward the rear – at Dr. Park, the DNA sequencer, and Patient Zero. “And we can fix it now. We can make it all right. You did it, boss.” 
 Zack snorted, also weakly. “Undid it, you mean.” 
 Baxter knew what he meant. That he had undone his terrible failure – to stop all this from happening in the first place. 
 Zack released his grip on Baxter’s arm, and gave him a last little shove. “Go,” he said. “Finish it. Save the world.” 
 Baxter just nodded, too choked up to speak now. 
 Zack drew enough breath for one last ribbing. “Alpha Mike Foxtrot,” he whispered with a ghost of a grin. 
 Baxter finished it for him. “Adios… my friend.” 
 And as he expelled it, Baxter knew this breath was Zack’s last. 
 Around them, the plane banked over Camp Lemonnier, continued to climb, and turned northwest. 
 Straight toward Fortress Britain. 
 Or what was left of it. 
 The Siege of London awaited. 



 Epilogue One: Ten Mikes 
 Gulf of Aden – Open Water 
 Far down below and behind the plane as it rose into the dusky sky, a single dark speck motored through the twilight on the surface of the gulf, ramping over small swells of surf, and leaving a sparkling white wake behind it. 
 It was the CRRC, the combat rubber raiding craft Sergeant Patrick had humped on his back into the thickest fighting of the Third Battle of the JFK – and which Sergeant Lovell had used to deliver Dr. Park from the overrun ship to the hangar and their flight out. 
 In the stern, Homer knelt by the engine, holding the steering tiller and twisting the throttle all the way to the right, scanning forward, calm but vigilant. Down in the bottom of the raft, Chief Davis reloaded rifle magazines – from a box of 5.56 they had found washed up on the beach, near the ruined ship’s launch. Up at the prow, such as it was, Burns worked his personal radio, trying to make contact with anyone he could raise on the carrier. 
 The little raft was moving at its top speed, heading due east and out to sea – straight toward the hulking shape of the USS John F. Kennedy. The carrier still towered over the surface of the ocean like a big gray equatorial ice shelf. 
 Burns turned back to face the other two, his face a mask of concern. Shouting to Homer over the noise of the engine and the surf, he said, “I raised Chief Derwin. He’s alive, NSF are still fighting – and they’ve linking in with another force in CIC.” 
 “Very good,” Homer said. 
 Burns went on. “He thinks there are about fifty to sixty boarders left on the boat – all of them Naval Spetsnaz. They still hold a lot of critical stations. And Derwin says, and I quote, ‘They’re dug in like Alabama ticks.’” 
 Homer nodded, checked his watch, then scanned the ocean out ahead again. “Tell them to hang on. We’ll be there in ten mikes.” 
 “Got it,” Burns said, turning away to his radio. 
 Homer breathed deep of the lovely, clean, salty air, and marveled at the beauty of sea and sky, with night coming in over the open ocean. He glanced down at the ammo can in the bottom of the boat. It held 420 rounds for his and Burns’s rifles. 
 That was seven for each of the sixty Spetsnaz. 

Shouldn’t be a problem, he thought. 



 Epilogue Two: Mission Complete 
 Djibouti Airport – Runway 
 The Runt put the hammer down and blasted back across the overrun tarmac in his Humvee. After getting the turbaned man safely to his flight, he had cut the wheel and veered away from the lifting plane, then done a fast U-turn and headed back – toward the vehicle with Captain Kuznetsov in it. 
 The Runt – whose real name was, he now remembered, Aleksis, and which he decided to start going by again – Aleksis knew the captain was still alive when he left him. He hadn’t regained consciousness, and they hadn’t had time to carry him across to the other Humvee. But he was alive. 
 And Kuznetsov was one of the few men in Mirovye Lohi who had never gone out of his way to be cruel to Aleksis. 
 Moreover, he was the only comrade he had left. 
 Out in the distance, he could see the undead horde flooding into the airport through the downed fence, racing one another across the tarmac. He needed to reach Kuznetsov before the dead got to him. He did – just barely. By the time he screeched to a halt alongside the other Humvee, the half-dazed officer was firing his side arm out the missing windscreen at the front ranks of the dead. 
 He didn’t notice Aleksis until he shouted, “Get in!” Kuznetsov turned, his eyes working out what he was seeing. But he shook his head. “No. This vehicle. You drive.” 
 Aleksis didn’t understand – until the captain climbed in back and got behind the 50-cal still mounted back there. As he threw himself into the driver’s seat and started the engine, Aleksis heard the deep thunk-thunk of a short burst from the fifty. It still worked. 
 Aleksis gunned the engine and cut the wheel, but Kuznetsov shouted at him to stop. “No! Straight on – toward the end of the runway.” 
 “What?” Aleksis said, even as he complied. “Why?” 
 “The Polkóvnik,” Kuznetsov said. 
 Aleksis ground his teeth. He hadn’t thought Misha was still alive. God knew he was happy enough to think he was dead. 
 And he wasn’t thrilled about getting killed trying to rescue him. 
 * * * 
 Kuznetsov didn’t think Misha was alive either. But he had seen his body fly out of the plane as it banked around and headed away. The altitude he fell at was low enough – and the surface he fell into, namely meat, soft enough – that it was just possible he had lived. If he did, he’d have the additional problem of keeping from being eaten. But Kuznetsov wouldn’t want to be the undead horde that tried to take Misha down. He figured it could go either way. 
 In any case, it was his duty to find out. 
 As the banged-up Humvee smashed into the surf of the first wave of runners, Kuznetsov started firing selectively. Mostly, the cattle-catcher on the front of the vehicle took care of those that got in the way. But as they neared the spot where Misha’s body had come down, he started firing non-stop, clearing a circle around them. He was soon able to make out that the dead hadn’t fallen on Misha’s body to devour him. 
 That was either a good sign or a very bad one. 
 As they pulled up alongside the oversized figure, which lay at the center of a very big pool of blood, Kuznetsov figured that was it. But then he saw Misha stir. 

Jesus – could he have survived that?

 Kuznetsov spun the heavy machine gun all the way around, to knock down the dead on all sides who were getting interested in them. Mostly, they were all still mindlessly running toward where the airplane had last been. But when he spun back again, he saw… Misha was on his feet. 
 But he hadn’t survived after all. 
 And he hadn’t conquered death in the end. 
 He was up and he was coming at them, arms outstretched, eyes milky white, his gigantic muscular body moving spastically. Steeling himself, Kuznetsov lined up a shot on his head. He was only going to get one chance at this. 
 He fired a burst of ten rounds. 
 Misha’s head exploded, and he twisted and fell over on his stomach. His body was covered head to toe in blood – but something protruding from the stump of his neck glinted and caught Kuznetsov’s eye. 
 “We have to go!” Aleksis shouted from the driver’s seat. He was now firing his own side arm out the missing windshield. He was right. They did have to go. But something stopped him. 
 Leaping from the back, Kuznetsov ran to Misha’s body, knelt down – and pulled out the syringe. He then jumped back in the truck bed and pounded on the roof. 
 “Go, go, go!” 
 Aleksis complied, doing a U-turn that involved knocking down and rumbling over a half-dozen animated corpses, then got them moving back toward the terminal building, accelerating at the Humvee’s outer limit. Soon they were ahead of the horde, the last runners disappearing behind them in the last light. 
 What they were going to do now was anybody’s guess. 
 But, letting go of the machine gun, Kuznetsov held up the syringe and regarded it. It was still a quarter-full of some diseased-looking milky liquid. He saw Aleksis looking back at him through the rear window. 
 “What?” he asked. “What is it?” 
 “Our mission objective, I think.” 
 Kuznetsov snorted with laughter. If he was right, and this really was a virus sample from Patient Zero… then, even in death, Misha had completed the mission. 
 They had gotten what they came for. 
 “Where do we go now?” Aleksis asked, as they approached the end of the runway. 
 Kuznetsov blinked into the wind. 

Where, indeed…?
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Note from the Author
 Loyal readers (and I love you guys perhaps more than you can know), may recall the Author’s Note from Book Five, in which I described the process of writing that one as the “Dark Night of the Soul,” and “All is Lost Moment,” of the Writer’s Journey. 

 Well, let me tell you – I had no freaking idea. 

 Toward the beginning of 2016, I more or less blew up my life – leaving a relationship of almost nine years (with the most wonderful gal I know), leaving the city and neighbourhood I’d lived in for twelve, and jetting off to the south coast of Spain to find myself. (Or something.) Even as I did it, I knew this was a huge and stupid risk: here I was, within grasping distance of the conclusion of a surprisingly successful series of books, with me actually finally making it as a jobbing fiction writer after all these years. And all this unlikely success had been built on a bullet-proof routine: my safe home space, my unbelievably supportive and motivating girlfriend, my well-worn running trails in the Royal Parks where I kept my head straight and generated all the story ideas, the perfectly tended writing spaces where I bashed them out into prose every day. 

 So what did I do in the home stretch? I changed all of it. Overnight. 

 And it turned out even worse than I’d feared. I was crushed with grief and guilt over the end of the relationship, disoriented by the complete change of surroundings and people, which felt like exile. My head was all over the place. It quickly started to look like I’d depended on my routine even more than I knew. Despite the beautiful surroundings I was in, despite the amazing people I met on the trail, every day become a huge emotional struggle just to stay afloat – and an even bigger struggle to write. As I got close to the end of Book Eleven, I looked back at what I’d written and decided it had all gone horribly wrong. The book was a wreck. And it was all my own stupid fault. I’d had everything anyone could ask for – but it wasn’t enough, and so I’d pissed it all away. 

 But a funny thing happened on the way to the Forum – or, rather, a funny thing happens every time I write a book. Somewhere between about the 85% mark, and just after finishing, I become absolutely convinced the book is a disaster. (It’s well known that every writer is insane on the topic of just completed work.) I truly believe that the book is not only terrible – but irretrievably so, unfixable. And that I’ve mislaid whatever talent I had, that I’ve failed, that I’m finally blowing it. But the really weird thing is that not only does this happen every time – but every time I also develop total amnesia about it. So, two or three times a year, the wonderful gal would come home from work and find me lying on the floor, and she’d say, “What’s wrong, baby?” and I’d sputter “The book’s a total disaster!” and she’d check her watch and go, “Ah, so it’s that stage already, is it?” And I’d look totally baffled, and say, “…What do you mean?” And she’d say, “You can’t possibly not remember that you go through this every time?” But I don’t remember. Maybe it’s like childbirth – if you remembered how painful it was, you’d never do it again. 

 But, anyway, this time around, with no wonderful gal to pull me back – and, moreover, having changed everything in my life overnight – I became convinced not just that the book was broken… but that the writer was. I was sure I’d never produce any decent material, ever again. And soon after that the money would run out. And then I would literally be out on the street. A failure. Broken. Homeless. And totally alone. It was all over. I was screwed. And I’d done it to myself. 

 Talk about an “All is Lost” moment! (Like I said – the earlier episode had been nothing.) 

 So what did I do? What could I do? Nothing but follow the lesson of the special operators once again. I just had to dig down and find a way through – somehow. At first, I just spent a good couple of days drinking and crying. Seriously – just drinking and crying. (I can at least be proud of the huge boost I gave to Jack Daniels and Diet Coke sales in Andalucia.) Then I spent a couple of days trying to pull it together. I said to myself: “Okay. I have absolutely no idea how to fix this. I only know that I have to. Because if I don’t, I’m dead. Pretty much literally.” And then, after that, I spent a couple of days going back and forcing myself to look at the material so far, trying to figure out what the problems actually were. And guess what? Eventually they started to look manageable. I began to figure it out. And I screwed my head back on straight, 1/64th of a twist at a time. I battled my way back. 

 Anyway, if it’s true that art requires suffering, then this book should be very good indeed. I don’t think anyone can ever say I didn’t bleed for it. (To get a sense of what that long dark tunnel was like, minute to minute, check out the Twittorial History of Books 11 & 12.) 

 I will add only that the climax of these two books – roughly the last quarter of the one you hold in your hands – was, by a very comfortable margin, the most complex, difficult, and ambitious material I’ve ever tried to execute. That it seemed to work in the end is still a matter of fairly major amazement to me. As always, of course, you guys will be the final judge. Which is how it ought to be. 

 Also as always, thank you for taking the journey with me (and with the heroes of ARISEN). It means everything. 

 Michael
 26 August 2016 
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 Special thanks to novelist, nomad, and new media guru AJ Silvers – for buoying me up when I was dead in the water and sinking fast, kicking me in the ass when I needed it (not least with beach HIIT training), and throwing me his spare Mac to finish the fight when mine were going down and littering the battlefield. 
 The wonderful cover image for this book was created by the always amazing Tom Weber at MILPICTURES. 
 Regarding Marine SGT Lovell’s line when SGT Patrick gets shot and laughs it off: 


 That’s Navy Cross Recipient Sergeant Major Bradley Kasal. Read his story. 
 The Hollenbaugh Shot is from the book Modern American Snipers: From The Legend to The Reaper—on the Battlefield with Special Operations Snipers, by Chris Martin with SOFREP.COM - specifically the account of Delta Master Sergeant Don Hollenbaugh’s single-handed defense of that Fallujah rooftop, for which he was awarded the Silver Star. 
 “Happy birthday – you’re about to get shot in the face, bitch[acho]” is from CPL Chaffin in Generation Kill (book and miniseries – both of which you should have already devoured by now! don’t you listen? 8^). 
 “No more Mr. Knife Guy” was, of course, utterly shamelessly stolen from Wild Wild West (which had like six writing credits, so apologies to whoever actually wrote the line). 
 The “WW2 history book” from which Jameson (and I) borrowed the line, “A lot of the old boys bought it today” is Stephen Ambrose’s amazing Citizen Soldiers. Read it now! Seriously – go! 
 When Corporal Meyer launches the Spetsnaz dude off the observation deck with an AT-4: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nGQIQljaAc0. 
 Oh, here’s the real Charlotte, by the way: 


 (Yeah, that’s really her on the cover. I have it on good authority.) You should absolutely get and read her awesome book, right now. Just awesome. 
 And if you didn’t happen to catch it in the back of ARISEN : Nemesis, here’s the real-life Kate: 


 You can, and very very definitely should, read about the real-life warrior women of the Army’s Cultural Support Teams in the fantastic book Ashley's War, by Gayle Tzemach Lemmon. 
 Finally – the long-awaited music section. As you will know, there’s almost no ARISEN without the soundtrack. That is, this music totally powers me through my runs (where I do all the creative work) and then through my writing days (where I do all the work work). Books Eleven and Twelve being by far the longest, hardest, and most ambitious project of my life (never mind all the personal crap I was dealing with), the music was even more indispensable than usual in keeping me going. It kind of saved me, actually. 
 For the first time, I did the entire playlist I wrote these books to as a Spotify playlist, so you can actually listen along as you read: 

https://play.spotify.com/user/mrfuches2/playlist/4WK86WyR40uGkWDRjStYvI

 Enjoy! (There are a few omissions and substitutions there – based on what Spotify has, notably the absence of Tool – so here’s the exact playlist in a textfile.) 

Special mentions:

“Endure” by Nonpoint is the very official theme song of ARISEN Books Eleven & Twelve. Why? A) The title perfectly captured my experience and state of mind through most of this; B) it’s hard and heavy as hell, but with great dynamics, conferring oceans of energy; and, mainly, C) I listened to it over and over and over and over while writing these books. Over and over and over and over. 

 Other standouts from this cycle of ARISEN were: 
 
	Saliva, “Badass” (the theme song for Predator’s Crowning Moment of Badass).
	Bobaflex, “I’m Glad You’re Dead,” “Bad Man,” and “Bury Me With My Guns On.” Damn, dudes! I could have listened to that stuff all day (and often did). Louder and louder. And louder yet. (Yeah, the guys in this band are not only West Virginians – they are actual McCoys. Yes, of Hatfield and McCoy fame… It works.)
	Shinedown, “Cut the Cord” – ’Cause victory is all you need.
	Papa Roach, “Warriors” – Shine your light, Push the enemy back, When you're under attack, It will protect you, Kill the night, All we need is a spark, We can bury the dark, Ignite – Come on and shine your light.
	Pop Evil, “Footsteps”.
	Manafest, “No Plan B” (story of my life).
	Black Stone Cherry, “White Trash Millionaire” (ha ha ha ha!!!).
	DiRTy WoRMz, “Impossible” – You want war with me? You must be daydreamin’ – you’ll be lucky if I decide to let you walk away breathin’…
	Quite a few other Nonpoint tracks: “What a Day”, “Lights, Camera, Action”, and “I Said It” – definitely “I Said It”. (You could a lot do worse than listen to Nonpoint while waiting for the new Tool album.)
	Lacey Sturm, Life Screams – every second of the whole album (it’s got a 4.9-star average on 127 reviews on Amazon!), but especially “The Solder” and “You’re Not Alone.” Oh, man. Just – oh, man. (Just try to imagine what a life-changing album they would have put out if she had stayed with Flyleaf. As an aid to that, check out Flyleaf’s first album without her – which is still amazing!) Plus “Life Screams.” Also “Feels Like Forever.” The whole album, maybe? Every song is particularly great – each better than all the others.
	The Qemists are back! Warrior Sound! Holy s&^%!
	Extra special mention for Anti-Mortem, “Truck Stop Special”.

 You could do a lot worse than listen to those tracks over and over while reading ARISEN, or at least anytime the action heats up. Definitely for the climax of this book. (I know I did – during the n-thousand read-throughs I had to do to get everything right…) 
 For editing this time, I pretty much just listened to Joel Nielsen’s Black Mesa Soundtrack over and over. Though also, in the grueling final stretches, also Shinedown’s Threat to Survival – a truly outstanding album top-to-bottom, by artists at the height of their powers. 
 My very sincere and humble thanks to all these absurdly talented musical artists, whose amazing work helped me do mine. 
 More importantly: as you will already know, there is no ARISEN without the real-life exploits of our heroes in the military, especially in the special operations community. (There’s also no western civilization to have books of any sort in.) This is particularly personal for me – because I almost certainly wouldn’t have a writing career without their inspiration. I explain why in my short blog post “The Operators Saved My Life”. Thanks can never be enough. 



 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 THIRTEEN – THE SIEGE


(And then again in
ARISEN, BOOK FOURTEEN – END DAYS
and then that’s it, folks!)

 



 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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