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 “Here life has death for neighbour,
  And far from eye or ear
  Wan waves and wet winds labour,
  Weak ships and spirits steer”
 – Algernon Charles Swinburne, 
 “The Garden of Proserpine” 
 
 “Man is not made for defeat. A man can be destroyed but not defeated.” 
 – Ernest Hemingway, 

The Old Man and the Sea




 If I Should Wake Before I Die (ii) 
 The USS John F. Kennedy

 Night. 
 Breathless, frozen in place, Juice looks wide-eyed upon the ocean of dead that now stretches to the front edge of the carrier, and then out beyond it, to the horizon, and then on past the very curvature of the Earth. 
 In the immediate foreground, he can see the flight deck heaving with these undead killers. Beyond that, they spill off the prow into the shallows, and then in struggling and cresting waves back up onto the beach, and then across the dunes, and finally onto the land itself – across three thousand miles of a great, lost, dead continent. 
 Juice knows the population of North America at the time of the fall was 600 million. And now its population is zero. Or so close as makes no difference. 
 To either side of him stand his brothers, those in Alpha, and others in MARSOC. They are waiting for the signal. They are all staring down the barrel of an entire five-acre supercarrier flight deck heaving with dead. In a few seconds, the weak and tiny handful of them are going to have to fight their way through this, straight into the middle of that uncountable, irreducible horde. 
 They are going forward to try to reinforce the blasted-out hole in the starboard side of the ship, and relieve its beleaguered defenders – the ones who are being sacrificed, and taken down mercilessly, and cannot long hold. Soon all those people will be dead, and soon after that, so will every other living soul aboard the ship – and not long after, so too will go out the last flickering flames of life on Earth. 
 Juice and his brothers are waiting for the signal. 
 They are waiting to go to their deaths. 
 Whatever it was that saved him and his teammates before, that averted the need for their last-ditch suicide mission, it isn’t happening this time around. This time, they have to go. 
 There is no way out. 
 Unable to bear thinking about this terrible fact, Juice looks down instead at his weapon – his beloved SIG assault rifle. He grips the bolt handle, eases back the action, and chamber-checks that a round is still seated. He drops the mag and checks that. Because, very soon, it is going to be just him and this rifle. 
 Soon everyone else will be dead. 
 He looks to either side of him. The other survivors of Alpha are still there, as well as a handful of Fick’s remaining Marines. But somehow Juice knows they will all soon fall away, taken down one by one, finally leaving him alone and naked. It is only a matter of time. It is as inevitable, and inexorable, as the falling of a hammer. 
 And then, finally, that hammer will fall on him. 
 * * * 
 Jerking awake, the sheet soaked with sweat and sticking to his skin, Juice still didn’t make a sound. This was from long habit, of so often coming awake on hostile ground, or on covert ops. But it certainly didn’t matter here. The compartment he slept in was alive with a buzzing, rumbling, all-consuming racket. That was Predator snoring on the bunk beneath him. 
 And Juice had never in life heard such a lovely sound. It meant two things: One, he wasn’t about to die. And, two, he wasn’t alone. He made a silent pledge that, having been given these two priceless blessings, he would never wish for anything ever again. 
 As he lay awake, struggling to get his breathing back to normal after the manic dream, the cool air drying his sweat, he paused to wonder why he and Pred were in the same stacked bunk beds, on the same damned side of the room. One of their two former cabin-mates, Handon, had gone off to shack up with the survivalist woman. And Captain Ainsley, of course, had gone on to his reward – which Juice ardently hoped was an awesome one. 
 Because God knew the man deserved it. 
 In a way, Juice envied him. In truth, and as his teammates would be surprised to learn, Juice was tired. 
 He was tired, and hurting, and wounded, and exhausted in his soul. Even after a couple of days of recovery from their impossible mission in North America, and the Battle of the JFK, he still felt utterly depleted. 
 Like there was nothing left in the tank. 
 But he also knew this problem had the same solution it always did. Simply, he had to break through – yet again. It was always about the same thing: resolve to carry on. 
 Coming up through the ranks of U.S. Army Special Forces, Juice had always been told: “You have to never give up. No matter what.” And he’d believed that. Moreover, he believed he’d got it – that his resolve was unquestionable, that he would never quit, and that nothing could stop him. He had done everything ever asked of him, and getting to his level had required near superhuman resilience and resolve – resilience to all difficulties, and resolve to never quit. 
 But, ultimately, it turned out that those deceptively simple words were a lot heavier than he ever could have imagined. Because what they don’t tell you is: even after you had not given up, many times, and yet not a damned thing had come of it… you have to not give up all over again. Then you had to do it again, and again – long after you thought you’d already checked that one off. 
 Maybe long after all your strength was gone. 
 For over two years now, Juice and Alpha had executed mission after mission, a punishing operational tempo, going farther out and more exposed each time, looking for the clue that would bring humanity back from the brink. And they’d accomplished these missions, returning with their objective every time. 
 But, time after time, nothing came of these successes. While there had been a few promising vaccine and serum candidates, and all were being worked on by the clinical researchers in Edinburgh and London, before this week there had never been anything like a cure – nothing even close to rolling out for human clinical trials. So they had essentially finished each mission right where they started – except more tired, more worn down, and with more of humanity chipped away around them. 
 And with the operators having cheated death once more. Which meant they were that much closer to having their number come up. They had to be. 
 They could keep resisting, keep staying alive, keep completing the missions. But was there any possibility of final victory? Or was it just a matter of time – until they were all worn down, until Juice and his friends were all dead? 
 He sighed out loud now into the blackness – but heard nothing. Jesus, he thought, listening to the snoring below, which sounded like a construction crew framing a house. How the hell does he not wake himself up?

 But the real truth was that Juice had been waging a secret inner battle for a long time now. None of his teammates would ever have guessed he was struggling. Juice was the cuddly, deadly, high-tech teddy bear. Mr. Reliable, the easygoing machine, always smiling, and always getting it done – whether that was hacking computers and networks, or wiring up improvised electronics, or just shooting, moving, and blowing shit up effectively. 
 But Juice had always secretly felt that he had to do more – to make up for his background, which was less exalted than that of the other operators. He had come here from what was known as the Intelligence Support Activity – and, before that, from the Army’s 5th Special Forces Group. 
 Both were elite units – in their ways. 
 But the Activity was about signals intelligence (SIGINT), and not direct action or shooting. And Army Special Forces, also called the Green Berets, was the largest special operations unit in the U.S. military – and could in part be distinguished from the more elite ones by the fact that they actually tried to keep people
in the selection and training program. Rather than doing their damnedest to pummel them into quitting. 
 Sure, both the Green Berets and the Activity were elite – but they were definitely not Delta, and they were not SEAL Team Six. And Juice had always felt that, to prove he belonged at this level, he had to work harder, do more, and all the while keep a bigger smile on his face while doing it. 
 The others thought it came naturally to him. 
 But it was actually a decision – about what kind of man, and what kind of operator, he wanted to be. And that was a decision he intended to own. 
 Sometimes he thought it just came easier to the others – they were bigger, stronger, tougher, more unflappable. Even Ali was naturally tougher than he was – totally imperturbable, no matter how bad things got. And she had nothing short of superhuman skills on the long gun. Juice had no doubt she worked hard at that – had worked incredibly hard her whole life. But her skills were on such a totally different level from mere mortals like Juice, that God must have leaned down out of heaven and kissed her on the forehead at birth. 

Hell, I don’t know, he thought. Maybe those at the very top always made it look easy. Maybe that was part of what it meant to be at the top. 
 Also, he had things going on down at levels of his psyche below even that one. Alone now in the dark, down in the womb of the gigantic warship, and amid the racket of Pred’s snoring – and in the safety of his own head – he could just about start to admit it. 
 Juice was afraid. 
 It had been swelling up from way down inside him for a long time, and only now could he really acknowledge it. 
 He was afraid – of dying. 
 The ranks around him were definitely thinning, the odds continuing to mount – and it was getting harder to ignore that their shaves were getting closer and closer. Chicago had been absolutely insane, the hairiest and closest-run op he’d ever been on – that is, until the Battle of the JFK. There was no way any of them should have walked away from that one. And there was surely no way they could successfully take on anything worse. 
 Basically, Juice was finding it harder to maintain his optimism that he would still be around at the end of all this. He felt like his number had to be coming up soon. 
 Maybe that was the message of his recurring dream. 
 He sighed again, still inaudible under the snoring. And he pulled his mental resources together – because he knew he had to steel himself again, however depleted he might feel. He tried to remember the lines from that Eminem song – something about how if he didn’t have enough in the tank, maybe he could siphon enough just to fill up one last can… 
 And he absolutely had to do so. Because there was something else, something much more important than life, more urgent than his mortal fears – something beyond the obligations of professionalism, beyond even the survival of the species. And it was this: 
 Simply, he knew that he couldn’t make it without the love and respect of his brothers, and sister, in Alpha. The world outside that small circle was just too cold. It was all that held him together. 
 And, in the end, it was all that mattered. 
 And his terror of letting them down, of losing his place in that elite and utterly unique fraternity… in comparison to that, all his other fears were as lint, as dust. 
 In another version of his dream, while they were waiting for the signal to march off to their deaths… instead, snow started to fall. And it covered all the Zulus and froze them and made a beautiful, peaceful snowscape. And Juice looked upon it with his brothers, all of them safe. 
 And at peace. 
 And together for the rest of time. 



 Echo of Sparrows 
 The USS John F. Kennedy - Bridge 
 The phone at Drake’s station flashed, and the acting commander of the Kennedy strike group raced to snatch up the handset. 
 “Yeah. You’re sure? Fine.” Replacing the phone, he looked up at Abrams, his acting executive officer (XO). “It’s the Admiral Nakhimov. CIC has positive ID.” 
 Abrams shook his head. “Christ. I thought so. Not too many warships that size – in the old world or this one.” 
 Drake squinted up at his XO. “But what the hell is a Russian Kirov-class battlecruiser, from their Northern Fleet, doing off the coast of South Africa? It makes no goddamned sense.” 
 Abrams shrugged. “She was probably doing what everyone else was – trying to escape the plague. Then they sent a party ashore to scavenge for supplies. And brought the infection back on board.” 
 Both Drake and Abrams looked up at the overhead video display, watching the giant, weapons-bristling battlecruiser grow bigger and meaner on live video, as their helicopter drone overflew her. The Admiral Nakhimov was just out of sight over the horizon, anchored in the mouth of Saldanha Bay, home to a South African naval station and depot – one that was hoped to have supplies desperately needed by the Kennedy and the warriors who sailed on her. 
 The Russian ship herself looked like a throwback to the World-War-Two-era battleships – long, wide, tall, and menacing – though she didn’t have multiple big deck guns like the battleships of yore, only a couple of smaller 130mm ones. But what she lacked in guns she more than made up for in a huge arsenal of surface-to-air missiles, cruise missiles, rockets, and torpedoes. The whole foredeck was covered with a matrix of pop-up missile cells, and surrounded by swiveling rocket and torpedo launchers. 
 She also had 76mm armor-plating all around, and was fully 827 feet long, nearly as long as the Kennedy – and, like the supercarrier, nuclear-powered. 
 “No response to hails, sir,” reported the radio officer. 
 “Helm, all stop,” Drake ordered. 
 After the better part of a week at sea, blasting ahead relentlessly at forty knots, the USS John F. Kennedy finally began churning to a stop. When Abrams stepped out onto the observation platform with binoculars in hand, he could just make out the shape of the big battlecruiser ahead. 
 It lay just off the Western Cape of Africa. 
 The place where the end began. 
 * * * 
 “We’re slowing,” Handon said, looking over his shoulder at Ali. The two of them, plus Homer and his two children, Ben and Isabel, all stood out on the carrier’s flight deck, up near the front edge, waiting and watching as Africa swelled on the horizon. They shared the prow with a crowd of perhaps a hundred other members of the Kennedy’s crew, all watching landfall. 
 “No,” Homer said, wrapping his arms around his kids. “We’re stopping.” He could feel the change in vibration beneath their feet, as the engines, nuclear-powered and thus having no idle mode, went offline. 
 And then, sounding strangely peaceful, a muted klaxon went off, from somewhere behind and below them, to the left. 
 For some reason, Ali found herself flashing back to the cockpit of the Apache helicopters she used to fly in a past life, long before her spec-ops days – and their onboard Missile Warning Receiver (MWR). The last time she had heard that sound was in Afghanistan. And it was the last thing she had heard before she was shot down, in the harsh and unforgiving mountains of the Hindu Kush. 
 Snapping her back to the present, the warbling warning noise was followed by a great whooshing sound from the same place, down and left, as two flashing darts appeared from beneath the port side of the ship, trailing orange flame and gray-and-white smoke. Two seconds later, a pair of explosions blossomed out ahead on the horizon, low to the water. The sound of their detonation reached those on deck a few seconds afterward. 
 And then they all heard a high-pitched whining sound, like a giant but distant buzz-saw, also located around under the port side of the ship. 
 And in that instant, Homer knew exactly what that was: the Phalanx Close-In Weapon System (CIWS), the surviving one on the port side – that giant six-barrelled Gatling cannon with its big radar-guidance system, which was designed to shoot down incoming anti-ship missiles. 
 It was completely out of ammunition. 
 But its radar worked just fine. 
 And now it was tracking incoming threats, its barrels spinning and whining, and shooting blanks – at one or more objects approaching at 2.5 times the speed of sound. 
 Homer snatched up Isabel in his arms and pivoted toward the stern, not having to tell Handon to grab Ben. 
 “Run,” he said. 



 Shipwrecks 
 JFK - Bridge 
“Incoming missile threats, multiple launches, profiling now!”

 These shouted words were from Lieutenant Campbell, down in the Combat Information Center (CIC), and who had just opened a broadcast channel to the bridge, piped through the room speakers. The entire bridge crew unconsciously leaned toward them. 
 There was actually little for Drake or Abrams or anyone on the bridge to do now – except listen, wait, and grip the edges of their stations with white knuckles. All the ship’s missile defense systems were completely automated – they’d already seen the two RIM-162 Evolved SeaSparrow Missiles (ESSMs, or just Sparrows) launch from the port-side missile launcher. And anything else that needed to be done in the next few seconds would be done from CIC. 
 Everyone on the bridge saw the blossoming explosions as the Sparrows found their targets. No surprise there – they were designed specifically to counter supersonic maneuvering anti-ship missiles. Twelve feet long with an 86-pound blast-fragmentation warhead and proximity fuze, they were extremely hard to defeat, hide from, or sneak past. They were a major part of survivability for the big, fat, slow carrier, which was otherwise – particularly without its escorting strike group – a mouthwatering target. 
 The only trouble was: after the Battle of the JFK, the ship was down to its very last two Sparrows. And now those had been spent. 

“Incoming missile profile reads… SS-N-19!” Campbell barked over the open channel. “Swarm of four. Two confirmed destroyed – two still coming in.”

 Drake sat back in his chair, and his face sagged. 
 The Russians had called their very best naval anti-ship cruise missile the P-700 Гранит – or Granite. But the NATO reporting designation was SS-N-19, and it was commonly known as the Shipwreck – a damned dramatic name, and not for no reason. This was the anti-ship missile of every surface captain’s worst nightmares, a dark-night-of-the-soul lethal threat to everything that floated, no matter how big, tough, or well defended. 
 The 30-foot-long, solid-fuel-boosted missiles packed a 750-kilogram warhead, consisting of either high explosive or fuel-air explosive (thermobaric). And they had a unique guidance mode: when fired in a swarm, one would climb to a higher altitude and designate targets for the others to attack, all of them linked together by live data connections, forming a supersonic-speed network of total maritime lethality. And if the designating missile was destroyed, the next one in line would climb up to take over the job. 

They’re like fucking Skynet, Drake thought grimly. 
 And now the carrier’s Sparrows had destroyed two. 
 But two more were still on their way, one almost certainly up high, the other skimming the water, looking to hit the Kennedy near its waterline, making for a one-punch killing shot. If one of those things impacted and exploded there, it would all but tear the hull out – and send the carrier to the bottom, possibly in minutes. 
 Ordinarily, with the Sparrows having destroyed missile threats farther out, now the CIWS guns would be shredding anything that made it in closer, pouring 20mm armor-piercing tungsten penetrator shells into them at 4,500 rounds per minute. But the JFK had also fired every single 20mm round it had into the storm of the dead. That quiver was empty. 
 And the incoming Shipwrecks moved at Mach 2.5, which meant maneuvering out of their way wasn’t even worth thinking about, even if they had time to try it. 
 There was nothing Drake or his crew could do but sit and watch. Or, rather, sit there and take it. 
 It would all be over in a few seconds. 
 * * * 
 Homer, running powerfully and flat out, with his little girl wrapped around his chest and his strong arms wrapped around her, felt and heard an impact low down on the starboard side of the boat – down at the waterline. 
 The incoming missiles were moving faster than the speed of sound, so he knew he wouldn’t hear them coming – but he might just still see them. Now he looked up and back, over his own shoulder, and saw a glinting high in the sky above them. 
 His plan had been to get them far away from the prow, where the missile impacts were likeliest. Being down inside the ship wouldn’t necessarily be safer – belowdecks could be a great place to get immolated, or drowned, on a damaged ship suffering chain explosions or taking on water. 
 But, seeing now what he saw above them, he changed course, turning and racing at an angle for the nearest ladder that would take them below. He knew the others would be right behind him. 
 As they flew through the hatch and started to take the stairs a landing at a time, the whole vessel shook around them with a bone-rattling crash, followed instantly by an angry and powerful rumbling. Superheated air chased them down the ladder, singeing hair and burning exposed skin. All five of them crashed into a pile at the bottom of the landing, the air sucked out of their lungs by the great indraft of a thermobaric explosion. 
 Homer, Handon, and Ali felt their bones crack, their flesh bruise, and their backs torque, as they shielded the little ones from the terrible physical forces crashing all around them. 
 It felt like Armageddon all over again. 
 * * * 
 “Commander, the Admiral Nakhimov is under way!” 
 “I can see that,” said Drake, who could make this out perfectly well on the aerial drone footage, even as he was picking himself up off the floor, where he’d been knocked by the force of the huge exploding warhead. “Speed and heading.” That was something the radarman could tell him that he couldn’t work out on his own. 
 “Speed coming up on thirty-two knots!” Drake knew that was the Russian battlecruiser’s top speed. “Heading two-seven-zero… turning now on two-two-five, through one-eight-zero… coming onto one-seven-five…” 
 Yeah, Drake got it. The Russian ship was hightailing it out of the harbor at her top speed, then turning south to skirt down the African coast. They were running for it. 
 Drake locked eyes with Abrams, who had managed to stay on his feet. “Shoot and scoot,” Abrams said. 
 “Fuckers,” Drake added. 
 He punched up the tannoy, setting it to all stations. “General quarters! All hands to battle stations.” It was a little late in the day for this. But they still had an incredibly dangerous and important job to do: damage control. 
 Looking out the front screens, Drake could see giant flames burning bright and hot on the foredeck. He punched his hand mic again and sent his voice echoing into every corner of the ship. “Firefighting and salvage crews on deck! Men on deck to fight fires! Repeat – men on deck to fight fires!”

 He then turned to the helm. “All ahead, flank three.” The helmsman’s eyes went wide and he hesitated fractionally. “Punch it! Now, ensign. Navigator, put us on zero-zero-five.” 
 “Aye aye, sir.” 
 Drake and Abrams locked eyes again, trading looks of understanding. Upon contact with a heavy warship-of-the-line – any serious threat, really – the job of the carrier was simply to get the fuck out of there, and fast. Normally, the rest of the strike group would be hauling ass toward the threat – engaging the enemy and protecting the flat-top. 
 But the strike group, including Abrams’s guided-missile destroyer, the Michael Murphy, was gone. Now his job was to tag-team with Drake on command tasks, and he already had a phone handset to his head and was punching up PriFly – Primary Flight Control, on the top level of the island. “PriFly, Bridge!” he said. 

“PriFly, go.” It was the Air Boss himself. 
 “Scramble two F-35s, configured for air-sea battle.” 

“Already happening.”

 “We need a two-bird CAP in the air – two minutes ago.” 
 There was the briefest pause on the other end. “Sir, you want air operations off of THAT flight deck? The one that’s currently fucking on fire?”

 Abrams drew a breath and spoke emphatically: “The angle deck is clear, Boss.” 
 From the lofty vantage of the island, he could see the missile impact point was way up toward the fore, near the end of the bow runway. The angle deck, however, whose runway started at the stern and swept forward at an angle to the waist of the carrier, was, strictly speaking, unaffected. But Abrams could already see Drake shaking his head at him. 
 And the Air Boss was unswayed. “Sir, that flight deck is nothing like safe for launching manned aircraft. You’ve got to get those fires handled first.”

 Abrams shook his head in turn, frustrated but unable to argue. “Get the birds prepped and on the elevator.” 

“Already happening. Fight your fires, sir. PriFly out.”

 * * * 
 At the bottom of the landing, as the Alpha operators and the kids untangled themselves and climbed to their feet, Handon passed the little boy over to his father, who sat him down upright. 
 “Get them out of here,” Handon said. 
 Homer nodded once, not taking time to reply, and disappeared with his family down below. The enclosed space of the stairwell was now filling with dark, acrid smoke. Handon turned back up toward the light from outside. 
 “Where are you going?” Ali said, grabbing his arm. 
 As he stopped and turned to face her, other figures started to appear from below, running up the ladder and jostling and flowing around them. Most but not all were in heavy tan hazard suits with oxygen tanks on their backs or slung over their shoulders, and masks worn or carried. Along with them were a couple of sailors in fatigues – and at least one Marine in MARPAT camo. 
 All were running straight toward the disaster scene at high speed, like it was free Ben & Jerry’s at the beach. 
 “Back up top,” Handon answered Ali. 
 He didn’t add that there were almost certainly casualties up there, from among those who had been gathered to watch landfall – and few of whom would have reacted as instantly and perfectly as Homer did. 
 But Ali still held his arm, doggedly, so finally he said, “There are people hurt up there.” 
 “And you need to not be one of them,” she said, having to raise her voice over the tumult – and what sounded like the roar of a serious fire raging up above them. “You’ve got no flame-retardant suit or breather, and there might be unexploded ordnance.” 
 Still Handon resisted. 
 “These people are trained to do this job. Let them do it.” 
 Her implication was clear: Handon had to stay alive to do his job – which still waited for them in Somalia. He finally stopped resisting, nodded, and followed her down, the two of them salmon-spawning against the flow of fire-and-salvage crew heading up. 
 It scraped Handon’s soul to run away from danger when others were running toward it. But he also knew Ali was right, as usual. She probably had the coolest head in an outfit full of totally unflappable masters of chaos. 
 When they got down to Alpha’s deck, she pushed open the hatch, but Handon didn’t follow. “I’m going down to check on Sarah and Park in the lab,” he said. 
 Ali nodded and let him go. 
 But a small part of her, a part she didn’t enormously like, wondered which of those two – the all-important scientist, or his lover – Handon was most worried about. 
 She instantly regretted the thought. 
 But she also knew the reason this bugged her was that she could so easily imagine others wondering the same kinds of things about her and Homer. But now all that could stop. She’d made the right decision to end things between her and him. It had to be the right thing. 
 It was too painful to be anything else. 
 * * * 
 With a phone handset pressed to his own ear now, Drake peered out the front screens like a viper, watching the fire hoses, in the hands of dozens of death-defying naval firefighters, stiffening and unfurling and beginning to power-vomit seawater at the inferno on his flight deck. 
 He shot a glance at Abrams. “There’d damn well better be no fuel or ordnance cooking off down there.” 
 It wasn’t so much that chain explosions and jet-fuel fires on aircraft carriers were so horrific, and so horrifyingly dangerous, though they were. It was that the Kennedy crew didn’t have their main tool for fighting them: the fire-retardant foam used for fire suppression in high-risk situations, and around dangerous accelerants, and which put out damn near anything. 
 They’d used it all up in a very unconventional fashion – turning the flight deck into a slip’n’slide for thousands of attacking corpses in the battle. Now they were left with only seawater, which was being piped up in huge volume from ducts in the outside of the hull, below the waterline. 
 Drake now cast a baleful eye up toward the horizon, and the sky above it. At any second, he expected to see a second swarm of Shipwrecks, or perhaps other slightly less lethal anti-ship missiles, slamming into them like a reinstated death sentence. And when they did, there would be nothing the ship or its crew could do to stop them. 
 They would all be going straight to the bottom. 
 “Range to enemy surface contact!” he shouted over the chaos, in the vague direction of the radar station. 
 “Range one-six and climbing!” 
 “Rate of change!” At least as important as how much ocean they had put between them and the battlecruiser was how quickly they were adding to it. There was a brief pause as the radarman calculated. 
 “Approx two-point-two klicks per minute.” 
 That’s what Drake wanted to hear – basically, the carrier’s top speed plus the Russians’ top speed. They were steaming in opposite directions, flat out. 
 Drake looked to Abrams. “Why?” he asked. 
 “Sir?” 
 “Why are they running? More to the point – why didn’t they finish us?” 
 Abrams knew as well as Drake did that they had their collective drawers around their ankles right now. Then his eyes lit up as he suddenly realized the Russians didn’t know it. “They have no idea our close-in defenses are exhausted.” 
 Drake snorted. “And unless they’ve got some kind of eyes on us, they also don’t know we can’t launch aircraft.” 
 “No defense, no offense. The Russkies just haven’t figured it out yet. But when they do…” 
 Drake bounced to his feet and shouted to silence the trading-room-floor tumult of the bridge. “Listen up! Be advised – right now everyone works on getting control of this fire, on damage assessments, and on safeguarding this ship from follow-on damage. Got it?” 
 There was a chorus of aye ayes and roger thats. 
 Drake looked at Abrams, and spoke over the resurging chaos around them. “I want casualty and damage reports from all stations. Everything goes through you. You lead.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “You have the Bridge. I’m in CIC.” 
 And with that, Drake was gone, heading down the island’s inside ladder, taking the stairs six at a time. As he leapt, he thought: Of all the rotten fucking luck.

 How the hell did they just find themselves in a punch-up with the goddamned Russian Navy? 
 Around big lungfuls of panic breathing, he thought: Hasn’t everybody left alive got enough problems already?




 Blood On the Floor 

JFK - Hospital, Biosciences Lab 
 When Handon pushed his way into the lab at the back the hospital, he found Dr. Park and Sarah Cameron leaning into a big plastic utility box with the lid back, as Professor Close looked on. All three wore scrubs over their clothes – plus gloves, surgical masks, and goggles. Sarah was holding a high-gauge hypodermic needle – the kind from nightmares and David Cronenberg films – which she had stuck into a body bag inside the box, and was now pulling the plunger back. 
 As Handon approached, he could see that the bag was… wiggling. 
 “That what I think it is?” 
 “Uh huh,” Sarah said, removing the syringe and shutting the lid. She glared at Park. “I told you to stay back.” 
 “And I told you,” Park said, relieving her of the syringe, “that this is a Group-4 infectious agent, and not for handling by amateurs…” 
 Handon figured this must be the runner Sarah had trapped in a sealed companionway on the bottom deck – the one that had nearly spelled the end of her and Park both. Now it was serving as their culture bed for virus samples. Handon paused to briefly consider that somebody had wrestled that thing into a body bag, and then into a box. He was glad it hadn’t been him. 
 Sarah peeled off her surgical gloves and put them in a biohazard box, pulled down her mask, pushed up her goggles, and regarded Handon. “What was that ruckus up above just now? Anything we should be worried about?” 
 Handon marveled that this was such a gigantic, heavy vessel that a catastrophic missile strike four decks up and half a kilometer forward only registered as a ruckus. “You need to get all this squared away – now. And get Park and his data ready to move.” 
 “Where? And why?” 
 “The ship’s under attack.” 
 “What? By who?” 
 “Unknown at this time. Or unknown by me, anyway. But I need you to be ready to go – to get moving toward the stern, ideally close to the fantail deck and dock, but not out on it. If there’s a call to abandon ship, or it looks like the boat is listing, you need to get Park out onto the water.” 
 Sarah realized now that this was serious – and got busy shutting up and listening to instructions. Handon looked at Park now. “How are your injuries?” 
 “Superficial. All wrapped up. I’m good to go.” 
 Handon nodded. Good man, he thought. Park had come a long way since his rescue from that bunker in Chicago. He turned back to Sarah. “Look for the rest of Alpha – they’ll have a CRRC, a combat rubber raiding craft. If you can’t find them, then get Park on a lifeboat or ship’s launch – and get physical if you have to.” 
 “Where will you be?” Sarah asked. 
 “I’ll come find you.” 
 Professor Nigel Close, the bioscientist and Oxford professor who had been flown aboard – and then nearly shot and blown up for his trouble – squirmed and said: “This really isn’t a very safe place to be, is it?” 

Where is these days? Handon mused, but kept it to himself. He glanced from the older scientist to Dr. Park, and then back again. Park had toughened up. Maybe this man would, too. 
 “It’s going to get worse before it gets better,” Handon said, grabbing a box of disposable gloves from the counter and tossing them at Close, who had just removed his. Close raised his eyebrows, not understanding. “The hospital’s about to get busy,” Handon said. 
 And with that, and nothing more, he exited again. 
 * * * 
 Abrams snatched at the blinking handset in front of him – thinking it was good that it blinked instead of rang, since he couldn’t hear a goddamned thing on the bridge now. Every man and woman there was going 100 miles an hour, trying to ride herd on the chaos that threatened to engulf the ship. 
 “Go for Bridge!” he shouted into the phone. 

“Bridge, this is DCS Actual!” The voice on the other end was also half-shouting in his ear – but was very welcome, and Abrams almost sighed with relief. 
 The Damage Control Officer (DCO) was exactly the man he wanted to hear from. He would be buried in his Damage Control Station (DCS), assisted by a stability control officer, a casualty board operator, and damage analyst – as well as representatives from the nuclear reactor section, electrical, and ordnance. All of them would be fully tasked now – if not task-saturated – sending out teams and coordinating the damage-control effort, as well as serving as a central point of information collection and dissemination. 
 It was almost never the initial attack that sank a warship – but always the follow-on fires, explosions, and flooding. So damage control was perhaps the most serious business in naval surface warfare. Arguably, the only people doing anything more important right now were in CIC, trying to keep them from getting hit again. 
 But that was Drake’s problem. 
 Abrams punched the call onto speaker, but the noise was still overwhelming, so he also pressed the handset to his ear and plugged the other with a finger. “DCS, Bridge, go!” 

“Be advised – we have dodged two gigantic bullets here. First was the top-attack missile.”

 Abrams gritted his teeth. He knew one of the Shipwrecks had effectively been a top-attack weapon, because it had been the designating missile, flying up above and guiding the networked swarm. That job done, it had slammed nearly straight down into the deck of the Kennedy, in a beautiful, horrible suicide dive. 

“We have no idea why, but the weapon impacted EXACTLY on the damaged site where Ammo City went up back in the battle. Anything flammable in the frames underneath was blown up days ago. And nothing’s been moved in since – everything’s been moved out, in fact, and roped off. It’s just tangled steel and empty compartments.”

 Abrams nodded. “So what the hell’s burning?” From where he stood, he could see out and down onto the inferno on the foredeck – though, even as he said it, he could also see the firefighters starting to organize their efforts to defeat it. But, for the moment, the fire seemed to be winning, and burning hot as hell. 

“It was a thermobaric warhead – a fuel-air bomb. But we believe that, for some reason, the mixture partially deflagrated, rather than conflagrating. So it could have been a hell of a lot worse – should have been.”

 “Casualties?” Abrams continued to peer down into the flaming disaster scene below. If that was a dodged bullet, he didn’t want to see one that hit. 

“We know we’ve got a number of serious burn cases, including some with seared or collapsed lungs – breathing ignited fuel will do that to you. No exact numbers yet on WIAs versus KIAs. But we’re well into double figures.”

 Abrams exhaled. So that was the one impact point he could see. It was the one he couldn’t that terrified him. “And the second missile?” 

“A dud.”

 “What?” 

“It impacted two meters above the waterline, in 03 Deck at frame 172. If it had exploded, we’d all be headed for the bottom right now. But it’s just sitting there, inert, having penetrated nearly ten meters, pushing crap ahead of it. EOD techs are making the warhead safe now.”

 “Copy that.” Jesus, Abrams thought. “Casualties there?” 

“None reported yet. But somebody would have really had to piss off God to be walking down that exact stretch of companionway at that exact moment, and get physically crushed by the thing.”

 “What else?” 

“Nothing at this time. Updates when and as.”

 “Bridge copies all. Out.” 
 Abrams now turned to the room – where a few others had stuck their heads up at the speakers and managed to make out the gist of that report. And he just traded Holy fucking shit looks with everyone. 
 He was amazed any of them were still breathing air right now, rather than water. 
 Or fire. 
 * * * 
 Drake didn’t slow as he hit CIC, fast-marching straight toward Lieutenant Campbell, who was holding court in the middle of the big, dark, high-tech space. 
 She had on an officer’s service khaki uniform – tan button-up shirt and trousers – which didn’t do a lot to reveal her average, or possibly athletic, build. Drake knew she had straight black hair, but it was tucked up under her tan-and-black cover with anchor insignia. She looked, now that Drake came to notice it, like Demi Moore in A Few Good Men. Except scarier. 
 Plus wearing a very big gun on her belt. 
 She also had fine lines around her eyes, which indicated long and hard experience, approaching middle age, or low body fat, Drake had no idea which. She was 32, or maybe 42. He didn’t know that either. All he knew was he wouldn’t take her on. And definitely not in her own cave. 
 Because of the permanently dim light, Drake smashed his shin into the corner of a console as he entered – and had to clench his teeth not to howl in pain. 
 As he crossed the room, he shook his head to try and clear it. Ever since that grenade had gone off ten feet from his face, in the assassination attempt on the scientists on the flight deck, his thoughts often seemed wrapped in gauze. He assumed this would pass. Now was absolutely no time for a slow-witted or degraded commander. He couldn’t let it impair his operational efficiency, his command, or particularly his judgment. 

I’m fine, he thought. Just gotta push through – like I’ve done a hundred times before.

 “Sitrep,” he said to the LT. 
 “Our situation,” Campbell said, “is that we’re currently completely defenseless – sitting ducks. And goddamned lucky to still be floating.” 
 Drake sighed. “Roger that, LT. What else?” 
 “Enemy vessel still cruising south at top speed, we’re still heading north – and the flight deck still a no-go for air ops. But no new attacks – ballistic missiles or any other kind.” 
 Drake drew another breath. Was his vision swimming? It must be the light in here. “And how the hell did we survive this first attack?” 
 “Unbelievably dumb luck.” 
 “Screwy guidance on the Shipwrecks?” 
 “Don’t think so,” Campbell answered. “Our analysis says those missiles hit their targets – exactly.” 
 “So the GPS satellites worked for once. Right when our enemies needed them.” 
 “Yep. But DCS says one warhead, the thermobaric, didn’t go off completely. And the other didn’t go off at all.” 
 “Jesus,” Drake said. “That’s a fucking miracle.” 
 Campbell shrugged. Her sangfroid was amazing to behold. But that was why she got paid the big bucks – or why she ran CIC at any rate – total unflappability. 
 She said, “Partial deflagration isn’t that uncommon with a fuel-air bomb. But that other one should have torn our guts out.” 
 “Why didn’t it?” Drake asked. 
 “My guess? The Russians have had two years of ZA just like the rest of us. And they presumably haven’t been running a lot of missile drills or live-fire tests. Nor maintaining their warheads to exacting standards. Never mind replacing them on schedule.” 
 “So, basically, everything’s going to shit.” 
 “Yeah. And, luckily for us, that included these particular warheads. But we can’t count on getting that lucky again.” 
 Drake shook his head again. “How long until we’re out of range of those goddamned Shipwrecks?” 
 Campbell looked up at the big board, and eyeballed it. “Not for another forty minutes.” Drake grimaced. “I don’t know what to tell you. It’s a long-range, over-the-horizon weapon, and we’re not yet that far over the horizon.” She stepped over to an ensign at a tactical station, and put her hand on his shoulder. “Get the commander an exact figure.” 
 While they waited, she turned back to Drake and asked, “How soon until we can get air up?” 
 “Unknown at this time. It’s down to damage control clearing the damned deck.” 
 Campbell shook her head. Both of them knew full well that with the Kennedy still in range of the Admiral Nakhimov’s devastating anti-ship missiles, their air power was the only defense they had. Today, a kick-ass offense was pretty much the only defense. 
 But Drake was still boggling that they had just sailed into such a potentially lethal situation – and that it had somehow washed over them so quickly, leaving them basically unscathed, or at any rate floating. It was madness. 

Compared to this, he thought dazedly, the world practically made sense fifteen minutes ago…

 * * * 
 Handon wasn’t wrong about the hospital getting busy. 

Handon’s rarely wrong, Sarah thought. 
 Thirty seconds after he left, the three of them in the lab heard the big swinging double doors of the hospital bang open. And behind them was a long and sprawling train of the wounded, and their carers. There was shouting and bleeding, scalded and steaming flesh, moaning and crying, stretcher-bearers and walking wounded. 
 First they trickled in, then flooded, with Doc Walker at their head, directing the procession like a parade master in some superheated hell. The place went from being like an office on Memorial Day – somehow everyone had slipped out, without those in the lab noticing – to Grand Central Terminal (also in hell). And now the whole medical staff was back. 
 But there weren’t enough of them. 
 When Sarah stuck her head out into this maelstrom, Park and Close peeking around behind her, LCDR Walker, the imposing flight surgeon and CO of the hospital, spotted them instantly. She was working on a patient – not to mention directing work on a dozen others – but she found the bandwidth to shout over at them. 
 “Don’t just stand there with a stupid look on your face – do something useful with a stupid look on your face!” 
 Sarah and the two non-medical doctors in her charge gloved up. As they rushed into the fray, one of the other medics directed them: “Grab that stretcher! Clear that table! Okay, I need you two going around the room doing airway management – put heads to faces, feel for breath on your cheek, watch for rising and falling chests. While you’re there, see if you can stop any hemorrhaging – pressure!” 
 The medic grabbed Close’s gloved hand, and pressed it down onto a thigh wound, which was pumping bright-red arterial blood onto the table, another gout with each beat of the young man’s strong heart. “Pressure! But mainly airway monitoring. Anyone stops breathing, you scream. Got it?” 
 Sarah nodded vigorously. She knew the drill – police work required regular training in emergency life support. Not to mention the ability to function in a crisis. 
 But as she looked around the nightmare tableau of the hospital, she realized she’d never been part of a mass casualty event on this scale – with the obvious exception of the fall itself, though on that occasion the casualties had all been chasing her. But her training kicked in and she got to work – including supervising Park and Close. 
 As she checked an unconscious woman’s airway for obstructions, then put her into the recovery position, she paused to wonder if she should actually be getting the scientists closer to a lifeboat right now. Handon hadn’t been totally clear on the urgency of that operation. 
 Which meant he wanted her to use her judgment. 
 The wailing and gasping of the wounded crested and fell all around them. 
 And the floor was already slick with blood. 



 Pissed Off God 
 The JFK - 03 Deck, Frame 172 
 Wesley almost crashed straight into it, as he, Melvin, and Burns dashed around the corner into the adjacent companionway. All around them, the ship’s sirens blared, deafening them with a piercing wail that seemed to bore into their heads. It took Wesley a few seconds even to work out what he was looking at – and more than a little courage to refrain from running away again, right back in the opposite direction. 
 Barely ten feet away from them was what looked like a huge section of fat metal pipe. The companionway was a good ten feet across, and equally high, but the object spanned and nearly filled the entire space. On both sides of it, the interior bulkheads had been completely torn away. Twisted metal, debris, insulation, and wiring spilled out of both sides, covering the deck for many feet in both directions. There was smoke, dust, debris, and the smell of burning. 
 The object itself was roughly cylindrical and painted a dark gray, though much of the paint had been scraped or stripped away. It had a few visible panels in its steel surface, all secured with large screws. In one spot, it had big Cyrillic lettering, which read: П-700 Гранит – and then below that, Адмирал Нахимов. It also seemed to be lightly smoking, or perhaps steaming, as well as making vague mechanical noises. 
 Most amazingly of all: there was no one else freaking there. Just Wesley and his two guys. Whatever madness this was… no one in any position of authority or expertise was yet dealing with it. 
 A few seconds earlier, Wesley and his guys had been casually sitting in the Naval Security Forces (NSF) Ops Center, when the whole compartment, the whole ship itself, seemed to violently shake, throwing everyone from their chairs down onto the deck. 
 This was followed by the blaring of a siren, and a series of shouted orders over the ship’s tannoy. As Wesley and his crew, having not a clue what was going on, flooded out of the room in search of answers, the only bit of the announcement he managed to catch was: General quarters. 
 Now they’d found the cause of all this havoc – but it was hardly reassuring. It was a goddamned gigantic missile sticking straight through the middle of the goddamned ship. 
 And not just anywhere in the ship, Wesley realized with a jolt of horror. Because, directly beside the hole on the right bulkhead, he could now recognize the entrance to… his own cabin. Moving as if in a dream, he pushed open the ravaged and bent hatch, having to put his back into it to get it to budge. He managed to lever it open enough to stick his head in. And, inside, there was another twenty feet of missile – right where his bunk used to be. 
 And where he had been lying not thirty minutes ago. 
 He took off his hat in a gesture of stunned humility. And he thought: I am officially the luckiest Englishman alive… or is that unluckiest?

 He and the other two began to cough now, and covered their mouths. Wesley wondered if the missile was giving off fumes, or if it had burst something in the area. From the massive devastation it had left behind when passing through what must be half the ship, he wouldn’t be surprised to find some conduits or pipes split. Something was making it hard to breathe. 
 Just as he opened his mouth to give instructions to Melvin and Burns – though he hadn’t yet worked out what he was going to tell them – three energized-looking sailors skidded around the corner, almost running into them. They wore some type of hazard suit or heavy jumpsuit, and carried hand-held radios. 
 Instantly, the one in the lead keyed his radio and half-shouted, “DCS, Team Two! We’ve got it! We’re on 03 Deck, frame 172!” 
 Even before the radio squawked back, “Roger that, EOD Team en route” the man was grabbing Wesley by the arm and pulling him away from the steaming missile. 
 “Are you out of your freaking minds?! Clear the hell out!” 
 Wesley nodded, then looked around him, as if trying to decide where to go. 
 “What, are you deaf, too? Get your asses up on deck and help fight fires! Go, go, go!” 
 That actually sounded relatively safe to Wesley – not to mention that he had prior experience manning those firehoses, having used them to sweep the invading undead army from the flight deck. So he motioned to the others, backed carefully away, and then tried to remember how to get up top from there. 
 Without going anywhere near that missile again. 



 Goodbye to a Dead World 
 Somewhere Over France 
 It had stood stock-still for nearly a year, in the middle of the road, barely swaying even when the wind was high. Rain, storms, snow, and hail – all these had visited the town over the last two years, buffeting the figure, freezing it, thawing and drenching it yet again. Still it remained motionless, staring across the street at the front of a shop that had collapsed just weeks before. It had barely stirred when the entire wooden framework of paneled glass came crashing down, finally succumbing to the onslaught of unchecked weather. Just one eye had turned at the tremendous noise of cracking wood and shattering glass, but the other remained where it was, hanging by a thin shred of gristle. 
 Garbage and debris littered the mile-long stretch of road that cut through the small and rural French town – the remnants of a place that had been left to fight the elements alone. Cars were covered in dirt, their windows cracked and grimy. Litter blew along the street, and empty trash cans rattled along the pavement, tossed by the wind. Considering there were no living creatures on the ground for miles around, the place was strangely unquiet. 
 But the lone figure still stood there, unmoving. 
 It had once been a he, and he’d worn skinny jeans and a t-shirt with Iron Maiden scrawled across the front, above the creepy face of the band’s mascot, grinning wickedly out at anyone left alive to see it. Now the image was faded and stained, and the jeans barely clung to the creature’s thin and withered frame. Weirdest of all, the creature in the shirt now bore a significant resemblance to the creature on the shirt. 
 And then, for the first time in a year, that creature shuddered and stirred, the neck and shoulders twisting and turning toward the east, as it focused on an approaching sound. The bones and gristle that still held the long-dead limbs together cracked and popped as the body, almost entirely seized up by now, was prodded into motion. 
 With a single clumsy slide of one leg, it turned and craned its neck up to the sky, as the thrum
of three mechanical birds roared above it and then soared away. The creature twisted, tracking the machines as they headed off into the distance and then were gone. It took a single stumbling step after them, but then stopped again. 
 And it began waiting once more. 
 * * * 
 In the cockpit of the Apache overhead, Captain Charlotte Maidstone shifted uncomfortably. 
 “Origin Six, this is Wyvern Two Zero, how copy?” 
 Behind her, the two Puma helos followed in formation. Aboard one of them was the precious medical equipment that CentCom had sent them out here for, and a badly banged-up and under-strength troop of Royal Marines rode in the other. Up front in the gunner’s seat of Charlotte’s Apache was Captain Jameson, commander of One Troop. And he was now snoring quite loudly. 

At least one of us is getting some sleep, thought Charlotte. 
 And with that, her radio perked up, CentCom finally responding to her hails. “Wyvern Two Zero, Origin Six, solid copy. Send mission status.”

 “Origin, air mission is in formation and inbound. Ground team is aboard – and mission objective has been recovered and is secure. We are now approx five klicks from the Channel, just seeing the coast coming up now. ETA approx forty mikes.” 
 “Great news, and great work, Wyvern Two Zero. Proceed to the southern landing zone, section five. You will be met by a crew to disembark the cargo. Over.” 

Disembark, thought Charlotte. Sounds like they’re pretty damned anxious to take that thing off us and get it into a locked lab. Wonder if they’ve made space for a bunch of knackered pilots and Marines, some of whom lost friends out here…

 But she only said, “Roger that, Origin. Wyvern Out.” 
 Charlotte cut the radio and glanced forward and down at her passenger. Jameson had thanked her at least twice before falling asleep, thirty seconds after climbing up into the cockpit, and now he sat with his head tipped to one side, making a noise that almost competed with the thrum of the engine and rotor noise. Charlotte smiled and left him to it. He might later be embarrassed at having dropped off, but he’d be better for the couple hours nod. 
 For her part, Charlotte was looking forward to landing, and taking a much-needed break herself. But she suspected she would be given another mission straightaway, even though she was way over her safe quota of flight hours without rest. She’d probably be re-tasked before her engines even cooled down. 

He is a curious one, she thought, this Jameson. He’d come so close to getting taken down, during his run across open ground outside the target building in Dusseldorf, that there had been moments when Charlotte was convinced he wouldn’t make it. But somehow he had stayed on his feet, ahead of the dead, and out of Charlotte’s high-explosive fire lanes. 
 The way he was lying now, with his head tilted to the side and back, she could just see the triple line of scars that ran down the side of his face, and she wondered how he’d gotten them. These Marines, from what she heard, had hiked all the way to England from Dusseldorf after the fall – crossing half of Europe on foot, surviving the implosion of France and Belgium, and getting themselves across the Channel in row boats. She would wager the LT had more than his share of harrowing tales to tell. But what she really
wanted to know about was the scars. 
 As the flight of three helos rocketed away from undead Europe, and soared over the English Channel and toward home, Charlotte heaved a quiet sigh of relief. Even if she ran out of fuel and went down now, at least she’d be near home ground. That was, of course, if home ground hadn’t already been overrun in the last day. 

Nope, not the case, she thought. CentCom is still online, so they must be getting control over the outbreak.

 At least she hoped they were. They had to. 
 Forty minutes later, the three birds were roaring over the southern expanses of London. Ahead of them, in the distance, Charlotte could just make out the glinting surface of the River Thames – and, on its opposite shore, the imposing neo-Gothic facade of the Houses of Parliament and Big Ben. These stood proudly amidst all the other majestic marble structures and solemn war memorials of Whitehall, all of it seemingly eternal and undying. 
 Charlotte shook her head. More than two thousand years ago, this city, then called Londinium, had been one of the most important outposts of the Roman Empire – which, at the time, was the largest empire the world had ever known. 
 But, centuries later, a few hundred administrators down there in Whitehall would rule over what, at its height, was the single largest empire in all of human history. Encompassing a quarter of the world’s land mass, and a quarter of its population, the British Empire was the pre-eminent global power for over a hundred years. 
 But most of that empire had dissolved or broken away during World War Two. Essentially, Churchill had spent the British Empire defeating Hitler and Nazism. 
 And now what remained of that empire was down to one flickering candle – the Capital, London. And, after 2,000 years, it looked possible that it too might actually fall. 
 Charlotte could hardly believe it. She refused to believe it. 
 But, luckily, distraction soon arrived in the form of CentCom’s Strategic Command Center, coming into view below them, just south of the river. The sprawling complex had been built out of the buildings and stone walls of the former Wandsworth Prison, and still looked exactly like what it once was. 
 But at least it was secure. 
 Charlotte flipped her radio to ICS, but then remembered Jameson had ditched the helmet she’d stuck on him. So instead she just raised her voice and shouted forward. “Lieutenant!” she said. “This is your wake-up call!” 
 Jameson stirred, sat up straight, and rubbed his eyes. Then he located his helmet where he’d dropped it, and put it back on, so they could speak without shouting. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “How long was I out?” But then he saw the sprawl of London, stretching out for miles below them in every direction, and cursed. “Damn. I’ve slept through the whole journey?” 
 Charlotte laughed. “You have indeed, Lieutenant. And for the record, you snore.” 
 “Huh? No I don’t… errr… ma’am” 
 “Hah. Whatever you say.” 
 As the aircraft approached the prison – its huge, dark and weathered buildings growing larger and grimmer – Jameson noticed plumes of smoke in the distance, way out across London. He tried to work out where they were coming from, but wasn’t used to judging that kind of distance from the air. 
 “Can you see that?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” she said. “I clocked it a while ago. Seems to be near the center of the city. Maybe Soho, or over toward Covent Garden. Can’t tell.” 
 The three birds finally slowed as they approached the walls of the prison, then banked north, flying over another cluster of old buildings, heading toward the landing zones. Jameson frowned at the riot of containers and mobile office buildings cluttering the landscape of Wandsworth Common. This had once been a beautiful park with open grass and trees, but was now a dirt- and gravel-covered eyesore. 
 Two runways cut through the former park, and surrounding that were dozens of parking bays for planes and helos, as well as a large area for armored vehicles and tanks. Much of it was now empty, those vehicles and aircraft having been shoved out and into action in the south, and their absence made the large area of barren land appear even more bleak. 
 Near the center of the park, where there had once been a tennis and bowls center, now was a new development that Jameson hadn’t seen the last time he was here. Tall white prefab buildings rose up where the tennis courts used to be, and several rows of stark white mobile offices had been placed in a row next to them. 
 “What the hell is all that?” he asked. 
 “That would be the new Biosciences Complex,” replied Charlotte. “And the manufacturing plant. They put it all up in the last few weeks.” 
 Jameson squinted down, trying to work out its significance. Did it mean good news on the vaccine front? Or were they just prepping for a last stand here – in what was probably the most heavily defended and best protected place left in the world? 
 “And what was the old club building is now the quarantine facility,” Charlotte continued. “Which we will get very acquainted with over the next twenty-four hours…” 
 “Ah, hell. More quarantine,” said Jameson. “I forgot all about that.” 
 Charlotte laughed again. 
 “Welcome to the new post-engagement rules,” she said. “Same as the old post-engagement rules…” 



 Yet Another Day at the Office 
 CentCom Strategic Command, London 
 Colonel Robert Mayes sat at the desk in his small office out on the periphery of the main complex, and stared into the empty mug he had filled a moment before. He was overtired, and the nasty excuse for coffee they had been reduced to drinking didn’t even touch the exhaustion, not on any level. 
 They used to drink the good stuff, but as with everything, they had finally run out. Now he thought he should probably be grateful they had provisions of any kind. That certainly wasn’t the case for much of the surviving population of London, and as far as he knew there was nowhere in the UK that could grow coffee beans, so whatever was in the stores was it. Of all the things from life before the ZA, Mayes knew he would miss coffee the most. 
 His small office was scantily furnished, with a single desk, two chairs facing each other on either side of it, and half a dozen filing cabinets full of reports and ignored notices, most of which were about deployments of units that no longer existed. He doubted he would ever find the time to go through it all, and should probably assign a junior officer to check and clear it, just in case there was something important that could actually still be actioned. But he doubted that would ever happen. 
 There were far too many other matters pressing in on him and his staff, and with the war spreading in the south, it was getting worse by the moment. Something had to give, and many tasks that had been a part of daily routine at CentCom now gathered dust, ignored. Somehow a vending-machine inventory was of little importance when faced with ravenous hordes of man-eating zombies beating at your door. 
 And that wasn’t the worst of it, though it should have been. At that moment, Colonel Mayes had somewhere in the region of 200,000 military personnel deployed in southern and eastern England, fighting to contain the biggest outbreak in over two years – and the first large incursion from Europe ever to breach Fortress Britain. It was spiraling out of control faster than it could be quelled, and Mayes knew this was because they just couldn’t keep pace with it. 
 The new super-fast, infection-spreading zombies were a nightmare that couldn’t be stopped, he was coming to believe. Even with all the UK’s remaining armed forces on the ground, some were still getting through, and striking at vulnerable spots. Refugee camps, sprawling shanty towns, and even the military themselves, all were falling more rapidly than they could react to. 

Damn fast Zs, Mayes thought. If the outbreak had been comprised of the slower, more common walkers then it would have been put down before even a hundred people had been infected. But the things were evolving somehow, and even 200 scientific personnel in the complex nearby couldn’t figure out why the hell it had happened, much less how to stop it. 
 This latest version was beyond anything they could have foreseen, or prepared for. These dead killed, but they didn’t stop to enjoy their meal, instead moving on at nightmare speed to the next victim. Worse even than that, they seemed to seek the next nearby concentration of uninfected people, just to spread themselves into the very last corners of the living. A more lethal and dangerous threat couldn’t have been designed. 
 Though Mayes guessed this one had been – by evolution. 
 He had come into his office to take a call that didn’t come, and then just sat down in exhaustion, and didn’t get back up for ten minutes. It was a great relief just to grab a short time away from the tumult that he could see on the other side of his window across the room. All was chaos there, out in the Joint Operations Center (JOC), and there was little he could do about it. All he could manage to deal with now was the most critical tasks – ones that might save lives, or expend them judiciously in defense of the country, and the last remaining bastion of humanity. 
 Mayes knew it wouldn’t be long before he had to go back into the fray, but he was determined to stay for a few more minutes. Just for a little silence. A few minutes to breathe. 
 And to rack his brain for possible solutions to the terrible situation they were all in. 
 Basically, the outbreaks were moving faster than the troops in the field could maneuver to stop them. Airborne units were landing in towns hit by Romeos or Foxtrots only to find most of the population gone, already stumbling or racing off toward the next village. Incubation time for the disease was dropping, too. And to make it all even worse, many of the dead seemed no longer to be going through the slow phase at all, instead reanimating directly into runners or even more Foxtrot Novembers (FNs). 
 For most of his military career, Colonel Mayes had believed the might of Britain would be enough to defend their island home – that they could triumph over anything. But now, in the blink of an eye, it wasn’t working out that way. They had the troops, and certainly had the firepower. But they were getting them where they were needed too slowly, arriving only when the fight was already over. 
 They were being run ragged, getting murdered by logistics. 
 Mayes sighed out loud, and thought: Maybe what I need to do is move everyone out,
and stick them in one damned formation right the way across the country – a single giant skirmish line. It would be a gamble, a last-ditch maneuver. But something had to change. 
 Or they would all soon be dead. 
 The door to the office opened, and Mayes looked up to see Colonel John Broads, his longtime second-in-command. 
 “Didn’t imagine I’d be able to hide in here for very long,” Mayes said. 
 Broads smiled and stepped inside. “Sorry, Bob, but you asked to be alerted if and when Grews turned up.” 
 Mayes put his cup on the table and sat back in the chair. “And?” He felt pretty sure this would be bad news. 
 “He’s in the complex,” Broads said, putting himself down in the other chair. “Down in the short-term billets. He wanted to come straight here, but the medic who examined him said he was exhausted and likely to collapse if he didn’t sleep first.” 
 Mayes laughed at that. Everyone was verging on collapse. 
 “Medic also said Grews refused quarantine.” 
 Mayes frowned at this. “Was he injured?” 
 Broad shook his head. “He’s a bit banged up from the helo crash, but the medic found no sign of infection, and his blood test was clear. They still tried to quarantine him, but apparently the Major ordered them to stand down – said he’s got too much life-or-death work to spend two days in a box.” 
 “Don’t we all,” Mayes said, and let it pass. “Give him a couple of hours of rack, but then I want him up here. I need a full debrief from him.” Mayes paused and shifted gears. “What’s the situation with that drug discovery device? The one we had to stretch out into Europe to get.” 
 “The Biacore,” Broads said. “Should be hitting the ground now. Bioscience is geared up to get it set up and working, alongside their other lab infrastructure. It’s like an ant nest over there at the moment.” 
 “Some good news for once.” 
 Finally, Mayes rose from his chair, and the two senior officers went together back into the JOC. The sheer wall of noise hit Mayes as he stepped out toward the raised platform that was his usual spot. He looked up at the massive screens that ringed the room, searching for anything critical that might have changed in the few minutes he had been offline. 
 He looked back to Broads. “I think we’re going to have to pull back and make some kind of a stand along a line further north. We’re losing this thing with the current strategy. They keep getting past us.” 
 Broads nodded. “There’s no question about that. But if we shift the line north, won’t we hit the same problems? Just closer to London?” 
 Mayes considered. “Maybe, but we currently have a lot of deployments along the northern line anyway. If we move all engaged units from the front – fast – the enemy may slow its approach, having nothing right in their faces to follow.” 
 “Or they may just head north anyway,” said Broads. 
 “Well, that’s inevitable, I think. They’re going to reach the wall at some point, and then we can use the defenses there to wipe them out. I’d hoped infantry and artillery would be enough. But they’re not. And I can’t stop thinking about how every other country in the world fell because the damned things just kept coming.” 
 Broads shook his head. 
 Mayes said, “I take it the evacuation of Portsmouth and the coast is under way?” 
 “Affirmative. Mechanized units are holding the perimeter, but not pushing out of the city, as ordered. The port’s now rammed with craft for removal of the civilian population.” 
 “On schedule?” asked Mayes. “Are we going to get them back behind the lines before the dead take the city?” 
 “Unknown at this time. I checked a few minutes ago and there seems to be a massive exodus into Portsmouth from the surrounding area.” 
 “How about the quarantine zone in Wales? Are they ready?” 
 “Not in the slightest. But they claim they will be.” 
 Mayes shook his head. ”If they’re not, then we just opened up the whole of the north for the virus.” 
 “The zone is isolated and heavily fortified. At the very worst, well…” Broads didn’t finish the thought. 
 Mayes did it for him. “Worst case, we wipe out the overrun civilian population. But I don’t want to be the one making that call. Canterbury was bad enough.” 
 “Yeah, I don’t either,” said Broads. “But if it comes to that?” 
 “If it comes to it,” said Mayes, hoping like hell it wouldn’t. 



 This is Your Wake-Up Call 
 CentCom Strategic Command - Short-Term Billets 
 Major Grews lurched as the knock at the door ripped him from sleep. His head spun, and for a moment dizziness swamped his ability to focus. He tried to sit up, but instead almost fell from the bed, as neither his arms nor legs responded. He tottered for a moment before falling back onto the bed. 

Deep breaths, he told himself. It’s just anxiety, again. 
 No matter how many times he faced the dead, this was always the result, and he knew it. Then again, the numbness in his limbs was something new. And then a rush of pain crackled through his stomach and up into his chest. 

What the hell was that? He looked around the room, wondering where the hell he even was. He couldn’t focus, couldn’t quite remember the last few hours. 
 The room was unfamiliar, and sparse, just the bed he lay on and a cabinet with his personal effects and side arm on top in a pile. Confused, he tried to gather his thoughts, as another knock sounded at the door. 
 “Major?” called a voice, but it was distant, barely audible. 
 Then it clicked and Grews remembered landing at the CentCom airfield, then heading to the quarantine area to get checked over. He’d had no visible wounds, and the medic, a man who looked like he hadn’t slept for about a week himself, had run a base blood check and found nothing wrong. 
 He remembered being furious with the team there for even attempting to order him into quarantine, and finally pulling rank to stay out of it. But even he had to admit that he wasn’t thinking straight at the time. He’d been awake for so many hours that the exhaustion had gone beyond what he could physically cope with, though he felt fine otherwise. Finally, they had let him go with a promise that he sleep for a couple of hours before resuming work. 
 Now his head pounded as though someone was keeping time to music by thumping his skull with a mallet, and he could hear a whooshing sound instead of the quiet of the room. He tensed one arm, willing it to move, and found he couldn’t bend his fingers or his wrist. But his arm finally came up and he looked down at the back of his hand – and nearly retched. 
 His skin was laced with spidered lines of black, and his nails had turned completely white. It was then that Grews felt the burning, and the cold sweat on his skin, but even these feelings were numbed, as though his nerves were somehow failing, his senses drowning. 

This isn’t possible. It’s anxiety. Nothing else. It can’t be. Was he still asleep? Was this a dream? 
 But it was too lucid to be a dream. Grews closed his eyes, opened them again, and focused on his hand once more. There was no change. The skin was still pale, and laced with fine dark lines. 

No! he screamed, but it only sounded in his head. He sucked in a deep breath, and tried to speak again, but only a rasp came out. His throat constricted with the effort, and a splatter of black liquid fell from his mouth to splash across the pillow. 
 He tried again to call out, but nothing came. 

How? he thought. How the hell could this have happened? The blood test was clear!

 But no answer came to his mind. He thought back, and knew for certain he hadn’t been wounded, not even a scratch. Even when that Foxtrot had leapt up at him on the rope, and pulled half his trouser leg away, there hadn’t been a wound, nothing. The medics had checked him and found nothing. 
 But there was no way he could deny it. He was infected. It was his worst nightmare coming true: he was about to switch sides in the great war. 
 His breathing grew even heavier now, and he could feel his skin almost writhing over his body as it died, cell by cell. 

Was this how it was for everyone? he wondered. 
 Was he going to lie here and feel every sensation as his body slowly succumbed to the virus, which was even now coursing through his veins, seeking living flesh to infect, to kill, to change? To finally reanimate as an inhuman, alien form. 

Inside the cabin of the helo, he thought. It had to be there. 
 And he thought back to the ones he had fought, inside the tiny interior of the crashed aircraft, and the splatterings of blood and gunk as he destroyed them. Was there something he was forgetting? There had to be. 

Yes, there was. He finally remembered the taste of iron in his mouth. He’d thought it was his own, thought surely it had to be. His own blood, from a bitten gum, or tongue. But could it instead have been the blood of one of the dead, splattered into his mouth as he fought them? 
 A vision of the fight rushed through his confused mind – gunshots, the man in the suit, the woman. The one eating the pilot. More gunshots, and then… yes. He had been splattered with the pilot’s blood as he tried to fight him off. It had been as he struggled to get past the chair that pinned Grews down. The animated corpse had flailed, splattering crap everywhere. 
 Grews shook his head in disbelief, and total despair. 

I’m infected. I’m going to turn. But how had the blood test shown up clear? Was the virus not in my blood by then? It can’t have been, must have been in my stomach or maybe my lungs? He remembered coughing, and finding it hard to breathe. 
 There was another knock at the door. 
 “Major Grews? This is your wake-up call, sir,” came the muffled voice from the corridor. “You’re expected at the Colonel’s office in ten minutes.” 
 His mind sparked and flashed at the thought of the man on the other side of the door, and something entered his thoughts – something that had never been there before. The man outside was made of meat. Then it was gone, the thought jumbled among others as they flailed around his head, fighting each other for attention. 

They’ll come in if I don’t answer, he thought, and they’ll kill me. It will all be over, and nothing more can go wrong.

 But then he heard footsteps moving away. 

Idiots! his mind screamed. Why didn’t they come in when I didn’t answer? They would have seen, and shot me, or I would… get to them and bite and scratch every last one. I should kill every one of them. No! I have to stop this!

 He had to do something, and he had to do it now, while he was still himself, even if he felt his mind quickly leaving him and becoming… someone or something else. He looked around the room, willing his eyes and his neck to move, though it seemed even they didn’t want to comply, and his gaze finally fell upon the handgun on the cabinet. It was only inches away. 

I have to do this myself, he thought. Before I turn.


Meat. They are made of meat and blood. And the smell.

 He tried to reach out, to will his rebelling arm to go for the gun, and this seemed to work. He couldn’t sit up, not now, and he also realized he couldn’t feel anything from his waist down. The arm resisted, but got closer, and closer, until his hand dropped onto the weapon. He tried to grasp it, and his fingers moved fractionally, but he couldn’t get them at the right angle to pick it up. 
 He swung his weight to the side, trying to reach, but didn’t judge the movement correctly, and found his whole body toppling forward, rolling, lurching over off the bed. He closed his eyes for a moment as the ground rushed at him, and he tried to turn his head, but his neck muscles refused. 

Will I remember this? he thought, as he fell. If I turn – will I remember who I am? Will I look through these eyes as my body wastes away?
Will I see it as my own hands seek to kill?

 His face slammed into the floor and he just lay there, stunned, unable to move, watching, but not feeling, a pool of black liquid pour from his mouth and spread out onto the floor. 
 And the Major’s last thoughts were an image of shadows moving in a dark tunnel, and then a child, her face dirty, but smiling as she was held by her mother, as the news cameras focused in on the tunnel escapees. 

Blood, he thought, and then he passed out. 



 They Deserved Better 
 CentCom Strategic Command 
 Private Nolan of Internal Security stood at his post for another five minutes before heading back to the third floor, and the short-term accommodation wing. He took the stairs, heading up and cursing under his breath that they had cut the electricity to the lift. It wasn’t the only amenity here that now no longer worked, but it was one he’d used dozens of times a day, and all this climbing of stairs was starting to feel like too much exercise for him. 
 Somehow he doubted it would be heart disease or high blood pressure that got him in the end. Screw exercise. 
 This wing of the second largest building in the compound had once been the solitary confinement section of the old prison, and even though a lot of it had been rebuilt and remodeled, it still bore signs of its old function – the curved metal stairways, the open atrium at the center of each level, and of course the bars on the windows. When CentCom took over the prison, they built the main command and control areas, and the big Joint Operations Center, right next to the old prison annex. They’d knocked it through in many places, but most of the old structures had just been given a lick of paint and some new internal drywall. 
 The place still echoed when you walked the floors, and it still had a hostile feel to it that Nolan had sensed during his time as a prison guard, long before CentCom came along. The animosity and anger were still there, as if they had been absorbed by the very walls, and he could almost hear the curses from the dangerous men who had been locked up here. 
 Now their former cells were clean and white, and even had carpeting, and thankfully none of the sparse furniture had to be tested to prove it wasn’t usable as a weapon. The visitors to these quarters now were of an entirely different sort – no more cold, emotionless hard men whose faces he had seen on the news, attached to crimes he had to ignore so that he could do his job. No, the cells of the old prison block were now usually filled with visiting military officers or government officials. It was a much quieter place than it had been a few years before, and Nolan wondered what it was like now for the former prisoners. 
 It wasn’t that he cared at all for the previous occupants, but at the same time he wondered how society could change so much in such a short time that people, even the nastiest of criminals, could be dumped a hundred miles away in the middle of a continent completely overrun by the dead. And who had made that decision? Who had exiled these living people into Undead Europe, on punishment of death if they returned? 
 Maybe those kinds of terrible decisions were necessary now. But they left a bad taste in Nolan’s mouth. And he was in a fairly unique position to know what terrible human beings many of those inmates had been. But they were still human beings. 
 And they deserved better. 
 Muttering to himself, Nolan made his way along the gangway, glancing down and nodding at one of the other guards on the lower level as he passed several empty rooms, their doors habitually left open, before he finally came to one with the door shut. 
 He’d called Major Grews five minutes before, and hadn’t thought much of it when the man didn’t answer. The guy had been in combat just hours before, and looked utterly exhausted, and Nolan would have liked to have left him in peace, even if only for a few more minutes. But orders from the top, Mayes himself, were that Grews needed to be at the JOC in five minutes, so Nolan banged on the door a second time. 
 “Major?” he called, and then waited. 
 There was the sound of movement from inside the room, a bump that sounded like the man might just have been hauling his ass out of bed. 
 “Sir, you’re expected over at the JOC in five,” Nolan said, his voice louder than he’d intended. 
 Still no answer, but another bumping noise. 
 Nolan bit his lip, and stood there for another half a minute, staring at the door, his mind sifting through escalating possibilities. What if Grews was injured? What if, amid his exhaustion, he’d fallen? Or worse – what if the medic hadn’t checked him out thoroughly? But Nolan didn’t imagine that was possible. Not here. The blokes who ran quarantine were deadly serious professionals, and totally thorough. But what if the Major had an internal problem that had gone undetected, like perhaps a concussion? 

Maybe I should go for help, he thought, hesitating. He scratched his head, and then turned to walk toward the edge of the platform, thinking he would call the lads on the ground floor and get them to send for a medic. But then he stopped and turned back. He’d feel stupid if it was a false alarm, and the Major was just slow at waking up, like everybody else. It wasn’t like he’d had much sleep. None of them had. 
 Nolan leaned against the door, listening, but ready to step away quickly if it opened. “Major? Are you okay in there?” 
 He grabbed the door handle, and then stopped. Now is not the time to get sloppy, he thought, and reached for his side arm. He hesitated again, but then decided it was better to be safe. He was sure the Major would understand. He drew the weapon, cocked it, and held it at his waist as he turned the handle. The door swung open, and Nolan peered inside, slowly raised the gun, and gasped, unable to process the scene before him. 
 His stomach lurched as he saw the vile mess splashed across the floor. Black gunk, which looked like thick ink or tar, had spilled across a wide area near the bed. There were dark-red smears across the walls and the bed covers, and even the bars on the windows. The reek was so powerful that Nolan had to take a step back as he involuntarily lifted his free hand to his mouth, gagging. 
 And then a dark flash of movement shot from the other side of the room, leaping up from behind the bed. A pale and blood-smeared version of the Major leapt toward the door at terrifying speed. Nolan’s heart jumped, but he still raised his weapon up to level, aiming for the head, as the dead man bolted toward him. 
 When Grews was only inches away, the gun went off, but at the same time the racing creature slipped on the blood-slick floor and slid forward, slamming into the door. The shot went high, blowing out one of the windows directly across the room. 
 Nolan stepped back, shouting, and hearing echoing shouts from the level below. He depressed his weapon toward the flailing body, and fired again, as it scrambled toward him. His second shot hit, but only blasted a hole in the zombie’s shoulder, as it rose and slammed into him. 
 He felt a lashing of sharp pain across his throat as he was knocked backward and tumbled over the railing, falling through open air, and finally slamming into the wire mesh, put there to stop prisoners throwing objects or themselves onto the ground below. 
 The air was knocked out of him and he felt his weapon fall from his grasp as he hit, and then he lost consciousness and didn’t even feel the thumping of his carotid artery as the gash in his throat, torn out by the palsied fingers of the now undead Grews, poured the life from his body. And he was insensible to it when Grews landed half on top him, after having followed him over the railing and down. 
 The corpse of Major Grews didn’t stop when it rolled onto the mesh beside the dying security guard. Instantly, he leapt up and off it, then blasted across the gap to the second-floor deck, and raced at two other guards who were trying to bring their weapons to bear. They both got shots off, but Grews had broken a leg in the fall, which caused him to run even less like a human normally would. Instead he lurched wildly, head lolling from side to side – but still moving much faster than any living man. He slammed into both guards as their rounds went through non-vital regions, knocking them down and stunning them long enough that it was already too late for them to fight back. 
 The last of the four guards on this block, on the bottom floor, managed to reach the alarm box at the foot of the stairs. He brought his fist up and slammed it forward, but was distracted by movement to his left, and missed the alarm entirely. He spun to face the abomination racing toward him at a speed he had never seen anything move, alive or dead. Half a beat later, as he struggled to unholster and raise his weapon, the one-time commander of the ground forces in the south violently body-checked him and bit into his neck, tearing a chunk of flesh away, even as he was already moving on. 
 Grews was nearly at the open doors at the end of the hall by the time the last guard hit the ground. The dying man grasped at his throat and tried to stand to reach the alarm, but passed out while still on the floor… as Grews exited and raced to where his instincts called him. 
 Another dormitory, just fifty yards away. 



 Knife to a Gunfight 

JFK - CIC 
 “Where’s the Washington?” Drake asked Campbell, referring to the carrier’s escort sub. “And I mean, right this second.” 
 “You sure you want that on the big board?” The location of the sub at any given point in time was highly classified. 
 “Yeah. Do it.” 
 Campbell leaned around a subordinate at his station, logged him out and logged herself in. A few seconds later, the giant overhead map view zoomed out from the South African coast, to show a large chunk of the south Atlantic. A marker for the USS Washington appeared – but nearly a thousand kilometers behind them. 
 “Fuck,” Drake hissed. He already basically knew where their Virginia-class nuclear-powered fast attack sub was – playing catch-up on the Atlantic crossing, at its much slower top speed. But he’d been hoping for some kind of miracle. The Washington was exactly what they needed to counter a giant battlecruiser, and to protect them. That was basically its whole job. 
 It just wasn’t there to do it. 
 “Too far for torpedos,” Campbell said. “Her Polaris missiles, conventionally armed, might do the job. But they’d be in flight long enough that the Nakhimov would have every chance of knocking them down. Her ABM defense capabilities are formidable.” 
 “Unlike ours at the moment,” Drake grimaced. “Worth trying anyway?” 
 Campbell shook her head. “No. Not if it means tipping our hand.” She didn’t have to elaborate. Drake knew full well that the most valuable weapon any sub has is the fact that you don’t know she’s there. “When she catches us up, then the battlecruiser becomes a candidate for a Mark 48 torpedo wax job.” 
 “But not until then,” Drake agreed, resigned now. “And still no new launch signatures, or other signs of offensive posture from the Nakhimov?” 
 “You’ll hear it here first.” 
 So for the moment it was still a stand-off. Albeit one where the two combatants were racing away from each other at top speed. Drake knew things could definitely be a hell of a lot worse. Still, anxiety and foreboding seemed to close in on him in the already claustrophobic CIC. 

What the hell is Ivan playing at…? he thought. 
 “I’m on the flag bridge,” Drake said, turning to leave. “Join me in the briefing room – the second we’re out of range of those Shipwrecks.” 
 * * * 
 Homer found Emily in the first place he looked for – in the MARSOC team room, cataloging and stowing high explosives for the Marines. Evidently she’d been promoted. She’d come a long way since Alpha rescued her from that pirate ship on Lake Michigan. 
 “What’s happening?” she asked, rising and turning to face Homer as he entered, one child in his arms, the other running behind him. It was impossible, on this higher deck, and closer to the fore, not to be aware there was some kind of ship-wide emergency going on. At the general quarters alarm, the Marines had exited the compartment like someone blew the airlock. But Emily had stayed, and was now here alone. 
 “Someone’s taking potshots at us,” Homer said calmly, as he handed off Isabel with one hand, and pulled Ben around in front of him with the other. 
 “Oh, hello there,” Emily said, taking the weight of the adorable little girl and brushing her milky-white hair out of her eyes. Isabel looked scared, and Ben as if he was trying to be brave. Glancing back up to Homer, Emily said, “Some pretty noisy potshots…” 
 “Can you take these two back to our cabin – and stay with them for a while?” 
 “No problem. Any idea how long?” 
 Homer hesitated. “I might be some time.” 
 Emily nodded. “Go do your job.” 
 Homer kissed both kids on the tops of their heads and exited at speed – but very smoothly. 

Slow is smooth, he recited in his head, out of long habit, smooth is fast… 
 * * * 
 Drake shut the hatch of the briefing room behind him and pressed his back up against it. He and Abrams were the only occupants so far. The XO had just given him an update on the damage-control effort. It was all being handled by the people whose job that was, and these two senior leaders had no additional value to add there. So they just kept their hands and feet clear, and let their people get on with it. 
 This also meant they had a couple of minutes – not only to catch their breath, but to try to address the strategic situation. There were so many damned questions. 
 Drake looked up at his XO tiredly. “Okay, I’ll bite. What the hell just happened?” 
 Abrams shrugged, and paused before answering. “I’d say we got lazy – and careless. In a dead world, we thought we could just steam around with impunity, and no one would fuck with us.” 
 Drake rolled his eyes. “What we forgot is that there are still other survivors. And survivors can be goddamned dangerous.” 
 “Though they don’t usually have the wherewithal to drop Shipwreck missile swarms on our heads.” 
 “Touché,” Drake said. 
 But then he shook his head to clear it – and realized the philosophical questions could wait. What they really needed to focus on first was answering the ones that were most likely to keep everyone alive. Not least because, as they couldn’t forget, it wasn’t just the crew of the ship. 
 In a real sense, all humanity was on this vessel. 
 “Okay,” Drake said, willing the fog off his brain. “So the Russians ran…” 
 “Because they don’t know how degraded we are.” 
 “Right. They also don’t know our escort sub is a thousand kilometers off-station.” 
 Abrams nodded. “They can’t outrun air, but they can outrun the sub. And they’d be damned motivated to do so.” 
 Drake squinted in thought. “And as good as their ASW capabilities are, they know a Virginia-class sub captain won’t lose any sleep over it. He’ll just dodge their torpedoes and rockets, laugh at their sub-hunting helo, and send their asses to the bottom.” 
 Anti-submarine warfare was a major function of the Kirov-class battlecruiser. But beating them at that game was the major function of the Virginia-class fast attack subs. 
 And they were unmatched at it. 
 “So that much makes sense,” Drake said. “But – and here’s the real question – why the hell did they fire on us in the first place?” 
 Abrams shrugged. “Simple apocalypse rules? Shoot first, save the questions for Trivial Pursuit. Two years in, there aren’t a lot of nice guys out there still breathing air.” 
 Drake squinted. “Maybe. But I’m not sold. Think about where we found them.” 
 “Anchored off the Saldanha naval depot?” 
 “Exactly. I wonder if maybe they found a good teat to suck at – a good source of supplies. And having got there first, they weren’t real interested in sharing.” 
 “Huh,” Abrams said. “As in, Fuck off, this is our spot? Simple scarcity, then – the great driver of conflict, both before civilization and after it. Okay, if that was it… then why’d they give up so easily?” 
 Drake scratched his chin. He was starting to need a shave. “I think it’s like you said – they didn’t follow up their initial attack because, if the first missile swarm didn’t do the job, they couldn’t be sure another would – either because our close-in defenses worked, or because their missiles didn’t. And they had to presume our sub would be hauling ass toward them. Either way, at that point, they’d definitely be feeling like the dipshits who brought a knife to a gunfight.” 
 Abrams chuckled once, not actually all that amused. “Yeah, they just have no idea the guns we have – the Sparrows and CIWS – are empty. And that our sub is MIA.” 
 “Otherwise they would have come in for the kill.” 
 “But they also have no idea we can’t launch aircraft – and they must know there’s no way they can outrun our air? Much less hide from it.” 
 Drake shrugged. “Their air defense capabilities are awesome. Or maybe they’re just betting we don’t want to risk the birds. Or that we’re out of JP5, or very low. Which we are.” Drake was referring to the jet fuel that had a higher flashpoint than the standard JP8, and that they used on the carrier, when they could get it. 
 Abrams leaned back against the table. “Or maybe they’re simply betting we just don’t want to get caught up in a street brawl, if we can possibly avoid it.” 
 Drake just looked at him dully, letting that float there. 
 * * * 
 While Drake and Abrams sat in slightly stunned silence, the hatch to the briefing room knocked twice, then opened. Behind it was Handon. 
 Drake looked up. "What do you need, Sergeant Major?" 
 Handon stepped inside. "Honestly? I need to keep an eye on the tactical situation." 
 Drake snorted once. "You mean keep an eye on whether this ship’s going to continue floating." 
 Handon just shrugged. It was true. 
 Drake gave him the fifteen-second rundown on who had attacked them, the result, and the current state of play. 
 “Kirov-class?” Handon asked. “Am I correct in remembering those were the largest surface combatant warships in the world?” 
 Now Drake shrugged. “What can I tell you? They’re nuclear-powered, plus armed to the gills. It’s like Pimp My Ride for the apocalypse.” 
 But Handon instantly identified the key issue. 
 “Okay, but why are they now running from aircraft they know they can’t outrun?” He knew enough about naval surface warfare to know that in planes vs. ships, planes (almost) always won. 
 Drake said, “The XO here thinks they’re gambling that we’ll back down after getting hit once. That we’ll decide this isn’t a punch-up we can afford to be in.” 
 Handon’s brow lowered. “As a matter of fact, it isn’t.” He paused to pin the other two with his gaze. “I’m sure you don’t need me to point this out, but we actually can’t afford to waste the time, or take the risk, of slugging it out with them. Or with any other survivors. That’s a sideshow, at best.” 
 Handon paused, as he was immediately pierced with a feeling of hypocrisy. He had done exactly what he was decrying now, getting into a profitless fight with armed survivors back on Lake Michigan. But – thanks in part to Henno, mainly due to learning the hard way – he’d had a Come to Jesus moment on this issue. 
 And he was now one hundred percent mission-focused. 
 He went on. “The clock’s ticking. And all that matters is our mission. Getting to Somalia, getting Patient Zero, and getting it and Park’s vaccine the hell out of here and back to Britain. And seconds count. If the Russians are in our way, we get them out of it. But if we can walk away, we walk.” 
 Abrams gave him a No argument there look. 
 But Drake said: “Two problems with that.” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “One, the Nakhimov is heading south – straight down the coast. And that’s our route, as well.” 
 Handon decocked slightly. “And to go around them, while staying out of range of their missiles…” 
 “Yeah. Would add at least another day, maybe two. And that’s if they don’t go right back up the other coast.” 
 “Which,” Abrams added, “is by far the most common route after rounding the Cape of Good Hope.” 
 Handon shook his head. “So they’d essentially be blocking us the whole way.” 
 “Honestly,” Drake said, “we have no idea what they’re going to do. They don’t call Ivan crazy for nothing.” 
 “What’s the second problem?” 
 But before Drake could answer, the hatch knocked again. Behind it was LT Campbell. Before she was even in the room, she said, “We’ve just passed 200 kilometers from the Nakhimov. We’re out of Shipwreck range.” 
 “Thank fuck,” Drake said, Abrams mouthing it in sync. 
 Campbell tried to close the hatch behind her, but it was pushed open against her. Behind it was an ensign, who stuck his head in. “Commander, DCS reports the fire has been suppressed – and the angle deck made safe. PriFly says both birds are on deck and into their pre-flight.” 
 Now, when the ensign tried to leave, he in turn found himself blocked by the thick body of the Air Boss. This was turning into a real traffic snarl. The ensign slipped under the Boss’s thick arm as he held the hatch open then entered. He instantly pinned Drake with his deadly serious eye, and said, “We’re go for launch.” 
 Drake looked over at Abrams, then Handon. 
 The Air Boss went on: “But I want to take a pass through this attack mission profile, before we send young pilots out to watery graves. We can audible it while they’re in flight, bu—” 
 Drake interrupted him. “Stand your fliers down.” 
 The Boss’s mouth opened, and stayed that way for two full beats. “Sir?” 
 “You’ve got your orders. We’re out of range of the Nakhimov’s anti-ship missiles, and out of danger. This battle is over, for now. And we won – by surviving. Keep two birds and fliers on the deck on cockpit standby, the other two on ready-room alert.” 
 The Air Boss shook his head in disbelief. But his commander’s intent had been communicated, with zero distortion. 
 Without another word, he saluted and exited. 



 Pretty Much 

JFK - 02 Deck 
 Gunny Fick all but hurdled bodies as he salmon-spawned up the main companionway running the length of 02 Deck. He’d just dropped off two walking wounded down at the hospital, after having pulled both of them to something like safety from the missile impact point up top. Now he was half-covered in blood, and the-other-half-covered in soot, and leaving quite a lot of both on people as he elbowed past them. 

And that’s my good deed for today, motherfuckers, he thought. He was glad to help, it was everybody’s job to help, and those were his brothers and sisters hurt up there. But the Good Samaritan act had also left him out of position. He needed to be somewhere he was plugged into what the hell was going on – the bigger picture. 
 That pretty much meant the bridge, which was where he was headed now. Knowledge of what the hell is going on was usually what kept you alive in combat. And that knowledge was very thin on the ground throughout the rest of the boat right now. 
 Chaos continued to rule. Wounded were still being brought down, red-shirted flight deck personnel still going up, and sailors and officers going every which way. Elbowing past a couple of smaller and weaker men, Fick spotted one of his own people, Corporal Raible, fighting in the opposite direction. 
 “Hey, Corporal, where the fuck’s Ice Cube?” 
 Raible shrugged without slowing. “Last I saw Coulson he was pulling people out of the wreckage.” 
 “That fire out yet?” 
 “Pretty much,” Raible tossed over his shoulder, disappearing into the flow of pedestrian traffic. 

Well, that’s good at least, Fick thought. 
 His supply of Marines was currently smaller than it had ever been, and he didn’t need it getting any smaller – not with what was still facing them, on both coasts of Africa. He really didn’t need to lose guys in shipboard damage control. 
 Passing an intersection, motion caught his eye from a parallel companionway, but moving in the opposite direction, toward the stern. Fick’s first thought was that whoever that was had a lot more brains than he did, using the much less crowded route to get where they were going. And then he recognized them: it was Alpha team. Predator was hard to mistake – for anything but, maybe, a fucking Predator. 
 And they were all carrying weapons, assault packs, and… wait, was that a combat rubber raiding craft? Deflated and stowed, it consisted of one big heavy bag of rubber boat, and another bigger, heavier, waterproof bag of outboard motor. Fick recognized it because his team had four of them. 

Jesus, did they bring their own barbecue and keg to the party, too?

 These guys heading aft with their own lifeboat honestly struck Fick as a bit like rats fleeing a sinking ship. And it wasn’t even sinking – yet. But Alpha had their mission, and his Marines had theirs, and Fick had no doubt those guys would Charlie Mike and complete theirs – no matter what. 
 But that was the difference between Alpha and the Marines – MARSOC sank or swam with this ship and its crew, also no matter what. 
 As the tooled-up operators disappeared from sight, Fick carried on elbowing people aside. 
 Because this shit, evidently, still wasn’t over. 
 * * * 
 Now it was Drake, Abrams, Campbell, and Handon in the briefing room. They hadn’t planned it this way. But it was suddenly looking like this would be the group to make the critical calls that were required now. 
 “Okay,” Campbell said. “Why’d you scrap the air attack?” 
 “Because sinking Russian warships isn’t our mission.” 
 Campbell just held Drake’s gaze. 
 “And we also have to shepherd our air power. I’m not wild about spending our dwindling JP5 flying jets right now, never mind chasing Russians around the south Atlantic. I’m also not wild about spending our limited ordnance. But what I’m really worried about is losing the planes and pilots – we may really miss them when we have troops in contact on the ground in Somalia. And that battlecruiser has crushing air defense capabilities.” 
 “Which we can overwhelm,” Campbell said. 
 “Yeah, sure. And I can just hear the captain of the Nakhimov having this same conversation with his missile captain an hour ago.” 
 “Point taken.” 
 “We’ve sailed the hell out of danger. Now we can pick our time and place. Which ain’t now. Or here.” 
 “Roger that,” Campbell said. 
 “Breaking contact was the right call,” Handon said. “Neither revenge nor retribution are on the menu. What we need, all we need, is to complete our remaining taskings. The question is how best to do it, from here.” 
 “The scavenging mission,” Abrams said, looking up at the others. “At Saldanha naval station. Can we even afford to run that now? With that big dangerous bastard floating around out there somewhere?" 
 Drake said, "Can we afford not to? I don’t know that we have any real choice. The Somalia mission is a no-go without an ammo and supplies top-up." He looked at Handon. “Right?” 
 Handon shrugged. “Anything’s possible. But it would definitely be even more of an elaborate form of suicide than otherwise.” 
 Drake gave him a look like – What the hell does that actually mean?

 Handon sat up straighter. “Okay. If we got into any kind of extended engagement in the African interior… well, it wouldn’t be very extended without ammo. And the team would probably go down. Basically, if we’re playing the odds, which we inevitably are, then – yeah, we need the scavenging mission first. To give us some kind of reasonable chance of success in Somalia.” 
 Abrams said, “What about going elsewhere? Finding some other facility to scavenge?” 
 Campbell, the others looking to her, said, “What, one that’s going to be no more dangerous? That won’t be thronged with dead? And with good access from the water?” 
 Drake sighed. “Point taken.” 
 Handon crossed his arms on the table. “With the Russians skulking around, it increases the risk of the mission. But I say we stick with the plan. We’ll just stay on our toes. It’ll probably be fine.” 
 Campbell and Handon traded looks. She pretty clearly wasn’t used to shrugging off ridiculously high levels of risk the way he was. But then they had very different jobs. She was paid to keep this floating city floating, and its thousands of inhabitants alive. He was paid to do the impossible, whatever the cost. 
 Handon looked away, then went on. “Anyway, I’ve never heard of Marines minding about risk. Last I talked to him, Sergeant Coulson was leaning forward. He said his guys have executed this mission profile, scavenging a port facility, a hundred times. The last thing he seemed was worried. I don’t think that’ll change with the new tactical picture. We brief him on the risks, and we keep our heads up.” 
 “Fine,” said Drake. “We leave the Russians alone, hope like hell they show us the same courtesy – and proceed with the mission as planned.” 
 Campbell drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “I’ll sign off on it. But we also need to have a serious conversation about intel, surveillance, and reconnaissance. Because we have given zero thought to ISR in the last two years. And it’s only the Russians’ failure to realize they can blow us out of the water that’s keeping them from doing it.” 
 “Okay,” Drake said. “What’s on your list?” 
 She started ticking off fingers. “Our satellites – what’s left of them. Theirs – ditto. Our drones, their drones. Our anti-air capabilities against surveillance aircraft, manned or unmanned – and, a rather longer discussion, theirs. Radar, sonar. We’re so long out of the habits of fleet security and surface warfare that ramping everything back up is going to take a serious conscious effort.” 
 Drake nodded. “Consider yourself deputized – to tackle all of it. Consult with me when you need input – but not authorization. You’re empowered to do whatever needs doing.” 
 “Roger that.” She stood and looked at the hatch. “The best time to plant a tree is twenty years ago. The second best time is now. While we’re still floating.” 
 “Go,” Drake said, waving his hand. She exited. 
 Abrams took a heavy breath, and said, “If the Murphy were still floating, this would be a hell of a lot easier – we could just toss a dozen Tomahawks and torpedoes at the Russkies, all from stand-off range.” 
 “Yes,” Drake agreed. “That would certainly wake Ivan up in the morning. Not to mention swamp his missile defenses, and beat their ECM. But that’s neither here nor there. We already spent the Murphy saving the Kennedy. Now we’ve got to be careful what else we spend, and on what. Because this is nearly the endgame.” 
 He tapped his fingers on the table and looked across at Abrams and Handon. “So we’re sure about this?” He sounded to Handon like he didn’t trust his own judgment. “That, with the way things stand, the Nakhimov is unlikely to come back and take another shot at us?” 
 “Basic war game theoretic construct,” Abrams said. “Their captain knows our air group can blow them out of the water at whim, if we commit to it. They also don’t know how many, or how few, attack planes we’ve got left.” 
 Drake nodded. “They took their one shot and missed.” 
 “Like you said. Knife to a gunfight. And Russian naval officers are a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one them.” 
 Handon looked up at Abrams from under lowered brow. “Is reckless one of them?” 
 He was about to add: And that’s IF that battlecruiser is even under the control of Russian naval officers…

 But the door banged open yet again. 
 It was Fick. 
 And – the others noted with incredulity – he looked like he’d been crying. 



 Combat Leaders 

JFK - Alpha Team Room 
 “Well, that sucked about a hundred yards of cock,” Predator grumbled, unslinging his ruck and letting the deflated and packed-up – but still fantastically heavy – combat rubber raiding craft (CRRC) drop to the deck. He made way for the others, wiping sweat from his forehead with a thigh-sized forearm. 
 The others – Ali, Juice, and Henno, all of them still sucking wind from the panic, the running, and the toting of quite a lot of heavy gear – now filed back into their team room. They immediately started unslinging all the crap festooned on their bodies, and getting it stowed again. 
 “It could have been worse,” Ali said, setting her assault pack in the corner. “We could all be paddling for it right now.” 
 “True,” Juice agreed, sitting down heavily on a palletized load of gear. “True.” 
 Shortly after the general-quarters alarm had sounded, Ali had raced into the team room with word that the ship had been hit by missile strikes – but no one yet knew quite how many, or how bad. Then they had all grabbed their crap and made tracks for the stern, and the dock down on the water – to get themselves, and Dr. Park, out of Dodge if necessary. 
 They’d taken their midsize assault packs, as well as their “go-to-hell bags” – but not the gigantic insertion rucks, which were configured for weeks-long insertions into denied territory. But all of these were kept packed and ready to go at all times. 
 The midsize assault packs consisted mostly of a Camelbak hydration sleeve, and a shitload of ammo. Their “go-to-hell bags” were smaller, jammed with combat and survival essentials, and rarely out of arm’s reach. These were what they’d grab if things went completely to shit, and they had to displace quickly – maybe alone, perhaps in the dark, probably under fire – and then escape and evade. 
 And, ultimately, perhaps also complete their mission, working as a one-man team. 
 In this particularly short-lived emergency, they’d also tried to grab a few other combat essentials – extra water, ammo, food, and radio batteries. All of which, plus them, would have perilously overloaded their CRRC, which was rated for ten passengers – in theory. The little boat was their escape plan – from a vessel that was, as far as they knew, potentially heading for the bottom at any time. 
 Now Pred, grunting, shoved the boat-in-a-bag across the floor toward its usual position in the corner. As it had transpired, he’d just gotten the damned thing out and unrolled when word came down that, while the JFK had suffered damage, and casualties, it was no longer in any danger of sinking. 
 It wasn’t that Alpha was any less loyal to the JFK now than when they had all fought balls-out to defend her from the storm of the dead. It was just that they knew there was precious little they could do to help win a set-piece naval battle, or in support of naval surface warfare. Except make sure they were ready to carry on and accomplish their own mission. 
 And that included if the Kennedy went down, and they had to get the hell off it – and then figure out how to run their own op without a nuclear supercarrier to stage it from. Also, when they had been beached off Virginia, there wasn’t really anywhere for them to go. Now, they were already near their next mission objective – Africa. 
 Finally, having squared away her bits of weapons and gear, Ali picked up the latest draft of the Somalia mission planning document. It was probably where she could most usefully direct her attention now. 
 But before she could get her head into it, Juice’s nose started wrinkling, and he looked up at Henno. “Okay – who trumped now?” 
 Henno shrugged. “Aye, it was me. Better out than in.” 
 “Better out than in?” Juice boggled. “Maybe on the wide-open Yorkshire moors! This is two decks down on a climate-controlled warship! I say keep it in.” 
 Henno said, “It already smells like hot dick in here. Fart is an improvement.” 
 Not even looking up at these two, Ali just muttered, “You can put a man at the very top of his field… in the most dangerous and serious line of work imaginable… but give him a half a chance, and he still instantly reverts to an eight-year-old boy. Farting disputes.” 
 Henno also didn’t look up, but said, “All blokes stop emotional development at age eight. Thought you’d know that by now.” 
 “Okay, maybe I did.” She paused. “But what I’m slightly more concerned about is the fact that this vessel was very recently fucking on fire.” 
 Henno looked up, darkly. “Yeah. Not good that, is it?” 
 * * * 
 LT Campbell sighed out loud when the hatch to CIC banged open again. She was now neck-deep in some very serious analysis and strategic planning tasks, and she didn’t have time for the bullshit she knew was now coming her way. 
 Silhouetted in the hatch was the big form of Lieutenant Commander (LCDR) Cole – Commander of the carrier’s Air Group (CAG). As he marched toward her, Campbell didn’t look up. She knew he was vectoring in on her because he was too smart to try this shit on with Drake. 
 “LT. Why did you stand down our air mission?” 
 Slowly, Campbell looked up, then followed her gaze with her body, rising and squaring up to him. 
 The CAG was a big, good-looking, strapping naval aviator, straight out of Top Gun central casting. He was hot, smart, funny, and ridiculously accomplished – and he knew it. Everybody loved him, even though they hated him for it. He was currently all tooled up in his flight suit, harness, and chest gear, though not his helmet, which was presumably still in his cockpit. 
 Crisply, Campbell answered him. “Wasn’t me. It was Drake. And he called it that way because sinking Russian warships isn’t this vessel’s mission. Sir.” 
 The CAG got slightly more in her face. “But surely we can’t risk getting bushwhacked again? If I’ve got this right, both our layers of active missile defense are down?” 
 Campbell just nodded. 
 “Then that means we have to sink those bastards. These guys have earned a ticket to the bottom. And my guys can put them there, in one sortie.” 
 Campbell sighed again, and tried to decide how much of this shit she was going to eat. They both knew it wasn’t her call, and thus nothing that was said here mattered. “The Commander doesn’t want to burn the fuel, or risk the birds.” 
 “There’s no risk to the planes! With our long-range missiles, we’ll be phoning it in!” 
 Campbell snorted. “Yeah, if everything goes to plan. And what’s ever gone wrong around here lately?” She let that sit out there for a couple of seconds, then said, “Shouldn’t you be in your aircraft?” 
 He straightened up and looked defensive. “It’s right outside. I can be in the cockpit in thirty seconds.” 
 Campbell blinked once, very slowly. Finally, she pulled her trump card: the CAG outranked her, but this was her watch, and her station. 
 “If there’s nothing else, sir, kindly exit this deck. We have ops on.” 
 This was about as close to Get the fuck out as one could go with a superior officer. 
 And it was close enough to get the job done. 
 * * * 
 Fick pulled the hatch to the briefing room closed behind him, stepped inside, wiped his sleeve across his face, then scanned the faces of Drake, Abrams, and Handon. Finally he spoke. “Sergeant Coulson’s dead.” 
 Drake’s eyebrows went for his shoes. “What? I’ve got the updated casualty reports right on my desk.” 
 “He died on the table, two minutes ago. Doc Walker rang me from the hospital.” 
 “Jesus. How?” 
 Fick exhaled. “After the missile strike on the foredeck, he made like some kind of half-assed firefighter and ran toward the worst part of the blaze. One of the salvage guys says he remembers seeing Coulson helping with the wounded – but then he saw a body down in the cavity where Ammo City used to be.” 
 “A live one?” 
 Fick shrugged. “Who knows? I doubt Coulson cared. Anyway, they say it looked like the fire was under control at that point. So he raced down there to get this guy. But then the fire flashed – at exactly the wrong time for him. The hose teams were overwhelmed. They couldn’t get him out.” 
 “Jesus,” Handon said. “I was shooting the shit with the man on 02 Deck an hour ago.” 
 Handon shook his head, remembering how Coulson had survived the front line of a fight against ten million zombies, he’d survived that mad lone-wolf sprint out to Ammo City to rescue those four stranded people… and then he dies in a fire, with not a Zulu for a hundred miles. 
 But Handon already knew all about the random cruelty and capriciousness of war. 
 He also now remembered how Ali had held him back from going up to help. Maybe Coulson – who was supposed to be leading the scavenging mission that would step off in a few hours, and who also couldn’t be spared – didn’t have anyone to pull him back. 
 After a couple of respectful beats, Drake pointed at the elephant in the room. “Okay. So who commands the scavenging mission now?” 
 Fick poured himself into a chair. “I’m running low on combat leaders.” 
 Drake pondered. Fick’s previous 2IC, Gunny Blane, had bought it leading from the front in the flight deck battle… and Sergeant Atwell blew himself to kingdom come, just to incrementally beat back a mountain of Zulus that was already eating him alive… and now Coulson, who had also stepped up big time in the battle, had gone down, too. 
 He’d died heroically. But it wasn’t the kind of heroism Drake needed. And all these dead guys, and their valiant sacrifices, weren’t getting him anywhere. Worse, Drake didn’t feel he could afford to think about all the people who’d died under his command right now. There was too much pressure hitting him from every other direction. 
 Handon leaned forward and crossed his arms on the table, considering Fick’s lament about running out of combat leaders. He was actually thinking, Everyone in a combat unit ought to be a leader. But he kept it to himself. He knew Fick already knew that. Hell, it was the Marines who had formulated the notion of leadership at every level. 
 “I’ll lead the mission myself,” Fick finally said. 
 “Not a chance,” Drake said. “You’re needed for Somalia. We agreed on this: Alpha, paired with your Fire Team One – led by you.” 
 Handon spoke. “I can have one of my guys take the helm – one of my healthy ones. If Fick provides the bodies for the team, I’ll donate the brain.” 
 Drake squinted. “I don’t adore the idea. But it might be the best option we’ve got.” 
 Left unsaid was: 

Who on Alpha could most be spared…?




 Crash Site 

JFK - Alpha Team Room 
 “Back in a flash,” Juice said, cinching shut a team kit bag he’d just quadruple-checked the contents of. No one asked him for an explanation, but he added, “I’ve got a jumper at the door.” 
 Ali shook her head. “Thanks – first farting, and now paratrooper euphemisms for crapping. And people wonder why women are under-represented in the airborne.” 
 The others laughed, including Juice, as he slipped out the hatch. He actually wasn’t going to the head. In fact, he needed some air, and a little solitude, and he didn’t know why he’d been embarrassed to admit that, or needed to tell a ridiculous lie about it. Maybe it was because of what he needed the alone time for. 
 His first thought was to head for the fantail deck, which was usually a good place for solitude and reflection. But something pulled him up short – and drew him up top instead, and toward the fore. Maybe he wanted to see the carnage that had resulted from the missile strike. 
 Or maybe it was just closer. 
 He jogged up two flights of ladder, hands in the pockets of his beat-up cargo pants, head down, orange beard nestling on his sleeveless t-shirt. When he pushed out onto the flight deck, the low sun was shining through thin clouds, and a clean breeze blew. He kept his ballcap reversed and instead took out his ballistic Oakley wraps to counter the flaring sun. Now he was pretty much all beard, hat, and sunglasses – his trademark look. Casting around, he could see the conclusion of the recovery effort going on, just up ahead. 
 The last casualty was being rolled away on an actual hospital gurney – Juice couldn’t tell the extent of the sailor’s injuries, but he figured they were either mildest, hence he was at the end of the triage; or most critical, and they’d had to stabilize him before moving him. 
 As the last medical team disappeared from sight, going down on one of the giant aircraft elevators, Juice picked his way forward. There was still a lot of debris strewn about the deck, chunks of metal and burnt bits of insulation and uniforms, though it was being policed up by industrious sailors. 

These guys are like ants, Juice thought – legions of them instantly springing into action to clear and build whatever needed clearing or building. 
 Red-suited salvage, firefighting, and EOD crew were spraying chemical extinguishers on hot spots around the impact point. And others were resetting the cordon that had previously circled the wreckage of Ammo City, but had been burned away by the thermobaric missile strike. 
 As Juice cut a wide circle around them, not wanting to make their difficult and dangerous jobs any harder, he found himself nearly stepping in… well, a bloodstain wouldn’t have fazed him. But this was actually the scorched outline of a human figure. Somebody had gone down in this spot – while on fire. 

Jesus. They sure hadn’t seen this one coming. But of course those were always the ones that got you. As Ali sometimes put it: “What you don’t see is what you get.” 
 Eventually Juice reached the front of the ship, folded his arms over a mounted and still dripping water cannon, and stared out at the horizon. And now, suddenly, he knew why he’d really come up here, and to this end of the ship. 
 It was to see Africa. 
 And there she was, just a dark smudge upon the fine line where sea met sky. It was as if he had conjured her out of his subconscious. Or, more likely, out of memory. 

Yeah, he thought, shaking his head. This would be an excellent place to come back and get killed.

 Long before the ZA, across three previous deployments to the Horn of Africa, Juice had always had the feeling he wouldn’t make it out of there alive. There was just something about the place. It was so big and lawless and chaotic, it made a mockery of one’s ideas of being control. It said, You and all your gleaming civilization are just temporary. It sang a song of predation, that resonated with something in genetic memory. You, too, are just a defenseless mammal, just more prey – and you are going to get taken down.

 And, now, Juice couldn’t help but remember the one night that prophecy had come closest to being fulfilled. The scene around him went out of focus now as he gazed off into memory. And what he saw, as vivid and terrifying as if for the first time, was a dense black forest canopy racing at him at plane-wreck speed… 
 * * * 
 He could hear the small aircraft’s Missile Warning Receiver shrieking, still going ape-shit despite the fact that it was too late for anyone to do anything about it. Whatever had been launched at them had already impacted – and taken off most of the tail, including the vertical and horizontal stabilizers. 
 There could no longer be any question of the plane staying in the air. And they had been flying pretty damned low to start with. So this was all going to be over in seconds. 
 The aircraft was a little Pilatus PC-12 single-prop passenger plane, which both the Agency and the Activity had favored back then for quiet insertions, and in particular for ISR missions. The planes were flown by super-skilled and dedicated aircrew from the Air Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC). These guys were so absurdly good at what they did that one thing Juice normally never had to worry about was the plane staying in the air. 
 What he did worry about was the ISR component. He was on board with a shitload of signals intelligence (SIGINT) hardware, his puffy headphones on, fingers massaging the radio dials and laptop keyboard. He was charged that night with triangulating in on a certain Islamist warlord, one closely aligned with al-Shabaab, the major al-Qaeda franchise in Somalia. 
 Juice was in the Horn of Africa heading up a team that tapped and traced every conceivable communication from this high-value target (HVT) – from cell phone calls to wireless internet to pagers to broadband carrier pigeons, if that’s what he was reduced to. 
 Anything he sent up, they were going to get. 
 But tonight, one of the warlord’s soldiers on the ground had just made the single luckiest shoulder-launched missile shot of all time – being as Juice and his guys only flew in the dark, usually on overcast or moonless nights, and only at low altitude, which meant they were gone before anyone below could realistically take aim. 
 It was either the luckiest shot of all time – or else the shooter had night-vision goggles and some type of man-portable heat-seeking missile system. The latter was Juice’s guess. The bad guys were getting more sophisticated and dangerous all the time. 
 And military technology was only getting cheaper. 
 So now Juice watched through his little side port window as the slightly darker darkness of the forest raced up at them from out of the black, cold, hostile night. The airframe shook violently all around him, and there was a terrible roaring and shrieking that sounded like approaching death. He could hear the pilot and co-pilot calmly radioing their status back to Camp Lemonnier, but there was little to be calm about. Juice couldn’t see anything underneath them – like even a place to crash-land maybe. 
 No, they were pretty much just going to crash. 
 But at the last possible second, the looming forest fell away to either side, and something glinted below them. It was a stream or river. Somehow the pilot had found and gotten them to the only anything remotely like a flat and tree-free surface. 
 The water may or may not have done anything to soften their impact, but Juice blacked out completely anyway as they slammed in, and when he woke up, he was half embedded in a sandy stream bank, a couple dozen yards away from where most of the fuselage of the plane sat smoking, somehow more or less intact. 
 Feeling himself up, he was amazed to find he could stand – not yet knowing he’d suffered multiple spinal fractures and compressed vertebrae. He staggered over and did a quick survey of the wreckage. Both the pilot and co-pilot were dead – the nature and severity of their injuries left little doubt about that. 
 Juice said a quick prayer, mainly for their families. He’d flown with these guys before, and knew them both to be young, smart, and super-patriotic. Now they’d paid the ultimate price – though that paid by their families would be heavier still. At least the airmen went quickly. Not to mention that they’d died saving Juice’s life. 
 The fourth passenger on the flight was an Agency dude, and Juice found him alive – barely. He managed to locate an aid kit, and was doing his best to stop the man’s hemorrhaging and manage his airway – when someone started shooting at them. 
 Rounds plinked noisily into the steel of the plane’s skin, and others more quietly into the leather seats inside. Juice had somehow forgotten the most important rule of battlefield medicine: first, win the goddamned firefight. He just hadn’t thought the al-Shabaab guys would be so quick to find the crash site. But here they were. 
 And they didn’t seem to lack for ammo. 
 Ignoring the incoming fire, still half-dazed, Juice rummaged around until he managed to find an M4 and a tactical vest full of mags. And then he proceeded to put up a one-man defense of the crash site – for the next two and a half hours. When his relief finally showed up, he had taken additional shrapnel wounds from exploding RPGs. 
 And he was down to pistol rounds. 
 But, just when he was looking at the end, resigned to going down shooting and dying in a pile of his own brass… suddenly the volume of fire ramped up in the black forest around him, except now in 5.56 rather than 7.62. And as the new force swept forward, there’d come a shout: “Friendlies! Comin‘ in!” 
 Juice placed his pistol gently in his lap and just leaned back. He was exhausted – from blood loss, from the shock of the crash, from the unsustainable floods of adrenaline during the hours-long shoot-out. Because it was four in the morning. Because of dehydration, delirium, because of his injuries. 
 Because he’d been fighting on his own all night. 
 When he looked up again, what he saw was: the pointy-faced visage of a commando wearing night-vision goggles; a unit patch on his chest featuring two sharks and two swords, as well as the words Triple Nickel; and, finally, as the newcomer stepped up into Juice’s perch inside the plane, his pants leg came up away from his desert boot top and revealed… a sleek prosthetic leg. 
 The man flipped up his NVGs onto his helmet, removed his hand from his rifle receiver, took off his glove, and held out the bare hand. 
 Juice reached up and took it. 

Nice to see old friends, he thought. 
 * * * 
 And that had been it – his last mission in Africa, and his last in the old world before it fell. After he’d physically recovered from those injuries, including three months of rehab and physical therapy, he’d flown to Hereford in the UK to begin training and staging for the North Korea op. And that was the last thing he’d done before the fall. 
 Now he snapped back to the present, and to his location out on the front of the flight deck. Something had startled him from his reverie. Turning around, he realized what it was: everyone was gone. The last of the sailors working there had slipped away, without him noticing. 
 And he was all alone. 
 It was just like in his dream, the re-imagination of the battle, where they were all preparing to die. Where he could feel the inevitability of his teammates falling away from either side of him – and leaving him utterly alone. He had been having that same dream every night. It didn’t change, and it wasn’t going away. It wouldn’t let him sleep in peace. 
 Turning to face forward one last time, Juice could still see the very edge of Africa, hazy like a dream. And he thought: Yeah. This would be an excellent mission to buy it on.

 Maybe it had always been his destiny to come back here and be buried. Or perhaps not be buried. 
 He turned around, showing his back to what was one vision of his destiny, and he headed below again. 
 Doomed or not, he still had work to do. 
 * * * 
 The Alpha team room hatch banged open again, and Handon’s head and shoulders came through it. 
 “Where are we?” he asked. 
 “All squared away,” Ali said. 
 “Panic over,” Henno added. 
 “Yeah, I know that. Where are we for Somalia?” 
 Ali nodded down at her tablet. “We’re there.” 
 Mission planning and prep was always a fractal process – you could keep zooming in on details forever, at finer and finer grain. But at some point you had to stop planning and launch the damned mission. Good enough was generally what they ended up going out with. And everyone felt they were to that point with planning for the Somalia mission. 
 “Good,” Handon said. “Where’s Juice?” 
 Ali opened her mouth to complain about having to know where Juice was and what he was doing. But at that moment he appeared in the doorway. “Right here, top.” 
 Handon nodded. “You just got your own command. Grab your shit. You’re on me.” 



 Broken City 
 London - Covent Garden 
 Hackworth sighed heavily and looked around at his rag-tag group of survivors from the Channel Tunnel. The situation was ridiculous. For the second day running – after having escaped the immolation of Canterbury, walked themselves across half of Kent, and finally arrived in London – they were still queuing outside the relocation center, waiting to hear where they were to be sent next. He’d tried reason, he’d tried getting angry and shouting at the staff – but quickly found himself escorted from the place by two not-particularly-burly security guards. 
 His friend Colley, the huge Moroccan man, had been on the verge of kicking off at that point, but Hackworth, even with his own temper rising, had calmed him. It was no good, and would have achieved nothing. The authorities here were overwhelmed. And they simply had to accept that they would be waiting a lot longer than they’d originally been told. The promised hour had turned to two, and then to eight. After that, they’d huddled in a large bus shelter down the road, next to some empty-looking flats. 
 And the rain poured down all around them. 

Those flats look empty, yet they don’t put anyone in them, Hackworth thought. Maybe we should just move in.

 But it wasn’t like they were the only ones with nowhere to go. The streets were filled with refugees, hundreds and thousands of them, many apparently from the outbreak zone in the south, all of whom had abandoned their homes to flee the rising tide of the dead. As crazy as it seemed, Hackworth was beginning to wonder if they hadn’t been better off in the Channel Tunnel. 

No, he thought. Even the damn tuna fish would have run out eventually.

 He sat there mulling over their options, beginning to think they should just strike out on their own, maybe even get out of the city and head north into the countryside, try to find some place that had been abandoned. As he became lost in these thoughts, the rain unexpectedly stopped and a weak sun almost became visible in the overcast sky, for the first time in what seemed like days. 
 Rain, boy he’d missed the rain when they were in the tunnel. Hell, he’d missed everything about the outside while they were stuck in the dark, but watching the legions of homeless and desperate people milling around was a stark reminder that it wasn’t necessarily better out in the light. 
 All around were the signs of a dead civilization, or at least a dying one. Groups of people huddled in the doorways of buildings that had once been vibrant, busy shops. Rubbish was stacked in piles as tall as a man, or just lay scattered across the ground. The night before, when the darkness had been nearly total, Hackworth had noted that most of the street lights no longer worked. Only light spilling from a few windows lessened the gloom. And it was only the presence of other refugees, camping out and jostling for spots to sleep out of the rain, that kept the area from feeling utterly creepy. 
 And the darkness and scattered rubbish had hardly been the worst of it. Several times during the night, Hackworth had heard shouts, and gunfire, and on two occasions distant screams. There were people being killed or hurt out there, he knew, and they weren’t being killed by the dead. London had become the last bastion of hope, but it also now represented the worst of human desperation. 
 And it was probably only going to get worse. Perhaps a lot worse. 
 “I don’t think they know what to do with us,” Hackworth finally said, after a long interval of silence. 
 Colley, sitting next to him on the curb at the end of the bus shelter, looked up bleary-eyed and nodded, giving his friend a smile that took some effort. The big man had stayed awake most of the night, keeping a constant vigil over the group, watching the streets and the people around them for signs of trouble. Hackworth had also barely slept, but had nodded off long enough at one point to at least keep his exhaustion at bay. 
 Hackworth considered for a moment, looking at his band of weary travelers huddled inside the shelter, which they had unilaterally commandeered for themselves and turned into a tiny makeshift camp. 
 “You know, I’m starting to think we should head out and find our own way,” he said finally, looking to Colley. “Just get the hell out of here.” 
 Colley nodded. “I was wondering such myself last night. Must be hundreds or thousands of empty places around. If we go far enough out.” 
 “Not much here, though, apart from maybe these,” said Hackworth, gesturing at the rows of flats. “You heard the noises last night?” 
 Colley nodded. 
 “This place isn’t fucking safe. Not safe at all. Sure, the dead aren’t here.” Though they were yesterday, he mentally amended, remembering the lone dead man who had arisen from the back of that truck. “But for how long? And how bad will it be in these cramped streets when they do get here? I think we need to get out of London.” 
 “Outside the wall?” asked Colley, looking concerned. 
 “Sure,” said Hackworth. “I don’t mean south, where the dead are. But if we head north, and keep on going, eventually we’ll get to Scotland, and the Highlands.” 
 Colley seemed to consider this. “I’ve never been to Scotland.” 
 Hackworth chuckled. “You’ve never been to most places around here. Look, there’s so much open space up there that even if all the dead coming this way took over, you know, wiped out London, they’d be unlikely to wander so far into the wilderness. Not in any great numbers. When I was a kid, my folks took me to Loch…” He paused, trying to recall. “Nope, can’t remember the name of the place exactly, but it was vast and empty, with hardly a building or town or anything for miles.” 
 “You think we can hide up there?” asked Colley, his expression doubtful. “Can we make it that far?” 
 Hackworth hadn’t even convinced himself yet, and he shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 A third voice spoke up now, a woman’s, gently accented. “Except that if all of London falls, all the survivors will head that way.” Hackworth turned to see that it was Amarie. He hadn’t noticed her sitting quietly a few feet away. She had Josie, her little girl, pressed against her and breathing in her ear. But she had been listening, paying close attention. 
 “What do you mean?” asked Colley, motioning her closer. 
 Amarie shuffled awkwardly over, still managing not to wake the child. 

She also looks exhausted, thought Hackworth. 
 She spoke quietly. “I mean there are supposed to be fifty million people in Britain, ten million in London alone. If the zombies come, many will run wherever they can run to, and that means north, doesn’t it? I mean, wouldn’t we just be going to some place that all the others would reach eventually?” 
 The scenario played through Hackworth’s mind, and he saw what she meant. If the wall fell, a great exodus would begin, with untold millions rushing away from the tide of the dead – and at the same time drawing that tide with them, until it flooded the north of the country, too. 
 “Yeah,” said Hackworth. “Okay, so maybe that’s a shitty idea.” 
 “I don’t think it’s shitty,” said Amarie. “It’s a better idea than staying here, but it might not help us a few months from now.” She looked down at Josie. “But maybe that’s all any of us have left anyway, now. Putting off the end a little longer.” 
 Hackworth breathed deeply. No way was he going to let these two die in a few months, or even a few years. We’re in this for the long haul. We’re survivors.

 “We need to think of something,” he said. “None of us believe that the wall we saw is going to make a difference. Not when enough dead surround the city. Even if they never got in, if they held siege for years, that’s still ten million people inside with no access to the fields outside, or any supplies. A month of that, and we’ll be fighting off enemies of an entirely different kind.” 
 Amarie shuddered, holding Josie closer, and Hackworth immediately regretted putting that thought into her head. It would probably give her nightmares. 
 “Okay, so we need a different plan,” he said. “We all agree on that?” 
 Amarie nodded, and Hackworth noticed several other members of the group were now gathering around. He gave the rest of them a minute to join them, not wanting anyone to miss out or not have a voice in the discussion. Even though he knew most of them would trust and follow whatever he and Colley decided. 
 He missed McHeath and Randall. Colley was always a voice of reason, but having the two other men around had helped a great deal when it came to making decisions. Even if Randall had often argued against him, the man was only ever thinking of the group, and not himself. His voice had been one of loyal opposition, and Hackworth bitterly regretted that they’d lost him in the tenement building. 
 It had happened when the carpet-bombing of the town destabilized the structure, and Randall had fallen nearly the full length of the building down into a writhing pile of— but Hackworth tried to cut the thought off there. Though the sounds of Randall’s screams were impossible to unhear. 
 “Okay, listen up,” he said, finally. “We can’t stay here and wait for the authorities to decide what to do with us.” 
 He looked around the gathered group for approval. There was a general murmur of agreement, so he went on. 
 “I originally thought we should head out of London and head north, maybe try to get away from all of this. But as it has rightly been pointed out, if London falls, millions will head north. So right now I’m thinking maybe we should just head across the city, maybe to the east, and try to find an empty building, then hole up for a while so we can try to figure out what to do next. There doesn’t seem to be any real refuge left, and I can’t think of a way out of this situation at the moment. But we can at least try to get a roof over our heads for the night. And after that we just keep moving, stay ahead of the dead – and try to stay ahead of every other damned survivor.” 
 The group pondered this for a moment, and then it seemed everyone wanted to speak at once. 
 “What about Ireland?” 
 “We could fish from boats, so we don’t have to go ashore.” 
 “We could go to Greenland or some other remote place if we got a boat.” 
 “What about the Isle of Man or the Isle of Wight?” 
 “What about in the London Underground?” 
 A cacophony of ideas bombarded Hackworth, many that he had already considered and put aside as impractical. Nonetheless, he was impressed with this group’s energy – their resilience, their self-belief, their determination to find some solution. It was no accident these people were still alive. They deserved to be. Still, he raised his hands, signaling for quiet, and the voices ceased. 
 “All good ideas,” he said, regardless of his personal opinion of them. “But each could mean disaster if we don’t know what we’re doing. We got this far because we’ve always been organized, and if we—” 
 But he was cut off, and turned quickly toward the noise, a loud screech echoing along the street. Two hundred yards away, a large truck had turned into the road and was barreling along at a dangerous speed, right in their direction. 
 “What the hell…” said Hackworth, as he stood and stepped back off the road. Next to him, Colley helped Amarie and Josie. 
 The Tunnelers watched in shock, along with hundreds of other refugees, as the massive vehicle roared down the street, bounced up over the curb, sent several terrified bystanders scattering out of the way, and ploughed directly into the relocation center itself, fifty yards away. The street-facing windows shattered, sending glass in all directions, as the truck embedded itself in the front doors of the building. 
 “Oh Jesus,” shouted a voice nearby, and every possible nightmare scenario Hackworth could think of rushed through his head in a flash. Was the truck out of control? The driver infected and turning? Was it just another goddamned maniac?

 But his question was answered as the back doors of the truck burst open and a dozen figures – two of them armed with what appeared to be hunting rifles – rushed out onto the concourse. Just down the street, two soldiers were now hurrying toward the crash site, but they had only got halfway across the road when the two newcomers lifted their rifles and opened fire, cutting the soldiers down. This sent an instant shock through everyone there, though Hackworth thought the shots weren’t fatal – the rifles the gang were using were meant for hunting small game, not killing people. 

A raid for supplies, he thought. That must be it. This will be over soon.

 But then Hackworth’s chest heaved and he felt that familiar burn of rising adrenaline as he watched, shocked, as two other gang members ran over to the injured soldiers, snatched up their assault rifles, and fired bursts into them, killing them without hesitation. 

We have to get the hell out of here, Hackworth thought. 
 Then there was the roar of another engine as a second truck turned the corner, and pulled up beside the first. This one was open-topped, and filled with perhaps a dozen people armed with baseball bats, knives, and even shovels. The men from the first truck, now armed with military weapons as well as the hunting rifles, turned their attention back to the relocation center. 
 And they started firing. 



 There’s No Place Like Home 
 London - Covent Garden 
 Rebecca Ainsley placed the phone back on its hook and staggered to the kitchen table. She held the back of the nearest chair to steady herself, and waited for the panic to pass. Alan, her brother, with whom she had just spoken for the first time in a week, had been frantic at first, babbling something about a dog, and zombies out in the lane, but he had eventually calmed down. 
 Now Rebecca went over the last two minutes of rushed conversation in her head, trying to make sense of it. Evidently, Alan and Tessa were rushing to get away, packing their 4x4 as quickly as possible, with as much as they could take, in the few minutes they had before the dead arrived. 

Arrived, she thought. How could they be so far across the country already?

 The outbreak was in the southeast, near Canterbury and Folkestone, as far as she knew, not all the way over near Portsmouth. And she knew the Army was deployed all across the south. Everything she had heard up until now had assured her that the outbreak was being dealt with, controlled, and put down. But what her brother said had completely contradicted that. Surely, if it had reached Portsmouth, then it must have spread outward in other directions? It could be approaching London even as she stood in the kitchen worrying. 

The dead could be right outside the wall, she thought. Or even in London already. How was that possible?

 And yet there was Alan, out in the middle of the countryside, packing everything in a panic, so he and his wife could escape the dead that he said were already in the lane behind his house. They were there, he’d insisted, saying that he had been attacked, and barely escaped, and yes he was unhurt, not infected. He was fine, just shaken. 
 Rebecca glanced around the kitchen, her mind whirling with everything she had to do. It was all happening too fast for her. But then what did she expect? Hadn’t she known, really, that this day would come, that the dead would eventually get here? And when the outbreak was on the news, she’d known, somehow, that it couldn’t be controlled so easily. No other country had managed to survive once the dead were within their borders, so why should Britain be any different? 
 She looked around, trying to make a mental list of things she needed to do, and in what order, and as she did so she regarded the place they had come to live in. The flat was small and grimy, and seemed to stay that way no matter how much she scrubbed it. It was nothing like the spacious house that had originally come with Connor’s position, before the overcrowding. 
 She had to get the boys out of school early, that much she decided, and then she was cursing herself. Why had she thought it was safe enough to leave the boys in school in the first place? The city was dangerous enough as it was, and now the dead were closing in. 

They could be here tomorrow, she thought. And then what?

 She grabbed her handbag and rummaged inside, pulling out the handgun Connor had given her, and checked that it was loaded. It was, and why shouldn’t it be? She had never fired it without his supervision, never had the need to – even though she’d come close to taking it out on a few occasions. The thought of actually using it, aiming it at another human being and pulling the trigger, was repulsive to her. Her husband may have been comfortable with the idea – he was after all a captain in the SAS. But she had never got used to guns being around. 
 And where was he, anyway? Where was Connor? Down in the south, fighting to keep the dead away? The thought caused her to shudder, and then to refocus. First she would go and get the boys, and too bad if the head teacher complained about taking them out of school early. But then what? 

The access card, she thought. The other thing Connor had given her, and insisted many times that she keep safe. 
 “If ever there is an outbreak, and it comes to London, while I’m away,” he had said. “You take this card with you to CentCom HQ, down in Wandsworth, and you show this card at the gate. Or any CentCom facility, for that matter. They’ll take you and the boys somewhere safe.” 
 Rebecca found the card in a zip-up pocket in her bag, still inside the plastic cover Connor had put it in, and regarded it intently. 
 If there was ever a time when this was needed, she thought, it was now. The dead may not be in the city, but if they were in Portsmouth, then they were probably right on the doorstep. 

Hell, they could already be piling up against that damn wall on the M25 ring road.

 She had no car, so they would have to walk across London, which was something she would never do at night. So it would have to be first thing in the morning. But right now she had to get her boys back, and safely locked up in the flat, where no harm could come to them. At least for now. 
 Rebecca grabbed her keys and looped her bag over her shoulder, then headed for the door. She was reaching for the handle when she heard the sound of smashing glass and the crack of splintering masonry. Rushing to the window, she thought there must have been a car crash on the street below, but quickly saw that it was worse than that. A truck had collided with the relocation center across the street, and people were rushing away from it, panicking. 

Why are they moving away? she thought. Surely they should be trying to help the people inside…

 But she watched, shocked for the second time, as hooded and armed men burst from the back of the truck, two of them aiming guns across the road at some soldiers running toward them – and opened fire, cutting them down in the street. This wasn’t an accident, she realized. It was a raid. I have to get out of here now. Out the back door.

 Then she heard another roar as a huge open-topped truck sped up the road. This one was filled with dozens of armed men – but not soldiers. 

More raiders.

 She was about to run for the door, hoping to get out into the back yard and away, but she saw a group of people rushing her building below. Two of them shouldered the door open, and the rest, probably twenty or more, piled inside, flooding the ground floor – her only way out. 
 Rebecca Ainsley’s hand went into her bag, pulled out the gun, and pointed it at the door to her flat, as the sound of thudding feet echoed up the hallway. 



 Anywhere But Here 
 London - Covent Garden 
 The door nearly flew off its hinges as Colley barreled into it. Hackworth was at his side, but the older and smaller man had barely made contact with the solid oak before the Moroccan was past it and moving through the hallway. Ahead of them, a set of stairs led upward, but Colley moved past them, heading down the hallway and passing a door with the number 1a on it. Hackworth glanced behind him to check that the others in the group were close. He was relieved to see that they were. Many rushed past him now, stooping low, and terrified of the exchange of gunfire going on just fifty yards away. 
 It had been his call to run for the nearest house, and now Hackworth hoped to hell there was a back door, and a street or alleyway behind the building, otherwise they would be trapped. As he got to the first interior door, wondering if anyone actually lived in the building, it opened – and a frightened-looking old man stared out at him. 
 “What’s going on out there?” the man asked, his voice shaking. Hackworth noticed he had a hammer in the hand that wasn’t holding the door. 
 “Chaos,” said Hackworth. “That’s what’s going on.” 
 The old man looked confused for a moment, as though the words coming out of Hackworth’s mouth were being received but not registering. Then the man backed off a step, staring out uneasily at him. 
 “Some sort of uprising,” said Hackworth, sensing the hostility and realizing that to this person, he was just a thug who had smashed the front door down. “Is there a back door out of here? We just want to—” 
 But the old man slammed the door before he was able to finish. Hackworth looked around, and shifted so his back was to the wall, making space for the rest of the Tunnelers to move quickly past him. But soon they were having to crowd in. The downstairs of the block of flats was not spacious, and they were too many to fit into such a small area. 
 “Everybody keep moving and get to the back,” he shouted. “And try to find the rear exit.” 
 It was only then that he noticed the woman on the stairs, pointing a gun at him. His heart jumped a beat, and he raised his hands. He hesitated. Zombies going for him he was used to, but someone holding a gun on him was not a threat he knew how to react to. 
 “Lady, I—” 
 “I just need to get out of here,” she said, her voice high, and sharp. “I don’t want any trouble.” 
 “Us too. You don’t need to shoot anyone. We’re not—” 
 “I wasn’t planning on shooting anyone,” Rebecca said, interrupting him again. 
 “I got the back door!” shouted Colley. “But it’s locked.” Hackworth turned to look at him, but didn’t take a step, or lower his hands. He eyed the gun warily, and wondered if the woman would use it in panic if he moved. “Just smash the thing in,” he called. 
 “I can’t,” shouted Colley, “It’s steel-reinforced.” 
 Hackworth heard a thud, thud from back down the corridor. 
 “I’ve got a key,” said the woman on the stairs, seeming to snap out of whatever fears she had had a moment before. She hurried down the last few steps and past him, glancing out the open front door at the chaos outside, and watching as two soldiers ran by, firing toward the relocation center. There was no way she could go out there, and she could hardly blame the crowd of people in her hallway for feeling the same. 
 She shoved the gun back in her bag as she pushed her way through. When she finally made it to the rear entrance – a steel-reinforced door that had been put in six months ago to stop thieves breaking in from the alleyways at the backs of the houses – she spotted Colley, taking huge breaths and leaning on his knees, sweat pouring down his face. 
 “Sorry lady,” he said. “I can’t get this damn thing open.” 
 Rebecca rummaged through her bag, finally found the key, then fumbled to use it. Finally the lock snapped open and the door swung outward. Colley stepped past her, reaching for the ax slung on his back as he did so. He stepped out into the alley and glanced both ways. 
 He had been expecting a back yard, or something similar, but the flats had been built on a small plot of land, so the back doors let out only onto a narrow alleyway. This ran between the backs of two rows of buildings, their rear doors opening onto it from either side. There was no one in sight, and the long and narrow stretch of path was deep in shadow – dim even in the daytime. 
 “It’s clear,” Colley said, and moved down to his left. 
 Rebecca followed him, thinking she could get part of the way to the school, or at least out of the neighborhood and the immediate danger, by hiding amongst these people. Then she found that she recognized some of them. 

It’s the tunnel survivors, again, she thought. 
 “Where to?” Colley asked, turning back as Hackworth moved past the rest of the group, now flooding out into the alley. 
 “Just out of this fucking place,” said Hackworth, pausing and glancing both ways. 
 “There’s a military outpost near the school,” said Rebecca, thinking quickly. If she could get these people to head for the school, she would have an escort all the way to her boys. “A CentCom patrol base. If we get there, they can call in help.” 
 Hackworth frowned, and sized up the woman. She knew a lot for a civilian. “There’s enough soldiers out there now,” he said, nodding toward the street. “They already know about this.” 
 “Yes,” said Rebecca, thinking fast, “but the school is guarded, and there are no real food supplies there, so it won’t be a target. And if we go back that way,” she said, pointing to the right, “The alley just runs back out into the road where the fighting is.” 
 Almost as a reminder that they needed to think quickly, a loud whump came from the other side of the house, and most of the Tunnelers crouched down, reacting instinctively. 
 “Okay,” said Hackworth. “Anywhere but here is a good plan right now, and the school is as good a place as any.” 
 Rebecca nodded, and got moving quickly. Behind her, Hackworth, Colley, and the rest followed, looking nervous and glancing at the darkened doorways that lined the dirt path. 
 “You’re the ones who escaped the tunnel, aren’t you?” Rebecca asked as they passed an intersection of alleys. There was no movement down either way, so she darted across the gap and kept walking, her hand resting upon the comforting shape of the gun in her bag. 
 “Yes,” said Hackworth, a little surprised at being recognized. 
 “You’ve been on the news a lot lately. They have a TV where I work. You’ve been all over it, along with the outbreak.” 
 They finally reached the end of the alleyway, and Rebecca indicated the road opposite. 
 “Just down there, about a quarter of a mile,” she said. “It’s a pretty straight run, but we should probably take the road around the park.” 
 They crossed the street, slipping between abandoned cars. Hackworth glanced back down the road as he ran. The relocation center was about 400 yards away now, and the chaos of the last few minutes seemed to have abated. The gunfire had stopped, but there was still a flood of people trying to escape the area. 

Maybe the soldiers stopped the incursion, he thought. But then he saw bodies in the middle of the street. Dead soldiers. 
 As they followed Rebecca, keeping to the path beside the road and avoiding the piles of stinking rubbish collected on every corner, an armored vehicle roared by, followed by a dozen soldiers on foot, moving at a solid run. The group slowed as they watched them pass. 
 “Looks like those raiders are going to have company pretty soon,” said Rebecca. 
 “Yeah,” said Hackworth. “I wouldn’t want to be around when it all kicks off again. It’s going to get messy.” 
 They picked up the pace, moving into the residential area, still heading toward the school. 
 “Where are you all planning to go, anyway? Weren’t you waiting to be relocated?” 
 Hackworth shook his head as he jogged. Even though he was overweight, he had built up a lot of stamina during his time in the tunnel. Three years before, when he had weighed close to twenty stone, he would never have been able to keep up this pace. As he jogged alongside her, he decided he liked this woman. She’s observant, he thought. 
 “Anywhere away from the dead, not to mention survivors who pull the kind of shit like what just happened,” he said. “I think that means we have to leave London.” 
 Rebecca stopped, looking concerned. “You know you can’t leave now, right?” 
 Hackworth frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 “You can’t leave London. They put the outer wall on lockdown, just yesterday. It was all over the news – I presume you haven’t been able to watch.” 
 “Locked down? What does locked down mean?” 
 “You can only come in, and that’s only until midnight tonight. After that, all the gates are closed both ways, apart from the north gate on the M1.” Rebecca starting moving again, cursing herself for wasting seconds. “By this time tomorrow London will be sealed up entirely. You can’t leave.” 
 “Why not?” said Hackworth, his voice rising with anger. But then he saw Rebecca flinch, and he calmed. “Sorry,” he said. 
 “I presume because it’s no longer safe out there. And it won’t be safe to let anyone in, either.” 
 “So it’s like… martial law, then?” Colley asked. 
 “You’ve missed a lot while you were down in the tunnel. Britain’s been under martial law for two years.” 
 They moved on, turning down the last street into the lane that ended at the school – just in time to see the soldiers who had previously been guarding it jump into trucks and drive toward them. 

At least I won’t have any trouble getting in to get my kids, Rebecca thought. 



 Where to Now? 
 London 
 “I’m sorry, ma’am,” said the soldier, shifting the weight of his rifle. “I can’t provide transport at this time. We’ve got riots kicking off all over the city, not to mention looting. Everything is going to hell, and I just don’t have a spare driver or vehicle to allocate to you.” 
 Rebecca was standing in front of a desk inside the dirty brown tent that was the small patrol base, fifty yards from the school. She’d said goodbye to Hackworth and his group a few minutes before, and watched them head to the nearby checkpoint, looking one last time for a line on housing or food. 
 Then she had fetched her sons from the school. Although the staff had been instructed to stay put and not let anyone out, there had been no resistance as she strolled in and walked her boys out, with only a nod to the teachers. Two years before, this would have gotten her a sharp letter regarding attendance, but everyone had much bigger problems now. 
 Like getting across London safely. 
 Rebecca tried smiling at the soldier and said, “Yes, but everything going to hell is exactly why I can’t cross London on foot. My husband is an officer in the military. He gave me this ID card – and told me I could go to any CentCom facility or checkpoint and show it, and we would be taken to safety.” 
 Behind her, both boys stood quietly, fighting the urge to cling to her. The distant sound of gunfire erupted every few seconds and they flinched with each report. Rebecca was sure the terrifying sounds were coming from multiple directions, and not just the relocation center they’d fled from. 
 The soldier nodded in sympathy. “And under normal circumstances, that’s what would happen. But every unit in this area, maybe in all of central London, is currently engaged or en route to an incident. I literally don’t have a single vehicle to allocate to you.” 
 “Then how long before you will have one?” 
 Rebecca felt sorry for the man, and understood his situation, but she also knew that if she backed down, or gave in too easily, she would be ushered out with her needs unmet. The guy simply didn’t want an extra problem to deal with. Rebecca could understand that, but she was damned if she was going to walk her two sons across half of London, amidst the rising chaos, just because some private was overtasked. Connor had taught her that much. 

Never back down. Never show weakness.

 “I can’t give you a time,” said the soldier. 
 “Then I’ll just wait here until one is available, shall I?” 
 She wasn’t at all comfortable with the haughtiness creeping into her voice. It wasn’t really her talking, but some entitled bitch with no manners – and she could tell the man was quickly growing to dislike her. 

That doesn’t matter, she thought. I have to get my boys to safety.

 “Rebecca,” came a voice from behind her. She turned to see Hackworth, looking red in the face and not at all pleased. But as she smiled, his expression changed. 
 “Did you make any progress?” 
 Hackworth shook his head. “No. They’re all too busy to figure out what to do with us. To be honest, they were pretty damned rude. Though we are getting food, which is something.” 
 “I think everyone is wound up too tight.” Rebecca felt relieved just to be herself for a moment and step out of bitch mode. 
 Hackworth nodded, then peered at the card she held in her hand. “What is that? Some sort of access card? Looks like a security badge.” 
 Rebecca stepped away from the tent now, taking her two boys with her, much to the relief of the soldier there. Hackworth followed, sensing she would prefer to talk out of earshot of the strangers milling around. She seemed hesitant, and in fact wasn’t sure if she should even give away the fact that she possessed such a thing – what was in effect a Get Out of Hell Free card. 
 Admission to the inner sanctum. 
 But as she looked over Hackworth’s shoulder at the other Tunnelers milling around, she saw the woman with the little girl – the pair who had been most prominent on the TV broadcasts, and who were just heartbreaking to look at. And Rebecca felt she ought to give them some kind of a chance to get to safety, even if she couldn’t guarantee them anything. She could at least take them to the door. After that, it was out of her hands whether they would be let in. 
 And on top of that, there was the terrible prospect she faced of having to cross half of central London alone. She didn’t relish that at all. And it seemed likely that she and her boys would be safer with this group than on their own. 

And anyway, she thought, maybe their celebrity status will get them in.

 “It’s a military access ID,” said Rebecca. “My husband gave it to me after the first outbreaks.” 
 Hackworth’s expression changed from mild curiosity to open interest. “Access to what?” 
 “Connor said if ever things got really bad – if an uncontrolled outbreak reached London, or government control of the city fell, I was to take this and go to CentCom. And we would be taken somewhere safe.” 
 “And where is that then? This safe place.” 
 “I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “All I know is to present this. But I can’t get to CentCom HQ if these men won’t take me there.” She indicated the soldier at his post. “I can’t walk my boys through London with what’s going on now.” 
 Her mind returned to the gun in her bag. She could get across London if she had to. She would. 
 Hackworth stood thinking for a moment. “Give me a moment to talk to my group. Maybe we can help.” 
 He turned and walked over to the rest of them, who were now tucking into what looked like a meager meal of stale bread and cheese, plus a few bottles of water. 
 “Mum, are we going to see Dad?” 
 Rebecca turned around to face her oldest son. She could see he was frightened. They were both brave kids, taking after their father, but today was testing their limits. She was terrified herself, but knew she had to keep a level head, and not show that fear to her two boys. 
 “Not today, sweetie. Maybe soon. We’re just going somewhere safe today.” 
 “Away from the fighting?” 
 “Yes. Away from the fighting.” 
 Rebecca exhaled. She knew that, wherever her husband was, he would be heading straight toward any fighting there was, following the sound of the guns. And it would almost certainly be in circumstances far more dangerous than anything happening in London. She knew she had to be strong, too – for him. She had to hold their family together. And she would. 
 She watched as Hackworth gathered the rest of his group and addressed them. From where she stood, she could just make out gestures, muttered questions, and confused glances – but then finally nods. She desperately wanted to go and listen in, or even plead their case, because her family’s fate might hang in the balance. But she steeled herself and let them hash it out in private. Finally Hackworth came back over. 
 “It’s CentCom headquarters you’re trying to get to?” 
 “Yes,” said Rebecca, nodding. 
 “And if you go there and show that card, you get let in – or you get taken somewhere safe?” 
 She nodded again. 
 “Okay. We’ll take you there. On the condition that you try and get us in. Or, if that isn’t possible, at least try to get word to us where this safe place is.” 
 Rebecca frowned. This felt too much like assigning spots in lifeboats on the Titanic. She neither wanted to lead these people on, nor hurt her chances of getting her own family in – by showing up with twenty-plus extra dependents. But this was an offer she didn’t have the luxury of refusing. 
 “Deal,” she said. 
 Hackworth smiled. 
 “Good. Then let’s go.” 



 And All This Might Even Work 

JFK - MARSOC Team Room 
 “Juice, this here is Sergeant Lovell and Corporal Raible.” 
 Juice shook the two Marines’ hands. He’d seen them around, not least in the immediate aftermath of the lethal chaos of the flight deck battle. These two had been the only Marine survivors of the reserve forces that had held the giant gash in the hull. 
 Now these three, plus Handon and Fick, stood at the edge of the MARSOC team room, near the hatch. 
 “The bad news,” Fick said, “is this mission is being dropped right on your head. And you have to get up to speed fast – then jump your ass in the fire.” 
 Juice just nodded, looking serious and observant. 
 “The good news,” Handon said, evidently tag-teaming with Fick again, “is that we’ve burned too much daylight – providing a floating target platform for the Russian battlecruiser, and fighting the resultant deck fires. So we can’t launch this thing until tomorrow, BMNT.” This stood for beginning of morning nautical twilight. A huge military acronym for, basically, dawn. 
 Looking back and forth from one to the other, it occurred to Juice that Handon and Fick were now the ones becoming like the old married couple. A match made in hard-ass special-ops NCO heaven…

 “But can we afford to wait?” Juice asked. He knew the score as well as they did. Britain was being overrun, and the clock was ticking loudly – for all humanity. 
 Handon shook his head. “Not really. But it’s also another case of not having enough time to fuck it up. If this op goes sideways on us – if the base is overrun by the dead in the nearby town, for instance… we’re not likely to find another source of supplies. Not in time. First shot, only shot.” 
 “Plus,” said Fick, “this way you get a few hours to get less stupid on the mission profile and parameters.” 
 Sergeant Lovell now stepped over to a metal bookcase, pulled out a thick binder, and came back and dumped it in Juice’s arms – which also revealed that it was fantastically heavy. “Here’s your bed-table reading,” he said. “Have fun.” 
 Raible said, “You got questions, we’re here all night.” 
 Juice nodded. 
 Finally, Fick summed up: “Commander’s briefback at oh-four-hundred.” 
 Juice nodded. That ever-popular time of day otherwise known as oh-dark-thirty… stupid o’clock… or good old ass’o’clock…. 
 * * * 
 Drake and Abrams had only been back on the bridge for ten minutes, and settling into some kind of work rhythm, when LT Campbell came back up there in person. 
 “Okay,” she said – not pulling the two commanders aside to talk in private, but then again not raising her voice very much either. “Here’s my bottom line on ISR. Right now, we’ve got continued satellite coverage of this chunk of the south Atlantic, and will keep it for the next forty-five minutes. The Admiral Nakhimov has continued steaming south, though she’s reduced her speed.” 
 “What to?” Drake asked. 
 “Sixteen knots.” 
 “Half her max,” Abrams said. 
 Campbell nodded. “So we remain outside the range of her Shipwrecks. And the battlecruiser shows no signs of reducing that distance. For now.” 
 Drake said, “Great. So what happens in forty-five minutes?” 
 Campbell straightened up and pointed out the front screens. Drake stood and looked out. Even then, he could see one of their old Predator drones, looking like a dinged-up blind bat, rising up on the fore aircraft elevator on the starboard side. Ordinarily, he approved any and all air ops, but this one was a surprise to him. He turned back to Campbell and raised an eyebrow. 
 She held his stare, her face a mask of warrior queen coolness. “Which part of ‘empowered to do whatever needs doing’ was total bullshit?” 
 “Okay,” Drake said. “But why that and not the UCAV?” 
 During the Battle of the JFK, they had relied on their jet-powered X-47 stealth Unmanned Combat Aerial Vehicle (UCAV) to overfly the battle and be their eye in the sky. It was state-of-the-art – last and best of its breed. 
 “Or at least the Reaper?” Abrams asked. 
 The Reaper was the second-generation Predator – bigger, meaner, farther-flying, and with a much bigger weapons payload. But the General Atomics MQ-1 Predator, first flown over Afghanistan in 2001, was now almost a museum piece. Drake wouldn’t have even sworn they still had a flyable one on board, before this moment. 
 “The UCAV,” Campbell said, “drinks jet fuel like it’s singlehandedly trying to keep the Saudis in business. We simply can’t afford it – we’re very likely to need the fuel for the F-35s. The Reaper’s more efficient, but currently down for maintenance.” 
 “What sort of maintenance?” Drake asked. 
 “The sort where the wrench jockeys had to scavenge a part from it for something more critical. Which then got blown up.” 
 Drake ground his teeth. 
 Campbell lightened her expression. “But the Predator is powered by what’s basically a big snowmobile engine, and our avgas situation is a little less dire. Plus it’s got the longest linger time of any of the drones – twenty-four hours, versus sixteen for the Reaper, and barely six for the UCAV. So it’s perfect, really.” Under her breath, she added, “If it stays in the air…” 
 “We get it,” Abrams said. “Kicking it old school.” 
 Campbell shrugged. “At this point, we use what we’ve got, and we do what works.” 
 Drake took his seat. “Okay. What’s the flight plan? You’re not actually going to overfly the Nakhimov?” 
 “Hell, no,” Campbell said. “We might get a close-up look at her. But it would last five seconds, at which time we’d be blown out of the air. The Nakhimov has three different surface-to-air missile systems – and doesn’t even need them. They could probably take an MQ-1 down with small arms. There may come a time when we have to spend the aircraft that way. But that time isn’t now.” 
 Both Drake and Abrams realized she was right. 
 “Anyway,” Campbell went on, “we’ve got bigger problems at the moment. And defending or losing the drone doesn’t have to be one of them. I’m putting her up in a tight orbit at fifteen thousand feet, and no more than 50km from us. At that position and altitude, she can easily keep eyes on the battlecruiser with her onboard radar and video – without the risk of being shot down.” 
 “Smart,” Drake echoed. “Basically a big, high-altitude radar dish.” 
 “Exactly,” Campbell said. “And when the Russians move, we move.” 
 Drake said, “She keeps eyes on, we hightail it if we have to.” 
 Abrams nodded. “The one advantage we’ve got over them. With a top speed of 32 knots, there’s no way the Nakhimov can match our 40. We can always steam out of range. Just as long as we don’t let Ivan catch us napping.” 
 “Which we will not.” Campbell glanced out the screens at the Predator, which was actually being pulled into position by guys with their bare hands. “As long as that stays up.” 
 Abrams wrinkled his brow. “I hate to ask, but what do we do in twenty-four hours, when the Pred runs out of gas?” 
 “Pit stop to refuel,” Campbell said. “But do we even want to be here in twenty-four hours? With any luck at all, we’ll have hit the naval depot, transhipped the supplies, and gotten the fuck out of Dodge.” 
 “Okay,” Drake said. Campbell seemed to have thought of everything. Only one thing was tickling at his brain, and it took him a few seconds to put his finger on it. Everything seemed to require a Herculean mental effort lately… 
 Abrams got to it before he could. 
 “Wait. The Air Boss said we’re not in great avgas shape, either. Can we even afford to keep that thing flying around up there all day?” 
 Campbell shrugged. “Not really. But can we afford not to?” They all knew the answer to that one. “All I can tell you is: you better find some goddamned fuel at Saldanha. And you’d better do it fast, before all ours is gone. Because when we can no longer put up air cover…” 
 She didn’t finish her thought. And no one else there wanted to, either. A carrier without its air wing, and without supporting ships, was basically a giant floating piñata. 
 Drake exhaled heavily. “Updates on the Russians’ position every ten minutes.” 
 Campbell shook her head. “I’ve already had the radar and video feeds from the Pred piped directly up here. Make someone sit and stare at it, and you’ve got updates every, I don’t know, whatever the refresh rate of the monitor is.” 
 “Nice,” Abrams said. “Real-time.” 
 “Yeah, and all this might even work,” Campbell said. “I’ll be at my station.” 
 She saluted and exited. 



 Twenty-Three Reg 

JFK - Alpha Berths 
 The sun was going down, and night in the south Atlantic began to swallow the gigantic and powerful – but by this point badly battered – warship. She was becoming just a small dark smudge sitting at the seam between sea and sky. Even at her size, the largest vessel ever built by man, she was still totally lost on this vast ocean, just as the Earth itself disappeared in the endless void of the empty, dead cosmos. The world’s last nuclear supercarrier was now no more than an indistinguishable speck on a tiny blue dot, itself floating lonely and silent in a cosmic sunbeam. 
 But where Juice was now, he had no way of knowing the light was failing, though he was acutely aware of the hour – and of how few of those were left to him. He was sealed up in his sleeping berth, wedged up in the top bunk, with only the narrow cone of his reading light for illumination – and the binder that contained the massive mission planning document lying heavily on his chest. 
 Pred was still off in the team room, and no one else was in there with him. Still, pointlessly, Juice looked around to see that the coast was clear… then dug out his reading glasses from their indestructible cylindrical case, unfolded them, and perched them on his face. 
 Time catches up with everyone. 
 He flipped to the first page of the document. 
 * * * 
 Down in the hospital, Sarah, Park, and Close had finished everything they could usefully do to help with the mass influx of casualties, which had finally trickled to a stop, and had all been triaged and assigned beds in the various wards. Now they had retreated back into the lab. 
 The experience of being in the middle of an unfolding disaster, of witnessing such extreme suffering – not to mention such stoicism and bravery – all of it at such close quarters, had affected them deeply. The heroism of the medical personnel had also been striking. 
 “I couldn’t do their job,” Park said, throwing away his last pair of bloody surgical gloves. 
 “Me neither,” Sarah said. “Back in Toronto, I used to work with the EMS teams. There were always a lot of casualties on Friday and Saturday nights, mostly drunk people doing stupid crap. And there was almost always more work than the paramedics could possibly handle. And yet they always tackled it with unfailing good humor and professionalism. Showed up with smiles on their faces – eighteen hours into a ten-hour shift. I honestly have no idea where they found people like that.” 
 Park nodded in tired agreement. 
 Sarah cocked her head. “Come to remember it, they were all weirdly attractive, too – the men and women both. Maybe it was the whole angel of mercy thing.” 
 Professor Close, who looked as if he’d been humbled by the experience of trying to do trauma medicine, perked up, somewhat apologetically. “I know we’re all knackered after that business in there… but there’s still this little matter of—” 
 “The vaccine,” Park said. 
 “Back to work,” Sarah said. 
 * * * 
 Now Handon unexpectedly found himself with a few minutes to call his own. The bumping of the shore mission to tomorrow had left him with something like a hole in his schedule. With no immediate tasks, he found himself drifting back toward the Alpha team room on 02 Deck. But then he got the crazy idea to take himself out to the fantail deck – just to look at the darkening ocean, and catch his breath. And to be alone. 
 It would be a rare few minutes in his own company. 
 But shortly after he changed course and set off down a less familiar companionway, a totally unfamiliar whining and buzzing noise started up, and stopped him in his tracks. He stepped up to the outside of a closed hatch, where he could hear the racket rising and falling behind it. It was actually pretty damned grating, or at least must be to this guy’s unlucky neighbors. 
 When it finally stopped, Handon knocked. 
 The man who opened the hatch wore a black turban, a long black beard, some type of baggy pajama bottoms – and no shirt. He was muscular, but by no means lean – solid and functional. He had a lot of jet-black body hair. Incongruously, he also had a drinking straw in his mouth. The straw was stuck in a glass, which was full to the brim with some kind of thick, frozen, colorful liquid. 
 He let the straw go. “CSM Handon!” 
 “Noise.” 
 “At your service.” He bowed over his glass of smoothie. 
 Handon paused fractionally. “Didn’t know you were billeted here. But since we meet again, you got a minute? I was headed for the fantail deck. Maybe you and I can have a chat.” 
 Noise bowed again. “Most assuredly. Let me just grab you a glass. And another straw.” 
 * * * 
 Park and Close were back into their technical vaccine talk, focused on matters around epigenetics, most of which was going over Sarah’s head. When they briefly lapsed into thoughtful silence, she piped up. 
 “Hey, I’ve got a question,” she said. Among her many virtues, one was that she’d never been afraid to look stupid. 
 “Sure,” Park said. “Questions are good.” 
 “Often,” Professor Close added, “rather better than answers.” 
 Sarah smiled. “So you’ve designed a prototype vaccine. But is there any chance of a cure?” 
 “What – a cure for being dead?” 
 “Ah. I see your point.” 
 Park straightened up. “Actually, sarcasm aside, there is some possibility of a serum which could, just theoretically, stop the virus – after a victim has been infected, but before he’s turned.” 
 Sarah nodded. “But what you’ve already designed – the vaccine. Totally different thing?” 
 “Short answer? Yes.” 
 “And the longer answer?” 
 Park and Close turned to look at each other. Park seemed to hesitate. “It’s almost not worth mentioning.” 
 Sarah squinted. “Isn’t that a line you hear a lot, right before big scientific breakthroughs?” 
 Park’s smile now lit his face, and even Close seemed impressed. Park was thinking: If Alpha pulled just the right man out of Chicago to beat this thing… then perhaps Handon assigned me exactly the right assistant.

 “Okay,” Park said. “Again, with the caveat that I’m stretching way into theory here… But because my vaccine happens to be based on an RNA interference technique… there have been some cases in the past, mostly in cancer patients, where administering this type of vaccine after infection had a significant therapeutic effect.” 
 “As in curing the infection?” 
 “No. Just in helping the body’s immune system to fight it – slowing it down, helping the body shed, if not totally clear, the virus.” 
 “That sounds promising,” Sarah said. 
 “I’m not going to oversell it. It would be a long shot, and also a long way down the road. Plus, to do human trials, you need someone infected but not yet turned – which could get ethically prickly.” 
 Sarah nodded. “On the other hand, anybody infected but not yet turned isn’t going to be looking at a lot of options. I’d think he or she would be very ha—” 
 Suddenly Sarah realized that Park wasn’t looking at her, but over her shoulder. She turned and saw an unassuming, slightly sheepish-looking man standing just outside the hatch, looking in. He wore fatigues – the Navy working uniform – along with a side arm, extra magazines in a tactical vest, a radio, and a big flashlight. Despite being tooled up, he looked older than the average combatant around this ship. 
 And when he spoke, it was with an English accent – and what struck Sarah as characteristic English reticence. 
 “So sorry to interrupt,” he said, looking as if it genuinely pained him to do so. “Er, I’m Lieutenant Wesley.” 
 Sarah realized she didn’t know how much of her conversation with Park the man had overheard. She also figured it didn’t matter. Someone obviously trusted him with guns, as well as the run of the ship. Switching gears smoothly, she said, “Not at all. What we can do for you?” 
 He took a tentative step inside. “Well, it’s just that I’ve been asked to lead a team down below, to clear the decks where you were attacked. You are the ones who were attacked, aren’t you?” 
 Sarah and Park nodded. 
 Wesley smiled back at them. “Okay. Right then, well I was just hoping you could show me yourselves, on this map I’ve got here, exactly where all that went on…” 
 * * * 
 Noise and Handon had the fantail deck to themselves. The night-time south Atlantic, stretching out beyond them to forever, was black, nearly silent, and amazingly peaceful, as was the breeze that blew in on them. It was all very unlike the total chaos and lethal hazard they’d been operating their way through – some surviving, some not – across the last few hours. 
 And in the days, and weeks, and years, before that. 
 But the peace tasted incredibly sweet, for exactly that reason. Both Handon and the mysterious Sikh were feeling it, and each knew the other was. They were men who had walked through the fire enough times that they didn’t take moments like this for granted. 
 They knew the next inferno could easily take them. 
 Handon made a slurping noise as his straw scraped glass bottom. Noise hastened to refill his cup from the blender jug, which sat on the deck between their two chairs. 
 Handon nodded his thanks. “This is good. Where’d you find fruit?” 
 “Only tinned stuff, I’m afraid. I’m just happy to be someplace with a proper icemaker. Then again: ‘It would not be better if things happened to men just as they wish.’” 
 Handon looked up over his smoothie. “Who said that?” 
 “Heraclitus.” 
 Handon nodded. “Thought it might be some yogi.” 
 “It might well have been. But I also read classics at Cambridge.” 
 Handon looked over at the man, having to work to mask his surprise. He belatedly noticed the Sikh had a very prominent nose – one that curved as much as, or possibly more than, his curved sword and dagger. In part just to say something, Handon said, “So. No scimitar tonight?” 
 Noise shrugged. “Of course, a Sikh is supposed to carry the kirpan at all times. The regulation actually makes a little more sense in the current environment.” 
 Handon laughed. “Where do those Sikh traditions come from?” 
 “Mostly from the fifteenth century. There were a few too many Muslim converts to Sikhism, so the Muslim Emperor started executing Sikh gurus. Then there was large-scale persecution. The need for self-protection led to a militarization of the Sikhs, which has lasted to this day. The notion is that we are to be Sant Sipahi – ‘saint soldiers’." 
 Handon nodded his approval. “I know the British Indian Army was glad of it. Just imagine if they’d had the Auto Assault 12 in the fifteenth century.” He was referring to the Sikh’s full-auto shotgun, the one with the big drum magazine. 
 Noise smiled. “I can guarantee you that, if they had, all good Sikhs would be carrying them today.” 
 “It’s also the first time I’ve seen you without that.” 
 Noise shrugged. “Some nights call for that. Others for this.” He motioned at the pitcher on the deck between them. 
 “You’ve had good results with it in the field?” 
 “What – the smoothie maker? Absolutely. It’s never let me down. You can’t argue with a 500-watt motor and a two-liter glass goblet.” He looked wide-eyed at Handon. “Oh, you mean the AA12. Yes, it works for me. I almost never use it on full-auto. On the other hand, if there are a bunch of the blighters right on top of you, you don’t want to have to worry about hitting brainstems. You can just dismantle them with buckshot, and they’ll be in chunks on the ground.” 
 Handon could just imagine what 32 rounds of twelve-gauge buckshot would do to bodies that were half-rotted already. But that wasn’t what he’d brought the Sikh here to talk about. He opened his mouth to change the subject, but got beaten to the punch. 
 Noise looked over and locked eyes with him. “You want to know about my background.” It wasn’t a question, and he didn’t wait for an answer. “I am an east Londoner, Hackney born and bred. Second generation. Yes, I still have family in London. No, I don’t any longer have family in India – for reasons that may be guessed. Previously, I served in the British Army – twelve years in, including deployments to Op Telic, and Op Herrick.” 
 Handon nodded. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. “What was your regiment?” he asked. 
 “RMP – then, later, DPS.” 
 Handon knew this was the Royal Military Police – and the Diplomatic Protection Service. This all started to explain the man’s uncanny reflexes, and excellent tactical skills, in responding to the assassination attempt on the British scientists. It also probably explained why he got the job. That, and being a skilled pilot. Handon looked impressed, which he was. 
 Noise just shrugged. “And when I at last mustered out, I went to work for my family’s business.” 
 “Which was?” 
 “Putting in elaborate and very expensive basements beneath posh London properties.” 
 “Seriously?” 
 “Don’t knock it. Very lucrative business. London property prices just kept going up. And there was only so much land. Zoning made it hard to add to existing buildings – above the ground. But people could do what they liked underneath.” 
 “Sab Gobind hai.” 
 “Ha!” Noise slapped his thigh. “‘Everything belongs to God’. You know Punjabi?” 
 Handon shrugged. “I know that phrase.” 
 “All those basements are no doubt housing refugees now, so maybe they always belonged to God.” He paused. “While doing that, I also continued my service in the Army Reserve.” Noise looked over to gauge Handon’s reaction to the next bit. “Twenty-three Reg.” 
 Handon’s reaction was measured. He wasn’t surprised. He knew that was the SAS reserve regiment. He slurped up the last of his smoothie, then put his cup down on the deck. 
 “You want a job?” 



 Piloting the Couch 

JFK - Hospital 
 Lieutenant Hailey Wells pushed through the double doors into the ship’s hospital – and immediately began to wonder whether this was a good idea after all. She was here to visit two of her fellow pilots who had been injured in the missile attacks. All these poor guys had been doing was taking a few minutes to enjoy themselves for once, standing on deck and watching landfall. 
 They’d just picked the wrong damned time to stand around in the open like that. And now they were part of what had become a tsunami of casualties – from what Hailey had heard, as many as fifty or sixty of them. 
 And it looked like that was about right, because she could now see they were overflowing the available beds in the hospital. Cots had been set up in slightly out of the way spots, and IV stands dotted the landscape. 
 From a cursory look, she guessed a lot of these injuries were minor, and many of these people would be out of here soon. But, right now, it was like hellfire had rained down on the Kennedy. A lot of people had gotten burned. If you didn’t know it had been a thermobaric missile that had hit, you could figure it out here. 
 The place looked like one big burn unit. 
 She started to tread gingerly through the cluttered space, still walking stiffly after her mid-air ejection from that F-35 over open water. In the movies, people eject from fighter planes all the time. In real life, it’s an incredibly hazardous operation, involving an ejection gun, solid-fuel rockets, two parachutes, and up to 16Gs of force. About 8% of ejecting pilots are killed outright – but one in three will get a spinal fracture, and most get bruising and abrasions from the air blast or shock of the chute opening. Fractured limbs and smashed chins aren’t uncommon. 
 Hailey had been lucky. 
 Luckier than most of these guys. 
 She nodded solemnly at those who caught her eye. She’d been in military hospitals before, growing up as a Navy brat – but always the nicer ones. Her father had been an admiral, not to mention scion of a wealthy family, one with a strong military tradition. It had been his example that had driven her, and her two older brothers, into the Navy. But it had also been his high expectations, and the higher achievements and decorations of her brothers, that had always made her feel like the redheaded stepchild of the Wells family. 
 Why she had survived and – as far as she knew – they had not, was another of the ZA’s perverse mysteries. 
 It took her a few minutes to find her guys – Summers and Bosler, both fighter jocks like Hailey, though both senior to her. But when she did, it was worth it. They looked damned happy to have the company, not to mention the treats she’d brought them. 
 “Thunderchild!” Bosler exclaimed, taking the plastic sleeve of Nabisco Oreos from her, and cradling it outside the reach of Summers, who was in the next bed over. “Where the hell did you score Oreos?” 
 Hailey shrugged. “Had them squirreled away for about a year. Now seemed like a good time. Just make sure and share those, you unscrupulous son of a bitch.” 
 Bosler didn’t look inclined to share. Hailey ignored this. “How are you feeling?” She could more or less see that both men were singed and scorched and had what looked like moderately serious burns on various parts of their bodies, all wrapped up in some kind of salve and plastic sheets to keep the germs out. 
 Summers cast his gaze around the wardroom. “Hey, we’re great, compared to a lot of these dudes.” 
 Hailey could see it was true. A few of the prone forms were wrapped up head to toe. She didn’t want to think about how long they were likely to be down here recovering. Nor their chances of getting a skin graft, stuck in the overcrowded hospital of a Navy warship that was wandering the seas like Odysseus. There simply wasn’t anywhere to casevac them to for better treatment. 
 “The bitch of it,” Bosler said, sounding like the Brooklynite he was, born and bred, “is that we’ll be grounded for Christ knows how long.” 
 Summers, who was blond and Californian and less colorful than his wingman, said, “Which might be good news for you. With us dinged up, and Delacey and O’Neill gone, you might actually be looking at some flying time.” 
 Hailey didn’t respond at first. The last thing she wanted was to benefit from the injuries these two had suffered – much less from the deaths of those two other brave pilots. 
 She hadn’t been with them down in the Pilots Ready Room when it happened, during the latter stages of the Battle of the JFK, but she’d heard about it later. By that point, she had been floating in the ocean, unconscious, after disobeying orders and bombing a bridge to try and save some survivors on the ground. Karma had been nearly instant on that occasion, when those same survivors fished her out from the boat they had commandeered. 
 But the other pilots had by then all been recalled, and were all down in the ready room sitting tight – waiting to see if, despite the carnage on the flight deck, there might still somehow be another call to go up and pick up a combat patrol or bombing sortie. 
 But it had been really hard for them to just sit there – not least because of one unexpectedly brutal feature of the ready room. It had two monitors on the wall, which piped in live video from the flight deck, picked up by tiny cameras buried in the deck surface itself. They were there so pilots could watch their colleagues’ take-offs and landings. Being as these were dodgy at the best of times – and got much worse in heavy weather or rough seas – it was in everyone’s interest to keep an eye on how everyone else was making out. 
 But, of course, by that time, no aircraft had been taking off from that flight deck. Instead, hundreds of JFK crew were fighting for their lives upon it, trying to keep a storm of ten million dead from crashing over them all. The pilots, who were very special snowflakes, and basically irreplaceable, had been under strict orders to stay below, and well away from the fighting. But, at a certain point, watching their shipmates being slaughtered was too much for some of them. They also figured there was no longer any chance they would be called on to fly – not this late in the day, with the flight deck itself a war zone. 
 Hailey heard later that Delacey simply looked up at O’Neill and said: “Fuck this, man. Let’s go.” And they had, disobeying orders, heading up top, finding discarded weapons – and ultimately going down fighting. They were both aviators; but they were warriors first. And both had died valiantly. Though nobody in command – not Drake, not the Air Boss, not the CAG – had been in any way impressed when they found out about it. 
 But they couldn’t discipline the dead. 
 And so those two, her close colleagues, had simply vanished into air, by the time Hailey made it back aboard, as had hundreds of others. And even despite suffering a mid-air collision, the risk of death or disabling injury by high-speed ejection, and an ocean swim she might never have come back from… she’d probably had the safest job of anyone on the carrier – simply by being off it. 
 “Yeah,” Bosler said, around the Oreos he was now shoving into his piehole. “You’re still last on the flight roster, Thunderchild, and probably always will be – but the roster’s getting damned short at the moment. You’re not careful, you just might find yourself in an actual cockpit.” 
 Summers tried to get a cookie by reaching across the taped-up torso of Bosler, who swatted him away. Summers looked up at Hailey and said, “Eh, I doubt it. As long as the CAG and Tom-o are still breathing air, they’ll always send themselves first.” LT Tomassetti was the assistant CAG. “And Thunderchild here will continue piloting a couch belowdecks.” 
 “I was just starting to feel sorry for you,” Hailey said, “but now I think I don’t give a shit whether you get any Oreos.” 
 “Heh,” Bosler said. “That’s both of you screwed then.” 
 “Yeah, and both of you dipshits look fantastic with no eyebrows.” Hailey suppressed a smile. 
 It was good to be back with her brothers. 
 And it was little short of a miracle they were still all alive. 



 Bad JuJu 

JFK - 02 Deck 
 Homer stopped in his tracks. Of all the luck. He had just glided up to the outside of Juice and Pred’s compartment. 
 And Ali had just slipped out of hers, right next door. 
 The two ex-lovers locked eyes in the dim and deserted companionway. No words passed between them. But a thousand volts of emotion did. And it was not the same type of electricity they used to feel. Now, the connections between them, while far from broken, were bent, and crossed, and tangled up. And shorting dangerously. 
 And it made each of them look away. 
 When Homer looked up again, she was gone. Ali had a very special talent for disappearing into thin air. 
 And Homer had to work to catch his breath – as he considered how much had been contained in that one look between them. 

What the hell happened with us?

 He also knew that, however impossible it was recovering from a break-up that devastating, even under ideal conditions… the actual current conditions were that A) they were trapped together in a sealed, floating, steel canister; B) they were facing down the end of the world; and C) they were going to have to work together on the same team, extremely closely, and at a ridiculously high level of performance, to have any hope of saving humanity. 

Dear God, he muttered to himself. 
 He blinked once, then knocked on the hatch before him. Two beats later, Juice opened up. In his rectangular reading glasses, he looked like somebody’s old hippie uncle, or maybe geography teacher. He quickly removed them, and hid them behind his back. 
 “Homer. What’s up, brother man?” 
 Homer nodded seriously. “I hear you’re commanding the shore mission tomorrow.” 
 “You heard right.” 
 “Then I need to brief you.” 
 “Sure. Come on in.” 
 “We’re going to need Handon, too.” 
 “Okay. Just let me get my shit.” 
 * * * 
 Noise roared with laughter, and the godlike sound of it seemed to shake and light up the dim companionway. Handon smiled, finding himself liking this man more and more. 
 “Let me tell you one about resolve,” Handon said, cueing up another story. “There was once a SEAL team commander, who fractured his leg so badly in a parachuting accident he was told he’d never walk normally again, never mind run. So what did he do?” 
 “What did he do, Handon?” 
 “He had the leg amputated, and got a prosthetic installed – one that allowed him to do everything his men did, including run and climb. The damned thing could even be fitted with a fin – so he could swim, dive, and lead maritime operations.” 
 Noise stopped in his tracks. “No shit? Truly, that is hardcore.” He looked at Handon. “Did you know this man?” 
 “No. But Homer worked for him.” 
 And with that, they both looked up to see Homer himself coming round the bend in the companionway, Juice in tow. 
 And he was not smiling, never mind laughing. 
 “I need to brief you,” he said. “Pretty much right now.” 
 “Okay.” Handon’s smile melted away. “Let’s do it.” 
 “We’re also going to need Drake.” 
 Handon nodded. “I think I know where we can dig him up.” Odds were, he’d be on the bridge. 
 Still, and always, at his station. 
 * * * 
 Handon didn’t know what Homer needed to talk to the commanders about, and he didn’t care. If the SEAL thought it was critical and urgent, and he pretty clearly did, then that was good enough for Handon. 
 No so much Drake. 
 “What about?” he asked when they found him up on the flag bridge. Still taped up and bandaged from his close encounters with bullets and grenades out on the flight deck, he was looking, if anything, worse than before. Stress and lack of sleep probably weren’t helping. 
 Handon just tossed his head toward the briefing room at back – meaning it was ears-only. Drake nodded wearily and levered himself to his feet. He looked unsteady enough that Handon actually grasped his elbow. 
 Drake shrugged him off, motioned for Abrams to follow, and led the way to the rear. He entered the briefing room and took a seat, as did Abrams, Handon, Homer, and Juice – and also Noise, who Handon had decided to bring along and get briefed in. Since it looked like he was going to be on the team, and since time remained their mortal enemy, getting him in the various loops sooner was better. 
 “Go,” Drake said to Handon. 
 “Not my briefing.” Handon nodded at Homer. 
 “Commander,” Homer said, speaking respectfully but forcefully, “I’m told the Russian battlecruiser has retreated to stand-off distance.” 
 Drake nodded. “That’s right. We’re keeping them under surveillance. But we’re well out of range of their anti-ship missiles, and all their weapons for that matter.” 
 Homer nodded in turn. “Begging your pardon, but I’m here to tell you that we are not out of range of all their weapons. I’m sorry if I’m telling you stuff you already know. But you need to be aware that every fleet commander in the Russian Navy had a full brigade of Spetsnaz at his disposal.” 
 The cool air in the briefing room seemed to chill a bit further. All those present knew that Spetsnaz was the elite Russian special-operations force, who were absolutely infamous for being both complete and total hard men – and utterly without mercy or scruple. 
 Drake seemed to take this on board. “The Russians’ Tier-1 SOF unit.” 
 Homer nodded. “Affirmative. They’re a lot like the Tier-1 units in the U.S. – with most of the skills, endurance, and high-tech weapons. But without any of the mercy, compassion, codes of conduct, Geneva Conventions, or general concern for decent behavior and the welfare of the innocent.” 
 Handon pushed back slightly in his chair. He was thinking that if you pictured a gigantic dude with bulging muscles, tattoos, a lot of scar tissue, superhuman tolerance for pain, and the kind of cunning and ruthlessness that defeated both Napoleon and Hitler, you’d start to get the idea. This was by no means good news. 
 “But what you may not know,” Homer continued, “is that the Spetsnaz Naval Brigades are even better equipped than the land-based units.” He paused to look around the table. “Each of these units has a command element, an airborne battalion – specially trained for parachuting into water – as well as a signals company and support units.” Homer paused significantly. “Plus a midget submarine group, and two to three combat diver/swimmer battalions.” 
 He let that float out there for a moment before going on. 
 “And we can have no good idea how much of that force profile is on board the Admiral Nakhimov right now. But given that it was the lead ship of not just their Northern Fleet, but the entire Russian Navy… it won’t be none. And it could be a lot. Moreover, their combat posture is not likely to be relaxed.” 
 Drake said, “You said combat swimmers and midget subs. Do you actually think the Kennedy is at risk?” 
 “Absolutely.” 
 Drake cocked his head. “But they’re four hundred and thirty kilometers south of us right now.” 
 Homer held his gaze. “That’s too close. These guys are unsafe at any distance.” 
 “Seriously?” Drake asked. 
 Homer’s mouth formed a tight line. “The whole reason for their existence was, in the event of war, to pop up behind enemy lines and wreak havoc. They’d assassinate military and civilian leaders, assault and destroy military bases, communications hubs, power plants, computer networks, airfields, strategic nuclear sites. And, yes, port facilities – including docked ships and subs. Those kinds of targets were almost too easy for them, since they could strike right out of the water. I guarantee you that scuttling a ship while it’s at anchor is twice as easy as you think it is – and four times as hard to defend against. And these guys will be very good at it.” 
 Drake figured the former Team Six SEAL was in a decent position to know what he was talking about. But he still seemed to be having trouble imagining living people going so far out of their way to hurt or kill others – given how few of them were left. 
 Homer read his look. He was sorely tempted to remind Drake that he had warned him in advance about the threat of the Zealots. And that not listening had almost cost him his ship. But Homer was, basically, too polite. If Drake was going to make that connection, he’d have to do it on his own. 
 Instead he said, “Look. These are the same guys who left booby-trapped toys lying around Afghanistan – to maim kids who picked them up. Whatever morality they subscribe to, I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t recognize it. Judeo-Christian it’s not.” 
 That seemed to hit Drake with a little cold water. “Okay. So what do you suggest we do about this threat?” 
 “We need small boats – armed patrol boats – doing circuits around the ship at the waterline. We need spotters up on deck with binoculars – lots of them. And we need to be ready to turn on the ship’s active sonar, full blast, to incapacitate enemy divers.” 
 Drake shook his head. This sounded like a hell of an operation for a very vague and not all that plausible threat. Plus, he had a hell of a lot of other problems right now. 
 “Okay,” he said. “First, we’ve only got a handful of small boats that still float, and only one of them is armed – and that, the ship’s launch, is needed for the shore mission in the morning. Second is manpower. Where do you think it’s going to come from?” 
 Homer wasn’t losing his cool. “Ship’s security is the job of NSF.” 
 Drake blinked once, slowly. “Fully tasked. Like every other department, their numbers are reduced – only more so, after that shore mission at NAS Oceana, though I’m trying to address that.” Drake didn’t add that he was addressing it in a pretty unconventional fashion, by shanghaiing random survivors as well as Stores crew into the ranks of the shore patrolmen. “In any case, right now, they’re tasked with sweeping the ship – the inside of it.” 
 “Sweeping for…?” 
 “More dead we might have missed after the battle. One of which almost killed your irreplaceable scientist, down in the hold, less than forty-eight hours ago. And, frankly, I’m a hell of a lot more worried about an outbreak taking down this ship than I am about some Russian frogmen swimming up and scuttling us.” 
 Homer kept at it. “Do you have any personnel trained as combat divers?” 
 Drake just arched his eyebrows. Homer got the message. 
 “What about your MARSOC force?” 
 Drake grunted. “They’re over-tasked. More than half – of the surviving ones – are about to go ashore again, for the scavenging mission. The others are wounded, healing up, and/or prepping for Somalia.” 
 Homer opened his mouth to try again, but was cut off. 
 “Look,” Drake said, in a tone of finality, “if you’re so worried about this threat, you’re going to have to address it with your own people. I’m sorry. We’re up against the wall.” 
 Homer sighed. “Okay. I got you, Commander. Let’s table the maritime threat for now. But we still need to talk about the shore mission.” 
 Drake looked over at Juice, who looked alert, interested, and receptive. He said, “Are you afraid these guys’ll be waiting for us on shore?” 
 Noise said, “That’s who I’d send.” As he hadn’t spoken before, and wouldn’t again, this seemed to carry weight. 
 Homer nodded and said, “There’s no question about who they’d send. The only question is whether they sent people ashore – and, if they did, whether they were able to pull them out before the battlecruiser withdrew – which they did in a very big hurry. Or whether they even wanted to pull them out.” 
 Drake’s expression was still measured. “We’ve been guessing that’s why they’re here in the first place.” 
 “Supplies,” Homer said. 
 “Exactly.” 
 “So the good news would be that this naval depot is worth scavenging.” Homer looked over at Juice. “The bad news is – you might have to fight Spetsnaz for it.” 
 Juice stared off into the middle distance. Looking back up, he said, “Hey, I’m sorry if this is a stupid question, but… has it occurred to anybody to try and talk to the Russians? Explain that we’re trying to save the human race here – so maybe killing us all isn't such a brilliant plan?” 
 Abrams looked at Drake before answering. “Yeah. We've tried hailing them, at regular intervals. No response.” 
 “Jesus,” Handon said. “It’s like mutually assured destruction all over again.” 
 Homer’s expression was grim. “Except more assured.” 
 Juice dredged up a smile from somewhere. “Well, maybe any Spetsnaz forces will be long gone from the base. Maybe they fled with the battlecruiser.” 
 Homer gave him a look, one filled with bottomless compassion – but which also seemed to say: These aren’t the kind of men who flee. 
 Handon’s expression was unreadable. But what he was thinking was: 

This is some very bad JuJu.

 * * * 
 A lot of this sort of SOF lore and minutiae was new to Abrams. Having been over on the destroyer for most of the past two years, he hadn’t been party to the day-to-day operations of the Marines – never mind the newcomers in Alpha. So he pulled Homer aside in the stairwell after the meeting broke up. 
 Looking at him with the skeptical air of the toughest kid on the playground – who had just heard about a tougher one – he asked: “Master Chief, are you saying their SOF are better than ours?” 
 Homer shook his head. “Not by any means. Tactically, we’re superior.” 
 Abrams paused. “Who exactly do you mean by ‘we’?” 
 “Alpha.” 
 Abrams held his gaze. “And the MARSOC Marines?” 
 Homer just shrugged. It was probably a toss-up there – at best. Instead, he said only, “In terms of resolve and resilience, we’re all probably about equal – Alpha, MARSOC, Spetsnaz.” 
 Abrams figured there was a but coming, so he just waited for it. 
 “But – as far as being pure badasses…” Homer’s expression was inscrutable. “These guys are brutal, fearless, pitiless thugs. The kind who pretty much pay no attention to trifles like pain.” 
 “Huh,” Abrams said. “And so what happens if we meet them? Who wins in a fight?” 
 Homer shrugged. “That depends on everything. I guess what I would say is that we’d better win the gunfight – out at range. Because I would not want to be in a grapple with these guys. Eye-gouging would be about as good as it got.” 
 Abrams exhaled and considered this. 
 Since he’d gotten started, Homer kept going. “We do have one thing in common, though.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 “The belief that a man’s potential is without limit.” 
 Abrams squinted. “Potential for what?” 
 Homer paused. “For strength, for skill… for resolve, being unstoppable.” 
 Abrams cocked his head. “Also for good and evil?” 
 Homer smiled sadly. “That, too, probably. But mainly that a man must first overcome himself, conquer his own fears – that the path upward is one of continual battle with himself. And that a warrior must commit his every minute, his every scrap of attention and focus, his every ounce of strength, to achieving his goals.” 
 Abrams nodded. “Sounds like the Stoics.” 
 Homer nodded. “It is – the belief that the path to victory is one of defeating one’s own mental and physical weaknesses. And that training only really makes sense, only fulfils its purpose, if it brings a man to the very edge of his physical and mental limits.” 
 Homer paused and looked down, before concluding. “And that the victor is usually the one for whom victory is more important than life.” 
 He looked up again and smiled, as if to shrug all that off. “I’ve got to go, Commander.” 
 He nodded and left Abrams standing in the stairwell. 



 To Either Side of You 

JFK - 02 Deck 
 Ali glided silently and nearly invisibly through the lower decks, onto a ladder, up one level, through some more deserted companionway – and finally onto the surviving Sparrow/CIWS deck, out on the port side of the night-swaddled carrier. 

If I’m looking to stay away from Homer, she thought ruefully, taking a seat on the cold metal plate of a protruding duct, I’m going about it in a strange way… This was his favorite hiding spot – and he was the one who had originally showed it to her. 

Oh, well, she thought. Custody battles were always ugly. 
 She exhaled into the cool night air, and felt a shudder go through her as she remembered all that had been contained in the look that passed between the two of them just now. She’d been through a lot of extreme experiences in her life – hell, her life had been mostly those – but that one ranked up there. 
 She leaned back, let her shoulders sag, and tried to relax. Whatever else, she knew, without even having to think about it, that Homer would respect her choice. If she said it was over, it was over. That went without saying. His innate goodness and honor were beyond question. 
 No, he would respect her choice. The question was: did
she? And could she live with it? 
 The problem now was that she found herself distrusting her own motives. That time when she’d seen Handon and Sarah together, the question that had flashed into her mind was: sure, Handon would sacrifice himself in an instant, if the mission required it. 
 But would he be willing to sacrifice her? 
 And what that question had really been was: would she or Homer be willing, if it came down to that? Could either of them choose to watch the other die – for the mission? 
 By indulging their romantic and sexual relationship, might the team… their mission… humanity itself… ultimately pay an unthinkable price? 
 If that was any kind of possibility, then staying together was madness. She’d had to break it off. 
 Anyway, that’s what she had told herself – convinced herself of – that her choice was about heading off that danger. But that was also exactly what she doubted now. Had she really been safeguarding operational efficiency, by keeping personal emotions under wraps? 
 Or was she just terrified of losing someone… another person whose loss would be too heavy to bear? 
 Because it wouldn’t be the first time. 
 And maybe it would be one time too many. 
 Now, staring off into the endless rolling blackness of the night-time sea and sky, her vision went slowly out of focus, and she looked back to her first hours ever at the top of the spec-ops pyramid. 
 Her very first days in the Unit. 
 * * * 
 Sergeant Aaliyah Khamsi felt eyes sliding off her as she moved down the hallway, in a manner that would not be described as gliding. It was actually probably more like slinking. She was trying to be invisible, despite having a gigantic rucksack on her back, and a big bag clutched in each hand, all of it pulling her shoulders down. 
 She was feeling like some kind of half-assed beauty contestant, surrounded on all sides by judges. 
 Basically, she was nothing like invisible – simply because of who she was. And what she represented. 
 The operators she passed in these halls were way too professional, not to mention subtle, to do anything like leer at her. Or even, really, to stare. What they all did was give her this same silent look, which then dropped off her with a bizarre kind of timing – their gazes somehow both lingered too long, and moved away too quickly. 
 She felt like a spectacle. She felt naked. 
 Sure, there were plenty of other women in this building, and spread across the whole complex – “the Ranch” as they called it. Almost all of these women were in support roles. A tiny handful had worked operationally over the years. 
 But Ali was making history – as the first female soldier to pass the unmodified Delta Selection course, and to be given a spot in the Unit as a fully fledged operator. She still faced six months of OTC – the Operator Training Course – which she was by no means guaranteed to complete. But, having gotten this far, she was already unique. 
 And everyone she passed obviously knew exactly who she was. Word had gotten around – fast. 
 Now she stole a quick glance down at her own shoulder insignia. The stark unfamiliarity of those three stripes was perhaps as weird as anything else. She’d originally been commissioned as a second lieutenant, coming out of ROTC at Cal Berkeley – and had subsequently risen to the rank of captain in the 1st Air Cav. But she’d been required to resign her commission, in exchange for just a shot at attending Delta Selection. 
 They had made her a buck sergeant. 
 From where Ali sat, it seemed not to have occurred to anyone that she might pass Selection. But the idea must to have been entertained by someone, as they did at least take precautions against her coming in as an officer. 
 She looked up again from her unfamiliar sleeve to the totally bizarre space that now surrounded her. 

The Ranch, she thought, not believing it even as she was walking through it. It had been a hell of a road to get here. And she knew full well that the task was only just beginning. In every important sense, she was at square zero. Even after OTC, she’d be at square zero. 
 She had absolutely everything to prove. 
 And she also suddenly realized… she was lost. 

Great, she thought. Fantastic start – I can’t even do overland navigation inside the barracks…

 “You look lost.” 
 Ali didn’t startle, but she did look up wide-eyed at the soft but steady voice that came from a cross hallway. The man behind the voice looked kind and unassuming. He was compact and trim, wearing khaki cargo pants and a short-sleeve button-down shirt, wire-rimmed glasses, and a laptop tucked under his arm. He was probably mid-thirties, but had a boyish air. He was smiling at her. 
 Ali mustered a half-smile in response. “Looking for the BOQ,” she said. “C-105.” 
 “No problem,” the man said. “Follow me.” And with that he walked by, tossed his head, and strode off down the corridor. Having little choice, Ali followed. Four minutes and four turns later, he stopped outside a door, turned to face her, and said, “This is you.” 
 Ali put one of her bags down, fumbled for her keycard, and nodded her thanks. “Thanks,” she added. “For going out of your way.” 
 “Not at all,” he said. 
 She smiled again. Polite man. 
 “No, really,” he repeated, “Not at all. That’s me.” And he tossed his head at the room directly across the hall. “Give you a hand with those?” When she nodded, he picked up the bag she had put on the deck, and followed her inside. 
 The small single billet was quiet, dim, and very clean. There was a twin bed, a desk and a chair, a wardrobe – and not much else. Ali unburdened herself of her stuff, dropping most of her worldly possessions on the bed. The man put her last bag on the chair, then leaned back against the desk. 
 “Tim,” he said, putting his hand out. 
 “Ali,” she said, taking it. 
 “I know. They put you across from me because you’re on my team.” 
 “And I’m your mentoring burden now.” 
 “My privilege,” he said. He put his hands behind him on the desk and leaned back. “I remember my first day here,” he said, his voice still kindly. 
 Ali looked up and searched his face. “You probably don’t remember being the first female operator here.” 
 He arched his eyebrows. “Fair point. Feeling like a fish out of water?” 
 “A little bit.” 
 “Well… maybe you don’t look much like a traditional Unit operator. But then neither do I.” 
 “Fair point.” 
 Tim smiled. “The world changes. We adapt to it. That’s the whole way we stay ahead, survive – and prevail.” 
 Ali exhaled a little of the tension she’d been carrying all day. “Okay,” she said, taking a look at her boots. 
 Looking back up again, she was filled with the undeniable sense that she could talk to this guy. There was something completely approachable about him. So she said, “I get the impression people here are reserving judgment about me.” 
 “Of course they are. They reserve judgment about everyone. You’re going to have a lot to prove, and you’ll have to keep proving it – every day.” 
 Ali nodded. She’d been doing exactly that for years – but didn’t feel the need to advertise the fact. 
 Tim looked at her searchingly, then seemed to draw a conclusion. He said, “But you won’t be afraid to get some arrows in your back, either. You’re tough enough to take it.” 
 She squinted at him through the dimness. “How do you know? We met five minutes ago.” 
 Tim shrugged. “There’s absolutely no way you would be here if you weren’t tough enough. Nobody gets into the Unit who isn’t. And I’m pretty sure you’ve had to do twice as much to get here as everyone else.” 
 Ali smiled her gratitude. They both knew that getting into Delta might actually be the single hardest physical and mental challenge in the world. And she’d just made it substantially harder, because of her gender – and then still pulled it off. There was a case to be made that nothing could stop her now. 
 But she must have still looked worried, because Tim said, “Just do your job, keep learning every day, perform at your peak and to the outside edge of your limits, never complain, and always be first to support your teammates. Do that and you’ll be fine. But you already know all that.” He straightened up. “I’ll let you get unpacked. I’ll be just across the hall.” 
 “Thanks. Tim.” 
 He nodded and walked out, pulling the door closed behind him. 
 Ali exhaled again, then reached across to pull the chain on the little desk lamp. Intellectually, she believed everything he had just told her. But some part of her still knew that if she screwed this up, she wouldn’t just be letting herself down, nor even just her new teammates. She would also be letting down everyone who had helped her to get this far. 
 She snorted quietly. And I’d also be torpedoing everyone with two X chromosomes who might want to follow in my path… probably for a very long time.

 Over the next few years, she would come to find that, on her first day, Tim had given her every tool she would need to succeed there. 
 Or anywhere. 
 * * * 
 Ali’s gaze came back into focus when she thought she saw something out on the ocean. Something seemed to sparkle just below the surface, way off below her, and out to the north-east. But it was just wide Atlantic in that direction, and couldn’t really be anything but starlight. Her remarkable vision was over-reporting. 
 She sighed and thought one last time of the past. 
 When Tim got killed, that had been about the worst pain or loss she’d ever known. Right up until the fall – which was worse, but was also a loss so overwhelming that it remained kind of abstract. Nothing could be more concrete than the death of her own brother, on her own team. But what he had told her on that first day had seen her through many dark days. 
 And those words, his memory, had sustained her for the same reason that he had sacrificed his own life, spent it so gloriously to save others. 
 Not because of courage. 
 But because of love. 
 What Ali would come to understand, and only over long years of training and dozens of deployments, and only after walking through the fire many times… was that the willingness to die for another person was a special, maybe even unique, form of love – one that even religions failed to inspire. The experience of it changes a person profoundly, and permanently. 
 What researchers and Army psychologists had slowly come to understand, but what any grunt in a foxhole with his squad works out in five minutes, is that courage in war simply is love – nothing more, and definitely nothing less. It was love that made warriors sacrifice for each other, even give their lives for each other, in a split-second, without hesitation. 
 Courage was simply love made visible. In combat, neither could exist without the other. They were just different ways of saying the same thing. 
 An old adage had it that warriors didn’t fight because of hatred for what was in front of them – but because of love for what was behind them. Ali, however, and everyone she had ever served with, would say that was bullshit. 
 They fought for love of those to either side of them. 
 But now, somehow, Ali had decided that her love for Homer stood in the way of her job. And so that love had to be sacrificed to her duty. Or else, probably worse, what she was actually terrified of was that this love might lead to more of the kind of pain she had felt when Tim died. Either way, the decision left her very troubled. 

Oh, well, she thought. You pays your money and you takes your choice. 
 She’d never been one to do a whole lot of second-guessing of herself. And now was probably a crappy time to start. She rose and poured herself back inside the Kennedy. 
 Her brothers would be looking for her. 



 Redemption 
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 The man strained all the muscles in the right side of his body, trying to stretch far enough to reach the handgun where it lay, just beyond his reach on the cold white tile floor. The tips of his fingers brushed the blued metal, but could not gain any purchase. In fact, he was in danger of pushing the weapon even farther away. And if he couldn’t recover it in the next few seconds, he was pretty sure… that would be it for him. 
 He had lost his focus for only a few seconds. But that’s all it took. He’d always known, intellectually, that if he lost his shit out here, if he let things fall apart, absolutely no one would be coming to save him. But now that abstract nightmare was becoming a stomach-dropping reality. He was feeling the cold daylight crash of it happening – for real. 

It’s just me here, he thought. 
 And the sense of crushing loneliness that this brought, even in his moment of maximum peril, took his breath away and caused a tear to roll from the corner of his eye. He swallowed hard as he realized that no one, anywhere, would even know to mourn for him. 
 He had never expected to end up like this. 
 But here he was, alone in his lab, alone on his desolate mountain – and now all alone with his fate. And maybe it was fate, or karma, or perhaps even God’s judgment. Maybe this terrible death he now faced was the price he would have to pay. A suitable, if inadequate one, for his infinite sins. 
 This man’s name was Oleg Aliyev. 
 And Oleg Aliyev was all alone now with his guilt, with his terrible memories, and with his crushing sense of abandonment and isolation. 
 But, more immediately, he was also alone with a wheezing, grasping, half-frozen, undead son of a bitch, who wanted very much to eat him alive – and to revisit upon him what he had visited upon the world. Which would be as fitting as it was unwelcome. 

Well, Aliyev thought, exhaling. It’s him or me.

 And he steeled himself for one last lunge. 
 * * * 
 An hour earlier, Oleg Aliyev had been on top of the world – almost literally. His facility, his Dacha, was half cabin, half laboratory – and all impregnable, self-sufficient mountain fortress. It was located way up on the inaccessible south-east slopes of Belukha Mountain, the highest peak in the Altai Mountains of East-Central Asia, and not all that far from the summit. 
 But very far indeed from the rest of the world. 
 Its location was by careful, intentional design. 
 The Dacha was actually just within trekking distance of what had been known as the Eurasian Pole of Inaccessibility. There was one of these for each continent, representing the absolute most remote and inaccessible points, the ones most difficult and dangerous to reach, on the entire planet. 
 In the case of Eurasia, and of Aliyev’s Dacha, this imaginary point, this geographical construct, sat way up in the Altai mountains, thousands of kilometers from the nearest coastline, hundreds from the nearest city, far removed from any kind of road or settlement – and a whole world away from any place any civilized human being would ever realistically want to go. 

I should have built it at the AFRICAN Pole of Inaccessibility, Aliyev thought grimly, as he pulled the furry hood of his thick parka up over his short, dark, spiky hair, and zipped the coat up snugly around his still-lean, 5’10” frame. He then pushed his way through the inner door of the Dacha out into the small vestibule. There he put on boots, pulled on gloves, and finally undid the locks for the outer door. And then he stepped outside into what currently were, more or less, whiteout conditions. 

But in Africa, of course, he grudgingly admitted, I would have died two years ago. 

But I would have died warm.

 Now, fat dry snowflakes lashed his face, coming in on a driving wind that was like a frozen cat o’ nine tails, stealing his breath and shrinking his eyes to pink slits. A thick and dark, but red-tinted, van Dyke beard covered everything around his mouth, and glasses with thick black plastic frames framed his eyes – he actually looked like an aging Gordon Freeman from the Half-Life video games – though neither the beard nor glasses did much to shield him from the elements. 

Better I should wear a Santa Claus beard, and goggles, Aliyev griped to himself, as he began the trudge down the path that had been cut out of the steep slope of the mountainside. After only a few dozen paces, he looked back and found he could barely make out the hulking shape of his Dacha, so quickly and completely had this storm descended. 
 But there was no way around it. He needed to check the traps. He was nearly out of specimens again. The fact that they were dying so fast was actually a good thing – wonderful really. It meant he was almost there. But it also meant he might die of exposure out here on this cursed mountain. 
 In his heart, he knew he didn’t have to go out right this second. He had all eternity for his work, after all. 
 But maybe some part of him wanted to walk out in the storm – and perish there. At the very least, he was playing it close to the bone. He was self-aware enough to know that some part of him wanted to die – in repentance, or out of shame, for all that he had done. And he knew that an even bigger part of him definitely wanted to check out before the inevitable happened – when his supplies ran out, or the dead finally slipped through all his carefully constructed defenses. 
 One way or another, it was only a matter of time. 
 If he checked out now, at least it would be with a full belly – and he would be free from the specter of a horrendous afterlife. Though he was sure he deserved it – deserved it more than any of the billions who had already suffered it. Then again, there was still his work on the new pathogen – that was what gave him a reason to get out of bed every morning, and to put one foot in front of another. 
 It was also what gave him some faint hope of… redemption. 
 The slope of the trail grew steeper as he traversed the side of the mountain, and began descending toward the nearest anything remotely like civilization – Hoxtolgay Township, 45km to the northwest. He was having to watch his foot placement carefully as the snow began to pile up. And his balance took a hit as he shoved his hands deeper into the pockets of the parka. 
 If he took a bad fall out here, broke a leg or something, he would be as good as dead. Help wasn’t miles away. It wasn’t anywhere. 
 He was utterly on his own. 
 Never mind roads or cell towers, there was hardly even any vegetation up on these slopes – just rock, and hard-packed mud, and the odd bit of moss. It wasn’t that the altitude was so high. It was just that this was such a remote, barren wasteland of a place. And cold. So cold. 

Should have gone for the HAWAIIAN Pole of Inaccessibility, he thought bitterly. But, aside from not having one, Hawaii would have been even less convenient than Africa, in terms of proximity to his previous life and pursuits. 
 As it was, his mountaintop fortress technically sat on the sovereign territory of China – not that borders mattered much up here. But he was also extremely close to that very special ass-end of the world where the borders of four nations met: China, Mongolia, Kazakhstan – and good ole Mother Russia. 
 Aliyev had been known in his previous life as Tovarysh Doktor (“Comrade Doctor”) Oleg Aliyev, PhD – one of the world’s leading microbiologists, biological warfare experts, and practicing bioweaponeers. Ethnically, and in terms of his loyalties, he was every inch a Kazakh. That identity permeated his flesh and bones. 
 But it was Russia that had made him what he was. 
 Or, rather, the Supreme Soviet, before the collapse of the great Communist Empire that started in 1989. 
 And, more specifically, it had been Biopreparat that had made him – that gargantuan, industrial-scale, and utterly secret Soviet biological warfare program, which had consisted of hundreds of facilities and more than forty secret labs spread across fifteen cities, covering all seven of Russia’s time zones, and lavishly supported with tens of billions of rubles in funding per year. 
 And, not incidentally, Biopreparat had also employed more than 30,000 scientists, microbiologists, industrial designers, support personnel… 
 All of whom had suddenly and very unexpectedly found themselves out of work, and in need of new jobs, after the Soviet Union dissolved, and then ceased to exist, in 1991. 
 Oh, sure, Aliyev had enjoyed a cushy teaching position at Novosibirsk State University. That had been his reward for eighteen months of doing the dirty (and rather dangerous) work of the Committee of State Security – more commonly known as the KGB – by taking on a “fellowship” at that biotechnology company in Dusseldorf. He’d been sent there to spy, of course, though he also did some useful work with transgenic organisms, as well as met some interesting people. 
 Anyway, the university he’d been set up at afterward was conveniently located a mere 740 kilometers across the border from the spot where he ultimately built his Dacha. And while the university didn’t disappear after the fall of the Soviet Union, as did the bioweapons program… it did stop paying any salaries, for quite a few years in there. 
 So Aliyev did what an awful lot of other talented bioscientists, genetic engineers, and bioweaponeers did: he went freelance. And he did very well for himself. His particular and painstakingly developed skills, which had been so much in demand during the Cold War, only became more lucrative in the age of terror. But that was a long time ago. Back when money meant something. 
 And now, coming out of his reverie and back into the age that had ended all ages, Aliyev realized he had reached his traps. The blizzard continued to blow, and visibility was now down to a few meters. But he could already hear that at least one of the traps was not empty. 
 Somehow, the ravenous sons of bitches could always sense him coming. 



 Thank God For The Walking Dead

 48°59'31" 87°40'17" - Altai Mountains, Asia 
 With a shudder of relief, Oleg Aliyev saw that his herding implement was right where he left it, on his most recent trip out, when the traps had proved empty. This consisted of a six-foot length of hollow PVC pipe, with a sort of curved pommel guard at the end – and a thick section of nylon rope, which emerged as a noose at the guarded end, and a knotted length at the other. 

Thank God for The Walking Dead, Aliyev thought, as he often did, giving credit where it was due for the original idea. Those guys paved the way for the rest of us. Employed carefully, the noose on the end could be gotten over the head of one of them, tightened around its neck by pulling on the rope, and then the subject herded back to the lab with minimal fuss – and minimal danger. 
 Though it definitely paid not to get complacent. 
 And, anyway, first he had to get the damned things out of the traps. As the scene resolved through the haze of falling snow, he could see that the first one had made short but messy work of the baby Siberian ibex he had put inside as bait. He had a whole different trap to catch the ibexes, placed on a different slope of the mountain. 
 There had been a lot of wildlife native to this range at one time – including, reportedly, snow leopards. Those had been hunted nearly to extinction, though there had been reported sightings as recently as right before the fall. Aliyev had never seen one himself, but he wasn’t ruling it out. As to whether he relished the thrill of seeing such a majestic and deadly creature, or of being taken down by one and released from his purgatory, was another question. 
 At any rate, the remains of the baby ibex – a wonderful mountain goat species with great curving horns – were a mess, and so was the undead creature that had eaten it. The trap itself was an extra-large, heavy-gauge wire cage-trap, which he had bought on Amazon and then transported up here himself, along with every other damned thing he’d needed, at great effort and expense. 
 But it turned out it paid almost unbelievably well to be a skilled engineer of designer bioweapons, and it was this fabulous post-Soviet income that had made all kinds of things possible for Aliyev – like the flats in Kensington and on the Left Bank, the upper-class flights on Virgin Atlantic, the bespoke suits from Savile Row… 
 But, much more importantly, it had funded construction of the Dacha itself, with its attached lab – as well as the personal helicopter, and the flying lessons. Because the same skills that made Aliyev uniquely valuable also made him a target. 
 Now, he positioned himself at the head of the first trap – an 8’x3’x3’ wire-mesh cage, with an end that could be propped open, but which slammed shut when something entered. All three of these were chained to spikes driven into the rock of the mountainside, though that probably hadn’t been necessary. Everyone who might steal them was dead, and there had never been anybody up here in the first place. 
 The dead guy in the first one, as always, had needed to crawl in to get his meal. But they never seemed to mind that. Perhaps they appreciate the lie-down, Aliyev thought, after climbing all the way up here from Hoxtolgay. Then again, these sons of bitches were nothing if not tireless. 
 Hoxtolgay was a Mongol village in the Uygur Autonomous Region of China, an administrative catchment that spanned over 1.6 million kilometers – and without a trace of Western or modern civilization in any of it. It did have thin scatterings of villages populated by Uyghurs and Mongols (as well as even fewer Han, Kazakhs, Tajiks, and Kyrgyz), and this guy in the first trap looked the part – flat nose (what was left of it), bits of sparse beard; probably Mongol with a little Uyghur blood. 
 The ex-Mongol woman in the second cage was much the same, and likely from the same village. For all Aliyev knew, they were a married couple, wandering the Altai Mountains together for eternity – until they fell foul of Aliyev and his dark designs. 
 The third trap, on the far side, was empty. Well, not empty – the baby ibex he’d put in there seemed to have succumbed to exposure, or thirst. Just another one of Aliyev’s uncountable victims, to be tossed on a pile far too high to even see the top of now. 
 Within a few seconds, out of long practice, he had one end of the nearest trap open, and the head of its occupant snared with his herding device. He carefully led the snarling bastard out onto the mountain ledge on all fours, then guided it up to a standing position. 
 Holding it at a safe distance, Aliyev shivered violently, then looked balefully over at the second trap. On any other day, he would make two trips to get them both back to the lab. But right now he was fucking freezing, and he was also tired – so tired, way down deep in his bones, and at the very bottom of his soul, or lack thereof. 
 He decided he could get both back in one trip. 
 This was hardly his first mistake, but it was very nearly his last – in a life consisting of more missteps than he could even count or remember. 
 * * * 
 The trudge back to the Dacha was uneventful. Even getting them through the narrow vestibule went fine. It had all gone wrong at the very last stage, when he tried to get the second one into the glass enclosure reserved for it at the end of the lab. 
 And it was also because of the goddamned white tile floor, which Aliyev had installed for the lab, for no better reason than as a nod to convention. It was supposed to be non-skid, but that was with lab slippers or regular shoes – and definitely not hiking boots caked with snow and ice from an unexpected blizzard. Maybe it was the damned mountain that was to blame. 
 Maybe it was his own death wish. 
 But, whatever the cause for the untimely slip, now Aliyev lay on that white tile floor, his face smushed down into it, thick-framed eyeglasses askew, one foot pressing frantically on the plexiglas-and-steel door of the enclosure – which was the only thing keeping the second dead Mongol’s head pinned half inside of it and half out. Meanwhile, it wheezed and gargled and clawed frantically at Aliyev’s leg, which luckily was covered in a ripstop technical fabric. (Thank you REI.com…) 
 As for the pistol, he had sent that skittering across the floor when he fumbled his initial attempt to pull it out of the belt-slide holster where it had sat untouched for so long. Fortuitously – and this was probably all that was going to save him, if anything did – it had bounced off a lab bench and come skittering right back across the floor toward him. 
 Just not quite far enough – to almost within reach of the grasping fingers of his outstretched right hand. 
 And Aliyev thought again about how utterly alone he was up here, and how he would die alone, and how there was no one who would care, and certainly no one who would come to help him. And how no one would even get the satisfaction of seeing him fall prey to the very chimera virus – that horrifying, ungodly combination of smallpox and myelin toxin that had come to be known to a dying world as Hargeisa, or just the zombie virus – and which he himself had genetically engineered, and then delivered to an Islamist militia in Somalia in return for a half-million dollars in hard currency. And which had then, with incredible efficiency and an absolute and utter lack of humanity or mercy, brought the entire fucking world to an end. 

Oh, fuck it, Aliyev thought. 
 He tensed his leg, kicked off once, and lunged across the floor for the gun. 
 Snatching it up, he rolled onto his back and raised his head to aim the weapon with outstretched arms at the animated incarnation of death scrabbling manically across the floor toward him. 
 He fired rapidly, five times, then turned the side of the gun toward himself and regarded it. It was a gorgeous Fabrique Nationale Five-seveN, two-tone with a flat-dark-earth finish on the body and a black slide. It had cost him over $2,000, black market, and before today had been used exactly once, at an indoor shooting range in Moscow. It fired tiny little 5.7mm bullets – but, then again, they were armor-piercing rounds, and the gun held 30 of them. 
 This meant there were now 25 left in the mag. 
 Aliyev exhaled while considering this. 
 And while he’d somehow mustered the courage and strength needed to shoot the man who was already dead, but still animated… now he found that, for perhaps the hundredth time, he didn’t have the courage to turn the weapon on himself – to finally put down the man who had actually become Death… 
 The destroyer of worlds. 
 He sighed and let the handgun fall into his lap. The whole world had died because of what he had done. 
 But Oleg Aliyev would live another day. 



 Briefback 

JFK - MARSOC Team Room [Ass O’Clock] 
 Somewhat before first thing next morning, Sergeant Lovell and Corporal Raible stood at the front of the MARSOC team room, tag-teaming on the commander’s briefback. This was the last milestone before they launched the scavenging mission to the South African naval base at Saldanha Bay. 
 The briefback was generally where the guys who had done the planning, and who would actually be conducting the mission, ran through all the details so the commander could make sure that, 1) it was going to accomplish what he wanted it to; and, 2) it wasn’t going to get everyone fucking killed. 
 The role of the commander today was played by Drake. And it was Lovell and Raible giving the briefing because, of the two fire teams of four MARSOC Marines each assigned to this op, they were the most senior. Everyone superior to them was either dead, or being kept in reserve for Somalia. 
 The other main audience for this briefback was Juice – who was now hearing it for the first time, despite having just been assigned to lead the mission, and after his all-nighter reading the mission profile document. Also present was Handon; LT Campbell, who would be quarterbacking from CIC; and the balance of the two MARSOC fire teams, six Marines, who would be going out. 
 Handon, arms crossed before his powerful chest, his strong back holding up a rear wall, gave Juice a quick look to try and take his emotional temperature. Just before the two of them had left the Alpha team room, Henno had called Handon aside and volunteered to lead the mission himself. Handon had turned him down – which made Juice a little self-conscious as to why. 
 Handon’s thinking had been that what he needed for Somalia was tough, mean, indomitable hard men – more than he needed guys with super tech skills. Africa had basically been living in the Bronze Age since before the fall, so tech was probably going to be a minor factor. Plus, they were going to be deep in the jungle, very much on their own – so comms weren’t going to matter as much. There really wasn’t going to be anyone they could call for help. 
 Juice’s thinking was: Guess I’m most expendable now. 
 But of course he’d put that aside, Rangered up, and just said to Handon: “I’ll get it done.” 
 Now Lovell and Raible cued up a Powerpoint deck at the front. Lovell was a solid and well-respected operator, and Raible an up-and-comer. Both had earned a lot of respect for holding the hole in the ship during the battle, despite horrendous losses. 
 But they both knew mission accomplishment almost always came before force protection. At least it did in this most desperate of wars. It certainly would today. First the mission, then the men. 
 “Go,” Drake said. 
 * * * 
 “We’re calling this one Op Biltong,” Raible said, bringing up the first slide. Getting to name your missions whatever you wanted was one perk of being a special operator. 
 The format of the briefing turned out to be, unsurprisingly to anyone there, a heavily customized version of the never-popular MDMP, the military decision-making process. Officers and team leaders were known to go around with USB drives on lanyards around their necks – with their own modified, tailored, and annotated mission planning documents, from previous tours and ops. 
 Nobody really had time for wheel reinvention. 
 As Raible dove in, Lovell stood aside and let him take the lead. Handon and Juice got the impression this material was pro forma at this point – like they’d executed this mission profile many times. Most of what changed from one scavenging mission to the next was just the layout of the target buildings, the design of the harbor – and the threat from the closest population centers. 
 Raible took them through their plans for infiltration, exfiltration, and actions-on and time on target – as well as a host of logistical, contingency, and mission-essential tasks for the day. There were annexes on weather, terrain, and enemy movements; radio frequencies, ISR, mission support, and timing for SITREPs. Other slides listed assets, specified tasks, the operational environment, maneuver, fire support, mobility and survivability, command and control, and force protection. 
 There was a slide for medical (including medevac procedures and quarantine), plus emergency plans of action, rally and rendezvous points, and other actions-on – including ambush, separation, and lost comms. 
 Mainly, Raible illustrated how the mission accomplished the commander’s intent – which was “get us a whole lot of shit we desperately need; try not to get killed doing it” – and conformed roughly to his concept of operations (CONOP). 
 Handon was impressed. It wasn’t so much pro forma as it was professional, and comprehensive. He was reminded once again that military operations are always life-or-death matters. And there could be no glossing of the details, nor doing things in a half-assed manner. 
 “Looks good,” Drake said. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re go.” He stood as the lights came up. “Just keep clearly in mind our priorities. Find us ammo, especially small-arms ammo, and other ordnance. We also critically need fuel – avgas, and especially JP8, or JP5 if we’re luckier than we deserve. And we need long-lasting provisions like MREs and HUMRATs, and cans or sealed bins of staples.” 
 One of the Marines muttered, “HUMRATs? That sounds terrible…” Nobody laughed. They all knew what humanitarian rations were, plus had heard that joke before. 
 “Get in quietly, get everything cataloged,” Drake concluded, “and where possible get it centrally stockpiled. Secure the HLZ, and we’ll come in with the helos to scoop up both it and you – fast. And, remember – this is no longer just about survival of the strike group. It’s about survival of the species. We’re working for everyone now. So get it done.” He exhaled. “And make it fast.” 
 Fick stood and grumbled, “Okay, you jokers, that’s it. Get jocked up. You launch in thirty mikes.” As everyone stood and shuffled, he sidled over for a quiet word with Juice. “I’m running out of Marines,” he said. “Try to bring these ones back.” 
 “Roger that, Master Gunny.” 
 As the leadership stepped out of the room and into the companionway, Handon took Juice’s elbow and added, “Try to bring yourself back, too.” 
 Juice nodded. 
 But, later, on his way back there, when he paused outside the team room to check his electronics, he overheard two of the Marines talking inside. 
 “This dude they’ve saddled us with – former Delta?” 
 “No, man. The Activity.” 
 “The what?” 
 “Exactly.” 
 * * * 
 Thirty minutes later, the same group was together again, all hanging off the back of the carrier – on the boat dock at the waterline, just beneath the fantail deck. Except now with the Marines and Juice looking a lot heavier and more dangerous, all tooled up with weapons, ammo, and armor. 
 It wasn’t any brighter outside than it had been in the team room – it still felt like night, in fact, with the rising sun only just slightly lightening the horizon over the invisible continent to the east of them. Also, the dock lights were kept off as per standard shipboard security protocols for a combat mission in hostile waters. 
 On the other hand, it was a lot less stuffy out here than belowdecks, and the air a hell of a lot cleaner, with a little chill and a bit of salt on the shifting breeze. Everyone out here for the mission launch could feel, if not see, the world swaddling their little cocoon of life, from all directions. 
 Well, except maybe from the direction of Africa. That felt like something different. 
 A thirty-foot single-hulled utility boat had already been winched down onto the water, and the Marines were piling into it – right behind their packs, weapons, and team equipment. The boat was piloted by two sailors in helmets, life vests, and flak jackets, and powered by an 80-horsepower inboard engine that had been tricked out to run quietly. One of the sailors sat in back at the pilot controls; the other sat up front, manning a 7.62mm minigun that pointed menacingly over the prow. 
 The minigun reminded Juice of those rigid-hulled inflatable boats (RHIBs) the SEALs rode in to insert and extract themselves, bristling with machine guns, and manned by their badass special warfare combatant crewmen (SWCCs). He could only hope today they wouldn’t end up having to be extracted under fire, or in any way that would require use of a goddamned minigun. 
 Juice was last aboard, as he would be first out on the beach. Handon pulled him aside for a last word. “Remember Homer’s warnings. And be careful. We just had a boatload of Russians shooting at us on the water.” 
 Juice nodded. “And we don’t know for sure what’s on the land.” 
 “Right. And the very last thing you need is to get into a firefight with castaway Spetsnaz operators. Drake said the Russians keeping people ashore would defeat the infection-safety advantage of being at sea, and discounts the risk. But I’m not sure I do.” 
 Juice nodded. “They don’t call Ivan crazy for nothing.” 
 “Exactly. Our ISR doesn’t show anything moving on the base. But that place is a maze of warehouses and buildings. And we have no idea what’s going on inside any of them. So you watch your asses.” 
 Juice nodded and started to turn away, but Handon grabbed his elbow and leaned in close. “And bring back those supplies. Otherwise we’re dead in the water.” The two men locked eyes for one second, then Juice spat tobacco juice over the side of the dock, tossed his assault pack in the boat, and climbed in after it. 
 Just as he did, two very large figures descended the ladder from the fantail deck. Fick, who was closest, looked up to see that it was Predator, and his own Staff Sergeant Brady – who had been wounded on Beaver Island, and had been healing up and on light duties since then. The enormous Predator, and the big, strong, lanky martial-arts champion Brady, took up positions on the deck, with legs planted wide and their arms crossed. 
 And they stared at Fick. 
 “What?” Fick snapped. Nobody like being stared at – and only giants and martial-arts champions stared at Marine Master Gunnery Sergeants without risk of severe bodily harm. 
 “Drake told us to come down,” Brady said. 
 “What the fuck for?” 
 Predator rumbled, “He’s afraid you’re going to pull the same shit you did in Virginia Beach – and go on the mission by hopping on the boat just as it’s pulling out, too late to stop you.” 
 “Yeah?” Fick said. “Why would I go and do a thing like that? And what are you two gonna do about it, anyway?” 
 Brady said, “Basically, our job is to jump on you and pin you to the deck if you try it.” 
 Fick wrinkled his nose. As a black-belt in Brazilian jiu jitsu, Brady was on the very short list of people who could probably pin Fick to the deck. And Predator, well, he’d only have to sit on him, and there’d be no getting out from under that. 
 Fick eyed the two, as the boat engine started up. 
 They eyed him right back, judging the distance between Fick and the edge of the dock. All three twitched slightly, and clenched and unclenched their fingers, like gunfighters at 11:58 in Dodge City. Predator squinted deeply – he realized he honestly had no idea whether Fick was actually considering going for it, or was just fucking with them. 
 Or perhaps he just didn’t like being told what to do – and for that reason alone, was now considering going for it. 
 The boat slid away from the dock. 
 Fick turned toward it. But he only stood motionless, and watched it move off. 
 Inside the boat, Sergeant Lovell looked back over his shoulder and across the water, smiled big, and said, “Have fun sitting on your old ass, Master Gunny!” 
 Fick clenched his jaw so hard it looked like he was trying to eat his own teeth. Finally he belted out, “You screw this up, you sons of bitches, and I will come down on you like baby Jesus swooping in on roller skates to anally violate your soul with a cement mixer!” 
 Predator, who had stutter-stepped when Fick turned, and almost fallen over on his bad leg, now gave him a distressed look. “That was random as fuck, Gunny.” 
 Brady just gave Pred a look like: Welcome to our world.

 Handon and Drake both just shook their heads as the boat burbled around the side of the carrier, picked up speed, disappeared into the sparkling dimness – and headed for shore. 
 All their hopes rode with them. 



 Panjshir 

JFK - Combat Information Center 
 Drake leaned back into one of the comfy upholstered chairs around the periphery of CIC. He wasn’t sure why they got all the comfy chairs in here, except perhaps because these guys had to be glued to them all the time. That, or so it would look like it did in Tom Clancy films. 
 He leaned back in the cool dimness, settling into the rich hum of voices and activity around him, and watched the big screen up front. This showed the video view from their Fire Scout, the helicopter drone, which had cycled and refueled, and then relaunched an hour ago. 
 It now orbited the naval base, its camera currently trained on their boat full of badasses, which was about five minutes from hitting the docks. The light was still low enough that they were watching in night-vision/thermal mode. But the sun was coming up. Under normal conditions, they’d have two or even three UAVs up there, for a variety of views on the target objective. But they already had the Predator tasked, its unblinking eye on the Russian ship. 
 And fuel wasn’t getting any more plentiful. In fact, they were down to the bottoms of almost all their barrels. 

This had better work, Drake thought. He felt like a guy with a bad gambling problem – whose wife had just left him for his boss, who had just fired him – now putting his last two chips on thirty-seven black on the roulette table. 
 This was perhaps their last and only chance – do-or-die. 
 On either side of the big screen at the end of the room, they’d also piped in video from the GoPro shoulder cams worn by the operators, one on Raible, the other on Juice. They were using the Fire Scout as a traffic relay for data and voice, so there was little danger of a commo outage, almost regardless of where the ground team went. Somebody in CIC was listening to traffic from their squad net; but they reserved the wall speakers for the command net, and talking directly to the ground commander. 
 Finally, there was a digital map display on the left wall, showing the area where the team was operating, namely the environs of the port facility. It was overlaid with a small blue rectangle, which updated in real time, and showed the near-exact location of the shore team, as identified by the FOF (Friend-or-Foe) ID transponder on Juice. It moved when he did. This didn’t overlay with the drone video view, but with those two taken side by side, plus the shoulder cams, everyone in CIC should have a pretty good idea of where the ground team was, what they were doing – and exactly what they were facing. 

You’ve gotta love technology, Drake thought. 
 Then again, he knew if that map zoomed out enough, it would also show a red diamond – the symbol for the Russian battlecruiser, which was not nearly far enough away down the coast for comfort. 
 Drake exhaled and said a prayer of thanks – mainly for the fact that there were two of him now. This meant he’d been able to leave his other him, Abrams, in command on the bridge – and not have to worry about anyone fucking things up too badly. 
 This also meant he didn’t have to worry about himself fucking things up. The way his head had been swimming, periodically going in and out, since absorbing that grenade blast, he was not currently his own biggest supporter, at least as far as judgment and tactical acumen went. 
 And while he wanted to be down here and not miss a minute of the show, he also needed to stay hands-off with a live shore mission. He didn’t always have the discipline to do so – but, today, being woozy helped. Campbell and her staff would provide whatever support the team on the ground needed. And, of course, the operators would be running their own show, and making their own tactical decisions. 
 Drake always remembered and tried to live by a comment once made by Army Chief of Staff “Shy” Meyer: “The last thing you want is a bunch of dipshits at the Pentagon running something.” 

Or
dipshits at any level of command, Drake added. 
 As the little toy boat down on the water far beneath the drone’s camera crawled toward the pier, CIC lightened slightly with the outside hatch opening and closing again. It was Handon coming in. 
 He didn’t want to miss the show either. 
 * * * 
 For Juice and the Marines, getting out of the cold dark shadow of the Kennedy and into open water was like achieving escape velocity from some hulking, gray, iron-ore planet. But much like outer space, open water was a big and lonely place, particularly just before dawn, and it had a way of making anything out on it feel small, weak, and vulnerable. 
 Or maybe the feeling of vulnerability was due to what they faced at the water’s edge: Africa, the dark continent, now a dead one, too. Just like all the others. But the one where it had all started. This gave it a palpable feel of menace. Like it wanted them to stay away. Or, much worse, like it wanted to draw them in. 

On the other hand, thought Juice, this breeze is nice. And at least no one’s going to be firing mortars or machine guns at us as we climb up off the beach.

 Juice’s grandfather had been a Navy corpsman who had landed at Anzio, and later Normandy. He’d rarely talked about it – probably because, as a medic, he’d spent most of his time elbow-deep in the guts of nice American boys, on the first day of their only European vacation. 
 Anyway, Juice knew this Navy craft had a hell of a lot better stability than the old Higgins boats, those floating dumpsters the GIs had gone in on. And just having nobody puking over the side, or puking not over the side, made for a much improved experience. 
 So Juice pushed back against his pack, let the wind ruffle his beard, and watched the sun coming up ahead of them. Whatever was waiting for them on the land, they’d deal with when they hit the land. 
 Corporal Raible was closest to him – as one of the two fire team leaders, he’d also be one of the first out. As he watched Juice’s beard billowing around, he smiled. The Marine Corps had been a little late to the special operations party, and they’d never really adopted the profoundly casual attitude to grooming standards displayed by spec-ops in the other service branches. 
 Raible raised his voice above the wind and said, “Hey, man. Where’d you pick up that beard? Afghanistan?” 
 Juice just smiled contentedly through the beard and wind and nodded. 
 “Helmand? Paktia?” 
 Juice shook his head. “Panjshir Valley.” He saw the young Marine’s forehead crinkle as he ran the geography and timing on that one. Panjshir was about five feet from Kabul, and so the last time it had been seriously contested by the Taliban would have been… 
 “Shit, man. What, were you, like, in the first wave in?” 
 “Something like that.” 
 Raible was looking more impressed now – because, if he wasn’t looking at the greatest generation, he was definitely looking at the generation before his own. And the one that had kicked off the War on Terror in style – by taking down the Taliban in weeks, with a couple hundred guys on horseback using laser target designators to direct airstrikes. 
 “What unit?” 
 “Fifth Special Forces.” 
 Raible shook his head. “Dude. I was six years old.” 
 Juice shrugged. “Well, you’re a man now, my son. And I’m an old man.” He meant old by military standards. But those were the standards they had. 
 As these two generations of warrior let the peace and wind noise take over again, and as the world began to glow with the rising sun, and the shore swelled and grew inexorably closer, Juice blinked his eyes and remembered. What he didn’t tell the kid was that he had not only been one of the first into Afghanistan, but also one of the last out – though they’d had to leave before the job was done. 
 And this brought back a flood of memories… including the genesis of the famous beard. 
 * * * 
 On one of his very first nights in-country, after inserting by Chinook, and then riding eight hours on horseback, Juice’s Special Forces ODA (Operational Detachment – Alpha) had bivouacked on the edges of a Northern Alliance mountain camp, waiting to move on Kabul with a force of Uzbeks led by one General Dostum. 
 Very late in the night, a man had been brought to see them, escorted by one of the Uzbek fighters. Since Juice was the senior NCO on watch, he greeted the man in his rudimentary Dari, then listened as the fighter translated for them. The old man spoke with tears leaking from the corners of his eyes – though, puzzlingly, he also seemed to be smiling. He had walked two days to meet with the American soldiers he heard were operating in the area. 
 He had come there to tell them that six of his children had been killed by an errant U.S. bomb strike. 
 Juice sat up straight at this, his expression sagging. “I am sorry for your loss,” he said, which seemed utterly inadequate. He knew there could be no way for him to understand pain like that. 
 The man stepped forward, gripped Juice’s hands in both of his, and continued talking, as the young soldier translated. He said he could bear this loss, the sacrifice of his children… if it meant that his country could be free, and that all of Afghanistan’s little girls would be able to go to school. And he held onto Juice’s hands tightly and looked at him with a tear spilling from the corner of each fierce, dark eye. 
 Perhaps the most important job of Army Special Forces was working with and training indigenous forces. And rule number one was not to make promises you couldn’t keep. 
 That notwithstanding, Juice promised this man that he and his team would personally topple the Taliban – so that his children won’t have died in vain. The man nodded, smiled, and said something else in Dari. It was translated as, “I believe you. You have the beard of an honorable man.” 
 Juice nodded, tears leaking at the corners of his own eyes by then, and further promised that he would not shave off the beard until this promise was fulfilled. 
 Juice and his ODA, and a handful of others, did go on to topple the Taliban, only weeks later. But he was also in the country, on another deployment thirteen years later, at the tail end of America’s longest war, when America decided it had sacrificed enough. It chose to come home – with many of Afghanistan’s provinces still under effective control of the Taliban. 
 So Juice hadn’t had been able to keep his promise in the end. And there was nothing he could do about that. 
 Except to never shave off the damned beard. 
 * * * 
 “You got a bug on you, man,” Raible said. “And it’s blinking.” 
 Juice snapped back from his reverie to the present. “That’s because it’s charging.” 
 He looked down to the forearm mount of his micro-UAV. This was a “Gadfly” ornithopter, a nano aerial vehicle with little gossamer wings, a thin wire body, and a micro electro-optical camera for a face. 
 It was three inches in length, weighed less than an ounce, and could fly 32 feet per minute for almost an hour. It had a digital data link, its camera feed displaying either on a one-inch monitor on its forearm “base station” or else piped directly into Juice’s flip-down monocle. It could hover and stare, fly automated search patterns, or traverse pre-planned routes. It was an excellent force-protection tool for small units, particularly indoors, where it could scope out the “fatal funnel” of doorways leading into unsecured rooms – instead of having it done by soldiers, who could be shot or blown up. 
 “Guess that’s why they call you Juice,” Raible said. 
 Juice just grunted in response, then spat tobacco juice over the side. Looking out over the prow, he could see the mouth of Saldanha Bay opening up ahead. 
 One of the two sailors flashed three fingers at the huddled group of commandos. It was game on. 
 In three minutes, they would stick their heads into the lion’s mouth, and see if they could get it out again. 
 And failure would equal death. 
 Probably for everyone, everywhere. 



 Belly of the Beast 

JFK - Stores 
 Wesley stood in the middle of the vast open space that was ship’s Stores, pointing his flashlight at the map in his other hand. The lighting down here was very dim, and the flashlight not a hell of a lot better, so he had to squint to focus on the details Dr. Park and Sarah Cameron had scrawled on the tattered sheet. He followed the markings, noting each cross and the tiny scribbles next to them, then glanced at the stack of pallets to his left. 
 There was a patch of unpleasant gunk on the floor a few feet away. Wesley’s adopted German Shepherd, who they had determined was named Judy, and who had formerly been a working military dog, sniffed at the gunk and growled quietly. 
 He reached down and patted her thick fur. “Yeah, I don’t like it much either…” He looked up again. “Right here, is my guess,” he said, looking over at Melvin, who stood nearby. The Scotsman held his assault rifle aimed outward as he scanned the darker corners of the cavernous compartment. “This is where Sarah stood on the pallets as the runner went for her.” 
 Melvin nodded as he regarded the mess on the floor, his nose wrinkling. 
 Wesley turned to his left and shone his light down the seemingly endless aisle. “Yeah. Definitely here. At least the encounter with the one that ran for her.” 
 There was slow and careful movement all around him as the rest of his team scoped the area, checking between pallets, in the corners, and behind pipes. Fifty yards away, Browning and Burns were looking down at the deck, at another dubious patch of dark stain. 
 “What we need to find,” continued Wesley, talking to himself as much as anyone else, “are all the different locations where they encountered the dead, and then work outwards from there.” 
 Melvin frowned. “Do we have to clean this shit up? Or are we just down here looking for anything still moving?” 
 Wesley sighed. After being part of the detail that had cleaned the flight deck after the battle at Virginia Beach, he wasn’t in any more of a hurry to be clearing up bits of the dead than the others. But someone had to do it. 
 “I think we gotta do both, mate.” 
 Melvin nodded again. “Well, I’m dibs on the mop.” 
 Wesley’s team had grown significantly in the last few days, and with it, it seemed, his responsibilities. He was far from thrilled about this. But the commanders had ordered firmer security across all areas of the ship, and had Wesley put together a team that would be ready to move anywhere, quickly, in case an infected crew member was discovered, or one of the already dead had managed to get itself stuck somewhere out of sight. 
 On a ship the size of the JFK, there were a million places something human-sized could hide or be overlooked, especially if it was trapped. And with crew numbers at an all-time low, and nearly everyone working double shifts just to complete critical shipboard tasks, Wesley and his bunch of misfits were the obvious choice for this work. 
 Now he had more bodies to throw at the problem – but also more people to be responsible for. The civilian survivors from Virginia Beach, Burns and the rest of the group Wesley had rescued, had been first to sign up. This was unsurprising, given they were told to either get busy doing something useful, or else get ready to be dropped off the next time the ship saw landfall. With Africa being closest, and not looking like an appealing destination, Burns and three of his people were sworn in and on duty in under an hour. 
 Additionally, a few sailors from other departments had also been assigned to him – Dooley, Kate, Rob, Jenson, and Morgan, folks previously attached to Stores. Wesley’s small NSF outfit had grown into a more formidable force. He still found it bizarre being in charge, but was getting used to it. 

“Hey boss,” came the voice of Jenson over the radio. He was the man who had stood directly behind Wesley during the flight deck battle, helping wield the bucking hose as they pushed back the endless waves of the dead. When Wesley had been given a list of potential names for his team, he had spotted Jenson’s – and liked the thought of having his height, physical strength, and loyalty. But people always instinctively trusted those they had fought with before. 
 Now Jenson was outside, in the short corridor near the stairs, with another squad. 
 “Go for it,” said Wesley. 

“I’ve got two patches of crap on the floor out here, in two different locations. Looks like the one the doctor fought, and the one they trapped. So I’d say where they marked on the map was pretty accurate.”

 “Good. I take it there’s no body there?” 
 “No body. Somebody must have disposed of the dead one.” 
 Wesley considered. “Probably the Marines. Okay, do a sweep of the corridor, the stairs, and whatever lets off that area. Identify any other doors or corridors but make sure they’re sealed up. If we have any of them still down here, we want to keep them isolated. So check a room, shut the door again, and mark it. Stay together and avoid contact if you do run into anything. And keep me updated.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 

Damn, I’m even starting to sound like I know what I’m doing, thought Wesley. But this ‘sir’ business is still bollocks.

 Beside him, Judy sniffed again at the gunk on the ground, and then sneezed. The dog was becoming increasingly attached to him, seemingly disinclined to leave his side for long, and becoming uncomfortable if forced to. Although Wesley had little experience of dog handling, it didn’t seem necessary in this case. Judy handled herself just fine. She’d had some trouble the first couple of days, probably just getting used to being around people again. But she’d settled in soon enough, and had become something of a celebrity on the ship. Everyone liked a friendly dog. 
 Wesley looked down and smiled.
“Let’s see if we can do this, shall we?” 
 Judy looked up and cocked her head to one side, a gesture that was quickly becoming her trademark. It was a questioning look, almost like the dog was asking, “What do you have in mind?” 
 Wesley pointed down at the nasty gunk that the dog had been investigating. 
 “Building search,” he said, and then stood waiting for something magical to happen. This was the first chance he’d had to try any of the commands Derwin had taught him when he took Judy to meet him in the hospital. 
 He’d gone there to check on how Derwin was healing up. He would be up and about pretty soon, though only for light duty. The bullet wound was healing well, but it would be a while before he would be back to full strength. He’d seemed pleased to see both Wesley and Judy, and even more pleased when he found out the dog was military trained. 
 Now, Judy sniffed at the patch again, moving around the edge of the mess, but carefully avoiding contact. This went on for a few seconds, and Wesley was just about to try the words again, when she started off through the rows of pallets. 
 “Oh yeah,” Wesley heard Melvin mutter. “Dog’s got a whiff of something.” 
 Wesley followed, keeping his distance so Judy could do what she was trained for, and signaled to the others to do the same. She darted around the back of a large pallet stacked high with metal cylinders, and then came back out the other side, heading quickly out onto the main corridor between storage areas. Browning and Burns, still standing at the other end of the large vaulted room, turned as she scampered toward them, her head low as she sniffed. 
 The two men looked bemused as Wesley caught up with the dog, just as she was passing them, but then she turned right, heading toward the corner of the storeroom. Wesley looked up and ahead, seeing that she was heading into a darker area. He lifted his light and his handgun, and aimed them both into the corner. 
 There was no movement as Wesley squinted into the darkness, and followed Judy toward a hatch that was slightly ajar. He pointed the light at the exit, expecting her to head to it, but she turned instead into a gap between the pallets – and then barked. 
 Wesley circled the pallet and immediately saw what Judy had found. 
 A human hand. Just a hand. 
 It was stuck between two wooden planks of one side of the pallet, with no arm or body attached to it, only severed tendons and gristle covered with dried black gunk. Wesley cringed, but then Judy was off again, heading toward that door in the corner, sniffing at what he now saw was a thin trail of black gunk smeared across the floor. 
 “Hold,” he said, and Judy stopped, waiting for him. 
 Melvin stepped past him and lifted his rifle, pointing it toward the doorway, while Wesley took out the map, laid it on a nearby pallet, and tried to locate both this hatch, and the corridor that lay behind it. He found them eventually, but the markings were so small they were difficult to make out. 
 “It looks like there’s a few smaller storage compartments through here,” he said, looking up and seeing that Browning and Burns were also now covering the hatch. “Most of them aren’t marked, though. There’s six of them along the corridor, which should, I think, lead to a dead end, presuming I’m reading this correctly.” 
 “What’s in ’em?” asked Melvin. 
 “No idea,” said Wesley. “Does it matter?” 
 “No, I guess not. Unless it’s explosive. Probably should have brought some of the new recruits down here. You know, them being Stores folk and all. They’d know.” 
 “Good point.” Wesley grabbed his radio. “Jenson?” 

“Jenson here.”

 “South end of the main Stores area on this deck is a corridor with six rooms and then a dead end, according to the map.” 
 “Yeah I know it,” said Jenson. “Wood stores.” 
 “Just wood?” asked Wesley. “No explosives or other potentially dangerous crap?” 

“Nope. Just wood.”

 Wesley looked to Melvin. “Wood stores,” he said, then turned back to peer into the gloom beyond the hatch. 
 There had been very little noise while they ran this clearance op. Wesley’s team certainly wasn’t making much, and everyone who worked nearby had been told to clear the area. The hatches had been dogged and marked as Off limits. But an even deeper silence now greeted Wesley as he pushed open the hatch and shined the light inside. 
 The companionway was barely thirty feet long, with six hatches, as expected, leading off it. All were shut, and from the dust on the floor Wesley gathered this area was even less used than the others. The dust formed a fine unbroken skin across the deck – except for a single pair of footprints, which went the full length of the corridor, disappearing into the very last hatch on the left. 
 Wesley pointed at the footprints, and Melvin and Browning both nodded in acknowledgement. 

Okay, so someone has been this way recently, Wesley thought – also noting there were no footprints coming back from the room. Maybe there was another way out, and the person had just passed through? But the pattern of the prints made him uneasy. They didn’t go in a straight line along the center of the corridor, but wavered and snaked from side to side. Every few steps there was a long gouge in the dust, as though the person had been dragging their feet some of the way. 
 But if it had been one of the dead who came through here… then the door at the other end shouldn’t be shut, should it? 
 He started forward again, handgun raised, light darting into the corners as he moved. Judy was just ahead of him now, sniffing at the footprints. When Wesley arrived at the far end, he stood outside that last hatch and listened, indicating to the others to be still. 
 No sounds came from the compartment. 
 But Judy began to quietly growl. 



 You’re So Dead 

JFK - Stores 
 The companionway was silent as the four men backtracked down it, the dog still sitting quietly before the hatch at the end – the one with the footprints leading to it. Wesley had decided they needed to go back and clear all the less suspect compartments before tackling the final one. 
 He took the lead now, aiming his light and his weapon into the corners of each room as Melvin eased the hatches open. The first two were empty and looked as though they had been that way for a long time. The floors were dust-covered, the corners filled with cobwebs, and no supplies, wood or otherwise, could be seen. Not even any debris. 
 They moved on to the next two, and found these to be very different. They were still covered with a fine layer of dust, but were piled from floor to ceiling with stacks of treated wooden planks. They looked like the kind used to build decks in a yard – and, when he thought about it, Wesley recognized them as identical to those that made up the borders around the planting areas he’d seen in the farm on the Hangar Deck. 
 They searched these two compartments, crawling over the tops of the wood stacks to peer down into the gaps between them. However unlikely it was that anything could have gotten stuck down there, Wesley was taking no chances. It would be incredibly embarrassing to mark the area as clear, only to have a deader crawl up out of there weeks or even months later. Wesley didn’t even like to think about what Commander Drake’s reaction to that would be. 
 But, soon enough, they found themselves reunited with Judy, back outside that final hatch. There was nowhere else to look, so there was no more putting this off. 

Someone or something is in there, Wesley thought. He honestly wasn’t sure if searching the other compartments first was just an excuse to delay the inevitable encounter, or if he was being smart, covering their backs and making sure they didn’t get cut off. A bit of both, probably. 
 The dog sat perfectly still, just watching the closed hatch, but now also making quiet whining noises that made Wesley nervous. 
 He reached out and turned the latch halfway, indicating to Melvin and the others to be ready. He swung the hatch inward and stepped aside as the others aimed their weapons inside. 
 “Anybody home?” called Wesley. But after a few seconds there was still no movement, and no noises of something stumbling or rushing toward them. There was nothing. 
 Belatedly, Wesley realized the small space was already dimly lit – by an oil lamp on top of a crate, and that in itself was puzzling. It had to be a living person down here, he thought. And they couldn’t be long gone if that lamp is still burning.

 Panning his light around, he also saw empty cans of food discarded nearby, and a plastic water bottle, half empty, sitting on a crate next to the wall. Strewn across the deck were used bandages – quite a lot of them, many of them blood-smeared. There were stacks of boxes in the corners, and a pile of blankets, or maybe towels, a few feet from the makeshift table. 
 Wesley stepped further inside, still panning around carefully, covering the corners behind the boxes. There were more signs of recent occupation, but still no occupant. Judy scampered about, sniffing at everything, but didn’t make any noise. 
 Wesley turned to find Melvin frowning. 
 “So where the hell is he?” asked the Scotsman. “Or it. Nothing came back out of here – no footprints leading out. And the hatch was shut.” 
 Wesley nodded, and looked around the room one more time. “Weird, huh?” 
 “No other way out. No hatches in the ceiling, or a ladder. Doesn’t make any sense, brother.” 
 “Agreed,” said Wesley, as puzzled as the rest of them. 
 Burns and Browning, still in the entrance, peered back down the companionway, checking for footprints they might somehow have missed. 
 “Nope,” Burns said confidently. He had been a civilian until about five minutes ago, but being responsible for a whole group of survivors had left him with something of a military bearing. “Whoever or whatever came into this room didn’t leave it again.” 
 “Then they must still be here somewhere,” said Wesley, looking at the boxes stacked in the corners and kicking an empty can that lay at his foot. It rattled against the opposite wall and rolled back toward him. 
 None of the boxes were big enough to hide a person. 

Unless they happened to be an incredibly talented contortionist. But even that was impossible. The boxes were all open, the tops strewn around the floor along with the contents, which appeared to be more bottled water and canned goods. Wesley paced the room, and then stopped again and stood there, just looking confused. 
 Melvin said, “I don’t see any maintenance access panels.” 
 But then Judy barked. 
 Wesley turned to see that the dog was in the far corner, behind a stack of boxes, where they had already looked. He lifted his gun, as did the others, and edged around to see what she was looking at, but still he saw nothing. He stepped closer, thinking she must be smelling something that couldn’t be seen, and then he finally spotted it – small drops of fresh wet blood on the floor, right in the corner, amid the dust and dirt. 
 Judy barked again. 
 “Heel,” Wesley commanded, and she complied quickly, moving behind him, but still watching the corner intently, her tongue hanging out as she panted with excitement. 
 Wesley crouched down, searching until he finally spotted the edge of a panel in the deck that was sticking up higher than it should have been. It was only a half an inch, but it was definitely not flush. He turned and gestured at the crowbar hanging from Melvin’s utility belt. Melvin pulled it from its pouch and stepped up to the side of the panel. The four men nodded to one another, and then Melvin counted off a silent three… two… one.

 Then he jammed the bar under the panel, pulled hard, and grabbed the edge as it lifted up. A startled cry came from underneath as Melvin pulled the panel away, and Wesley, Burns, and Browning aimed weapons, and Wesley’s light, into the cavity under the deck. 
 “Don’t shoot!” came a frightened voice. “Please! Don’t shoot.” 
 The man was lying in a space no bigger than a car trunk, didn’t appear to be armed – and held both hands over his face, as though they could protect him against the guns. 
 “Show your face!” said Wesley. 
 “Please don’t shoot!” 
 “We won’t. Now show yourself.” 
 Wesley wondered if this was a stowaway – someone who had somehow got on board while they were stuck on the sandbar off Virginia Beach, and had been hidden here ever since. Or maybe he was a member of the crew who no longer wanted to be. He looked to be injured in several places, with bandages around his wrist and his ankle. These might go some way toward explaining why he had hidden himself – and Wesley backed slowly away, motioning the others to do the same. 
 At this, the man lowered his hands, and stared up into the light as Wesley shone it on his startled face. But it wasn’t an unknown stowaway at all. 
 It was fucking Anderson – that treacherous bastard who had abandoned them all and driven away when they were under attack by those swarms of runners, trying to help the survivors in Virginia Beach. 
 Anderson, who had left them all to die. 
 “Oh, you so just got found by the wrong fucking search party,” said Melvin. 
 His voice, usually so cheerful, was now pure acid. 



 Zero Options 

JFK - Stores 
 Wesley stood looking down into the hole in the deck, at the man hiding below. 
 Anderson. 
 Wesley had always guessed the guy was weak. All the time they had been out in Virginia Beach he was constantly coming up with reasons for not doing whatever needed to be done. Leaving him in the truck had seemed the best way to deal with the guy at the time – keep him out of the firing line and away from anything that might cause him to flip out and screw things up. 
 Wesley had intended to have him reassigned the moment they got back to the JFK – ideally to some area with fewer guns, and where he wouldn’t be a threat to everyone on his team just by being there. But he hadn’t had the chance, and Wesley’s choice to make him the driver had backfired in spectacular fashion. 
 At the moment he’d been most needed, Anderson had driven away, leaving the small team to fight off an overwhelming number of fast-moving and vicious runners. If it hadn’t been for the help of the very people they had gone out to rescue, they all would have died. By some miracle, Scott was the only man they lost, though the survivors also lost people in the fight. 
 But Wesley remembered Scott very clearly. 
 And the reason Scott was dead was this man here, cowering in his hidey hole, desperately trying to burrow further in, and away from the vengeful men who now stared down on him. 
 Or was he the reason? Sure, Anderson had driven off, leaving them stranded on foot and facing hundreds of runners. But wasn’t it Wesley who had made the decision to go after the survivor group in the first place? 

Was it really my fault? he wondered now. 
 He had made the decision to keep the team on shore after Drake ordered most of the landing parties back to the ship. But Wesley had wanted to hold that observation tower – just in case Alpha and the Marines somehow managed to fly back and touch down, before the storm of the dead swarmed the coast. He had so wanted to do that one thing. 

We’d already been told we should evacuate, and that the plane would ditch in the sea if necessary – but I was stubborn, wasn’t I? I insisted on keeping the team there. And none of them – except for Anderson – complained or argued.

 Melvin’s voice pulled Wesley back from these dark thoughts. 
 “Get out of there, you little fucker,” shouted the Scotsman, his usually cheerful voice now deeply scored with a coldness Wesley hadn’t heard before. “Get out or I’ll shoot you right now!” 
 Burns stepped forward, placing his hand on Melvin’s shoulder. “Easy, man,” he said. “Back up and let him out. He’s not going to move with you towering over him.” 
 “Then I’ll shoot the little shit where he lies,” said Melvin, leaning down into Anderson’s face, muzzle first. All Anderson could do was close his eyes and squirm. There was no place for him to crawl away to, and barely any room under the torn-away panel in the first place. 
 Then Browning was there, reaching down to grab at Anderson’s shirt. He’d slung his assault rifle, and now knelt down on the floor – but then lurched back as Judy growled and snapped at his sleeve, coming between him and Anderson. Browning turned, confused. 
 “What the hell is wrong with her?” 
 Judy continued to growl, and when Browning reached out again, the dog grabbed his sleeve with her teeth and actually pulled his hand away. At the same time, Melvin stepped around Burns. 
 “We should just shoot the bastard,” he said. Then, looking down at Anderson, “Scott’s dead because of you, you son of a bitch.” 
 “Melvin, ease up, man,” said Burns. 
 “No. I won’t fucking ease up. He left all of us – including you – to die.” 
 Wesley realized that if he didn’t step in and take control, this situation could quickly spiral out of control. He stepped forward and pointed at Judy. 
 “Heel,” he said. Judy went to his side and sat. 

At least she’s still obeying me, he thought, even if she is acting strangely.

 “Anderson,” said Wesley, looking down at the terrified man, while lifting his handgun and aiming it at his face. “I’m giving you five seconds to get out of that hole, and then I’m going to shoot you between the eyes. Do you understand?” 
 Anderson’s gaze locked onto Wesley’s weapon, and for the first time Wesley thought he saw a glimmer of understanding. 
 Wesley started counting. “Five… four… three.” 
 He squinted over the sights of the gun, lining up Anderson’s head and wondering what he would do if he got to one. But with this, Anderson seemed to finally realize that Wesley meant business, and he sat up and started pulling himself out of the hole. 
 “Okay! Okay!” he said. “Don’t shoot.” 
 “Now back up against the wall,” said Wesley. He stepped forward to push Anderson against the bulkhead, and was surprised when Judy tried to step between them, once again growling. Wesley took a step back and looked down at the dog, puzzled. 

Why is she behaving like that? he wondered. She’d been totally well-behaved and obedient to Wesley right from the start. Now here she was, standing there growling at him, like she was protecting Anderson. 
 “What the fuck is going on with that dog?” said Melvin. Wesley could see the man was losing control of himself, and something needed to be done to calm him down. But how the hell was Wesley supposed to do that, when he wanted to kill Anderson himself? 
 Anderson tried to back away from Judy, almost as terrified of the dog as the circle of armed men. Wesley almost felt sorry for the guy, seeing raw panic in his bloodshot eyes. 
 “Please,” said Anderson. “I didn’t mean to leave you there. I just panicked. I thought we were all going to die.” 

Bloodshot eyes, Wesley thought, and then scanned Anderson head to foot. Blood on his shirt. And when he leaned in closer, he could see very fine black lines around the eyes. 
 “Thought that you were going to die, you mean,” said Browning. “We were the ones who nearly did.” 
 “Why the hell shouldn’t we just blow his fucking brains out right here?” asked Melvin. “One shot and it’s done.” 
 “He’s infected,” said Wesley, but no one seemed to hear. 
 Burns stepped up to Melvin. “What, you want to just murder the man in cold blood? What the hell’s wrong with you?” 

He’s infected, thought Wesley. He has to die anyway. It doesn’t matter what he’s done, or not done, or whose fault it was. He has to die anyway. But what the hell do I do?

 “Not a damned thing’s wrong with me,” snapped Melvin. “Maybe we should go to the hospital and ask Derwin, you know, our friend who nearly bled out because that son of a bitch left us.” 
 “I said, he’s infected,” Wesley said, louder this time. 
 Everyone went silent. 
 “Look at his eyes.” 
 At this, everyone except Wesley and Judy took two steps away from him. 
 “Holy shit,” said Browning. 
 “How did it happen?” asked Wesley, still not lowering his weapon, but relieved that his was the only one now trained on Anderson. “When did you get bitten?” 
 Anderson collapsed to the floor, back up against the wall. 
 “Well?” asked Wesley. 
 “I was on the deck with everyone else,” said Anderson. “During the battle.” 
 “And it happened in the fight?” 
 Anderson nodded. 
 “And you hid down here?” Wesley felt rising disgust. 
 “Yes. They were killing everyone who was injured, the ones who were bitten or scratched.” 
 “So you decided to hide. Did you think that meant you would survive?” Wesley’s face was burning with anger, and he honestly wasn’t sure if he’d be able to stop himself from using the gun now. 

Anderson was willing to risk the lives of everyone on the ship just to buy himself a few more hours. First he abandoned us to save himself, and now he’s doing it all over again. 

 “I didn’t want to die,” said Anderson, beginning to sob, but the tears only made him appear more pathetic. Wesley had no sympathy for the man. 

I should just pull the trigger, he thought. End this now.

 “We have to shoot him now,” said Burns. “No choice.” Wesley turned to the leader of the survivors, and saw he was staring at Anderson emotionlessly. 
 “He’s a fucking zombie,” said Melvin. “Kill the fucker, or I will.” He started to raise his rifle once more. 
 “No,” said Wesley. “If anyone’s going to shoot him, it’ll be me. Is that understood? Any one of you fires and I’ll make sure you’re court-martialed. That is an order.” 
 Melvin lowered his weapon. “Then what are you waiting for? Do it. He has to die now.” 

But wait, thought Wesley. What was it he had overheard the doctor, Park, say in that lab? Something about a possible serum, that might cure someone who had been infected. Wesley had come in mid-conversation, and wasn’t really following. But some of it stuck in his head. He tried to replay it now. 
 “You need someone infected but not yet turned.” 
 That was what Park had said. 
 And then somebody else, a woman, had said: “Anybody infected but not yet turned isn’t going to be looking at a lot of options.” 
 Wesley shook his head. Right now Anderson has zero options.

 But in the back of his mind, the faces of Scott and Derwin tortured his vision. Scott had died because of this man’s actions, and Derwin was recovering, but had been grievously injured, and had nearly died. 
 Wesley’s emotions now tore him in different directions. On the one hand, he didn’t for a second like the idea of executing a man in cold blood, whatever his crimes, with no trial or even military tribunal. And the fact that he could feel himself burning with vengeance, furious on behalf of his people who had been hurt and killed because of this shitbird… well, that made an execution even less palatable. Things couldn’t work that way, or they’d all be doomed in the end. 
 Or would they all be doomed if they didn’t? 
 On the other hand, of course, there was the fact that they killed the infected all the time. It was routine, nothing more than good zombie-apocalypse hygiene. 
 And hanging over it all was this possibility of a serum – and the rare opportunity to test it on someone. What if it worked? 
 And what if Anderson lived, after all this? 

What the fuck do I do? Wesley thought, for a moment not knowing whether to pull the trigger or drag Anderson up to that lab behind the hospital. 

Why the hell should he get a chance to live? When so many others didn’t – some of them because of what HE did?

 But then Wesley thought of everything they were doing there on that ship, so many hundreds of men and women, suffering and sacrificing… and he thought of the reason they had already faced a hundred impossible obstacles to get as far as they had. 
 It was all because there were fifty million people back home, all of them clinging to life and to hope, and depending on a handful of soldiers and sailors to find a cure. Those people did deserve to live – and here was Wesley agonizing over whether to punish one man… or else help save the whole world. 
 “We can’t kill him,” he finally said. 
 Everyone in the room was silent for a moment, but then all were shouting. 
 “What the hell?” said Melvin, shaking his head. “He killed Scott.” 
 “He’s infected,” said Burns. “It’s too risky. We can’t let him live.” 
 “Burns is right,” said Browning. “We can’t let him out of here. We can’t risk another outbreak.” 
 Wesley raised his hands to try and quiet them. “Look, we need him.” His voice cut through the others, finally silencing them. “The scientist – the guy who has developed the vaccine? I was up there and overheard him talking. They were discussing whether it would be possible to use the vaccine to cure someone already infected.” 
 “What do you mean?” asked Burns. 
 “I mean they’re saying the vaccine will prevent anyone inoculated with it from being infected. But they can’t know whether it might cure an already infected person – not without testing it. And the only way to test it… is on someone infected but not yet turned.” 
 Melvin looked at Wesley, eyes bright and hopeful. “They might be able to cure someone who’s been infected?” 
 Wesley nodded. “They said it wasn’t impossible that it could slow or even cure the disease. But they can’t know… until they have someone to test it on.” 
 Everyone turned to Anderson. 
 “Me?” he said, panic rising once more. “What do you mean?” 
 “I mean they need a lab rat,” said Wesley. “And it might even cure you. If you’re willing to let them try it.” 
 “He doesn’t deserve the chance to live,” said Melvin. 
 “No, he doesn’t,” said Wesley. “But millions of other do.” 
 Anderson stuttered some words that didn’t quite form, and then tried to stand up. “But what will happen to me?” 
 “I don’t know,” said Wesley. “What I do know is that we’re going to put some cuffs on you, walk you up there, and then you’re going to volunteer.” 
 “It might kill me.” 
 “I’ll tell you what’ll kill you,” said Browning. “The Uniform Code of Military Justice – which says desertion during wartime, not to mention cowardice in the face of the enemy, are both punishable by death.” 
 Anderson’s eyes went wide, and he whimpered. 
 “Yes, the vaccine might kill you,” said Wesley, feeling a cold vehemence burning in his chest. “But the virus definitely will. And maybe this vaccine has a chance to save you.” 
 “It might kill me faster,” said Anderson. 
 Wesley shook his head. “You’re not going to become a zombie.” 
 Anderson looked up hopefully. “I’m not?” 
 “No. Because if you don’t do this, I’m going to kill you.” 
 * * * 
 Twenty minutes later, Wesley dropped himself down on his bunk, exhausted, but glad to be free of Anderson and that whole mess down there. In the end, the man hadn’t struggled, had even put the cuffs on himself, and did as he was told. 
 Wesley remembered the surprised expression on Dr. Park’s face as they delivered this lab rat right to the medical bay and locked him in one of the examination rooms. Anderson had been strapped to a gurney, and stayed quiet the whole time, but never took his eyes off Wesley. Two of Wesley’s new recruits, both civilian survivors, had volunteered to stay and keep watch – and to kill Anderson should he turn. Melvin had volunteered as well, but Wesley didn’t like Anderson’s odds alone with him, and instead suggested he take an hour off. 
 And then Wesley went to see how Derwin was. 
 Now, at last, he was back in his own cabin – the new one he’d been assigned, after seeing the old one destroyed by an act of God, or rather an act of war – and Judy sat on the other side of it, looking straight at him. 
 “You were protecting us, weren’t you?” Wesley said into the quiet air. “Back in Stores. When any of us tried to touch Anderson, you stopped them. You could smell the infection and you weren’t letting us near him.” 
 Judy sniffed and tilted her head. Then she stood up, walked over to him, and rested her head on his lap. 



 Zero Dark Thirty 
 The Kazakh’s Dacha - Altai Mountains, 30 Miles from the Eurasian Pole of Inaccessibility 
The Dacha – Russian for Lodge – that was how Aliyev thought of it, capitalizing it in his mind. But the name was misleading, as it was not nearly so rustic as all that. In fact, looked at objectively, it was much more like the mountain fortress of an evil genius, or perhaps a Bond villain. 
 Both of which, Aliyev figured, captured him pretty well. 
 As for the Kazakh… well, that was how the Somalis had referred to him – those Islamist nut-jobs in the East African al-Qaeda offshoot called al-Shabaab, the ones who had paid for the virus – and who had actually paid for much of the complex that surrounded him now. And also the same clumsy dipshits who had lost control of the virus, thus causing all of the death that surrounded the Dacha, all the way out to the edges of the Earth. 
 Or so Aliyev tried to tell himself – that they had caused this. He knew that the virus had changed somehow, mutated in some terrible way he had been unable to foresee. But he had also instantly recognized it, when reports of the first outbreaks emerged from the Horn of Africa. If the symptoms hadn’t already been familiar enough, then the point of disease emergence was a dead giveaway. 
 Something had gone horribly wrong with his bug. As he probably should have known it would. And pretty soon it was out and rampaging unchecked through the entire world. 

The Kazakh, Aliyev thought again, with a snort. 
 He’d always had a funny feeling the Somalis weren’t the only ones who called him that. Very likely, the Western intelligence agencies and counter-terrorist units had referred to him that way, as well. And they’d almost gotten him in Somalia – thought they had got him, in fact, in a horrific explosion of the small lab he had put together there to weaponize the virus for his al-Shabaab clients. 
 But he had thought ahead, and sensed them coming, and also gotten very lucky. And he had slipped away. 

It’s funny, Aliyev thought now. How ridiculous the things we used to be afraid of…

 From where he knelt now on the white tile floor of the lab, he glanced through the open door into the living area of the Dacha – where he could just see his copy of Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations, sitting in its usual place on top of the big shortwave radio set in the bay window. 
 And he remembered one of his favorite lines from that book: “For the entire earth is but a point, and the place of our own habitation but a minute corner in it; and how many are therein who will praise you, and what sort of men are they?” 
 Anyway, these were the thoughts of Oleg Aliyev, the Kazakh, as he laboriously disinfected the lab floor with iodine, while wearing thick rubber biohazard gloves and a lab smock. This was after mopping up the remains of the perfectly good zombie whose head he had turned into a canoe with his handgun. At least he still had three intact ones – the first one he had brought in without incident today, and two others that he had not yet tested the pathogen on. 
 A few more test subjects, as well as a control, would have been great. But scientific rigor might have to fall by the wayside. It wasn’t like there were any scientific peers left to validate his work, or try to reproduce his results. No, he only needed to know if it worked. He didn’t have to prove it. 
 And these three should be enough to tell the tale. 
 He already knew his new creation, his latest and hopefully last genetically engineered pathogen, was fatal to the dead. Its virulence and lethality had been established. No, what he needed to understand now was its communicability – its contagiousness. Whether it would spread on its own, like a second brushfire spreading across the surface of the world, putting out the globe-engulfing flames his first one had lit. 
 Aliyev schlepped the mop, bucket, and jug of iodine back to the supply closet, and stripped off the protective clothing. He then sighed, sat himself down on a stool at a lab bench, and took a tired, resigned look around him. 
 The lab was absolutely state-of-the-art, with nothing but the best equipment – and absolutely everything that might be needed by the discriminating freelance bioweaponeer. Aliyev had known exactly what to buy, because no one had ever rivaled Biopreparat, the Soviet bioweapons program, in the science and technology of creating biowarfare agents. And Aliyev had absorbed all of that knowledge and expertise in his years there. Hell, he had planned, stocked, and launched three new labs himself, including the last, biggest, and best-funded of all – the Chimera Lab, at Stepnogorsk. 
 Along the way, Aliyev had became extremely knowledgeable about such nightmare pathogens as typhus, smallpox, yellow fever… tularemia, anthrax, myelin toxin… pneumonic and bubonic plague… He became expert at breeding strains of these diseases that were resistant to antibiotics… versions that were so bio-hacked they could not be inoculated against with existing vaccines… and others that were even more virulent than nature designed them – and much more contagious. 
 But Aliyev’s real specialty, and where his true talent lay – as well as the reason he rose so quickly through the ranks of Biopreparat, and got paid such enormous sums later – was in the creation of chimera viruses: a single bug that would give you two or more diseases at the same time. 
 And it was the design and development of chimera viruses that had paid for all this. 
 Comprising nearly 2,400 square feet of modern, heated, well-lit interior space, the Dacha was powered by solar panels that covered the rooftops, as well as nearly a half-acre of nearby mountainside. All of the panels were on spindles that angled them for maximum energy input – and also covered them up with camouflaged and UV-neutral tarpaulins, on a schedule that corresponded exactly to the overflight of American military and surveillance satellites. 
 Though fewer of those flew over all the time. 
 In addition to the big lab, there was a lavishly furnished attached living area, including a den with a sunken fireplace, fur-covered couches, and home-theater system, with a 4-terabyte hard drive filled with digital movies. There was a bedroom with remote-controlled everything and mood lighting. A bathroom with multi-jet power showers, fed by a water tank on the roof and a gravity plumbing system. A fucking beautiful and ridiculously expensive Williams-Sonoma Kitchen. He had a workshop, powered storm shutters, storage areas. 
 One whole outbuilding, in fact, a large shed or small warehouse, held almost nothing but non-perishable foodstuffs. 
 In addition, he had guns, ammo, even explosives, the finest hardware that could be purchased on the Russian black market – which was to say the finest anywhere. He had radios, batteries, medical supplies, general-purpose tools – and sufficient skills to repair anything likely to break. There was tons of expensive outdoors gear, and technical clothing – some of which, like the rip-stop hiking pants, had saved his life. In addition to the solar cells, he had a significant underground tank of fuel oil – plus aviation gas for the helo. 
 Ah, then there was the helipad, and what sat on it: a Eurocopter EC175, which had set him back over $4 million in hard currency. But, then again, what was it worth to have reliable transport to and from your mountaintop fortress? Learning to fly the helo himself had been the bigger problem, but he’d had some time on his hands, after he’d earned more money than he could realistically spend. And he was a fast learner, plus had always been of a hands-on, independent bent. 
 Moreover, every additional person who know about the Dacha, such as a pilot, made it that much more likely he would eventually be tracked down. Bin Laden had been pretty damned isolated in Abbottabad, Pakistan. But just a single courier, coming and going at long intervals, had been enough to do him in. 
 Aliyev himself hadn’t had cause to go anywhere in a long time – and there was no longer anywhere to go – but the helo had also been invaluable in getting shit up here in the first place. That included the construction contractors he’d brought in from hundreds of miles away, and then paid handsomely to go away again. 
 Aliyev sighed and touched the barrel of the handgun, which was now laid out before him on the lab bench. The barrel was still warm, from the five shots he’d triggered off. The guns were great fun, but he’d known all along they’d never be enough to protect him. No – only the extreme remoteness of the Dacha, and operating in total secrecy, could do that. 
 Because he hadn’t, in fact, built the Dacha to ride out the zombie apocalypse. 
 No, as one of the world’s preeminent bioweaponeers, he was simply trying to stay a step ahead of the CIA – and Seal Team Six. He’d seen Zero-Dark Thirty. He knew what those guys could do, and he knew he’d be one of their very top targets. And he knew they’d be coming for him – one day, sooner or later. 
 But what he hadn’t known was that the whole world would end first. 
 However, it turned out that a fully provisioned fortress way up in the world’s most remote mountain range was also a pretty damned good place to stay clear of seven billion infected dead people. 
 So Oleg Aliyev had lived. 
 While virtually everyone else on Earth died. 



 Fatal to the Dead 
 The Kazakh’s Dacha - Altai Mountains 
 And then there was Aliyev’s lab. As lavish as the rest of the Dacha was, it was the lab that had really taken the big bucks to stock and equip. 
 Looking around him now, even all this time later, he still got pleasure from the fact that this joint truly had it all: flow cytometers, digital and analog cell analyzers, ultracentrifuges of all sizes (one refrigerated). It had equipment for biomolecular interaction analysis (including a very pricey Biacore), a liquid nitrogen storage system, CO2 incubators, a heated incubator. There were liquid scintillation counters, a fluoro-image analyzer, a Gamma irradiator… it went on and on, a full-service, one-stop shop for deadly pathogen design. 
 Aliyev had truly been a one-man army in his freelance days. 
 Now, he let his eye wander across the rows of equipment, and finally to the four big glass enclosures at the end of the lab. Those he had put in special – and after the fall. At first, after working out what had happened out in the world, and that he had been to blame, Aliyev had tried to develop some kind of a vaccine for the zombie virus. But vaccine development had just not been his field at all, and he got nowhere, despite six months of tortured, frustrated effort. 
 He had briefly gotten excited when the behavioral similarities between Hargeisa and rabies inspired him to try out post-infection therapeutic treatments for that illness – specifically, injections of human rabies immunoglobulin (HRIG). Unfortunately, not only had this not cured them – it had actually made them worse, causing his test subjects to become even more agitated and aggressive. They had started clawing and shoving at one another – in addition to lunging at the one living person there, on the other side of the glass. 
 No – he finally decided it was simply too late to hop silos into a totally different area of scientific expertise, and he gave up in despair. He was never going to be able to cure this wretched thing. 
 But then, after a few weeks of swilling Scotch, watching bad action movies, and “relaxing” to his personal archive of excellent digital porn… he finally remembered what he was really good at. And if he couldn’t design a vaccine to save humanity… then perhaps he could do the next best thing, and at least create a new virus that would kill all the dead. 
 Now, his eye moved finally to the left side of the lab, and the oversized, gleaming, stainless-steel refrigerator that dominated that edge of the room. Inside were the spoils of his pillaging of Biopreparat in the last days before the communist empire went down, as everything fell apart and disappeared into the post-Soviet vortex. 
 On the way out, he had taken with him cultures of E. coli, salmonella, tetanus, staphylococcus, syphilis, tuberculosis… plus all the big killers that were thought to be long eradicated, such as smallpox and polio… and also the rare, super-lethal, and uniquely horrifying hemorrhagic fevers – Marburg, Ebola, Lassa fever, and Bolivian hemorrhagic fever… And, finally, quite a lot of shit they’d cooked up at Biopreparat that didn’t even exist in nature. 
 And, after working out a reasonably safe system of trapping test subjects, Aliyev had tried out all of these diseases on the dead. The trouble was… they were fucking dead. They had almost no living tissue to serve as a host for viruses or bacteria… He’d also tried parasitic viruses, fungal ones, brain prions, all with equally disappointing results. 
 No, it was only when he got in the region of the brain that he started to gain some traction. A little clever experimentation had revealed there was only one anatomical area of the dead that still lived on in any significant way. 
 And that was the brainstem. 
 This had allowed him to further zero in, focusing on common pathogens of the brain: encephalitis, Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease, myelitis… It wasn’t long before he hit on a winner: meningitis. This was an acute inflammation of the protective membranes covering the spinal cord and brainstem known as the meninges. The disease could be caused by infection with viruses, bacteria, or other microorganisms, and less commonly by certain drugs. And the disease could be life-threatening because of the inflammation’s proximity to the brain and spinal cord. 
 Basically, it was some seriously nasty shit. 
 His initial tests showed significant pathology in the brainstems of dead subjects who he infected with it. 
 He initially focused on the viral form of the disease, but found the effects were too minor. Bacterial meningitis was known to be much more devastating, anyway. It was a truly evil bug, which in the living first caused fever and vomiting, then severe muscle pain and headache, convulsions and seizures – often followed, finally, by coma and death. 
 That it might also kill the dead had been Aliyev’s great hope, and it became his great scientific challenge. In the end, it had taken several months of careful genetic tweaking. But he successfully turned bacterial meningitis into a totally lethal, raging, eater of the dead. 
 No, he already knew it killed them. What he needed to know now was, if he released it out into the wild, would it reliably spread amongst them, from one to the next? Because there were too damned many of the dead bastards to go around infecting them one by one. 
 Aliyev took a deep breath, hopped off his stool, and walked over to what he had come to think of as… the Fridge of Death. He paused with his hand on the handle, regarding the thing balefully. Taken together, the vast microbial menagerie contained in that refrigerator had killed millions… hundreds of millions… billions, really. And that was before Hargeisa, the zombie virus. Which he also had in there. 
 But now, improbably, it contained one single bacterial pathogen that might actually do some good. Aliyev tightened his grip on the Fridge of Death, opened it up, and took out his latest and perhaps last creation. 
 Back in the world, there had been known to be three main strains of bacterial meningitis – called A, B, and C. At first, Aliyev had simply referred to his new genetically hacked version as meningitis D. But, before long, his theatrical flair and dark humor got the better of him, and he renamed it meningitis… Z. After all, it was unlikely to be followed by any other new strains or mutations, and certainly not anyone to name it. 
 It was unlikely to be followed by anything at all. 
 Because once it killed all the dead… it would very likely kill any remaining humans as well, none of whom were vaccinated against it. But that was all a ways down the road. And only if he ultimately had the balls to use it. 
 For now, his creation was already loaded up into a fat syringe. He removed it, closed the fridge, and walked it carefully over to the glass enclosures. Working as with a mean and highly venomous snake, he loaded it into an interior box, inserted his hands into the long, thick, impenetrable gloves that jutted into the enclosure… and then, without delay or ceremony, he stabbed the dead guy inside in the neck, depressed his plunger – and infected what was already a corpse with what turned out to be the only known bug that was fatal to the dead. 
 He then pulled over a stool, sat down – and watched the havoc which man could wreak. 
 After a few minutes, and the onset of the first visible symptoms – spasms, tremors, the joints bending stiffly at odd angles – Aliyev stood, took two steps to the right, and pressed the two buttons that would raise the partitions between this enclosure and the next two. 
 A little banging with his fist on the glass, and the two healthy, or at any rate uninfected, specimens crowded into the first enclosure, nearer to Aliyev. All three flailed and shoved at one another, trying to get through the two-inch plexiglas at the healthy living human on the other side. 
 “Now, you sons of bitches,” Aliyev said, retaking his seat. “Have fun. And do us a favor and don’t cover your coughs.” 
 He put his chin on his hand, and watched and waited. 



 28 Days Later 
 SAS Saldanha - Military Docks 
 The ghostly South African port facility, abandoned two years earlier, was now just another post-apocalyptic sound stage – a place of former bustling human activity which the humans had all been removed from, as if beamed away into outer space. 
 Virtually the whole world was weirdly alike in this way now – like a scene from 28 Days Later, double-decker buses overturned on Westminster Bridge, trash and debris blowing in the streets, and the silence of total depopulation so loud it roared in your ears. 
 All that moved in this scene was Juice, the Marines under his temporary command, the boat that ferried them across – and, achingly slowly, the rising sun. Almost no sound was made by any of them. 
 As was also usually the case at port facilities, there were no boats tied up. They’d all been taken during the fall, as the dwindling living tried to escape the swelling legions of dead on the land. Few of them lasted long at sea; but they lasted a few days or hours longer than they would have otherwise. 
 The naval base’s long double pier jutted straight out from the wooden dock, and the JFK’s launch headed for the end point of the left one. Because the dockside had been built up from the water’s edge, and the launch was down on its surface, they couldn’t see much past it to the base itself. All they had to tell them what was waiting for them was the drone video – which, happily, was being beamed into the monocle attached to Juice’s helmet in front of his left eye. 
 The pilot of their Navy shore launch cut the engines forty meters out, causing the boat to coast in and practically kiss the edge of the pier. The second crewman sprang up onto the wooden slats and started tying them off. At the same time, Juice, Raible, and Lovell powered themselves silently up and over – each carrying over sixty pounds of weapons, ammo, armor, and equipment – and took up security positions, while their men disembarked. 
 Juice counted off the six Marines as they slithered by, though there was little chance they’d lost someone overboard already. But the first job of a combat leader was keeping track of his men, and it was long-accustomed habit. Also, Juice knew the names, faces, ranks, and roles of each of them, having memorized that section of the mission planning doc, along with much of the rest of it, overnight. 
 In seconds, the nine men were weapons up, advancing smartly off the pier, past the docks – and into God only knew what was waiting for them, in the sprawling complex of buildings beyond. 

Hopefully some decent food, Juice thought as he picked up speed, passed each of the Marines, and took up the only position from which real warriors lead. 
 The front. 
 * * * 
 Tucked up in CIC, back in his comfy chair, Drake leaned back and watched the multiple views on the battle overhead, including the team leader’s shoulder cam. The Alpha operator was out front now. Things seemed in hand. 

That’ll probably change, Drake thought mordantly. 
 Eyes flicking across the blinking and beeping room, the acting strike group commander saw LT Campbell pacing around her domain like a mother tiger, wearing a wireless headset. Formidable as always. 
 He glanced at the overhead displays again. The team was still advancing unopposed, which was the expected state of affairs, and the desired one. 
 As he watched the reality TV drama getting going, he also began to indulge in second-guessing himself. His head had been all over the place since that grenade had gone off practically right next to it, and a fog or gauze had seemed to descend over his thoughts with some regularity. He knew he couldn’t afford a single bad decision. Because he was in a position where just one of those might get everyone on this ship killed. 
 And if that happened, then he’d probably be getting everyone everywhere killed. 
 And now, suddenly, the decision to spare that battlecruiser, to keep their planes on the deck, seemed like madness. The Russians had done their damnedest to send the Kennedy and everyone aboard her straight to the bottom. And he had chosen to leave that missile-bristling battlecruiser floating around out there, just over the horizon. Which made their operational environment exponentially more complex. 
 So what the hell had he been thinking? 
 Now he wondered, agonized, about whether he had made the decision for the wrong reason: because he just hadn’t been willing to sink an entire dreadnought full of living people – immolating half in a fiery inferno, and sending the other half to a watery grave. Not when there were so few of them left now. It seemed like there had to be some chance of accommodation. So many had died already. 
 Drake shook his head. Why was it we so often knew the reasons for our decisions only after we’ve made them? Or was it that we just manufactured rationales, sensible-sounding explanations, for having done what we wanted to do, for purely emotional reasons – or for reasons that were a mystery even to ourselves? 
 He also remembered, though, that Handon had been one hundred percent behind the decision. And Handon was not, so far as Drake knew, prone to fuzzy or sentimental thinking. Abrams was behind him, too. He had to trust that the support of those two meant he was making the right calls. 
 He snapped back to the room as several people stood up at their stations. All of them were leaning and craning at the overhead monitors. Something was happening on the ground. 
 On the screen, people were running. 
 * * * 
 Juice spat a big wodge of dark brown liquid – but, for the first time in a while, into dirt. He didn’t, for now, spare a look behind him. He had to trust that his two fire teams would be maneuvering right on his ass. He needed all his attention for the terrain ahead. 
 Rifle up to his shoulder, but angled down at the low ready position, eye casting out over the top of his EOTech holo-sight, beard slightly compressed on the stock, Juice threaded through a pair of small wooden buildings that backed the pier, and then out onto a grassy concourse, now badly overgrown, which led to the main part of the complex. The sun was still well behind the buildings, but there was enough light to see. 
 Most immediately obvious was that this was a whole complex – big and sprawling, with dozens of structures, ranging in size from shacks to what looked like storage warehouses. There were also a lot of what seemed to be office, barracks, and mess buildings – but these were of less interest. It was stores they needed. Anything the South Africans had left behind when they abandoned the depot. 
 Or died inside it. 
 Juice paused at the back corner of one of the waterfront buildings, took a knee, and covered the open area ahead of him. He then used hand signals to direct his two teams forward. The first one traversed the north edge of the open square, and the other the south. They were keeping close to cover, to avoid drawing undue attention from any former South African naval personnel. 
 And speaking of the dead, that was the second thing that grabbed Juice – there weren’t any. None moving, or even standing around. He, as well as his Marines, had been prepared to silently dispatch any quiescent ones before they woke up, or to put down any that locked onto them. But this place was starting to look like one of two things. Either it was like NAS Oceana in Virginia Beach, where all the dead had somehow been swept up into a swelling hurricane of millions of them, far away, but coming in fast… 
 Or else someone had already cleared this place. 
 Juice moved out, overtook his Marines, and angled them toward a group of much larger buildings to their north-east. Those looked most promising. 
 And that’s when they finally started coming upon them: destroyed dead on the ground. 
 The first few looked as if they had been dead a long time, but recently destroyed. Juice knelt down by one that lay at the base of a tree. Like all the others he could see, it wore the South African Navy working uniform. It didn’t show any bullet or blast trauma. It lay face down, and as Juice moved to examine the brainstem, he saw that the upper base of the spinal cord had been severed by a single stroke – a deep cut, perfectly placed, but looking as if it hadn’t been made by a particularly sharp implement. It was crosswise, not a stab like a bayonet strike. A sword slash would most likely have taken the head off, so it wasn’t that. 
 This had been produced by something like a garden spade or hoe maybe. Civilians? Juice wondered. All the other ones he checked in the vicinity were the same. And they still hadn’t encountered any active ones. 
 Juice said a silent prayer: Long may that last.




 Close With and Destroy 
 SAS Saldanha 
 Still keeping perfect noise discipline, using hand signals only, Juice directed the two teams closer to the group of big warehouse-looking buildings. So far, he had an excellent impression of the Marines, who seemed extremely tactically proficient. They also kept their problems to themselves, and their minds on their jobs. 
 He watched the eight tooled-up figures in digital urban camo, all carrying tan SCAR assault rifles, slither forward in the thin early-morning light, switching seamlessly between bounding overwatch and standard patrol formations, as the terrain dictated. They showed very solid small-unit patrolling tactics – and Juice had no doubt their reaction drills to enemy contact would be equally sharp. 
 As he waited for the two columns to stretch out a bit farther – no bunching up – he considered that these guys had presumably been equally proficient in the flight-deck battle. There’d just been no time to notice it. And most of that force had been the militia of barely trained sailors, which had contributed to the general air of chaos. 
 But this was a proper operational team, and a serious patrol. 
 The other thing that came through was their barely restrained intensity. This was obviously an aggressive force, and Juice remembered that Marines had always been aggressive, always pushing out. They understood that their fundamental job was to close with and destroy the enemy. Juice made a mental note that, depending how things played out, he might need to work to channel, or even to restrain, that aggression. 
 Which was probably why he’d gotten the job. 
 Clocking the layout of the hulking structures ahead, he made an on-the-fly decision to clear the one out at the edge of the base first. This was closest to town, and so probably the riskiest – and also the one where silence was most important. By getting it out of the way now, and clearing in from there, they’d tilt the odds of things not having gone noisy when they were closest to the population center. Finally, this would have them finishing with the largest one and – absent any other intel – presumably the most promising. 
 Four minutes later they had maneuvered around to within a dozen yards of the perimeter, a fourteen-foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire. It looked intact, and Juice said a silent prayer of thanks for that. 
 He spat, stood, and moved to the door of the outside-most structure. His first fire team stacked up behind him, the stack running down the outside wall. They had absolutely no idea what was inside. But that was pretty much the whole problem of close-quarters battle, or CQB: buildings were of an unknown layout, containing unknown hazards, with totally unknown numbers and disposition of enemy, and possibly innocent civilians as well. That was why those who did it practiced CQB endlessly – so they could react instantly to absolutely anything, and still get it exactly right. 
 Juice took a last look at the men he was about to lead inside. As commander, he knew he had to balance mission accomplishment against the lives of the men. But, as usual lately, he also knew he had to heavily privilege the mission. Because the lives of everyone on the planet hung on its success. If he had to spend these men’s lives, he’d spend them. 
 It would help that he didn’t know them very well. 
 He put his ear to the door and listened for five seconds. Nothing. 

Well, he thought, taking a couple of deep breaths. This is what we came here for. He put his gloved left hand on the door handle. 
 And he began to slowly turn it. 
 * * * 
 Back up on the bridge, Abrams walked over again to the station with the Predator video and radar feeds. The Russian warship was sitting right where they had left it. It was still holding position, at stand-off distance, and seemed rather like a chastened dog, sniffing around from a distance, waiting to see what scraps the Americans were going to leave. 
 Abrams had to assume they had some drone coverage up themselves – and also knew right where the Kennedy was, and what it was doing. 
 Which was, currently, sticking its snout into what had probably been, until very recently, the Russians’ honey jar, the naval depot. Abrams shook his head. There were a lot of moving parts right now, and he hoped everyone knew what the hell they were doing. 
 He clapped the ensign at the monitoring station on his shoulder, and moved across the bridge to the rear screens. Way down below on the deck, he could see their pair of F-35s hunched down, waiting, tow-bars already hooked into their noses, and locked with the two electromagnetic catapults buried in the deck. Both of them could be in the air in seconds. So the Kennedy was by no means helpless. 
 They’d just lowered their guard for a minute. 
 Hopefully, they wouldn’t get sucker-punched. 
 * * * 
 Barely thirty minutes after entering the first large structure, Juice led the way out the back of the second-to-last one. That was all the time it had taken to clear three of the four. And they’d quickly learned two things. 
 One, all of these buildings had already been totally cleared out of supplies, if they’d ever held any. And, two, they’d also been cleared of the dead. The only former humans inside were just like the others they’d found outside – South African sailors, face down on the deck, dispatched with precision strikes to the brainstem. 
 It was nice that Juice and his Marines didn’t have to do any fighting. But it was a lot less nice that they hadn’t found any of the goddamned supplies they desperately needed, and which were the whole point of being here. 
 It was starting to look like the Russians – or someone – had done a real smash-and-grab job on this joint, leaving nothing of any value behind. And Juice keenly felt the weight of his responsibility here – the knowledge that bringing back all his people counted little against bringing back the critical supplies they needed. Frankly, at this point, he might be happy to trade a few people for a few crates of ammo, and maybe a barrel of jet fuel. 
 Only one warehouse remained. It was also the biggest. So it was probably that or nothing. 
 He put his helmet up against Raible’s and quietly instructed him to choose two men to pull external security. Raible – sweating and leg-sore from padding around with sixty pounds of gear, and from the tension of room-clearing – chose himself. To keep him company, he picked his fire team’s youngest Marine: Lance Corporal Jenkins. 
 Juice slapped Raible lightly on the side of the helmet. Then he smoothly pulled open the last door and led the remaining six Marines inside. All of them disappeared into the near darkness, a smooth and nearly silent snake of men and rifles. 
 * * * 
 As the door floated closed behind them, Corporal Raible pulled his weapon into his shoulder, put his back up against the outside of the building, and took a deep breath. 
 He winked over at Jenkins, who looked keyed up. As a lance corporal, he was by far the most junior man left in the Kennedy’s MARSOC teams. There were no privates in Marine Special Operations – and not many lance corporals, at least not out of training. 
 Speaking of being junior, there was one thing Raible hadn’t gone out of his way to tell Juice: that this was actually his first mission as fire team leader. Prior to now, he’d been assistant team leader under Lovell. But the losses in the battle of had resulted in his rapid promotion. And he keenly felt the responsibility of his new role – equal parts excited and apprehensive. He wanted to do well. But he really wanted to not screw up. 
 So far, somehow, the patrol had remained resolutely unfucked. And Raible had been trained well, and had terrific examples in small-unit leadership. Now Jenkins smiled back at Raible’s wink, but the smile was quickly subsumed back into his game-day face, and he pointed over Raible’s shoulder. The senior man spun in place, bringing his rifle up, and immediately saw what Jenkins had. 
 A shambling dead woman – wearing the tatters of a stained uniform, with her previously tucked-away hair now a huge and somewhat comical halo of Afro – had tottered out into the open, from behind a nearby two-story building. It hadn’t clocked them yet, and showed no inclination to look in their direction. If the two Marines stayed still, it would probably just walk on by. 
 Then again, it might become a hazard later. Raible did a quick assessment of whether it would be safer to leave it, or to put it down – and came down on the side of action. Plus, Jenkins clearly wanted to get in the fight. And he needed the experience. 
 Raible signaled him to take it. 
 The young and extremely fit Marine took off in his tan assault boots, sweeping silently around behind the lone Zulu. Accelerating the last few yards, he smoothly drew his K-Bar knife from its upside-down sheath on his vest and ran the Zulu straight through its brainstem, his momentum driving the blade unerringly home. He even caught the body as it fell, lowering it smoothly and silently to the ground. He wiped his blade on its shirt, and was back in position beside Raible ten seconds later. 
 He pressed his helmet up against his team leader’s head and whispered: “So – Zombie Kill of the Week, or what?” 
 Raible worked to stifle his laughter. “Dude,” he whispered back, “I love that movie. ‘Fuck this clown!’” 
 “Ha,” Jenkins snorted, obviously struggling to keep his own mirth in check. “‘Rule number one for surviving Zombieland?’” 
 “‘Cardio!’” 
 Obsessively quoting favorite movies was a much-loved sport among deployed Marines – even if this wasn’t exactly the time or place for it. Neither of them suspected that their own cardio was going to be seriously tested very soon – at least not until the door of the warehouse opened again, and both fire teams slithered back out. They seemed more out of breath, more alert – and a lot more spooked – than they had been when they went in. 
 The last man, Sergeant Lovell, pressed the door closed behind him. 
 Raible’s forehead creased, as he realized something was wrong. Finally, he worked out what it was. 
 Juice. 
 He wasn’t with them. 



 Plotting a Murder 

JFK - Bridge 
 “Sir! Commander!” 
 Abrams jumped as the ensign shouted, presenting with something a little too much like panic. Maybe this was payback, Abrams figured, not having left the poor man alone all morning. 
 In fact, this was the first time Abrams had stepped away from that station for more than three minutes in a row. He’d just gone out on the observation deck to check out what appeared to be a lone Alpha dude, inexplicably pacing the edge of their flight deck, reminding Abrams of the Ancient Mariner, shoulders sagging under his albatross… 
 But the instant he realized who was calling him, he hauled ass back inside. 
 “What? Report!” 
 “Sir, the Admiral Nakhimov is under way!” 
 “You are fucking kidding me. Of all the shit timing.” He meant that they had only just launched their shore mission, thirty minutes ago. “Heading and speed.” 
 “Heading zero-one-five… speed approx fifteen knots… coming through two-zero… two-five…” Abrams got it. In fact, he could see it himself. The Russians were heading straight back toward them, right up the coast. And accelerating – fast. Abrams knew that by the time he’d even thought through all this, they’d already be at their top speed. 
 He straightened up, grabbed a phone, and buzzed CIC. 
 Drake himself picked up. “Yeah, we see it. I’m on my way.” He hung up before Abrams could respond. 
 Abrams dropped the phone and hunched over the station again, staring daggers at the drone video and radar feed. The Nakhimov was moving with authority. It was hunting them down. Abrams could feel it. 
 “Fuck fuck fuck,” he said. “How much time? 
 “Sir?” 
 “Dammit, how soon until we’re within range of their Shipwreck missiles again?” 
 The ensign ran calculations while Abrams stewed. “If we maintain current position, approximately one half-hour. Call it thirty-five minutes.” 
 Abrams clenched his jaw – he didn’t want to call it anything, he wanted to fucking know – but then he looked up to see Drake rolling into the room on a wave of urgency. Reaching his station, Drake sat, looked up, and pinned the XO with his eye. “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 “Commander,” Abrams responded carefully, “that would mean abandoning the shore party – to the tender mercies of the Russians.” 
 Drake hadn’t thought of that. He wasn’t sure anyone had – and if no one had anticipated this, or done contingency planning to deal with it, then it was a major fucking lapse in strategic planning. 
 Which, ultimately, was on him. 
 “Helm,” Drake said. “Bring main power online. All ahead, dead slow.” 
 Abrams knew what Drake was doing – making sure they were ready to run. Because the time was fast approaching when they would have no choice. It would be run or die. 
 And they both knew what their only other option was: air power. It would be their sword and their shield, their alpha and omega – and, God willing, it would be the goddamned Russians’ Scylla and Charybdis, their Salamis and Waterloo. 
 Drake already had his phone in his hand. “PriFly, Bridge, gimme the B—” 
 But he stopped mid-syllable as the Air Boss himself came crashing into the room, descending like Zeus from above. He stalked up to Drake, as if assaulting him. “Wanna discuss that air-attack mission profile now?” 
 Drake clenched his teeth. He looked over to Abrams. “How long have we got?” 
 “Thirty minutes. Give or take.” 
 “Briefing room,” Drake said, hopping up again. “Get the LT up here.” He could see Abrams about to object that she was quarterbacking the scavenging mission on shore. “She’s just fucking well going to have to multitask.” 
 Sixty seconds later, the four of them were leaning over thick mission-profile binders splayed open on the table, the little room buzzing with energy. 
 Basically, they were going to have to give themselves a very fast refresher in offensive air operations against a heavily armed enemy ship of the line. 

Really what we’re were doing, Drake thought to himself, is getting around a table and plotting a murder – of an entire gigantic warship full of Russian sailors.

 It was going to be brutal, and it was going to have to be quick. 
 And it had damned well better work. 
 * * * 
 Outside and down below the island, Homer was all alone as he paced the perimeter of the flight deck. Periodically he would stop and peer over the edge with squinted eyes, gazing down at the water through the thin morning light. 

If you’re so worried about this, Homer mentally replayed Drake’s words – when he had tried to warn him about the threat of Spetsnaz divers and mini-subs – you’re going to have to address it with your own people…


Guess I’m my own people, Homer thought, with a mental shrug. But if he had to do it himself, he did it himself. That was the spec-ops mindset, anyway: just get it done. Also, the solitude suited his mood, which was morose. But, then again, he had much bigger concerns right now than his personal crisis – the death of his relationship. 
 He had to stay focused on the job. 

It’s too far to make out, he thought, still trying to peer down into the water below, then continuing his quick-walk around the perimeter of the five-acre deck. He was heading aft now on the port side, right along the edge of the angle deck – and approaching the stern, where he could see the two F-35s poised, ready to rock and roll. 

And I’m way too high up, he added, his brow knitting with frustration at the nearly hundred feet between him and the water. On the one hand, being all the way up here allowed him to survey a lot of ocean fast. On the other, it was hard to make out anything beneath the waves. Whatever else, he knew there wouldn’t be any bubbles. There probably wouldn’t be much of a visible sign, if any, on the surface. He needed to get down closer to the water. 
 And that meant the dock, beneath the fantail deck. 
 He was already moving to redeploy himself when a scrambling knot of flight deck crew flooded out into view, fifty yards away at the stern – right where the two F-35s sat. The whole rear of the deck turned into a bustle of frantic activity, and Homer could see the Aircraft Director already going into his launch pantomime. 
 Then, unexpectedly, just as he was getting the feeling he really shouldn’t be standing there, a green-clad catapult crewman spotted him – and sprinted toward him. As he got within hailing range, he shouted a single syllable: “DUDE!” When Homer didn’t instantly respond, he added: “The FUCK?!” 
 Homer got it. He turned and took off toward the starboard side, and off the runway, at a fast jog. As he did, he could hear those jet engines blasting up to an unholy volume, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before the F-35s went roaring down the deck, accelerating like composite-epoxy bats out of hell. 
 Something had changed in their tactical situation. 
 Homer tried to calculate the quickest route from where he was now down to the fantail deck, not least so he could get out of these guys’ way. The flight deck of a supercarrier was not a safe place to be during air ops. That rear dock was sounding better every minute. 

Then again, he thought, if I’m getting that close to the water… I may as well get on the right side of it.

 For a SEAL, that meant: under the surface. 
 He headed below again via the nearest ladder and made a beeline for the Alpha team room. He needed two things right now. One, his diving gear. 
 And, two, his teammates. Because he himself was not the full extent of his own people. He had others, and he knew he could depend on them. An operator was never alone. 
 Even when operating alone. 
 * * * 
 Handon crashed into the briefing room two minutes after Drake, Abrams, the Air Boss, and Campbell. He’d obviously gotten the memo – that the Russians were on the move again. 
 Drake looked up from his hunch over the table, and the two men exchanged looks, but no words. Drake knew why Handon was here: the same reason he’d come last time – to keep tabs on how long this ship was likely to remain afloat. 
 For his part, Handon knew what these four were doing, or could guess – and so he promptly got the hell out of their way, pressing his back up against a wall. 
 “The Daggers and Wasps are non-issues,” Campbell was saying. They were now into the critical business of reviewing the air defense capabilities of the Admiral Nakhimov. The weapons Campbell referred to were only two of the battlecruiser’s three surface-to-air missile (SAM) systems – all of which were capable of shooting down either enemy aircraft, or incoming anti-ship missiles. 
 Those two SAM systems alone might have as many as 168 warheads in their launchers – but they were short-range missiles, only effective out to 20–25 kilometers, which was why Campbell dismissed them. She knew the commanders had absolutely no intention of letting the Kennedy’s planes get that close. The F-35’s long-range anti-ship missiles were specifically designed to be used from stand-off range – and to defeat the Nakhimov’s defenses on the way in. 
 The Air Boss frowned and said, “The Kashtans are more of a concern. In theory, we should be able to overwhelm them with a tactical spread.” 
 He was referring to the battlecruiser’s 30mm rotary cannons, which were a close equivalent of the Kennedy’s CIWS guns – although, amazingly, they had a higher rate of fire and even bigger bullets. They basically looked like the big-ass robot from Robo-Cop, just bolted down to the deck. They were also extremely good at shooting down aircraft, incoming anti-ship missiles – anything that flew. The Kashtan had two radar systems: one that tracked targets, the other that tracked its own outgoing bullets. It simply adjusted its aim until the two overlapped. 
 It could hardly miss. 
 The other difference was that the Russian ship had eight of these evil sons of bitches. If somehow their F-35s flew within range of them, they’d be sliced into steel and pilot-meat confetti, in fractions of a second. 
 Handon monitored the discussion. He didn’t actually know how their own anti-ship missiles were going to get past the Russians’ close-in defenses, but he presumed the naval officers knew what the hell they were doing. He tried to relax. The Russians were tough. But there was a reason no one in the jungle fucked with a U.S. carrier strike group. 
 Drake waved this off. “The Kashtans don’t matter either. The whole ballgame is their S-300s. As long as our fliers stay outside their 200km max engagement range, we’re good to go.” 
 Handon knew the Russian S-300 was a long-range surface-to-air missile – and that it had been regarded as one of the most potent anti-aircraft systems ever fielded. But none of the others sounded worried – until now, when Handon caught sight of Campbell’s face. 
 Frowning, she said, “It is worth remembering that those S-300s are sealed rounds. Meaning they require no maintenance over their entire lifetime.” 
 The others got the message – they might have been miraculously saved by the Russians’ defective anti-ship missiles. But these SAMs were damn well going to go bang, if anyone flew close enough to get hit with one. 
 Campbell looked to Drake and said, “Sir, what I really want to do before we launch this thing is retask the Pre—” but she was cut off by a loud knock at the hatch, followed by an ensign sticking his head in. “Commander, we’ve got updated telemetry and analysis on the enemy vessel.” 
 “Go.” 
 “Assuming we maintain current position, we’ll be within range of their Shipwrecks in twenty-two minutes. And PriFly says both our birds are pre-flight complete and launch-ready.” 
 Drake rose. “Everyone back on station. We’re out of time.” 
 Whatever Campbell was going to suggest, she’d have to do it from down in CIC. 
 And Drake had already forgotten about it anyway. 



 Victim Operated 
 SAS Saldanha - Main Warehouse 
 Juice clicked on his weapon-mounted Surefire tactical light as the door of the last and biggest warehouse closed behind them. He and the six Marines immediately found themselves at one end of a long windowless hallway, and the banishment of the light from the doorway left them in blackness. Now his light punched narrow holes in the dark. 
 He wasn’t too bothered about drawing any dead that were in this building. He needed to destroy them anyway. Hence the light. 
 Though the living would be a whole other issue. 
 They hadn’t found any of either so far. But Juice had too much combat experience to assume conditions wouldn’t change. 
 So he still directed the team using hand signals rather than spoken commands. He padded smoothly forward down the long hallway, silently pushing his Marines into the blacked-out rooms that opened up every few meters to their right. Hearing no sounds of contact, either radio reports or suppressed rifle shots, he mentally checked off those rooms as clear and continued to push forward. 
 After forty meters the corridor ended in another door, also closed. Juice waited for the last Marines to emerge from the side rooms, then stacked them up behind him. In the cone of glare of his weapon light, the door looked like an internal one, which meant it would have a flimsy lock, if any, so he didn’t call for a breacher. 
 Trying the handle, he found it locked, so he clicked off his light, lowered his rifle on its sling, smoothly drew a 5.11 MultiPry breaching tool over his shoulder from his assault pack, and popped the door in one go with minimal noise. The air that hit his face told him there was a bigger open space behind it. 
 As point man, he moved smoothly inside the blackness and quickly sidestepped to the right, getting his silhouette out of the “fatal funnel” of the doorway, and taking up a position halfway down the inside wall. Only when he sensed that the second, third, and fourth men had moved in and taken up their supporting fields of fire did he click on the light again. 
 This was another long room, perpendicular to the hallway they’d just cleared, but wider, perhaps thirty feet deep. Along the far wall was a row of what looked like large storage containers. That was promising. In the far right corner was another closed door. Juice ignored that for now. 
 He left the rear-most three Marines out in the corridor, made a hold signal for the three in there with him, and moved to the first container. He did a visual inspection, and considered checking for EM signals, but decided that was overkill. He did at least duck, though, as he put a gloved hand on its lid and slowly lifted. 
 Nothing blew up. 
 He got his light down inside. Bone dry. Nothing. 
 He moved to the second container and did the same routine. Also empty. As was the third. 
 Last one. Juice queried his internal vibrations for any feelings of dodginess, but didn’t find any. Or nothing dodgier than usual. He eased the lid up. 
 He saw the thin, colorless filament too late. 
 He heard the spoon pop. 

Uh oh, he thought. Looks like Ivan was here.

 Rather than immediately diving for it, he took the extra half-second to stick his head inside, and get some sense of how much time they might be looking at, and how big a boom. He was glad he did. 
 It wasn’t a grenade after all, but a molded shape-charge, packed with ball bearings, and topped with, of all things, a timed detonator. An illuminated red display read “00:00:56”. It was ticking down from there. Almost a minute left. 
 Juice inspected the device. 

I can disarm that, he thought. 
 He twirled his left index finger over his head, making the “rally point” signal. This would send the team straight back out the way they came, racing for objective rally point one, which was just outside. When he took a quick look over his shoulder, he saw the last man, Sergeant Lovell, hesitating at the doorway – looking disinclined to leave him alone. Juice just stared him down until he cleared out. 
 Then he stuck his head back in the container. 
 Forty-two seconds. 

Yeah, I can disarm that… assuming it doesn’t have too clever an anti-handling device.

 What used to be known simply as booby-traps were now usually called VOIEDs. He supposed they didn’t call them victim-operated for nothing. 
 He sighed out loud, feeling slightly stupid. 
 Unexpectedly, a wave of tiredness flooded over him. 
 And Juice slumped down to the ground and sat in the dark with his back up against the container. 

Just catch my breath for a minute, he thought. 
 * * * 
 He only had to sit there for a second, the bomb ticking away inches behind his head, to begin to wonder exactly what the hell he was doing. This wasn’t immediately obvious, and didn’t actually make any goddamned sense. Juice took a look into his soul, suddenly very curious about what was going on in there. 

Maybe… I’ve just had enough.

 No, it couldn’t be only that. 

Maybe… if I get killed now, then I can finally stop being afraid. Afraid of dying. Of failing. Being afraid of every damned thing.

 That was a little closer. Maybe it was the fear he really resented, that he had grown to hate. The lack of control over it. And the gnawing worry, the shame, that he was the only one in Alpha who felt it. 
 Which would mean he wasn’t strong enough. 

Maybe somebody left this thing here, just for me, he thought. Maybe this was what everything had been leading up to, and what he’d been feeling in his bones, all this time. And maybe it was better to just go with it. Get the inevitable over with. Instead of constantly fighting the universe, knowing that, ultimately, it could only end one way. 
 Maybe he was meant to die right here, right now. 
 And maybe that was okay. 
 Something made a creaking noise. Juice snapped his light up to his left. The sound had been the other door, the one in the far corner, swinging open. Either it hadn’t been closed properly, or the latch was broken, because it turned out it had simply been pushed open. 
 By a dead guy. 
 And behind the Zulu, around and to either side, out in the fading penumbra of his tactical light, Juice could see a cavernous space open up beyond the doorway. This was the main area of the warehouse. 
 And he could also see, even from his spot slumped on the floor, hundreds of plastic-wrapped pallets, towering up to the high ceiling, rising out of sight, and stretching out into the darkness all the way to the edges of vision. 
 Supplies. 
 One big ole shit-ton of supplies. 
 The dead guy paused, looked down, raised his arms – and headed straight into the beam of light, following it directly toward him. He looked for all the world like Juice’s long-lost nephew, rushing up to embrace him. 
 Juice sighed out loud again. 
 There was no question – death certainly was going to embrace him, one of these days. But it wouldn’t be today. Because he still had shit to do. 
 And his brothers were counting on him to do it. 
 The tired, grizzled, bearded warrior hauled himself to his feet. Glancing down into the container, he saw the timer still showed twelve seconds. 
 Plenty of time. 
 He slipped his multitool out of its belt pouch. And his combat knife, in the other hand. 
 To welcome his long-lost nephew. 



 Balerion 

JFK - Outside the Alpha Team Room 
 “Goddamnit,” Ali said as she opened the team room hatch to walk out of it, and saw Homer standing behind it. “This is like a bad rom-com. Could we stop meeting cute, please?” 
 Homer didn’t smile in response. Instead he said, “I need your help.” 
 Ali’s annoyance evaporated as she realized he was serious. The two of them went back inside, where Pred and Henno just gave them inquiring looks. Homer instantly began briefing the team, as well as giving instructions for exactly what he needed from them – while simultaneously also yanking out boxes of gear, uncharacteristically heedless of the disorder he was causing. 
 When he found the box he was looking for, he worked the catches and flipped the lid, all at pit-stop speed. Inside, stowed and carefully arrayed, were his wetsuit, Draeger rebreather, rocket fins, dive booties, mask and snorkel, and regulator. There was also a dive computer, pressure gauge, buoyancy compensator, diving lamp – and titanium dive knife. Homer’s frantic energy finally settled down, and he exhaled. 
 Now this was more like it. 
 Looking up, he saw the others were already hoisting their own gear – as well as pushing that boat in a bag, the CRRC, across the deck. 
 They’d never really stowed it after last time. 
 * * * 
 Up on the bridge, Drake stuck a phone to his ear, and his face to the port-side screens. He nearly had to press his face to the glass, but he could see their two F-35 Lightning II Joint Strike Fighters in position at the foot of the angle deck. The tow-locks were already into the noses of both, the blast screens up behind them – and when both jets turned over their afterburning 43,000lbf jet engines, everybody on the ship knew about it. 
 The borderline chaos on the bridge couldn’t compete with the roar of those. 
 Drake knew they’d need at least a few seconds while the engines wound the kinks out, and the last checks were done. He decided to take the time to tell the pilots again what they already knew – mainly to ease some of his own anxieties. Because he knew full-well this mission had been thrown together very quickly, perhaps too quickly. They should have done more planning between the first attack and now. But they hadn’t. 
 And now they’d just have to wing it. 
 This mission was like nothing any of them had done in a long time – nothing they had ever done, in fact. If, back in the world, they’d ever found themselves engaging a Russian battlecruiser in an attempt to sink her with all hands aboard… well, that in itself might have signaled the Apocalypse. 
 And the stakes today were higher than they ever could have been before. Today, everything hung on this. 
 Drake grabbed a radio hand mic, keyed it, and hailed the lead element by its mission call sign, and using his own – as commander of the supercarrier, hull number CVN-79. 
 “Balerion One, this is Seven-Nine Actual.” 

“Seven-Nine, Balerion, send it.” All business, zero hesitation. Drake also instantly recognized the voice – it was the CAG himself in that lead aircraft. Drake felt his temper rise, but pushed it aside. 
 Realistically, if he thought the CAG was going to sit this one out, he was even stupider than he felt right now. This might be the last chance the fighter jocks ever had to fly anything like the kind of mission they’d trained for their entire lives – and the first combat sortie against an enemy surface vessel since, probably, the 2003 Iraq War. Which the CAG had almost certainly missed, due to being in middle school at the time. 
 And this was proper air-sea battle stuff – a aerial combat mission against a gigantic Russian ship-of-the-line. Not only did that not come along every day; it had never come along before, and almost certainly never would again. 
 So Drake resigned himself to the CAG commanding from the air, and just worked with it. “Confirm weaps package,” he said into the hand mic. 

“JSMs and LRASMs. Plus autocannons.”

 That was what Drake wanted to hear. Joint Strike Missiles, and particularly Long Range Anti-Ship Missiles, were without question a few of every enemy ship captain’s least favorite things. And nobody liked a 25mm Gatling gun, at least not on the receiving end. Then again, Drake was going to shit a skillet if his fliers got close enough to strafe them. 
 “Be advised, Balerion: you come back here without all of those 25mm rounds, and you’re paying for them.” 

“Roger that.”

 The CAG sounded like fighter jocks invariably did when in their element: like total unflappable badasses. Drake supposed it made sense. What they did was basically fly around in a suit of Mach-5, unseeable, unkillable, death-and-destruction-from-above. 
 And Drake was okay with all of that. 
 Today, in fact, he was betting everything on it. 
 * * * 
 Master Gunnery Sergeant Fick was once again racing up the main companionway of 02 Deck, making tracks for the island – though not having to battle through a panicked, wounded mob this time. He’d been working down in the MARSOC team room. Moreover, he’d been very carefully staying out of CIC – or anywhere he might be on the receiving end of any real-time updates about the shore mission. 
 He pretended he just couldn’t be bothered to watch, and had better shit to do. But the reality was he found it way too stressful. If he wasn’t driving the train, he couldn’t bear watching it. It always felt like the damned thing was about to derail, every second, and catastrophically, and he wasn’t there to fix it, and it was all his fault. He could feel the cortisol flooding his veins, and no doubt shortening his useful lifespan. 
 No, his Marines could just tell him all about their wacky adventures after they were all back safely. 
 But now he too had gotten the memo – about the return of the Russian warship – and he once again needed to get somewhere he could be apprised in a timely fashion of what the fuck was going on. 
 Racing now past a cross companionway, he stopped dead in his tracks – again. 
 “Motherfuckers,” he muttered. 
 There went Alpha, dashing in the opposite direction again. And once again hauling their goddamned Combat Rubber Raiding Craft. It was as if these guys just couldn’t wait to abandon ship. 
 “Fuck it,” Fick said, taking off again. 
 He hoped they enjoyed their pleasure cruise. 
 * * * 
 Drake wasn’t quite done with the CAG. 
 “Balerion, be advised. I know you have your mission profile dialed in. But here it is again for the cheap seats. As soon as you’re airborne and formed up, you hit your waypoints, and you stay outside the range of their S-300s.” 

“Break, break.” This was Campbell cutting in. Both she and the Air Boss would be monitoring the air-mission net. “Commander, can you join me on a private channel?”

 Handon, who had once again taken up a position holding up an out-of-the-way bulkhead, looked across at Drake. He seemed like he was pained by this interruption. Or maybe he was just in pain. In truth, Drake’s post-grenade killer headache had resurged again. And that veil of gauze was threatening to descend over his thoughts. He felt like he needed to get this mission launched, while he was still functional. 
 “Wait out, LT,” he said into the mic, basically shutting her down. “Balerion, be advised: the range of those S-300s is 200 kilometers. The range of your long-range anti-ship missiles is 370. So inside that band is your happy hunting ground. You get up, you keep your asses well outside that 200-klick kill radius, and you won’t even have to worry about optimizing your stealth profile. You loop north and west, then approach the target from the seaward side. You launch your missile spread, and get your asses back here. Stick to the plan, and you’ll be home for supper.” 

“Roger that. Balerion copies all.”

 Drake nodded. He absolutely needed those planes back, not to mention the pilots. Both were currently in painfully short supply. He looked down now to see his phone light flashing. He scooped it up. It was Campbell again. 

“Commander, urgently request permission to send up an unmanned surveillance aircraft to overfly the target vessel. We can stack up the attack fighters at stand-off range while we recon the target first.”

 Drake boggled. “What – and give the Russians the courtesy of a heads-up, right before we attack?” 
 There was a fractional pause on the other end. “Commander, I want to confirm the Nakhimov’s air defense package before we send our fliers into the teeth of it. We’re making a lot of assumptions.”

 Drake shook his head and blinked. He could hear that ringing in his ears again. It wasn’t drowning out other stuff – yet. Anyway, he firmly believed that reacting quickly – what they called “getting inside the enemy’s decision loop” – was exactly how you stayed alive in combat. 
 Air-sea battle was a contest of seconds, and inches. 
 He steeled himself, trying to block out the ringing noise. “Negative, LT. This is exactly what we’ve drilled for. I personally know the armaments of every Russian warship, down to the side arms of the senior officers. Anyway, we’d only get five seconds of video before they blew us out of the air. And drones don’t grow on trees.” He glanced at his watch, and then up at the mission status board, which was now displaying a countdown – the time remaining until they were in Shipwreck range. 
 “And there’s no time.” Drake did believe that – didn’t he? “We need to do this now.” 
 That clock was counting down the seconds the carrier had until it either steamed away and abandoned their shore party – or else went straight to the bottom. The time they all had left to live. 
 Everything was on the line. They had to get this right. 
 He put the phone down with one hand, and raised the radio mic with his other. 
 “Okay, Balerion. Get it done.” 



 МиШа 
 SAS Saldanha - Main Warehouse 
 Juice stepped out into the cavernous, enveloping darkness of the main warehouse, still alone. He could have called the team back to support him, almost certainly should have. But some part of him was enjoying operating on his own, ranging ahead, exploring, feeling alive. 
 He felt as if he had been given a whole new lease on life, and he wanted to road test it a little. 
 He also told himself that, with at least part of this building wired to blow, he ought to clear the rest of it without putting the others at risk. Of course, he knew that was bullshit. The Marines were pros, and this was exactly what they were here for. Nonetheless, he carried on alone. 
 And he quickly worked out where all the supplies had gone – everything from the entire base and depot. It was all right here. This was the motherlode. 
 Every conceivable type of military ordnance was in evidence, even in just the first few rows of stacked pallets he checked – crates of ammo in every caliber, explosives, grenades, rockets. Cases of MREs. Piled up and sprawling barrels of fuel – gasoline, kerosene, oil, and jet fuel. Hell, there was even a parked-up, six-wheeled refueling vehicle – and Juice was willing to go out on a limb and guess it wasn’t empty. 
 He started clearing his way down the pitch-dark and narrow aisles, using his weapon light to illuminate a narrow cone of path ahead of him, panning periodically from side to side, and mentally cataloging this bonanza. The place was a giant warren, a real maze. It was also a room-clearing nightmare – nothing but corners, narrow aisles, blind spots, impossible fields of fire, and ambushes waiting to happen. 

Slow is smooth, smooth is fast, he recited to himself as he cleared forward, stepping heel-toe. And he remembered what might be the original Latin: festina lente – “make haste slowly.” But he wasn’t sure he had the luxury of that now. 
 The whole world was nearly out of time. 
 He soon stepped out into a wide, open, central area, in the middle of the building, and at the very center of the piled-up mountains of supplies. Turning and panning his light up, down, and around, he paused a second here to catch his breath, and just to look around in wonder. Somebody had clearly found everything worth scavenging in this entire naval depot – and thoughtfully consolidated it in one convenient, central location. 
 There was only one problem – and Juice didn’t quite see it coming. 
 “Somebody’s been sleeping in my bed,” he whispered under his breath, taking his hands off his weapon and bringing them slowly out to either side. And as he slowly turned around in place, he concluded: 
 “And he’s still here.” 
 The overhead lights came on with a loud clack. And Juice laid eyes on the three bears. 
 Only there were six of them. 
 And they also pretty much made bears look like baby hamsters. They made grizzlies look like pussies. 
 The half-dozen men standing before him in this warehouse, which turned out not quite to have been abandoned… 
 Well, they even made Juice look like a girl. 
 * * * 
 The man in charge of the six smiled and nodded. 
 This had the exact opposite effect to that normally intended by smiles – it doubled Juice’s unease, and made the thick mat of hair stand up on the back of his neck. And he didn’t need to guess that this was the one in charge. It was obvious. 
 You could always tell a warlord from his minions. 
 When the huge man spoke, it was in comprehensible but thickly accented English. He said: “What’s the dizzle… nizzle?” It was a heavy Slavic accent, but Juice also didn’t need to wonder which flavor of Slavic. Though he did wonder where this dude picked up his English idioms. 

UrbanDictionary.com, maybe…

 But Juice kept his mouth shut, and merely nodded back, and spat carefully off to the side. And then he did a quick but focused assessment of exactly what he was facing here. 
 Seriously hard men. A lot of shaved heads, bulging muscles, scary guns, and gigantic knives. They were swarthy, unshaven, a couple with black skullcaps, wearing mixed unmatched fatigues, some of them in that Eastern bloc olive-green that always looked slightly wrong. 
 They were also a mixed-race group, which might have been surprising. But Juice knew that this particular special operations unit had always recruited the most outstanding soldiers from anywhere in the Soviet Empire – Ukrainians, Latvians, Georgians, Uzbeks…. as well as Turks, Kurds, Greeks, Koreans, Mongolians, Finns, anyone who found themselves for whatever reason living on Soviet soil. 
 Armament-wise, Juice could see a big 50-round drum magazine on an advanced, late-model AK-100 series assault rifle – an AK-9 or AK-12, he wasn’t sure which. Some of the others carried these, too, with skeletonized stocks, integrated suppressors, transparent mags, polymer furniture. Very expensive optics. 
 Basically, it was a lot of seriously customized and high-quality hardware. 
 There were a lot of big sheathed knives, too, looking to Juice like they were from Melita-K, a Russian manufacturer beloved by Russian special operators. With a double-take, Juice saw what actually looked like a Russian Imperial Cavalry sword hanging from one dude’s belt… 

Je-SUS… Juice thought, whistling quietly. 
 He squinted now at one particularly big and jacked badass, who was toting a PKP medium machine gun, with a 250-round box mag underneath. Juice knew off the top of his head that weapon weighed about twenty pounds, with another seventeen for the ammo belt. And this guy was holding it with one hand like a Nerf gun. He clearly didn’t skip any gym time – ever. All of these guys were pretty shredded. 
 And then there was the Papa Bear: Misha. 
 Juice knew that was his name – because he had it tattooed right the way across his fucking neck. Albeit in Russian, Cyrillic script: МиШа. But Juice could unpack that. He was an intel guy. 
 Though, it did occur to him that this might actually be the name of the dude’s mother. No good way to tell. 
 In any case, with or without the tattoo, the man looked… well, Juice really wanted to start quoting another favorite film, namely Predator: “You are one ugly motherfucker…” 
 Misha was jacked, ripped, and totally tooled up, including with a giant Desert Eagle .50-cal pistol in a chest rig. And not to mention a face that would terrify toddlers. This guy struck Juice as something very like if, maybe, Predator had been born without a soul. All that terrifying, dangerous strength – but with nothing underneath. 
 Nothing you wanted to interact with, anyway. 
 Juice also couldn’t help but remember another good line, the one from the classic cyberpunk novel, about no longer having to worry about being the baddest motherfucker in the world. 

Because the position is taken. 
 Unmistakably, this cottage belonged to Spetsnaz. 
 And Goldilocks had just got caught sleeping in Papa Bear’s bed. 



 Just When You Thought… 
 CentCom Strategic Command, London 
 “The Biacore has arrived,” said Broads, switching his headset to mute and glancing over at Colonel Mayes, who stood a little way across the JOC. “The Germany mission just touched down and are disembarking now.” 
 “The equipment’s in working order?” 
 Broads flicked the mute off and spoke into the headset. “LandMark One, please confirm status of the recovered equipment. Is it intact?” 
 Mayes couldn’t hear the reply with all the noise in the room and waited impatiently until Broads looked back up and spoke. 
 “Seems it’s all disassembled inside its casing, but they’re getting it into the lab and will confirm with us then.” 
 Mayes nodded, accepting this answer, though he’d have much preferred to hear something more reassuring. Evidently, that chunk of electronics was absolutely critical to the final efforts of the American scientist to develop a vaccine, and if it wasn’t in working condition, they were pretty well screwed. 
 Then again, just few hours ago, he’d thought they were screwed anyway. 
 Learning that the only known such drug-discovery device was in the middle of a fallen city, hundreds of miles inside Europe, and crawling with millions of dead, had made the mission improbable enough. It certainly wasn’t like they had a second aircraft carrier to park nearby. 
 But the men Mayes had sent – chosen from among the best he could muster, and that could be spared at the time – had pulled it off. Not without losses, and evidently a near disaster when the building started falling down around their ears. But none of that mattered now. They were sent to do a job and had succeeded, and that was all that counted. 
 Mayes turned back to the digital map display of the battlefield that was southern England, and peered at the three blips closest to the Zulu Proof Wall (ZPW) built around the M25, the London ring road. These three dust-ups were no more than twenty miles from the wall now, and from the reports he’d had, the Parachute Regiment holding that line were being pushed back even faster than elsewhere, and taking heavy casualties. Mayes decided to put in a call to the ground commander of the Paras, but something else tugged at his memory. 
 He turned to Broads. “What’s the status of that goddamned aircraft carrier?” 
 “Last update I saw was a few hours ago. They’ve reached the west coast of Africa, and are making one quick stop to scavenge supplies. Then they’re steaming with all haste for the Gulf of Aden – East Africa.” 
 Mayes shook his head. “The scientist they rescued – he’s still got them convinced they need to find the Patient Zero of the whole damned pandemic?” 
 “As far as I know.” 
 “Well, I guess he’s the expert. That’s the whole point of him.” Mayes looked briefly puzzled. “Where again, exactly?” 
 “Somalia. Hargeisa. That’s their best shot.” 
 Mayes shook his head again, disbelieving. “And how long is that going to take?” 
 “You really want to know?” Broads asked. 
 “No, I guess I don’t. Especially if it’s not going to be fast enough to save our arses here.” He paused and scratched his gray-stubbled chin. “Speaking of Somalia – did you find out if we know anyone down there?” 
 Broads perked up. “Yes, meant to mention it.” He blinked and shook his head. Mayes didn’t need to ask, or chastise the man. All kinds of things were falling through the cracks, and nobody was keeping up. 
 Broads went on. “I had someone check the survivor registry, not expecting anything. But, amazingly enough, it turns out there’s actually an American Special Forces team. Half of one of their ODAs somehow survived, right in the middle of all that, from the very beginning of the fall.” 
 “Jesus,” Mayes said. “Right in the heart of the sun.” 
 “Yeah. They first checked in with us two years ago – and have been camped out in the bush ever since.” 
 “No shit?” 
 “None.” 
 “And you got this information to the carrier?” 
 “Not yet,” Broads said. “There’s a protocol. We need approval before identifying survivors to other survivors – who might not have their best interests at heart.” 
 Mayes looked gobsmacked. “Are you kidding me? Jesus Christ, man. Having the Americans link in with people who already know the ground would be invaluable. Consider it approved! Overridden. Get it done.” 
 Broads nodded. “Yes, sir. Right away.” 
 He had just turned back to his station when a sharp cracking sound pierced the hum and chatter of the JOC. 
 “What the fuck was that?” said Mayes, rising from his chair. 
 A few others in the massive room stopped what they were doing and looked around at one another, concerned. Broads, a few feet away, glanced toward the security station at the outer door, and the two site security personnel manning it. Mayes also turned to them. 
 “Was that a gunshot?” he asked, but both men looked equally puzzled. 
 The sounds erupted again, but this time louder – and not a single shot like that of a handgun, but a burst of automatic fire. From what Mayes could judge, it came from below them, maybe on the lower floors, or even in the sub-basement, but distant enough that he couldn’t accurately place it. 
 Mayes started to move toward the door, but stopped when the gunfire cut off, and didn’t resume. 
 Then sirens all across the base came to life, blaring out a noise that no one there had ever heard before. There was no time for luxuries such as alarm tests or security drills, and the old prison sirens were the only system even in place. No one ever expected to have to use them. Not in such a totally locked-down and heavily guarded military facility. 
 Not here. Not in the inner sanctum. 
 “Get down there and find out what the hell’s going on,” Mayes ordered the two guards. They saluted and rushed off down the corridor, heading for the stairs. A Royal Military Policeman (RMP) Mayes hadn’t noticed before took up a position at the security station. 
 Mayes turned to the nearest ops officer. 
 “You! Get me a radio check with the security stations on every floor. And you,” he said, pointing to the next man. “Hospital wing and quarantine. I want updates from every duty station. I want to know what the hell is going on.” 

Was this something to do with those teams coming back from Dusseldorf? he wondered. 
 But no, it couldn’t be them. The landing area was half a mile away, and those Marines had been shunted directly into quarantine. But why the hell would someone be firing inside the walls? Nothing could get through their perimeter, not with the defenses they had. 
 This was perhaps the single safest place left in the world. 
 Mayes stepped toward the security station, where the RMP was flicking through CCTV channels, trying to find something, anything that could be the cause of the disturbance. The display passed over multiple locations rapidly, then showed a brief image of the old prison cell blocks. But the MP didn’t spot what Mayes did. 
 “Go back,” he said, and the MP flipped back to the cell block. There on the ground, just on the left edge of the screen, was what had jumped out at Mayes. A pool of dark liquid. 
 “The atrium,” he said. “Go to the atrium.” That was just north of the block now shown on screen, and was the connecting structure between the old building and the new. The guard flipped again, then settled on the main hall of the atrium. 
 Utter chaos raged. 
 Bodies lay strewn across the floor, still twitching, many of them wearing medical scrubs. 

Of course, thought Mayes. That atrium also adjoins the hospital wing.

 As he watched, a lone figure dashed across the large high-vaulted room – out toward the main doors that led to the JOC. Mayes stepped forward and punched a key on the desk in front of him, and the image of the speeding figure froze. He peered at it, but didn’t need to look for very long. The dead man’s features, even uglier than they had been in life, were immediately recognizable. 

Grews. 
 Mayes unpaused the video. Grews vanished again, lost in the few seconds the recording had been paused, and Mayes watched as a dozen other figures poured out of the hospital wing, running across the atrium toward the ground floor – of the very building he stood in. 
 “Everybody grab a weapon,” he shouted. “And prepare to defend yourselves.” 
 He rose to his full height, drew his side arm, dropped and checked the magazine, then reseated it. 
 He drew a steadying breath. 
 “And alert all stations. We have an outbreak in progress.” 



 All Go Boom 
 CentCom Airfield, Wandsworth Common 
 “I thought that was it for you,” said Eli, as he and Jameson stood off to the side of the parked-up helos. Nearby, a dozen techs hurried to secure the Biacore 4000 to the bed of a flat-top truck that had been waiting for the expedition to land. The two Marines watched, amused, as men and women in lab coats or coveralls strapped down the housing and cardboard packaging – the only container Eli had been able to find as they rushed to get the machine and its hundreds of parts out of the target building. 
 But which had absolutely not been fit for the job. 
 For a moment, Eli wondered what the reaction would be in the lab complex when they finally opened the box and found everything shoved inside in one great pile. He hoped to hell they’d found all the pieces, but mentally shrugged. It was out of his hands now, and
someone else’s problem. 
 Jameson exhaled. “Yeah, I thought it was it for me, too. But you know me. Too damned stubborn to die.” 
 Eli shook his head, still amazed that his friend was even here. Jameson’s run from that building in Dusseldorf, across open ground and chased by hundreds of Romeos and Foxtrots, had scared the hell out of him. And he hadn’t even seen the action, but had been racing away in the second helicopter at the time, listening in on the radio. He had overheard Jameson in furious conversation with Charlotte – the Apache pilot who had disobeyed orders to stay and try to save Jameson’s bacon, against ridiculous odds. 
 The waiting had been the worst of it, silence falling over the cabins of both aircraft while they waited to hear if Jameson would emerge from the fast-flowing river after his desperate swim. When he did, there was a chorus of wild cheers from the Marines, and Eli had breathed a long sigh of relief. 
 They hadn’t lost their commander, and he hadn’t lost his long-time friend. 
 Now, as they stood watching what Eli presumed was a scientist or maybe operations manager officially taking receipt of what they had all nearly died to recover, he hoped it had all been worth it. They’d lost good men, and great friends, back in that building. It had been a hellish couple of hours, and Eli counted it a miracle that any of them made it out at all. 

That damn machine better work, he thought. 
 Once the Biacore was secure, and the truck began a slow trundle toward the bright white buildings a few hundred yards away across the common, Eli and Jameson and the other Marines headed up the dirt track toward the quarantine buildings. They knew the drill. Charlotte and the other pilots were ahead of them, already moving toward the ugly concrete compound, not having waited for the techs to finish. 
 As Eli stepped ahead of him, Jameson noticed the slightly protruding shape of the pistol-grip Benelli shotgun he habitually kept in a padded and waterproof scabbard cinched to his backpack. “You just keep carrying that shotgun all over creation. Any plans to ever use it?” In all their years together, Jameson had never seen him take it out. 
 “When you need a shotgun,” Eli said. “Nothing else will do. Believe me, its time will come.” He carried on walking and scanned the hulking buildings up ahead. “So. Back into quarantine!” 
 Jameson nodded. “Looks like it.” 
 “I guess they’re tightening up around here. Though I’m not sure how they’re going to keep up with quarantining everyone who comes into contact, if the outbreak keeps spreading.” 
 “They won’t,” said Jameson. “Or they’ll soon have more people in quarantine than on the field. I imagine soon there will be no return from outside the wall. Just stay out there – and fight until you die.” 
 Eli slowed, frowning at the Lieutenant. It was unusual for the man to be so pessimistic about anything, even during the adrenaline rush of a battle that wasn’t going well. 
 “You think it’ll come to that?” Eli asked. 
 “I don’t know. But it’s like you said before. The spread is out of control. Britain’s going down.” 
 “I was just on a downer. I don’t really think that.” 
 Jameson nodded. “You? Mr Brightside? Down?” 
 “Hey, I think I earned the right.” 
 “True. I guess we all get that way sometimes, don’t we?” 
 “But not you,” said Eli. “Not you.” 
 Jameson sighed. “I have my moments. I’d like to think we can still win. Back in that building, while I was hiding in the lift, waiting for Charlotte to give me the go, there was this dead guy – properly dead. He must have been there since the city fell, stuck up on top of that lift with whatever supplies he’d managed to scavenge, before it was too dangerous to venture out. I think from the rubbish and cans he had, he must have been there for months.” 
 “Shit,” said Eli. “That’s harsh.” 
 “Yeah, well. I figured I was going to end up joining him. But fate decided otherwise. I figure it doesn’t matter if we end up dying out in those fields. We’ll just have to deal with it when it happens, and until then take the free rides when they come. I never really thought much about the folks who got trapped and lived out their last days stuck on top of a lift, or in some back alley, or a shopping mall. Not until I had to sit with that guy for ten minutes.” 
 As the pair approached the quarantine building, they suddenly stopped, hearing an almighty torrent of noise from the main complex. As they stood and stared, their mouths open, nearly every window in the uppermost floor of the main Strategic Operations Command building blew out, followed by flashes and the rattle of gunfire. 
 “What the…” muttered Eli, who then turned to see Jameson, wide-eyed, take an unsteady step back, the man’s expression mirroring his own. Confused, dazed, unable to fathom how such a thing could be happening. 
 Not here, for the love of God. Not here. 
 But then they were both running flat out, hefting rifles from their slings even though they had little ammunition left for them, pounding along the dirt path and rapidly overtaking the pilots. All around them, the other surviving Marines of One Troop kept up their frantic pace, all of them racing together into the fray. 

Time to deal with it, Jameson thought. 



 Bugs Rule the Planet 
 The Kazakh’s Dacha, Altai Mountains 
 A half-hour after infecting the first test subject, and fifteen minutes after admitting the two “healthy” ones into the same enclosure with it, Oleg Aliyev could not yet see any signs of cross-infection. 
 It was too early to start worrying, but not too early to start getting bored, as ADD was a well-understood and long-running problem with him. So he stood up again, and while he waited… he lectured. 
 This was a slightly eccentric habit he’d fallen into, during the long hours of the Apocalypse, alone with only his dead test subjects for company. It was due to boredom, and also loneliness, it was sheer black humor and perversity. Maybe it was only natural – most scientists talked to their lab subjects. Though a mouse or white rat, never mind a chimp, showed a lot more understanding and camaraderie than a dead human. 
 But maybe it also had to do with Aliyev being a natural pedagogue. Simply, he liked teaching. 
 It had come as a surprise when he first discovered how much he enjoyed the academic world. His professorship at Novosibirsk State U. had been more of a sinecure or honorary role, and his teaching load had fluctuated between light and none. 
 But there was just something wonderful about standing up at that lectern, at the bottom of an echoing lecture hall filled with bright and rapt young minds, that had filled him with energy. Maybe he liked being the expert. Or maybe he was still in love with knowledge, and with science. 
 Over the years, he had learned to his cost that both knowledge and science were completely neutral with regard to morality. And that both could equally be put to good uses, or utterly horrific ones. Somewhere along the line, like many people he guessed, he’d fallen into cynicism, or even nihilism. But buried down underneath it all was still that spark of childlike enthusiasm, for the bright light of science. 
 These days, his lecture hall consisted of the lab area facing the glass enclosures, and his students were groups of dead Mongol and Uyghur villagers, none of whom comprehended anything, or ever asked questions, and all of whom were soon destroyed and dumped unceremoniously back down the side of the mountain. Now, on this particular morning, his class consisted of three corpses who, God willing, were soon to become even more dead. 
 But before he began, Aliyev stepped away into the residence, opened up the dark-wood bar, and poured himself a Scotch – a nice twenty-year-old single malt, from the Glengoyne Distillery, way up in the Scottish Highlands. He was down to his last few bottles of this stuff – and he had started with four cases. Luckily there was no shortage of ice up there. 
 “Now,” he said genially, stepping lightly back into the lab, “shall we pick up where we left off last time?” He nodded, took a sip, then spat an ice cube back into his glass. “Those of you who are new to the course can borrow and copy the notes of your classmates later.” 
 He paused to check out his students. All three were pressed up against the front of the enclosure, biting and pawing at the glass. Truly a rapt and captive audience. The one on the far left, which he had infected with meningitis Z (or MZ), still seemed to be exhibiting normal symptoms for this stage of the disease. It would take him between thirty and sixty minutes to succumb. 
 Aliyev had a little time here. 
 “So,” he said, feeling the Scotch warm all the way down, “our topic was microorganisms – or, rather microbes, which we know include not just bacteria, but viruses as well – which are not really alive, but just squishy bags of DNA or RNA.” 
 He paused to drain the rest of the Scotch. The first one always went down fast. 
 Looking up, he squinted, then slid off his stool and stepped closer to the plexiglas. Had he seen a tremor run down the arm of one of the two healthy ones? He couldn’t be sure. He paused to look in its gelatinous eye. The milky and opaque lens and pupil revealed nothing. And, as the stringy, wet, and decomposing mouth gnashed at the glass, pushing teeth loose from rotted gums, Aliyev turned and stepped away again. 
 “But whether bacterial or viral, fungal or parasitic, microbes are what I personally like to think of as… the bugs. And the bugs, it must be remembered, rule the planet. And always have.” 
 He spoke with emphasis, and then paused significantly. He put his glass down on the lab bench, rose, and began pacing up and down before the enclosures. 
 “Of course,” he said, gesturing with one hand, the other stroking his goatee, “the bugs massively outnumber us on this ancient blue planet. And that’s putting it mildly. The ratio is perhaps a million trillion to one. They’ve got us beat on longevity, too: single- and multi-celled bacteria have been going strong for 3.5 billion years – versus, at most, 200,000 for our own species. And, while they may seem primitive to us, in fact they have been subject to evolutionary pressures for exactly as long as we have. It is simply that they are perfectly evolved for what they do.” 
 He stopped pacing, looked up from his chin-stroking, and pointed at one of the zombies. “Yes, you in the back. I’m sorry I haven’t had time to learn all your names. Give me until the midterm of the Apokalipsis…” He nodded and looked thoughtful. “Yes, that’s correct – much like the great white shark. Ah, very funny, yes – ‘All this machine does is swim and eat and make little sharks.’ Jaws, 1975. A classic.” 
 He resumed pacing. 
 “But the film is classic because its concerns are so primal! We are hard-wired by evolution to be afraid of large predators – because we spent most of our evolutionary history running from them. Yes, you up front…? Ah, that’s a good observation – perhaps we are after all fairly well evolved for the current environment. But, to my mind… it is not the zombies, the predators, who are dangerous. It is the pathogens that are the real serial killers. And when we say pathogens what we really mean is – the bugs!” 
 He turned and paced back in the other direction. “But we will come back to that. For now, we know that the bugs outnumber us massively on the planet. But, in fact, they even outnumber us in our own bodies. Can you imagine that? Can anyone here answer the following question: of the hundred trillion cells inside your clothing right now, how many of them share your DNA? That is, how many of them are actually you? Yes, okay, bad example, all of you are pretty much naked, and almost none of your cells have your DNA, because they’ve all been killed or hijacked by the zombie virus…” 
 Reaching the bench again, he picked up his heavy-bottomed glass, swirled the ice around, and knocked back some of the melt. “But a living person, me for instance. Anyone? No? Okay. Of the hundred trillion cells inside my clothing right now, only ten trillion are me. No, it’s true! One in ten. What are the other ninety percent? They are bacteria… viruses… fungi. Mites in my eyelashes. Microscopic worms. Macroscopic worms. Symbionts, in a word: single- and multi-celled microbes, none of which share my DNA.” 
 He looked up. “Yes, yes, it’s totally horrifying, I know. Reality so often is.” He paused to run his fingers through his spiky hair. “Now, we are mostly us by weight and volume, so that is something. But there still may be as much as ten pounds of foreign cells in and on our bodies. So, then, back to the bugs, and to the evil they do…” 
 He stepped forward again and peered through the plexiglas. Yes, the second zombie, the one closest to the initial host, was now definitely quaking and moving in unpredictable patterns. As Aliyev watched, the first one buckled and fell, as the MZ overtook him. 
 Now it lay on the floor, showing what in meningitis circles is called “Kernig’s sign” – its thigh bent at both hip and knee, and at violent ninety-degree angles. As Aliyev leaned forward and watched, it now began “opisthotonus” – a spasm of the whole body that quickly led to its legs and head being bent back and its body bowed backward. 
 Soon it would be dead. Really dead. 
 But Aliyev had known that was coming. It was the other two, still on their feet, that were of interest now – and whether they would be infected and killed by the first one. He paused and drew a steadying breath, and squinted at those two. 
 “Excuse me for just one moment,” he said. And he walked himself out of the lab and back into the living area to refresh his drink. 
 However this played out, he was going to need it. 



 Last Dead Man Standing 
 The Kazakh’s Dacha, Altai Mountains 
 Returning to the lab, Aliyev immediately resumed pacing. 
 Gesturing grandly now, he said, “In the years since humans developed the germ theory of disease, we have learned something critical. We have learned that almost all human illnesses are the result of microbial infection.” 
 He turned and paced back in the other direction. 
 “And this understanding changed everything! Once we knew it was the bugs that were killing us, human lifespan more than doubled, in just the last 150 years. And this was due to very basic shit like decent sanitation and public hygiene – covered sewers, indoor plumbing, clean water. Doctors washing their hands between the morgue and the delivery ward. And the invention of penicillin and other antibiotics, which have saved more lives than any other invention in human history. But…” 
 He turned to face his class and soliloquized, his Slavic-accented voice deep and resonant. “All that success made us forget what was still out there, lurking. We call them diseases – but of course what they are is bugs! Great legions of disease-causing microscopic creatures, thundering across the face of the Earth, in numbers, and variety, that we can scarcely imagine.” 
 He paused to swill his Scotch. 
 “Bugs! And when they successfully invade our flesh and begin to eat us, damaging or destroying our systems, we call them diseases. They go by the names of AIDS, anthrax, pneumonia – but all are actually bugs. Typhus, influenza, hepatitis – bugs. Botulism, simply a bug.” 
 He pointed at one of the dead guys. 
 “Yes, yes, sexually transmitted diseases as well – herpes, chlamydia, syphilis, HPV – all bugs! I could go on and on: cholera, malaria, yellow fever. The common cold. Diphtheria, leprosy, meningitis. Rabies, SARS, TB. Yes, yes, those, too. All simply bugs.” 
 He paced away again, shaking his head. 
 “And, before the end, infections were also suspected as the cause of a quarter of all cancers, as well as cardiovascular disease, developmental problems in children, neurological diseases, autoimmune disorders. Even heart disease and Alzheimer’s were suspected of having bacterial infections as their primary cause. Everything we didn’t yet understand – I all but guarantee you they were infections by bugs we hadn’t been able to find under the microscope yet.” 
 Now he stopped, turned, and arched his eyebrow. “And if this is true, do you know what it would mean? Heart disease ultimately killed half of all people in developed countries. Bubonic plague never accomplished anything nearly as impressive.” 
 Aliyev’s face was now flushed – from the Scotch, or from overexcitement. He paused for breath, and to drain his drink, and then concluded. 
 “And if heart disease, plus most cancers, were really caused by bacterial or viral infections… it would mean that massive plagues were still on. That they had never really stopped. It would mean that we had never been out of the time of plagues. Not even for one minute.” 
 He exhaled heavily. “Excuse me again,” he said, and headed back to the bar for another refill. As he walked, and then poured, he couldn’t prevent himself from thinking: 

It would also mean that what happened WASN’T MY FAULT. 
 If it was all already happening, if the bugs were always going to get us in the end – if they were already getting us – then what Aliyev had done didn’t matter. 

And it would mean that if it hadn’t been my creation, he thought, slugging down the entire refilled glass, slamming it down, and then refilling it again, it fucking well would been somebody else’s – or, much more likely, one of Mother Nature’s. For about five minutes there, I was smart enough to beat Mother Nature – that glorious, horrible, psychopathic bitch… I beat her to just one punch, pulled a fast one, slipped a single trick on her.

 He hung his head, staring down at the bar top. 

But fuck her. If it hadn’t been me who took down humanity, it would have been somebody else. And if it wasn’t somebody else, it was already her.


It was always her.

 Turning to leave, he reached back – and took the bottle with him. 
 * * * 
 Stepping back into the lab, Aliyev saw that the first test subject, the one on the floor, had ceased moving entirely. He looked to his two remaining students, both of whom were moving erratically now. 
 He nodded seriously at them. “Yes – yes, of course, there were a few genetically caused diseases, as well as some caused by non-infectious environmental factors, like toxins and radiation. But not very many, really – and I believe fewer than generally believed. Why? Well, because genetic causation of disease is implausible on the face of it. Any gene that caused serious disease would disappear from the gene pool in just a few generations. The people who didn’t have the defect would survive and reproduce at a higher rate than the ones who did. That’s the whole point of evolution.” 
 Aliyev slightly hazily watched as the second test subject hit the deck now, bending at impossible angles, and going into full-body spasms. 
 He nodded to the last dead man standing. 
 “But bugs – bugs make sense, particularly to explain long-running chronic diseases. Why? Because it’s always an evolutionary arms race. Between us, or rather our immune systems, and them. We up our defenses, they find a way around. And these sons of bitches evolve fast. What made us so vain as to think we could stay ahead of them forever?” 
 He didn’t add: Never mind with us dabbling in bioweapons and genetic engineering of superbugs.

 “And not to mention with the profusion of livestock all over the world, as hundreds of millions joined the middle class, and wanted meat with every meal.” 
 He paused again and pointed. 
 “Hell, yes, I was a vegetarian. Not a popular choice in the Kazakh community. But I knew too much. Those filthy barns and pig pens were basically big breeding labs for fabulously deadly new microbes.” 
 He paused to sip from his glass. 
 “Here’s a pet theory of mine, one I bet you’ve never heard. I personally believe that the microbes on Earth have bred a race of creatures, namely us, that really like to drink.” He paused to regard his freshened Scotch, admiring its lovely amber color in the glass. 
 “How so? Well, since alcohol is anti-microbial, that is to say, deadly to germs, humans who drank that instead of water would die at a much lower rate from waterborne pathogens – which, prior to industrial water treatment and purification, were ubiquitous. And so the booze hounds would proliferate, out-surviving and out-reproducing the water-drinkers. Alcoholism may actually be an adaptation. Yes, that would mean the bugs on this planet have bred an entire race of booze hounds. Ain’t evolution a bitch?” 
 Aliyev swirled his drink. 
 “And it’s the same for coffee and tea. Because boiled water is much safer than the unboiled kind. Have you noticed how virtually every human society, and probably everyone you know – or, okay, used to know – drank coffee or tea, or both?” 
 He turned and regarded the half-empty bottle of Scotch on the lab counter. He tried to decide whether he was hungry. 
 “Bugs also explain the universality of cooked food. Cooking with fire or high heat is really fucking good at killing germs. And when food goes bad, and starts giving us food poisoning? Yes! It’s simply because the bugs have started eating it before we did. That’s all. Why do you think meat goes bad so much quicker than anything else? No damned immune system! The bugs have been trying to eat it all along. The immune system was just holding them off.” 
 He put his hand against the plexiglas to steady himself. The last standing corpse inside, no longer seeming as if it had much hunger itself, nor much energy left, pressed its hand up against Aliyev’s on the other side of the glass. Aliyev looked it in the eye, from only a few inches away. 
 “And when dead bodies decompose in nature… it’s just the bacteria getting a free meal. Trust me, they wouldn’t wait – they’d be doing it to you already, while you’re alive, if your immune systems went down for five minutes. Okay, once again, bad example with you, who have no immune systems. But your cells are already so diseased and foul that even the bacteria evidently want nothing to do with you…” 
 Aliyev paused to consider another refill. But he needed his wits at least marginally about him. Because, right now, the final results of his eighteen months of research and pathogen design were playing out before his eyes. The two on the floor had ceased moving entirely. And the last one was moving erratically now, winding down. Aliyev turned his back to the enclosures, and spoke to the empty lab. 
 “I’ll take it further,” he said, his words slurring slightly, his vision going in and out of focus. “Religion itself may have come about because of the bugs… or at the very least thrived because of them. You know, all that crap about cleanliness being next to godliness… and food taboos, no mixing meat with dairy, no pork, careful ritual killing of livestock… cleanliness and purity taboos. Always with the purity. All that sounds carefully designed to keep religion’s adherents from succumbing to microbial infection.” 
 Aliyev wobbled, and struggled to right himself. 
 “But, hell, you can be as devout as you like. The bugs will just keep coming back, keep invading, keep trying to infect us. It never ends… Okay, yes, well, it obviously did end. When the fucking bugs finally won.” 
 He didn’t add that they had needed a little extra boost from genetic engineering, not to mention violent religious extremism, in the form of Islamist terrorists planning a bio-terror attack. But with that, Aliyev turned again to the enclosures, and worked to focus his vision. 
 All three of the dead were on the ground now. All twelve limbs were bent at outrageous angles. And none were moving any longer. 
 And now Oleg Aliyev, PhD, took on a whole new mantle. He had already become Death, destroyer of worlds. 
 But now… now he could even kill Death itself. 
 He wandered back to the living area, stumbled down into the sunken area, and collapsed on the big leather couch. 
 And Aliyev did not sleep the sleep of the just. 
 But his dreams were no longer stalked by the billions of people he had killed. 
 Now it was he who stalked them. 



 Putting the Damage In 

JFK - Angle Deck 
 LCDR Cole, Commander of the carrier’s Air Group (CAG), sat swaddled in the familiar womb of his cockpit, using biofeedback techniques to get his breathing and heart rate under control. No matter how many times he did this, a carrier launch never became routine. He was about to be catapulted across the deck and into space, accelerating to 160mph in less than two seconds – with a rocket engine strapped to his groin, high-explosive missiles on his arms, and a fire-breathing Gatling gun between his teeth. 
 This shit just never got old. 
 And it never stopped spiking his adrenaline up into a range not available in any other human activity. 
 He peered over his digital instrument suite and out through the cockpit glass, off to the starboard side – where he could see their Combat Search and Rescue (CSAR) helo rising up to the deck on an aircraft elevator. This was one of only two Seahawk helicopters the JFK had left flying. 
 CSAR was the province of some exquisitely skilled pilots and crew, plus their rescue swimmers, who were even now geared up and loaded aboard that big, sleek, gunmetal-gray Sikorsky SH-60. The CSAR bird was made ready and put on the flight line any time they launched fixed-wing aircraft – ready to swoop in and recover downed fliers who ejected over the ocean, or over enemy territory. These crews spent half their lives training, and the other half tooled up, engines idling, waiting for something to go wrong. 
 It rarely did. 
 This was because F-35 pilots were the biggest badasses over the ocean, or anywhere in the sky. They were all but unkillable. 
 Cole, the all-conquering CAG, shifted his gaze back over to the absurdly short runway before him, and then onto the Aircraft Director standing nearby – who now saluted, touched the deck at his feet, and pointed off down the angle deck. The control lights at the deck edge went green, and all his aircraft systems showed nominal. 
 Cole fired the engine up to its full thrust, a noise like being run over by ten long freight trains, crescendoing to an unbelievable level, and not falling off. The Iron Man suit vibrated around him, he and the aircraft acting as symbionts, each impotent without the other. But taken together, they comprised a high-tech chimera that was the fastest and most agile aircraft (if not most lethal – the Apache probably had that distinction) ever to prowl the skies. 
 The catapult officer’s flag went down, and Cole and his rocket suit took off through the wormhole. 
 His body’s physiological reactions were nearly instantaneous. Everything blurred to darkness outside the center pinhole of his vision, as his retinas were starved of oxygen. His heart went into overdrive, pumping like mad to keep blood flowing to his extremities, and his brain in particular. His organs pressed against the back of his ribcage as he and the aircraft passed through nine Gs – an outrageous force equal to nine times the normal pull of gravity. The only thing that kept him from shouting out loud in terror and ecstasy was inability to open his mouth or exhale. 
 The plane didn’t even drop off the end of the deck, as it was already climbing and accelerating into the sky. It had that much power. 
 Cole watched the blue sky and bluer ocean twist around him as he rolled it over to see the Kennedy shrink to model-ship size below him – and he could already see his wingman launching, seconds behind him. He wouldn’t have long to wait to form up. 
 The brown edge of land came even with his right wing as he turned north, every twitch of Cole’s extremities causing the plane to respond instantly, and with perfect fidelity. It also had more power than he could ever use – enough to put it on its ass and take him straight out of the atmosphere, if he ever decided he was done with Earth. 
 Which might yet come up. 
 His wingman appeared just below and behind his left wingtip. This was LT Tomassetti, the second-ranking pilot in the squadron, and Cole’s Assistant CAG. An air wing was like a warlord’s fiefdom: the strongest and best fighters ruled. Today, the two top dogs were out in front, leading the fight. 
 Cole turned west and put them on a heading to their first waypoint, far offshore. At close to their top speed of nearly 1,200mph, they wouldn’t be long getting into position and lining up their attack, even with the roundabout route which kept them safely out of range of the enemy’s long-range SAMs. In a few minutes, they would do what no other Navy pilots had ever done – sink a Russian ship of the line, with a devastating spread of long-range anti-ship missiles. 
 And they would not only be keeping the flat-top safe by doing so. They might actually be helping to save all humanity. Cole grinned out loud behind his oxygen mask, handsome crinkles appearing around his eyes. 
 Today was shaping up into the best day of their lives. 
 * * * 
 Drake almost smiled himself, as he slumped back in his chair and knitted his fingers behind his head, seeing the birds safely away. He had exactly eight seconds to savor how well things were going. 
 “Multiple air contacts!” shouted the radar officer, cutting through and silencing the ambient chatter on the bridge. “Two signatures, rotary-wing – way down flat on the deck, coming in fast!” 
 “Range, heading, and speed,” Abrams barked, before Drake could even sit up straight. 
 “Bats out of hell, sir, over 180mph. Range two-two, closing fast – both helos on a dead intercept for us.” 
 Drake looked around. There were still no working air defenses on the carrier. But Abrams was already up on the air mission net. 
 “Balerion One and Two, RTB now! I repeat, return to base.” 

“Roger that, turning back. ETA one mike.”

 People started breathing again. Their two airborne fighters, still their only real protection, might make it back before these totally unexpected attacking helicopters got there. An unescorted supercarrier, with its close-in weapons systems destroyed or depleted, was more vulnerable than any of them had ever imagined. 
 Drake finally stood up. “Point of origin – are they the Nakhimov’s helos?” He could already hear the other officers thinking: Who the hell else’s would they be?

 “Sir, they’re coming out of the south-west, on heading three-four-five. Point of origin is inland.” 
 “SAS Saldanha?” 
 “That or somewhere behind it—” 
 Campbell cut in from CIC on the open channel. “Aircraft signatures show one Russian Ka-60 transport utility, an ‘Orca’ – and one Ka50 attack helo, a ‘Black Shark’. Those can only be from the battlecruiser.”

 “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Abrams said, locking eyes with Drake. “They’ve got to know they’re doomed if they bring that shit near our fighters. What the hell are they playing at?” 
 Drake frowned. “Not if they know our top cover’s out to lunch – and that our air defenses are down. They could pretty much fly over us dropping rocks at that point, and we couldn’t stop them—” 
 “Sir, bogeys have changed course… they’re breaking off.” They could hardly have missed seeing the returning F-35s on their own radar. 
 “Back toward the Nakhimov?” 
 “Negative, sir – back inland.” 
 “Right toward the naval depot,” Drake muttered. 
 At the back of the bridge, where he’d taken up a position against a bulkhead to observe, Handon squinted deeply, trying to puzzle out the strategic picture. He was a little out of his area of expertise, but hardly lacked for acumen. And special operators tended to be polymaths, knowing a bit about everything. He’d learn what he needed to. 
 Abrams said, “Do we re-task the fighters?” 
 Drake looked at the radar station. “Update on the bogeys.” 
 “Sir, we’ve just lost them in the ground clutter over land. They’re flat on the deck. But we’ll pick them back up if they overfly the water again.” 
 Drake thought furiously, but he couldn’t clear his head enough to do the math or geometry. Actually, since every piece on the board was in motion, what this really required was calculus. “CIC, Bridge,” he said. 

“Go ahead.”

 “Run some logistical calculations for me. First: minimum time for those two helos to get within striking range of us, at their top speed, from the nearest point of the water’s edge. Second: time for our fighters to get back to us, at their top speed, from their final waypoint – at the edge of their attack radius of the Nakhimov.” 

“Wait out…” No more than five seconds passed. “Commander, the second number is smaller than the first.” That’s all he needed to hear – their fighters could get back to them before the Russian helicopters could. This was pretty damned close-hauled, but numbers didn’t lie. Also, Drake looked up to the countdown clock on the wall. They were down to twelve minutes, until the Russian ship was close enough to hit them. 
 Drake grabbed his hand mic. “Balerion One, resume mission. Repeat, you are re-tasked for attack sortie. Execute mission.” 

“Roger that, will comply.”

 On the bridge, they could just hear the afterburners kick in, not quite overhead, as those supersonic jets banked back around toward the west and south. 
 Going back to put the damage in. 
 Before the Nakhimov did it to the Kennedy first. 



 Post-Apocalyptic Badass Survivor Shit 
 SAS Saldanha - Main Warehouse 
 The six hard men now arrayed against Juice in close quarters were, completely transparently to him, Spetsnaz – Russian special operators. There was nothing else like them, in the old world or this new fallen one, or in any conceivable world. Their identity just spilled out of them. 
 Spetsnaz might not have had the technology or training infrastructure of the Americans or Brits. 
 But they had been, it was equally obvious just looking at them, trained and tormented to within an inch of their lives: tattooed on any and all surfaces (not necessarily with real tattoo needles), dunked in ice water, cut with knives, drop-kicked, cleverly beaten to leave no bruises. They’d had flaming boards broken across their bare backs, been dragged behind jeeps, involved in quite a lot of bare-knuckle boxing matches, and had concrete blocks laid across their abs and broken with sledgehammers. 
 The shit these guys did to each other was absolutely legendary. There were some things even the SEALs wouldn’t do to their candidates in Hell Week. 
 Juice, personally, wasn’t totally convinced that kind of training really made you elite or highly capable. 
 But it definitely made you seriously fucking scary. 
 He now saw one of the Spetsnaz dudes fiddling casually with an entrenching tool, which he seemed to be using to clean his nails. And that’s when Juice remembered. 
 The infamous spade. 
 It was the first thing every Soviet soldier was issued. And he used it for everything – to dig in wherever he halted, creating great warrens of defensive trenches, covering the whole Eastern Front and protecting Mother Russia. To dig graves, as many as were required – there were always more bodies to send to the front. To chop frozen bread – waiting for the lethal Russian winter to do its work on Napoleon or Hitler’s legions. 
 But one thing about Spetsnaz – they never took up defensive positions, so they never dug trenches. Instead, they sharpened their spades. And they used them for fighting and killing – sometimes at a distance, learning to throw them with deadly accuracy and lethal force. There was that famous image that used to be on the web, of the Spetsnaz dude doing a backflip, ten feet off the ground – and hurling a hatchet, with unerring accuracy, into a human-shaped target. 
 The version with the shovel probably just never leaked out. 
 And now Juice flashed back to all those destroyed Zulus he’d found littering the naval base. All with perfect killing strokes, right to the brainstem. 

Should have known, Juice thought. They were all shoveled to death.

 And now that shovel was pointed at him. 
 * * * 
 He stole a quick glance up into the thin glare of the overhead lights, eyes adjusting, though not quickly enough. He didn’t know for sure where the power had come from, but it wasn’t hard to guess. There was plenty of fuel here, and no doubt a generator had been set up nearby – if not by the South Africans themselves, then by the Russians as part of their scavenging op. 
 Misha spoke again now, in his terrifyingly deep voice – not, evidently, all that happy to have to repeat himself. “I said… What’s up, cracka? Or perhaps you’re too elite to be down with our crew. Your ops are blacker than ours? Is that it?” 
 There was an edge to his voice that said this was a man you really didn’t want to offend. And, just beneath that edge, there was the sense of some great storm front of barely controlled anger – one that threatened to come crashing down at any second into a thundering shit storm. 
 Juice wondered if maybe this guy was still pissed off about the death of the Soviet Empire. In his experience, Russians could be touchy at the best of times, and a blow to the national ego like that wouldn’t help matters. 

Ah, hell, Juice thought. Who am I kidding? They still had the end of the world to look forward to. And they’re no doubt loving this post-apocalyptic badass survivor shit.

 No one could be better suited for it. 
 Juice kept his hands real still and out in plain sight, angled his head to the side – without taking his eyes off them – and spat messily again on the bare concrete floor. 
 “V kulake vse pal’tsy ravny,” he said, finally. 
 It was an old Russian proverb: “Teeth are all friends among one another.” 
 The terrifying Russian commando roared with laughter, the deep and throaty sound echoing around them in the cavernous space. “On dazhe govorit na russkom!” he bellowed.
“Fantastika!” 
 The others roared with him. And it sounded like howler monkeys, or male lions, or lowland gorillas. Some big, mean, thick-chested predators, declaring their dominance. 
 Juice tried to smile in response. 
 Because if six Spetsnaz had shown themselves, that meant there were almost certainly at least six more out of sight somewhere, probably circling around on his flanks. And he needed a few seconds here, to work out who these guys were, what exactly the hell it was they wanted – and which way this clusterfuck was likely to go. He was hopelessly outgunned – which meant he had to rely on his wits. And with those, he knew he might still prevail. 

Okay, Juice thought, moving real slow and thinking real fast. What are these guys trying to do here?

 First, he had to assume they had been alerted by their command element on the battlecruiser that the American carrier was here – and almost certainly that they had a shore party inbound. The Admiral Nakhimov would also be their ride out of the naval depot – but it had now been driven off by the John F. Kennedy. 
 Like a lion driving a pack of hyenas off a kill. 
 Given that, what would the Spetsnaz shore team do first? Prepare a reception? Probably, Juice figured. But they also wouldn’t necessarily want to start a fight, if they could avoid it. Not least because gunfights are noisy. And noise attracts the dead, who would ultimately finish any fight. 

The 60-second fuze on that VOIED… Juice thought. That was there just to scare us off. Otherwise, it would have been a zero-second fuze – and all Juice’s problems, and probably those of at least three of the Marines, would now be over. Now that he thought about it, maybe it was never even going to go off at all. They wouldn’t want to risk the noise. 
 But if that didn’t work? 
 Maybe they’d try negotiation. And that was what this was now. An attempt at some kind of accommodation? 

Nah. Juice dismissed the thought. If scaring them off didn’t work, then he was pretty sure he knew what the Russians’ next priority would be. 
 Defend the supply depot. 
 At all costs, and by whatever means. 
 And, in almost any way things were likely to play out, by killing all the Americans sniffing around. 
 So Juice wasn’t the least bit surprised when he saw the half-dozen hard men lined up opposite him, moving as one, raise their primary weapons to their shoulders. 
 But he was pretty damned surprised when he clocked their expressions, and saw they actually looked worried. They were all now looking over, behind, and around him. 
 He did the same now, stealing a glance to his six. 
 And what he saw was a variety of tan and black barrels and optics, peeking around from behind crates and pallets. In an excellent tactical configuration. 

Oh, you leatherneck sons of bitches, Juice thought. 
 His Marines were back. 



 Knife to a Dogfight 
 Over the South Atlantic 
 Cole leveled out his two-aircraft formation again, having gotten them back on track for their first waypoint, after that brief distraction and order to RTB. Now the world spread out below them in silence like a lovely blue marble, and the curvature of the Earth could be seen out 270 degrees of cockpit glass. Despite the roaring engine, the Earth below, stretching out to the horizons, looked peaceful. 
 What it really was, of course, was dead. 
 But Cole was mainly looking at the target designator for the Russian ship on his moving map display. He and Tom-o were now up high enough to get their own radar signature back for the battlecruiser, without need of the Predator up above them at 15k feet. 
 With the enemy vessel showing up clearly, Cole had no concerns about staying out of their 200km kill radius – nor about getting it inside their own 370km circle of death. They’d passed into that outside border zone a few seconds ago. But he was going to give it another few seconds, just as margin for error. 
 While he did so, he let the peace envelop him, and also let his mind range back – to before the fall, before his command of the air group, even before flight school, all the way back to his childhood in the Midwest. He’d come so far, and the world had taken such crazy twists, to get him to this point. He only wished more of his brothers in naval aviation were still around to see it. 

Not to mention my parents, and my sisters…

 “Arm LRASMs,” he said across the air mission net. 

“Roger that,” Tom-o said, flying just behind and beside him. 
 Cole reached a black-gloved hand down and armed his weapons. The F-35 was run almost entirely on a panoramic cockpit display – basically a huge touchscreen – which required that they wear touchscreen-compatible gloves. He wasn’t sure he preferred it. Touchscreens were fiddly, and hardly worked at all without looking down at them. Familiar buttons and knobs could easily be operated by touch. Oh, well. The future was here. 
 Whether it sucked or not. 
 Cole felt the plane judder slightly as the weapons-bay hatches opened, and the missile rails descended. To stay elusive to radar, nothing on the F-35s protruded, until the second it was needed. 
 Cole took a deep, richly oxygenated breath. 
 “Engage target,” he said. 
 He tapped the launch button and felt the plane shudder and rise as the two big missiles went off the rails. 

“Balerion Two, weapons away,” Tom-o said in his ear. 
 “Balerion One, weapons away,” Cole echoed, mainly for the benefit of CIC. 
 The JFK would already be seeing the four missiles appear on their own radar screens. These would be in flight for less than ten seconds. Then the CAG and his wingman would see if it was safe to fly in closer to do a battle damage assessment (BDA). Depending on what they saw, they might finish off the burning or listing warship with their Joint Strike Missiles, which had a shorter range than the LRASMs. 

Or, hell, maybe we’ll just strafe them.

 That made Cole smile, and his eyes crinkle up again. 
 The Russian ship was unlikely to be much of a threat at that point. 
 * * * 
 “Enemy SAM launch detected!” 
 The tactical officer in CIC shouted this out loud enough to get picked up in the bridge. This was critical intel – and, while it shouldn’t be a crisis, neither was anyone expecting it. 

What the hell? Campbell thought. “Profile those launch signatures,” she ordered. 

“We’re showing missile lock,” the CAG reported back to them over the air-mission net. 
 Campbell’s expression darkened with growing confusion and concern. 
 * * * 
 Drake stood up at this report. Half the bridge crew were standing now. He and Abrams locked eyes again. They both knew the Russians’ SAMs weren’t going to make it as far as their attacking aircraft – they would simply fizzle out and drop harmlessly into the sea, long before they got anywhere near them. 
 Abrams said, “What’s their game?” 
 “Desperation, maybe? Shooting just to get a shot off?” But Drake’s brow wrinkled with alarm. 
 Something wasn’t right. 
 Off in his corner, Handon felt the cresting tension in the room. Right now, most of his team was down at or near the rear dock of the carrier – ready to get the hell off it, in case the ship went down. And some primal instinct had the cells of Handon’s own body desperate to go join them… 

“Missile profile is S-400 Triumf!” the open channel from CIC barked. “Sixteen launches, two waves, target is Balerion!”

 Handon watched Drake and Abrams look at each other like they had just received unexpected proctological exams while walking down the street. Handon had never seen either man’s eyes so wide. 
 Finally Drake said, “Oh, you’ve got to fucking be kidding me…” 
 Abrams sounded stunned when he said, “Those never got deployed to Russian naval units… The world ended before they rolled out!” 
 What these two knew, and Handon was now intuiting, was that the S-400 was the upgraded, next-, and last- generation of the S-300 air defense system. It used three different missiles to cover the entire performance envelope. And one of them was the extremely long-range 40N6. 
 Which had a range of 400 kilometers. 
 Not 200. 
 In naval surface warfare, the key to success and survival was to kill your enemy before he could even see you, never mind get to you. The max range of anti-ship missiles, and the max range of anti-aircraft missiles, had long been an evolutionary arms race, like cheetahs and gazelles. One would increase its range, making the other irrelevant; then the other would increase its range more, doing the same thing right back. 
 And this was an arms race the Russians had just won. 
 Drake’s hand snatched at his mic, what felt like a day late and many dollars short, to warn the pilots – that they had basically just brought a knife to a dogfight. But Campbell beat him onto the channel. 

“Balerion! Abort, abort – get out of there! Go, go!!!”

 * * * 
 Lieutenant Commander Cole’s right hand moved, in a nearly automatic reflex, down to his eject handle, as his Missile Warning Receiver (MWR) barely even had time to warble up its frantic automated warning. 
 Looking up from his instruments, he saw a glint on the horizon – which meant he had about one second to live. 
 A fireball blossomed over his left shoulder, reflecting in his cockpit glass, and telling him his wingman was already dead. 
 * * * 
 Campbell had both her hands on the back of the radar console operator. She didn’t realize her fingers were digging into his collarbone. 
 “Balerion Two is down,” the man said, his voice emotionless – which was either professionalism, or complete shock. Campbell could already see the radar contact had disappeared from his display. And everyone in CIC could see it go off the big board overhead. 
 “Balerion One is down,” he added a second later. 
 The big board just sat there, devoid of signals. Devoid of life. No one spoke. 
 Hardly anyone breathed. 



 No Scenario in Which This Guy Lives 
 SAS Saldanha - Main Warehouse 
 So now his Marines were back – and they had a true stand-off on their hands. Which, Juice had to admit, probably beat what he had a second ago, which was being completely at the mercy of the least nice guys in the entire history of special operations. 
 Then again, this wasn’t a whole hell of a lot better. 
 Juice flashed back to the last living people he’d had to fight – those civilians in the middle of Lake Michigan. And what he was facing here was a very different proposition from those self-styled pirates on that pleasure boat. Those guys had imagined themselves to be badasses. 
 These dudes never even had to think about it. 

Well, at least they’re professionals, Juice thought, looking on the bright side. Amateurs were always more dangerous. 

Or maybe not… he amended, as he now very unexpectedly saw his own Lance Corporal Jenkins appear from down an aisle – one controlled by the Russians, sitting out past the open central area, and to the left. That is, he emerged from within the Spetsnaz ranks, walking stiffly forward. 
 He had his hands held out before him, his rifle hanging on its sling. Juice could almost make out the figure of the man walking him forward from behind; and could just about feel the impression of the cold steel muzzle pressing into the base of the young Marine’s skull. 

Goddammit.

 Now they were a man down, already. And they were also going to have to deal with a hostage situation. 
 Before Juice could react to this shitty new development, not that he had any particularly good ideas of what to do about it, Jenkins got handed off to Misha, who put one rebar-like forearm across the Marine’s windpipe – and with his other hand produced a ridiculously sinister knife, even by spec-ops standards. It had wicked serrating on the back side, an obviously razor-sharp edge on the front, and a point that curved and tapered as if singing out for some soft flesh to sink into. 
 Juice realized Misha was making sure they all got a look at that blade – right before he put its tip an inch from Jenkins’s right eyeball, where it hovered. Up until now, the young Marine had looked defiant, and pissed off – probably mostly at himself, for screwing up and getting captured. 
 But now he seemed to stop breathing. 

Hell, I would, too, Juice thought. That was not a nice thing to have pointed at your eyeball. 
 “Ha, ha, ha!” Misha roared, his bulging and hardwood-like bicep pressing into the side of Jenkins’s neck, while his horror-movie knife hovered before the kid’s right eye. “You are missing one of your Jarheads, no?” 
 And that’s when Juice’s radio went in his ear. “Biltong Actual, this is JFK CIC, how copy.” Juice ignored this – though it was quiet enough in there that he worried the voice would be audible, if not comprehensible, leaking out of his radio earpiece. “Biltong, send mission status. This is a priority request, over.”

 Juice blinked once, slowly. Of all the goddamned shitty timing… He moved his hand very slowly toward the radio on his chest rig. This caused Misha to bring his knife point even closer to poor Jenkins’s eyeball. Juice made a squeezing gesture with two fingers, hoping that was the universal sign for what he was about to do, which was squeeze his PTT button. “CIC, Biltong, wait out.” Then he twizzled down the volume on the command channel. 
 And as he watched Misha adjust his grip on Jenkins, Juice belatedly considered another possible goal of the Russians: a live capture, someone to interrogate about the status of the American forces, and their intentions. Knowing what Juice did about Spetsnaz interrogation methods, he wanted absolutely no part of that. 
 And neither did Jenkins. 
 Juice also had a decent idea about how the young Marine had been taken. He had no doubt been out pushing the flanks, looking for a better position, trying to outmaneuver the enemy force. Being aggressive. But there was definitely such a thing as being too aggressive – especially when facing a tactically superior force. 
 In that case, aggression was not your friend. 
 And these Spetsnaz guys were, arguably, at or around the skill level of Alpha, or at worst just below it. Which meant they were definitely tactically superior to the Marines, particularly the young guys. Like Jenkins. 
 Juice let his right hand drift down toward his rifle’s pistol grip, which was resting against his thigh. 
 Misha cocked his head, and his knife closed half the tiny distance to Jenkins’ eyeball. “Come now, my friend,” he said, still managing to sound friendly, or at least carefree. “Let’s be civilized! We’re the living, after all! We don’t want to start shooting in here. We don’t need the dead coming down on our heads – no one wins that way! Am I right, tovarishch?” 
 Juice exhaled, and considered spitting again. But it seemed inappropriate, with a man he was responsible for in immediate peril. He racked his brain for some next move, some way to save Jenkins – anything other than what he knew deep down was coming next. 
 “Let’s all put our guns down,” Misha said. “And we’ll just have a little chat.” 
 “I don’t think you and I have anything to chat about.” Juice went ahead and spat. “Tovarishch.” 
 “Of course we do. We are all operators! Think of it as military cooperation, joint exercises.” 
 Juice sighed. This guy’s English was certainly good. For a half a second, he lulled himself into thinking maybe there was still some kind of a chance of an accommodation, as there always ought to be between the living. That this still might work out. That it could be resolved, without catastrophic loss to everyone there. 
 But then he remembered. 
 It was these guys’ fucking ship that had fired on the JFK, instantly, and without the least provocation. 
 And he also remembered that this here was the only cache of military supplies going, that they knew of, anywhere in the region. And his people absolutely had to have it. 
 No doubt the Russians felt the same way. 
 Deep in his bones, Juice knew these men had no intention of letting him or any of his guys walk out of there. And the life of Lance Corporal Jenkins was already forfeit. Even if they kept him, questioned him, and tortured him, they were never going to give him back. 
 To borrow a line from good old Uncle Jack, which Juice was by no means above doing: 

There’s no scenario in which this guy lives.

 No, Juice knew which way this was going to go. He was just wrong about who was going to kick it off. 
 He saw Misha’s eyes come off him and go over his right shoulder. As a result of this, first of all, Juice knew one of the Marines had the same take on things that he did. And, secondly, he knew that, just maybe, there was now some small chance he himself might live long enough to see cover. 
 The crack of a single rifle round was too close in time to Misha’s lightning pivot to distinguish them. But the pivot must have come first, because it was Jenkins’s head, and not Misha’s, that jerked from the impact of the round, as a spray of dark-red blood decorated the air. Whoever it was who had tried to save Jenkins by taking out Misha… had done exactly the opposite. 
 Which didn’t mean it was the wrong decision – Jenkins was probably dead anyway – it just meant the implementation had failed. 
 Before those droplets even hit the ground, Juice brought around his left hand, which he had snuck behind him during Misha’s moment of distraction when he took receipt of Jenkins, and which for the last ten seconds had been gripping a flashbang grenade. 
 Also, for the last one and three-quarters seconds, the pin had been out, and the spoon (quietly) popped. 
 Now he brought it around from behind him in a blur, slammed his eyes shut, and wrist-flicked it into the air before him. It went off about 48 inches from his chest, in mid-air, instantly if temporarily blinding every one of the Russians, and quite a few of the Marines. The explosion whited out everything, and echoed crashingly off the concrete and wood. It even drowned out the first volleys of gunfire. 
 By the time the next heartbeat had passed, Juice was back under cover among the Marines, and the air around them was thunderstorm-thick with lead. Rounds were coming in everywhere. Juice grabbed a lungful of air, and patted himself down for holes. He didn’t find any. 
 When he looked to his immediate left, he saw Corporal Raible. And he also knew – instantly and without any doubt – that it had been Raible who had taken the shot at Misha, but had instead killed the man under his command. And Juice knew Raible would be a long time climbing out from under the weight of that. 
 If he lived through today. 
 Right now, it was game on. 



 The Trick is to Keep Breathing 

JFK - Bridge 
 When Gunny Fick burst onto the bridge, in the seconds after both their F-35s were blown out of the sky by the Admiral Nakhimov’s bolt-from-the-blue long-range missiles, he briefly thought he’d taken a wrong turn and stumbled into the mortuary affairs compartment. It was that quiet, and that grim. 
 The first thing he saw was Drake doubled up near the front screens, like someone had punched him in the gut. The rest of the bridge crew seemed frozen in place, like a visitor from an advanced civilization had just warped in and halted time. The disaster that had just struck them was completely unthinkable. And it had seemingly robbed everyone of the ability to react, or perhaps even to think. 
 Abrams rushed now to the side of Drake, who seemed to be having trouble breathing, or even standing. 
 As Fick stepped inside, he and Handon locked eyes across the room. 
 This was bad. 
 Finally, Fick spoke, his rough voice rupturing the stunned silence of the bridge: “Okay, I’ll bite – what the fuck is the status of that goddamned Russian warship?” 
 When none of the bridge crew immediately answered, many of them looking like headlights-stricken deer, Handon decided to abandon his bulkhead, and stepped toward the station monitoring the Predator’s video and radar feeds. 
 But Abrams beat him to it, coming alive and turning to the man at that station. “Report,” he said. “And update time until we’re in enemy weapons range.” 
 The ensign at the station came alive as well, as all eyes turned to look at him. “Enemy surface contact is… she’s actually slowing, sir. Coming down through twenty knots. Fifteen. Ten. Enemy contact now appears static.” 
 Abrams looked around and locked eyes with Handon, then Fick. They all knew what this meant: they weren’t in fact going to have to steam away from the naval base in order to save the carrier, abandoning the men on shore. At least not this second. The countdown clock read: 00:04:32. 
 Drake stood up straight, and seemed to regain his breath. “Helm,” he wheezed. “All stop.” 
 “Well, that’s something,” Fick muttered, exhaling. 
 “Maybe our air attack bought us some time,” Handon said. But his expression underscored the fact that they had no idea how much. Also, that this was the only good news going. 
 It was little enough. 
 But then a voice broke the silence again, speaking across the open channel from CIC. 
 * * * 
 “…I’ve got a canopy signature!” This was the CIC radarman. “Somebody punched out. Transponder signal is Balerion One. The CAG punched out in time!” 
 Still hunching over the man’s back, Campbell finally remembered to draw breath. And she suddenly recalled that what counted as good news around here often had to be radically adjusted to circumstances. 
 “Scramble the CSAR bird,” she said. “Now!” 
 Suddenly, there were a hundred new problems to attend to. But all were in the service of going out and getting their pilot back. And at least that was the kind of mission they’d drilled for back in the world. This they could do. 
 Campbell stood up straight again. 
 And remembered to keep breathing. 
 * * * 
 Kneeling on the dock at the rear of the carrier, Predator jammed the air hose nozzle into the port on their combat rubber raiding craft (CRRC), and prayed someone had remembered to charge the air pump since last time they did this routine. But it started right up, and the rubber mass began to regain a boat-like shape. 
 Ali and Henno were helping unroll it, the three working in silence. All of them had their rifles with them, as well as tactical vests and their go-to-hell bags. After they’d been recruited by Homer, but before they moved out, they’d also gotten word from Handon – that the Russians were back. 
 And that the Kennedy was in play again. 
 So, once again, they had to be ready to bail. The good news was that getting ready for this was completely compatible with the help Homer needed. 
 Pred looked up from his inflation operation and realized one thing was missing. 
 “Wait – where the hell’s Dr. Park?” 
 Ali said, “Handon said Sarah would get him here when and if the time came.” 
 “Sometimes the time comes pretty damned fast. And, wait, where the hell’s Handon again?” 
 “On the bridge.” 
 All of them looked up suddenly, their attention drawn by what sounded like a big mean insect buzzing right at their heads. Predator actually swatted at it. By the time they could focus, it was flying away again. 
 “What the hell was that?” Pred growled. 
 A calm and confident voice answered. “It’s an Orlan. A sea-launched mini-UAV.” 
 The others turned and looked up to see Homer, who’d had to get dressed and thus had been trailing the others, climbing down from the fantail deck. He now wore his wetsuit, with a sleek air tank, rebreather, and fins slung over one shoulder. 
 “That’s not one of ours, is it?” Ali asked. 
 “No,” Homer said, stepping onto the dock. “Russian.” 
 “Huh…” Pred said. “Hey, how do they launch that from a ship with no flight deck?” 
 “Catapult.” 
 “How do they recover it?” 
 “Pretty much just turn off the engine and deploy a parachute.” 
 “Huh,” Pred said. “That’s clever.” 
 Ali gritted her teeth. She didn’t think it was all that clever. “Do you really need all of us?” she asked Homer tightly. 
 “No, not really,” he said, sitting down on the edge of the dock. “Two should be fine – one to drive, and one to shoot.” 
 Ali slung her rifle and mounted the ladder. “I’m going to find Handon,” she said. 
 Henno squinted at her. “What for? Brief him on what we’re doing here?” 
 “That. And also make sure command knows the fucking Russians have eyes on us.” 
 Pred straightened up and turned, looking concerned. “You sure going back in there is a good idea?” 
 Ali shrugged, “If the Russians sink us, I can probably survive a jump off the flight deck. Come and fish me out of the port side near the island.” 
 “Yeah, no worries,” Henno said. “We’ll be there.” 
 And with that she was gone. 
 As Homer sat and efficiently prepared his dive equipment, Predator continued to monitor the inflation of their boat and asked, “Orlan – that Russian?” 
 “Yes,” Homer said, his feet dangling in the water. “Means sea eagle. Relative of the American bald eagle, but only found in Russia and Japan.” 
 “That’s nice,” Pred said. “Everyone likes bald eagles.” 
 “Sure – except this one’s the heaviest eagle in the world, with the biggest and most powerful beak. It actually preys on cranes, swans – and baby seals.” 
 “Jesus,” Pred said, checking the pressure gauge, and turning off the air pump. “The Russians don’t spare the scary symbolism, do they?” 
 Now Henno gritted his teeth, tapping his fingers on his rifle receiver. “Any chance you’re going to brief us in on what you’re going swimming for, mate?” 
 And with that, everyone jerked as the two gigantic screws beneath their feet stopped turning. The ship was stopping again. “Well,” Homer said, pulling on his rocket fins, “that’s good timing. And, yes, I will brief you now—” 
 But as he drew breath to explain, they all heard the distant chatter of a machine gun starting up. 
 That didn’t seem like a good sign. 
 * * * 
 On the bridge, Drake was bent over again, with Abrams trying to help him, when everyone saw the little propeller-driven drone buzz the goddamned island itself. 
 “Dude, what the fuck?” said one of the junior officers, echoing what everyone felt. How had this thing flown right up to them totally unopposed, never mind undetected? 
 The officer at the radar station clicked at his mouse like he was trying to break it. “It’s a mini-UAV – too small to show up on normal radar sweeps, unless we were specifically looking for it, which God knows we weren’t…” 

Jesus, thought Drake, his head still swimming, what else could I possibly miss today?

 He could practically hear the captain of the Russian battlecruiser strutting across his own bridge, chuckling, and thinking: Who brought the knife to a gunfight NOW, asshole?

 Drake shook his head, for what felt like the thousandth time. There were others under his command who might have caught some of these things that were slipping through his fingers. But ultimately, of course, it was all his responsibility. 
 It was only a few seconds later that everyone there also heard the automatic weapons fire start up. Handon and Fick strode out the hatch and onto the observation deck. Two levels below them, a couple of NSF guys had set up an M240B medium machine gun, and were running belts of 7.62 through it, trying – but so far failing – to bring down the buzzing drone. 
 “Well,” Fick said. “At least somebody’s on the stick and reacting. Even if they can’t hit shit.” 
 The drone was now overflying the wreckage of the missile impact point at the front of the flight deck. If the Russians had been in any doubt that their attack had messed up the Kennedy’s air capabilities, that had been removed now. 
 Fick looked across at Handon, who quickly glanced back into the bridge. Drake still looked like he was down for the count – and he’d taken Abrams out of action with him. Suddenly Handon thanked whatever gods there be that he’d sat in on their briefings. So someone combat-effective still knew what the hell was going on. 
 “Listen,” he said, reaching across and grabbing Fick’s granite-like bicep. “The only reason this ship is still floating is the Russians don’t know our close-in defenses are all down.” 
 Fick nodded. “Though if that thing’s been cruising above us all this time, spying down from altitude, then the bastards have been playing us the whole time.” 
 “Maybe. But until they come down and get a close-up look at the Sparrows and CIWS, they wouldn’t be able to tell they were destroyed or out of ammo – right?” 
 Fick squinted. “Maybe. The ones on the starboard side that were blown to shit would be hard to miss.” 
 “But the ones on the other side?” 
 “A real close-up would show there are no missiles in the launch tubes. And the ammo belt for the CIWS does actually hang down beneath the gun, so they could see there isn’t one. Anyway, there’s no question the more they see, the prettier the shit we’ll all be in—” 
 But Handon cut him off, pointing. “Look.” 
 The drone, still unaffected by the machine gun fire, had just plunged down below the starboard edge of the deck, up near the fore. It started the first of a couple of close passes, right alongside the blown-up Sparrow and CIWS weapons. 
 “Fuck me,” Fick said. 
 They could both see where this was going. 
 The 240 gun crew was still chattering away without effect. Such a tiny buzzing mosquito, Handon thought. So damned hard to hit. And yet that tiny toy could have enormous consequences for everyone. It was another illustration of the old maxim that those who stay alive in combat are the ones who know what the hell is going on. 
 Intel was life. And, right now, only the Russians had any. 
 “Fuck this noise,” Fick said finally, turning and flying down the outside ladder, while shouting up at Handon: “I’ll be back – try and keep it the hell away from the other side!” 
 Handon got it. Though he wasn’t sure how he was going to distract, never mind destroy, a mini-UAV on his own. 
 But as Fick disappeared, a high-pitched whine drew Handon’s gaze – it was the Seahawk helo sitting on the deck, below the island on the starboard side. Its APU had started up, and its rotors began turning slowly. Handon cast around him urgently, and then down at his belt. 
 His .45 was the only weapon in sight. 



 Circling the Drain 
 SAS Saldanha - Main Warehouse 
 Juice, hunkering down in the middle of the sudden and savage firefight now shredding the air of the warehouse, looked to his side, where he found Sergeant Lovell. He gave him a look which he hoped would convey his displeasure that the Marines had disobeyed his order and returned. 
 “Hey,” Lovell shouted, “nothing blew up! And you didn’t come back!” With that, he popped up, squeezed off a dozen rapid rifle rounds, then dropped down again. 
 “What are you engaging?” Juice shouted. 
 “I don’t know, man! I just figured one of us should fucking return fire!” 
 He had a point. 
 Underneath the pummeling roar of the incoming volleys, Juice could hear the squad net going manic. To their credit, the Marines were self-organizing, and mounting a defense. They were also following their excellent training, which told them never to hang around trading rounds. You never wanted to be in a firefight, you wanted to dominate it – with crushing fire superiority, and maneuver warfare. 
 Unfortunately, the Marines still didn’t really understand the caliber of opponent they were up against. 
 He heard Raible shouting, both over the net and live to his immediate left, “I can roll their left flank! Bounding!” He was up and moving before Juice could physically grab and stop him. 
 “Negative, negative!” he shouted into his chin mic. “Maintain position!” 
 The Marines were bred to be aggressive – using surprise, speed, and violence of action to shatter the enemy’s cohesion, and put them into a turbulent and rapidly deteriorating situation with which they could not cope. But Juice knew what Raible didn’t: that surprise had evaporated, speed differences were negligible in tight quarters – and these Marines would never be as violent in their actions as Spetsnaz. 

Not to mention that this whole place is almost certainly wired to bl—


KA-BOOM!!!

 A raucous explosion thundered from out on their left, and forward – and Raible had almost certainly walked right into it. Smoke coiled and billowed around, as Juice felt the moorings of his command coming undone. 
 He tried hailing Raible, but got the response he feared – silence. Steeling himself, he touched the panel on his left forearm, and switched his monocle video view to Raible’s shoulder cam. The one-inch screen before his eyeball went dark. At first, Juice thought the camera had been destroyed in the blast. But then the dimness resolved, and it was actually a swatch of concrete floor, from a few inches away. 
 Raible was face down on the deck. 
 Juice put another order out on the squad net – promising hellfire and damnation on the head of any Marine who advanced from under cover. 
 “Do not advance!” he shouted. “Repeat, do not advance! Hold position! The area to our front is wired with anti-personnel charges!” 
 Of course, they had to put out rounds, and be in the fight, just to keep from getting overrun. But Juice also knew they weren’t going to outmaneuver or dominate the force they were now facing. And if they tried, they were only going to walk into more decimation. 
 Then Juice heard another voice – faint, but also shouting right in his ear, and as a result audible. It was fucking CIC on the carrier again. “—say again: Biltong, be advised, you need to complete mission and return to base, NOW! This is a very real possibility that this vessel will soon be going off-stati—”


GodDAMMIT. 
 Juice slapped at the radio, turning off the command channel entirely. He was already being overloaded with sensory data, and he couldn’t deal with micromanaging from goddamned TOC jockeys right this second. 
 What he really needed was tactical intel, from right here in the fight he was actually in. 
 He wanted to know if Raible was alive – as well as Jenkins for that matter. Replaying his mental movie, he realized it had been a glancing head wound that had caught him, and there was a chance he was still breathing. Juice knew the rest of the Marines were damned well going to assume that he was, and do whatever was required to retrieve him – living, dead, or indeterminate. 
 But Juice needed to have a better idea what they were facing first. 
 He sat down under cover, shielded from the horizontal bullet storm coming in on them, and laid his rifle in his lap. Then he looked down and popped the tiny Gadfly ornithopter from its base station on his arm, turned it on, gave it a paper-airplane toss into the air – praying it wouldn’t instantly be shot down in the hail of incoming lead – then switched his monocle video to its camera feed, and took the controls with his right hand. 
 First, he flew it out around the flank and forward until he found Raible. The Marine was indeed face down – but still alive. Juice could tell because he was trying to drag himself back under cover. And Juice could also tell, from the amount of blood on the floor, not to mention Raible’s inability to stand or even crawl, that the kid was basically circling the drain. 
 He didn’t have much time. 
 And then Juice realized, with a shock of horror, that Raible wasn’t trying to drag himself under cover. 
 He was trying to drag himself out to Jenkins. 
 That’s what he had really been doing in the first place – trying to push out a salient to cover and retrieve his fallen man. Which also explained why Juice hadn’t been able to stop him: there was no stopping Marines from going out to bring back one of their own. 
 Navigating by the gnat’s-eye view, he now flew the synthetic bug out into the open center area and buzzed Jenkins. When he was able to get around in front of his face, he could see the kid’s wide-open staring eyes and slack mouth. He was gone. Juice climbed again, headed for the ceiling, and rotated the camera down to get a view of the Spetsnaz positions. 
 Unfortunately, nearly the first thing he saw was the giant yawning barrel of Misha’s Desert Eagle, looming up from behind a crate. The equally scary and savvy son of a bitch had somehow spotted Juice’s three-inch, half-transparent flying bug. Before he could dart away, the mammoth .50-cal boomed, just one time. 
 Juice’s aerial view of the battle went dark. 

Son of a BITCH. One shot? Seriously?

 But he had seen one other thing before the screen went black. And that was at least one other IED, planted on the periphery of the central area. 
 The Russians had prepared the ground well. 
 If Juice had been doing it, he first would have seeded charges in all the avenues to the open space – then tried to draw the opposing force into advancing into them. Which they had successfully done, right off the bat. 
 Within ten seconds of the start of the engagement, he had two men down – one KIA, and one critical WIA. The rest of his team were completely pinned down, with no chance of support, aerial or otherwise. And they were facing an enemy force that was bigger, meaner, faster, better armed – and demonstrably superior tactically. 
 Not only did Juice see no way they were going to come out of this with the critically needed supplies they’d been tasked with securing. 
 He didn’t even see how any of them, those seven still on their feet, were going to walk out of there at all. 
 They were all circling the drain. 



 Machine Gun to a Missile Fight 

JFK - Bridge 
 Drake waved Abrams away, and tried to straighten up, not to mention draw breath. The news of their pilots getting blown out of the air, coming across the open channel from CIC, had been like a punch to the gut. A massive wave of pain rolled across Drake’s skull, causing his knees to buckle. And the dizziness, headache, and nausea that had been dogging him all day surged up and overwhelmed him. 
 All of Drake’s worst fears were coming true, right in front of his face. He had just committed a catastrophic error of command – getting the assessment of the enemy’s air defenses wrong, and overruling his subordinate who wanted to take the time to double-check them. And, because of that, people had died. They were hardly the first to fall under his command. But those pilots were irreplaceable – never mind their aircraft, none of which would ever be built again. 
 But even that might not be the worst of it. 
 Without those F-35s, now there was a real danger of the carrier going down. And if they were sunk, along with the Kennedy would go down all the hopes of mankind for some kind of happy ending to their two-year, hopeless, apocalyptic story. 
 They were losing this fight. 
 To Drake, it felt like it was all falling apart around his ears. It had crashed down so quickly. And all of this, he knew, was because of his own personal failure. And he couldn’t find the strength to try to fix it. 
 But, then, when he heard Campbell scramble their CSAR bird, over the open channel from CIC, he at least latched onto one thing he could try to affect. Struggling for breath, he managed to raise his voice enough to be picked up by the console speaker. 
 “CIC, Bridge. Belay that order. The CSAR bird stays on the deck.” 
 No response came back – which was expressive enough. It was obviously stunned silence – Campbell couldn’t believe what she was hearing. If there was one thing there was never any doubt or hesitation over, it was that they jumped through their own asses to pull downed fliers out of the drink, particularly in a combat situation. 
 They always came for their people. 
 Drake fought another wave of dizziness and nausea as he headed for the hatch. “I’m coming down,” he managed, then, over his shoulder to Abrams, “You have the bridge.” 
 He stopped with his hand on the hatch edge, and shielded his eyes from some kind of brilliant red light suddenly coming through the front screens. It hurt his eyes, and his brain. And for a second he was sure he had lost it, that he was seeing things that weren’t there… but then he looked over his shoulder and saw people on the bridge shielding their eyes, too. They were bathed in a rising and falling red glow. 

Well, that’s okay then, he thought. It’s not just me.

 He pulled open the hatch and staggered through it. 
 * * * 
 Keeping one eye on the Russian UAV, and the other on the big Seahawk spinning up its rotors, Handon took the outside ladder of the island a landing at a time. He reached the deck just in time to see the nearest hatch bang shut, after Fick had blasted in through it. 
 He hit the deck solidly, and his powerful legs and strong core muscles accelerated him to something like his best 40-yard-dash time of 4.8 seconds. As he ran, he drew his .45 with his right hand, both arms still pumping. In two seconds, he was at the side-door of the Seahawk, its rotors whumping and picking up speed over his head. 
 The crew chief at the door minigun gave him an unmistakable What-the-fuck? look, even through the helmet and visor that covered half his face. Handon shifted his pistol to his left hand, reached around the man, and grabbed something clip-mounted to the bulkhead. Turning and taking off again, he shouted, “I’ll bring this back!” 
 Now he had something like an 800-yard sprint to get where he needed to be. That distance wasn’t really his event, but he was in superior physical shape. As he lined up and blasted straight up the empty flight deck, he could now see the little enemy drone rise up from the starboard edge of the deck, having finished its recce of that side. 
 Handon figured it wouldn’t take the guys on the other end of the drone very long to work out that the Sparrows and CIWS on the starboard side were simply gone. And, as Fick had predicted, it now rose and headed toward the same deck on the other side. When it got there, the news that the Kennedy was defenseless would be out. 
 Being basically an oversized remote-control toy, albeit with more expensive optics, the Orlan had a low top speed, hardly seeming to move through the air at all. Or maybe that was just the time dilation of Handon’s jacked senses. 
 Not slowing, he brought up his right hand – which now held the bulky flare gun he’d just liberated from the Seahawk – and fired. And he kept on firing. Big red Roman-candle fireballs arced out ahead of him, and passed in front of the nose of the drone – which veered away from them so quickly it almost stalled out. Handon could practically hear the pilot somewhere barking, “Dude, what the fuck?!” – though presumably in Russian. 
 Whatever the pilot thought was happening, he had definitely lost interest in checking out the port-side weapons deck for the moment. Which was all Handon needed, and exactly what he had in mind. 
 When the flare gun’s cylinder clicked on an empty chamber, he dropped it in mid-air, switched his handgun to his dominant hand, and started triggering off .45 rounds, leading the nose of the drone by a few degrees, never slowing his flat-out sprint. He doubted he could bring the drone down with his pistol. 
 Then again, he wasn’t totally ruling it out either. 
 As the .45 went dry and his slide locked back, Handon swiped with his thumb and dropped out the empty mag, which went spinning away on the deck under his feet. But before he could get a new magazine out and seated, something loud and very fast blasted over his head. 
 At the sight of that, and after working out what it was, he powered down his sprint to a relaxed trot. And he calmly holstered the pistol, though not before reloading it. 
 Finally, he just stood there sucking wind, hands on hips, and watched the very amusing aerial show overhead. 
 * * * 
 When Ali, having raced up here from the fantail deck, burst onto the bridge cradling her big designated marksman rifle (DMR), it frankly looked like no one was driving the train. With Drake gone, Abrams was conferring with the senior officers, and seemed to be on the line with the Air Boss in PriFly – all of them trying to rise to the challenge of figuring out what the fuck they should do next. 
 Ali recognized unit combat-paralysis when she saw it, and she didn’t plan to hang around participating in it. So she grabbed the nearest, alertest-looking ensign, and asked her, “Where’s CSM Handon?” The young woman blinked her wide eyes once, then pointed toward the outside hatch. 
 Ali burst through it and turned on her situational awareness full blast, to try and work out what the fuck was going on there. She clocked the idling Seahawk below – it was clearly spinning up for dust-off. Two levels below her, she could hear but not see the 240 crew – the machine-gun chattering she’d heard from the stern. 
 Farther out and straight ahead, she could see the back of Handon, sprinting down the middle of the flight deck toward the missile impact site, and firing his side arm at… yep, there was their little Russian UAV. 
 Leave it to Handon to try to shoot it down with his .45. 
 And even underneath all this noise and chaos, Ali still heard a hatch bang open, way down below her, at the base of the island. Leaning over the railing, she saw Fick emerge out onto the deck, moving fast. 
 And he had a fucking Stinger missile on his shoulder. 
 She didn’t even know where that had come from, though she hoped someplace they kept securely locked. Within five seconds, Fick had come to a stop, planted his feet, popped open the cage on the side of the tube, and acquired target – at which point the launch-rocket pushed the five-foot-long missile out of its tube, and then the main rocket fired… 
 And it was off to the races. 
 With mixed amusement, relief, and awe, Ali lowered her rifle and just watched the zippy little missile arc off, flash over Handon’s head, and start chasing the Russian mini-UAV around the sky, trailing gray smoke behind it. 
 It wasn’t much of a chase – the rocket-powered Stinger went about twelve times the speed of the propeller-driven drone, and its passive IR/UV sensors were dogged, ruthless, and more or less unerring. 
 In a few seconds, both flying objects disappeared in a yellow fireball, and the sparkle of metallic debris floated down toward the ocean surface, just off the prow, like stardust in the morning light. 
 Ali rested her rifle on its sling, cupped her hands, leaned over the railing, and shouted down to Fick. “…Damn, dude!” 
 Fick pushed back the bill of his soft-cover USMC cap, looked up at her, and smiled – which as always just made him look scarier, and meaner. He then looked up at the NSF machine gun crew above him, who had for obvious reasons now stopped firing. 
 “Dumbasses brought a machine gun to a missile fight,” he said. He pulled the bill of his cap down again, and dropped the spent missile launcher where he stood. 
 Looking out across the deck again, Ali could see Handon had turned and was trotting back toward them. She thought he was laughing, but he didn’t do it long. 
 Because shit around here had just gotten, and remained, terrifyingly real. 



 Battle Damage Assessment 

JFK - CIC 
 This time, when Drake entered CIC, he got the unmistakable vibe of being totally unwelcome there. And when he found Campbell, she honestly looked like she might hit him. Hell, go ahead and take a shot, Drake thought. It wouldn’t take more than a soft tap to put him on his ass. 
 Which might be the best place for him. 
 Barely moving her jaw, Campbell said, “Commander, CSAR needs to dust off now. Our guy is alone out on open water, with the enemy moving on both sea and air. We need to scramble the other two F-35s, and get the CSAR bird moving now.” 
 Drake ignored this – which compounded the shock felt by the entire CIC staff, and moved Campbell that bit closer to the hairline border of insubordination. Instead, Drake looked at a radar console and its operator. “What’s the status of the Nakhimov? In the last minute.” 
 “She’s turned south again, sir. Steaming at 16 knots on heading one-seven-three.” So they were moving away now. 
 But the unspoken question still hung in the air: 

Did we get them?

 Drake turned back to Campbell. “Do you have a BDA yet?” This was met with flustered silence. Drake got up in her face. “Is she sinking? Listing? Retreating to stand-off range to do damage control? Repairs? What? What was the result of the anti-ship missiles our birds got off before they were shot down – DO YOU HAVE A BDA?”

 Campbell actually sputtered. “No, obviously, our air went down, so they’re not doing a fu— a BDA. Sir.” 
 “How about the nose-cone video from the missiles? Have you viewed it?” 
 Campbell looked over to that station. “Not yet.” 
 “I need to see it. Now.” 
 “Commander, we do not have time for this.” 
 Drake exhaled, and looked at Campbell, not unkindly. “We don’t have time not to.” 
 “Sir?” 
 “I’m not sending any more aircraft out there until we know what we’re sending them into.” He took an unsteady breath. “You were right before. That we should have sent a drone to scout the Nakhimov’s defenses. If I’d listened to you then, this wouldn’t have happened.” 
 Now Campbell backed down, out of Drake’s face. 
 Drake concluded: “And no one else under my command is getting killed today – not because of me.” 
 “LT!” 
 Campbell turned and followed the finger of the seaman who spoke, as did everyone else in the room. While they had been fatally distracted with the complete unraveling of the air mission… it appeared something had gone very wrong, very quickly, at SAS Saldanha. 
 The overhead display with the feed from the mission commander’s shoulder cam showed a scene of stacked pallets and boxes – with sparks and little puffs of dust silently kicking off of them. The sailors in CIC squinted in confusion… until the POV of the camera rose, turned, and sighted down a big assault rifle. 
 Which then started putting out rapid-fire rounds over the top of one of the crates. Out ahead, at least a half-dozen muzzle flashes were going off in response. It was some kind of a firefight. A huge one. 
 Campbell was reaching for her channel selector to hail the ground commander and find out what the everloving fuck had gone wrong… when she belatedly noticed that the screen on the right was blacked out. That was the camera on Corporal Raible. Maybe it had failed? 
 Campbell couldn’t work out what had happened to him, if anything… until the blackness lightened a bit, and it slowly became apparent the view was actually of a concrete floor. Now, the tiny camera lifted a few inches, and the concrete started sliding by underneath. 
 The view also now tilted upward, and finally onto a body, also down on the deck, prone and motionless. It was clearly one of the Marines. 
 And then an arm, the camo sleeve around it torn and blackened and bloodied, stretched out away from the camera… reaching out for the body that lay ahead. 
 It didn’t make it. 
 Two bullets ripped into the arm, shredding the fabric and flesh even further. Somebody in CIC gasped, audibly. 
 Campbell swallowed and started frantically hailing the team. But then her words drowned in her throat. 
 Up on the biggest screen, the one in the center, was video from the Fire Scout, which was holding a static view of the warehouse that Juice and the Marines had gone into. 
 Only the scene was no longer static. 
 A little ant-like figure scurried across the overgrown lawn, right toward the big warehouse. Another appeared from a different edge of the screen, entering from the north. When the first one reached the structure, it started flailing against the outside wall. Several more appeared in the next seconds, some just running, others running manically, coming from different directions, but mostly from the north. 
 The direction of the Saldanha township. 
 The dead were converging on the naval base. 
 And just then, the video from Juice’s camera went black. 
 Chaos was descending from every direction. And the commanders on the Kennedy were losing their ability to even influence events. 
 Drake fought another overwhelming wave of nausea, and tried to focus his blurry vision on the room around him. 
 And he battled to stay on his feet. 
 * * * 
 Homer rinsed his mask in ocean water, drained it, and held it up for inspection. The sun still wasn’t very high in the sky, and currently hidden on the far side of the carrier. The Alpha operators on the dock stood or sat in its cool, monstrously deep shadow. The surface of the ocean all around them was largely opaque. 
 Homer put the mask on the top of his head and reached for his tank, rebreather, and buoyancy vest. Henno squatted down and helped him shrug into the harness. “What do you expect to find down there, matey?” he asked. 
 Homer took a deep breath as he buckled seals. “Well, I’m just a little concerned about the Spetsnaz naval brigade on the Admiral Nakhimov.” 
 The cool air around them seemed to chill a bit more. Pred and Henno certainly knew a bit about Spetsnaz. Mostly about their unrivaled reputation for cruelty, skullduggery, and invulnerability to pain. 
 Homer switched on his rebreather, tested it out, then removed it from his mouth again. He looked up at the others. “Specifically, the likelihood that they’ve got a midget submarine group and one or more combat diver units.” 
 “So you’re going to sweep the hull for mines,” Henno said, standing over him. 
 Pred looked to Homer. “Limpet mines?” 
 “Affirmative,” he said, affixing his rocket fins. 
 Henno suddenly got a strange feeling Homer wasn’t telling them everything. He squinted at the SEAL. “There anything else, mate?” 
 Homer shrugged. “Maybe. Probably not.” 
 He pulled his mask down, spun on his backside – and did a sitting backflip into the water, slipping smoothly across the border between sea and sky. In two seconds he was out of sight beneath the waves. 
 Because of the closed loop of his Draeger rebreather, no bubbles rose to reveal his location. 
 Or even to say whether he was still breathing air. 
 * * * 
 LT Campbell, as soon as she had regained her own composure, started whipping her staff into action – beginning by delegating support for the shore fight to her 2IC and a handful of others. As catastrophic as that looked, it wasn’t even the most urgent disaster they had going on. 
 They had a pilot down in the drink. 
 And they still had a completely deadly giant Russian warship out there – which until a couple of minutes ago had been steaming straight toward them at high speed. 
 She and Drake leaned over an air-mission tactical station, watching a video replay from the nose-cone video of one of the LRASMs their guys had gotten off before going down. They had to know what had happened with those missiles – if they had at least damaged the Nakhimov. 
 As they looked on, they had the vicarious experience of being fired off the weapons rail of an F-35, and then traveling through the air at 900mph, blasting unerringly toward the hull of the Russian ship. 
 And then they also had the experience of being blasted out of the sky and ripped to shreds by 9,000 rounds per minute of 30mm annular-blast-fragmentation shells, firehosed out of the Kashtan guns on the deck of the Nakhimov. As the hull of the battlecruiser rocketed toward them, they saw about a second of brilliant muzzle flashes – and then blackness. 
 Drake mouthed curses. 
 It was exactly the same with the nose-cone video from the next two. 
 The fourth one, however, seemed to make it through the battlecruiser’s close-in defenses – the video only went black when the hull came racing up at train-wreck speed, right in their faces. But, because it was the last missile, and because there were no aircraft following it, they still had no idea how much damage it had done. Was the Nakhimov burning? Listing? Perhaps even sinking? Or had she just shrugged it off? 
 Their drone overhead was still showing the Nakhimov’s radar signature. But it was too damned far to show any detail on the video feed. They could definitely see smoke. But it also could have been steam. It could have been a smoke barrage put up to confuse the attacking planes. 
 It could have been a lot of goddamned things. 



 Survivability 

JFK - CIC 
 “I thought your missiles could defeat their close-in weapons systems.” 
 This came from an all-new and steely voice behind the others. Drake and Campbell turned to see Sergeant Major Handon, along with Ali, both standing behind them, arms crossed, both perfectly upright and still, like marble statues, and both watching the video over their shoulders. They had come down upon reuniting on the observation deck, after Fick’s one-man air-defense masterclass. 
 Handon was still loath to get in the way of shipboard ops. On the other hand, what he’d just witnessed up on the bridge was something like a total breakdown of command. If he and Fick hadn’t acted on their own… 
 Drake used to think the same thing Handon had just vocalized – that their LRASMs were too fast and stealthy to get tagged by the Russian Kashtans. But this was only like the tenth time today they’d been catastrophically wrong. And it was starting to look like the Russians had seen them coming – that they’d been two moves ahead of them at every stage of the game. 
 “How did this happen?” Drake asked Campbell. 
 She shrugged. “Honestly? At this moment I have no idea. We’ll obviously do analysis of the data and telemetry from the missiles’ flight. But right now, sir—” 
 “I know,” Drake said. “Right now, we’ve got a downed pilot to rescue. Show me the location of the battlecruiser.” This appeared on the big board overhead as a red triangle, its distance from the Kennedy increasing again. “Now show me the location where Cole punched out.” He was determined to understand this battlespace, before he sent more irreplaceable warriors out into it. 
 “I can do better than that,” Campbell said. “I can show you the exact location of Cole’s transponder signal, right this second.” That came up, as well – between the two ships, but also way out west over the Atlantic, and a little closer to the Kennedy than the Nakhimov. 
 “And no new air contacts since then?” Drake asked. 
 “No, there’s been noth—” 
 “Lieutenant!” a radarman interrupted. “Single air contact! Signature is rotary-wing… it’s the Ka-60, their transport helo.” 
 Campbell didn’t have to ask him for range, heading, or speed. As a symbol for the Russian air contact automatically appeared on the big board, everyone in CIC could see where it was – and where it was going. 
 It was now hauling ass directly toward their downed pilot. 
 * * * 
 “Oh, you’ve gotta be fucking kidding me…” Drake cursed, for the second time today. 

The Russians are going out to get our CAG, he thought. And our guys do NOT get taken alive. 
 When Drake looked over at Campbell, she had a radio mic in her hand. And he only needed one guess about who was on the other end of that line. 
 “Commander,” she said, looking up at him icily. “There’s no time. CSAR has to go – NOW.” 
 Drake tried to breathe. He knew there was some other issue he couldn’t quite put his finger on… Oh, yeah – the strike group was down to two helicopters. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. He managed to speak anyway – looking from Campbell across to Handon. 
 “Lieutenant, if we lose our second-to-last Seahawk, we’re going to have no way to insert Handon’s and Fick’s teams into Somalia. If we lose that bird, it’s the end of our mission – it’s game over. For everyone.” 
 Campbell was struggling even to hear the words coming out of Drake’s mouth. The “red mist” had descended, and she was absolutely determined to act. 
 Handon, for his part, knew exactly what she was feeling – somewhat ironically, because he totally got Drake’s point, too. But he had a feeling that if Drake wanted to keep that CSAR crew on the carrier, he was going to have to personally go down and chain their landing gear to the deck. 
 Because no one here was going to help him. 
 The LT spoke again, still sounding as if she were struggling to keep the lid on. “Commander, we go and get our people back. ALWAYS.” Her fists were clenching and unclenching at her sides, and her chin was lowered and her shoulders hunched – classic protective physiology, signaling aggression, or even imminent violence. 
 And this was on behalf of a man she thought was a nearly complete asshole – and whom she’d last interacted with by telling him to get the fuck out of her station. 
 But what Handon understood about what Campbell was feeling was that the defense of one’s tribe – assholes included – is an insanely compelling idea. Once somebody has been exposed to it, there’s almost nothing else that has such power – and almost no way they can be dissuaded from doing it. Virtually everyone in the combat arms, who had been under fire with others, knew this. They felt it in their deepest cores. Had lived it. 
 And, sometimes, there was simply nothing a commander could do to override it. If soldiers were willing to give their lives to protect their brothers, then they were certainly willing to disobey orders to do it. 
 “Send me.” 
 “What?” 
 It took everyone a second to work out who had said this. 
 It was Ali. 
 She was like a weightless, colorless shade, standing motionless behind the others, floating in the CIC’s shadows – and now also the thick tension and drama that filled the room. 
 “Send me on the CSAR bird, as overwatch. I’ll increase the survivability of the mission.” 
 Taken aback, Campbell managed, “They’ve already got a minigunner. You think you can add firepower to that?” 
 When no one answered, Campbell got her answer. Evidently Ali’s reputation preceded her. 
 Handon slitted his eyes, and tried to evaluate this. 
 In many ways, Ali was the superhero on his team. Whatever personal issues she’d been dealing with lately would not impact her stratospheric level of performance. And as the all-seeing/never-missing sniper and overwatch queen for Alpha – not to mention perhaps the only Somali-American left alive in the world – she was the team member Handon could least do without, going into Somalia. 
 So why would he let her fly off, straight into the mouth of danger, to rescue a single man – one who Handon hardly even knew? Why would he agree to risk spending her life this way? And this question was right back to the heart of his innermost fear – of not having the wisdom to know when to spend his people’s lives, and when to safeguard them. 
 The others in CIC were staring at him, waiting. 
 He tried to imagine Ali’s reaction if he forbade her. She was a pro, and she’d get over it. But how would Alpha be regarded around the carrier, if they put their own lives above those of the crew? And what if they all ended up dying later in the African interior, because their best pilot, the CAG, wasn’t there to give them close air support? Christ, he could go round and round with this, and still not get it right. 
 If he couldn’t trust himself, then maybe he just had to trust Ali – if she got stuck into this mission, she’d find a way to get herself out. She always did. 
 “Go,” Handon said. 
 Drake nodded his agreement – but then he grabbed Ali’s arm as she turned to leave. He looked her dead in the eye and said, “You cannot lose this helicopter, or we can’t do Somalia. You bring that bird back. The CAG if you can. The crew, ideally. But, no matter what, the goddamned helicopter. Got it?” 
 Ali nodded once, the whites of her eyes shining brilliantly in the dark. 
 And then she was gone. 



 IED Alley 
 SAS Saldanha - Main Warehouse 
 Withering fire was still coming in on Juice and the Marines – totally merciless, and increasingly accurate. 
 Much worse than this was the fact that, while Juice had forbade his Marines to maneuver, the badass Spetsnaz killers were happily maneuvering in on them, and working around their flanks. They moved, shot, and communicated with daunting skill, and flawless small-unit cohesion. It was like fighting the Borg. 
 Soon they’d have the Marines’ position enveloped. 
 And not long after that, they’d all be dead. 
 Ordering a static defense as Juice had done was preventing them from being shredded by more of those IEDs, or from overreaching themselves and being cut down by superior shooters. And it would probably keep them alive for a few minutes longer. 
 But staying static was also a one-way ticket to defeat. 
 And, ultimately, being wiped out – to the last man. 
 Juice’s SIG went dry again. Instead of doing an immediate mag change, he ducked down, switched from his primary to secondary weapon, then leaned around the right side of the pallet he hid behind and triggered off a full pistol mag. As he fired, he heard something explode to the right of his head, and his cheek was lacerated with pain. 
 Withdrawing under cover again, he grunted in satisfaction. He had definitely tagged a guy there, though he was pretty sure it hit his damned body armor. But possibly an extremity. Though that wouldn’t bother a Spetsnaz guy much, and probably wouldn’t slow him down. It certainly wouldn’t make him any less lethal. 
 He put his hand to his cheek. It came back bloody. He looked down at his shoulder. The sonofabitching Russians shot my shoulder cam off. Oh, well. Not only was that a great spot to get shot in, all things considered, it was also a pretty negligible loss on the kind of day they were having. 
 The specter of Raible – still out there in no-man’s-land in the middle of the firefight, bleeding out on the cold bare floor – tore at Juice’s soul. A huge part of his training and operational experience told him to push out a salient, put out final protective fire, or a grenade volley – something, anything, to create the space needed to go out and bring him back in. 
 But he also knew it just wasn’t going to happen. 
 And the fate of Corporal Raible was not nearly his biggest problem right now. 
 As he considered all this, he heard a bellow of pain, and turned to see one of the Marines further down the line throw his hands to his face and hit the deck like a sack of writhing cement. The man next to him scrambled over and started doing combat-lifesaver medicine on him. 
 It looked to Juice like the man had been shot in the face. He was still alive. You could tell because he was kicking wildly with both legs, coughing piteously, and trying to breathe through blood. 
 Juice looked away. And as he reloaded both his weapons under cover, he thought: 

We’re getting our lunch money taken here.

 Against his will, he found himself trying to take his own emotional temperature, to query that fear of mortality that had been gnawing at him for so long. 
 The mind does very funny things in combat. 
 * * * 

Am I really ready to check out? Juice wondered. 
 He’d felt ready enough a few minutes earlier, sitting with that ticking IED just above and behind him. Now he was looking at the possibility of a nice clean bullet to the head. Followed by what would probably be a very pleasant permanent nap. There were much worse ways to go, especially in the ZA. 
 But just then, as he was pondering this, Juice was jostled in the shoulder by Sergeant Lovell, as the Marine dropped down under cover to reload. 
 And in the middle of this whole frozen, perilous, unfixable shit-show, Juice remembered that there was actually something much scarier than getting killed. And that was: getting the people he was responsible for killed. 
 And even scarier than that, a whole lot scarier, was this: letting down the people he was doing all this for. 
 Letting down his brothers. 
 And that was unthinkable. A no-go. 
 Finally, Juice remembered that this, all of it, everything they were doing and suffering, was all about completing the goddamned mission. And the mission, ultimately, was this: saving what remained of humanity. And now there was simply no more slack in the system, no more room for failure or half-measures. This one was do or die. 
 And Juice had to get it done. 
 For his brothers in Alpha, of course, who were depending on him to get them ammo to shoot and food to eat, as was everyone else on the USS John F. Kennedy. 
 But also for all of humanity. 
 Everyone who lived was Juice’s brother – as much as that old man in the Panjshir Valley, who had lost all his children to an errant bomb. As were those two heroic special-operations pilots who had died saving Juice’s life in that plane crash in Somalia. As were these young Marines, who were now fighting and dying beside him. 
 All were his brothers. 
 And failing them just could not be an option for him. 
 And, suddenly, and very unexpectedly, Juice’s fear of death faded away into nothing. And his longing for death, just to get the damned thing over with, also melted away, evanescing into the bullet-torn air around him. 
 And now, even with rifle reports and grenade blasts savaging the air around him, and fat rounds snapping the air inches over his head, somehow he felt… totally at peace. 
 And mainly, with those emotional encumbrances lifted, he suddenly found he was able to “observe everything, admire nothing.” That is, he could assess their situation coolly, rationally, and effectively – without the emotional baggage, which always clouded and clogged up thinking, decision, and action. 
 And which was the great killer of combat effectiveness. 
 In his mind’s eye, Juice flashed back to the last thing his micro-UAV had seen before being blasted out of the air, by a bullet that might have actually been bigger than it. And that was the other unexploded IED, which he had seen emplaced on the periphery of the open central area. And based on the position of that one, plus the one that had taken down Raible, he seemed to see, by pure extrapolation, the whole pattern of them, the shape of the network, and where the others were likely to be positioned. At the very least, he knew where he would have put them. 
 And he felt one additional certainty: those other IEDs out there would not be victim-operated. 
 No, the Russians wouldn’t risk not being able to maneuver freely, as the fight required – couldn’t take the chance of tripping the devices themselves. No, those charges would be remote-operated, and triggered manually. And the control mechanism would either be line-of-sight, control-wire – or, much more likely, by radio remote. 
 Juice dropped his rifle in his lap, unslung his assault pack, yanked the main compartment open, and came out with his hand-held digital radio frequency (RF) scanner. It was the same device he and Pred had used to track Homer and Ali’s RFID ship’s security cards – about a hundred lifetimes ago, back when they’d first started this caper. 
 Some would say – some had told him very pointedly – that it was a stupid and pointlessly heavy piece of gear to hump around on combat ops. But he never listened. Juice not only liked his toys – he believed in them. Moreover, he knew which side his bread was buttered on. He knew where his strengths lay. 
 The clue was in the name. 
 He telescoped out the antenna on the RF scanner, and powered up the device. 
 Now – he just had to get these assholes to detonate another one of those things, so he could pick up the signal, and decode it. He looked around at his dwindling team. 
 And tried to decide who to send to their death. 
 * * * 
 Some part of Juice, and not a small one, knew it should be him. But that was impossible. He had to stay alive – to complete a dozen tasks that only he could do, to lead the team, to complete the mission. To keep the whole thing from falling apart. And he simply couldn’t think of any way to venture out into the death zone of IED Alley without the near certainty of becoming a casualty himself. 
 No. He was in the wretched position of thousands of combatant commanders before him – of having to spend the life of one of his men in order to complete the mission. His foremost job was always mission accomplishment – even more important than his sacred duty to the men under his command. 
 He’d avoid doing this if there were any other way. But there wasn’t, and it was do-or-die now – for all of them. There was no time for anything else. And there wasn’t anything else anyway. They were out of time, and down to one option. 
 He took a look down the right side of their skirmish line. And he touched his radio PTT button. 
 “Lawton!” 

“Here, Sarge!”

 “I need you to break out and push the right flank. Get a base of fire from your battle buddy, then haul ass fifteen meters forward and right. How copy?” 

“Roger that, solid copy!”

 “Go!” 
 And then it was happening. Juice couldn’t see from his position in the line, but he could feel the covering fire ramping up – and then somehow sensed Lawton making it to his next covered position intact. 
 And then the terrible explosion. 
 Juice couldn’t have seen it even if he’d wanted to – because he was head-down in his RF scanner. 

Got it. 
 In a few seconds more, he had the signal analyzed, as well as located precisely on the electromagnetic spectrum. 
 He dumped the scanner back in his pack and pulled out a micro-Tuffbook, more like a thick palmtop. It was up in a few seconds, booting its minimal OS from a solid-state drive, taking just long enough for Juice to tear his friend-or-foe (FOF) ID active transponder from its velcroed-down pouch on the back of his plate carrier. 
 This was the device that transmitted his precise location back to CIC on the Kennedy. It wasn’t intended for what he was about to use it for – and he had never actually tried this. But, on the other hand, the FOFID transponder transmitted digital radio signals, and that’s all he needed it to do. It also had a USB port, and his Tuffbook had software that could access and configure the damned thing. 
 Plus, Juice really did know his shit. He suddenly felt like a jazz soloist, riffing on top of chord progressions he knew perfectly, from many years of practice and performance. In a half a minute, he had the transponder reconfigured – and his symphony composed. Now on to the performance. 
 He powered down the transponder – somewhere just off the coast, his signal would be disappearing on a very big map – yanked it free of the USB port, then slammed shut the palmtop and stowed it. Then he got up into a squat, ready to move, with his weapon ready. But, mainly, he had that FOFID transponder clutched in his left hand, his thumb on the rubberized power toggle. With his right hand, he keyed his radio and got on the squad net. 
 “All Biltong elements! Prepare for tactical withdrawal on my signal. I want a modified center peel, making maximal use of cover. And I want us to haul ass two-five meters to the rear in the first movement, then twenty-five more on the second. Everyone steps off when I pop smoke.” 
 He didn’t ask or wait for acknowledgement from the five dudes still standing. They’d either heard him or they hadn’t, and any who hadn’t would probably get the drift when everyone else started bugging out. 
 Now Juice felt a very strong and insistent hand on his left bicep. He turned and saw that it was Sergeant Lovell. He locked eyes with what was clearly a very agitated and unhappy Marine NCO. Lovell pressed his helmet up against Juice’s, and shouted over the roar of the battle. 
 “Negative, Sarge! We do not leave Marines behind!” He seemed to think Juice had forgotten about the two men who were down to their front. But, in fact, they were nearly at the forefront of his mind. 
 At the forefront of Lovell’s was: Who is this asshole?

 Juice nodded, spat, and shouted back: “You’re just going to have to trust me, man!” 
 Lovell increased his dig into Juice’s bicep. “I don’t trust you! I don’t fucking know you!” 
 Juice knew the Marine had a point – he just didn’t care. And he definitely didn’t have time for a nuanced debate on the topic. He pried the fingers of his right hand under Lovell’s, and removed the vise-like grip from his arm. “Then just obey the fucking order. Sergeant.” 
 And with that, Juice pulled a white smoke grenade from a pouch, popped it, and gave it a toss over the row of crates to their front, out into the no-man’s-land beyond. Within seconds, thick billows of white smoke gushed forth, and began to fill the palletized canyons. 
 Maybe it would keep them all alive for another minute. 



 The Fight of Their Lives 

JFK - Flight Deck 
 Commander Drake’s admonition to Bring that goddamned helicopter back echoed in Ali’s ears as she and Handon emerged from the island, the two of them jogging across the flight deck toward the idling CSAR bird. The Seahawk’s rotors were now going batshit, screaming and whining about two RPMs short of dust-off, as if it were straining against its leash. 
 Ali heaved herself aboard and then turned around, as Handon grabbed the back of her head and stuck his own up to it. “Helicopters are replaceable!” he shouted. “You’re not! You bring YOURSELF back!” 
 Ali knew he was right. If they really needed another goddamned helo, they’d go out and find one. It wasn’t like their owners needed them anymore, or cared. 
 “Roger that!” she shouted back.
“No dramas, boss.” 
 And with that, the sleek aircraft powered up and blasted off into the sky – and into a desperate race with the Russians, to see who would get to their downed pilot first. 
 And maybe to see who would be left standing at the end. 
 * * * 
 “Well,” Predator rumbled, hands on hips, “Homer might have taken a few personal days. But when the man’s back on the job, he’s on the job.” 
 “Aye,” Henno agreed. 
 This was only seconds after the SEAL had backflipped into open water, as if he’d be enjoying a pleasure dive around some coral reef. In fact, he had no idea what would be waiting for him down in those dark depths, beneath the gigantic hull of the supercarrier. And neither did Predator or Henno. They only knew he was down there completely on his own. And they didn’t like it. 
 Going in without a dive buddy was dodgy at the best of times. Doing it in water that might be crawling with lethally skilled Spetsnaz combat swimmers was little short of madness. 
 Then again, it was the kind of madness that Tier-1 operators called a day at the office. 
 Pred kicked the CRRC to check that it was fully inflated. "Okay,” he said. “Let’s take this thing out, see if it floats – and try to support our guy." 
 Henno just grunted, then hefted one end of the bulky boat as Pred got the other. Together, they gave it a swing off the dock and into the water, where it landed with a splash. 
 “May as well get on with it,” Henno said, picking his rifle up off the deck. The two big ground-pounders clambered into the unsteady boat – because they knew it would get them a little closer to their frogman brother. 
 And if Homer’s fears turned out to be correct, and limpet mines had already been laid by Spetsnaz divers, and actually did sink the Kennedy before he got to them… well, at least these two were already in their goddamned lifeboat. 
 But they also knew that Homer might be in the fight of his life. 
 * * * 
 Handon stood out on the flight deck, head down and hands in pockets against the dissipating rotor wash, and watched the Seahawk shrink to a gray speck in the sky to the south. 
 And in that moment, something came back to him. 
 He remembered the question Ali had asked him so forcefully in the dark solitude of her cabin, in the middle of the night, two nights ago. “What’s the difference?” she’d said. “Between us and the pirates? What’s the difference?” 
 And he thought: Maybe, for her, this is it – volunteering to go out and put her neck on the chopping block, to try and rescue a man she’s never even met. 
 Maybe this was the difference for Handon, too – letting her go off and try it. 
 He suddenly hoped he wasn’t going to have defend this decision to Henno – or to anyone, really. He knew what the pragmatic Brit would say: that the CAG was gone. And putting more of them at risk – which meant hurting the chances for survival of the other fifty million – was folly of the highest order. 
 Handon closed his eyes. 
 It was getting harder and harder to make these calls. And impossible to know how the results were going to play out. He thought again about the terrible possibility of pointlessly throwing away the lives of his people. The whole damned ZA was without point, or meaning. All this destruction and waste, all of it for nothing. He remembered Juice saying something like that – that it all might have been headed off by a few guys quicker with shotguns or axes, or even just some decent public hygiene in Africa. 
 Juice said that all of it, all the stupid loss, made him sad. 
 But maybe something would come out of it in the end. Maybe there was some benefit, or larger purpose, that no one had imagined yet. If there was, Handon couldn’t see it. 
 All he really knew was that right now his people were engaged in desperate fights, scattered across a wide battlespace. And, as lousy as it felt, all he could do was trust them to operate on their own – to survive and prevail. 
 He turned and headed back inside to CIC. 
 Whatever was going to happen out there… he would have to listen to it on the radio. 
 * * * 
 As the thick gouts of white smoke still billowed out of Juice’s smoke grenade, his Marines were already moving, executing the center peel he had ordered. This was a standard infantry maneuver that (with luck) allowed a smaller force to disengage from a larger one, without inviting an immediate assault from the enemy – and without everyone getting shot in the back. 
 Juice heard it kick off with “Peel one!” and immediately felt the volume of suppressing fire ramp up to cover the movement. He saw the first couple of men go, then took his spot in the formation, heading for the rear in turn. So far, it seemed to be working. The smoke definitely helped. 
 Then again, Juice knew Spetsnaz guys will have seen a center peel before – and they’d also know when they have an opposing force on the ropes. So they were right on the Marines’ heels, pressing them mercilessly. The volume and angles of incoming fire made that clear. 
 Then again, having the Russians advance was exactly what Juice wanted. They were the cat – and the line of Marines was the string Juice was pulling in front of them. 
 As he skidded into position under new cover, he felt a round slam into his rear ceramic plate. Even as this sent him sprawling out, he felt another impact – this one in his right tricep. The force of it didn’t stagger him as much, as it was absorbed by his flesh. He ignored the wound and got set for the second phase of the peel. 
 But when he stole a peek around cover, the galaxy of muzzle flashes he could see amid the smoke told him they were out of time. The Russians were right on top of them. It was now or never. 
 This plan was totally down to timing – and luck. Juice wished to God he had his ornithopter back. A bug’s-eye view of the tactical situation, and the disposition of the enemy, would have massively upped the odds of this working – and any of them coming out of it alive. 
 “Oh, well,” Juice muttered to no one but himself, “Time to grab a fuck-it bucket, and go out in a blaze of glory.” As he put his gloved thumb to the rubberized On switch on the FOFID transponder, he felt eyes on him. Glancing up, he saw Sergeant Lovell huddled down behind the next crate. 
 And the Marine’s eyes lit up with recognition. He suddenly got it. And now he also covered up his head. 

Smart Jarhead, Juice thought. Most of them were. 
 He pressed the switch. 
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