

[image: Cover]





Extinction End


The Extinction Cycle


Nicholas Sansbury Smith


www.orbitbooks.net


www.orbitshortfiction.com








Copyright


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2016 by Nicholas Sansbury Smith


Excerpt from Extinction Aftermath copyright © 2016 by Nicholas Sansbury Smith


Cover design by Lisa Marie Pompilio


Cover art by Blake Morrow


Cover copyright © 2017 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Orbit


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


www.orbitbooks.net


www.orbitshortfiction.com


First Orbit eBook Edition: January 2017


Orbit is an imprint of Hachette Book Group.


The Orbit name and logo are trademarks of Little, Brown Book Group Limited.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


ISBN: 978-0-316-55814-3


E3-20170123-JV-PC











For my readers—this one’s for you guys.

Thank you for coming along on this journey with me. I hope you enjoy the “end.”









If civilization is to survive, we must cultivate the science of human relationships—the ability of all peoples, of all kinds, to live together, in the same world at peace.

—Franklin D. Roosevelt
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Sheets of rain poured down, half blinding Dr. Kate Lovato as she stared up into the swollen, dark sky. A clap of thunder echoed through the derelict city streets. In the respite from the noise came the squawks of starving Variants and the screams of their human prisoners.


It took Kate a moment to remember she was one of those prisoners.


All around her, she saw the distorted, skeletal shapes of Variants. They clambered over abandoned vehicles and skittered up the walls of nearby buildings. Snapping joints clicked and popped as the monsters lugged their prey through the dark streets.


At first Kate didn’t even recognize her own wailing voice. She felt disconnected from everything, like she wasn’t even there. She couldn’t feel much besides her irregular heartbeat and the cold rain pattering against her clammy skin.


As Kate struggled to focus, everything came collapsing down around her. After all she had been through, it was now, as she was being carried through the ash-covered streets of New York City on the back of a Variant, that she had finally lost her sanity. Memories flooded her mind from the attack on Plum Island just hours ago. She’d lost a piece of her soul when Staff Sergeant Alex Riley had been killed by the gargantuan beast covered in bone-plated armor.


Everything seemed so surreal, and as she slipped deeper into shock, the city, the Variants, and the prisoners became more and more distant.


It was the screams of Tasha and Jenny that yanked Kate back to reality.


“Daddy!” Jenny shrieked.


“Tasha, Jenny!” Kate yelled back. Staff Sergeant Parker Horn’s girls were back there. Kate couldn’t see them, but when she twisted around, she saw Meg Pratt. The firefighter was to Kate’s right; a pair of male Variants with long limbs and hunched backs were dragging her through the streets by her injured legs. Meg was still fighting—squirming and swatting at her captors, screaming, “You killed Riley! You killed Riley!”


Kate reached over to her when she heard Jenny wail for her sister.


“Tasha! Tasha!”


The voices broke Kate’s heart. Upside down, she raised her head to scan the darkness for the girls, gasping in air that smelled of sour lemons and rotting fruit. The monster carrying her bled the wretched scent. She held her breath and looked to the skyline.


Reed, where are you?


Even now, when all seemed lost, her thoughts gravitated to the father of their unborn child. The Delta Force Operator had saved her so many times before. And while she knew he was out there fighting his way to New York, the chances of him arriving in time …


Kate’s thoughts drifted to the other people Reed hadn’t been able to save. Riley was gone. They’d lost Fitz and Apollo. It was just a matter of time before she and the other prisoners were killed too.


The click-clack of snapping maws and the screeches of the monsters rose into an evil cacophony as the small army worked deeper into Manhattan. They had been on the move for what felt like hours, but Kate wasn’t sure what time it was. It could be the middle of the night, or nearing sunrise. She shifted in and out of reality, lost in memories.


Sometimes, in order to kill a monster, you will have to create one.


Dr. Michael Allen’s final words echoed in her thoughts. In her mind’s eye, she watched her mentor and boss sacrificing himself by jumping out of the Blackhawk onto the lawn outside the CDC building, Variants closing in from all directions.


Her eyes snapped open to see the moon peeking through the clouds drifting over Manhattan. The rays carpeted the streets, and Kate finally glimpsed Tasha and Jenny in a fleeting moment before the clouds swallowed the glow. The girls were both slung over the back of the same beast. It sniffed at their tiny legs with a nose frayed down the middle, flesh hanging loosely to both sides. A pointed tongue shot out of the monster’s wormy lips, circled, then licked Tasha’s right leg.


Kate reared in disgust. She had to do something. She wouldn’t let the abomination kill the girls.


“Let me down!” she yelled, pounding the beast’s lower back in a fit of rage. The creature howled and tightened a talon around her ankle, slicing into her flesh.


Kate bit back a scream of agony. She needed a plan—a way out of this. There had to be a way to escape. She looked back to Meg. The monsters had pulled her onto the sidewalk, but she was still fighting. Meg kicked one of the beasts in the face and crawled away. Her fingernails dragged across the concrete as the second Variant reached out with a skeletal arm and grabbed her feet.


“No! No!” Meg screamed.


A high-pitched wail from the monster carrying Kate answered. It was then Kate realized she was still pounding the beast with her fists. Meg wasn’t the only one fighting.


Thunder cracked like a bomb exploding in the clouds. Kate paused her futile assault to look skyward, her gaze flitting up the sides of dark buildings. The towers extended to the heavens, and there, in the meat of the bulbous clouds, soared a winged creature.


An angel watching over them.


Kate was hallucinating. The shock was too much. She couldn’t concentrate. She couldn’t …


“Help me!” Tasha shouted.


“Let them go!” Meg screamed.


Kate kneed the Variant holding her in the throat. The impact caught the beast off guard. It swung her to the side, loosening its grip around her ankles. She reached out to brace herself with her right hand, and covered her stomach with her left as she plummeted to the concrete.


The fall happened in slow motion, the ash and ground slowly rising toward her. She landed on her right palm and rolled to her back. She was kicking as soon as she was on the ground.


“No!” she shouted. “Leave us alone!” She knew how insane the words sounded. The Variants couldn’t reason. They wouldn’t show mercy to her or anyone else. They were designed to kill—designed to feed. And her bioweapon had only made them stronger.


The beast perched in front of her. Rain pattered on its bald skull as it tilted its misshapen head from side to side. It blinked, thick eyelids clicking over yellow eyes. Kate scooted backward across the concrete, prompting the creature to slash at her with one hand. It grabbed at her feet with the other. Talons scraped her shoes just as the beast carrying Tasha and Jenny lumbered by, tongue swaying from its mouth like the thumping tail of a dog.


A rattling sound pulled Kate’s gaze to a third creature that strode away from the pack. The beast limped into a sliver of moonlight. Kate brushed her wet hair from her face, gasping when she saw the macabre armor plates of human bones covering the monster that had killed Riley.


The grip of talons pulled on her left boot again, but Kate was barely paying attention. A guttural roar louder than the others sounded through the city as the creature grasping Kate’s feet dragged her across the ground.


The armored beast lumbered over on two feet, raised an arm severed at the elbow, and jammed the jagged bone into the skull of the beast holding Kate’s left boot. The sharp tip popped through the monster’s lips, a gurgling sound reverberating from its throat.


Kate pulled free of the dead creature’s grip and fell to her back. The Alpha limped over to her and towered overhead, a thick strand of saliva dripping from its open lips.


Defeated, Kate didn’t fight back. Her mind disconnected from her body. She just stared at the clouds, praying and searching for an angel that she knew wasn’t coming.


Drops of rain plopped on her face. She flinched as one landed in her eye, blurring her vision. Above the ethereal screeches from the Alpha and the screams of the other prisoners came a different noise—a deep rumble, growing with every second.


The cloud cover split in two as if a curtain had been pulled back to expose a window. In the moonlight soared the same winged creature she had seen before. Two others flew into view, their wings gliding through the darkness.


Heart pounding, breathing labored, and body shivering, Kate knew she was slipping back into shock. This was nothing but a hallucination.


The Alpha grabbed her with its good arm and lugged her over its shoulder. Kate’s face hit the plate of human bones draped over the monster’s back, air bursting from her lungs. She put her hand on her stomach to protect the little one growing inside her, praying that it hadn’t been hurt. Then she looked skyward to watch the angels that she knew couldn’t be real.


A raucous roar split the air overhead as the winged apparitions soared past once again. She blinked the rain from her eyes, and stilled her breathing, but her heart continued to thump loudly in her ears, relentless. Steam rose off the bloody flesh of the creature carrying her. Kate caught a drift of the rancid, sour scent radiating off the wounds that should have killed it.


The Alpha suddenly stopped mid-stride to look at the sky. In a moment of clarity, Kate saw the winged creatures for what they really were.


Not angels.


Jets.


An entire squadron of them.
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Raised voices woke President Jan Ringgold. They were distant, but familiar. Exhausted and confused, she struggled to open her eyes. A shroud of overwhelming fatigue had imprisoned her. She cracked a lid to blurry tunnel vision, like she was looking into a portal framed on both sides by walls of blue. There was a potent smell—the scent of antiseptics.


“She’s sleeping, Mr. Vice President, and she needs her rest.”


“I need to talk to her now, Captain. I don’t care if she’s out, wake her up.”


A hatch clicked shut, drowning out the voices.


The white light grew brighter, and the walls came into focus. They weren’t bulkheads—they were curtains. Gripped by a wave of anxiety, she remembered Lieutenant Brett’s haggard face in the seconds before he pulled the trigger and shot her. It was amazing what she could recall, the small details—the demented look in his eyes, the bead of sweat dripping down his forehead. Yet she couldn’t remember much before that. There were fragmented memories of Dr. Carmen being stabbed to death, Kate holding her hand, soldiers rushing into the room. And blood. There had been so much blood.


Ringgold struggled to sit up in bed. Her right collarbone caught fire from the sudden movement, another reminder of the bullet Brett had fired.


The hatch to the infirmary opened again, the sound of footsteps following. Grimacing, she palmed the bed and put her weight on her good hand, using it to push herself up. By the time the drape was pulled back, she was sitting up, defiant and ready for whatever news was so important that Johnson wanted to wake her up.


The Vice President stood there sandwiched between Doctor Klinger and Captain Humphrey. All three men were staring at her with incredulous looks.


“You’re supposed to be asleep, Madame President,” Klinger said.


Johnson took a step toward her bed, but before he could get out a word she said, “Don’t sugarcoat it. Tell me why you look like you just put down your dog.”


There was no hint of amusement on Johnson’s face, only the distraught look of a man who was losing a war. “I have some important news, Madame President.”


Ringgold struggled to straighten her back. The EKG machine beeped faster, her heart rate elevating. Klinger walked to her side and checked her vitals on the monitor.


“Condor was a success, thanks to Team Ghost and the Variant Hunters. They succeeded where every other strike team failed. They captured a live juvenile specimen,” Johnson continued.


Ringgold afforded all the men that had lost their lives a moment of silence. It was a tragic loss, but the mission had been successful. She wasn’t stupid. If they had caught a juvenile offspring, then there was something else on Johnson’s mind.


“Why are you really here?” Ringgold said, growing more irritated and anxious.


Johnson crunched his forehead together and tugged at his right cuff. “It’s Plum Island, Madame President.” There was a slight hesitation before his next words that Ringgold picked up on instantly. She gripped the bed sheets with her good hand to brace herself.


“There was a Variant attack facilitated by human collaborators.”


A helpless squeak she couldn’t hold in escaped her mouth. She thought of the innocents there, the women and children she had thought would be protected. Johnson continued before she could ask about Kate.


“The bioreactors are safe, and we are in the process of moving them to the GW. However, the Variants overwhelmed the island, killing Major Smith and capturing Dr. Lovato and a handful of civilians. We’re still searching for them, but intel indicates they are being taken back to a lair in New York City.”


Ringgold’s shock turned to anger. “Why are you down here wasting time telling me? Send every damn soldier you have at your disposal to get them back.”


Johnson exchanged a look with Humphrey. The Captain had his hat cupped under his arm. He took it out and flicked it with his finger, avoiding Ringgold’s gaze.


“Well?” she asked. “What are you waiting for?”


“We are low on resources, Madame President. We lost almost all of our strike teams during Operation Condor—” Johnson began to say, but she cut him off.


“Do I look like President Mitchell to you, Johnson?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Mitchell may have written a blank check to General Kennor, but I have not given you one. Dr. Lovato is the most important piece of Operation Extinction. We have to get her back. Now, I want you to conjure up every soldier you can find and send them to New York City to rescue her.”


Johnson nodded. “Team Ghost and the Variant Hunters are already gearing up.”


“Good,” Ringgold said, sighing. “Give them whatever they want. And tell Beckham I have specific orders for him.”


“What’s that, ma’am?”


“Bring Kate back. Alive.”
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Blood. Tears. Sweat.


Heartbreak and hope.


The past six weeks had been one hell of a roller coaster ride. With the development of Kryptonite and the capture of a juvenile Variant, Master Sergeant Reed Beckham had thought the war was close to being over, that humanity had a hope of defeating the monsters. Then, in a night of shattering terror, the grim reality of the new world had come crashing down.


Kate, Meg, and Horn’s girls had been kidnapped. Major Smith had been murdered by human collaborators, and Riley, Team Ghost’s little brother, was dead. There were a hundred things going on in Beckham’s head, and none of them were good.


The dream of a better life with the woman he loved and their child had been all but destroyed. He wanted revenge for Riley, but he had to save Kate and Horn’s girls. If he couldn’t, then there wasn’t anything left to fight for.


No, you piece of shit. There’s always something worth fighting for.


Every soldier surrounding him in the troop hold had something worth fighting for.


They had each other.


Sergeant Thomas, Sergeant Garcia, and Corporal ‘Tank’ Talon sat against the bulkhead across from him. They were down another gun with Chow back on the GW in surgery. But Corporal Fitzpatrick was here. The wounded warrior sat next to Beckham, his dented blades still covered in blood, repeating the same mantra over and over again.


“I couldn’t save them. I couldn’t fucking save them.”


“It’s okay, Fitz,” Beckham said. “It’s going to be okay.” After a second glance, Beckham wasn’t sure if his words were true.


Fitz had an MK11 between his legs, the barrel leaning against his chest, but his head was down and his fingers were laced together. Under the shadow of his helmet, his eyes were unfocused, like he had seen something he couldn’t unsee—the haunted look of a Marine that couldn’t save a friend.


The Variant Hunters all stared at Beckham, waiting for something. Orders? A speech? Perhaps reassurance? He had nothing to offer them right now.


He avoided their gaze by reaching down and patting Apollo’s head. Learning that Fitz and the German Shepherd were still alive had given him a small glimmer of hope. Miracles did happen. But they didn’t happen often.


Especially in a world overrun by monsters.


Apollo whimpered, and Beckham checked the dressing on his fur. A Variant had sliced him good, but the dog was tough as hell, and Apollo showed no sign of backing down from this fight.


Beckham shot a glance toward the open door of the Blackhawk, where Staff Sergeant Parker Horn roved the M240 machine gun across the ocean. If they lost Tasha and Jenny, Beckham feared he would also lose his best friend. Horn would never stop fighting either, but a man could only stomach so much loss. With the death of his wife, Horn was already close to the edge. Losing Tasha and Jenny at the hands of the monsters would push him into oblivion.


That’s not going to happen.


Beckham gripped the strap of the M4 slung over his back. He rose to his feet and made his way next to Horn for a better look outside. The men were all loaded to the max with ammunition and weapons. They were going to need every round and grenade if they had any hope of rescuing Kate and the others.


“Be advised, Stingers squadron are reporting a group of Variants in Manhattan with civilians in tow,” one of the pilots said over the comm.


Beckham’s heart skipped. The F-18 Super Hornets couldn’t do anything to save Kate or the others, but hearing they had been spotted out there filled Beckham with new strength.


“What’s our ETA?” he asked.


“Three minutes, sir.”


“Fly this tin fucking can faster!” Horn shouted. He angled the gun toward the water and looked over at Beckham, his freckled forehead scrunched together, his eyes smoldering with the pain of a father who was on the verge of losing everything. “We’re going to get ’em back, right?”


Beckham glanced back at Fitz and the Variant Hunters. These men needed him now, more than ever. Even Garcia looked frightened; his eyes wide in his bruised face.


We’re coming, Kate. Just hold on, baby.


No matter what he’d lost, Beckham knew he had to pull it together—he had to bury his fear in his guts, separate his personal feelings for Kate and the other prisoners from the mission at hand, and transform back into a Delta Force Operator. It was the only way he was going to rescue them.


“We’re going to get them back or die trying, Big Horn,” Beckham said. He clapped his friend on the back and looked out over the water, ready to give every piece of himself to save those he loved.
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There was no way for Meg Pratt to tell how much time had elapsed since the attack on Plum Island. In her mind, it could have been hours or days. She could only seem to focus on one thing—Riley was dead.


It wasn’t fair.


The kid had died in a battle against a monstrosity that shouldn’t have existed, a beast wearing a plate of human bones. The only consolation, if she could call it that, was the way his life had ended. Despite the wheelchair and the casts covering his shattered legs, he had gone down the way he had lived his life—fighting to the very end.


Meg’s heart was bursting at the seams. Nothing made sense, and she couldn’t seem to escape her thoughts. But that’s what nightmares were. That’s why they were so terrifying. Nightmares didn’t end. Minutes earlier she’d given up struggling against the creature lugging her through the ash-covered streets. She had to conserve her last dregs of energy to try to save Tasha and Jenny. She told herself she was going to go down fighting like Riley, but how could she fight so many of the beasts without a weapon?


In the glow of moonlight, she counted fourteen Variants of various shapes and sizes, with two human collaborators leading the pack into Manhattan. The creatures were so filthy and deformed she couldn’t identify their gender. She thought the beast carrying her might be a male, but its narrow shoulders and a few long strands of straw hair had her reconsidering. Whatever it was, it was strong.


All around her, the beasts hurried through the streets with their human cargo slung over shoulders and scarred backs. Even those that were injured didn’t seem to slow their relentless pace. The monsters swarmed over the charred hulls of cars and scaled the toasted sides of buildings to scout for threats.


A jet roared overhead, sending whirlwinds of ash into the air. Grit peppered Meg’s face and stung her eyes. The Variants darted toward the sidewalks, squawking in their evil language.


Meg dug her fingers into withered skin as the beast carrying her leapt onto a curb and lumbered toward the protection of an awning. Bouncing up and down, she focused on the familiar green canopy.


Could it really be?


The creature hunched next to the cherry-wood frame of a door Meg had walked through hundreds of times. This was Mickey’s Irish Pub. The same bar where she had been known to slam down bottles of Jameson and Templeton Rye with her firefighter friends and her husband, Tim.


A flashback from those days caught in her throat, and she couldn’t hold back the tears. It was all too much. First Riley, now the memories …


Tears fell from her eyes as the jets came in for another pass. The sight did nothing to inspire confidence. In a few hours she and the other prisoners would be underground. Then there would be nothing Team Ghost could do, no matter how much blood they spilled.


She couldn’t go back to those dark tunnels.


I’ll die first.


The rumble of the jets faded into the night, and the sounds of human engineering once again left the city, replaced by the sounds of monsters.


Tasha and Jenny’s sobs were the only thing that kept Meg from giving up. That wasn’t her. She wasn’t a quitter. She was a fighter, just like Riley had been, and she wasn’t going to let those little girls die. With their protector Riley gone, she was all they had left.


The thought of losing them sent a spike of adrenaline through her. She remembered her favorite quote:


Firemen never die, but burn forever in the hearts of the people whose lives they saved.


Meg was going to save Tasha and Jenny, even if she died trying.


She grabbed at one of the poles holding up the awning and wrapped her fingers around it. Using all of her strength, she pulled herself up and kicked at the same time. Her injured legs burned as her shoes smacked the beast. It reared back in anger, shrieking. She swung free, then dropped to the ground. The impact sent a second jolt of pain ripping up her legs.


The Variants in the street looked away from the sky and focused on her, apparently just as shocked as she was. Those that weren’t carrying human prisoners slowly dropped to the ground and skittered around her. The beast she had kicked squatted, hunched its back, and planted its fingers like a lineman waiting to strike. A large diamond on its left ring finger caught Meg’s eye.


A female after all.


The abomination stared at Meg with reptilian yellow eyes, the lids clicking open and shut. There was no comprehension in the creature’s gaze. No memories of the fiancé that had put the ring on its finger, no empathy for the children the other Variants were about to kill.


Only hunger.


And rage.


Meg took a step backward, her heart racing. The other beasts formed a perimeter around her. In the middle of the street, behind the monsters, stood the Alpha with Kate still slung over its back. The doctor was docile, her body unmoving.


To the right, a half block down, the children were hanging over the shoulders of emaciated Variants. They’d taken not only Horn’s girls but the little boy, Bo, as well. Rain rushed down the creatures’ naked flesh, bones protruding under pale, stretched skin. If it weren’t for the Alpha, Meg was certain the starving creatures would have already devoured the kids.


The female Variant in front of her popped its lips together and let out a high-pitched squeal that sent slobber splattering onto Meg’s shirt. She took another step back until she hit the shattered front door. A piece of glass crashed to the ground, breaking into jagged slivers.


A pair of Variants dropped to all fours and skittered across the sidewalk, leaving tracks in the mushy ash. They stopped ten feet away, cracking their heads from side to side.


What were they waiting for?


For a fleeting moment, Meg considered retreating into the building. She knew the layout, and could possibly escape or at least hide, but the thought vanished as quickly as it had emerged. She couldn’t pull her gaze from Tasha and Jenny. The girls were still screaming for their dad and …


“Help us, Miss Meg!” Tasha shouted. “Please!”


Meg nearly choked on a surge of adrenaline. It was the same thing she felt before running into a burning building. Fueled by the rush, Meg bent down, scooped up a shard of glass, and lunged for the female Variant. She caught the beast off guard, jamming the tip into its right eye. The glass cut into Meg’s hand, but she continued driving it through the monster’s soft tissue.


It unleashed a piercing howl as Meg pushed deeper. With a frantic swipe, the Variant knocked Meg’s hand away and scrambled into the street, squawking in agony.


Meg limped after it into the road, gripping her injured hand in a daze, the adrenaline wearing out as the pain from the laceration and her legs took over. She shuffled toward the beasts holding the children, yelling in a voice she didn’t recognize, “Let them go!”


“Please help!” Tasha yelled back.


The Alpha directed a horned finger toward Meg. Before she could react, she was tackled from the side and pinned to the ground. Her head hit the pavement with a crack, and the air burst from her lungs. Stars crawled before her blurred vision. She sucked in a breath of air that tasted like rotting fruit and squinted to see past the curtain of wet hair hanging in front of her face.


High-pitched wails amplified all around her. The sounds echoed and rose into a chorus that sounded like an army one hundred Variants strong.


Closing her eyes, she let out a breath, took in another deep gasp, and tried to focus. She opened her eyes to the stars still floating across her vision. Beyond them, the Variant she had stabbed suddenly barreled toward her, the piece of glass still jammed in its right eye. It slashed at the creatures holding her down and then climbed up and straddled Meg, popping its lips.


Meg had seen the look before. It was preparing to strike. She closed her eyes again, weak in her final moments, unable to watch. The adrenaline was gone, and with it her final shreds of courage.


She wanted to fight like Riley had, but it was all too much, and when she tried to move she couldn’t budge. Her arms and legs were clamped down by the beast. The pain was agonizing. No matter how hard she pushed, she couldn’t get free.


No. Please. No.


She squirmed again, and again.


“No!”


The screeching intensified, filling the city with the cries of the monsters that had claimed it as their home. There were faint traces of adolescent voices. Tasha, Jenny, and Bo screamed for help that would never make it in time.


Meg took in another long, deep breath. A final attempt to find the courage she needed—the courage that would make Riley proud. She forced her eyes open and looked at the shard of glass in the beast’s eye, and then to the row of gargoyles on the roof of Mickey’s Irish Pub.


A drop of blood plummeted into Meg’s eye. She blinked it away, trying to focus on the stone faces she couldn’t remember ever seeing before. Squirming and kicking, Meg continued struggling under the beast’s powerful grip.


The Variant snapped at her face. She met the strike with a head butt that broke its nose and drove the glass deeper into its eye. Meg used the stolen moment to gaze at the roof. There were dozens of pallid statues.


Not gargoyles.


Variants.


All at once they skidded down the sides of the building, shrieking in a war cry louder than any Meg had heard. The beast rolled off her and darted toward the Alpha. All thirteen of the Variants in the pack surrounded their leader, abandoning their human prisoners in the street. The collaborators raised their rifles at the building, the muzzles roving back and forth like they didn’t know where to aim.


Meg crawled toward Tasha and Jenny. They were sitting up on the concrete, sobbing and reaching out for her. Bo’s mom, Donna, scooped up her son and rushed over to the girls while the other human prisoners scattered.


A gunshot rang out, and a few seconds later the world descended into chaos. It took a second shot for Meg to grasp what was happening. She glanced over her shoulder just as the first wave of monsters from the roof hit the sidewalk. The Alpha and its small army met the second group head on, their claws extending and needle teeth clacking.


Meg pushed herself to her feet, blood dripping from her hand. She watched the two packs of Variants crash into one another with a force that sent some of the smaller creatures tumbling across the ground. One of the human collaborators continued firing, while the other took off running


The Alpha with its bone armor plowed through the meat of the rival group, tossing Variants aside like ragdolls with its good arm, and stabbing others with its jagged stump.


A female beast suddenly leapt into the air and latched onto the Alpha’s back. It bucked her off with ease and impaled it with the spear of its broken arm. The monster lifted the smaller Variant toward the sky, howling in her face through bulging lips. Using its remaining hand, the Alpha tore the creature’s right arm from its socket before moving on. The female Variant crashed to the ground, blood spurting from both wounds with the force of a fire hose.


Meg could hardly move. She watched the battle in horror. At the edge of the street, the remaining collaborator emptied his magazine at the rooftop where more of the Variants were spilling over the sides. It didn’t take Meg long to realize that the group that had captured her wasn’t going to survive the battle. The coward struggling with a new magazine must have realized the same thing. He took off running after his friend.


“Meg!” someone shouted.


She looked over at Donna, a moment of comprehension passing over them. Meg had never been a mother, but she’d dedicated her life to protecting people, to saving children. She would sacrifice herself if it meant the kids had a chance of getting away, and she saw that Donna felt the same way.


“Come on!” Meg shouted. She looked for a place to run and hide, but all she saw was the tide of diseased flesh. Meg found herself back at the beginning of her nightmare: trapped in the city she had called home and hunted by the monsters that had once been her friends.
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“I couldn’t save them,” Fitz whispered.


His mind drifted from the attack on Plum Island to Iraq. Back to the room where his spotter, PFC Garland, had had his face blown off. The same shithole of a building where PFC Duffy had killed two innocent children and their grandfather.


Fitz hadn’t been able to help them.


He hadn’t been able to save his brothers the day he lost his legs to an IED.


He hadn’t been able to save Riley, Kate, Horn’s girls, or …


“Coming up on target, ETA five minutes,” one of the pilots said over the comm.


Fitz heard the words, but he wasn’t ready to go back out there yet. What if he failed again? What if he couldn’t save Kate and the other prisoners?


He sucked in a deep, raw breath that filled his lungs. Then he drew in another. After a third, he started hyperventilating. Someone was saying his name now, but he could scarcely make out any other words.


A slap to his helmet pulled him back to the troop hold. Beckham was leaning out of his seat. Fitz was only halfway conscious, but he could still see deep creases and wrinkles on his friend’s face that hadn’t been there before.


“You with me, Fitz?” Beckham asked. The Operator nudged him in the arm with a gloved finger.


Fitz tried to nod, but inside his head the IED was exploding all over again, the blast filling his vision as if he was really back in Iraq.


You’re still alive, he reminded himself. You can still fight.


Fitz looked down at his blades. They were both dented, the right one bent, but he could still run. He could still fight.


“Yeah,” Fitz sighed. “I’m good.” He pulled a magazine from his flak jacket and banged it on his helmet.


Beckham caught his gaze and offered a small reassuring dip of his chin.


“I’m with you, brother,” Fitz said.


“I know.”


The Blackhawk soared over the piers and above the destroyed New York skyline. Horn rotated the M240 toward the streets, searching desperately for any sign of his family. The other Marines Fitz had just met, the Variant Hunters, conducted their final gear checks. Their vests were decked out with extra magazines and M67 grenades. These men were professionals, with the lacerations and bruises to prove it.


Beckham and Horn were covered in flesh wounds too. Both men were bleeding from multiple cuts where their body armor hadn’t protected them.


The floor of the troop hold was covered in crimson, and not just from Fitz’s dripping blades or soiled uniform. Every man here was wounded. But there was no time for rest or medics.


One of the pilots spoke over the channel. “Stingers just reported seeing a group of Variants and possible civilians on 44th Street.”


“That’s two blocks from the main library,” Fitz said.


Beckham looked at him with eyes that suddenly brightened. “Fuck, that’s close to the Bryant Metro Station.”


Fitz nodded. “The home of the Bone Collector.”


This time Beckham raised a brow, not understanding at first.


“The Alpha that took Kate and killed Riley,” Fitz said. “Red blew off the fucker’s arm, but apparently it’s still alive.”


Garcia rose from his seat. “That’s the Alpha that led the attack on Plum Island?”


“Are you sure, Fitz?” Beckham asked.


Horn turned away from the gun to glance over his shoulder.


“Yes,” Fitz said. “When we find that bastard, it’s mine.”


The soldiers all fell into silence. Fitz knew what they were all thinking. Same thing he was. They wanted a crack at the beast.


But this kill was his.


It wasn’t the only thing they were thinking. Each man knew how insane the mission was. Insane to think they could get Kate and the others back—insane to think they could win this fucking war.


“All it takes is all you got, Marines,” Garcia said, his voice deep and confident.


“Oorah,” Thomas said.


Tank nodded. “Damn straight, brother!”


Fitz almost smiled. He hadn’t heard that motto for a while. Goose bumps prickled across his skin, and suddenly he felt ashamed for letting pessimistic thoughts put him off his game. He had survived hell, and he would survive it again. The lingering numbness Fitz had felt since the attack vanished, replaced by his pounding heart.


He would save them.


Static fired in Fitz’s earpiece from the pilots. “Ghost, VH, we got eyes on something below. Corner of 43rd and 44th.”


Fitz joined Beckham at the open door and lifted his MK11. Sheets of rain hit the inside of the chopper as it circled for a better view. Blood cascaded over the metal edge of the troop hold.


“Holy fuck,” one of the pilots said. “You guys seeing this?”


Raising his rifle, Fitz brought the scope to his eye and focused on a mob of wet flesh in the street below. Then he heard the distant crack of gunfire.


“What the hell?” Fitz whispered.


He zoomed in on a small army of Variants tearing each other apart, just like they had in the Bryant Metro Station. He tried to count them, but the creatures seemed to blend together. There had to be at least fifty, and more were joining the battle. A human collaborator ran away from the fight, twisting to fire at creatures trailing him. In the heart of the cluster, Fitz sighted the armor of the Bone Collector. He centered his crosshairs on the monster, but couldn’t get a clear shot. The Alpha plowed through the rival group, tearing limbs away and snapping necks with its good hand.


“Do you see my girls?” Horn shouted, hysteria rising in his voice.


“Does anyone have eyes?” Beckham said with deliberate restraint. Fitz could sense he was trying to remain calm, but there was no hiding the fear in his voice.


Fitz roved his rifle to the right. He squeezed closer to Beckham, heart racing, frantic to find the civilians. If the Bone Collector was down there, they had to be close.


Horn was screaming now. “Where are my girls?”


“Now’s our chance, kill those motherfuckers!” Garcia ordered. He raised his M4, but Horn turned and swatted his muzzle away.


“NO!” he shouted. “Tasha and Jenny could be down there!”


Garcia crouch-walked away from the door, his gaze rueful.


There was a crackle of static, then one of the pilots said, “No sign of the survivors, Ghost and VH. I only see Variants.”


“Take us closer,” Beckham said. He directed his gaze toward Garcia. “And hold your goddamn fire.”


Fitz’s heart skipped, lodging in his throat as rain pelted his forehead. He wiped his face clean and pressed his eye against the scope.


The bird banked hard to the right and circled for another pass. Horn was practically hanging out the door to search the streets. His eyes were swollen red; the water rushing down his face wasn’t just rain.


On the second pass, Fitz centered his MK11 on the buildings behind the Variants. He held in a breath, sweeping the muzzle quickly over the terrain. He spotted no evidence of Kate, Meg, or Horn’s daughters. No bodies. No screams.


Nothing.


“Come on,” Fitz whispered. “Give us a sign. Just one.”


White noise broke over the channel. “Eyes on possible target on South 5th and East 43rd Street.”


Fitz roved his gun in that direction. There, on the east sidewalk, was a small group of civilians running away from the battle. Zooming in, Fitz centered his crosshairs on several small shapes that could have been Tasha, Jenny, and Bo.


He exhaled and felt the tingle of relief … only to have it suddenly ripped away like a scab being torn off. The civilians took a left on East 42nd toward the library.


“Fuck! They’re still heading toward the lair!” Fitz shouted.


“Get us down there!” Beckham yelled.


The chopper rolled to the left, sending Apollo sliding across the floor. Fitz grabbed the dog’s collar before he tumbled out the open door. The pilots evened out the Blackhawk, and one of them shouted, “Contacts on 42nd!”


Blood rushing in his ears, Fitz focused his gun past the library. A herd of Variants were charging straight for the civilians. Oblivious to the new threat, Kate and the others had stopped to wave at the chopper.


Fitz alternated his gun between the Variants and the group of civilians.


“My God,” he mumbled. They didn’t have much time.


Beckham shouted, “Get us as close as you can!”


The pilots descended toward the street, kicking up a cloud of ash and dust. As they lowered, a crack rang out in the distance and something suddenly pelted the side of the Blackhawk.


A flurry of gunshots followed. But not from the helicopter. It was then Fitz realized someone was shooting at them. He ducked down as the bird jerked to the left. The rotors whined in response.


“What the fuck was that?” Beckham demanded.


The pilots were yelling now too, but Fitz was too busy looking for a target to listen. They were in trouble, and they were going to be in worse shape if he didn’t find whoever was firing on them.


Fitz didn’t have to look far. A filthy face of a human collaborator emerged in his gun sights. The man angled an AR-15 at the bird before Fitz could squeeze off a shot. He flinched as the muzzle flashed.


Several rounds punched through the metal door. A muffled cry followed. Fitz whirled as Thomas grabbed at his chest. Blood exploded from the sergeant’s mouth.


“Son of a bitch!” Fitz said. He looked back to the target, held in a breath, squeezed the trigger, and watched the collaborator’s head explode. Before he had a chance to lower his rifle, the chopper whirled to the right, then to the left.


The Marines and Delta Operators all reached for something to hold onto as the bird spun out of control. Thomas slid across the floor, groaning, and unable to stop.


“No!” Garcia yelled. He dropped to his stomach and reached for his friend, but narrowly missed the man’s boot. Thomas vanished out the open door, plummeting to the street fifty feet below.


The chopper continued to spin, sending the soldiers sliding and bumping into one another.


“We’re going down!” a pilot shouted.


Apollo howled, and Beckham yelled for everyone to hold onto something.


Fitz was on his back, his blades scraping across the floor. A familiar terror gripped him as the bird whirled in what seemed like slow motion. The fragmented memory of the IED that had taken his legs and the lives of his friends surfaced in his mind again. He could still feel the red-hot pain in his legs, even all these years later.


“We have to bail!” Beckham shouted. “Get ready to jump!” He grabbed Fitz by his vest and yanked him to his feet.


The street rushed toward them. Garcia and Tank jumped out of the chopper first, and disappeared from view. Horn went next. Fitz held in a breath and waited for Beckham. The Operator grabbed Apollo and yelled, “Now Fitz!”
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Dr. Pat Ellis followed a group of Marines through a dark passage on the Cowpens. Everything reeked of bleach. His heart still raced with anxiety, but he’d mostly recovered from the shock after the attack on Plum Island. With his mind clear, it had finally sunk in.


Kate was gone.


She had been, in many ways, all he had left. The one person he had been able to count on besides Beckham. If she died, he would have to finish the Plum Island batch of Kryptonite with scientists he didn’t even know. The thought was terrifying—and selfish. But so was the thought of letting millions of human survivors down. There were still people out there fighting for survival. He couldn’t stop working now, no matter how alone he felt.


Every step down the passage was one closer to the juvenile Variant the strike team had brought back from New York City. In his right hand, Ellis carried a small box full of syringes containing Kryptonite. He had extracted some of the finished antibodies, attached them to the chemotherapeutics, and diluted them into a solution. It was the same process they would use before loading the missiles.


In a few minutes he would inject the juvenile with the cocktail, and in a day or less, they would know if the weapon would kill both the adults and their offspring.


Ellis had his doubts.


The Marines marched on, and Ellis hurried after them. At the end of the passage, a woman with piercing green eyes, shoulder length red hair, and a sharp jaw waited to the left side of a doctor with spectacles.


“Doctor Ellis,” the woman said, approaching with an extended hand. “I’m Lieutenant Rachel Davis, and this is Doctor Yokoyama.”


“I’m sorry about your partner. Vice President Johnson is doing everything to get her back,” Yokoyama said.


The comment wasn’t reassuring, and Ellis simply nodded. He wasn’t sure who he could trust here. After hearing about Yokoyama’s inhumane experimentation on Lieutenant Brett, Ellis had built up a defensive wall that he raised whenever the doctor was even mentioned. Meeting the man in person didn’t change things, and moving forward, Ellis knew he would tread lightly.


After shaking their hands, Ellis said, “Let’s get this over with. Where’s the juvenile being held?”


Davis jerked her chin down another passage. “This way, doctors.”


Ellis stayed a few steps ahead of Yokoyama, but he was having a hard time keeping up with Davis. She had a long gait and walked quickly. Yokoyama tried to work his way next to him, but Ellis wasn’t in the mood to answer any questions. Pounding boots followed them through the passages, their Marine escort right behind.


A few minutes later, they reached the brig. Four more soldiers were stationed here. The men were decked out in black body armor and carried shotguns with drums of ammo. Each wore a Kevlar helmet with a rectangular mirrored visor and attached breathing apparatus. They reminded him of Stormtroopers. It gave Ellis the chills. He’d always hated those bastards ever since he first saw Star Wars as a kid.


Davis reached for the box of syringes. “After the situation with Lieutenant Brett, we have doubled our security and assigned a special team to administer Kryptonite to the juvenile.”


The soldiers glanced in Ellis’s direction, almost robotically, but said nothing. Lieutenant Davis grabbed the box and strode over to a hatch marked Cell 6. Yokoyama joined her, and pulled back the metal shutter covering the window. A guttural hissing followed as if the doctor had just opened a door to a pit containing an anaconda.


Yokoyama shook his head in awe. “She’s a remarkable creature.” Then he glanced back at Ellis and grinned. “We’re calling her Lucy.”


Ellis almost laughed. Lucy was the name given by anthropologists to the earliest human remains ever found. “Lucy wasn’t a monster.”


Yokyama took off his spectacles and tucked them into his thick hairline, exposing gray roots under the overhead lights. He didn’t reply; instead he leaned closer to the glass.


“How long will this take?” Davis asked.


Ellis shrugged. “It depends. Experiments on adult Variants have ranged from a couple hours to a full day, but there are more moving targets with the juveniles. They’re born with genetic mutations. That means proteins could change slightly from generation to generation. If the Superman protein is one of those that has changed, then the antibodies in Kryptonite won’t bind to it and the drugs won’t be able to get into the cells.”


“Meaning what?” Davis asked.


“Meaning Lucy won’t be affected,” Yokoyama replied grimly. “At this rate, she will be a full grown adult in a few weeks.”


Davis nodded like she understood, but Ellis wasn’t so sure. If the Brass knew what he knew, they would already be working on a backup plan to kill the offspring. Just hours before the attack on Plum Island, Ellis had come across worrying new information. Not only were the beasts growing at astounding rates, but their genetic makeup was evolving rapidly. If they could no longer target the unique Superman protein found in the adult Variants, then Kryptonite would be useless against the offspring.


“Sergeant Russo, are you ready?” Davis asked.


The tallest of the four men dressed in black armor strode over. He slung the strap of his shotgun over his shoulder and tilted his facemask toward Ellis.


Davis handed the small case to the sergeant.


“You’ll need to inject the cocktail into the small patch of flesh between its neck armor and—” Ellis began to say when Yokoyama cut him off.


“Actually, that won’t work. The best place appears to be the soft tissue just below the navel. The armor never grew over that spot.”


Russo regarded the men in turn, his mask shifting slightly. “You’re sure? I’m only going to get one shot at this.”


“Relax, Sergeant, Lucy will be sedated,” Davis said.


Relax? Ellis thought. He wondered if the technicians and guards who’d been murdered by Lieutenant Brett were told the same thing before they entered his cell to euthanize him.


Davis pointed at the other three soldiers in riot gear. “The rest of you will secure the chains just in case Lucy wakes up.” She turned to the Marine escort waiting at the end of the dark passage. “You four, keep sharp.”


The Marines nodded and shouldered their weapons.


Ellis felt his heart jump. There was a lot of firepower present, but the offspring were different than the adults. They were stronger, faster, and more unpredictable.


Russo opened the case and pulled out two syringes before handing it back to Ellis. The soldier tucked both syringes in his left vest pocket, then unslung his shotgun.


Yokoyama backed away from the door, making room for the soldiers. All four lined up in single file to enter the room, hands on the shoulder of the man in front of them.


“Doctors, this way please,” Davis said.


Yokoyama nodded and followed her down the corridor, but Ellis remained at the hatch to Cell 6.


“I haven’t even seen Lucy yet,” he said defiantly. “I’d really like to be present for this.”


Davis hesitated. “Doctor Yokoyama, you go back to the lab. Doctor Ellis, you stay close to me.”


Yokoyama didn’t offer any objection. He quickly walked toward the Marines and vanished around the next bulkhead. So far, Ellis was not impressed with the old doctor. He was certainly no Dr. Kate Lovato.


Davis flicked her mini-mic to her lips and said, “Med 1, this is Lieutenant Davis. You’re authorized to proceed with sedation.”


Ellis nudged in next to Russo at the hatch, and peered through the glass. Lucy was chained to the ceiling with legs and arms stretched into an X. An overhead light illuminated the juvenile’s grotesque body. Gray, scaly armor covered its extremities. Her cone-shaped head was angled down, chin against a plated chest where breasts would be on a normal mammal. Pointy ears tipped with fur hung loosely on the sides of her head.


“Is she sleeping?” Ellis asked.


Lucy’s head slowly lifted, wide yellow eyes snapping open and ears perking toward the ceiling. A lizard-like tongue shot out of wormy lips. Hissing, the beast fought against its restraints, pulling them tight with fingers tipped with talons. She was four feet tall, nearly a foot taller than the children he’d seen in the video from Turner Field in Atlanta.


Davis joined him at the window. “Med 1, Lieutenant Davis. Do you copy? Over.”


A second later, the hissing Variant was drowned out by the whisper of gas from an overhead vent. The room quickly filled with a cloud of mist, shrouding the juvenile Variant in gray.


“Get ready,” Davis said, turning slightly to Russo.


She grabbed Ellis by the arm and directed him away from the hatch. The special detail of soldiers formed a perimeter around them, their rifles angled at the window. Russo pulled a key from his pocket and waited.


Beyond the window, the gas was sucked into floor vents, and the clean white walls of the room reappeared. Lucy hung limply from the chains, tongue hanging from her mouth like a wet tail.


“Execute,” Davis said, her voice authoritative and calm.


As the soldiers prepared to enter, Ellis felt the sting of anxiety. He wasn’t sure if his heart was racing because of the monster in front of him or because of the fragmented memories of the attack on the island. In one, he was running past Riley’s limp, twisted body. In another, he shot the Variant that had Fitz pinned on the ground. Ellis could almost feel the hot blood on his face. More memories came rushing over him.


The boats raced away from the island with Kate and the other hostages. A missile streaked towards the vessels still on the shoreline. The final image was the clearest, like he was standing right there. In Ellis’s mind, Fitz was on his knees in the sand, head bowed, covered in blood.


Gritting his teeth, Ellis reached for his remaining strength. Deep down, he held onto some hope that Kryptonite would work on the offspring, and deeper down, he held onto hope that Beckham, Fitz, and Horn could bring Kate and the others back.


A click snapped the thoughts away. Russo unlocked the hatch and slipped the key back in his pocket. Then he grabbed a syringe in one hand and his shotgun in the other.


“Move, move, move!” Russo ordered.


The first man swung the hatch open and burst into the room. One by one the other soldiers disappeared inside. Russo was the last to go. He slammed the metal behind them, his visor centering on Ellis for a single second behind the glass window. There was no hint of fear there, only determination.


Davis walked up to the window to watch. The men worked quickly. As instructed, three of them held the chains while Russo took a knee in front of Lucy and stabbed the syringe in her navel.


Ellis thought he saw her eyelids flicker as if she were struggling to open her eyes. He palmed the bulkhead and leaned closer for a better look. Russo quickly injected the cocktail and then backed away. The other three men retreated with him to the hatch.


“Back up,” Davis said. She grabbed Ellis by the arm again and directed him toward the bulkhead across the passage. They waited there with the Marine escort while Russo and his squad filed into the hall and locked the hatch behind them.


For a moment no one said a word. Mirrored visors stared ahead. Weapons were slowly lowered toward the deck as the soldiers began to relax.


Davis put her hands on her hips and crinkled her nose. “A lot of good men died to bring that freak back here.” She glanced over at Ellis. “It better have been worth it. I hope to God your weapon works.”


“I hope so too,” Ellis replied. He tried to sound confident, but there was no hiding his skepticism, especially when he avoided her gaze to examine Russo’s profile.


Rifles all around Ellis were suddenly raised at the glass window. Ellis turned slowly, expecting to see Lucy spitting out her guts. Instead, through the glass, a pair of reptilian eyes glared at Ellis. Lucy was awake again, her tongue circling her wormy lips, leaving webs of saliva behind.


“What the hell?” Davis muttered. “How is she conscious?”


Ellis shook his head. “I … I don’t know, Lieutenant.”


The soldiers shouldered their rifles, preparing for orders.


“She won’t be conscious for long,” Russo replied. “I injected the whole thing into her gut.” He handed Ellis the extra syringe of Kryptonite to put back in the case.


Ellis grabbed it without taking his eyes of the little monster’s pointed tongue. It shot back into Lucy’s mouth and her lips clamped closed. Davis and Russo backed away from the hatch the second they saw what Ellis did.


No, Ellis thought. It can’t be.


But there was no mistaking it. Lucy’s bulging sucker lips had stretched into an evil grin, touching both sides of her face. A wave of terror prickled through Ellis. The adults were, without a doubt, remarkable predators, but the offspring took it to another level. They weren’t just aware, they were learning.


They had evolved into the perfect predator.
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Beckham barely had time to look over his shoulder as the Blackhawk spun toward a four-story building. One of the pilots made a last ditch effort to pull up, but the other opened the door and tried to bail. The nose slammed into the exterior of the brick building with the pilot halfway out the door. Flames instantly engulfed the cockpit as it first crunched together and then blew apart in a massive cloud of crimson and black.


The rotors cracked in half, streaking through the air like oversized spears. A shard whizzed past Beckham’s right arm. He tackled Apollo to the ground behind a car and shielded the dog’s body with his own. Shrapnel sizzled through the air. Pieces punched into the car as the wreckage rained to the sidewalk.


Beckham said a short prayer for the pilots, but there wasn’t a second to waste hiding. As soon as it was safe, he jumped to his feet to get his bearings. Horn and Fitz were tucked behind the safety of a pickup truck about twenty feet behind the twisted mess of the Blackhawk. Garcia and Tank were already firing at the herd of Variants barreling toward the civilians to the west.


“Thomas!” Garcia shouted. He unloaded a barrage of rounds and ran toward Thomas’s mangled body.


Beckham took in the entire view in the amount of time it took to fire off half a magazine—from the skid marks Thomas’s body had left in the ash when he had fallen from the bird to the civilians running from the Variants. In the middle of the group, Beckham glimpsed a woman who could be Kate.


“Big Horn, Fitz, on me!” he shouted. Beckham whistled at Apollo and took off in a sprint. He pulled the strap of his M4 and raised the weapon to scope the street. The crosshairs fell on Garcia. The Marine was on his knees with his head bowed next to Thomas’s body. The sheer amount of blood told Beckham that Thomas was gone. And if Garcia and Tank didn’t get moving, they would be too.


“Move your asses!” Beckham shouted.


Tank threw the strap of his M249 over his back and leaned down to pick Thomas up. Garcia laid down suppressing fire as they ran. They met Beckham, Fitz, and Horn in the middle of the street. An explosion rocked the building behind them. More shards of metal ricocheted off the surrounding vehicles.


“Let’s move!” Beckham yelled.


Beckham strained to see over the cars blocking the road, searching desperately for Kate. The cacophony of shrieking Variants drowned out the desperate screams from the civilians. That made Beckham run faster. His ankles burned from the jump out of the chopper, but not even a sprain or broken bones could stop him now. He would crawl to Kate if he had to.


Bursting around a Humvee, Beckham angled his M4 down the street. He almost stopped mid-stride when he saw Kate’s blue eyes. They saw each other in the same second, the world around them disconnecting for a single moment.


Gunfire, barking, the frightened screams of children, and the screech of monsters returned them both to the nightmare. It was chaos, and Kate was right in the middle of it.


“Reed!” she shouted. Jenny bobbed up and down on her back. The child reached out with a tiny hand when she saw Horn.


“Daddy!”


“Jenny! Tasha!” Horn yelled back.


Beckham scanned the street behind Kate. Meg was carrying Tasha. Donna cradled Bo in her arms. There were two other civilians Beckham didn’t recognize, but that was it.


Where the hell was everyone else?


There wasn’t time for questions. An army of Variants over a hundred strong trailed the survivors. Beckham aimed his M4. Talons scratched at the concrete, ash kicking up in the air. Thousands of joints snapped as the herd charged, but he couldn’t get a clear shot. The civilians were in his line of fire. He couldn’t risk it.


Garcia and Tank climbed to the top of vehicles. Their muzzles barked to life. Beckham ran past their position, Horn and Fitz flanking him on both sides.


“Stay!” Beckham said to Apollo. “Horn, Fitz, take out the climbers!”


The chatter of gunfire broke out to Beckham’s right and left, his friends training their fire on Variants scaling the walls on both sides of the street.


Hold on, Kate. I’m almost there.


He locked onto her face. The small group of civilians was navigating the maze of vehicles. The monsters behind them took to roofs and hoods, leaping from car to car.


Three of the beasts were catching up fast. Beckham shouldered his rifle and fired as he ran. He nailed a Variant in mid-air as it lunged for Meg and Tasha. The three-round burst hit it in the torso, sending it spinning away and crashing into the side of a UPS truck with a thud.


Static crackled in Beckham’s earpiece. Command was trying to get a message through, but he couldn’t hear shit over the gunfire. It was all just white noise and scrambled voices.


Keep moving!


Beckham’s limbs were working independently of his brain. He fired on targets without thinking, transforming into a machine. His lungs burned like he was at the tail end of a marathon, every breath more strenuous than the last. The fall had rattled his senses, but his aim remained true.


Shot after shot took down the beasts; brains and bits of gore covered the abandoned cars and trucks with flecks of red. The creatures were closing in, but calculated shots from Ghost and the Variant Hunters were keeping them away from the civilians.


“Kate!” Beckham yelled a second time. She ran onto the sidewalk directly underneath a mezzanine and scaffold. Two Variants jumped onto the metal platform. He mowed them down with a line of fire that splattered them against the wall. His magazine clicked dry as he spun to fire on another group of three beasts that had emerged from the open door of a pizza joint in front of Kate.


She froze, Jenny nearly toppling over her shoulders.


Beckham slung the M4 over his shoulder, dropped to one knee, and pulled his M9 in the same motion. He squeezed off three shots that hit each of the Variants in the chest. All but one collapsed to the ground. The survivor dropped to all fours and galloped toward Kate.


“Run, Kate!” Beckham shouted. He followed the monster in the gun sights, held in a breath, and fired at the last possible second. The rounds weren’t high caliber, but they did the trick when they slammed into the beast’s skull. It dropped to the ground, skidding to a stop a few feet away from Kate, who was staring in shock.


“Run!” Beckham yelled again.


The crack of Fitz’s MK11 sounded, and in his peripheral, Beckham saw Fitz setting up shop against the hood of a car.


Beckham chased after Horn. He caught up a few seconds later, and they ran together, side by side.


“Tasha! Jenny!” Horn shouted. “I’m coming!” He fired his M249 in arcs at the walls of the buildings on both sides of the road. Variants lost their footing and crashed to the pavement. Tank and Garcia picked off the stragglers, but still the heart of the beasts barreled down the center of the street, their numbers growing as more Variants squeezed out of sewer openings and came crashing out of storefronts.


“Garcia, Tank! Watch our flanks!” Beckham shouted into his headset. It only took a quick turn to see there was nowhere to escape. Even if they tried, they couldn’t outrun the beasts with children in tow. He eyed a fort of wrecked cars that could offer some protection if they could set up a perimeter there.


He didn’t like it, but that was their only option.


“Boss, we have to get out of here,” Horn said, his chest heaving. He jammed the butt of his M249 into its nook and fired off another volley. Then he continued running.


“Garcia, set me up a perimeter at those cars!” Beckham shouted. “We’ll be right there.”


Horn glared at him between shots, his disapproval clear on his face.


“There’s nowhere to run, Big Horn. We have to stand our ground. No telling what’s in those buildings,” Beckham yelled as he bolted toward Kate.


She emerged around the burned out hull of a car, Jenny jerking up and down on her shoulders. He kept his eye on them as he changed the magazine of his M4. She was ahead of the beasts now, but not by far.


Beckham brought the rifle back up to fire on a pair of Variants skittering through the ash a few cars behind her. He slipped as he squeezed off a shot, regained his balance, and then jumped onto the hood of a police cruiser. Kate and the civilians were only twenty feet away now. So close it seemed he could reach out and touch her.


Almost there, baby. Almost …


She looked up and halted when she saw him standing on the car.


“Keep running!” he shouted.


Another transmission surged in his ear. “Ghost, this is Wolf 4. Do you copy? Over.”


Beckham didn’t have time to answer. He fired over the heads of the civilians, taking out a group of beasts that had broken away from the main mass. Then he jumped onto the concrete and continued running. He’d bought them a minute at best.


“Reed!” Kate yelled.


They locked eyes again as Beckham closed the final distance. Horn passed him on the way, running faster than Beckham had ever seen him run. He reached Kate first, taking Jenny in one arm and then lurching over to Meg to grab Tasha. Donna carried Bo with the aid of two other civilians.


“Come on!” Beckham said. He lowered his rifle and grabbed Kate’s hand—something he had thought he would never do again. A flood of emotions rushed through him, but there was no time to embrace her, no matter how much he wanted to simply gather her into his arms.


“Horn, watch out!” Beckham shouted as a Variant squeezed out of the sewer opening a few feet away from Jenny.


Beckham dropped to a knee and shot the creature between the eyes. Horn slung his rifle over his back and scooped up both girls in his massive arms.


“Behind me!” Beckham yelled. Kate hugged him from behind as he continued firing. She pressed her head against the back of his neck, her warm breath sending chills through him.


“I knew you would come,” she said. “I knew you wouldn’t leave me out here.”


“Go, Kate! Go with the others!”


She wrapped her arms tighter around him, apparently determined not to let him go.


“Now! I’ll be right behind you!” Beckham squeezed Kate’s hand again. He hated to push her away, but he couldn’t cover their retreat and shield her at the same time. Kate was just as stubborn as he was, and he could tell she wasn’t leaving.


He squeezed off two more shots at a tiny Variant that had probably been ten or eleven years old before it had transformed into a monster. It was moving faster than the others, leaping onto the backs of older creatures and clawing its way to the front of the herd. Beckham shot it in the spine and watched it somersault into the mass. The crunch of bone rang out as the larger Variants trampled the little creature.


By the time Beckham and Kate turned around, the civilians, Ghost, and the Variant Hunters were already inside the fort of cars Tank and Garcia were defending. Meg and Horn helped Tasha, Jenny, and the others inside a sedan.


A round suddenly whizzed past Beckham’s left side. It made a piercing crunch when it hit its target. The thud of a body crashing into a car followed. The proximity told Beckham Fitz had nailed a headshot on a monster that had snuck up on Beckham and Kate. He would thank the Marine later.


If we survive.


Beckham scanned the buildings beyond, hope bleeding out of him. The dark structures held no refuge, only abominations. There was nowhere to run—nowhere to hide. They had to stand their ground here.


“Fitz, I want you in the bed of that pickup. Big Horn, you and Tank set up your SAWs. Garcia, you’re on me. Use your grenades,” Beckham ordered. He twisted to fire off a shot at the wall of Variants. Every maw seemed to open at once, a massive black oblivion releasing a discordant sound that made Kate cling harder to Beckham’s arm. She halted as they came upon a barrier of cars.


“Go through the middle!” Beckham said. He turned to fire as she squeezed between two bumpers. Pulling his magazine, he reached for another, jammed it home, and then hurried after her toward the vehicles. Jenny and Tasha were already safely inside a car, their faces pressed up against the filthy back window to watch.


Garcia and Tank spread their weapons over the hood of a police cruiser. Fitz jumped into the bed of the pickup, and in seconds all three Marines opened fire. The rounds slammed into the wave of monsters trailing Beckham. He jumped and slid over the hood of the pickup truck, then bolted toward Horn.


Meg helped Kate into the car. Beckham couldn’t wait to watch her get safely inside. He laid his M9 on the hood of the pickup and joined his brothers as they fired into the horde.


“Give me a gun!” someone shouted.


Beckham didn’t need to turn to see it was Meg, nor did he hesitate to hand her his M9. A second later she was squeezing off shots at the horde less than two hundred feet away. The creatures seemed desperate, crashing into one another as they piled over charcoaled metal. He’d seen this many times before. They were starving.


“Short bursts, head shots. Stay focused!” Beckham ordered.


He centered his M4 at a Variant perched on the roof of a minivan and squeezed the trigger. It skidded down the hood leaving a wake of gore. Two others took its place. They were quickly cut to shreds with shots to their emaciated ribs, bones shattering and exploding away from their withered bodies.


A transmission cracked in Beckham’s earpiece.


“Ghost, this is Wolf 4! Do you copy? Over!” There was urgency to the message.


Beckham flicked his headset to his lips and yelled over the gunshots, “Copy that, Wolf 4. Ghost 1. We’re in the middle of a goddamn firefight!”


The wall of diseased flesh surged forward, spilling over cars, taking up every inch of the street. Starving mouths opened, jagged teeth anxious to bite. There were too many of the monsters. There was no way five soldiers and Meg could hold them off.


The firefighter screamed as she pulled the trigger, “That’s for Riley!”


Beckham scanned his team as he changed a mag. Fitz was focused, his features calm. He fired relentlessly. Garcia and Tank showed the same control. But Horn fired like a madman, a stream of lead flying from his M249.


“Grenades!” Beckham shouted. He grabbed one from his vest, plucked out the pin, and tossed it into the tidal wave of monsters. Four others sailed through the air simultaneously.


“Get down!” Beckham yelled at the civilians in the car. Every head vanished from the windows. The soldiers all crouched behind the vehicles as the deafening blasts tore through the night. The street rumbled and shook. The blast slammed into the vehicles, jerking the cars up and down.


Ears ringing and equilibrium off, Beckham stumbled to his feet and continued firing into the drifting smoke. The middle of the street was filled with chunky debris. Variants missing limbs screeched in agony and dragged their ruined bodies across the concrete. The grenades had killed over half of the monsters.


Maybe Ghost had a chance after all.


“Don’t let up!” Beckham shouted. “Keep firing!” He assassinated the remaining beasts as they scattered in all directions, shooting them in the backs with no trace of emotion.


Another message flared in his ear. “Ghost 1, Wolf 4. What’s your location? Over.”


“East 42nd Street, near the NYC library,” Beckham said. “Need extraction ASAP! We have civilians in tow. Where the fuck are you guys?”


The reply was lost in a hail of gunfire. Beckham grunted and focused on his firing. Once the smoke cleared, he saw there was no time for extraction. The monsters were regrouping. Dozens more emerged on the rooftops on both sides of the street. All they were doing was drawing more Variants to their location.


He met Horn’s gaze, and they shared a moment that reminded Beckham of the time at Fort Bragg when they had been surrounded and down to their knives. There was dread in Horn’s eyes, but there was courage there, too. If they were going to die, at least they were all going to die together.


Beckham glanced over his shoulder to look for Kate as he continued firing blindly at the beasts. She had her face pressed against the car window, Tasha and Jenny on either side. He was turning back to the battle when a flash of motion behind them caught his eye. To the east, a pack of Variants trailed a beast wearing plates of human bones. He didn’t question how the Alpha was still alive. He simply screamed, “Our six!”


The grenades had drawn another wave of beasts.


“Fitz, Meg, on me,” Beckham said. “Tank, Horn, Garcia, you keep firing to the west.”


Beckham slammed his shoulder into the car behind him, angling his M4 at the Alpha. Its face was covered in deep lacerations, and its yellow eyes were trained on Beckham. Opening shredded lips, it let out a roar.


The beast looked back to the Variants galloping behind its bony armor. It shrieked at the creatures and pounded on its chest plate with its remaining hand, as if taunting them. The monsters screeched back and continued barreling toward the Alpha. It was then Beckham realized they weren’t drawn to the gunfire at all.


Team Ghost and the Variant Hunters weren’t just trapped in the heart of New York City. They were caught in the middle of a civil war between rival Variant gangs.
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