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The soldier above all others prays for peace, for it is the soldier who must suffer and bear the deepest wounds and scars of war.


—Douglas MacArthur














Prologue


They were fucked.


It wasn’t a question of whether the monsters would find Captain Reed Beckham and Lieutenant Jim “Ten Lives” Flathman but a matter of how long. After being tossed out of a Black Hawk into a city overrun with monsters, Beckham was back in action and on a path straight through hell.


He squirmed across the rooftop toward Flathman. The glow of the half-moon illuminated Beckham’s ruined body and the twisted metal of his prosthetic leg. He’d lost his prosthetic hand, leaving only the stump where Big Horn had hacked it off with Meg’s hatchet to save his life. Dozens of cuts and scars adorned his exposed flesh like tattoos.


At the edge of the rooftop, Beckham pushed himself up to sneak a glimpse over the side. His eyes were swollen and bruised, but he could still see the destroyed metropolis in the moonlight.


Empty skyscrapers, blown to pieces during Operation Liberty, staggered across the skyline. As a result of the firebombing, raging fires had consumed entire city blocks, leaving a darkened landscape behind. Skirts of debris dressed the shops and businesses like scree around the base of a mountain.


Every road out of the destruction led through Variant territory. Despite multiple efforts to take it back, the monsters still owned Chicago. A small number of Alphas and Variants had gone underground during the deployment of VX9H9. Beckham hadn’t seen many of them, and he wasn’t sure how many were out there, but Flathman had warned him the beasts were lurking in the shadows much like the two men. There was also a small percentage of the powerful Variant juveniles that had survived Kryptonite.


But the old monsters weren’t the only threat. The streets below were filled with the newly infected people from safe-zone territory 15—people like President Jan Ringgold’s cousin, Emilia.


Beckham could see their pallid flesh as they prowled for prey, their infected yellow eyes flitting, blood dripping from multiple orifices. It was like the first days of the outbreak all over again.


Lieutenant Andrew Wood and his army, the Resistance of Tyranny soldiers, had restarted the epidemic by infecting several of the SZTs, including this one. The ROT army, whose goal was to consolidate power under its own flag, used terror as its main weapon and the hemorrhage virus as the vehicle to deliver that weapon. Wood threatened to ruin everything Beckham and the military had fought for since the raid on Building 8 on San Nicolas Island seven months ago.


The newly infected were closing in—and so were the ghosts of the men and women who had died to stop the end of the world. Beckham could visualize several of his friends standing on the rooftop. Meg Pratt, Sheila Horn, Staff Sergeant Alex “The Kid” Riley, Lieutenant Colonel Ray Jensen, and a handful of others stood there glaring down at him as he hid from the beasts.


Under the cover of darkness, he brought the advanced combat optical gunsight of his M4 to his swollen eye and zoomed in, searching for a vehicle that would help them escape. Motion flickered in the limbs of an ancient oak tree next to the building. Hundreds of black birds nested on the spiny branches, their weight causing the tree limbs to creak, a sound that reminded him of the cracking of Variant joints.


They had selected the rooftop for that reason: If an infected got too close, the birds would take to the skies. Most of the time the Variants stuck to bigger prey, which explained the lack of animals and humans in Chicago, but the mindless beasts would likely be forced to turn to birds, rats, and perhaps even insects if they got hungry enough.


Beckham moved the ACOG’s sights to the street, where the infected beasts were hunting. One of the creatures, a sinewy female still dressed in blue jeans and a shredded Chicago Bears sweatshirt, scrambled over to the trunk of the tree. Beckham backed away from the ledge, keeping to the shadows, out of view.


The monster glanced up at the birds with yellow eyes, blood dripping from a sharp nose as it sniffed the chilly air. Beckham’s muscles froze. He didn’t dare move an inch. The beast couldn’t see him, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t smell his body odor or the pus oozing from his wounds.


The sound of joints popping echoed through the city as the abomination bolted back into the road on all fours, uninterested in the birds and oblivious to Beckham.


Beckham slowly moved so he could see the buildings down the block. An armored bank truck sat on the curb at an intersection. He used the ACOG to zoom in on the vehicle but then pulled the scope away when he saw a pack of infected clambering over the exterior of the old warehouse behind the truck. From the height of the roof they looked like an army of albino ants.


There was no telling how many monsters were out tonight.


Beckham flashed a hand signal to Flathman, who looked over the ledge and followed Beckham’s finger toward the armored truck. He nodded and then flashed his own signal.


They retreated from the stone roof ledge and sought refuge in the shadow of the wall. Keeping low to the ground, Beckham followed the lieutenant to a cluster of air-conditioning units.


Beckham crawled across the roof, trying to minimize the noise his prosthetic blade made. When he got to the units, he rested his aching back against one of them and kept his gaze on the south and west sides of the roof while Flathman watched the north and east.


After a few moments of silence, Flathman pulled out a flask of whiskey and took a slug, then offered it to Beckham. It was the tenth time Flathman had reached for his flask that evening, and Beckham finally decided to take the edge off with a drink. The smooth liquor slid down his throat and burned his empty gut. He welcomed that burn, savoring it with closed eyes for a fleeting moment. The burn passed, and Beckham wiped his mouth with the tattered sleeve covering his stump. He reached into his vest pocket, where he used to keep a picture of his mother.


That picture hadn’t survived, but it was carved in his memory like the scars on his body. Instead, he pulled out a handkerchief that he had soaked with antibiotics and then dabbed the cloth against his forehead. The fluid stung the patchwork of cuts and bruises.


Pain raced down what was left of his right arm and prickled where his hand should have been. He gritted his teeth but made himself stop when he heard their grinding. If he could hear the sound, so could the monsters.


The ache in his missing arm was getting worse, something Master Sergeant Joe Fitzpatrick had warned him about. Phantom limb syndrome: It was a condition many soldiers dealt with after losing an arm or a leg.


Beckham gestured for the flask again.


“Easy there, Captain,” Flathman whispered with a smug grin. He handed it over, and Beckham took another gulp, hoping for some relief—not just from the physical pain but also from the mental anguish.


He’d watched helplessly as Doctor Pat Ellis had been executed on Plum Island. The memory flashed across his mind, his fatigued muscles tensing at the remembered crack of the gunshot.


Beckham still didn’t know the fate of the rest of Plum Island’s inhabitants and wouldn’t have been able to help them even if he did. For all he knew, Kate was already dead and he’d never get the chance to meet their son. Images of his best friend, Big Horn, torn to pieces and of President Ringgold, lying dead in a pool of her own blood, swarmed his mind. He couldn’t bear to think of Kate that way …


The grief and uncertainty were tearing him apart inside. He was trapped here in the wildlife preserve that was Chicago, surrounded by infected monsters. Now he could see why Flathman had turned to drinking.


The world was a dark, horrifying place.


He shifted for a better view of the rooftop to the south. The skeletal branches of the trees below scraped the exterior of the building, creaking and groaning in the wind. A crow cawed, the sound reverberating through the night.


The wave of alcohol-induced calm had just begun to settle over Beckham when the sound of clicking joints set his heart slamming against his ribs.


Flathman pushed up the bill of his Chicago Cubs hat for a better view of the roof. He rose to a crouch and directed his gun’s muzzle to the north, using his other hand to signal.


One finger.


Two fingers.


Three fingers, indicating the number of Variants clambering across the gray brick surface of the building adjacent to their location. Beckham couldn’t see the beasts from his vantage, but he trusted Flathman’s report. Even tipsy, the man was sharp.


Beckham slowly raised his M4, a round already chambered. He flicked the selector to the happy switch, a three-round burst, wincing at the click. The faint rustling in the oak tree had stopped.


If the monsters found him and Flathman up here, they would call in reinforcements and overwhelm them. They had come here to seek refuge, but inadvertently they might have also sealed their fate. This time there would be no Black Hawk descending like an armored angel to evacuate Team Ghost off the roof.


There wasn’t even a Team Ghost to speak of in the United States—just Beckham and the alcoholic lieutenant who had survived by running his ass off and fighting like a madman.


I’m not dying on some shitty rooftop. I will get back to my family.


Beckham repeated the words in his mind until it was a mantra. He pointed his stump at the steel door leading back into the building. Flathman shook his head and brought a finger to his lips. It wasn’t the first time they had butted heads on strategy over the past few hours. It had been Flathman’s idea to come up here in the first place. He had survived on his own for a long time, but that didn’t mean he was always right.


Beckham got to his feet and crouch-walked around the air-conditioning units. They had to move, and they had to move now.


Flathman remained on one knee. He shook his head in defiance. No, he mouthed, and then pointed firmly at the ground.


Beckham jerked his chin toward the door.


An eerie silence fell. Even the wind had stopped. Beckham held his position, frozen like a statue and feeling naked in the rays of moonlight.


The fluttering of wings snapped him alert. He slowly twisted to survey the south side of the rooftop. The noise started off as a faint whipping of the air, and then there was the creak of a limb as a single black bird tore off into the night sky. Then, all at once, a flickering wall of birds erupted. Hundreds of the creatures took to the sky in a dense column formation and blocked out the stars like a strip of painter’s tape.


Beckham pushed his stump under the barrel of his suppressed M4 and steadied the carbine while moving his finger toward the trigger. Sweat trickled down his face, salt stinging his cuts. He closed his swollen left eyelid and looked through the scope with his right.


A naked, meaty figure leaped over the side of the building and landed on the roof. The infected beast held a crushed bird and was using its hands to rip the bird in half. It stuffed the head and wings into its maw, crunching loudly.


Beckham had been wrong before; the monsters did eat birds.


He gave it something else to chew on with a round through its wormy sucker lips. Two more of the monsters skittered over the stone ledge as the first beast slumped to the ground.


Two suppressed shots whistled from Flathman’s rifle, punching through muscle, gristle, and organs. One of the infected creatures thudded to the ground quickly, but the second beast stumbled backward, bony arms windmilling. It hit the edge of the building but didn’t fall—yet.


Beckham held his breath and his fire, afraid another shot would send the beast tumbling to the ground. The crack of bones on pavement was far louder than the suppressed crack of his gun and would alert more creatures to their presence.


Apparently Flathman hadn’t thought that far ahead. Another bullet from his M4 slammed into the center of the monster’s forehead, crunching loudly on impact. The force flung the creature’s skull backward, and its entire body flipped over the roof’s edge.


Beckham shot Flathman an angry glare and then hurried over with his gun at the ready. The shattering of bones boomed like a shotgun blast before he got to the ledge. Flathman joined Beckham and watched in shock as every blood-soaked face in the street flicked in their direction.


What the hell did you think would happen? Beckham thought, cutting a second vicious look at the lieutenant.


As the birds fled into the darkness, Beckham and Flathman hustled across the rooftop toward the door Beckham had pointed at earlier. They had no choice. Without a helicopter to evacuate them, they would have to fight through a building full of horrors if Beckham was to have any hope of escaping this new nightmare.
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Captain Rachel Davis could still picture the attack as though it was happening in real time. Lance Corporal Nick Black had steered the Zodiac up to the USS George Washington. Everything had been ready to go. Sergeant Sanders, Private First Class Robbie, Lance Corporal Katherine Diaz, and Davis had remained calm during the ride across the choppy waves.


Dressed in ROT uniforms, and with Diaz and Davis sporting freshly cut hair as part of their disguises, she and her team had thought all seemed to be going to plan. They would sneak on board, rescue any surviving members of her crew, and then blow the ship and every ROT soldier on board to kingdom come.


They had been close—just three hundred feet from the aircraft carrier’s first ladder—when gunshots lanced in their direction. Davis still didn’t know if some fault in their disguises had tipped off the soldiers on the deck or if they’d missed some important signal or sign.


It didn’t matter.


Sanders and Robbie had been killed instantly, but Davis and Diaz were able to lay down return fire. The first of the shots killed two of the men on the deck and sent the other man lunging for cover.


When Davis had looked over at Black, he was clasping his stomach, blood pouring out under his hand. Another gush of blood trickled from a hole in his chest.


“Jump ship,” he had muttered. “I got this.”


Everything that happened after that was mostly a blur in Davis’s memory. Davis and Diaz had narrowly escaped a blast that blew a hole in the side of her ship.


She wasn’t even sure how long they had been hiding in the forest, waiting for the ROT patrols that still hadn’t come. The eerie quiet sent a chill through Davis. For hours, she had been anticipating the barks of search dogs or the beams of spotlights hunting them. Instead, there was only the whispering of the wind through the palm trees, the hissing of bugs and croaking of frogs.


Davis decided to move again, waving Diaz under a ridgeline along the beach. She stopped a few minutes later at the sight of bodies crucified to the wooden poles beyond the surf.


Marine Sergeant Corey Marks’s scarred face was still slumped against his chest, his flayed body hanging like a scarecrow on the pole the ROT soldiers had constructed on the beach after catching him and two other marines days earlier.


Now she knew where the scent of rot was coming from.


Diaz covered her nose with a sleeve, but Davis pushed on, breathing in the stench of death as a reminder she was still alive, against all odds. There was no time to bury the marines as they deserved, there was only the mission.


She had to get back to the ship and finish the job that so many men and women had already given their lives for. In her mind’s eye she remembered Black gunning the engine of the Zodiac after Davis and Diaz bailed. The ROT soldiers on the deck had riddled Black’s body with bullets, but he’d still managed to slam the Zodiac into the side of the ship and detonate the C4 on board.


Davis shook the memory away, determined to get back to the ship. She continued leading Diaz through the maze of palm trees.


Quick and steady, Rachel. Quick and steady.


The mantra helped her focus. She scanned the area with her rifle’s sight, keeping an eye out for any sign of spotlights and her ears perked for barking dogs.


They stopped a few minutes later at the lip of a ravine to scout the low-lying area beyond. The minutes ticked by as slowly as the bug crawling across Davis’s arm. She didn’t bother brushing it off. Her flesh was already covered in mud, bug bites, and scrapes. At least the creature was a distraction from the pain of her injuries and the queasiness of her stomach.


She lost the battle with her sour stomach and leaned over to dry-heave in the bushes. Diaz looked up, shaking from the cold, her freckle-dusted features ghostly in the night. She hadn’t said more than a few words since they had emerged from the water, and her eyes searched Davis’s for some sort of reassurance.


But Davis had nothing to offer the lance corporal.


They were in bad shape. On top of losing their comrades, along with most of their weapons and ammunition, Davis had lost the radio and satellite phone. There was no way to contact Command unless they got back to the ship.


Diaz broke the silence. “I can’t believe Black …” Her lips quivered and her brown eyes widened. “I … I can’t believe he sacrificed himself like that.”


“He did his duty,” Davis said quietly. “At the very least, I think the blast disabled their launching systems and their ability to move out of the harbor. It’s only a matter of time before Central Command moves in to finish them off, assuming they’re still watching out there.”


“So Wood can’t hit any more SZTs with the hemorrhage virus?”


“Not with the GW. If Wood could fire the missiles, wouldn’t he have already fired them?”


Diaz shrugged helplessly.


“He doesn’t strike me as the type of guy to bluff,” Davis continued. “Black started the job, but we still have to finish his work.”


“What do we—”


Davis grabbed Diaz and pulled her down at the distant whoosh of helicopter blades.


“Quiet,” Davis whispered. She brought up the SCAR-L  assault rifle she’d grabbed on the beach and pointed it at the canopy of palm trees. The shifting fronds provided momentary glimpses of the sky. Her first thought was to take off running for cover, but she knew they were better off staying put.


Diaz raised her Beretta M9.


The thump of rotors rose until it sounded as if the bird was right on top of them. Davis leaned from left to right for a better view, finally catching a glimpse of a Black Hawk shooting over the swaying canopy.


But the bird wasn’t out here hunting for them. It was heading for the GW.


Davis flashed a hand signal, motioning Diaz back toward Fort Pickens and the harbor. They advanced through the trip-me vegetation, weaving between palm trees at a quick but cautious pace. There were plenty of hazards out here, including snakes. One of them squirmed across the dirt path. Davis maneuvered around a boulder and focused on the Black Hawk racing across the night sky. There was no doubt about its trajectory—the bird was heading for the GW. She leaped over fallen limbs and powered through a cluster of vines.


“Wait up,” Diaz said.


Davis slowed her pace and caught her breath, muscles burning and injuries flaring. The salty scent of an ocean breeze filled her nostrils. Diaz caught up a moment later, and they crouched behind a tree, both of them panting.


“Slow down,” Diaz said. “What if there’s a patrol searching for us?”


“I know. I’m sorry.” Davis looked back through the fence of palm trees. They were almost back to the place where they had ambushed the ROT soldiers.


“Okay, I’m ready to move out,” Diaz said.


Davis could see the fight returning in the lance corporal’s eyes. Diaz was ready to avenge Black and the crew of the GW.


“Come on,” Davis whispered.


They slipped back through the woods, guided by the glow of the moon. Davis did her best to watch every step. Despite her efforts, she tripped and fell several times, scoring more cuts for her collection.


The clearing that overlooked the weathered walls of Fort Pickens was just ahead, and Davis balled her hand to halt their approach. She took a knee next to a stump and scoped the fence of palm trees at the border of the fort. There was no sign of movement in the green space beyond, nor on the stone walls—no sentries, no snipers, nothing.


“All clear,” she whispered. The words sounded strange, and her gut told her something was off. Where the hell were the patrols? Maybe the ROT soldiers thought Davis and Diaz had died in the blast, but she didn’t want to bet their lives on it.


A wall of smoke drifted away from the GW on the other side of the fort. Davis pushed herself to her feet and raised her SCAR. She would use the opportunity to sneak over to the fort, where she could have a better look at the aircraft carrier and the Black Hawk that had landed there.


“Cover me,” Davis said. She went first, running in a hunch, keeping as low as possible. She hadn’t seen a sniper, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one lurking in the shadows.


Halfway across the field, she stopped at a stone pillar that had been sheared off at the top. The broken piece lay in the dirt to the right. Diaz showed up a moment later and pushed her back against the partition while Davis got down and used the cover of the rubble to scope the rest of the fort.


She played the barrel of the SCAR over the walls and walkways overlooking the ocean. Where there had been ROT soldiers before, she saw only abandoned ledges.


Where the hell are they?


A flicker of white darted across the top of one of the lookouts and vanished into the fort. Davis froze and waited for the contact to reemerge in the moonlight.


“Did you see that?” she whispered.


Diaz shook her head.


Pushing her scope back up, Davis zoomed in on the wall. Seeing nothing, she searched for their next position. She pointed at the wall about a hundred yards away.


“Watch my back,” Davis said.


Diaz looked over, eyebrows arching over her wide eyes at the sound of a distant scream. It rose into a screech of agony and then faded away.


This wasn’t the sound of a monster—it was the scream of a man.


Davis took point and flashed an advance signal.


Quick and steady, Rachel. Quick and steady.


She led Diaz toward a staircase and up the stairs with their rifles angled up. At the top, Davis hunched down and cleared the overlook. She crab-walked to the wall and waited for the screams to come again.


A seagull called out in the distance, and the lap of waves sounded on the beach, but she heard nothing else.


Davis worked her way up to the ledge and peeked over to look at the harbor. The pop of gunfire pushed her back down. Diaz crouched next to her. They exchanged a glance.


Several shouts followed the gunfire, and then came the unmistakable shriek of a Variant. The thump of rotors and a frantic shout joined the din.


“Get us back in the air!”


Davis lifted her rifle over the ledge and centered the barrel on the GW, ignoring the black hole in the metal siding that provided a glimpse into the guts of the carrier.


On board the ship, ROT soldiers ran toward the aircraft housed on the deck, some of them firing over their shoulders at figures bolting out of the open hatches. At first Davis thought that maybe these were members of her crew who had seized the opportunity to take back the ship, but then the figures chasing the ROT soldiers dropped to all fours and skittered after the retreating men.


Not sailors—monsters.


Davis focused her gun on the Black Hawk that had passed overhead for a better look. Its wheels were already lifting off the deck. A crew chief grabbed the chopper’s M240 and directed the barrel at the beasts. That was when Davis saw the missiles containing the hemorrhage virus scattered across the deck.


The blast from the C4 hadn’t just disabled the MGM-140 Army Tactical Missile System delivery vehicles—it had blown several of the missiles to pieces, releasing the virus and infecting the soldiers and sailors on the deck. Now Davis knew why they hadn’t been pursued by the patrols. The ROT soldiers were no longer human.


For the first time in six months, Davis was happy to see the creatures. The former soldiers tore into the men who had landed in the Black Hawk. Two of the men made it to the chopper. A third soldier leaped into the air and grabbed the side of the troop hold as it lifted into the sky.


Dozens of the galloping beasts fanned out across the deck. A pack skittered over the ship’s F-18 Super Hornets, and another dashed between the Ospreys. Davis felt her heart catch when she realized that some of the infected were former members of her crew.


“No,” she whispered. Tears blurred her vision. This was so much worse than if they’d been executed by the ROT soldiers.


The 7.62-millimeter rounds from the M240 tore through her old friends as the Black Hawk pulled skyward. She locked her jaw and raised her SCAR at the bird. The soldier hanging from the side swayed back and forth with a beast attached to his ankle. Another soldier in the troop hold stomped the man’s fingers until he fell back to the deck with the monster. The callousness of the action took her back as four more creatures pounced on the fallen man. They tore him to pieces in seconds, tossing entrails out like spaghetti to the others.


A guttural howl rose over the thump of the rotors.


It took every bit of restraint for Davis to hold her fire. She wanted to empty her magazine into the chopper, but she couldn’t compromise her position. Their primary mission was complete: The missiles were disabled. Her crew had given their lives, but in the end, countless more lives had been saved.


Now Davis had a new mission: to fight her way back onto the GW and find a way to contact Central Command and the president of the United States of America.
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Three days later …


Hatteras Island didn’t have any of the comforts of the White House, but the view of the ocean under the stars was breathtaking—and, even better, it was quiet here.


President Jan Ringgold sat on the fallen trunk of a palm tree with her bare feet dug into the sand, listening to the waves lap the shoreline. This was the second time in her brief tenure as president that her White House had been relocated. The most recent command center, at the Greenbrier in West Virginia, was gone now, the grounds poisoned and her staff likely infected with the hemorrhage virus. She still didn’t know the fate of Vice President George Johnson or anyone else who had been in the Presidential Emergency Operations Center, but each passing hour of radio silence told her with more certainty they were dead or infected. Her entourage, or what remained of it, was in the stealth Black Hawk behind her, combing the radio frequencies for information.


I told you there’s always hope. Together, we will persevere. The war will be over soon, Ringgold had said to Doctor Kate Lovato not long ago.


The doctor stood ankle deep in the surf, hand on her swollen stomach, staring up at the stars. Ringgold wasn’t the type of person to regret her words, but the line seemed hopelessly naive now.


How could she have known then that a madman like Lieutenant Andrew Wood was waiting in the shadows for a chance to strike? How could she have predicted that he would deploy the very virus that they had worked so hard to eradicate?


Ringgold shook her head and stood. The only remaining Secret Service officer in her detail, Tom King, followed her down the beach, keeping his distance.


She checked the silhouetted figures of her team above the beach. Most of them were clustered under the canopy of trees set on a grassy bluff overlooking the ocean. The Black Hawk was positioned to the right, a camouflage tarp thrown over everything but the troop hold. They had taken refuge at the southern tip of Cape Point, away from the roads and the Woods Coastal Reserve.


Ringgold joined Kate at the water’s edge. She remained silent, not wanting to disturb the doctor but still trying to show she was here if Kate needed support. It had been three days since Dr. Ellis was killed and Kate’s partner, Captain Reed Beckham, kidnapped.


Three days of hiding and listening to the communications channels as the country slowly collapsed into civil war. Three days of waiting helplessly as SZTs joined forces with ROT, and three days of hearing about the losses of American and European Unified Forces in Europe.


The human race wasn’t just back on course for extinction—it was barreling right toward the black hole that would end them forever.


“He’s out there,” Kate said, turning away from the ocean to look at Ringgold. “Reed is out there looking up at this same sky. I know it.”


Ringgold had figured that was what Kate was thinking about, and as much as she wanted to believe Kate was right, Ringgold was losing faith. There was chaos in every direction. She had thought they’d seen the worst possible threat in the Variants, but Wood was more evil than the monsters. At least the beasts didn’t have access to weapons of mass destruction.


“I better get back to Tasha and Jenny,” Kate said. She walked past Ringgold, feet slurping in the wet sand, but Ringgold reached out to stop her. “Madam President?” Kate asked.


Ringgold struggled to find the right words. After a moment, she let her hand drop. “It’s nothing. Come on, let’s go.”


Side by side, they walked up the beach toward the Black Hawk.


Master Sergeant Parker Horn greeted them at the edge of the forest, his machine gun cradled across his broad chest, his strawberry-blond hair rustled by the wind.


“All clear up here,” he said, voice gruff. He offered a brief nod, then strode out into the grass and took a knee to scan for hostiles.


Ringgold was used to having a dozen men protecting her, but now they were down to just Secret Service agent Tom King, Horn, former NYPD officer Jake Temper, and the two Black Hawk pilots, Captain Ivan Larson and Captain Frank Spade. Both of the pilots were holding security just to the north, watching for any possible juvenile Variants that might have fled Kryptonite by jumping into the ocean.


National Security Advisor Ben Nelson and Chief of Staff James Soprano were both armed, but she didn’t trust them to do much in a fight. They were ideas men—men of strategy, not violence. Both sat on stumps listening to the radio.


Ringgold found her shoes and shoved her feet inside. A crunching sounded, and she looked over as Jake tried to fasten the tarp over the troop hold of the Black Hawk. She could see several sleeping figures inside. Jenny and Tasha were nestled up next to Bo and his mother, Donna. Timothy, Jake’s son, was sitting up, wide awake. He waved at Ringgold, and she waved back.


She finished securing her shoes and checked the cluster of backpacks neatly arranged at the foot of the trees. Even in the moonlight she could see their contents had dwindled. They would have to find water and food soon.


“Have you heard anything from the PEOC?” Ringgold asked, joining Kate and the men by the radio.


Nelson and Soprano shook their heads.


“Whatever ROT did, they completely cut off the PEOC,” Nelson said. “I’m guessing they used some sort of electromagnetic pulse.”


“SZT Forty-Nine just declared loyalty to them,” Soprano added. “That pretty much evens the playing field. Once we lose half of them, I’m sure the other mayors will quickly fall into line behind Wood.”


“We need support from our forces in Europe,” Nelson said. He removed his suit coat and rolled up his shirtsleeves. “I say we try to reach General Nixon and recall our troops.”


“We don’t know what side he’s on,” Soprano replied. “For all we know, he believes we’re behind the missile attacks on the SZTs.” He paused and wagged a chubby finger. “We’re better off trying to find help Stateside.”


“The moment we send out an SOS, we’re toast,” King said. It was the first time Ringgold had heard the Secret Service officer voice his opinion. It was good, though; she needed all of the opinions she could get right now.


Kate remained silent, her arms still folded over her stomach. She was shaking, but it wasn’t from the chilly breeze. Ringgold could tell her friend was near her breaking point, and all of that stress was terrible for the baby.


“Kate, why don’t you go get some rest?” Ringgold said.


“I’m fine.”


Horn walked over and whispered something in Kate’s ear. She huffed and walked away to the chopper. The bulky Delta Force operator hurried after her.


“Kate, wait up. I’m sorry,” he said.


Ringgold watched them move toward the helicopter. The children stirred inside the dark troop hold as Horn and Kate spoke outside. When they had finished talking, Horn bent down to kiss his daughters.


All of their lives were in Ringgold’s hands. They couldn’t stay here forever. They were running out of food, and there was a risk of Variant juveniles in the area. It was either take a chance on finding help or wait to die.


“Send out the SOS to our forces here in the States,” she ordered.


Soprano nodded in agreement, but Nelson raised a hand.


“Ma’am, there are several commanders who know our call sign,” he stated. “If any of them are compromised, then we’re giving up our position. We can’t trust—”


Ringgold glared at her advisor. “Ben, I’ve made my decision.” She wasn’t sure if it was the right one, but she also knew General Nixon needed to focus on winning the war in Europe. Besides, he was too far away to help her right now anyway. America had started this nightmare, and they would help finish it, one way or another.


Soprano picked up the radio and scanned through the frequencies. Nelson sighed and neatly folded his suit coat. Then he gently set it over the stump and held out his hand for the radio receiver.


Nelson met Ringgold’s gaze, and she nodded firmly.


“This is Black Cat calling all Eagles in the area, requesting assistance at the following coordinates …”


Ringgold walked away. The deed was done; now they just had to wait. She strode to the chopper with her hands tucked into her pockets. If ROT was going to come, she wanted to be with her friends when they did.


She sat at the edge of the troop hold between Kate and Horn.


“I keep thinking Fitz is going to drop in and save the day,” Kate said with a sad smile. “Or that Reed will show up with a tank and whisk us all to safety. Kind of stupid, right?”


“Don’t say that, Kate,” Horn said quietly. “Fitz, Beckham, Apollo, and our other friends are still out there. We’ll get through this, and we’ll see them again.”


Kate wiped her eyes but didn’t reply.


An hour later, Ringgold began to feel the tug of sleep. It was late, probably after midnight. Horn had returned to the beach with King to hold security. Storm clouds drifted in from the west, crossing the moon and carpeting the island in darkness.


Ringgold felt a prick of water on her leg. The adrenaline had worn off, and her eyelids drooped, but she stood with Kate as Soprano and Nelson walked over.


“Well?” Ringgold asked.


Soprano frowned. “Not a single reply.”


“My guess is that any friendlies who are listening are too afraid to show up here,” Nelson said. “I think we should fire up the Black Hawk and be ready to move.”


“And go where?” Kate whispered.


The president of the United States and her few remaining allies had nowhere to go.


“We don’t have enough fuel to get far,” Horn said, coming in from his rounds. He leaned back into the troop hold to check on Tasha and Jenny. “You should try and get some sleep, Madam President—and you too, Kate.”


Ringgold sat back down and sighed inwardly, desperate for sleep but too afraid to close her eyes. The pain of her bullet wound was flaring up again.


“He’s right,” Kate said quietly. “We should get some rest.”


Ringgold balled up her coat for a pillow and set it beside her on the floor of the troop hold. She had slept in worse places than this during the nights she had hidden from the Variants in Raven Rock. Each time she had closed her eyes while hiding there, she had wondered if she would wake up to the deformed face of a monster. Now she wondered if she would wake up staring down the barrel of a ROT gun.


The nightmares were bad tonight. She saw her cousin transforming into a raging beast. In her dream, Emilia contorted, her body cracking and jerking as the hemorrhage virus pulsed through her veins. Then came the blood oozing from her frightened, enraged eyes, then the pained shrieks, and finally the cracking of joints.


Ringgold’s eyes snapped open. Wrapping her arms across her chest, she leaned back against the bulkhead and waited for the rain to stop. Waves slapped against the beach, then receded back to sea. It was almost pitch black now that the storm had moved over the island.


She had nearly nodded off again when movement in the darkness caught her eye. Six figures clad in black armor moved up the beach. Ringgold blinked, her heart kicking.


“Kate,” she whispered. “Kate, wake up.”


King, silhouetted out on the beach, suddenly crashed to the ground, two men in black tackling him from behind. A muffled shout came from the other side of the bird—from Jake or the pilots, Ringgold wasn’t sure.


Horn ran over to the helicopter, his eyes wide. “We have to go, now.”


The kids stirred awake, sleepily calling out for their parents. Ringgold kept her focus on the men in black. They were all carrying machine guns.


Horn turned and raised his rifle, the muzzle shifting from target to target. He cursed. Even Ringgold, who was no soldier, could see that they weren’t going to win this fight.


One of the men stepped out in front of the others and shouted, “We have you surrounded. Drop your weapons and identify yourselves!”


“You first!” Horn yelled back.


The leader of the team continued to advance. “Drop your weapons and give up the president.”


The moon spilled across the ocean, its light parting the waves like a highway running through an endless desert. Ringgold didn’t see any sign of a ship out there—so where had these men come from?


“I’m not going to ask you again,” the leader said, his voice rising. The other men all fanned out to surround the Black Hawk. Two more showed up around the front of the chopper, shoving the marine pilots and Jake into the sand, their hands already bound.


Horn shifted from target to target. Nelson was standing to his left with a pistol raised. Ringgold couldn’t see Soprano.


“Last chance,” the leader said. He balled his fist, and the other men stopped, all of them directing their guns at Horn. He blocked the front of the troop hold with his body, the only person standing between Ringgold and these men.


Tasha called out for Horn.


“Stay where you are, kiddo!” he yelled back.


Ringgold would not allow Horn to be slaughtered in front of his own children. Not if she could do anything about it. ROT wanted her, and only her.


“Put down your weapons,” she ordered as she scooted out of the chopper.


Nelson moved in front of her. “Get back, ma’am. I’m not letting them take you.”


“Me either,” Horn said with a snort. “Just give me the word, Madam President, and I will light these bozos up.”


“Get away from her,” the leader said. She could see his features now. The whites of his eyes stood out against his dark skin. She wondered what was going through his mind.


Nelson took a step forward and aimed the gun at the man speaking.


“Put your gun down!” he yelled at Nelson.


Ringgold reached over and put her hand on the barrel of Nelson’s gun, slowly pushing it to the ground.


“I’ll go with you. Just let everyone else go,” she said to the leader.


She strode past Horn and Nelson and prepared herself to be riddled with bullets, or at the very least to be whisked away to a dark prison cell to await execution later. If it was the latter, she hoped she would get to look Wood in the eyes before she was killed.


“Ma’am,” Horn pleaded. He tried to move in front of her, but she turned and faced him. “It’s okay. You did your job protecting me, but you have to look after your daughters now, and Kate.”


Horn snorted like a bull, his gun moving from face to face. The men in black all watched her as she strolled from the chopper toward them.


“Stand down,” the leader said, balling his fist.


One by one the rifles were lowered. All but Horn’s.


The leader approached slowly, his eyes flitting from Ringgold to Horn. “These men are with you, President Ringgold?” he said.


Horn finally pointed his rifle’s barrel toward the sand.


She straightened her back. “Yes, they are.”


“You could have just said so earlier,” the man said in a gruff voice. “I’m Senior Chief Petty Officer Randall Blade with SEAL Team Four. We’re here to evacuate you to the USS Florida.”


Ringgold narrowed her brows. “You’re SEALs? Why the hell didn’t you say so earlier?”


Blade flashed a white grin. “We thought this could be a trap. ROT was on the airwaves warning of something like this. We took a risk by coming here—a pretty damn big risk, if you ask me, but someone above my pay grade thought it was worth it, and they were right. You still have some friends out there, President Ringgold.”


Horn and Kate stepped up to flank Ringgold on both sides. “I’m Doctor Kate Lovato,” Kate said. “Please, have you heard anything about Captain Reed Beckham?”


Shaking his head, Blade said, “I’m sorry, ma’am. Get your things. We don’t have long.” Blade nodded at one of his men, who pulled out a radio. He called in a ride over the channel.


The other SEALs unbound the hands of the marine pilots, Jake, King, and Soprano, who had also managed to get himself captured. The men took up positions along the beach while Ringgold and her friends gathered their belongings.


“Where exactly are you taking us?” Kate asked Blade.


“To the USS Florida and then to a small fleet of warships, boats, and a French research vessel two hundred miles to the east,” he said.


“French?” Ringgold cut in.


“Yes, ma’am. Those friends I was talking about, they aren’t just Americans.” Blade paused and looked at Kate. “They’re also looking for help. Apparently, there’s some new kind of monster in Europe.”
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Andrew Wood stroked his scarred chin as he watched his fortress come into view from the plush leather seat of his newly acquired Boeing VC-25. The military version of the 747 was nicer than he had expected. Although he had been hoping for better in-flight meals.


“An MRE?” he said, staring at the package set in front of him by a female soldier who was doubling in duty as a glorified flight attendant. She stuttered and batted long eyelashes over a pair of blue eyes.


“I-I’m sorry, sir,” she replied. “That’s all we have.”


“No fresh fruit or grilled salmon? What is this world coming to?”


She shook her head ruefully, and Wood chuckled. With their ranks swelling, he hardly knew anyone outside his inner circle.


“What’s your first name?”


“It’s, um, it’s Yolanda, sir.”


“Yolanda—what a sweet name.”


“Uh, thank you, sir.”


She swallowed and took a step back. Wood loved making people nervous and paused for dramatic effect. Then he raised a hand and laughed again.


“I’m just messin’ with you, sweetie, but I would like an alcoholic beverage. I’m assuming we have something on board. I’d like something stiff—stiff and cold.”


“Yes … Yes, I can do that, sir.”


Yolanda hesitated again and then backed up as he shooed her away like an insignificant fly.


He took a bite of dry beef and turned back to the view. Snow-brushed forests peppered the terrain below, and crystal clear rivers meandered through the frozen tundra. At night, the temperature dropped far below freezing. It was one reason the hemorrhage virus had never made it here, and if Wood had to guess, it was for that reason Jan Ringgold and her staff had evacuated survivors from Anchorage and other cities to SZT 19, which was only about twenty miles to the west.


But this time Wood wasn’t heading off to take over an SZT. His growing army was doing that for him. He was going home to the place where he had spent the majority of his career in the military.


Xerxes, the code name for the Resistance of Tyranny military base near the Knik Glacier, was one of the most secure places in the United States. That was obvious even from the sky. The five-cornered former military facility was nestled along the blue wall of a glacier.


The men and women living there now had spent the past seven months beneath the ice. It was one of the most inhospitable places in the world, too cold and isolated even for the Variants. That was why Wood had picked the base to be the ROT headquarters.


He continued stroking his scarred face and leaned closer to the window for a better view of the blue glacier in the distance. Tucked against the bottom were five circular structures peeking above the snow. Most of the base, however, was hidden beneath the ground. He had renamed the top secret facility after the great Persian king who had sought to take over the Greek empire—and much of the rest of the world. The story had always fascinated Wood, but where Xerxes had ultimately failed, he would succeed.


Before he did that, he needed to get General Nixon on the ROT team, and the general wasn’t the easiest man to coerce. It was going to take some major convincing to get the United States military in Europe to ally itself with him. Luckily, Wood had the perfect plan to make it happen.


Yolanda returned with a vodka on the rocks. For a moment, he wondered what her story was. You didn’t survive the apocalypse and get a job working for Wood by being a loser.


“Prepare for landing,” one of the pilots said over the PA system.


Wood sipped the vodka and looked away from Yolanda, no longer interested in the young woman. He glanced down at the graveyard of armored vehicles on the southern edge of the base, recalling the cold nights he had spent on patrol down there thirty years ago, waiting for the Soviets to invade. That experience—and working for a paranoid, borderline schizophrenic commander—had prepared Wood for a different type of invasion.


Wood didn’t see the monsters populating the earth as the end of humanity. He saw them as an opportunity—an opportunity to finish what his late brother, Colonel Zach Wood, had started while working with the Medical Corps.


Before he could finish their work, he had to take down the most dangerous enemy of all—Jan Ringgold. The former president was an outlaw who had escaped his attack on the PEOC. He had been chipping away at her power and credibility with an intricate web of lies for the past few weeks, but the time for playing games was over.


His masterstroke had been attacking SZT 15, in what was once Chicago, and blaming the hemorrhage virus outbreak there on Ringgold. Once he’d discovered that Ringgold’s nearest living relative, a cousin, was sheltering there, SZT 15’s fate had been sealed. After all, who in their right mind would support a woman who had knowingly turned her own family member into a monster?


Wood resisted the urge to chuckle, fearing it would make the wrong impression on his inner circle. He was to be supreme ruler of the new world order, but he didn’t want to be seen as an eccentric despot. If there was one thing Wood hated—other than Reed Beckham and his band of tyrants, of course—it was a stereotype.


The men who made up Wood’s team sat in front of him. Three days earlier there had been four advisors, but Wood had lost Jack Johnson when he’d sent the man to check on the USS George Washington.


Someone had gotten to the aircraft carrier, blowing a gaping hole in the ship and destroying several of the hemorrhage-virus missiles. Wood wasn’t sure who, but it didn’t matter now. The bastards were undoubtedly all dead or infected.


The VC-25’s pilots circled the base, providing an aerial view of a lake and the glacier below. Wood could even see SZT 19 in the distance, although it was hardly anything to look at—basically just a run-down fort built to house a couple thousand survivors. It had only taken one visit to get them to align with ROT. Most of the mayors of the SZTs were spineless cowards. And those who weren’t, Wood would dispose of when the time came.


“Sir, sorry to interrupt, but I have news,” said the rough voice of Michael Kufman.


Wood looked up at a pair of ruthless black eyes. The former Delta Force operator stood six feet, three inches tall, with linebacker shoulders and the massive biceps of an Olympic arm wrestler.


“Well?” Wood said. “What’s your news?”


“I just got word that Coyote has been captured at the SZT in Los Angeles.” Kufman didn’t smile or show any hint of emotion as he gave the news.


“That’s excellent,” Wood said. He smiled, and Kufman returned the gesture with something that looked more like a scowl, his thin lips parting to show the gap between his two front teeth. Wood wasn’t sure the soldier was capable of smiling.


“Have you ever cracked a joke, Kufman?” Wood asked.


“Your brother wasn’t one for jokes, sir,” Kufman said stiffly.


Wood took another sip of vodka, welcoming the burn. His older brother and Kufman had been good friends. The best of friends, in fact—there wasn’t any other man Zach would have wanted at Andrew’s side to see him through to the end.


“Tell the pilots to keep the plane hot. It seems I’m headed for La La Land shortly,” Wood said. His smile was gone, and he turned back to the window to watch the tarmac rise up to meet the plane. The wheels hit the snowy asphalt with a jolt.


He finished off the vodka and waited for the plane to come to a stop. In moments like this, when he had nothing to do but wait, he would contemplate his revenge. Beckham was dead, but he was still looking for Master Sergeant Joe Fitzpatrick, the cripple who had blown his brother’s head off at Plum Island.


At first, Wood had thought Beckham was his King Leonidas, but the Spartan king who had stood with three hundred of his warriors against the Persian masses was not Beckham after all. He had been far too easy to kill. In Wood’s eyes, his great nemesis was Fitzpatrick, and Wood would have his revenge soon.


He walked through the plane’s open door and stood at the top of a ladder overlooking the icy terrain. Gathered on the tarmac were a hundred men dressed in black parkas, automatic rifles slung over their backs and helmets with goggles atop their heads.


Sure, they weren’t a million-strong Persian army, but they would have to do.


Despite the rage swirling through his veins, he forced a smile and waved at his men, imagining what Xerxes, the King of Kings, must have felt when he walked off his ships before the invasion of the Hellespont.


“You ready, sir?” said Kufman.


Wood nodded, but he knew the swearing-in bullshit was just words. Actions were more important than petty titles like “President Wood” or “King Whoever.” He would never feel truly in control until he had taken revenge on the man who killed his brother. He was ready to lead the world into a new age—but first, he had a score to settle.














2


Master Sergeant Joe Fitzpatrick sat at the war table thinking of his friends back home and everything that had happened over the past seven months. He raised the coffee mug in his hand and eyed his trigger finger that had taken so many lives.


He had a hard time accepting the truth of his situation. None of it seemed real.


And why would it? The world was overrun with monsters, and he was in France, of all places. He’d always wanted to visit it, but not like this. There weren’t even any pretty French girls to flirt with.


He took a sip of the coffee. It was cold, but it still tasted like liquid gold. He had just gotten back from Greenland twelve hours ago and needed the caffeine. Most of the members of Team Ghost were sleeping in their cots halfway across the camp. They were physically and mentally exhausted from facing the hybrid Variants in a remote Inuit fishing village. And although the mission had been a success, Sergeant Hugh Stevenson had almost lost his life. He was still recovering from a concussion.


Fitz hadn’t lost a member of Team Ghost yet, but he wondered how much longer that would be true. He was sitting in the command tent at Forward Operating Base 5, just thirty miles inland from where Marine Expeditionary Unit 24 had landed a few days before.


Thirty miles of fighting and three hundred dead marines.


He took another slug of coffee, wishing it was spiked with whiskey. All around him were the heads of the other units making up what was left of the Twenty-Fourth MEU. Sergeant Jeni Rico sat to his left, twirling a tip of frosted blue hair around her finger and chomping on a piece of bubble gum.


She’s not French, Fitz thought, but she sure is pretty.


He shook the thought away. Beckham had given him a lot of advice about leadership when he had nominated Fitz to take over Team Ghost, but they didn’t need to talk about how to handle a situation in which Fitz might be attracted to one of his subordinates. He knew it went against regulations and was unprofessional. Fortunately for Fitz, there were plenty of other things to focus on besides Jeni Rico’s good looks.


“I hope General Nixon authorizes the second phase of Operation Reach so we can get out there and start kicking some mutated ass,” she said. “The sooner we start the march to Paris, the sooner we get to go home.”


“We’re going to find out in a few minutes,” Fitz whispered back. He glanced at the men and women around them. Together, they were a hodgepodge of soldiers and sailors from different military branches. But they all wore the same mask of fatigue and despair, like football players after a brutal team loss.


No, that wasn’t a good comparison at all, Fitz realized, taking a second look at the hardened features of those around him. Losing a game couldn’t compare to losing a battle by any stretch of the imagination. It was an insult to think that.


Team Ghost had been lucky after Greenland and the mission that had taken them to the Basilica of St. Thérèse, at Lisieux, after the invasion—much luckier than most of the soldiers in this tent, and luckier than the leader of the Ombres, Mira, and their captain, Michel. The boy had died in Fitz’s arms, still wearing his Superman cape.


Fitz struggled to get his head straight as Colonel Roger Bradley ducked under the flap of the tent. Major Rick Domino followed him inside. Everyone rose to salute, but Bradley hardly seemed to notice. He dragged a sleeve across his mouth and then waved at them to sit.


“At ease,” he muttered, sounding annoyed and maybe a bit drunk. “Got bad news, bad news, and more fucking bad news.”


Bradley paced in front of the table while Domino spread out the maps. Fitz tried not to look at the gaping cavern where the old colonel’s eye had been. Fitz hated to be stared at. But like Fitz, Bradley didn’t shy away from the attention either. He never wore a patch, as many soldiers who had lost an eye did.


“Ready, sir,” Domino said, smoothing out the wrinkles in the map.


“I’ll start with the really shitty news.” Bradley palmed the table. “The second phase of Operation Reach is still on hold for now.”


Several men muttered under their breath, but Bradley didn’t call them out for it.


“The radioactive dirty bombs dropped during Operation Reach didn’t have the effect we thought they would,” he said. “We’re hearing all types of reports from recon units, and it sounds as if the bombs actually made things a whole hell of a lot more tricky for the United States Marine Corps and our allies.”


Fitz squeezed the Styrofoam coffee cup in his hand. Team Ghost’s mission to the Basilica of St. Thérèse had been supposed to help destroy the mutated army. Had it all been for nothing?


“If that shit weren’t bad enough, we’re getting more information about what’s happening in the United States,” Bradley said. He folded his arms across his chest and snorted at Domino.


“Resistance of Tyranny, a mercenary group that made a name for itself during the War on Terror, is leading the effort to bring down President Ringgold and her cohorts. They’ve been recruiting SZTs to their side,” said the major. “Ringgold has allegedly deployed the hemorrhage virus on several of the SZTs that were challenging her legitimacy as president.”


What? That can’t be true. Fitz shifted in his seat anxiously, waiting for more info and holding back his own questions.


Bradley huffed. “I don’t know what to believe, to be frank, but our focus right now is on the fight in Europe.”


“Sir, with all due respect, President Ringgold would not kill Americans,” Fitz chimed in, unable to resist. “I know her. She’s not a murderer.”


Bradley’s remaining eye roved back toward Fitz. “The leader of ROT, Lieutenant Andrew Wood, says it’s true, and half the SZTs are rallying behind the ROT flag.”


Wood. The name sent a wave of anxiety through Fitz. He levered himself out of his chair, ignoring the hand on his shoulder. He knew it was Rico trying to calm him, but he gently brushed her aside.


Fitz was afraid to ask, but he needed to know. “Is this Lieutenant Andrew Wood any relation to Colonel Zach Wood, sir?”


Bradley nodded and said, “Yeah. Now sit your ass down, Fitz. I’m trying to give a damn briefing here.”


Fitz slowly sat, his mind racing. He gripped the edge of the table so hard his knuckles turned white. Rico tapped his leg with her boot, but he continued to ignore her.


Bradley grabbed a folder from the table and cracked the seal. “In front of you is a report from the fringe science division about the Variants in France,” he continued. “As you can see, irradiation seems to speed up the process of the epigenetic changes caused by VX-99. The result is a metamorphosis of the monsters in—”


The whine of an air-raid siren cut Bradley off.


The tent flaps were pushed aside as two lance corporals stepped inside.


“Reavers, sir. We’ve got a sky full of ’em,” one of the men said. “There’s got to be hundreds!”


Fitz, Rico, and the rest of the team leads all hurried outside. The muddy road bisecting the columns of tents had broken into a flurry of motion. Marines, Army Rangers, army infantry, and a dozen other soldiers emerged with their rifles raised to the sky. One man still had shaving cream on his face.


In the glow of the rising sun, an armada of dark figures flapped across the sky, swooping low like fighters coming in for a bombing raid.


“Get your asses in gear, marines!” Bradley shouted with his hands cupped over his mouth. He turned to the lance corporal standing to his right and said, “Go grab Bertha.”


“Air support should be on the way,” Domino said.


Bradley spat in the dirt. “Yeah, but by the time the flyboys get here, we’re going to be dead. Now go get me my air support!”


The other members of Team Ghost, except Stevenson, came bounding around the corner of the tent. Staff Sergeant Blake Tanaka and Specialist Yas Dohi unslung M4s. Apollo trotted over, his tail between his legs.


“Get to the MATV!” Fitz yelled. He turned just as the lance corporal emerged from a tent with Bradley’s “air support,” aka Bertha. He handed the sleek FIM-92 Stinger surface-to-air missile launcher to the colonel.


“There’s my lady,” Bradley said with a toothy grin. He looked at Fitz. “When this is over, find me. I’ve got a new mission for Team Ghost.”


Fitz nodded and took off after his team. The Reavers were starting to fan out as they neared the base. From the sky they had a perfect vantage of the four sections of the FOB nestled against a southern rocky backdrop.


A road bisected the camp and led out into the farm fields to the south. On the west side of the base were tents housing soldiers and supplies. To the east was a vehicle lot, and the north side of the camp consisted of trenches and artillery zones that were already spewing fire into the sky.


The Reavers speared through the barrage of missiles, mostly managing to avoid the tracer rounds that lit up the morning sky.


Otherworldly shrieks sounded over the bark of automatic gunfire and the thump of the M777 155-millimeter Howitzers. Surface-to-air missiles streaked away, marked by spiraling exhaust trails.


Apollo barked at the sky as he ran by Fitz’s side.


“It’s okay, boy,” Fitz reassured the dog. The Reavers, of all the Variants, seemed to frighten Apollo the most.


“Follow me!” Fitz yelled to his team. They took a detour into an alleyway between two green tents and made a run for the west vehicle lot. Tanaka was already climbing into the turret of their MATV. The Reavers, numbering in the hundreds, reached the other end of the camp. One of them pulled into the sky with a screaming marine in its talons.


A missile hit the creature’s wings, and the marine dropped on top of a tent, collapsing it.


“Come on, Fitzie!” Rico shouted. She opened the back door of the MATV and gestured frantically. Apollo hopped inside, and Fitz jumped in after him. Fitz closed the door just as a Reaver crashed into the other side. It flapped away, a stream of blood flowing from its warty, bulbous nose.


Tanaka turned the turret and fired a volley of rounds that shredded its wings to pulp. Fitz climbed over the seats as the vehicle lurched forward.


“Give ’em hell up there!” Rico shouted.


Dohi floored the truck and sped away from the fleet of vehicles. They were the first MATV out, but the other drivers quickly followed. Humvees and Bradley Fighting Vehicles too peeled out of the lot to engage the beasts.


Fitz looked out the windshield. Rounds of all calibers as well as missiles streaked into the sky, but there were so many of the Reavers. Dozens had already landed and were tearing apart soldiers who had been caught out in the open.


Something large and green hit the windshield with a thud. Cracks ebbed out around the impact point. Blood filled the web of cracks as a dead soldier’s body slumped down the hood of the truck.


“Jesus!” Rico said.


Fitz shook away the shock. “Get us into this fight, Dohi!”


Overhead, Fitz spotted the Reaver that had dropped the man on their truck. He chambered a round in his MK11. The bark of the M240 above suddenly ceased, and Tanaka slid back inside, sealing the hatch with a click.


“Too many up there, man,” Tanaka said, his voice shaking.


“Then let’s take some down!” Fitz shouted.


“What if this is the start of a bigger attack?” Rico said. “What if there are more on the way?”


Fitz knew the answer, but he kept his mouth shut. If the Reavers were just the advance party, then the Twenty-Fourth MEU was screwed.


“Suck it up, Team Ghost!” Fitz pulled up the joker bandanna around his mouth, rolled down his window, and jammed his rifle between the metal bars while Dohi pulled back onto the road.


A squeeze of the trigger sent a round into the spine of a Reaver making a run for the southern side of the camp. It shrieked in pain, reaching back with a winged arm before flopping to the ground.


One down. A hundred to go.


Apollo jumped into the front seat with Fitz, snarling. A wave of fur trembled across his body, not from fear but from anger. The dog wanted back into the action.


Me too, boy.


Fitz centered his rifle on a Reaver perched on a mound of sandbags, hunched and snacking on the neck of a dead soldier. It pulled away ribbons of flesh just as Fitz fired a round into its meaty chest. Dark blood gushed out, and the creature slumped over the soldier’s corpse.


Dohi took a left and gunned the engine toward the front lines. Only about half of the Howitzers and miniguns were still firing. Beyond the base’s defenses, he could see the lush green stretch of farmland left untended.


“Watch out!” Tanaka shouted in the back. The MATV jolted from the impact of a Reaver crashing into the side. The vehicle weighed two tons, but the beast still shook the frame.


Fitz watched in the rearview mirror as the Reaver stood and let out a high-pitched scream at the escaping truck, ready to charge again. The MATV behind them smashed into the creature, flattening its body and wings like roadkill.


As soon as their truck rounded the last row of tents, Fitz saw the trenches and artillery zones. His breath caught in his chest. The Howitzers had all gone silent, and the soldiers along the trenches were down to their bayonets. Dozens were fighting in single combat against the overwhelming Reaver forces.


“Oh my God,” Rico said. “Hurry, Dohi!”


Fitz turned to the back seat. “Get back up on the turret, Tanaka!”


The man had pulled out his Wakizashi, but sheathed it over his shoulder and climbed back up into the turret without uttering a word. Fitz was starting to worry about Tanaka, who seemed determined to use his blades when a gun was the better option. If they survived this battle, he’d have to talk with the staff sergeant.


“Fitzie,” Rico choked. She pointed at the soldiers scrambling from the trenches. One of them was caught halfway out of the ditch. He clawed at the dirt, trying to get away from the Reaver holding him fast by the ankle. The man let out a scream as the beast yanked him back into the trench and out of view. A geyser of blood shot up over the dirt as his screams died.


Dohi parked the truck along a row of sandbags. In the rearview mirror, the other vehicles were all speeding down the road, dust pluming behind them. Reavers swooped in to claw at the turrets. None of them were firing back, and the hatches were all sealed.


“We need to get a bird in the air!” Rico shouted.


Fitz could see the choppers sitting idly to the west, but he shook his head. The skies were too hostile for the pilots to navigate. The Twenty-Fourth MEU was going to have to fight this one on the ground.


“On me!” Fitz opened the door, jumped out, and then shut the door to seal Apollo inside. The dog barked and clawed at the window.


“I’m sorry, boy,” Fitz said. He hesitated for a second before turning to the battle. This fight was too hot for his loyal friend.


“Keep them off us, Tanaka!” Fitz yelled.


The M240 barked overhead as Rico and Dohi came running around the MATV with their M4s blazing. Fitz shouldered his MK11 and searched for a target, but the entire zone was a mess of white flesh and camouflage. There had to be at least thirty Reavers on the ground and even more in the skies.


The other vehicles jerked to a stop behind them and soldiers piled out. They all ran after Fitz, leaping over sandbags and screaming their fury. The sight of marines running toward a fight was familiar, even in the face of an unprecedented enemy.


Fitz lined up his sights on a Reaver that was pulling a marine into the sky and fired. The creature let go, and the man fell back to the ground, twisting his ankle, and then scrambled to safety.


Shots eight and nine of the twenty rounds in Fitz’s MK11 lanced into the spiny back of a Reaver that had landed on a marine. It crashed to the ground, wings fluttering. The man managed to crawl out from under the beast and wiped blood from his face just as another Reaver barreled into him from the side.


Dust exploded into the air as the marine was pulled into a trench on the other side of the artillery guns. Another man came crawling out, soaked in blood, tattered fatigues hanging off his body. He was covered in lacerations from his ankles to his neck, exposing bone in several places.


The marine didn’t beg for help or scream in agony. He pushed himself to his feet, staggered, and then turned with a pistol to fire on the spiked backs of the Reavers in the trenches before one of them reached out and yanked him back inside.


There wasn’t anything Fitz could do but watch.


All across his line of fire, Fitz saw dying marines and Army Rangers fighting with their bayonets, knives, and side arms. Some of them were down to their fists, punching, kicking, and screaming. The Reavers were more agile, stronger, and faster than the men, and they pulled their prey into the ditches or into the sky.


The memory of Mira being pulled into the sky surfaced in his mind. The mother of the Ombres who had hidden in the Basilica of St. Thérèse had given her life to protect her adopted children.


Fitz gritted his teeth and fired two rounds through the wings of a massive beast. The two men it carried fell back into the violence below.


Rico and Dohi now knelt to Fitz’s left, firing three-round bursts that dropped the Reavers headed for their position. The men from the other vehicles formed a solid line along the sandbags.


“Watch your fire zones!” Fitz shouted, realizing how crazy it sounded. Even if they fired with calculated precision, it was hard to find a clean target in the chaos. A cloud of dust swirled like smoke in the battle zone. Reavers advanced, leaving the dead behind to pursue the living, always in search of fresh meat.


Fitz finished off his magazine and slung the rifle across his back. He pulled Meg’s hatchet and his Beretta M9. Rico was down to her sawed-off shotgun. She pumped in a shell and nodded at Fitz.


“You ready to get up close and personal?” she shouted.


Fitz tightened his gloved fingers around the hatchet. All around him, the men and women of the Twenty-Fourth MEU prepared to stand their ground. Several officers drew their ceremonial sabers, and everyone else fixed bayonets at the onslaught of hungry beasts moving in on all fours, wings tucked along their backs, stampeding over the dead and dying.


The M240 fire thinned the two dozen remaining monsters by half, but those that made it through jumped over the trenches and galloped toward the line of soldiers.


“I’m out!” Tanaka shouted.


Fitz glanced over his shoulder to see Tanaka climbing down from the turret. That was when Fitz noticed several teenagers running down the dirt road: The Ombres were joining the fight. A Reaver sailed in from the north, claws extended like an eagle’s as it swooped down to grab one of the girls.


“Watch out!” Fitz shouted. He turned to aim his pistol, but someone beat him to the punch. A missile slammed into the side of the Reaver, blowing it into hunks of meat.


Fitz made eye contact with the marine who had fired the missile—it was Bradley, and he was holding Bertha in both hands, grinning like a madman.


“Give ’em hell, marines! Hold your ground!” he shouted.


Fitz turned back to the Reavers making a final push for their position. Several more crashed into the dirt, flopping and jerking in pain.


Tanaka, now on the ground beside the vehicle, drew both his Katana and Wakizashi when he got to Team Ghost’s position. He twirled the blades and shouted something that Fitz couldn’t make out. Several of the Ombres took up position next to Rico and Fitz.


From the cloud of smoke and dust, ten of the beasts emerged, all of them peppered with bullet holes. Behind them, the bodies of dead soldiers and Reavers littered the ground.


It was ten injured monsters against fifty men, women—and children. For the first time since they landed in France, Team Ghost and the Twenty-Fourth MEU had the numbers.


Fitz fired off several shots from his M9 and then holstered the gun. He switched the hatchet to his right hand.


Everyone seemed to be screaming as he took a step forward with Meg’s trusty weapon firmly in his hand. He joined the war cry with his own shout as he ran toward the fray: “All it takes is all you got, marines!”
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Sergeant Piero Angaran sat in the dirt with his back to a wall polished smooth by hundreds of years of exposure to the elements. He tore off a bite of jerky and looked down at his only friend in the world. The mouse sat in the crook of his arm, chewing on a morsel of its own.


The tiny creature wasn’t just his friend but also his early-warning system. He chirped whenever Variants were close, but tonight he was quiet.


Piero finished off his snack and stood to look out over Rome from their hideout atop Palatine Hill. A cool breeze that carried the scent of burning flesh rustled his filthy fatigues. His injuries were slowly healing, although his ankle still hurt. It would be a long journey back to 100 percent health, but at least he had food and medicine.


Ringo climbed up Piero’s arm and perched on his shoulder, black eyes roving the darkness below. The moon hovered in the sky, but the light wasn’t bright enough to see the tile roofs, terraces, and cobblestone streets with any degree of clarity.


He flipped down his night-vision goggles and studied the ancient city. For over a millennium, Rome had played an important role in the development of modern culture in Italy and the world. Founded on the very hill where he stood now, the city had expanded in every direction, becoming a hub of Western civilization.


Weeks ago, the Italian military had sent its best—the Fourth Alpini Parachutist Regiment—to save the capital from the Variants, but the soldiers had been no match for the mutated monsters. Piero was the only survivor and perhaps the only living person in all of Rome.


A silhouette crossed the moon—a lonely Reaver, wings outstretched like an osprey. It let out a forlorn, high-pitched wail that seemed to echo over and over. Another creature answered the call somewhere across the city.


Varianti.


There weren’t many of the winged monsters hunting tonight. A good number of the Variants had perished when the EUF bombarded the city with radioactive dirty bombs three days earlier, and the others all seemed to have vanished.


After escaping the bombs by hiding in the Vatican, Piero had bolted for his old shelter, where he made contact with the EUF.


Piero pulled out the radio. It was his only line to the outside world, and his conversation with the EUF radio operator in Spain had saved his life. He had been able to escape the Vatican and avoid the areas of the city hit by the radioactive bombs. They had even promised to send support when they could, but he wasn’t holding his breath.


Hunker down. The radiation will kill most of the Variants. We will send in troops when their numbers have fallen.


The last transmission replayed in Piero’s mind. He moved to the other side of their stone lookout, with Ringo riding on his shoulder. At the wall, Piero stopped and raised his Beretta ARX160 assault rifle to his night-vision goggles. In the green hue were the scattered corpses of the monsters caught outside during the bombing. Their armored shells flickered in the optics. He flipped up his NVGs and scoped the corpses with naked eyes. The juveniles glowed like fireflies.


There were far fewer than he’d expected. So where were the others?


Ringo chirped, and Piero ducked down, heart pounding. He heard the click-clacking a moment later. With his back to the wall, he slowly shifted his gun into position. He already had a round chambered but flicked the safety off while Ringo darted down his arm, leaped to the dirt, and dashed into a small hole in the stone wall.


A low groan replaced the clicking sound, and he waited for the clatter of hooves on the cobblestone streets or the flapping of wings.


None of the familiar sounds came.


Piero waited in silence for several minutes, his heart rate slowly returning to normal. When he was confident there wasn’t anything moving toward his location, he flipped his NVGs back into position and peeked back over the wall with his rifle.


The slope on the other side was clear of contacts. Whatever he’d heard was gone now. He backed away and moved out of the roofless shelter to the dirt path that led to the other side of the hill. Ringo remained in the hole, dark eyes no doubt fixed on Piero’s back.


That was fine; he didn’t want the mouse to follow him out here. In the eerie green of his optics, he studied the white jasmine bushes that blocked his view of the other side of the hill. Though he couldn’t see their colors now, purple and light blue flowers framed the dirt path. He halted near an ancient fountain, where he heard a cracking sound.


This wasn’t the snapping of joints or clicking of armor. This sounded more like the noise an egg made when cracked on the side of a pan.


He slowly moved past the fountain. On the other side was a breathtaking view of the city and the excavation area where Italian archeologists had uncovered the ancient walls of early Rome. Pillars, graves, fountains, and statues dotted the terrain below. Behind him was the Colosseum. If he turned to look, he could just see the high arched walls surrounding the circular structure that had once been the pride and joy of the Roman capital.


The cracking sound pulled him toward a grove of trees to the south. He followed it slowly, moving heel to toe, with the Beretta’s barrel angled at the spindly trees ahead. He knelt with deliberate care, cautious not to scrape his kneepad on a rock, and pushed up his NVGs. Tucked among gangly branches, like a pearl in an oyster, was a glowing white cocoon that squirmed from side to side.


The cracking grew louder, and with it the pace of Piero’s heartbeat. His eyes widened as he watched.


What the hell kind of monster was this?


It was curiosity that drove Piero forward. He slowly walked toward the trees, finger hovering outside the trigger guard of his gun.


A moaning stopped him midstride. The groan seemed to come from a slit that had opened in the middle of the cocoon, revealing the pale curved flesh of some sort of creature.


He took another step closer, bringing a hand to his nostrils against the rank rotting-fruit scent of the cocooned monster. The slit in the silky skin of the cocoon peeled back farther. This time he could see what looked like the black outer shell of a bug. A bony belly and smooth plates writhed inside.


This definitely didn’t look like a Reaver—this was something different.


It moaned again and thrashed in its fleshy prison.


The creaking continued, but it wasn’t coming from the beast in front of him. Piero raised his rifle’s scope and zoomed in on a terrace to the west, where he saw another one of the cocoons. He did a quick sweep but couldn’t see any others from his vantage point.


By the time he turned back to the cocoon in front of him, it had opened completely. A beetle the size of a man wiggled out and sloshed onto the dirt. A curved, misshapen head emerged. The multifaceted eyes, centered on the shell, darted back and forth. They focused on him, and serrated mandibles opened to release a low hissing.


All at once the city seemed to come alive with the same noise. Piero swallowed hard, taking a step back. The din was like the call of cicadas in the summer, an almost mechanical sound that rose and fell in waves.


The Beetle pushed itself up onto long limbs lined with jagged spikes. It stumbled, fell, and rose up again on all fours, plates clattering across its armored body. Clawed feet gripped the dirt.


Piero fired a burst into the thing’s left eye. A green fluid exploded out and peppered his boots. Desperately, he fired again into its right eye. He backed away and stared in horror as the blind, insectlike Variant flopped to the ground. It snapped its mandibles together.


The hissing of the other mutated monsters rang out in all directions. Piero stumbled away, turning to run back down the path. He wheezed for air, flinging glances over his shoulder and nearly stumbling. He had to get to Ringo. They needed to get out of here.
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