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“Biological diversity is messy. It walks, it crawls, it swims, it swoops, it buzzes. But extinction is silent, and it has no voice other than our own.”

–Paul Hawken










Prologue

The sharp popping of distant gunfire startled Meg Pratt awake. She jolted upright, wondering at first if she was still dreaming.

The stillness of the night squeezed her like a vise as she emerged from a deep sleep. Reality slowly set in as she remembered, bringing with it a wave of despair and anxiety that worked its way from her gut to her pounding heart. Several fuzzy minutes passed before she came to her senses.

She had awoken from one nightmare only to enter another. Over two weeks had passed since the Hemorrhage Virus swept across the nation. Honking horns, blaring sirens, and shouts from noisy neighbors were absent now. New York City was a dead zone. No more neon lights, no more blinking advertisements.

The old world was gone, and no one could bring it back.

After rubbing her eyes, she scanned the room. Jed and Rex slept in the adjacent beds, their silhouettes frozen in the rays of moonlight seeping through the gaps in the boarded-up windows.

Meg examined the two-by-fours she and the other firefighters had hastily nailed across the windows. So much had happened in that short time. And as her gaze fell upon the empty beds neatly lined up throughout the rest of the room, her mind and heart ached.

The agony was brief, ripped away by more gunshots. She held a breath in her chest, listening, trying to pinpoint a location, but once again the noise slipped away. It was the first sign of a military presence since the jets had swooped in twelve hours ago.

The next round of gunfire came a moment later. The cracks were from fully automatic weapons. The noise reverberated through the derelict city streets, making it impossible to pinpoint. It had to be military. There had only been a few civilians who could get their hands on that type of firepower, and they were all dead.

“You hear that?” came a voice a few feet away. It was Jed, the quiet Marine with a Southern accent. Meg’s crew had taken him in days earlier when his platoon had been wiped out ten blocks away.

Jed swung his feet over the side of his bed and crossed the room on his toes. The creaking of floorboards woke up Rex. His 300-pound frame shot up. “What’s going on? Did they find us?” He ran a hand through his thick red hair.

“Shhh,” Meg said, holding a finger to her mouth. She’d always found Rex to be a bit paranoid for a man of his size. But she couldn’t fault him for that now. Especially after the unthinkable things they’d seen. The three of them were all that was left now. Their families and friends were dead. Everyone they ever knew was gone.

Meg closed her eyes at the thought of her husband, infected and crazed. She’d watched him kill a neighbor before a soldier gunned him down. No matter how many times she told herself it wasn’t her husband that died that day, she still couldn’t bring herself to believe it. Some small part of him had remained when the bullets tore through his body. She had seen it in his dying eyes.

Grabbing her axe, Meg joined Jed at the window.

“See anything?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

Pressing her right eye against a crack in the boards, Meg scanned the rooftops for motion. She flinched when the gunshots came again. They were getting closer.

Meg continued to probe the darkness, her gaze stopping on the gargoyles that protruded off the stone ledges two buildings down. There was something else, too, something moving in the shadows.

“You see that?” Meg asked.

Jed craned his neck and squinted. “I can’t really see anything.”

Another round of automatic gunfire broke out. Muzzle flashes flickered on the rooftop, illuminating the silhouettes of soldiers. They fired as they ran. And although Meg couldn’t see the ravenous creatures chasing them, she knew they were out there.

“Soldiers,” Jed whispered. “And …”

Meg pressed her eye closer, scratching her forehead on the coarse wood. Moonlight spilled from the clouds and lit up the rooftops with a dim curtain of white.

A chill spiked through Meg’s body when she saw the dozens of infected chasing the soldiers across the rooftops. The pack skittered across the rooftop and along the exterior walls of the building like man-sized insects.

The gunfire couldn’t mask the noises the creatures made. The scratching, the clicking joints, and their primal screams. These no longer seemed like men and women; they were the predators of the new world. Humans transformed into monsters from the Hemorrhage Virus. People like her best friend Eric, a man she’d known her entire life. Turning her axe on him had been the hardest thing Meg had ever done. She could still hear the crunch of bone and the scream of agony.

Meg brushed a lock of brown hair from her face and pressed her eye closer to the crack in the wood, following the soldiers as they jumped from ledge to ledge. They were fast, but the creatures were faster.

Flexing her muscular legs, she remembered her narrow escape from a pack of the monsters when they’d rescued Jed. She could outrun almost every firefighter she had worked with. She was a three-time Ironman triathlete. But it wasn’t the endurance or speed she’d gained from swimming, biking and running over a hundred and forty miles in a day that secured her escape. It was the adrenaline that only pure fear could produce.

She imagined the soldiers were experiencing the same adrenaline. They eased to a stop on the next rooftop; a thirty-foot-tall billboard loomed over their silhouettes.

“They’re out of room,” Meg whispered. She strained to see the creatures trailing the team. Shadowy shapes dashed across the buildings. Apparitions in the night.

More flashes lit up the scene. The three soldiers stood close together, firing at the horde of infected racing toward them. The deformed creatures twitched and jerked, dropping one by one as bullets riddled their bodies. It was over in a few seconds.

The moon vanished, the sky swallowing the light like a brooding storm.

Meg pulled her eye away from the boards at the sound of heavy footsteps. Rex had finally decided to get out of bed. The man took several hesitant steps toward the window.

“I think we should try to get to that rooftop,” Jed whispered.

“Are you insane?” Rex said. “We won’t make it for more than two minutes outside.”

The distant thump of a helicopter pulled Meg back to the window. Her eyes roved across the skyline, searching for the aircraft.

“Hear that? That’s our ticket out of this hellhole.” Meg gripped her axe tighter. “I’m with Jed. We need to get to that rooftop.”

“We don’t have much time; we need to move,” Jed added.

In the corner of her eye, Meg saw Rex shaking his head. “But … no … we—”

“What’s that?” Meg narrowed her focus on the billboard. She swallowed hard when she saw infected climbing the back of the sign. There were a half dozen of them, maybe more.

“Shit,” Meg said. She scanned the roof for the soldiers. There, on the east and south ledge. For a moment they looked like the gargoyles, frozen as they waited for extraction, oblivious to the approaching threat.

“Those things are going to sneak up on them!” Jed said in a voice shy of a shout. “We have to warn them.”

Rex grabbed the Marine by his arm. “Keep it down. Are you crazy? They’ll hear you.”

Meg watched with gritted teeth. “There isn’t anything we can do. Not from here.”

Rex was right. He was a paranoid son of a bitch, but he was right. The infected were drawn to noises—and the scent of flesh. From the safety of their boarded-up room, she’d seen the creatures sniffing the air, hunting other survivors.

And here she was again, helplessly watching the three unsuspecting soldiers as the monsters advanced. There was no running from them. No escape. Hiding was the only option.

Blinking red lights on the skyline pulled her gaze away from the roof. The sleek outline of a Black Hawk descended over the building. There was no way Meg and the others would make it to the rooftop, even if they tried. They were stranded.

Jed pulled out of Rex’s grip and moved back to the two-by-fours. “Oh my God,” he whispered.

The creatures spilled over the top of the billboard. They slid down the side, and then Meg lost sight of them. Gunfire lit up the south ledge as the soldiers opened fire.

Adrenaline flooded Meg’s system with each shot. She was used to running into fires. It was almost worse being on the opposite side of the fence. She had joined the New York City Fire Department to help people, not watch them die.

The chopper hovered low and tracer rounds streaked through the night, each one impacting on its target as the soldiers fought back the infected swarm. Meg strained to see, but the gunfire ceased almost as fast as it started. The chopper pulled to the right and then traversed the skyline. Just like that it was gone, the red light blinking one last time before there was only darkness.

Meg cursed their luck. They hadn’t seen a chopper in days, let alone one so close.

“Great,” Jed said. “That’s fucking great.” He scratched his closely trimmed crew cut and then slammed his hand into the boards.

Meg glared at the Marine. “Keep it down.”

Jed shrugged and muttered an apology. He turned away and started walking back to his bunk when the sound of shattering glass came from below.

The three of them froze.

A guttural screech ripped through the building. Pounding followed. The walls shook from the impact. It sounded like a wild animal was loose on the first floor.

Rex grabbed Meg’s arm as she stepped away from the window.

“Don’t go down there,” he said.

Meg shook free and exchanged nods with Jed. Together, they crossed the room cautiously. She eyed the empty M16 on Jed’s bunk. Without a gun, Meg felt naked. Her axe slowed the creatures down, but bullets were much more effective.

A second scream echoed through the fire station, the sound lingering in the sultry night. Meg gritted her teeth and stopped. The axe slipped in her grip, sweat bleeding off her palm.

“Guys,” Rex said. “Guys, come back.”

Meg held up a hand to silence him. Then she heard the clicking. It was the sound of snapping joints, and it wasn’t coming from inside the building. It was coming from the streets, like they were surrounded by hundreds of oversized crickets. Rex stood with his eye pressed against one of the gaps.

“Oh no,” he said.

Meg scanned the bookshelves and boxes in front of the door. If the monsters found them, the barricade wouldn’t hold for long. She took in a breath and then moved back to the windows, the floor creaking with every step.

“Let me see,” Meg said. She tapped Rex on the shoulder. The man’s thick arms were trembling.

As her eyes adjusted to the dark beyond the dusty glass, her heart skipped a beat. She’d never seen so many infected in one spot. The entire street and even the walls of the buildings had come alive with the blur of white flesh.

“Holy shit,” Meg gasped.

“They must have been drawn to the gunfire,” Jed said.

“What do we do?” Rex asked, his words a panicked slur.

Meg shook her head. “We pray.”
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Two Days Later …

The room erupted with applause as Dr. Kate Lovato entered the mess hall. Uniformed men and women from every branch of the military stood and clapped, cheering as she walked past.

The sound took Kate’s breath away. Ever since her bioweapon, VariantX9H9, had been deployed, she had been hailed as the ‘savior’ of the world, the woman who had stopped the Hemorrhage Virus in its tracks. But there were others in the audience who glared at her with resentment. She knew what they were thinking: she wasn’t a savior, she was a monster. And she felt like one. The burden of so much death rested solely on her shoulders. The weight made it difficult to breathe.

Her gaze gravitated to the commander of Plum Island, Lieutenant Colonel Ray Jensen. The African-American man narrowed his eyes as she approached. He clapped with the others, but he was sizing her up, too, seeing if she was mentally fit to address the crowd. They had only let her out of quarantine a day earlier, and she was still a bit groggy.

“Good morning, everyone,” Jensen said, bringing a mic to his mouth. “I think all of you know Dr. Kate Lovato with the CDC.”

More cheering rang through the room. Kate scanned the faces for someone familiar but soon realized she was alone. Her friends were all working. Dr. Pat Ellis was in the lab, and Master Sergeant Reed Beckham and Staff Sergeant Parker Horn were in the hospital with their injured teammate, Staff Sergeant Alex Riley. The kid had come back from New York with two shattered legs. He was evidence that her weapon hadn’t killed all of the monsters. A new threat had emerged in the blood-soaked streets.

The Variants.

Kate shivered at the thought. The memory of the Variant that attacked her two days ago was fresh on her mind. She could still hear the creature’s claws skittering across the ceiling. It was an experience she would never forget.

“Thank you for coming, Doctor,” Jensen said. He handed Kate the mic and gestured toward a podium with the Medical Corps insignia on the front.

Kate knew what he wanted from her. He wanted her to reassure the staff on Plum Island that there was still hope, that the Variants could be defeated.

Clearing her throat, she said, “Good morning, everyone. I was told to give you all a SITREP on what’s happening outside. There is good news and bad news. The good news is that VariantX9H9 is still being deployed in every major city. Ninety percent of the infected are dying. The weapon attacks their endothelial cells and causes massive internal bleeding. It’s a relatively quick death.”

Kate paused and scanned the crowd, focusing on a woman in the front row. She was dressed in a neatly pressed Navy uniform. The officer couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old. When she saw Kate looking at her, she stiffened her back and smiled. Her eyes pleaded with Kate to say something encouraging, that things were going to be okay.

But Kate couldn’t lie. She couldn’t feed these people false hope. After a brief pause she continued. “The bad news is the other ten percent of the infected are recovering from the Ebola virus, but not the effects of VX-99. Those epigenetic changes seem to be irreversible at this point.”

The word hung on the air, and nervous voices broke from the crowd. A familiar feeling of dread crept into her thoughts and caused her mind to drift. It threatened to steal her sanity, to break her.

Closing her eyes, she said, “I don’t believe there is anything we can do to bring these people back.” She shook her head. As she handed the mic back to Jensen, she muttered two final words: “I’m sorry.”

She rushed out of the room with her eyes downcast, avoiding every single glare. No one stopped her or protested her departure. They were still digesting what she had just told them. Learning that VariantX9H9 had only delayed the inevitable was difficult to stomach even for the most hardened of soldiers.

A Medical Corps guard opened the doors and Kate stumbled out into the blinding morning sunlight. Shielding her eyes with a hand, she looked out over the island.

Kate wasn’t the type of person to leave others behind. She never ran from a fight. But the death toll from her bioweapon had taken a piece of her. The numbers were hard to fathom, with billions of losses that produced a constant ache that wouldn’t go away.

She walked aimlessly across the island and paused to study the ocean, wondering what was on the other side. In the end, she’d done her job. She had stopped the spread of the virus but fallen short in eradicating the monsters. Now she could only wonder what the world looked like beyond the safety of the island.

The American military had shared the recipe for VariantX9H9 with their European allies, but the strike on foreign soil had come days after the US operation. Kate hoped it hadn’t been too late to save her parents living in Italy.

Exhaling a sigh, she continued through the hexagonal campus. The white domed buildings rose above her. She wasn’t sure where she was headed; her thoughts were muddied with guilt and regrets. They drifted from Javier, her brother, to her mentor, Dr. Michael Allen. They’d been dead before the missiles descended on Atlanta and Chicago, but if they hadn’t … they would have died from VariantX9H9. From her bioweapon.

Kate choked on the thought.

She didn’t fight the tears that streaked down her cheeks. Everyone had a breaking point, a moment where everything came crashing down. Kate had finally reached hers.

There was only one person left in the world who could make her feel better, and he was in the medical building nearby. For the first time that morning, Kate felt a sudden burst of energy. She finally knew where she was going.
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Staff Sergeant Alex Riley couldn’t believe his luck. He’d built a career on his speed and ability to sneak in and out of some of the most secure locations in the world. Now he lay in a hospital bed, staring at his shattered legs and wondering if he would ever run again.

If it weren’t for Beckham and Horn, he would never have made it off that rooftop. Then again, he would never have made it out of Building 8 at San Nicholas Island without them, either. What were the odds?

Riley let out a sad laugh.

The noise woke Horn and Beckham. They stirred in stiff-looking chairs facing the foot of his bed.

“Feeling better?” Beckham asked.

Riley eyed his casts. “I’m happy to be alive. But my legs, man.”

“They’ll heal,” Beckham said.

“I thought you were toast, kid,” Horn said, his voice scratchy.

“Me too,” Beckham said.

“Shit. It’s going to take a lot more than some crazed shithead to take me out.” Riley laughed. “I would have been fine without you guys.”

Horn rolled his eyes. “Right. You had the situation under complete control.”

“Damn straight,” Riley said.

The three men chuckled. It was the first time in weeks that they all had a good laugh. It was like old times, but they knew that things would never be the same.

A rap on the door pulled them back to the grim reality of the status quo, where old times were nothing but memories. Kate waited outside, waving from the other side of the small window in the door.

“Beckham, it’s your girlfriend,” Riley said, jerking his chin toward Kate.

Beckham shot him an angry glare but didn’t speak. His narrowed dark eyes were enough to silence Riley. He knew what Beckham was thinking: Keep your trap shut or you’re going to stay in that bed even longer.

“It’s open,” Horn mumbled, scooting his chair to the side.

“Morning,” Kate said.

Riley picked up a hint of sadness in her soft voice. He watched her walk into the room and stand a few feet away from Beckham. The shadows of the dimly lit space couldn’t conceal her swollen, red eyes. It wasn’t surprising, Riley thought, considering she had killed most of the world’s population.

“How are you doing, Alex?” Kate asked. She hardly made eye contact with the men.

Riley forced a smile. He wasn’t used to people calling him by his first name. “I’m feeling much better. The pain meds here are killer.”

Kate nodded. “You can thank Colonel Gibson for that.”

“How’s that piece of shit doing?” Horn asked.

“He’s awaiting trial,” Kate said. “I noticed Lieutenant Colonel Jensen posted another guard outside his room. Must be worried about the man’s safety.”

Beckham stood and stretched. “I would be too, if I were him.”

“There aren’t enough soldiers on this island to protect Gibson from what’s comin’ to him.” Horn snorted.

Riley shuddered. His friends were right. The colonel was partially responsible for the end of the world. He had earned a spot at the top of the biggest assholes in the history of the human species list.

“Any developments?” Beckham asked.

Kate shook her head. “Not really. We have reports coming in from Europe that VariantX9H9 has destroyed around ninety percent of those infected with the Hemorrhage Virus.”

“And the ones it didn’t work on?” Beckham asked.

Kate’s brittle voice cracked. “Variants.”

“How many do you think there are worldwide?” Riley asked.

Kate rubbed her forehead. “The last projections I put together were from old numbers, but that’s all we have to go with. I estimate about seventy-five to eighty percent of the world’s population has been infected with the Hemorrhage Virus.”

Silence washed over them. No one spoke. Riley did the math in his head—if five and a half billion people had been infected and now ten percent of them were Variants …

“Holy shit,” Riley said. “550 million Variants? There’s one of those things for every three human survivors.” He let out a low whistle.

Kate cupped her hands over her head. “You don’t need to remind me.”

“Sorry,” Riley said. He reached for a pillow and propped it behind his back, wincing in pain.

“You did what you had to do, Kate,” Beckham said. He stood and put a hand on her shoulder. “You saved the human race.”

Kate glanced up, tears sparkling in her eyes. “I stalled the inevitable.”

“What’s that mean?” Riley asked. “We all know the world will never be the same. But even after we kill all of those things, we’ll still have people left to rebuild. Society, the economy, food production.”

Riley searched Kate’s face for an answer, but she pivoted away to stare out the window. She parted the blinds with a finger, letting the sun leak through. “The human race might be the next species on the extinction list after all,” she said with her back to Riley, Horn, and Beckham.
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Sandra Hickman and Ralph Benzing looked exhausted. They sat in front of a wall of communication equipment in the command center, quietly skimming the channels for intel.

Lieutenant Colonel Ray Jensen paced behind them anxiously. Both communication officers were in the twelfth hour of their shift, and he could tell that the coffee was finally starting to wear off.

Chatter was coming in from around the country. Jensen hadn’t even started filtering the info streaming in from Europe. There was so much to process, but his priority was Plum Island and keeping his people safe. And there was also a larger mission, a mission that central command was still piecing together.

“Here we go,” Benzing said, cupping his hands over his headset. “I’m picking something up.”

Jensen chewed the inside of his lip. The phantom taste of tobacco made his stomach growl. Four days without it and he was already going through withdrawals. Digging into his pocket, he felt for a piece of chewing gum.

“Patch it over the speakers,” Jensen said, preparing himself for the worst. He’d never been much of a deep thinker; taking things too seriously caused unnecessary stress. Now that he was acting commander of one of humanity’s last strongholds, all of that had changed. The fate of so many rested in his hands. Every single soul on the island was invaluable. Whatever command was cooking up was likely to put many of his own in harm’s way, and he wasn’t looking forward to it.

“It’s an automated message,” Hickman said. “I’m picking it up on several frequencies.”

“Switching,” Benzing said. “Mine just cut out.”

The speakers coughed static and then went silent for several seconds.

“What happened?” Jensen asked. He leaned over Benzing’s shoulder as a voice suddenly crackled from the speakers.

“This is General Richard Kennor broadcasting from Offutt Air Force Base. This mission might be the most important in the history of the United States military. Our species has been divided. Operation Depletion was a success, but now we face a new enemy. I have seen with my own eyes what these creatures are capable of. Our brave men and women in the armed services are vastly outnumbered. But we have something these monsters do not.” He paused for a moment and then said, “We have the weapons of the twenty-first century.”

Goose bumps popped up on Jensen’s skin as the general’s voice grew louder. That was the effect legendary commanders had on those under their command. They could convince young men to run into enemy fire and politicians to fund wars based on lies.

“With these weapons at our disposal, I am confident that we will retake our streets. America will once again be a free nation,” Kennor said.

There was a break in the transmission. The general came back online a moment later. “In ninety-six hours we will embark in Operation Liberty, a massive coordinated attack that will send our remaining troops into every major city to destroy the enemy! Stand by for specific orders to be relayed to individual bases and outposts in the coming hours.”

Jensen caught Hickman’s worried gaze. He stood strong, his arms folded. Managing his emotions was key to reassuring those under his command. With more at stake than ever before, it was imperative he retain his composure.

Giving Hickman a strong nod, Jensen walked to the observation window. “Get Major Smith on the line. Tell him to get here ASAP. We have a war to plan.”
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Beckham shoveled a spoonful of slop into his mouth. He wasn’t even sure what he was eating. It tasted a bit like fish but had the texture of chicken. He forced the food down and looked over at Kate.

She cringed. “What is this?”

“Better get used to it,” Beckham said in between bites. “We’re going to be eating reserve supplies. Riley was right when he mentioned food production. The world economy has shut down, which means …”

Kate answered with an exaggerated sigh. “No more hamburgers.”

Beckham chuckled. “I thought you were going to say no more margaritas or something.”

“We still have tequila,” she said with a wink.

Beckham held his spoon in front of his lips and ran his tongue along the roof of his mouth as he studied the doctor. She wasn’t exactly his type, definitely not the kind of woman that he normally dated. When he dated, he reminded himself. The last girl he’d dated had been a yoga instructor. That ended when he walked in on her banging a college football player half his age.

He’d have kicked the guy’s ass if he had cared enough. Beckham had always been loyal to his team first. There wasn’t a girl out there that could hang with him on a ten-mile run or three-mile swim. And that was okay. His career had taken precedence over finding a partner. His men were his family.

But he couldn’t deny there was something about Kate. She carried herself in a graceful way. Strong, intelligent, and striking, she was the type of woman his mother would have wanted him to marry. He shook his head. There was no place for those thoughts in this new world. Everyone was dead or dying outside the safety of their little island. He refused to be the asshole that made a move on a woman at such a vulnerable time. But he couldn’t deny he was attracted to her. More than that, he cared about her. Looking at Kate made him realize, for the first time in a very long time, that he could care.

Horn walked briskly toward their table. His eyebrows were scrunched together, his red hair sticking out in all directions like he’d been running his hands over his skull.

“What’s wrong?” Beckham asked.

“Lieutenant Colonel Jensen and Major Smith want to see us,” Horn said. He turned to Kate. “Wants to see you, too.”

Kate finished off her plastic cup of juice and raised a brow. “About what?”

“Sounds like Central Command is planning something big.”

Beckham dropped his spoon into the mush on his tray. He had known another operation was in the works. If he were in charge, he’d be planning one himself.

Kate and Beckham stood at the same time, grabbing their trays and following Horn through the packed tables. Several uniformed men and women glanced up from their food as they walked by. For once they weren’t looking at him or Horn. They were looking at Kate.

“There goes the savior of the world,” an African-American Marine sneered. Beckham recognized him from weeks before. He paused in his tracks and took a step back, shooting the man an angry glare.

“You have a problem, Johnson?” Beckham asked. His nostrils flared.

“No,” Johnson said. “Sorry.”

Beckham nodded and held the man’s gaze for several seconds before following Kate and Horn outside. When they reached the door she leaned over and whispered, “Thank you, Master Sergeant.”
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The horizon warned of another storm. Swollen clouds, the color of fresh bruises, crept across the skyline. Beckham needed more men—trained soldiers. He’d made the decision he should have made a long time ago. He’d obeyed every order Colonel Gibson and Lieutenant Colonel Jensen had thrown at him since Ghost arrived at Plum Island. Now it was his turn to make a request. He and Horn needed to go back to Fort Bragg to search for Horn’s family and any surviving Delta Force Operators.

He followed Kate and Horn to Building 1 in silence, using the time to consider the situation from a tactical standpoint. The war was entering a new stage. And like any war, the problem was resources. The US military was strained. They had the firepower and the aircraft, but they lacked pilots and boots. His request to return to Bragg would likely fall on deaf ears, but he had to try.

A streak of lightning ripped through the gray sky. The scent of rain mixed with the salt-tinged wind blowing off the ocean. It was beautiful here, but the serenity of the island was a cruel deception. He knew better than anyone just how bad things were out there. And as they reached Building 1, he had the sinking feeling that they were about to get worse.

The minty smell of the lab replaced the salty breeze as they entered the facility. Two guards sealed the doors behind them, shutting out the distant clap of thunder.

“This way,” Kate said, gesturing with her chin toward the hallway.

Beckham took a sidelong glance at the windows along the left side of the passage. Scientists in CBR suits worked tirelessly on the other side. The crisp, clean facility glimmered under banks of LEDs. It was all so … clean.

“So this is where you created the bioweapon?” Horn asked.

Kate nodded and paused in front of a glass wall. “They’re still studying the virus.”

Horn approached the window. “What’s the point?”

Kate smiled politely. “The epigenetic changes that the Hemorrhage Virus—”

“In layman’s terms,” Horn said.

“Sorry. Before scientists mapped the human genome, they believed there were one hundred thousand or more protein-coding genes. In reality there are closer to twenty or twenty-five thousand. But approximately thirteen thousand of those genes are what we call pseudogenes. In other words, they’re protein-coding genes that we inherited from our ancestors, but they’re ‘turned off’,” she said using her fingers to trace quote marks.

Horn dragged his sleeve across his nose. “Let me guess. VX-99 turned on a bunch of those genes.”

“You got it,” Kate replied. “The nastiest ones, too. The ones that date back to the primordial ooze, when life was just starting. Think of parasites or spiders—that’s why we see the epigenetic changes in the Variants.”

“And that’s what makes them violent?” Beckham asked.

Kate focused her concentration on the lab. “These are genes dating back all the way through our evolutionary history. To a time where we were just like wild animals with predatory instincts.”

“Like the State of Nature,” Beckham replied.

Horn raised a brow. “Like what?”

“Thomas Hobbes wrote about it in Leviathan in the seventeenth century. He deduced there was a time before civilization where man lived by the sword, relying on predatory instincts to survive.”

Kate twisted from the window and gave Beckham an elevator-eyes look. “Didn’t know you studied philosophy.”

“We don’t just put bullets in bad guys.”

“I know,” Kate said. “I was … Never mind.” She turned back to the observation windows.

Horn placed a hand on the glass, his jaw clenched. Wrinkles formed around his eyes as he squinted and then dropped his gaze to the floor. Beckham knew he was thinking of his wife and two daughters.

A blur of motion caught Beckham’s eye. Several of the scientists moved to the center of the first chamber. They huddled around a monitor and pointed at the display. Under other circumstances, the view would have fascinated Beckham, but something about the end of the world made science seem less important to him. He had other concerns now, and two of them were right next to him.

“We better get moving,” Kate said. “We’re already late.”

Beckham waited for Horn to move away from the glass. Placing a hand on his shoulder, Beckham whispered in a voice low enough that Kate couldn’t hear him. “We’re going back to Fort Bragg.”

Horn stiffened. “You serious?”

Beckham ran a hand over his facial scruff and winked.

“Hell yeah,” Horn said, his voice enthusiastic but reserved. He slapped Beckham on the back, and they walked side by side down the hallway.

Beckham’s heart swelled with pride. The moment of camaraderie reminded him he had the best job in the world. His philosophy was simple: He was only as good as the man standing next to him.

The momentary rush vanished when they entered the conference room. The weak lighting matched the darkened features on both Lieutenant Colonel Jensen and Major Smith’s faces.

“Take a seat,” Jensen said. He gestured at the chairs across the table and rolled up both of his sleeves. “General Kennor with Central Command has issued a message to all remaining military assets across the country.”

Jensen regarded each of them in turn.

“I wanted to personally inform you of Operation Liberty before anyone else hears about it. In approximately ninety hours the military is sending boots into every major city. The first objective is to defeat the Variant threat. The second is to rescue any survivors.”

“Do you have numbers?” Kate asked.

“Of survivors?”

“No. Variants.”

“Hundreds of millions,” Jensen replied grimly.

Her eyes darted toward the ceiling as if she was mentally double-checking the math, but Beckham knew she was testing the soldier.

“That’s why we invited you here, Doctor,” Smith said. “Command has asked us to research the Variants. We want you to head the team.”

“Absolutely,” Kate said. “Whatever you need.”

“Excellent,” Jensen said.

“So why are we here?” Horn asked.

“Because we have also been asked to provide military support,” Jensen replied. He crossed his arms and exhaled. “Command wants us to send teams to New York to join a Marine company of five platoons piecemealed together from surviving units. Each platoon has been assigned a borough. We have been asked to support 1st Platoon in Manhattan. I’ve been told 1st Platoon is a mechanized unit with at least two Bradleys and multiple Humvees. The Air Force will provide support, too.”

Beckham could feel Horn studying him. He held Jensen’s gaze, anticipating what came next.

“We want you to lead a team,” the lieutenant colonel said. “It breaks every rule in the book, but I don’t give a shit. You’ve been out there. You two know better than anyone.”

“Half of the men and women stationed at this island haven’t even seen combat,” Smith added. “We need you two.”

Beckham considered his next words carefully. He still didn’t trust Jensen. He wasn’t Colonel Gibson, but he had worked with the disgraced man for years. He talked a good game, but he had yet to prove himself. Beckham knew from experience evil was most dangerous when it was hard to see. Gibson was the perfect example of that. Unfortunately, the new commander controlled the aircraft on Plum Island. Beckham needed him, just like he’d needed Gibson.

“I can give you some time to consider,” Jensen said.

Beckham exchanged a glance with Horn. He could see the pain in the man’s hardened eyes. Horn needed resolution. He deserved to know. One way or another, Beckham and Horn were going back to Fort Bragg.

“I’ll lead a team back into New York,” Beckham finally said, “but there’s something I need to do first. Something we need to do.”

Jensen formed a triangle with his hands, concentrating. “You want a ride to Fort Bragg?”

Beckham nodded; the man was smarter than he gave him credit for. “And a ride back. With any survivors we find.”

Smith shook his head. “No fucking way. We can’t risk a chopper.” He looked up for support from Jensen. The lieutenant colonel held up a hand.

Jensen scanned Beckham and then Horn. “I know what you all must think of me. But I am not Colonel Gibson. I’m not going to make the asshole excuse and say I was just following orders, but I did not know the complete truth behind the development of the Hemorrhage Virus.”

He bowed his head, shaking it side to side. “If I had known, I would have stopped the project. I swear to you.”

Beckham remained still, listening and sizing the commander up as he spoke.

“You have thirty-six hours,” Jensen said. “That enough time?”

“Plenty of time,” Beckham said. He reached across the table and secured the second deal since arriving on the island with a firm handshake. This time he was finally going back home to Fort Bragg.
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The sunset glowed on the horizon like a fire raging on the water. The beauty lost its appeal as Beckham’s watch ticked. He could feel every second passing. Each one represented another potential life lost.

“Where is she?” Horn grumbled.

Beckham stared at the cluster of dome-shaped buildings. “She’ll be here,” Beckham said. He dropped his rucksack on the edge of the tarmac and adjusted the strap of his MP5.

“You look like you’re about to rob a bank,” Horn said.

Beckham glanced down at the extra magazines tucked into his tactical vest’s pouches. “Can’t afford another situation like New York, man. Riley’s legs wouldn’t be broken if I hadn’t run out of ammo.”

Horn nodded and glared at the skyline. “You think my family is still out there?”

“If they are, we’re going to find them. Jensen had his comm team run through the last radio transmissions from Bragg. There were survivors holed up in the Warfare Center and School building, so that’s where we’re headed.” Beckham pulled out a map and pointed at the facility he’d circled in red.

“I remember that place,” Horn said. He reached inside his vest and retrieved a single cigarette. Wedging it between his lips, he cupped a hand over his Zippo. He closed his eyes and took one long drag.

“Thank you, Reed,” Horn said, smoke trailing out of his nostrils. “Thank you for doing this. I can’t tell you—”

Beckham held up a gloved hand. “Don’t, man. You don’t need to say anything. If Sheila, Tasha, and Jenny are out there, I stand by the promise I made to you on the rooftop in New York.”

Jamming the cigarette back between his lips, Horn placed both hands on Beckham’s shoulders. They locked eyes, neither of them flinching.

“We’ll find them,” Beckham said. “One way or another.”

Horn gave a solemn nod and then turned toward the sound of approaching voices. Two figures rounded Building 1. They strode toward the concrete barricade and stepped into the sunlight.

“Here she comes,” Horn said. “Finally.”

“Sorry we’re late,” Kate said. She dropped two duffel bags on the ground and bent down to unzip them. A crew chief and pilot hurried past them, both men eyeing Horn’s cigarette without uttering a word.

“What’s in the bags, Doc?” Horn asked, taking another drag.

Kate pulled out a CBR suit and handed it to Beckham.

“I thought you said there’s no risk of infection anymore.” He hesitated and then grabbed the white suit.

“That’s mostly true,” Kate said. “But there might be infected that were outside the first and secondary drop zones.”

“People with the Hemorrhage Virus?” Beckham asked.

Kate nodded. “The bioweapon is still being deployed in remote areas outside the cities. The virus has mostly been eradicated, according to reports from Central Command. Fort Bragg was part of the initial drop. But I don’t want to take any chances.”

“I’ll let you two hash this out,” Horn said. He swung his M27 around his back and walked over to the pilot and crew chief, discussing something that Beckham couldn’t hear.

“Kate, I don’t think we need them. We didn’t use them in Atlanta. Besides, I’m already bogged down with all of this extra ammunition.” He patted his vest and ran a finger over the pocket containing a picture of his mom.

“But—”

“I’m more concerned about the Variants than the remote chance of contacting what’s left of the Hemorrhage Virus.”

Her eyes darted to the ground for a brief moment. She nodded slowly and found his eyes.

“We’ll be fine, Kate. These things are only going to slow us down,” he said, handing the suit back to her.

Kate dropped it onto the bag and wrapped her arms around Beckham’s frame. He let out a short gasp of surprise. She hugged him tighter before finally letting go. “Fine. You can make up your own mind.”

Horn whistled. “Gotta go, Boss!”

Beckham returned Kate’s embrace for a moment and then bent down to scoop up his gear. “I’ll be back in thirty-six hours.”

“Be safe,” she said.

“Always am.”

The blades from the chopper whooshed on the first pass. Beckham jogged across the tarmac, ducking as he approached. Grabbing a handhold, he climbed inside and waved one final time as the bird ascended into the air.
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Beckham and Horn sat with their legs dangling over the side of the troop hold. They flew in complete darkness; not a single light flickered as the chopper raced over the landscape.

Flipping his night vision goggles up, Beckham stared over the side. A veil of black consumed him, and all sense of motion vanished. For a moment he felt like he was suspended in space. Then his eyes adjusted. He could vaguely make out the outline of a city in the distance. Never in his life had he seen a landscape so dark. The entire grid was down. No one was left to run critical facilities. The chopper passed over a miasma of stink from an abandoned water treatment plant. It was the smell of the new world.

For two hours they flew over crumbling buildings and scorched urban areas, the scars from Operation Depletion present even in the darkness. No city had been spared. Outside the cities, the acres of lush crops would never see harvest. The destruction was numbing.

The promise Beckham had made to his team years ago flashed across his mind. He could picture the day in Iraq vividly. Insurgents had his six-man team pinned down behind a wall in the filthy streets of Fallujah. Spinoza, Edwards, Riley, Horn, and Tenor had been crouched behind the stone, waiting for air support as one hundred hostiles had crept closer. Brass had fed him some bullshit intel claiming they could help take back the city. Instead, Beckham had led Team Ghost into a trap.

“Six against a hundred,” he muttered.

Horn spat over the edge of the chopper. “Fallujah?”

Beckham nodded. “Never thought we’d make it out of there.”

“If it weren’t for Panda, we never would have.”

Beckham chuckled at the memory of the gigantic man breaking through the ten-foot stone wall. Spinoza had rammed it three times with a shoulder before the stones toppled, allowing the team a chance to escape into an alleyway. He had also taken four shots to his flak jacket that had put him out of commission for a month. And now he was dead, along with Edwards and Tenor.

“Goddamn,” Beckham said, shaking his head. He would have traded places with any of them. The pain of a fallen brother was worse than the idea of death itself. He was barely managing the losses, motivated only by the mission ahead of them.

Horn reached over and nudged Beckham in the side. “We all should have died a long time ago, bro.”

He didn’t want to admit it, but Horn was right. Maybe fate had finally caught up to them. Thousands of hours of training and experience meant nothing when it was your time. Somehow Beckham had always come out unscathed. The other men had joked someone was looking out for him. And maybe there was. He liked to think that his mom was keeping an eye on him. He brightened at the thought.

“Holy shit,” Horn said. “Take a look at that.”

“What?” Beckham flipped his NVGs back on and saw a highway cluttered with vehicles. Not just any vehicles. Tanks.

Beckham examined the abandoned M1 Abrams as the chopper flew closer. The expensive symbols of American military muscle were now just a graveyard of metal.

“Wonder what happened,” Horn said.

“Probably got trapped.”

A flash of movement pulled his gaze to the ditch. Something lurked in the darkness. Several somethings. Human sized.

Beckham gripped the handle of his MP5 tighter out of reflex when he caught a glimpse of four Variants. They galloped into the forest, escaping as the chopper whipped overhead.

“You see that?” Horn asked.

“Yeah,” Beckham said. He twisted toward the cockpit. “You picking up any sign of survivors down there?”

The pilot craned his helmet. “Negative.”

Closing his eyes, Beckham scooted away from the door and rested his back against the wall of the chopper.

“Wake me up when we get to Bragg,” Beckham said. “I’m going to snag a few minutes of sleep.”

“No problem,” Horn said.

Beckham tried to rest, but the ghosts of his past kept him awake. He had tried to leave them behind, but the flashbacks ambushed him whenever he closed his eyes. There was Spinoza lying on the floor in Building 8, a human bone jammed deep into his skull. There was the infected child they’d found in Niantic and there was Riley, his legs smashed, screaming on a New York rooftop. No matter what he did, his mind continued to flay open to those moments. Each time the dread caught him in his gut. He tried to do what operators were taught to do: compartmentalize and suppress emotions. Pain, both mental and physical, was a distraction that could result in death.

Crackling static in his earpiece yanked him back to the present. “LZ in five,” came the pilot’s voice. Beckham scanned the skyline. A dense cloud hovered over Fort Bragg to the east.

“Jesus,” Horn said. “I thought it wasn’t supposed to storm.”

“That’s no storm,” Beckham said. “That’s smoke.”

Horn shook his head. “Nah, man, can’t be …”

“Where’s it coming from?” Beckham asked.

The comm channel crackled. “Uh,” the pilot said, “I think that’s the Womack Army Medical Center.”

Horn and Beckham sat in silence, watching the vortex of smoke swirling above the north quadrant.

“Never thought I’d see the day where we bombed our own fucking posts,” Horn said.

The words lingered in the air like the black haze above Fort Bragg. The country Beckham had fought for, bled for, sacrificed everything for, had dropped bombs on their own men and women. The same soldiers who had sworn to defend her against enemies, foreign and domestic. He understood that they were trying to stop the Hemorrhage Virus, but this?

“Western wind at fifteen mph, would advise insertion south of the post,” the pilot said.

They circled for several minutes until Beckham found a suitable insertion point.

“Put us down in that field,” Beckham said into the comm. He grabbed a handhold and scanned the area. The knee-high grass whipped back and forth as the chopper descended.

“You ready to find your family, Big Horn?” Beckham asked.

There was a flicker of fear in Horn’s eyes that disappeared as he flipped his NVGs into position. “Ready, Boss.”

Beckham slapped him on the back. Horn jumped first, bolting away from the chopper as soon as his boots hit the dirt. With a breath, Beckham followed his best friend into the darkness, like he had so many times before.
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Kate yawned and focused on her monitor. Data rolled across the screen. She studied every single line, searching for abnormalities in the blood samples from patient 12, the Variant that had attacked her several days earlier. The hours passed, leaving Kate more frustrated than she wanted to admit.

Colonel Gibson had been right about one thing. In order for her to learn more about the Variants, she needed a living, breathing patient. The mere thought of the colonel reminded Kate they were in this situation because of him. He’d ordered the development of the Hemorrhage Virus.

Kate massaged her temples and then reached for her empty coffee mug. A clock in the corner of the office read 9:45 p.m. If she was going to squeeze any more work out of her brain, she needed a refill.

She cracked her neck from side to side and got up to leave. The door to the office squeaked open, and Dr. Ellis peeked in.

“You’re still working?” he asked.

Kate sighed. “I keep thinking that I missed something in today’s tests.”

“Mind if I join you?”

“Not at all,” Kate said with a smile. She was happy to have the company.

Ellis plopped down at his station. “I’ve been working on identifying the genes that VX-99 turned on. Maybe if we can figure out exactly which ones mutated, we can find a way to bring them back.”

With a few keystrokes, he logged into his terminal and brought up a myriad of data streams. Slipping on his glasses, he pointed to the screen.

“Take a look.”

“Ellis …” Kate said. “We’ve been through this.”

He didn’t reply. His fingers danced across the keyboard, and then he punched the enter key. A new image filled half of the screen. “Maybe this will interest you then.”

Curious, Kate stepped closer to his display.

“This is Marine Lieutenant Trevor Brett. His platoon was given doses of VX-99 in 1968. Every last one of those Marines died. Except for this lucky lieutenant.” He glanced up, his brows arched. “Or unlucky.”

Ellis moused to another image, enlarging it so it filled the other half of the screen. A picture of a pale, gaunt man popped onto the display. “He was found ten years later and over one hundred miles from his platoon’s insertion point.”

Kate picked at a hangnail nervously and said, “Is that …?”

“Yup. Same guy.”

Kate nodded. “You have my attention. Where did you find these images?”

“Beckham told me about the guy. It was part of the briefing they watched on their way to Building 8. Colonel Gibson had known about Brett for years. But what Beckham didn’t know is this.” Ellis hit the enter key again. A black-and-white video popped onto the screen.

The camera angle provided a view of the inside of a prison cell. A frail, naked man was stretched into an X supported by chains attached to the ceiling and floor. His chin slumped against his chest, his eyes downcast. The cameraman took a step back and swept the lens over the three military officers studying the man from the other side of the bars. One of them glanced at the camera, and Kate instantly recognized the young man.

“Colonel Gibson,” she said with a shiver.

“Yup,” Ellis said, turning up the audio.

“Lieutenant Trevor Brett,” Gibson said. “Can you hear us?”

The camera moved again and fell directly on the prisoner. He slowly raised his head as he became aware of his observers. He blinked repeatedly, his eyes roving, scanning. In an instant they centered on the soldiers.

Rattling chains filled the audio. Brett thrashed against his restraints. Joints cracked and popped. The man’s body twisted in a way that would have broken the spine of a normal person.

“Calm down, Lieutenant,” another voice said. “You’re only going to hurt yourself.”

Kate didn’t need to see or hear what came next. A snarl, followed by a high-pitched shriek. Inhuman rage. She’d seen it many times before.

Only Brett didn’t scream.

He spoke.

The words weren’t much more than a growl, distorted by his malformed lips, but Kate could hear every single one of them.

“I will—” Droplets of saliva burst from his mouth. “I will KILL.”

The soldiers flanking the colonel stepped away from the cell. The camera panned to the profile of a stone-faced Gibson walking closer. Gripping one of the bars, he asked, “What did you say, Lieutenant?”

“I WILL KILL YOU ALL!”

“My God,” Kate said. “He can talk.”

Ellis brought a finger to his lips. “Keep watching.”

Gibson tightened his grip on the bars as Brett fought his chains.

“It’s a shame,” Gibson said. “You were supposed to be a super soldier.”

The video fizzled out a moment later, leaving Kate in a state of shock. She ran a finger over her lips, back and forth, trying to process what she had seen.

“Why didn’t you show this to me earlier?” she asked.

Ellis shrugged defensively. “I just discovered it this morning.”

Kate stared blankly at the dark screen. “What’s the date of the video?”

“One second.” Ellis fidgeted with his glasses and then drilled down on the keyboard. “That can’t be right.”

“What’s it say?”

“March 15th, 1988.”

“Twenty years after Brett’s mission?”

Kate exchanged a glance with Ellis as they considered the dates. She suddenly felt light-headed. Brett was a glimpse of the future. Given time, Variants could evolve. They were more than wild animals. They could think. That meant they could also strategize.

And maybe even speak.

“This discovery could change everything,” Ellis said. “But we can’t jump to conclusions just yet. We have to remember Brett was never infected with Ebola. Dr. Medford altered VX-99 after Brett’s platoon took the initial doses. We need to perform tests on the Variants. We don’t know if Brett is an accurate example of what the creatures are capable of.”

“Maybe not,” Kate replied. “But Brett does prove the effects of VX-99 are truly irreversible. The only way to end this nightmare is to kill every last one of the monsters.”
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