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For our wounded warriors.

Strong, brave and heroic—thank you for your service.











“Intelligence is based on how efficient a species became at doing the things they need to survive.”

—Charles Darwin










Prologue

Marine Staff Sergeant Jose Garcia flipped his night vision goggles into position and watched as the half dozen outlines of the George Washington Carrier Strike Group grew distant. That was home now. Had been since the Hemorrhage Virus outbreak started over a month ago. The GW was the last intact strike group in the world, with two Ticonderoga-class guided-missile cruisers, two Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile destroyers, a submarine, a Clark-class dry cargo ship, and a Pathfinder-class oceanographic survey ship. The strike group was the best and last chance the American military had of stopping the Variants.

Garcia’s six-man Force Recon team cruised over the choppy waters of the Florida Keys in a nimble Zodiac. Somewhere to the east, the USS Florida submarine lurked beneath the waves. He couldn’t see her, but he knew she was out there.

Thin clouds rolled across a jeweled sky of brilliant stars. Out here he could almost forget the world was gone, but then the memories would surface and remind him of the truth.

As the green-hued shapes of the GW Strike Group disappeared on the horizon, thoughts of Garcia’s family worked their way into his mind. His wife Ashley, his daughter, Leslie: they were gone now, like most of the world, nothing but flakes of ash in the cloud of death that had swept across the landscape.

Shit wasn’t supposed to go down this way. He was supposed to be rocking his six-month-old baby girl to sleep on the porch of his country home in North Carolina, listening to the peaceful chirp of crickets at dusk. It was the home he and his wife had always dreamed of. The type of place you could only get to by back roads. Where no one bothered you. He had been going to retire there—raise his family, maybe keep some horses.

Garcia gripped his suppressed M4 and ground his teeth together. All he had left of his wife and daughter was the picture taped to the inside of his helmet, leaving him nothing but a shattered dream of what could have been.

Modern warfare had taught him there were lines most men wouldn’t cross. There were international laws against torture, rules that governed war. Courtesies that allowed the enemy to clear the injured off a field after a battle. But when was the last time the enemy passed up a chance to kill America’s soldiers? War against the Variants was no different. Garcia had served in the Corps for twenty years and seen some awful things—real-life nightmares. He had faced Al Qaeda and the Taliban in The War on Terror, enemies that lacked all aspects of humanity. He thought he knew what monsters were, until he came face to face with the Variants.

This new enemy followed no rules and shared no courtesies. The human race was fighting tooth and nail for its very existence. He knew the value of life and how easily it could be taken away. The only respite in the dread that owned him now was his faith in God. He knew he would see his family again. Until then his plan was simple: fight and die well.

Garcia wasn’t the only one suffering. Every man on the Zodiac had lost someone. He flipped up his NVGs to conserve battery and took a moment to scan his team. Their faces were all covered by camouflage and shadow, but Garcia didn’t need to see their features to know they were ready for whatever came next.

Sergeant Rick Thomas and Corporal Jimmy Daniels sat on the portside with their suppressed M4s angled toward the water. Like Garcia, they both had olive skin, short cropped hair, and dark mustaches. Garcia privately thought they looked like a couple of old-school porn stars with those mustaches. Knowing Thomas and Daniels, they’d probably take it as a compliment.

On the starboard side sat Corporal Steve “Stevo” Holmes. He was a quiet man with an honest face, Dumbo ears, and an M249 SAW with an AAC silencer cradled across his chest. In the stern, Lance Corporal Jeff Morgan and Corporal Ryan “Tank” Talon manned the motor. Morgan carried a suppressed MK11. He was thin, fast, and agile—the reasons Garcia had assigned him as point man. Tank, on the other hand, was a hulking African-American with lumberjack arms and a barrel chest. The team’s radio operator, he carried a suppressed M4.

These were the Marines of the team codenamed The Variant Hunters, or VH for short. Some scientist ten times smarter than Garcia had jokingly called them the Monster Squad, but Garcia didn’t like that. Sounded too much like a B-movie.

Tonight, their mission wasn’t to exterminate Variants. It was simply to locate and observe the monsters in Key West. Recent intel indicated they were changing, maybe even evolving, at alarming rates. Garcia’s role was to confirm this and document how, scientifically, the beasts were adapting.

Fuck science.

He didn’t give a shit about what mutations the Variants were undergoing or what the lab jockeys were doing to stop it. He had his own cure—an M4 with a magazine full of 5.56 mm rounds. Each engraved with the initials of his daughter and wife.

Waves slapped against the sides of the Zodiac as they shot toward Key West. Garcia’s senses were on full alert, taking in all his surroundings: the salty scent of the warm water on the breeze, the hum of the Zodiac’s motor. The dull buzz of excitement pumped through his veins and made the spray of water on his skin sting.

On the horizon, the islands came into focus. He held up a hand to motion for Tank to ease up on the engine. They coasted until they were five hundred feet out.

Their final gear preps made little sound over the choppy waves. Garcia dismantled his NVGs and put the optics in a cascade bag. He stuffed it into his main pack and sat on the starboard side of the boat to put on his fins. Before he put on his scuba mask, he said, “Radio discipline when we get shore side. Keep an eye out for anything on the way in. You all know those freaks can swim.”

There were five nods, then Morgan dropped backward into the water with a plop. The others followed, one by one, with Garcia diving last.

As soon as he was submerged, he pulled his blade and finned after the others. The Marines broke off into pairs and fell into a modified sidestroke, their heads just above the water.

Garcia couldn’t see shit. There was always a small stab of fear that came with the underwater darkness. As a kid, he’d hated swimming in murky lakes. When he enlisted in the Marines, that fear mostly subsided but never totally went away. Knowing the Variants could swim didn’t help.

All it takes is all you got, Marine.

The motto always helped remind him what he was made of. How much he could take. Mental and physical pain were just temporary distractions. He took in a breath every other stroke, and glided through the choppy water with ease. Every hundred feet he took a second to sight, scanning the water and island beyond for contacts. They were halfway to Smathers Beach, where the branches of palm trees shifted in a slight breeze.

When they reached the surf, Garcia stood and unstrapped his backpack. He retrieved his NVGs, changed into his gear, clipped his fins to his bag, and jammed a magazine into his M4 while Daniels held security. Then they switched. The other men were all doing the same. Garcia used the stolen minutes to scope the terrain.

The pink Sheraton Hotel towered over Nathan Lester Highway beyond the beach. Derelict cars were scattered across the road. Umbrellas and plastic chairs jutted out of the sand in every direction like unexploded missiles. A gust of wind sent trash shifting across the ground. The entire beach looked like a war zone.

“Sarge,” Daniels said over the comm. “You see that?”

Garcia followed the muzzle of Daniels’s M4 to a pair of corpses caught in the surf about one hundred feet to the right. Tendrils of ropy seaweed surrounded the bodies.

“Yeah,” Garcia said. He mounted his NVGs and flipped them into position. The small corpses came into focus, his heart sinking when he realized they were children.

He flashed a hand signal, and the six-man team waded through the surf. A draft of something rotten hit Garcia as soon as he reached the loose sand. The stench was a cross between a slaughterhouse and a backwater swamp in the steaming heat of summer. Garcia ignored it and hustled across the beach, his team spreading out in combat intervals.

He stepped over a broken bottle of Bud Light and motioned for three of his men to set up position near a concrete wall running along the entrance to the beach. Then he followed Daniels and Morgan to a tiki bar for cover.

It was quiet, but Garcia could imagine the phantom sounds of what it had been like just over a month ago—the shouts of drunken vacationers, the growl of expensive cars prowling the strip. He never did understand why people wanted to live in places like this. Maybe he was old fashioned, but he liked his peace and quiet. And now he had it. Only the faint whistle of the breeze and the slurp of the surf sounded in the distance.

The calm wasn’t reassuring. The longer Garcia stood there, the more he felt like they were being watched. Like someone or something had the drop on him. He scanned the beach, the road, and the Sheraton for a third time. The slimy feeling passed, and Garcia glanced back at the corpses in the surf.

Something didn’t add up. The Variants rarely left meat behind. There wasn’t a single rotting body anywhere else on the beach, so why here? Variants typically took their prey to their lairs or tore them apart where they killed, leaving nothing but bones. These bodies, while mangled, showed no sign of the bite marks or deep lacerations Garcia was used to seeing.

He pointed at his eyes, then to Morgan and Daniels, then to the kids in the surf. Garcia swallowed as he followed the Marines to the corpses. Both were boys no older than eight or nine, wearing shorts and what looked like torn-up swim shirts. Their legs were tangled in seaweed, and they lay face down in the wet sand as the waves beat against their bodies. He flipped up his NVGs and used the toe of his boot to push the first boy on his side. In the glow of the moonlight, he examined the body.

“Holy shit,” Garcia whispered.

The boy wasn’t a boy. He was a Variant with swollen lips and wide yellow slits where his innocent eyes should have been. Bulging blue veins crisscrossed his stomach and chest.

Discovering the corpses were monsters made him feel better about what he was about to do.

Garcia reached for his medical pack and pulled out a vial. The lab jockeys loved flesh samples. Fresh or rotten, they didn’t care. He grabbed his knife and prepared to cut a piece from the boy’s chest when he saw something that made him pause.

Leaning in, he pushed at the kid’s neck with the blade to expose what looked like gills under his left ear.

“Morgan, get over here. Check this shit out,” Garcia whispered.

The Marine hurried over and crouched. Garcia used his gloves to spread the pink, meaty gills apart. Water squished out of them, making a complicated sound that caused Garcia’s stomach to churn.

“Do we tag and bag?” Morgan asked.

“No. Can’t bring ’em with. Take pictures and a sample.” Garcia stood and handed him the vial. He jogged over to Daniels while Morgan worked. The other three Marines held their position at the retaining wall three hundred feet away.

A few minutes later, Morgan returned with the sample. Garcia put it in his medical pack and motioned for the team to advance to the highway. This was exactly what they were here for, but they needed more than a sample or two to please the higher-ups. They needed more documentation of how the monsters were changing, and why.

Somewhere overhead, he heard the chop chop of a drone. The reassuring sound of American military muscle reminded him there was a team of soldiers monitoring and watching his team advance. Help was just seconds away if they needed it.

Of course, out here seconds lay between life and death.

Garcia shouldered his M4 and worked his way across the beach. The other Marines fanned out, keeping their heads as low as possible. There wasn’t much cover, and Garcia wanted to get out of the open as quickly as possible. He followed Morgan onto the highway toward an F150 on a lift. Daniels took up position behind an abandoned cargo van with Stevo and Thomas. Tank crouched behind a Mini Cooper; the car was hardly big enough to hide the solid man. His helmet crested the top like a turret. They all paused to listen and scan for hostiles.

Morgan glanced back at Garcia for orders, but Garcia held steady for a few extra seconds. His gut still told him something was off, but his eyes and ears showed nothing out of the ordinary. There was no sign of the Variants.

Garcia finally nodded at Morgan and shot an advance signal. The team pushed forward at a slow jog, hunched and close to vehicles for cover. Sweat dripped down Garcia’s brow, but he didn’t bother wiping it away. He swept his M4 over the terrain.

Mid-stride, Garcia caught a whiff of sour, rotting fruit. A sudden wave of anxiety rose in his stomach. He froze, then took a knee. The other men did the same.

Something was watching them. He could feel it.

His instincts had saved the lives of his men before, and he wasn’t going to ignore them. They were compromised. He couldn’t see the Variants, but they were watching. Additional intel wasn’t worth the lives of his men.

Garcia flashed a retreat signal. Morgan narrowed his eyes as if he was going to protest. The moment of hesitation passed, and he was moving a second later. The team had made it only a few feet when a frantic female voice pierced the quiet night.

“Help!”

Morgan’s hand went up into a fist before Garcia had a chance to search the streets. The entire six-man team crouched and took cover behind the nearest vehicle. Garcia looked over the hood of a blue BMW before moving to the driver side door of a minivan for a better look.

“Somebody … Please …” The woman’s voice was hoarse, like she had chain-smoked her entire life.

Garcia cringed. If they weren’t compromised before, they sure as hell were now. He flipped his mini-mic to his lips and broke radio discipline. Stealth didn’t matter now. The woman had blown their cover. Every Variant in Key West would have heard her. They had two options: help the woman and retreat to the Zodiac—or retreat without her.

Cursing silently, Garcia ordered his team into action. “Daniels, grab her. Morgan, Stevo, you’re with Daniels. Tank, Thomas, you hold security, then we fall back.”

The three Marines fell into a crouched trot and vanished behind a donut delivery truck. Garcia moved to the front of the minivan and saw her. The woman was dragging her body across the pavement, blood streaking behind her mangled feet.

“Help me …”

Morgan approached the woman and squatted by her side, his weapon still angled into the darkness. He put a finger to his lips with his other hand while Stevo slung his SAW over his back and crouched on her other side. Daniels reached down to grab her with his left arm, but the woman swatted at him, groaning and screeching in a voice so loud it made Garcia cringe again.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Let’s move,” Garcia said. He didn’t like this one damn bit. How in the hell had someone survived out here in enemy territory? Especially with feet that looked like hamburger meat?

The sensation of being watched hit him again. He could almost feel eyes burning through his back. The acid in his stomach churned. He twisted away from the road, raised his rifle, and arced the muzzle across the white balconies on the ocean side of the Sheraton. There, standing in the doorway of a unit on the third floor, was a lean figure draped in shadow. It vanished inside the open door a second later.

“Move your asses!” Garcia shouted. “It’s a fucking trap!” The words sounded strange, and he almost couldn’t believe them. Variants didn’t set traps.

Rising to his feet, Garcia watched anxiously as Morgan and Stevo hoisted the woman up and helped Daniels sling her over his back. Tank and Thomas were already running toward the beach. Garcia checked the Sheraton one last time before he took off running.

The high-pitched roar of a single Variant rose over the screams of the desperate woman and Daniels’ futile attempts to calm her. The shriek ebbed and flowed into a whine that made Garcia’s heart kick. He bolted through the maze of cars, flinging glances over his shoulder every few steps. A flash of motion from the parking lot of the Sheraton stopped him mid-stride. The clatter of clicking joints confirmed the screeching monster wasn’t alone.

The distorted shadows of long limbs and withered bodies shifted across the concrete. Three Variants galloped into the green-hued darkness a beat later. The monsters used their back legs to spring forward like rabbits.

There was no way in hell the Variant Hunters could outrun them. Garcia switched the selector on his M4 to single shot, aimed, and opened fire as the creatures dashed onto the highway. He clipped one in the shoulder as the trio darted behind a vehicle. Pivoting to the right, he fired a short burst that punched through metal and shattered glass, killing the injured Variant as it leapt onto the hood.

Daniels lumbered away from the beasts as Morgan and Stevo stopped to provide covering fire. The crack of Stevo’s SAW broke out, and 5.56 rounds cut through the two beasts. Even with the AAC silencer, the gunfire was loud, but their dying shrieks were louder. He cut the creatures down in seconds. Scarlet blossomed across the street as the bodies crashed to the pavement.

But those were just the advance guard. The main horde swarmed from the open windows of the Sheraton like an army of enraged ants spilling from an anthill. They leapt off balconies and skittered down the sides of the hotel. Others squeezed from sewer openings and poured into the street faster than Garcia could flip magazines.

“Run!” he shouted. “Fall the fuck back! Tank, radio Command!” Garcia rushed toward the entrance to Smathers Beach, his lungs burning for air.

“Command, Victor Hotel. We have a survivor and are being pursued by Variants. Need extraction, ASAP!” Tank said over the comm.

Garcia’s earpiece crackled, and a voice hissed into his ear. “Roger Hotel Actual, eye in the sky has confirmed your location. Delta 4, 5, and 6 are en route to your insertion point.”

Garcia halted in the sand and waved frantically at his men. Tank and Thomas joined him near the tiki bar, but Daniels, Morgan, and Stevo were still running down the highway. Three dozen Variants darted after them, leaping on top of cars, dashing down the sidewalk. They were everywhere, and Garcia watched the hungry maws chomping behind swollen sucker mouths in a state of horror. He was used to seeing Variants with long, muscular limbs, but now their stalk-like arms seemed withered, almost frail, and their horned nails were even longer. They charged, scrambling over vehicles and darting on all fours across the street, claws scratching over metal and concrete.

“Covering fire!” Garcia yelled. He switched the selector to automatic, shouldered his rifle, squared his boots the best he could in the loose sand, and sent a burst of fire at the onrushing horde. Rounds lanced across the beach at the tidal wave of pallid, veiny flesh. His foot slid in the sand as he fired, bullets ripping though car doors and breaking windows before he found a target. One of the rounds took off the top of a female Variant’s skull. She skidded across the road, brain matter spilling onto the asphalt. He dropped four more of the creatures before his mag was dry. The monsters continued to bleed onto the street, relentless and undeterred. By the time Daniels reached the entrance to the beach, the Variants numbered in the hundreds.

“Changing!” Tank shouted.

“Fire in the hole!” Thomas shouted back. He lobbed an M67 grenade across the beach. It landed in the street and rolled under the F150 on a lift. Two agonizing beats later, a mushroom of fire blasted into the air, sending shrapnel whizzing into the heart of the monstrous horde. The explosion gave Daniels, Stevo, and Morgan a chance to escape.

“On me!” Garcia shouted. He ran toward the surf, but stopped when his boots were submerged. They were out of room, and there was no way in hell they could make it back to the Zodiac. Even with their fins and training, the Variants could swim faster.

Not to mention they had gills now.

Daniels set the woman onto the sand and raised his rifle. She was mumbling between her pained moans.

“We can’t,” she hissed. “Please, we can’t.”

“We’re getting you out of here, ma’am,” Daniels said.

“No,” she groaned. “You don’t understand. They won’t let us leave. They won’t!” She collapsed on her back, the words slurring with her heavy breathing.

Garcia caught a glimpse of her in the moonlight. She was young, maybe college age, with her blonde hair in ragged braids. Both feet were cut to pieces, flesh hanging loosely from the bones. Her youthful blue eyes were vacant, staring at the moon above. The Marines formed a perimeter around her, guarding her life with theirs. They hadn’t found a survivor for a week. Every remaining human soul was precious.

Injured Variants staggered onto the beach, shrapnel wounds gushing blood. They skittered across the sand and fanned out, their emaciated bodies stretching in the moonlight and yellow eyes homing in on the Variant Hunters. Garcia had to remind himself that he and his team were the hunters, not the prey.

Thomas tossed a second grenade. A geyser of sand and body parts gushed into the sky, but the monsters still came. Charging straight into the Marines’ gunfire.

Garcia’s earpiece crackled. He only caught a piece of the transmission before the chaos drowned it out.

“Victor Hotel, watch your …”

In the distance, Garcia could hear the faint mechanical roar of choppers. The reassuring sound of salvation prompted another shot of adrenaline through his veins. He didn’t take his eyes off the horde, mowing down creature after creature. If he had turned, maybe he would have seen the Variants swimming under the waves, and their pale naked bodies leaping across the surf as they emerged from the ocean.

Maybe he could have saved Daniels and the woman before the beasts dragged them into the water.

Garcia’s heart flipped, the rush of relief transforming into the stab of fear and shock. By the time he grasped what was happening, Morgan was gone too, half of his face ripped off by a set of talons. A dozen of the creatures had flanked them from the ocean, swimming unseen beneath the waves.

Rockets from door-mounted M260s streaked overhead as a trio of Blackhawks closed in, kicking sand and death into the sky. An M240 joined the fight, turning the Variants into little more than floating meat. The sapphire water turned dark crimson. The rounds slammed into the sand around Garcia, Tank, Stevo, and Thomas. Limbs and chunks of gore tumbled across the beach. Garcia crouched with the other Marines to avoid the spray, his heart firing like the M240 above.

In minutes, it was over. The bark of the guns died, replaced by the howls of dying monsters. Smathers Beach was truly a battlefield now, pockmarked with smoking craters and mangled bodies sprawled across the sand.

Garcia took in deep breaths filled with the scent of charred flesh. Ears ringing, and dazed, he slowly stood and searched the water for any sign of his men. The Blackhawks continued to circle, the M240 disgorging sporadic rounds at twitching Variants. As they finally lowered to extract Garcia and what was left of his team, all he could think about was how wrong he had been. If he’d paid more attention to science and studied the adaptation of the creatures, his men would still be alive. The monsters had used the children in the surf and the woman on the road as bait.

Fucking bait.
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Three Days Later

The divine glow of a brilliant sunrise crept across Plum Island. On the walkway outside Building 5, twelve Medical Corps soldiers in black fatigues knelt with their hands tied behind their backs. Master Sergeant Reed Beckham walked the line and stopped to point the barrel of Lieutenant Colonel Jensen’s .45 at the bowed head of the closest soldier.

Beckham didn’t know the man’s name—hell, he didn’t even know his rank—but he was one of the late Colonel Wood’s henchmen. It seemed only fitting Jensen’s gun should kill them.

The soldier glanced up, his long chin wobbling. “Please. Please don’t shoot me. I was just following orders.”

Beckham resisted the urge to pistol-whip the man right then and there. If he had a bullet for every soldier who had used that line, he would have enough ammo to kill every Variant left in New York. Beckham had helped disarm over one hundred Iraqi troops during the fall of Baghdad twelve years ago, and they’d all used that same line. It didn’t excuse them from sectarian violence or killing Kurdish women and children.

These men were soldiers, but even soldiers had a choice. The Nazis had a choice. The Taliban had a choice. Osama Bin Laden’s men had a choice. When shit hit the fan, there was always a choice. Beckham had broken orders in Niantic to save a stranded family, and he’d done so again when he killed Colonel Wood’s men the night before.

“I say we drop them off in New York City and let the Variants have at ’em,” Staff Sergeant Horn said with a snort. “Although that would be a waste of fuel.” The Delta Force Operator’s right bicep was still dripping blood, but he didn’t seem to notice the pain. His eyes blazed. Corporal Fitzpatrick and Staff Sergeant Chow flanked him, their rifles all aimed at the Medical Corps prisoners.

Major Smith was there too, his arms crossed, supervising the scene. With the state of the world, Smith had elected to give Beckham free rein to deal with Wood’s soldiers however he saw fit. He hadn’t done so without objecting, though, and his final words on the matter rang in Beckham’s mind: “It may be their funeral, but it’ll be your conscience.”

On the lawn behind Beckham stood a team of Army Rangers and Marines. Fourteen battle-hardened men, all stationed at Plum Island since the early days of the outbreak. Staff Sergeant Riley sat in his wheelchair next to Meg Pratt, the firefighter they’d rescued from New York. She was propped up on crutches. It felt good to have a small army at his back, but the longer Beckham listened to the sound of the crowd, the more he realized how fucked things really were.

“Kill them,” one of the Marines barked.

“Shoot ’em!” yelled another.

Beckham was still fuming from Lieutenant Colonel Jensen’s death the night before, but this wasn’t right. His men were better than this. They weren’t executioners. Civilization was gone, but Beckham wasn’t going to let justice go with it.

“Get up,” Beckham said. He motioned with the muzzle of Jensen’s .45.

The Medical Corps soldier struggled to his feet. He squinted in the morning sun, his youthful features crunching together. He couldn’t be more than twenty years old.

“What’s your name, kid?” Beckham asked.

“Keith,” he replied, his chin still wobbling. “Keith Sizemore. I’m sorry, Master Sergeant. I’m sorry about Colonel Wood. I didn’t know …”

“Shut the hell up, Sizemore,” one of the other prisoners said. Beckham strode over to the man, a sergeant named Gallagher according to his uniform. He was the highest-ranking soldier of the group.

Beckham grabbed him under the arm and jammed his .45 into the man’s back. “On your feet, Sergeant.”

“Tough guy with a gun,” Gallagher said. “Once they find out what you did to Colonel Wood, you’re all going to wish you were dead. They’re going to send an army after you fucking traitors.”

The door to Building 5 creaked open. Dr. Kate Lovato and Dr. Pat Ellis stepped out onto the landing. Kate gave Beckham a critical look and slowly shook her head. The simple act washed away whatever bloodlust was still swirling inside of Beckham. He took in a breath and holstered his .45. Then he pulled his knife and cut the ties binding the sergeant’s wrists.

“What the …” Gallagher said.

“No gun,” Beckham said. He sheathed the blade and added, “No knife. Just me … and you.”

Gallagher’s cocky smile revealed a mouth full of crooked teeth. He massaged his wrists in turn, then balled his hands into fists. In two swift motions, he planted a boot and threw a punch that sailed past Beckham’s right eye.

Beckham hardly had the chance to move out of the way. Gallagher grunted, regained his balance, and swung again. He was fast, but Beckham was more agile. He grabbed the sergeant’s arm, twisted it, and shoved him. Gallagher crashed to the grass.

“Take him, Boss!” Riley shouted.

“Son of a bitch!” Gallagher yelled. He spat, wiped his lips with a sleeve, and pushed himself to his feet. As soon as he was standing, he launched another fist.

This time Beckham pivoted to the right, but Gallagher’s fist still whizzed by his chin. By habit, Beckham stepped back, planted his left boot, stepped forward with his right, and used all the forward momentum to throw a punch that connected with the side of the sergeant’s left cheek.

A bone-shattering crunch sounded over the shouts of the Marines and Rangers. Blood exploded from Gallagher’s mouth, a crooked tooth flying out in the mist. He spun and crashed face first to the ground.

Gallagher crawled a few feet before collapsing to his stomach. There was a moment of complete silence, broken only by the chirp of a bird in the distance.

“Anyone else still loyal to Colonel Wood?” Beckham asked.

Not a single one of the Medical Corps soldiers said a word.

“Good, because I’m going to make this really simple. You’re either with us, or you’re against us. This is the apocalypse. Things don’t work the way they used to, but we all still have a choice. And I’m offering you all a very simple one—either join us, or my friend Big Horn will give you a ride to New York and you can fight the Variants on your own.” After a pause to let the prisoners digest his words, he said, “Any questions?”



[image: image]





President Nate Mitchell started his twenty-first day as President of the United States with a cold cup of coffee. He brought the Styrofoam cup to his lips and eyed the muddy liquid. It was a far cry from the steaming Starbucks Venti Chocolate Mocha that used to be waiting on his desk in his private Senate office every morning.

Mitchell imagined sitting in the Oval Office, discussing the current jobs report or the War on Terror with his staff. That’s what Presidents did.

But this? He looked around the dimly lit conference room in the bowels of Cheyenne Mountain and took a sip of his coffee. It tasted like shit. Vice President Josh Black sat across the table, decked out in his perfectly pressed Army uniform. He studied a pile of reports while scratching his halo of gray hair. Every few minutes he would lick his right finger, peel back another page, then go back to scratching. It was annoying as hell, and Mitchell wondered if it was part of the reason Black didn’t have a fourth star on his chest. Then again, looks didn’t seem to matter in the military like they had in Washington.

Nobody cared what you looked like at the end of the world. Men and women were judged on their ability to survive. That’s how things should have always been, Mitchell thought, but it took the apocalypse for the playing field to even out. That’s why Mitchell had appointed Black as his Vice President. He was one of the highest-ranking soldiers left, and with martial law in effect, he had also been the perfect liaison to General Kennor.

With Kennor dead, Mitchell wasn’t sure what was going to happen.

“You got the backup Central Command recommendations for me yet?” he asked.

The Vice President closed a folder and placed it back into the pile. “I don’t like any of the available options, sir. The Variants have found ways into almost every single one of our facilities. Raven Rock Mountain Complex, Langley AFB, Offutt AFB, the PEOC …”

Black winced, clearly realizing his mistake. Mitchell’s wife, June, had perished in the Presidential Emergency Operations Center two weeks after the first case of the Hemorrhage Virus. Mitchell and June had been whisked away when one of the Secret Service guards began displaying symptoms, but she never made it out.

Mitchell closed his eyes, blocking out the memory of the gunshots that took her life as she had reached out to grab him. “You’re telling me we’re out of options?” He snapped his eyes open and exhaled.

Black had folded his hands on the table. “No, sir, I’m telling you we need to abandon dry land.”

“And what? Circle the Earth in Air Force One?”

The sides of Black’s dry lips trembled slightly, like he wasn’t sure if he should grin. “I’ve been looking over our current assets on the sea, and it looks like the George Washington Carrier Strike Group may be the perfect option for Central Command. They returned to US waters during the outbreak, and are currently sailing off the coast of the Florida Keys. It’s the last strike group still intact.” He paused for a moment to lock eyes with Mitchell. “I’m also advising that we abandon Cheyenne Mountain. It’s only a matter of time before the Variants infiltrate this facility.”

Mitchell leaned back in his chair. He had never really liked the ocean, but it sure as hell beat this damp underground city built into the mountain. A rap on the door sounded before he could respond. Chief of Staff Brian Olson walked into the room wearing the same pinstripe suit he’d had on since they entered the facility weeks before. The expensive suit made him feel normal, he’d told Mitchell.

“Mr. President, Mr. Vice President,” Olson said. He reached up and fixed the side part in his thin black hair. The glow of the overhead lights illuminated his pale features and the bulging vein running from his forehead to his scalp.

“Jesus, you look like shit, Olson. Didn’t you sleep last night?” Mitchell asked.

“Not a wink,” Olson replied. “Was dealing with the fallout from yesterday’s attack on Central Command. Speaking of, that’s why I’m here. There’s good news and bad news, sir.”

“Start with the good,” Mitchell said.

“Several of General Kennor’s staff made it out of Central Command before it fell. General George Johnson is now temporarily in charge of the military. He’s been taken temporarily to the George Washington Carrier Strike Group.”

“Smart man,” Black said. “Another reason to move Central Command there.”

Olson handed Black and Mitchell manila folders stamped TOP SECRET.

“The second piece of good news is that the first stage of Operation Extinction has been a success. Our teams collected more than enough chemotherapeutics. Inside, you will see the four locations assigned to the development of Kryptonite. They’re all using genetic modification to speed up the production of the antibodies. Three of those four have already started the process. Kryptonite should be ready in two weeks.”

“What’s the bad news?” Black asked, seemingly unconcerned with the science.

“Central Command itself is a complete loss. The facility is offline, and I wouldn’t advise investing any resources into taking it back.”

“I agree,” Black said. “But if General Johnson is in charge, then it will be up to him.”

Olson continued like he hadn’t heard the Vice President, addressing Mitchell directly instead. “There’s something else, sir. Apparently there has been an incident on Plum Island.”

Mitchell finished off his coffee and said, “Isn’t that where Secretary of State Ringgold is?”

“Yes, sir, it is. She’s fine, but we received a report that Colonel Wood and several of his men have been killed.”

Mitchell cringed. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the coffee or the report. It was the second time in as many days that Plum Island had been attacked.

“Were they able to hold back the Variants?” Mitchell asked.

“Sir, Colonel Wood and his men weren’t killed by Variants. There was some sort of altercation between the forces stationed there. We aren’t sure what happened. General Johnson is still looking into the matter, but after the loss of Offutt, he’s been preoccupied with more pressing issues.”

“Humans killing humans,” Mitchell said, shaking his head. He sank in the plush leather chair. “Just when I thought things couldn’t get any uglier.”

“That changes everything,” Black said. “Colonel Wood was overseeing Operation Extinction.”

“He will be replaced,” Olson said. “The war will continue without him.”

Black ran his index finger across a bleeding crack on his bottom lip. “You obviously know nothing about the military, Olson. Wood isn’t the type of man who’s easily replaced. From what I know about him he is …was the fearless leader we needed to defeat the Variants.”

Mitchell rose to his feet and palmed the table before Olson could offer a retort. He looked at his Vice President and Chief of Staff in turn. Exhausted eyes stared back at him under the weak glow from a bank of overhead lights. He shifted his gaze to the concrete walls of the bunker that had been built to protect them from a nuclear impact.

“How’d it come to this?” Mitchell asked, bowing his head. His wife, his friends, and his staff weren’t the only things he’d lost since the outbreak. The passion and killer instinct that had helped him climb the ranks of the Senate was gone now too. Eradicated by the fear he now lived with every minute of every day.

But what ate at Mitchell even more was his complete lack of power. He’d signed it all away to General Kennor in the hopes of taking back the streets from the Variants. It was his last move as a politician. Now he was just a lame duck President in an empty suit.

“Is that all?” Mitchell asked. The words lacked emotion, and he hardly recognized his own voice.

The only response came in the shuffling of papers. Black licked his right finger and began flipping through his folder. Mitchell glanced at his Chief of Staff. Olson had helped him win five elections. Over the years they had earned a nickname from his opponents he had secretly loved—the Lions of Capitol Hill. Now there would never be an election again.

That was one of the hardest things to stomach. Democracy was gone, and so was the promise of hope and freedom. With things continuing to get worse every day, Mitchell doubted they could take back their country. Central Command was destroyed, General Kennor was dead, and now Colonel Wood, the architect of Operation Extinction, was too.

A loud knock on the door rattled Mitchell from his thoughts. Marine Lieutenant Caleb Stanton entered the room. He was Chief of Operations for Cheyenne Mountain and had kept the bunker safe—so far. His eyes were hidden under the shadows cast by his helmet, but Mitchell could tell something was wrong.

“Mr. President, Mr. Vice President,” Stanton said. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we have a situation. Several packs of Variants have been spotted along a frontage road that leads to a backup entrance to the facility.”

Mitchell was no soldier, but he was smart enough to know that Stanton wouldn’t interrupt if the threat wasn’t serious. A chill ran down his legs.

“Pull the patrols back inside, and post every available soldier to sentry duty,” Black said.

“Already done, sir,” Stanton said. “They won’t get into the facility. I assure you.” He stepped into the light, and Mitchell finally saw his eyes. They were strong and confident, but Mitchell didn’t trust the lieutenant to keep him safe. Truthfully, he didn’t trust anyone to keep him safe.

As Stanton left the room, Mitchell faced Black and Olson. “Tell General Johnson I’m requesting Central Command be moved to the GW Strike Group. Olson, start packing. We’re leaving this shithole and heading to the Florida Keys.”
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Kate slipped on the helmet of her CBRN suit and reluctantly entered the BSL-4 lab. There was work to do, but her heart and mind were still on the tarmac where Lieutenant Colonel Jensen had been gunned down.

“You sure you’re okay?” Ellis asked.

Kate nodded and pulled a stool over to her station. “I’ll be fine,” she lied. “Right now we need to focus on the second stage of Operation Extinction. Have we identified the other facilities participating in the production of the antibodies?”

“Major Smith went through Colonel Wood’s files earlier this morning. The three facilities with bioreactors are located in Texas, Oregon, and Florida. Colonel Wood authorized production at all three facilities. They’re using the same genetic modification as us to speed up the antibodies, but it appears there was no effort to contact other countries.”

Kate wasn’t surprised. She thought of her parents in Europe. Her hope that they had survived dwindled every day. For the longest time, she had felt isolated and unable to do anything for them. Now, with Wood out of the picture, she could finally do something to help the rest of the world.

“As soon as we get the reactors online, we need to find a way to reach other labs,” Kate said. “Places in other countries. We can’t produce enough antibodies with only four sites. They might cover the US, but that’s nowhere near enough to cover the world.”

“I know. Problem is, no one seems to know what’s going on or who to talk to.”

The wall-mounted intercom chirped. Major Smith and a neatly dressed African-American woman stood behind the observation window at the far end of the lab.

Kate stiffened in her suit when she realized who the woman was.

“Doctors, as you already know, this is Secretary of State Jan Ringgold,” Major Smith said. “I’ve spent the past hour explaining the work we do here and about the incident last night.”

“I’d like to ask you some questions,” Ringgold said. Her tone was casual, but serious.

“Certainly, Madam Secretary,” Kate replied. “Please give us a few minutes to get changed out of our suits.”

“That won’t be necessary. We can speak through the intercom.”

Kate exchanged a glance with Ellis, who nodded back.

“You’ll have to forgive me, doctors, but I’ve been stuck under a rock for the past month, so to speak. Fortunately, Major Smith has brought me up to speed on VX9H9 and Kryptonite. You’re both to be commended for your work, and I thank you.”

Kate had expected to defend herself about the events the previous night. Instead, she felt a tingle of pride. The feeling was unusual, and it quickly dissipated at the thought of the monsters VX9H9 had created.

“I wish that was all I needed to talk to you about,” Ringgold continued. “Unfortunately, there are more pressing matters at hand. After last night’s firefight, I’ve been trying to piece together what little information I have to go on. And frankly, I don’t trust anyone on this island.”

Kate knew it was coming, but the words still made her feel slimy. Like she was part of the corruption. Then again, she wouldn’t trust anyone if she was in the Secretary of State’s shoes. Major Smith fidgeted and pulled at the cuff of his uniform. He raised a brow at Kate as if to say, You better make this good.

“I don’t blame you, Madam Secretary,” Kate said. “For the past month, Dr. Ellis and I have been working in fear of the men supervising this facility—first Colonel Gibson, the architect of VX-99 and the Hemorrhage Virus, and then his long-time colleague, Colonel Wood. The very building you find yourself in now was built to research VX-99 long before the Hemorrhage Virus made it out of a top-secret lab on San Nicholas Island.”

“You’re telling me Colonel Wood was involved, too?”

Kate nodded. “The paper trail continues to climb the ladder. We can prove that General Kennor knew about Colonel Wood’s involvement, and that he continued to allow him to supervise the science division of Operation Extinction.”

All trace of civility disappeared from Ringgold’s face. She narrowed her eyes and glanced at Smith, who shook his head and said, “I’m sorry, Secretary Ringgold.”

“Madam Secretary, I can assure you of one thing. Master Sergeant Beckham and Team Ghost have done everything in their power to stop the Variants since day one. Many of them have given their lives to save our country and protect Plum Island,” Kate continued.

A moment of realization passed over Ringgold’s dark brown eyes. “Master Sergeant Beckham saved me from Raven Rock, but he’s still part of the military that brought our country to its knees. If what you say about General Kennor is true, then the new commander, General Johnson, could be just as dangerous.”

Kate recalled the name. He was the General who had explained Project Earthfall. He had also been one of Kennor’s confidantes.

“Madam Secretary, if I may,” Kate said.

“Go ahead, Doctor.”

“General Johnson may very well be in on the VX-99 program, but we’re running out of time to defeat the Variants. I need help coordinating the production of Kryptonite with other countries. That means contacting other labs and having access to confidential information. You heard Colonel Wood on the tarmac. He didn’t want to deploy the weapon worldwide.”

Ringgold nodded. “I remember.”

Kate took a moment to think. There had to be someone out there they could trust. “How well do you know President Mitchell?”

“My experience with Mitchell has always been from the other side of the political aisle. He’s a difficult man to deal with, but maybe I can talk some sense into him. Problem is, he isn’t in control of the military, or Operation Extinction.” Ringgold looked toward the ceiling. After a brief pause, she added, “I need some time to analyze this information. This is a lot to take in.”

“Wait, Madam Secretary,” Kate said, raising a hand. “I know what it’s like to feel as though you can’t trust anyone. I’ve been there, but I promise, you can trust us. And you can trust Beckham and his men. We’re almost out of time to save the human race, and I desperately need your help.”

Ringgold held Kate’s gaze, searching for something. Kate wasn’t sure if Ringgold found what she was looking for.
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Fitz slept fitfully that day. He woke at three in the afternoon to what sounded a lot like a gunshot. Sitting up in his bunk, he rubbed at his eyes, then scanned the mostly empty room. The muscular outlines of several Marines and Rangers slept in bunks across the barracks. After so much violence the night before, the silence was eerie.

Chow sat on a bed a few feet away, chewing on a toothpick and cleaning his scoped M4.

Fitz rubbed his eyes again and said, “Did you hear a gunshot?”

Chow stopped chewing and flicked the toothpick to the other side of his mouth. “When?”

“Never mind, must be hearing phantom noises again.”

Chow went back to cleaning his gun, and Fitz took a trip to the bathroom. When he returned to his bunk, he changed into his uniform and grabbed his MK11. His orders were to man Tower 4 for the afternoon and the evening. There were more battles to be fought today, but the firefight with Wood’s men had taken another piece of Fitz. He was still in a mild state of shock. That was to be expected; after all, he had taken the lives of four men. Colonel Wood deserved what he got, but what about the other men? It wasn’t the death penalty for killing an officer that Fitz was worried about—it was the thought that maybe the other Medical Corps soldiers hadn’t deserved to die.

“You good, bro?” Chow asked.

The irony wasn’t lost on Fitz. Three days ago, he had asked Chow the same thing. They’d both lost brothers, and they’d killed to protect the lives of the innocent. Men and women like Dr. Ellis and Dr. Lovato. Everyone in this new world needed forgiveness for something, but Fitz had a lot to ask forgiveness for. From the lives he took in Iraq, to the men he killed on the tarmac. In the end, his fate was in God’s hands.

“Just a bit rattled from last night,” Fitz finally said. He slung his rifle over his back and reached down to rub his thighs. “I’ll be fine.”

Chow stopped to pat Fitz on the shoulder, but then continued on without uttering another word. The simple touch reminded Fitz he wasn’t alone. Across the room, the doors opened and Beckham entered with Horn. Fitz finished rubbing out the knot in his upper right leg, then stood to greet his brothers.

“Fitz,” Beckham said. His voice woke several of the Marines and Rangers. Their heads popped up like prairie dogs, all of them still on alert from the night before.

Beckham whispered something to the Marines and waved at Fitz and Chow. They met on the landing outside the building, where Apollo sat waiting. His tail whipped back and forth when he saw Fitz.

“Haven’t had a chance to thank you, yet again, for saving our asses,” Beckham said as soon as the doors closed. “You’re one hell of a shot, Fitz.”

“You’re a hero,” Horn added.

Fitz shook his head. “I’m not a hero. I couldn’t save Lieutenant Colonel Jensen.”

Beckham’s eyes darted down to Apollo. The German Shepherd whined as if he could sense his handler’s pain.

“Neither could I,” Beckham said in a hushed voice.

A moment of silence embraced them, but Fitz pushed it away. He was starting to hate the quiet.

“I should get to my post,” he said.

“Right,” Beckham said, snapping from his trance. “Let’s get moving.”

“I’ll meet you on the beach, Boss. I need to stop by the medical ward and have Dr. Hill check my arm again,” Horn said. “You should have him check out your shoulder.”

Beckham shook his head. “Nah, I’m fine, man. Besides, you’re the one that got shot.”

“It’s nothing. Doesn’t even hurt. The bullet only clipped me. I’m good to go, Boss.”

Beckham eyed Horn’s bicep skeptically. “Let’s let the doc be the judge of that.”

“He’s just a physical therapist.”

“Then have Kate look at it,” Beckham said. “And let me know what she says.”

Horn snorted and walked away.

Beckham watched him go, then motioned for Chow and Fitz to follow him to the beach. Apollo ran ahead, sniffing the dirt path. The short walk was a powerful reminder of how low the island was on human resources. Each tower was manned, but Fitz didn’t see a single patrol.

“You’re really going to let Wood’s men fight with us?” Fitz asked. He still wasn’t keen on the idea of arming the Medical Corps. He also didn’t like questioning Beckham, but the absent troops gave Fitz a bad feeling. He felt exposed, naked. If the Variants …

“It’s a double-edged sword,” Beckham said. “Without them we’re at risk of another Variant attack, and I’m not sure we could stop it. But with them, we risk sabotage. For now they’re staying locked up until I make a decision.”

“Maybe Gallagher is right. Maybe whoever is in charge will send some pogues to arrest us,” Chow said. “Or worse.”

“I’m hoping they have bigger fish to fry, especially with the loss of Central Command,” Beckham replied.

Chow pulled a tree branch back to let Fitz and Beckham past. “We should plan for the worst. Wood was in charge of Operation Extinction.”

Beckham drew in a long deep breath as they continued through the wooded terrain. He slowed his pace but didn’t reply. The men emerged from the thick underbrush in silence. They stopped on a ridgeline overlooking the western beach. The surf slurped beyond the electrical fences, and a breeze whistled through the canopy behind them. Fitz wasn’t deceived by the calm. He’d seen it before—and each time it had been shattered by the monsters.

Chow stepped to the edge of the bluff. “I still say we take our chances without Wood’s men. Maybe Major Smith can get us some fresh blood from another post.”

“Wouldn’t count on it,” Beckham said. “Unless Ringgold can pull some strings. We don’t know if General Johnson is one of the good guys. Judging from experience, he’s probably not.”

“That’s why we should hunker down and reevaluate our defenses. If Johnson sends his dirt bags to take the island, we need to be prepared,” Chow said.

“If they come,” Beckham said, gripping the stock of his rifle so hard his knuckles popped, “we stand down. I won’t risk the safety of the civilians here in another firefight.”

“But …” Chow began to say.

“That’s an order, Chow. I pray it doesn’t come to that, but if it does, our only hope lies with Ringgold. We saved her from Raven Rock, and she knows the truth about the VX-99 program now. Hopefully that’s enough to show her we’re the good guys.”

“She’s a politician, man. Most of them don’t care who the good guys are. They only care about their interests being served—in this case, her life. Johnson can protect her. We can’t.”

“She’s different. I saw it in her eyes at Raven Rock.”

Chow shook his head and looked out over the water. “They’re all the same in my book, brother.”

Fitz held his opinion for later. He was busy scoping the horizon. A glint of metal flickered in his sights.

“Not Ringgold. She’s different, man, I know it,” Beckham said.

Chow exhaled and changed the subject. “I should have given you these a long time ago, but they were buried in my rucksack from Bragg.”

In Fitz’s peripheral vision, he saw Chow digging in his bag, but his attention was focused on the gleaming metal. It was moving toward the island at top speed.

“I grabbed these patches a few days after the outbreak started,” Chow said. “Found some for Team Ghost.”

Fitz kept his eye on the scope. “Guys,” he said.

Beckham was thanking Chow for the patches, the two of them paying Fitz little attention.

“Guys,” Fitz repeated. “I think we got incoming.”

Chow and Beckham instantly stepped closer to Fitz and shouldered their rifles.

“Talk about de ja fucking vu,” Chow said.

Fitz’s heart stampeded against his ribs as he centered his crosshairs on a red speedboat racing toward the island. It plowed through the water, waves cresting its bow. Two men decked out in camo stood at the helm, but they didn’t look like military. At least not anymore. Zooming in, Fitz saw two filthy faces and thick beards.

“Looks like a civilian boat,” Beckham said. “Radio it in, Chow.” He patted Apollo’s head and knelt next to the German Shepherd.

As the vessel got closer, it slowed, then coasted to a stop about two thousand feet out. The driver pulled a pair of binos and centered them on the island.

“Got a bad feeling about this,” Chow said. He plucked a radio off his vest and said, “Central, Ghost 2. Civilian craft with potential hostiles. Over.”

Corporal Hook replied instantly. “Copy, Ghost 2. Tower 11 and Tower 12 have eyes. Stand by. Over.”

Fitz glanced over his shoulder. Those towers were on the north side of the island. He turned to the others, but Chow was two steps ahead of him.

“Central, we are on the south side of the island. Repeat, south side,” Chow said.

There was a pause and flurry of static. It cleared and Hook said, “Copy, Ghost 2. You have permission to engage if target displays hostile behavior.”

“What do you think, Beckham?” Chow asked.

Fitz magnified his scope on the driver. A middle-aged man with a graying beard and a forehead smothered with grime stared back. Their gazes seemed to meet. Fitz was the first to look away. He watched the boat with naked eyes as it turned and sped off.

“Fuck,” Chow said. “They were scoping us out.”

“Was only a matter of time before someone found us,” Beckham replied. He stood and kicked at the dirt. Apollo looked up, sensing his handler’s frustration. “The Variants aren’t the only ones migrating. Survivors must be too. Looking for safe havens like Plum Island.”

“Hardly call this place safe, but it sure as hell beats the cities,” Chow said.

“I didn’t think there were many survivors left,” Fitz muttered. He remembered the Truxtun barreling toward the island. Everything became a threat in the apocalypse. He’d always loved being a Marine because he always knew who the enemy was. But now, at the end of the world, there were enemies on all sides. It wasn’t just the Variants. It was men like those in the boat and fellow soldiers like those he’d killed the night before.

Beckham whistled at Apollo. The dog was sniffing a bush a few feet away. He came running back to the operator and sat down.

Looking back over the water, Beckham said, “I hope to God Secretary Ringgold has some allies left in the world, because we sure as hell could use some right now.”
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An emergency alarm reverberated through the beehive that was the Command Center of Cheyenne Mountain Complex. President Mitchell stood frozen just inside the entrance. All around him, staff worked at their stations, undeterred by the electronic discord. If the mountain had a central nervous system, it was this room.

Over the blaring alarm, he could hear someone shouting at him, but he couldn’t seem to make out the words. He was too focused on the wall-mounted screens. He took a step closer and squinted. The displays were built to monitor air defense over the United States and Canada. But these screens weren’t tracking missiles or satellites in space; they were tracking a pack of Variants prowling Pike National Forest just outside the bunker. At least they had been tracking them. The monsters had seemingly vanished into thin air.

Six miniature displays showed the green-hued view from a squad of Marines wearing NVGs with built-in cameras. The images on each display bounced up and down as the men hauled ass back to base.

“How could they just disappear like that?” Vice President Black asked. “It makes no sense.”

Of the forty-plus command staff, no one seemed to have an answer. Most of them seemed to be in as much shock as Mitchell. The Variants had finally found Cheyenne Mountain. Mitchell had feared this day would come since the moment he set foot in the aging facility.

“Is it possible they’re tunneling underground?” he asked.

Black started to shake his head, but stopped short. “That would actually make sense. Someone get me a SITREP.”

Officers, civilians, and enlisted soldiers who were staring at the monitors went back to work. Fingers pecked at keyboards and chatter broke out all around Mitchell. Over the panicked voices came one from the only man Mitchell trusted.

“Mr. President, Mr. Vice President, we need to move both of you,” Chief of Staff Olson said.

Mitchell’s eyes flitted to the briefcase in his right hand. For a second, things didn’t seem to make sense. It was a product of shock—the same feeling Mitchell had every damn day since the outbreak started.

How can this be happening?

The case Olson carried had a lot of nicknames: atomic football, black box, president’s emergency satchel, or simply the button. In Mitchell’s mind, none of them effectively represented the package. Inside were the codes to launch America’s nuclear arsenal. If ordered, the attack would obliterate both Variants and humans alike. The launch codes Mitchell had memorized surfaced in his mind.

Not yet. That’s a last resort.

Over the alarms and shouts came the pounding of heavy boots. A detail of armed Marines filed into the room. They weren’t Secret Service—they were better. These men had fought and killed Variants. Marine Lieutenant Stanton hurried over with his rifle lowered at the ground. His features crunched together in a snarl.

“Mr. President—”

“Cut the formalities. What the hell is going on?” Mitchell snapped. He took a step toward the Marine so he could hear his response over the alarms.

Stanton pointed at the screen. “I ordered all of our patrols to pull back, but Bravo squad is still stuck in the field. The Variants have vanished. We’re not sure where the hell they went.” He paused and exhaled. “But one thing is certain. They seem to know we’re here, sir.”

Mitchell narrowed his eye. “How, Lieutenant? How do they know we’re here?”

“My guess is they’ve been watching our patrols,” Black replied.

“We need to evacuate,” Olson said. “Get POTUS and VPOTUS out of here.”

“I wouldn’t recommend that,” Stanton said. “Not right now, at least. We’re safer inside. Every entrance is sealed.”

“Do I need to remind you the Variants found their way into Offutt, Langley, and countless other ‘secure’ facilities?” Black asked.

“No, sir, but with all due respect, Marine One and the squadron of Sea Kings and White Hawks are on the heliport a half mile from the front entrance. I’m the head of security here—”

“And I’m a goddamn Lieutenant General, Secretary of Defense, and the Vice President,” Black grumbled.

Stanton held his gaze. “I’m sorry, sir, but if we move now, we risk …” his voice trailed off as an NCO shouted from the front of the room.

“Sir, thermal scans from our drones are picking up heat signatures in multiple locations.”

“Show me,” Stanton said.

The NCO, a short man with glasses, gestured at a female officer sitting in front of a sixty-inch display. She typed a command into her computer, and a map of the area emerged on screen.

“Bravo squad is here,” she said.

“And what is that?” Stanton asked. He pointed at a cluster of red dots on the map.

“I’m not sure, sir, but Bravo squad is moving right toward them.”

“Holy shit, did you see that?” someone shouted.

Mitchell followed Stanton across the room to stand behind a gathering cluster of staff members. The soldier on Feed 1 had stopped at the bottom of a ridgeline. He stood there for several moments, his helmet roving from left to right. At the top of the hill, the ferns at the base of a stand of Ponderosas shifted in the wind. Limbs covered in needles reached toward the Marine. The low branches suddenly moved the other way, exposing the trunks of the trees. All at once, a dozen slitted eyes flipped open where there should have been bark. Stalk-like limbs extended from the trunks, and the withered bodies of Variants peeled away from the trees. Falling to the ground, the monsters scattered in all directions.

“What in God’s name …” Black said.

“It’s an ambush!” Stanton shouted. He pulled his vest-mounted radio. “Bravo 1, get the hell out of there!”

Mitchell resisted the urge to grip his sour gut as he watched. The Marine in Feed 1 staggered backward, tripping over something out of view. He pushed himself to his feet and took off running away from the beasts. Ahead of him, something meaty and muscular darted across the camera and vanished into the underbrush. In the distance, a pair of dark figures skittered up the base of a tree. The other five members of the squad were bolting through a grove of pines. Low evergreen branches hit them as they moved, obstructing the video.

“We have movement on Feeds 3 and 5,” a staffer said.

Stanton brought his radio back to his lips. “Bravo 1, do you copy?”

The only response came in the hiss of static, but Mitchell was hardly paying attention. He watched the six monitors with a sense of awe that only live battle could produce.

“Bravo 1, return to home plate. I repeat, return to home plate. Do not engage. Over.” Stanton turned and shouted at a Marine across the room. “Where are they?”

“West side of the mountain, sir!” the Marine shouted back.

“Dammit,” Stanton muttered. He pushed his way closer to the monitors.

The squad was spreading out through the tall, thin trees. Their rifles searched the branches and rocky terrain. Stanton cursed at that too.

A flash of movement suddenly broke across Feed 5. The Marine turned to the right just as a Variant came barreling over a boulder. He fired a volley that sent the creature smashing into the rock. It slumped to the ground, blood smearing across the smooth surface.

“Bravo 1! Do not engage!” Stanton repeated into his radio, his voice rising into a shout.

Again, there was no response but the white noise of static.

The Marine in Feed 5 backpedaled away from the dying creature. He turned to run, but crashed into a Variant that had flanked him. The impact knocked them both to the ground. In a blink the creature was on him. It slashed at the Marine’s neck with both hands, eyes bulging with bloodlust. Blood peppered the cam. It was hard to see, but this Variant had developed some sort of scales or bark on its skin. Before Mitchell could get a good look, the monster brought an elbow down on the camera.

“Bravo 1, goddammit, get the hell out of there!” Stanton shouted. He clenched his jaw and turned to the NCO. “Patch this channel over the speakers.”

Mitchell shifted his gaze to Feed 4. The Marine was running through the woods, brushing into trees and swatting his way through low limbs. He shot a look over his shoulder and his cam picked up a Variant springing across the dirt. Mitchell could almost hear the panicked breathing of the young Marine.
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