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David:

To Kylie, and the artist in all of us.

Stephen:

To those who face their nightmares and keep on fighting.
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Overkill came first with a sudden flash of sensation—icy pinpricks all over, dizzying, disorienting. Sight, smell, touch. The feeling of blood pounding in the veins—pulse, pulse, pulse. In an instant, the demon awakened inside the claustrophobic meat of a human body with all that body’s weaknesses, frailties, and limitations. It could not even stand, only flail all around making erratic noises. Gravity pressed it into a three-dimensional cage from which every instinct told it that it must escape. With its first movement, it clawed at its own skin.

Isolation. The thing inside Lt. Gene Cauthron’s body entered the world alone, no one to observe it, no one to restrain it in a darkened room. All alone. It had to be so, because it was to be the first... the first of many. It did not have control, but it did have a purpose, a grim purpose that ordered it to rise.

Shortly after opening its eyes, it stumbled, quite by accident, through a half-opened apartment doorway and plunged into the noonday sun, suddenly collapsing under a pulsating wall of light and heat. People, humans, watched close by. It desperately wanted to rip at these flesh-puppets, but the overlapping shocks of sensation would let it do nothing more than lie flat and convulse on the pavement, its heart pounding—pulse, pulse, pulse.

Yet, something spoke through the chaos all around: pain. Yes, blessed pain, that one familiar sensation. The burning asphalt against its cheek brought it back to its clumsy feet, and it staggered back inside to wait for dark. It crawled, feeling its way, into the hotel room’s closet, breathing in short, violent fits, unable to trust this body’s mechanical workings. Voices came and went but never opened the outside door. Eventually, it curled into a ball. Slowly, very slowly, it began clenching and unclenching its muscles, gaining a sense of its own geometry.

With motion came sequence and the dawning realization of time, something it only ever experienced in the oblique, watching humankind, touching them with long, slender fingers of shadow. Now, the limitations of it struck hard. To have only ever acted through the vastness of infinity, and suddenly to have the crushing rollers of seconds, minutes, the gears of hours, hammering it into the space of events that passed, and then were no more—pulse, pulse, pulse.

With time came loss, a mirage of leftover thoughts that infected this utterly human brain, the last one Cauthron had held as he slipped away—an image of a woman and a young child and the realization that he would never see either one of them alive again. A sensation of grief followed, and the agonizing reality of boundaries. It learned these, one by one: exhaling through nose and mouth, blinking, the need for bodily excretions. Just before dark, it discovered that it had to moisten its lips to keep them from cracking.

That night, it stood, took its first true steps, and began its search. Even in the dark, sound, smell, and touch nearly smothered it, but a fevered consciousness had begun to grasp hold of the clump of tissue inside its skull. It could now form plans. It had never ‘planned’ before, and this new faculty brought a kind of exhilaration—pulse, pulse, pulse.

Just after midnight, it took its first victim, in an island shack’s garage turned tattoo parlor. He waited for the other two to leave and then descended on the man washing his tools, carving the breath out of him in a series of rapid, jerking strikes with a filleting knife. There, in the back room—a tattoo gun and the possibility of a constant stream of pain to drown out the throbbing noise of this seeing, feeling flesh. Pain. Pain to overwhelm the other senses. Pain to bring them under control.

It started on its neck, a series of connected lines like a comb, one line for each of the women and children that the Māori tribesmen under its influence had killed rather than taken prisoner. Assyrian Cuneiform on its left cheek for the three impaled sons of Berosus the priest. Hieratic, Greek, Latin, Chinese pictographs, Celtic runes on the back of both hands, and the entire right leg below the knee written in clean, sharp German. These represented thousands upon thousands of years of slaughter, and there, in English, emblazoned across its diaphragm, the killing that connected this entity to the infected Navy SEAL.

Target’s wife would not stop screaming. Shot her, too.

Because this entity did not attach to murder, could not bind to torture or mutilation, not even to massacre. For its name was none of these things. No, the entity inside Lt. Gene Cauthron answered to only one call—the moment at which the killer left its victim and moved on to another, unintended until just that instant. The easy transfer of violence from combatant to innocent—call it senseless horror, call it the fog of war. Call it Overkill.

And kill it did, again and again—pulse, pulse, pulse.

These islands, this quarantine... they had locked Overkill in with its victims, alone with its victims. For a full year, it had torn and shredded and murdered.

But it was alone no longer. Overkill had led a charge, an invasion, that now readied itself to seize the first of many targets, an island. An island crossed off of battle maps not of this world. It would fall, and it would fall soon. This was out of necessity, because a storm approached, a deluge of wind and water. They would have to act now.

Overkill stretched its muscles. It and the others prepared with a final meal they ate to gather strength, chewing, grinding, swallowing reptilian mouthfuls. A room full of them. In front of Overkill, Intimate Betrayal, possessing the body of former U.S. military intelligence officer Robert Holt, lifted a fork to its mouth while watching the steadiness of its own hand. Nearby, Fear of the Unknown, the one the humans called ‘Salamander,’ poured a cup of liquid down into its open cheeks, past the crescent of missing lips and lower jawbone. All around, hunched shadows descended over and over on their food while, outside the feeding room, gunshots echoed into the night—the last of the humans, fighting to escape.

Before the sun rose, Overkill and the others would move. Moloch had commanded it. Soon, he promised. Soon, they would have what they needed, and they would reshape this world. But not before Overkill completed one final task, one last plan.

It took a handful of human food and clenched it in its fist. The Boy. Moloch had promised him the boy. One last tattoo for the open patch of skin on its back.

Hung Castaneda from the ceiling with hooks. Bled him into a bucket.

Pulse, pulse, pulse.
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Woe to the inhabitants of the earth and the sea!

For the devil is come down unto you,

Filled with great wrath,

For he knows that the time is short.

Revelation 12:12
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42 Hours, 22 Minutes to the Leading Edge of Hurricane Ava

Hospital Confine, Stock Island, Roland Lane

Outside of the hospital operations room, Roland Lane and Nolan Roth could hear the rattling from the window apron of metal license plates. Louder still, voices shouted from all directions. In the distance, the occasional pop-pop of gunshots sounded. Overhead, fluorescent lights on generator power flickered. Time after time, Roland met Roth’s worried features, then returned to the map and traced a finger over the crucial regions. He stopped at the eastern edge of Boca Chica Island and tapped at it.

“If I’m setting an ambush,” said Roland in rapid-fire Cockney, “This is my spot, yeah.”

Koger appeared in the doorway as hurried figures fast-walked in both directions behind him.

Without looking up, Roland said, “Koger, if you’re about to tell me we’ve got assets that aren’t on this map, I’ll name my firstborn after you. I swear I will.” When the man didn’t answer, Roland added, “Might need a few candles up here too. Don’t know how much longer the power’s gonna hold.”

For a moment, the former Blackwater operative said nothing. Then he jammed the butt of his rifle onto the floor and said, “Just got word from our scouting party.” Pursing his lips, he added, “They’re gone.”

Both Roland and Nolan Roth looked up.

Koger said, “They cleared out.”

“Goddamn it!” Roth shouted.

Koger grinned bitterly. “Almost all. Most high-tailed it before they blew the bridge north of the island. Only about thirty of them stayed behind. No officers, either, after the ranking officer said he was “recalled” to Miami. He left a sergeant in charge whose only demonstrable value is possession of the key to the building and a private stash of MREs and alcohol. Worse, he and his cadre of dipshits aren’t inclined to help us or even move out of the way. They’ve only got six vehicles and no boats. I’m hoping we can convince him to share his toys, but I don’t think we’re getting much more from that direction.”

Roland gritted his teeth. “Every word he said is bollocks! Automated systems? Admiral Tisdale can’t even control his own people anymore.” He walked slowly to the side of the table and the paper scraps they’d placed to signify the islands northeast of Boca. He set his hand on top of a collection of paper squares and swept it viciously, scattering the paper bits onto the floor. “No need for an ambush now. Why bother when we’re busy cutting our own bloody throats.” Roland growled at the line between Boca Chica and Marathon Island. “Fifty miles. Might as well be the other side of the bloody world. The last word from Hagler was that everything was going haywire on the mainland. All of it. All at once. Even Cuba is flaring back up. That Quick Reaction Force we were promised? They’re pulling them back under D.C. Command and sending them to Quantico.” Roland slammed both fists against the table. “Damn it, the beachhead isn’t in D.C.! It’s right fucking here!”

Roth pointed at the map. “If we’ve only got six vehicles, that means everything will bottleneck in Boca Chica. We’ll need the boats to get our people up to Marathon. That means we’re going to have to finish offloading Hagler’s nonessentials in the next 36 hours and cover those boats with people like it’s the fall of Saigon.”

“36 hours?” said Roland, snapping out of his fury. “It’s gonna take multiple trips just to clear the carrier.” To Koger, he said, “Get Akins and Turner on the horn. We need those boats. Make sure they blow a hole big enough to get everything that will float out of Garrison Bight, even the smaller stuff. If it’s above water, I want to put somebody on it. If they need more ordinance for that barricade, let me know ASAP.”

Roth looked at him. “Are you thinking of the suicide vests?”

Roland nodded. “If we need them, then we’re taking them. I want those boats anchor-up and moving at first light. Thorpe will have to think up a plan B.”

“They left them at the hotel,” said Roth.

Roland’s features pinched into a look of confusion.

“Thorpe told me,” Roth said. “In all the chaos, they left all the explosive vests back at The Doubletree.”

“Sweet Christ!” Roland raged. “This just gets better and better.” Then, to Koger, he said, “Where is he now?”

“Thorpe? He left an hour ago. At least. He should be in the channel already putting up the rope line to Boca Chica. You want me to get him?”

Roland considered. “We need that rope line as badly as we need the boats. Gotta send somebody, though. Hell if I know who. I don’t even know what we have that can reach the Doubletree at this point.”

“What about the boys?” said Roth. “Those two scouts from The Black Shirts?”

“Yeah,” Roland considered. “Everybody keeps saying they can get just about anywhere, and they lived in the Doubletree. I’ll bet they know where those vests are hidden. Koger, see if you can find the girl who was making a list of the survivors down in the yard—what’s-her-name... the one with the big scar on her cheek. If anybody knows where they’re at, it’s got to be her.”

Koger nodded and left.

Roth turned to Roland. “We need an estimate for how many people we can transport per hour. Even if it’s just ‘back of a napkin.’ I’m thinking we’re gonna have to move something like 300 people an hour—every hour—until the storm hits. Figure an hour there, and another hour back.”

Roland covered his mouth with a shaking fist. “Sweet Mother of Christ, what are we going to do, Nolan? These people can’t walk 50 miles, not with a hurricane right on top of them. And we’ve only got six vehicles? There’s no need to do any math for that. It’s just simply not enough. We’re gonna need more. In addition to transports, we gotta deploy scavenger teams, scroungers, any idle hands we got.” He pointed to Highway 1. “We need people working every dead vehicle along that road. Find me some mechanics or folks with a wrench and get them looking for viable vehicles along the way. Keep them looking for cars, fuel, tires, even working cigarette lighters. If we’re lucky, they can start up a couple more vehicles and add them to the six. And trucks? If the trucks can tow something, anything, hook something to them. Get some trailers or even dead cars attached to any trucks that can tow them. We’re gonna have to pack that highway like a conveyor belt.”

Roth ran his finger from Roland’s up to the shelter on Marathon Island. “It’s too far. C’mon, Roland, this shelter of theirs is nothing more than a high school gymnasium with some sandbags.”

“It’s what we’ve got.”

“You’re telling me there’s nothing else? Nothing closer? No other hardened structures that can survive a storm?”

“This is paradise, right? Who’d think to build a bunker in paradise? That’s why they call it a refuge of last resort.”

“Everything else is about to get flattened, so what do we do?” Roth shook his head. “Damn it, Roland, I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

“Found her,” Koger shouted from the hallway. “Got Kris Stratton.”

The girl, still holding her clipboard, stepped around the contractor and centered herself in the doorway.

“Miss... Kris,” said Roland. “If you can help us find the—”

“The twins?” Kris interrupted. “Right now, they’re getting ready to leave. They’re on their way to go look for their missing friends, since it seems like nobody else is.”

Roland said, “We got a group preparing to recon Old Town right now. They’re looking for vehicles.”

“Well, nobody told me,” said Kris, stepping into the room to avoid being run over. “Watch it,” she called down the hallway to a running figure. Then, to the three military contractors, “And I have the keys to the only three working cars left inside the fence line, so somebody should probably include me in these little plans you’re working up. Speaking of, everybody in the courtyard keeps asking me what’s going on. They’re kind of freaked out right now, and it might help if we had an idea what you professionals are planning to do with the rest of us. So maybe it’s not just a total surprise.”

Roland said, “Life’s just a barrel of surprises, Miss, one after the next. Trust me on that.”

Kris made a look that bent the scar on her right cheek into a crescent. “I’ve noticed.”

Roland sighed. “All right, here it is: at first light, we start moving everybody over to Boca Chica Island. We’re putting a rope line across the channel. Every able body goes across on that. Everybody else, the injured and the little ones, we start loading onto the boats at—”

Just then, over all the shouts, footsteps, and distant gunfire, a deeper thump sounded—an explosion. None of them moved. Then a horn wailed from outside the building.

Roland yelled at the others, “Get to the roof! They’re hitting the perimeter!”
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The sound of the explosion startled Jonathan awake. His legs and groin burned, and his vision blurred, turning everything around him into a checkerboard of cloud formations. He tried to shout for help, but his lips cracked and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He hardly made a sound. His mind told him he still lay flat on the living room carpet inside of the house inside the White Street perimeter, as detonations tore through the house. He flinched.

“Do you know where you are, Professor Andover?” said a dark and feminine voice hovering somewhere above his feet.

The professor stopped struggling with what felt like a bed sheet. He blinked at the world around him and worked a trace of saliva into his mouth. Finally, he managed to say, “My dear, if I’m not at a hospital, please take me to one. I feel awful.”

Her laughter sounded pleasant to his battered ears. “At least you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

The professor spread his arms to his sides, until he could curl his fingers over the edge of the bed. He had not been joking. He stretched out to the edges and found himself touching something smooth and cool, like kitchen tiles.

“It’s a mattress,” said the woman. “You’re on the floor in one of the laboratories. The good news is that your injuries aren’t serious enough to warrant jamming you into one of the emergency rooms. The bad news is that you have a concussion, you’ve been unconscious for hours, and I’m afraid our situation has undergone a quite startling deterioration while you slept. Naval drones have bombed the island, and the infected remnants of the Conch Republic now occupy nearly all of Old Town.”

“The Navy?”

“Destroyed by their own drones.”

Jonathan tried to focus on this woman whose voice he did not recognize, but could make out nothing more than an outline. He craned his neck and peered at the blur of light above.

“Yes, lights,” she said. “The hospital is using precious fuel for its generator, but it’s temporary. They’re already making arrangements for crossing the eastern channel to link up with the last of the government’s people, and they’ll need every bit of that fuel to drive the survivors up the Overseas Highway.”

“My... my friends....”

“Dead. Dying. Missing. I’m sorry, Professor, I don’t have time to spare your feelings. Some of them we can still hear screaming near White Street, but we can’t reach them. There’s just too many of those things moving around. My people saw them massing up west of the salt ponds, hundreds of them together, all without attacking each other. We have less than two days until the leading edge of the hurricane strikes us, and it appears our enemy is growing stronger by the hour.”

Jonathan stifled a cry. He tried to think of the others, but his mind rendered them all as blurs just like his field of vision. “I... I’m afraid I won’t be much help in the evacuation.”

The woman’s voice turned sharp. “Evacuation is the last thought on my mind. Where would I go that those things wouldn’t be right behind me? No, we have a different plan. We think this was what they wanted all along, a military-enforced quarantine giving them time to prepare their invasion. Time to crawl up out of hell. Time to incubate and grow, away from prying eyes. Escape? No, Professor. When we realized what was happening, a few of us formed a plan to stop them. We’ve waited months for this—Operation Direct Hit. This is our hurricane. We’re not leaving. We’re not running away. This is where we finally counterattack.”

The first vivid image formed in Jonathan’s mind. He remembered a small, above-ground swimming pool, covered. Two of Reagan Castaneda’s Black Shirts emerged, gasping for breath. “That’s what they’ve been preparing for,” he mumbled to himself. “They weren’t trying to escape.”

“No,” said the woman. “Not escape. Maybe we can’t fight them out in the open, but if we can burn out every solid structure on the island, we might just be able to drown the creatures in the storm.”

“What... what can I do?”

The woman stood and walked over by his head. Her confident voice filled the room. “We knew this day would come. Sooner or later, they would slip the bonds of quarantine and hemorrhage out into the wider world, but we still don’t know how they did it—how they overcame the naval forces so quickly—or what their next move might be. That’s going to be our job, yours and mine. Others will flee or fight. You and I need to understand. I may not have your background, but I’ve been here since the beginning, and I’ll help however I can.

She leaned down close. “Here, let’s start with this. Try and lift your neck.”

She cupped his head and pressed a glass to Jonathan’s lips. He tilted his chin for a drink of what he thought would be water and instead felt a shock of pain against his bloodied lips.

“Oh, good God!” he blurted.

“Let me know when you’re ready for more.”

He coughed and said, “I’m ready.” His eyesight lurched back into sharp resolution from the burning of the whiskey, and he found himself looking up at a beautiful dark-haired woman of indeterminate age.

“Oh, bloody hell, I needed this. Call me Johnny, by the way.”

“Hello, Johnny.” The woman smiled. “Call me Lillith.”
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One of the men on the floor died earlier that evening. As he died, he lost control of his bowels. Artis Buehl had helped to carry out the body, but the smell lingered inside the room. Three others still lay on the floor, covered in burns and shrapnel cuts. Motionless, Max-a-Millions lay in one of the two beds. Artis sat on the rolling stool, his face inches from Max, close enough so that Artis wouldn’t have to shout over the bedlam that had reigned outside the entryway since the perimeter horn first sounded.

“I need to get out there,” said Artis. “They need me up on that fence. You want anything? Water?”

His friend’s head tilted toward him, fogging his breathing mask with every exhale. Artis studied Max’s face, looking for the faint upturned lift at the edge of his mouth that always escaped when Max had a plan. Instead, Max just shook his head.

Artis looked away. “When I get back, we’re gonna talk this out. Okay? You and me. We got one last plan in us, don’t we?” He let out a long sigh and looked again at the plastic tube running from the wall socket to his friend’s chest. “The survivors are going to be—” Artis choked on the words. “—leaving tomorrow.” He looked over his shoulder at the figures running through the hallway toward the perimeter fence. “If we’ve got that long. If we can, some of us are going to cross the channel. The rest are going to try and load onto the boats in Garrison Bight.”

Artis took a deep breath.

“Doc White says he’s riding it out, staying with everyone that can’t be moved. No one can talk him out of it.” Artis gave a pained laugh. “Hell, I don’t blame him. He looks like he’s about ready to crawl into one of these beds himself. But this place is going to start clearing out and... it’s just... it’s just that you’re plugged into this wall and they’re all saying that as soon as we unplug you that you’ll only have a few hours, and then you’re going to be—”

Max shook his head.

“No, don’t stop me. I’m sorry, man,” said Artis. “I’m so damn sorry, but we got to start thinking about how we want to end this. You understand? When the power goes off, you’re going to hurt something awful, and you’re going to be alone. And I... I don’t know if you want to go out like that or not. If you don’t....” Tears welled up in both of Artis’s eyes as he showed Max the open cylinder of the .357 magnum and the single bullet. “I’ll save it for you.”

Max lifted up a hand, one finger extended, and motioned Artis closer.

Artis leaned in.

Max said, “You know... what your... problem is, Artie? You ain’t got no... mother-fuckin’ faith.”

For several seconds, Artis Buehl sat staring at his friend. Finally, he exploded. “Are you still on about that shit? Is that it? Jesus Christ, Max, you’ve got a tube sticking out of your goddamn rib cage! Maybe you didn’t notice that. What do you want me to do, anyways? Find an extension cord and run it all the way up to Marathon Island?”

Max shook his head, wincing from the motion. “Nah man,” he said, then cleared his voice with a cough. “Ya run your ass and your one-bullet gun out to the Old Town fortress and get War Bus 3. Bring my baby back.” He took a long moment to catch his breath, then said, “Before you do... get the cash out of the bathtub and out of the bags... pack it tight, into bricks like I showed ya.” Max coughed and caught another breath. “Then load it into the Bus like we was droppin’ off at the museum.”

Artis shook his head and turned away, but Max grabbed his sleeve. Artis turned back.

Max said, “Take Throbbie.” Cough. “Sounds like it’s gettin’ ugly out there.”
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“Hold your fire!” Roland shouted, running to the edge of the roof. “Where?” He yelled at the collection of hospital staff, Black Shirts, and island refugees.

Four separate people pointed, all in different directions.

Roth’s helmet hung from his backpack. He dropped the pack, fitted the helmet, and dropped the night vision aperture over his eyes.

“Anything?” Roland asked, smelling the soot still hanging in the air from the bombing of Key West.

“I can see some of the smoke where it hit the IED,” said Roth. “Don’t see anything around it. No movement. Might have been a solo.”

“Could have been anybody,” said Roland. “Could have been one of this lot.” He nodded at a refugee from one of the other confines who had been watching for missing loved ones.

“Roland,” called a familiar voice.

Roland turned and saw the outline of his confine Doubletree ‘wife’ Gayle, rushing up to meet him. He felt his concerns shift to her, including a quick scan and a wave of relief when he saw she was not injured. “What is it, baby?”

“That woman from the hospital is getting the children up on three. We’re almost ready to move them up top.”

“No,” said Roland, then looked at Nolan Roth. “Nolan?”

“Still not seeing anything.”

“I don’t think it’s started yet. False alarm.” Roland looked down and felt the gravel and cement under his feet. “Somebody might want to lay out some bedrolls up here. Get it ready. The real thing could happen at any minute. Is someone watching Amanda?”

“Yes,” said Gayle.

“Okay. Go back and tell the hospital lady that I want all the little kids back down on the ground floor and ready to move. I want to start putting them on boats, and I don’t think we can wait for daylight.”

“Roland,” said Gayle. “I’ve thought about this. I’m staying.”

“The hell you are. Go find the—”

“Listen to me,” said Gayle. “Amanda is with the Patel girls right now. The oldest girl, Ishani, can watch her, and the Patels will make sure she’s safe.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying.” Roland nearly laughed. “Safe? We still don’t have any idea of the condition of that shelter up on Marathon Island. These things are going to be right behind us, and I trust those boat people about like I trust a grenade that’s lost the pin.” He shook his head. “Amanda’s not going to be safe until we’re back on the mainland, and until that happens, I want you by her side every step. You hear me? Every step.”

“Roland.”

“No. I don’t want to hear about the Patel girl. God bless her,” he said, and gently touched the scars that streaked the left side of Gayle’s face. “But would she jump through plate glass for that little girl? Huh?”

Even in the darkness, he could see the tears forming in Gayle’s eyes. He shook his head. “Forget it. We promised to take care of her, and that’s just what we’re going to do. You’re going take her to that shelter and you’re going to wait for me. I’m going to make it to you—I am—but first I gotta get this lot pointed in the right direction. Might take a bit. Might come close. But don’t you worry, I’ll get out before that storm and we’re going to take that girl somewhere safe. You and me.”

“Promise me,” said Gayle.

“I promise.”

“Like you mean it!”

“I bloody well mean it! Now get back down there and get those kids ready to move.”

“You don’t have to make it sound like an order.” She hesitated, her jaw quivering. “Roland, we... it’s just, we haven’t had enough time. You and me.”

“Give me two days and we’ll have all the time in the world. I mean that, baby. Nothing’s going to stop us.”

Finally satisfied, Gayle Cowan left for the stairs.

Roth took her place, helmet in hands, and said, “We need to check with Cow Channel Bridge, make sure they haven’t come under attack.”

“Yeah,” said Roland. “And if they haven’t, then infected just might be wading across that channel, and then we got a whole new problem.”

They started back. Roland and Nolan Roth had nearly reached the stairwell when Koger found them.

“The scouts are still here,” said Koger. “They’re in our old building.”

“All right.” Roland nodded. “Let’s get down there and see if they’re game.”

Roland sent Koger to get one of their last charged radios and meet them at the outbuilding, while he and Roth shimmied through the crowded hallways of the dimly lit third and second floors. On the stairs down to the ground level, they met the end of the children’s line as it descended, and a boy and girl moved out of line as the mercenaries tried to pass. Both latched onto Roth’s legs.

The children Reagan assigned to Nolan Roth had come from the ill-fated confine sheltering inside of the Spanish Gardens Hotel, a confine that had suffered from sickness, food shortages, a grease fire that gutted its kitchen and part of the mezzanine, and an ever-shrinking population of adults. Spanish Gardens had been one of the first confines to simply disappear. Reagan and Thorpe’s search crew found the Helena children with five others in a crawl space behind the laundry room. Like so many other children inside the quarantine zone, the two youngest Helena children were now non-verbal. The children who could speak gave conflicting accounts of the attack, but all agreed it started when the group took in a nine-year-old girl they found wandering alone outside their perimeter fence.

“Hey,” said Roth, forcing a smile. “You’re both getting on a boat in the morning. Would you like that?”

They shook their heads. Megan, age nine, needed a haircut and a bath. Her brother Zachary, age six, hadn’t changed his clothes in weeks and his shirt was crusted with salt stains.

“No, no,” Roth said and squatted down to the children’s level. “It’ll be all right. You’re leaving. You’re going home. You’re gonna see your real dad.”

Zachary started to cry.

“Son of a bitch,” said Roth in frustration. “Catch up with your sisters, both of you. Stay with the group. Megan, the other kids are leaving. Grab your brother.”

When the children started down the stairs, Roth shook his head and said, “They’re just scared.”

“They know you’re not coming with them,” said Roland.

“Jesus Christ, Roland,” Roth muttered, “I’ve only known them a few weeks.”

The two men exited through a sliding glass door off its frame and emerged into a third world country, a trash site dotted with tents and makeshift shelters, pallets, and bedrolls for the hospital overflow. Now, the whole area crawled with survivors from the rest of the island. Roland looked all around until he saw the back of Amanda’s head lit up by a campfire. The tallest of the Patel girls stood next to her. Roland immediately scanned the perimeter fence. Black Shirts and refugees milled around the ragged tents collecting names for Kris Stratton. Cars, pickups, and a single box truck lined the eastern fence. Spotters stood on top of the vehicles. All around, he heard the sounds of children crying.

He turned to Nolan. “We’re going have to use the vehicles for the Boat Town run. I don’t want anyone on foot.”

“What?” said Nolan. “That explosion? You think they’re probing us?”

Roland looked back at little Amanda—the slant of her body, her hands perched up in front of her chest. Even in the firelight, he could see the tension in her stance. “Probing us?” he said absently. “They’ve busted every other defensive wall on this island. This is the last one. Can’t you feel it? Can’t you feel how badly they want to get in here?” He shook himself alert. “Let’s go find those boys.”

A trash fire gave off the only light in the outbuilding. The ‘twins’ stood behind the barrel. A woman had a bowl in her hands, from which she slathered mud all over their backs, while Kris Stratton watched with a clipboard at her side. The boys stood, shirtless and skinny, with mud all over their faces and their hair messed up, but something in their eyes made both Roland and Nolan reach for their weapons when they first saw them—wide, intense, nearly yellow. They looked like infection cases.

Roland glanced back out the door at the circle of Black Shirts and realized their purpose. They would walk the boys out, and make sure that no one startled at a pair of Bontrager’s cases that somehow made it inside the fence.

“You have a plan on where you’re going?” said Roland.

The shorter of the two shrugged. “Our friend’s been missing since the air raid. We’re not leaving him out all night. We’ll start at the White Street ruins and work west.”

The boy’s voice sounded calm, totally at odds with the look on his face.

“But that part of the island’s crawling,” Roland marveled.

This time the taller one shrugged and said, “We can get through.”

Roland and Nolan exchanged a look. Maybe.

“All right,” said Roland. “Listen. We need someone to get back inside the Doubletree. We need those vests. You know the ones? Don’t know for sure, but I figure those things are all over the area looking for any of your crew that didn’t make it out. Might even have a Vamp—one of your Twos—inside.”

The boys looked at each other.

The shorter one nodded right as the hospital woman slapped a palm of mud onto his shoulder. “We’ll check it out,” he said.

Roth said, “Just like that, huh? Roland, this may be our only chance.” When Roland said nothing, Roth turned back to the twins. “All right, boys, we need one other thing before daylight. If you’re willing to give it a try, we need someone to break through to the Sheraton Hotel and find out what’s happening down there. The Sheraton’s people were supposed to be here hours ago, and we still haven’t seen a single one of them make it up to the Cow Channel Bridge.”

Roland turned on Roth and said, “We wait till morning. The Navy might give us a drone flyover.”

Roth didn’t move. “You still want to trust the Navy? For anything? C’mon, Roland, look at them. These two are pros.”

Roland said to the boys. “I won’t lie.” He nodded in the general direction of the Sheraton Hotel. “Our last report was a big group of infected just northwest of them, and we think most of that gunfire we keep hearing is coming from down their way.”

“In other words,” said Kris, “the Sheraton’s probably overrun, and you want our people to walk into it. Instead of yours.”

Then the taller of the two boys said, “The only trick is we’d have to go through the water. We’ll lose some of our disguise.”

“And Big Ugly likes that stretch of water,” the shorter one finished while his body swayed from the application of wet mud.

“Big Ugly?” said Roth.

“The saltwater croc that’s made this his hunting ground,” said Kris. “Because, you know, we didn’t have enough problems already.”

“We stay on the near bank,” said the shorter to the taller. “Move fast. Big Ugly won’t go after us moving fast on land.”

“Yeah,” said the taller, “Unless you trip over him.”

“I’m not going to trip over him.”

“You almost tripped over that dude at the cemetery. Remember?”

“I remember you shattering our last acid bomb in your belt pouch, then jumping out of your pants because they were smoking, and you thought it was about to melt your dick right through your sack-hammock.”

“It was glass!”

“It was wrapped in tape!”

“Pros, huh?” Roland turned back into the hospital yard and muttered to Roth, “Yeah, well, I guess we’ll take what we can get.”
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39 Hours, 51 Minutes to the Leading Edge of Hurricane Ava

Damaged Remains of the Public Parking Garage, Old Town, Key West

Reagan Castaneda wiped the grit from his brow and slumped against the pile of debris. Three feet above his head, the cement from the collapsed ceiling had lodged into the stairwell’s support pylons. The rubble reached chest level, nearly touching the flat slab of fallen roof.

“That’s it! Turn it off,” Reagan said to Ricky.

The little boy clicked off his flashlight and the stairwell went black instantly. The air made a cave-like whistle.

From farther up the stairs, between slanted cement beams, Hunter Grant called down, “You’re going to have to use the saw.”

“I’m not using the saw,” a disgusted Reagan said. “I turn it on and we’re the loudest thing on this island. Then what? Do we carry her all the way to Stock Island while we get swarmed?”

“She can’t stay here,” said Hunter Grant, his voice echoing through the damaged parking garage. “She’s in and out, Reagan, and not getting any better.”

Reagan shook his head, then cupped it with his hands. Since the airstrike, he and Ricky had surveyed the outside twice. The second time, they saw one of the Republic’s deputies swaying down the center of Simonton, and they followed him from the shadows for two blocks. The entire time, the deputy looked at the buildings on either side like a tourist in a foreign country. Then, a second of the Republic’s former citizens startled them. They hadn’t even seen him when they first rounded the block. Missing a leg, he lay flat in the street, crawling along the curb. Reagan and the boy backed away and hid on the patio of the Curry Mansion, underneath a ceiling fan that hadn’t spun in the last year and whose blades drooped low, like the ears on a basset hound.

“Hunter,” said Reagan.

“Yeah.”

“You’re going have to walk her back up the stairs and lower her over the side. We’ll find a ladder or something. A rope maybe. Do you think she could hold onto you if we find a rope?”

“I don’t know,” said Hunter Grant. “What about... hang on.”

Reagan and Ricky could hear the boy talking softly to former Key West Detective Ari Schaeffer. After a moment, they could hear him breathing again at the opening. The fallen cement sloped down into the shape of a ramp. Reagan and Ricky had wasted hours moving the surface pieces of the rubble before reaching debris that lay locked in place by the weight of the ceiling.

“What’s she saying?” Reagan asked, wiping gritty sweat away from his forehead.

“She said there’s some keys in Max’s War Bus.”

“Keys?” Reagan wondered aloud.

“Yeah,” said Hunter Grant. “In the passenger door pocket. She thinks they go to the Republic vehicles.”

Reagan chuckled to himself and leaned back against the cement, his head less than two feet away from Hunter Grant’s, and an opening wide enough to reach an arm through. He said, “She wants us to hike up into the Republic? Inside of it? Then just drive back out? Me and Little Miss Daisy here.”

“You said it looks empty,” said Hunter Grant.

“I didn’t say it looks empty,” Reagan shot back. “I said it looked like it was emptying out. It’s gotta be with all the infected coming out of there, but that doesn’t mean there’s nobody left. No telling how many people are still inside that place. And infected or not, none of them are just going to let us take one of their cars and drive it off into the sunset.”

Hunter Grant’s voice cracked. “What do you want to do?”

“I want to,” Reagan started. “I don’t know. Ricky and I may just have to go find help and bring it back. Sorry. I know, if we’d just done it from the start, they’d already have been here by now.”

Reagan felt Ricky tapping at his chest. “What?” Reagan said in a low growl.

The little boy replied, “We could pull a truck up to the side.”

“What’s he saying?” asked Hunter Grant.

“He says we could drive up to the side of the building, lower her down onto the top of it. He’s saying he wants to try for the Republic.”

Hunter Grant said nothing while Reagan considered their options.

Finally, Reagan said, “Okay, Ricky, hit the light.”

Ricky clicked on the flashlight.

Reagan spoke through the lingering dust in the opening. “Get her back up on level two and watch for us, but don’t peek your head out. I don’t know what’s going on with these new infection cases, but I don’t like it.” Then he shook his head and added, “If we’re not back in an hour, something is probably feeding on our corpses, and we’re all idiots for taking our strategy from someone who’s barely conscious.”

Very softly, Reagan heard Ari’s pained voice say, “Tell him to stop being a dick and go find a car.”

“She says—”

“I heard her.”
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Ricky and Reagan found three sets of keys on the passenger side of the overturned SUV. When Ricky crawled back out of the gap where the windshield had been, he shined his light one last time on the decapitated torso of Lt. Buckley. Blood had pooled from the body to the hood of the car.

Ricky gave Reagan the keys, and Reagan took the time to secure them in a single pocket with his neoprene gloves as padding. He shook and moved them around until he couldn’t hear them jingle.

Ricky gripped their one loaded pistol and slid it into the front of his pants, lowered his shirt over it, and cinched his belt tight.

At the mouth of the garage, where the missile had struck, both Reagan and Ricky took off their shoes and set them in the grass between torn-out chunks of asphalt. Reagan looked all around and spotted two figures standing motionless on the street far to the east. He looked down at Ricky, who nodded.

They eased past the loose asphalt, and then they ran, Reagan at an easy gallop, Ricky nearly at full sprint—from buildings to trees, to bushes, and over the fallen Republic front gate. No one appeared in either guard post. As they crouched their way toward the first of the interior buildings, Ricky tugged at Reagan’s pant leg. When Reagan looked down, the boy gripped his nose and wagged it fiercely. Reagan nodded. He couldn’t place the smell, but it made the skin rise on his neck. Reagan had heard Artis Buehl’s account of the Republic, the spiraling infection rate, the ‘Trash Men’ burning bodies on the tennis court, but this didn’t smell sickly sweet like burnt flesh. This smelled different—mold, rot, decay; nothing quite described it. Reagan tried to follow it on the night air. The wind from earlier that afternoon had died down, and it now pulsed from dead calm to seconds of blustering, like a motor cycling over and over, trying to catch.

Reagan looked all around and settled on the hotel, many of its windows open—black rectangular shapes resting in the light of the half-moon. On the front side, the Conch Republic flag, and the vision of a new world it promised, lay flat against the silent monolith.

They moved low, below mostly broken-out windows, keeping the smaller cinder block buildings and the Conex boxes between themselves and the hotel. At the edge of the tennis court, Ricky stopped suddenly, and Reagan dropped low. Ricky pointed up and Reagan followed his finger, up to the top floor of the hotel. A light moved inside one of the rooms, whether a lamp or flashlight, Reagan couldn’t tell. The glow hovered from across the room—brighter, then darker. Reagan watched it through the chain link surrounding the tennis court, fascinated. It suddenly vanished. Reagan looked down at the court. The bodies were gone, but an acrid tinge of the body pile remained. He waved to Ricky and the two moved on.

When they reached the open, roll-up doors, they pressed in tightly to the wall and inched their way to the first opening. Reagan took a quick peak then motioned for the flashlight. He held his hand over the lens and scanned the inside of the Republic’s garage with a single sliver of light. Two of the Republic pickups and one SUV sat there—still no people, no bodies, not even blood.

They crawled inside and Reagan cleared the glassed-in office room. Empty. Then they stood up.

Ricky’s eyes curled into a question.

Reagan shrugged, bent over, and whispered to the boy, “I don’t know what’s going on. No way we can be this lucky. Keep an eye out. Okay? Don’t drop your guard. And find some rope.”

Ricky hesitated. “I thought of another one.”

Reagan considered whether they had time. Finally, he said, “Tell me.”

Ricky’s eyes lit up. “What about a boomerang? Throw it straight at them.” The little boy straightened his hands and waved them together. “The sides are on... um....”

“Hinges?”

The boy nodded. “It’s really sharp, and when it hits their neck, the ends move on the hinges, and it cuts off their heads.”

“Or if they catch it, it cuts off all their fingers and everyone laughs at them.”

Ricky’s face scrunched up. “We have to cut off their heads.”

“It’s from a movie. When we get out of here, we’ve got some catching up to do. Now find that rope.”

Ricky scurried to his job and Reagan began checking vehicles. None of his keys matched the SUV or the first pickup, but in the glove box of the third pickup he found a match. He looked for Ricky but saw nothing but a stack of flat and shredded tires, a pyramid of five 50-gallon drums, and an assortment of tools hanging from the walls, and felt a sudden pang of fear.

Where’s Ricky?

He tried to fight it, reminding himself that fear was an inefficient emotion, one that could rob him of action. He swiveled his head back and forth, scanning. Just then, Ricky appeared in the entryway at the far end of the garage, and Reagan’s mind flashed back to another roll-up door and the gunmen inside it many months back.

Ricky walked up slowly, deliberately.

Reagan scanned behind him for threats. When Reagan looked down, he saw the little boy’s expression, not frightened—almost in awe.

“What? Did you think up another one of your little death toys?”

“It’s around back,” said the boy, reverently.

“It?” Reagan thought for a moment and realization dawned. He mouthed out, “No way.”

They searched the office and took the keyset that lacked a fob. Then they walked side-by-side around the garage, Reagan completely forgetting to look in all directions for danger. Behind the building, parked by itself, sat the Republic’s tactical vehicle, a black, steel-plated Bearcat.

A tiny gasp escaped Reagan’s lips, and he again muttered the prayer, “No freaking way.”
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The contractors were repeatedly interrupted; twice by doctors, once by a young man with glasses calling himself the hospital director, and over and over again by the Stratton girls—Kris and her mother. As the first caravan prepared to leave the hospital, Kris Stratton stood beside her mother in the operations room. Her mother—this time—wanted more security for the group of children leaving for the boat launch at Garrison Bight. Roland agreed and dismissed them with a wave, but Kris lingered over the map and the counters that the military contractors had laid out.

“Krissy,” called out the mother.

“Coming,” said the daughter over a shoulder.

Ninety minutes later, Kris Stratton stormed back into the room, the clipboard gone. Instead, she cradled a nervous-looking dog like a baby.

“Their perimeter is too close to the docks,” she said, walking around to the far side of the table setting the dog on the floor before pointing to Garrison Bight. “We’re going to fill that entire parking lot by tomorrow. And they don’t have any water. The next group needs one car loaded with nothing but water coolers.”

The three military contractors were slow to respond, so she stepped over to the line of string between the Bight and the channel east of Boca Chica and said, “If this is the route you think they’re taking, it’s all wrong.” Her dog whined and stood up against her leg. “Not now, Keebs.” She took the string north of the islands and bowed it out. “More like this. Everything up there is coral shoals and sand bars.” She pointed to the water, ignoring the dog. “Find the right spot and you could walk fifty yards out and not get your shorts wet.”

Roland shrugged, “Miss, we’re a little busy right now, so if you could just—”

“Stop calling me that,” she said. “It makes me feel like I should be walking around with a pink umbrella. It’s Kris or Krissy or Hey You. And where’s your departure point for Marathon?”

“Altoids box,” said Nolan Roth, his brow furrowed.

She strode over to the empty can of mints sitting in the center of Boca Chica, Keebs right at her heels, and tapped at it. “So, the boats have to leave the Bight, drop off our people, then sail through the eastern channel down to the....” She bit her lip at the place where the ribbon went off of the map and doubled back. “What’s the water bottle? Is that like the aircraft carrier?”

“Very much like it,” said Roland.

“How long do you think all of this is going to take?” she said in obvious pique.

Roland shrugged. “If they leave first thing in the morning, we hope to have them back and ready to head north before noon.”

Kris leaned forward, “No! You think you’re going to get every single one of them on the first trip? Not happening. Have you seen the boats? Like half of them aren’t even ready to sail. They’ve been sitting still, all covered in dirty Boat Town people for the last year. My family used to get our boat serviced every time we wanted to take it down the coast.”

“Listen,” said Roland. “As long as those two big ones will move, we figure we might have to make a second trip. Might have to pack ‘em in like a bunch of sardines, but we’ll make it. That’s the least of our problems.”

“That’s the least of our problems?” she fired back, sassy, and expressive. “I can’t wait to hear what else we’ve got on our plate. And what makes you think those boats are coming back once you give them our gasoline.”

“We’ll have enough of our people on them to make sure they don’t try anything.”

“And how many do you think will be enough?”

“Enough.”

Kris brushed the dog off her leg. “I said, not now, Keebs.” And to Roland, “I guess ‘enough’ will have to do.”

The three men looked at each other. She pointed to the Altoids box and continued, “How many shuttles have we got?”

Koger, leaning against the far wall, said, “Four trucks, two cars.”

She rose slowly, shaking her head. “You’re so full of shit. You have six? Six vehicles to move nine thousand people—assuming the Sheraton is still a thing—nine thousand people fifty miles up a two-lane road before, and forgive me, I’m from Connecticut, but before a hurricane brings so much wind and water that it will be totally impossible to move in... like... just over a day. Am I getting this right?”

“Your numbers are off... Miss,” said Koger, grinning at the young girl’s performance. “It’s ten thousand.”

“Excuse me?” Kris asked.

Koger, now standing with one arm across his chest and another braced against his chin, began evenly, “Yeah, we’ve got three destroyers’ worth of sailors coming in on the U.S.S. Chrystler tomorrow evening, before it limps out into deeper water and scuttles... sinks itself.”

She gaped at each of them in turn.

Roland tapped the map, for effect, more than to note a location. “That’s a more immediate problem, but there are Navy vehicles around the airport on Boca Chica—”

“Boca Chica,” Kris shouted and stabbed a finger at the eastern wall. “The smoldering crater right over there?”

“Easy,” Roland said softly. “It’s an hour each way. Those vehicles will be running non-stop all day.”

“Because we have enough fuel for that? And just where is all this gasoline coming from?”

“They’ve got plenty up in Marathon. The soldiers pulled out, so fuel is about all they have left up there.”

Something in the courtyard caught Kris’s attention. Keebs made a soft howling noise as the woman turned to the windows and pressed open the protective shutters made of overlapping license plates, concern creeping into her voice. “Do you know that for a fact, or are you just assuming?”

“Jesus, Lady,” said Roland. He shared each of these fears, but he didn’t want her to know that.

Kris, however, no longer paid him any attention. She peered out of the shutters, then, without explanation, let go of the metal plates and ran out of the room, her dog just behind.

“What was that all about?” asked Roland.

For several seconds, the contractors looked at each other.

Finally, Roth said, “She’s right about the highway run. That might be the one that gets us.”

Roland grunted and rubbed his tired eyes. “Are you thinking the boats won’t be ready in time to make it up the island chain? I don’t suppose we could get any of our vehicles from here onto Boca.”

“I think we need to consider—”

Kris banged back into the doorway. “Outside. Right now!” When none of the men moved, she added, “All your cute little plans just changed, so you might want to get downstairs.”

Outside, nearly all the crying had stopped. To Roland, the mood in the courtyard seemed different, expectant, maybe even hopeful. The number of people milling about had grown, and all around the interior fence line, large knots of dirt-crusted, exhausted refugees still clustered near the tents, campfires, and outbuildings, but one of the clusters looked nothing like the others. Roland and Koger gravitated up to it and came on a bizarre scene.

Children, adolescents, and even a pair of adults, had formed a kind of pit crew, with Reagan Castaneda—dripping wet because a teenager had just poured an entire bottle of precious water over his head to cool him off—talking in rapid-fire bursts as the two adults sandwiched his lower body in a pair of towels.

“Every one of these suitcases piled up by the awning is staying,” said Castaneda in a sudden rat-a-tat. “If you can’t cart it over a shoulder, it stays here.”

Covered up by the towels, he stripped off his pants. A waiting pair of hands held out fresh replacements. “You can use backpacks, holsters, and belt pouches, whatever, but your hands have to stay free,” he said while shimmying into the knee-length khaki shorts.

The entire operation moved like a well-rehearsed theatre troupe. Castaneda stripped off his shirt next, quickly dried his hair with it, and then passed it off to a little girl. A Black Shirt passed it first, and it moved from hand to hand until it reached the center of the circle. Castaneda looked at it, curled his mouth as if to say, ‘It’ll do,’ and pulled it down over his head.

“Roland.”

Roland Lane turned and saw Roth jogging up with a savage grin on his face.

“Afraid we just found out the name of your firstborn.”

Roland looked in the direction Roth had just come. He saw it by the front gate, covered in admiring Black Shirts and refugees standing on the running boards and even the roof. Finally, they had an assault vehicle! Roland stared in wonder. He gazed right through Roth and absently said, “We could put... what? All of us and maybe six more of the Shirts into it?”

“Can’t put anybody in it right now,” said Roth, grinning even wider. “The entire rear compartment is full of fifty-gallon fuel drums.”

“I could kiss you!” Roland shouted to where Castaneda now stood, his arms lifted, one of the adults lifting a police tactical vest onto his shoulders. “I could bloody kiss you!”

The man behind Reagan fitted the Velcro straps into place, and Reagan called back, “Okay, but no tongue this time.”

Kris walked up from the hospital entryway and said, “Radio the Twins. Tell them to scratch looking for their friend. He’s back too.”

“What about the detective?” asked Roland, suddenly serious.

“They found her. Piled her into one of the ER rooms,” said Kris. “I don’t know how bad she’s hurt, but she’s alive at least.”

Then Roland turned on Castaneda. “Where the hell are you going?”

Castaneda took a mask and a pair of painter’s goggles, then moved, and his entire crew moved with him until it surrounded Kris and the three mercenaries.

“Back to the Republic,” said Castaneda. “It’s wide open, and Papp is telling me that the hospital is running out of everything. I’m taking a group of my people back to check their medical building. Buehl said it still had some supplies when he saw it.” He gritted his teeth. “Might be able to loot it without any drama. We didn’t see a soul walking around an hour ago, but I don’t know, we didn’t check any building besides the motor pool, and we know there’s still people moving around inside their headquarters.”

“Are you taking the armored car?” Kris asked, her voice low and bitter.

“Of course, I am.” Castaneda smiled. “It stops bullets, and it’s got one of those hula girl dashboard ornaments. It’s me all the way.” He turned a thumb toward the military contractors. “When I get back, I might let these guys borrow it.”

“How long do you think it’ll take?” asked Roth.

Reagan turned serious again. All around them, the children and adults turned serious as well.

“Hopefully, not long inside the Republic,” said Castaneda. “But we keep seeing their people walking around Old Town, and I want to grab one of them.”

“Grab one of them?” said Kris in a tone that was more an accusation than a question.

“Yes, Field Marshal Von-Stratton,” said Reagan. “Artis was a little vague in his description of what they’re like, and since they kind of cover most of the island right now, it seems like it would be good to know what we’re dealing with.”

“He’s right about that,” Roland interrupted. “We need that kind of intel as much as we need anything.” Then he turned to Koger. “How about it? You mind kitting-up and giving him a little extra firepower.”

Koger nodded.

Roland and Nolan returned to the situation room and, for the next hour, stood over the map while Koger reconned the Republic with Castaneda and his group, updating them over the radio while the hospital staff, particularly Kris Stratton, pried them for updates.

“He was right,” said Koger, breathing hard. “It’s deserted in here.”

Roth keyed up the hand-held radio. “Any visible casualties?”

“I can see the tennis court. No bodies visible. No idea how many they cremated out there. They must have moved the skeletons. We did see a few of their infected on the way in. We’re gonna try and reacquire one after we finish here.”

“Roger that.”

Roth set the radio on the table. It keyed again.

“Billy to British dude.”

Roth answered, “He’s here, Billy. You heard your friends made it back, right?”

“Um, Roger.”

“Don’t worry about the lingo,” said Roth. “Try and keep it short in case someone else needs to talk. Otherwise, just talk like we’re in the same room.”

“Uh, Roger, or, er, okay.”

“Where are you?”

“We made it to the Sheraton.”

Roland’s eyes shot up.

“They’re here, but they’re pinned down. There’s a sniper. Maybe in the condos north of here. Something like that. We can’t see him.”

“Stand by,” Roth said in his handset. Then, to Roland. “What do you think? Wait for the armored car?”

Roland thought for a moment, then said, “We need that car. I can’t walk it into a trap.”

Roth keyed up, “Guys, tell me if you can’t, but is there any way you two can separate from the Sheraton and try and give us the shooter’s position the next time he presents himself?”

“Uh, we could go wide around, come at him from the back side.”

Roland chewed at a finger. “Try it.”

Roth keyed up. “Okay. No hero business. Use the buildings for cover. If you can’t get where you can see him, then try and get close enough to narrow down his position by sound. And remember, there might be more than one.”

“Okay, we’ll call back in a few minutes. Radio back. Whatever.”

“You’re doing fine, Billy.”

“Ha. Thanks. This thing is cool.”

[image: image]

Lillith dressed Johnny and sat him in the lab’s stationary chair, and then she took the rolling chair and turned around from the countertop, one leg crossed daintily over the other.

“We don’t have to start now if you’re not ready,” she said. “If you want, I can try and find one of the doctors to check on you.”

“No, no, that’s all right,” said Johnny. What he did not say was that her presence, more than even the glass of Black Label whisky, had brought him firmly back to himself.

Professor Jonathan Andover had known many women in his time who used their sexuality to manipulate the men around them, but he’d never spent any considerable time with a professional, and Lillith was that and more—a virtuoso.

Already, her demeanor had changed from a compassionate nurse to a sort of business casual. The top button of her blouse had fallen open, and she now wore thin glasses on a chain. Her dark, expressive features hung on his every word.

Despite his best efforts, Johnny had already blushed at this woman, twice. “What I really need,” he said, “are my notes. Unfortunately, they’re back at the Doubletree. I don’t suppose I can just send a runner to fetch them in our current circumstances.”

“Afraid not, Johnny,” said Lillith. “The Doubletree was heavily damaged during the bombing, and everything south of Roosevelt is considered overrun.”

Johnny rubbed his temples. “But overrun by what? And why?”

“How far along were you?”

“To unraveling the little mystery of what a legion of demons might be doing in the Lower Florida Keys?” Johnny arched a brow. “Detective Schaeffer and I were moments away from solving it when they knocked me clear across a living room and flat on my ass.”

Lillith ignored his sarcasm. “Don’t you think it’s a question of purpose? Of motive?”

“Certainly.” Johnny worked his chin back and forth against a closed fist. “Reagan told you a little.”

“What he told me was... strange.”

“What? That they’re saving the world,” Johnny scoffed. “Sure. When they’re finished with us and we’re all begging for death. One of the prophecies says, ‘In that day men will seek death. They will long to die.’ I think that moment has almost come.”

“Then you think they’re going to turn us into... what? Prisoners? Cattle?”

“I think...” Johnny began, feeling something stirring in his mind. “I think the real question is why they haven’t done that already.”

“You believe they could enslave us whenever they want?”

“No. If they could, they would. But why can’t they? We’ve lost every battle.” He took a moment to consider as shouting voices passed the closed laboratory door and faded down the hallway. “Some seem to be more powerful than others. Did you hear about Dr. Janus from the Republic? He was possessed in a way we haven’t seen before. No external signs of infection. We tried to kill him with gunfire. No use. Even headshots were ineffective. We have an idea. Detective Schaeffer had a name. I think it might refer to Janus.”

Lillith’s mouth had creased open. Breathlessly, she asked “What’s the name? Is it Legion?”

“Legion?”

“Yes, from the Bible.”

Johnny considered. “Legion was a collective, not any one specific entity.”

“And they were all sent into a nearby herd of pigs by Jesus.”

Johnny nodded.

“And then Jesus made the pigs drown themselves.”

Johnny arched an eyebrow. “Well, I don’t think Jesus did that. Presumably, the pigs did it themselves, as if suddenly reacting to the strangeness inside of them. They must have felt the malevolence in some way. They died trying to escape it.”

“Johnny,” said Lillith softly.

The professor looked directly at her. “The gunshots,” he stammered. “The ones from inside the Republic. The executions we kept hearing. What if they weren’t executions? What if they were suicides?”

“Do you think that’s why we never see them for the first two weeks?” said Lillith in sudden excitement. “Not because they’re training, but because they have to be restrained. To keep the sick from destroying their own bodies while the demons take them over.”

“The bodies reject them at first.” Johnny nodded forcefully. “Unless they were already so thoroughly corrupted that they can’t sense the change.”

“What?” Lillith said.

“Yes. That’s why. That’s it. It has to be,” Johnny began to mutter. “Dear God, dear God, dear God.”

“What?”

“Moloch.”

“Moloch? Johnny, what are you saying? I don’t understand.”

“Moloch. The demon god. The child murderer. The reason the Hebrews were commanded to destroy the Canaanites. The reason... Carthago delenda est.”

“Johnny, I don’t know what you mean. Carthago? Latin for Carthage?”

Johnny sat up straight, the pain in his hip forgotten. “Yes, Carthage. The last of the Moloch worshippers, a thousand years after the Canaanite slaughter. A peace treaty held with Rome. Until... until they brought a group of Romans inside their city. It was supposed to be a negotiation, but the Romans were so horrified by what they saw in that city that they came back to Rome with one simple refrain, Carthago delenda est. Carthage must be destroyed! They convinced the others and went back to war. And when they conquered it, they didn’t just capture it. They deconstructed most of the city—brick by brick, down to the foundations.”

Lillith shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

Johnny shook with realization. “It’s so simple. I should have seen it sooner. We react to the demons the same way that the Romans reacted to child sacrifice when they saw it. The same way the pig herd reacted. But what if we didn’t? What if we became so deadened that we couldn’t feel their presence any longer?” Johnny’s eyes grew wide. “That’s why it’s him. That’s why it’s Moloch. It has to be him!”

“Are you—”

“There’s no time.” Johnny tried to stand and staggered in pain. Lillith caught him, and he lifted a hand and said, “Get Roland. You’ve got to get him right now.”

“Johnny, sit back down.”

Johnny gritted his teeth and sat. “You have to get Roland right now. Tell him that we were wrong. Tell him that he’s walking the children into a trap.”
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Later that night, a Navy helicopter landed on the hospital helipad just long enough to collect the injured Detective Ari Schaeffer, and then took off, leaving no supplies and taking no one else. Just after, the survivors recovered the body of the missing military contractor, Preston Ford. They were prepared because earlier that night, when the twins were guiding the Sheraton people safely across Cow Channel, their radio had keyed up.

“Dortch to base.”

Roland and Roth froze. Koger answered them.

“Fucking hell, Dortch. Where’ve you been?”

For long seconds there was no reply. Finally, “I’m with these two kids. Found them sneaking around by the hotel. We can see the sniper. I think it’s Preston.... His body.”

Roland took the radio. “Okay, keep him in sight. We’ve got assets coming your way.”

“Don’t need any assets,” said Dortch, breathing heavy. “We’ve got a plan.”

“Dortch—”

“Me and Preston,” said Dortch. “We went through a lot together, back on the teams. He’d want it to be me.”
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Just before sunrise, the body of Preston Ford arrived wrapped in a sheet carried by an incoming group of Sheraton refugees. What Roland found out only later was that the ‘plan’ never came to fruition.

It had involved the twins luring the infected former special forces operative into a snare set in the hallway outside the room where it had taken up its sniper position. But before they could get its attention, the twin’s friend, Carter Lacewood, had arrived. Lacewood wore a green jacket that the twins were too worried to notice. It was only when he began walking up the condominium staircase, and stopped in front of the open door, that they realized that underneath the jacket he had on one of the explosive suicide vests.

Billy called out. Dortch—in position outside a window—thought this was his signal and crashed into the room. He found the infected body of his former comrade, still in the condominium, facing the door that led into the hallway. Carter Lacewood, face to face with the possessed body of the military contractor, pulled the detonation chord.

The vest failed.

Lacewood pulled again. Nothing.

The entity inside Preston Ford leveled its sniper rifle and fired.

An instant later, Dortch dived at his target and rammed a K-Bar knife through the base of its skull, a precise stab that struck it instantly and finally dead.

In the doorway, Carter Lacewood slumped to the hallway floor, blinking down at the detonation chord in his hand. It was only when the twins reached him and lifted him up that he realized that the creature had missed. Badly.

Billy and Shawn began yelling at Lacewood until Dortch silenced them. Shawn lifted the tag on the back of the suicide vest and cursed when he saw Lacewood’s name written on it. Billy and Shawn wrestled the vest off of him and carried it to a safe distance down the hallway, knowing it could still explode at any time.

With the chord gone, Lacewood simply stared at his empty hands.

When Dortch had made certain that the body of his friend, Preston Ford, would never rise again, and then determined that nothing had approached at the noise, he went to the hallway and searched until he found the bullet hole across from the open door. It had been fired directly at the center of the entryway, but Lacewood hadn’t been standing in the center of the entryway. He’d been standing at the edge, as if about to nervously greet a first date. The shot had been fired blindly, almost as if the creature couldn’t see exactly where the boy was standing.
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