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Prologue


 


January 20


It had to be a joke.


Being hazed on the first day of work was nothing new, but John Gutierrez had never thought someone would have the balls to prank him on this first day.


On Inauguration Day.


One simply did not haze the president of the United States.


‘Murray, I’m not finding the humor in this,’ John said. ‘The country has some very serious issues to deal with, and this goes beyond the realm of good taste.’


Murray Longworth looked surprised. ‘A . . . joke? This is no joke, Mister President.’


Of course it was. John Gutierrez hadn’t been born yesterday.


He looked around the Oval Office, gauging the reaction from his key advisers. Tom Maskill, his twitchy deputy chief of staff, was trying and failing to look nonplussed. Secretary of Defense Donald Martin sat back on an antique couch, his legs crossed. Donald was old-school Washington: tall, white, graying hair, tailored suit . . . looked like he was made of plantation money. Chief of Staff Vanessa Colburn sat on a striped chair. In appearance she was Donald’s polar opposite – female, black and young. Her no-nonsense poker face carried a cold stare that could freeze you where you stood. At the moment, that stare was fixed directly on one Murray Longworth, deputy director of the CIA.


Murray also had an old-school Washington look, but different from Donald’s. Murray’s suit looked expensive, too, but like its owner it seemed a bit rumpled and tired. Murray was past retirement age, slightly overweight, with a scowl permanently etched into his face. His was a familiar image among the dinosaurs of Washington, a look Vanessa had dubbed Cold War White Man. He was a CIA deputy director, but not the deputy director. Murray worked mostly behind the scenes.


‘I’ve heard a lot about you, Murray,’ John said. ‘I spoke to all five former presidents before I took office. Of the many nice things they had to say, there is only one person they each pointed out by name – you. They said that you are a . . . how shall I put this? A special kind of go-to guy.’


‘Yes, Mister President,’ Murray said.


‘Now it seems they all pointed you out for a reason, to set me up for this ridiculous story about triangular growths infecting Americans and turning them into psychopathic killers.’


‘Sir,’ Murray said, ‘I assure you this is no joke.’


‘Then why haven’t we heard anything about it before?’ Vanessa asked, her voice almost as expressionless as her face. 


‘President Hutchins wanted this in the black,’ Murray said. ‘And keeping things in the black is what I do.’


Murray had brought in a large flat-panel screen for his presentation. It looked out of place in the Oval Office, a brash piece of technology in a room designed to reek of history and tradition. John stared at the image frozen on that screen: an old woman, clearly dead, a lumpy blue triangular growth on her shoulder. Each side of the triangle was about an inch long. It wasn’t on her skin, or under it, but part of it. Beneath the photo, her name – Charlotte Wilson.


According to Murray, that growth had made Wilson murder her son with a butcher knife, then attack two police officers before they shot her to death in self-defense.


This wasn’t just a joke, it was inexcusable.


Based on the endorsement of the former presidents, John had saved Murray Longworth’s ‘Project Tangram’ presentation as the last of the day. It was the closing act in a mind-boggling cache of the previous administration’s secrets: two stealth submarines resting on the bottom of the Sea of Japan ready to rain nukes on North Korea; two more subs sitting off Qatar, ready to first-strike Iran should the new government fall and fundamentalists get their finger on the nuclear button; secret deals with the Chinese government; a Mach-10 skunkworks strike-fighter that could fly forty miles above the Earth; fast-track deals for drilling in Alaska and off the coast of Florida; plus a dozen other tawdry dealings that – under Hutchins’s administration – had been business as usual.


‘If I could finish the presentation, sir,’ Murray said, ‘things might be a little clearer.’


John looked at Vanessa, then Donald. They both shrugged. John sighed and nodded for Murray to continue.


‘Thank you, sir,’ Murray said. ‘The disease was discovered about four months ago by CDC epidemiologist Doctor Margaret Montoya and her colleague Doctor Amos Braun. Both are still on the project. Symptoms begin with itching and small rashes that grow into large welts, then finally triangular blue growths. The disease also seems to create extreme paranoia in its victims, to the point where almost all subjects showed a definitive pattern of avoiding hospitals, health-care workers or members of law enforcement. Paranoia toward police and military, in particular, was particularly severe. Most victims either died of unknown causes, committed suicide or were killed by law enforcement as a result of psychotic behavior.’


‘Wait a minute,’ Vanessa said. ‘The parasite made them avoid hospitals? Aggressive behavior from some chemical imbalance is one thing, but you expect us to believe that these parasites actually modified a host’s decision-making ability?’


‘It happens in nature all the time,’ Murray said.


‘But these are people,’ Vanessa said.


‘Behavior is merely a chemical reaction, ma’am,’ Murray said. ‘Trust me, there is zero question.’


Vanessa’s face showed just how much she trusted Murray’s opinion. ‘Is this supposed parasite contagious?’


Murray shook his head. ‘As far as we can tell, it does not transmit from an infected host to other people. Something spreads the disease, however, and we haven’t figured out what that vector is.’


‘So Americans can catch a parasite that turns them into killers,’ she said, ‘and yet you guys kept the people in the dark?’


‘President Hutchins opted to keep this information secret, yes,’ Murray said. ‘He feared that reports could cause panic as well as a flood of false cases into hospitals that could impede our ability to find real victims. There is also the threat of a lynch-mob mentality that could result in grave harm to Americans guilty of nothing more than having poison ivy or psoriasis.’


Vanessa leaned back in her chair and threw her hands up in disgust. ‘You see, Mister President? This is why the last eight years have crippled America. The old guard never trusted the people. This is exactly why we’re here, to put an end to government run as a web of lies.’


‘I understand you’re enthusiastic about implementing new policies,’ Murray said. ‘But if you don’t mind a little advice, Miss Colburn, you might want to get the whole story before you dismiss the calculated decisions of a former president.’


Vanessa sat forward again and glared at him. John couldn’t suppress a small smile. Murray Longworth was taking a tone with Vanessa Colburn right off the bat? John wondered how long Murray would last.


‘By all means,’ Vanessa said, smiling her best saccharine smile. ‘Please continue.’


Murray nodded. ‘Charlotte Wilson was just the first case we discovered.’ He pointed a remote control at the screen.


click


Gary Leeland: An old man, very much alive, with hateful eyes that would have commanded full attention were it not for the one-inch-wide bluish triangle on his neck.


‘This man checked in to the hospital, then hours later set his hospital bed on fire. He burned alive.’


click


Martin Brewbaker: A corpse on a morgue table, covered with blackened third-degree burns, legs cut off below the knees.


‘This man killed three people: his wife, his six-year-old daughter and, when we tried to apprehend him, a CIA agent named Malcolm Johnson.’


click


Blaine Tanarive: A charred, rotted corpse, little more than a skeleton coated with gossamer green fibers.


‘This one also killed his family,’ Murray said. ‘We found him after he’d died.’


John wasn’t smiling anymore. He stared at the last picture. ‘What happened to him?’


Murray looked at the picture for a moment, then turned back to face John and his staff.


‘Once the hosts die, their bodies decompose at an extremely advanced rate. Corpses break down to nothing but a blackened skeleton in less than two days.’


John watched Donald, Vanessa and Tom. That had always been his strength, the ability to watch people, to understand them from facial expressions, posture, movement.


Tom looked like he wanted to vomit. Donald clearly believed. Vanessa was starting to. And in believing, Vanessa grew more and more angry. Most people wouldn’t have seen it, but John knew her better than most. A secret like this, kept from the American people . . . she would want someone’s head. Unfortunately for Murray Longworth, that head would likely be his.


click


Perry Dawsey: A giant of a man lying on a hospital bed, eyes closed, chest exposed, arms and legs locked down with heavy canvas straps. A black, oozing sore on his right collarbone, white bandages covering his right forearm, tubes going into his nose and arms.


‘Perry Dawsey,’ Donald said. ‘I know that name. Isn’t he that football player who went crazy and murdered his friend? “Scary” Perry Dawsey?’


Murray nodded. ‘Dawsey is the only known survivor. He had seven parasites, which he cut out of himself, removing the final one five weeks ago.’


‘Jesus Christ,’ Vanessa said. ‘Look at this body count, and you kept it secret? What are you, some kind of monster?’


Now it was Murray’s turn to smile a little. John immediately disliked that expression – it was the smile of a hunter. Murray Longworth clearly loved the game, and he was used to winning, no matter what the cost.


‘Funny you should mention monsters,’ Murray said. ‘We put together a team to investigate the situation, led by CIA operative Dew Phillips. Through Phillips’s work we discovered that the parasites leave the human host and became free-moving organisms.’


If the Oval Office hadn’t had such a nice rug, you could have heard a pin drop.


‘Murray,’ John said, talking slowly, choosing his words carefully. ‘Are you telling us that these triangular growths . . . hatch out of people?’


‘That’s correct, Mister President,’ Murray said. ‘We even refer to them as hatchlings.’


‘And then what?’ Donald said. ‘Do they walk on their own or something?’


‘That’s correct, Mister Secretary,’ Murray said. ‘Not only do they walk, they operate as a unit. Hatchlings tried to build and activate a construct that we believe is either some kind of gateway or a weapon. This is footage shot by army soldiers in Wahjamega, Michigan.’


Murray cued the video. The quality was fairly good. John saw soldiers, trees and then something deeper in the winter woods . . . something glowing. It looked like a big archway, maybe twenty feet high at the apex, an  illuminated wedding band half-buried in the muddy forest floor. Inside of that he could see three more arches, each smaller, each farther back. It was like looking into a glowing cone.


And creatures, scurrying over the arches like termites on a rotten log. A strange skin growth was one thing, but this . . . this wasn’t even remotely possible. John felt a cold tingle wash over his skin. If this was real, then it had to be . . . what? Aliens? Demons? This just couldn’t be happening.


‘No way,’ Vanessa said. ‘There’s no way that’s real. Why are you wasting the president’s time with special effects?’


‘It’s real, ma’am,’ Murray said.


John leaned forward for a closer look, his ass barely on the edge of his chair. ‘Just what the hell are those supposed to be?’


‘Hatchlings,’ Murray said. ‘You get a better look, right about . . . now.’


The video grew shaky as the hatchlings suddenly rushed forward to attack. The shot angled sharply before the first creature reached the troops, probably as the soldier shooting the footage dropped the camera. Murray paused it there. John stared at a tilted close-up of a pyramid-shaped creature with angry, vertical black eyes and tentacles for legs.


Again, total silence.


John Gutierrez had made a career out of sizing people up. That innate skill had taken him from mayor to state senator. It had been key in adding Vanessa to his staff. When he met her, he knew. Her skill and ruthlessness had guided him from state senate into Congress, and now the White House. An amazing feat, considering that John was forty-six years old and the nation’s first Hispanic president. John Gutierrez trusted his eyes, his instincts – and those tools now told him that Murray Longworth wasn’t bullshitting anyone.


This was real.


‘What the hell are we dealing with, Murray?’ John asked. ‘You’re not going to tell me these are aliens, are you?’


‘That’s our best guess, sir,’ Murray said. ‘The technology is way beyond anything we know. We suspect that the hatchlings are a form of biological machine, designed to build the glowing structure.’


John wanted to kill Hutchins. The former president might as well have left a giant, steaming pile of shit on the Oval Office rug. Now the problem rested squarely in John’s lap, and no matter what happened, the public would associate this with his presidency, not Hutchins’s.


‘Wahjamega,’ Donald said. ‘Wait a minute, that’s where the Osprey helicopter crashed back in December. Eight soldiers died.’


‘A cover story,’ Murray said. ‘There was no crash. The eight soldiers died when we attacked and destroyed the gate.’


Donald looked around the room in disbelief, as if he were waiting for Vanessa or John or Tom to say gotcha.


But no one said gotcha.


‘Simply amazing,’ Vanessa said. She sounded sarcastic, but also quite shaken, and John couldn’t blame her. ‘The families of these brave men may never know the truth. They died in battle, and we list it as a helicopter crash. How patriotic of us. So what’s happened since then?’


‘Dawsey needed serious medical care,’ Murray said. ‘We had him in a VA hospital in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Seems he recovered faster than expected, got access to a computer, hacked into the facility’s database and altered his security status. It’s a bit embarrassing to say, but on January eighth he just walked out.


‘The parasites built something in his brain, some kind of mesh structure that lets him track down infected hosts. He found one that had just murdered three people. Dawsey killed the man in self-defense. Before the man died, however, Dawsey discovered the location of another gate, in—’


‘Mather, Wisconsin,’ Donald interrupted. ‘The Osprey crash in Mather. Twelve men dead.’


Murray nodded.


‘Who knows about this?’ John asked. ‘The whole story, who knows?’


‘The Joint Chiefs,’ Murray said. ‘They had to implement President Hutchins’s decision to sequester the soldiers involved and reassign them to a new unit. The soldiers themselves know they fought something unusual, but very few people know the whole story: Phillips, Montoya, Braun, Agent Clarence Otto – who’s Montoya’s CIA liaison – the CIA director, Hutchins and a few members of his staff.’


‘What about the FBI?’ Vanessa asked. ‘The CIA has no domestic police authority. You shouldn’t be doing any of this.’


‘The FBI does not have detailed knowledge,’ Murray said. ‘Once again, we were acting on the direct orders of President Hutchins.’


Vanessa stared at Murray and shook her head. John knew she had her sights firmly set on the man: she was going dinosaur hunting. It would be up to Murray to fend off her attacks and to prove his worth.


But how much more did the man need to prove? A behavior-altering human parasite, at least two military operations on U.S. soil that resulted in casualties, what might very well be alien machines . . . and no one knew. The media didn’t even have an inkling. John now understood why his predecessor raved about Murray Longworth.


‘We still don’t really know what we’re up against,’ Murray said. ‘We haven’t been able to capture one of those hatchlings alive. The ones we kill disintegrate very quickly, within a few hours. Even the gate material breaks down almost immediately, so that hasn’t given us any information.’


‘How do we know that these things are truly hostile?’ Donald said. ‘They attacked our troops, I understand, but could that be a defensive action, to protect this construct long enough for them to . . . I can’t believe I’m even saying this out loud . . . long enough for them to make contact?’


‘A race that technologically advanced could initiate at least a rudimentary communication,’ Murray said. ‘The only logical reason they haven’t is that they don’t want to. They build only in remote areas. Why not build whatever it is out in the open? Because if they did that, our military could surround them and prepare for whatever came through. That’s not a problem unless you’re bringing in your own military units. This seclusion indicates they want to insert assets, assets that could be vulnerable during the insertion process.’


‘A beachhead,’ Donald said. ‘They want to control a landing zone.’


Murray nodded. ‘That’s our assessment, Mister Secretary. And finally, look at the behavior of the infected victims. These parasites represent a level of bioengineering we can’t even fathom. Could something capable of utilizing a human host like that accidentally create behavior that makes the host avoid contact with health-care professionals? Or kill people very close to them, people who might see the welts and call for help?’


Murray stopped talking. He stood motionless, his hands by his sides. Donald, Vanessa and Tom all turned to look at John. He took a long sip of water. What the fuck was he going to do with Hutchins’s little going-away present?


He set the water down.


‘Donald,’ John said. ‘In your position as secretary of defense, do you think these things are hostile?’


Donald nodded. ‘Based on what we’ve been told, yes.’


He looked at Vanessa. ‘And you?’


She looked as if it pained her to say the words. ‘I also would agree, but based on what we’ve been told, Mister President, we have to go public with this.’


‘Are you fucking nuts?’ Murray said. He looked at everyone in the room, then stood a little straighter. ‘My apologies for my outburst, but this is a bad time to go public. Doctor Montoya is developing a test that will detect the disease. We have Phillips’s team in place, and we’re actively seeking additional hosts.’


‘Trust the people,’ Vanessa said. ‘We need to tackle this as a nation.’


John leaned back in his chair. Nothing like a major, possibly historical decision to kick off his presidency in style.


‘Murray,’ John said. ‘How long until the test is ready?’


‘We can’t say for sure,’ Murray said. ‘At least a week, but we won’t know if it works until we find more hosts.’


Opening up this can of worms to the public . . . now might not be the time. Murray Longworth had kept things secret for five administrations; John imagined he could do the same for a sixth.


‘Two weeks,’ John said. ‘I want two weeks to evaluate the situation. Let’s get that test working and move from there. And, Murray, keep this thing quiet.’


Murray nodded. He looked pleased, as if somehow he’d known all along that this was how the meeting would turn out. John couldn’t miss his small smile.


John could also see that Vanessa didn’t miss it, either.










Day One










Tad Takes a Leap


They were going to get him.


Tad wasn’t going to let that happen, even if he had to kill himself.


The window slid open.


Curtains blew back, thrown by the same nighttime wind that splashed cold rain and bits of ice into the face of Thadeus ‘Tad’ McMillian Jr.


He hoped his little brother wouldn’t wake up. When Sam woke up, he cried loud. Real, real loud. His cries always brought Mom and Dad.


Mom and Dad, who wanted to get Tad.


Tad got down off of his toy box. He picked up the box and lugged it over to his brother’s crib. Carrying it hurt the blisters on his hands, but he had to stand on the toy box to reach inside the crib, just like he needed it to reach the sliding window’s latch. Tad set the box down next to the crib, stood on top and reached in to pull the blankets up tight under the baby’s chin. That would keep Sam warm. Tad gently brushed his brother’s hair, then leaned in and kissed the baby on the forehead.


‘Good-bye,’ Tad whispered.


He got down and lugged the box to the window one last time.


‘Good luck, Sam,’ Tad said quietly, looking back at his brother. ‘I really hope you don’t wind up like Sara.’


Tad held on to the window frame as he put his feet up on the metal sash. Freezing rain instantly soaked his shirt. Bits of wet ice stung his face. A gust of wind almost blew him back, but he adjusted his balance and held on.


It was better this way. Anything was better than staying here.


Tad McMillian jumped into the night.










Ogden Gets Ready to Rumble


Not too far outside of South Bloomingville, Ohio, in the hushed darkness of winter woods, Colonel Charlie Ogden stood tall behind a loose line of nine men. The men were his personal squad, Fifth Platoon, X-Ray Company, Domestic Reaction Battalion. X-Ray Company was the unit’s official name, but in the usual testosterone-stoked spirit of the military the men called themselves something else.


They called themselves the Exterminators.


The boys had even come up with unit insignia: a lightning bolt hitting an upside-down cockroach. They wore it on the right shoulder. Under it they added small black triangle patches for each combat mission, and decorated the triangle with a white X for each monster killed.


Ogden’s sleeve had two black triangles. The first triangle bore two white X’s. That was because Colonel Charlie Ogden didn’t sit in a Hummer miles from the action. He led from the front. And when you led from the front, sometimes you had to fight.


But that didn’t mean he was stupid – his personal squad was the best of the Exterminators, men who could chew rusty Buicks and shit stainless-steel nails. The fifth platoon of any company usually consisted of support staff, drivers, armorers – mostly noncombat troops – but since Ogden could do just about whatever he wanted, he’d given himself a personal guard that could jump into any fight at any time.


On Ogden’s left stood Corporal Jeff Cope, his ten-pounds-too-heavy communications man. On his right, the swarthy Sergeant Major Lucas Mazagatti, his top NCO. Behind him, observing, stood the overly tanned Captain David Lodge, commander of Whiskey Company, and Lodge’s massive, intense sergeant major, Devon ‘Nails’ Nealson.


‘Give me an update, Corporal,’ Ogden said.


‘Third Platoon will be in position, due west of the target, in ten minutes,’ Cope said. ‘Fourth will take up security posture to the northwest of target in twenty minutes. First and Second platoons in position just ahead of us, sir.’


The 120 men of X-Ray Company were almost ready.


‘Excellent,’ Ogden said. ‘Air support?’


‘Predator drones to northeast of target,’ Cope said. ‘Four Apaches on station one mile out. Target is painted, the Apaches can destroy it at any time. Two F-15Es with GBU-31s on station five miles out. Two more F-15Es in reserve, seven miles out.’


‘Very well.’


He turned to face Captain Lodge. ‘How about you, David?’


‘Whiskey Company is a mile due west, Colonel,’ Lodge said. ‘We’re ready to go.’


Nealson leaned forward to speak, or more accurately for his six-foot-three frame, he leaned down. ‘Any chance we’ll get in on this one, sir?’ He said it a bit loudly for Ogden’s taste, but for Nealson that was a whisper. His regular speaking voice was three or four times that of a normal man’s, and his shout would make you look for a place to hide.


‘Nails,’ Ogden said, ‘the only way Whiskey’s involved is if we’re overrun and I drop bombs on our own position, then you guys come in to clean up whatever is left. So let’s hope you get to take the night off. Lodge, I want you and Nails back with your men twenty minutes before the attack begins.’


Nealson returned to an at-ease stance. He looked disappointed. Lodge tried not to look relieved, but he clearly was. Lodge was an exceptional pencil pusher, but perhaps not a true warrior soul.


Only one question remained – what new tricks did the little bastards have in store?


Ogden looked through night-vision binoculars, taking in all the details of their objective, two hundred yards due north. He stared at the glowing, now-familiar shape. It consisted of two twenty-foot-long parallel objects that resembled big logs lying side by side. The log structures led into a set of four curving arches, the first about ten feet high, the next three successively larger with the final arch topping out at around twenty feet. All of the objects, both logs and arches, had an irregular, organic surface.


But something was different this time.


The last two times he’d seen such a structure, all the pieces had been much thicker: thicker logs, thicker arches. This one looked kind of . . . anorexic.


Mud surrounded the thing, the result of snow melted by the structure’s heat. The first two constructs had put off a huge heat bloom. Satellite readouts had measured them both at around 200 degrees Fahrenheit. This one held a steady 110 degrees. And one other key difference: the first construct, in Wahjamega, Michigan, had shown action, something going on inside the cone, only an hour after heating up. This one had been hot for almost three hours.


But there was still no movement.


At Wahjamega they’d seemed to catch the hatchlings off guard. The creatures had been crawling all over the construct, and when they’d detected Ogden’s men, they’d attacked. The battle had been something out of a nightmare – pyramid-shaped monsters sprinting forward on black tentacle-legs, rushing right into automatic-weapons fire. Some of the monsters made it past the bullets, forcing his men into brutal, close-quarters fighting.


Eight men died.


Three weeks after Wahjamega, Perry Dawsey had discovered another construct in the deep woods near Mather, Wisconsin. Ogden’s primary objective was to capture or destroy the Mather construct before it could activate, but the brass had given him a secondary objective: capture a living hatchling. But that time it was the hatchlings that caught the Exterminators off guard. The creatures had actually set up a perimeter about a hundred yards around the construct. They’d been hiding up in the damn trees; his men literally walked right under the things. When the Exterminators closed to about seventy-five yards from the construct, the hatchlings had dropped down and attacked from behind.


As soon as they dropped, the construct activated. In the confusion of hand-to-hand, Ogden had no idea of the enemy’s numbers. The whole unit might have been overrun, so he didn’t hesitate – he called in air support to make sure he completed the primary objective. Apache rockets tore the thing to pieces.


That hadn’t left much to study, not that it mattered; just like at Wahjamega, the broken pieces of construct dissolved into pools of black goo within hours of the Apache strike. His men also failed to capture a hatchling, but Ogden wasn’t about to lecture them – it was a little much to expect men ambushed by monsters to worry about anything other than survival.


Twelve men died in that fight.


From a purely tactical perspective, casualties weren’t a problem. Charlie Ogden’s unit was so far into a secret black budget that even light probably couldn’t escape. He needed replacements? He got them. He needed equipment? Whatever he wanted, including experimental weapons, even ten Stinger surface-to-air missiles just in case some flying thing came out of those gates. Resupply? Transport? Air support? Same deal. Ogden took orders from Murray Longworth. Murray interfaced directly with the Joint Chiefs and the president. It was a heady bit of power, truth be told – no requisition, no approval, just tell Corporal Cope to place a request and things showed up as if by magic.


The blank check for men and equipment was key to mission success. So was an open-ended flexibility that let him move instantly, without orders, without approval, to wherever the danger might lie. He had to be flexible and fast, because the Mather engagement showed a clear change in hatchling tactics. They had expected an infantry assault. They had learned from the first encounter, learned and adapted.


That chewed at Ogden’s soul. His men had killed all the hatchlings in Wahjamega, and they hadn’t found anything that might be communication equipment. How had the Wahjamega hatchlings communicated with the Mather hatchlings?


Despite the change in tactics, the hatchlings still lost at Mather, which meant they’d likely change tactics again – so what was Ogden facing this time? His men had scanned the trees. Scanned everything. Normal vision, night vision, infrared, advance scouts. Nothing other than the hatchlings on the construct. No picket line, no perimeter. Odgen couldn’t figure it out. They seemed to be waiting for his men to come in.


He had his objectives, his attack options. The first option, use infantry to take the construct intact. Should that fail, hit it with the second option —Apache rockets. If needed, the Strike Eagles would deliver the third option: dropping enough two-thousand-pound bombs to turn a one-square-mile patch of Ohio into a burning crater. That would kill all his men and Ogden himself, but if it came to that, they’d have already been overrun.


Should that third option fail, the president would have no choice but to authorize what had been dubbed simply Option Number Four.


And Charlie Ogden really didn’t want to think about that.


He checked his watch again. Fifty minutes. Normally he’d attack as soon as the men were in position. He could still do that if he saw the need, but this time things were going to be a little different.


This time he’d have an audience. A career-making audience, the kind that could move him from a colonel’s eagle to a general’s star.


Charlie raised the night-vision goggles again and stared at the glowing construct. He hoped Murray could keep things on schedule at his end, because in fifty minutes, president or no president, Charlie Ogden was going in.










Tad, Meet Mr. Dawsey


Tad’s shivering brought him out of it.


He rolled on the grass, wondering if he was already dead. His shoulder hurt real bad. He didn’t feel dead – he was still moving. When people jumped out of windows on TV, they hit the ground and didn’t move. He rolled to his butt. Cold water seeped into the seat of his jeans.


Tad slowly stood. His legs hurt real bad, too. He took a deep breath, the rain and bits of ice splashing inside his wide-open mouth. He looked up, at the second-story window open to the night sky. Weird – it seemed like such a big drop from up in his room, but from down here it was about as high as a basketball hoop.


It didn’t matter how high it was or it wasn’t. He was out. Out of the house.


Okay, so he wasn’t dead . . . but he wasn’t going back in there, either.


Tad ran. His legs hurt, but they worked, and that was enough. He sprinted out to the side of the road and turned left. He pounded down a sidewalk cracked by tree roots and slick with slush.


He sprinted hard. He looked up just before running headlong into a man.


A huge man.


Tad stopped, frozen on the spot. The man was so big that Tad momentarily forgot about the house, his mom, his dad, his sister, even little Sam.


The man stood there, lit by a streetlamp that formed a cone of mist and light and wind-whipped, streaking rain. He looked down out of glowering blue eyes. He wore jeans and a wet short-sleeved, gray T-shirt that clung to his enormous muscles like a superhero costume. Long blond hair matted his head and face like a mask. A big, baseball-size twisted scar marred the skin of his left forearm.


The giant man spoke. ‘Are you . . . ?’ His voice trailed off. His eyes narrowed for a moment. Then they opened, like he’d just remembered something very cool. ‘Are you . . . Tad?’


Tad nodded.


‘Tad,’ the man said. ‘Do you feel itchy?’


Tad shook his head. The man turned his right ear toward Tad, tilted his head down a bit, as he might have done if Tad was whispering and he was trying to hear.


‘This is important,’ the man said. ‘Are you sure? Are you really, really sure you’re not itchy? Not even a little?’


Tad thought about this carefully, then nodded again.


The man knelt on one knee. Even kneeling, he still had to bend his head to look Tad in the eye. The man slowly reached out with a giant’s hand, placing his palm gently on Tad’s head. Thick fingers curled down around Tad’s left temple, while a thumb as big as Tad’s whole fist locked down on his right cheek.


Tad kept very, very still.


The man turned Tad’s head back and to the right.


‘Tad, what happened to your eye?’


Tad said nothing.


‘Tad, don’t piss me off,’ the man said. ‘What happened to your eye?’


‘Daddy hit me.’


The man’s eyes narrowed again.


‘Your daddy hit you?’


Tad nodded. Or tried to – he couldn’t move his head.


The man stood. Tad barely came up to his belt.


The man let go of Tad’s head and pointed back the way Tad had come. ‘Is that your house?’


Tad didn’t need to look. He just nodded.


‘How did you leave?’


‘Jumped out the window,’ Tad said.


‘Run along, Tad,’ the man said. He reached behind his back and pulled out a long piece of black metal, bent at one end. Tad recognized it from when he and his family were on that trip to Cedar Point last summer, when Dad had to fix a flat.


It was a tire iron.


The man walked down the road, heading for Tad’s house.


Tad watched him for a few seconds. Then he remembered that he was running away, and what he was running away from. He sprinted down the sidewalk.


He made it one block before he stopped again. Who knew that running away would have so many distractions? First that great big superhero man, now a car accident. A fancy red and white Mustang and a little white hatchback, smashed head-on. The Mustang’s trunk was open. The little white car’s driver’s-side door was also open. The inside light of the hatchback lit up a man lying motionless, his feet still next to the gas pedal, his back on the wet pavement.


The man had blood all over his face.


And he was holding a gun.


There was another man in the passenger’s seat, not moving, leaned forward, face resting on a deflated air bag.


Over the pouring rain and the strong wind, Tad heard a small voice.


‘Report!’ the voice said. ‘Goddamit, Claude, report!’


Tad knew he should just keep running. But what if his parents came after him? Maybe he needed that gun.


Tad walked up to the man lying on the pavement. Rain steadily washed the blood off the man’s face and onto the wet-black concrete.


‘Baum! Where are you?’


The voice was coming from a little piece of white plastic lying next to the man’s head. It was one of those ear receivers, just like they used on Frankie Anvil, his favorite TV show. Maybe this man was a cop, like Frankie.


Cops would take him away, protect him from Mom and Dad.


Tad looked at the earpiece for a second, then picked it up. ‘Hello?’


‘Baum? Is that you?’


‘No,’ Tad said. ‘My name is Tad.’


A pause.


‘Tad, my name is Dew Phillips. Do you know where Mister Baumgartner is?’


‘Um . . . no,’ Tad said. ‘Wait, does Mister Baumgartner have a big black mustache?’


‘Yes! That’s him, is he there?’


‘Oh,’ Tad said. ‘Well, he’s lying on the ground here, bleeding and stuff.’


‘Shit,’ Mr. Phillips said. ‘Tad, how old are you?’


‘I’m seven. Are you the police?’


A pause. ‘Yeah, sure, I’m a policeman.’


Tad let out a long sigh. The police. He was almost safe.


‘Tad, is there another man around, a man named Mister Milner?’


‘I don’t know,’ Tad said. ‘Is Mister Milner like, really, really big?’


‘No,’ Mr. Phillips said. ‘That’s someone else.’


‘Oh,’ Tad said. ‘Mister Milner might be the short guy in the passenger seat, but he looks dead. Can you send someone to get me? I’m not going back home.’


Mr. Phillips spoke again. This time his voice was calm and slow. ‘We’ll send someone to get you right away. Tad, listen carefully, that really big man you talked about . . . is he there with you now?’


‘No, he’s gone,’ Tad said. ‘I think he’s going into my house.’


‘Your house?’


‘Yes sir. I live right down the street.’


‘Okay, hold on to that earpiece. We’ll use it to find you. Give me your address, and then whatever direction you saw that big man walking, you run the opposite way. And run fast.’










The Situation Room


The elevator opened at the bottom level of the West Wing. Tom Maskill and Murray Longworth walked out. Murray had made many trips to the White House in the past thirty years, of course, but none this significant, and none with this caliber of an audience: the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the secretary of defense, the chief of staff and, of course, the president.


There were actually two Situation Rooms under the White house. The first one could handle about three dozen people. That was the one seen on TV shows, in movies and in newscasts.


They walked right by it.


Tom led him through mahogany doors into the smaller of the two Situation Rooms. Like its more famous counterpart, this room sported mahogany paneling and nearly wall-to-wall video screens. This one, however, was more discreet. One mahogany conference table ran down the middle of the room, six chairs on either side. Very few people even knew that this room existed – it was mostly for situations unfit for public consumption.


Military men filled the chairs on the table’s left side (the president’s left, of course). Next to the president sat Donald Martin, secretary of defense, then General Hamilton Barnes, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, army general Peter Franco, air force general Luis Monroe, Admiral Nathan Begeley, head of the navy, and finally the highly opinionated, buzz-cut-wearing General Monty Cooper, marines.


Vanessa sat on the other side of the table, first chair to the right of the president. Then Tom’s chair, then the space for Murray. Empty chairs lined the walls. These were usually occupied by junior officials, assistants, but today everyone was flying solo. They couldn’t afford a leak. Maybe Gutierrez still wanted to reveal everything to the public, but at least he understood that until such a time came, they couldn’t afford extraneous eyes and ears.


‘Mister President,’ Murray said. ‘The attack is scheduled to begin in forty-five minutes. If I may, sir, I’d like to take advantage of the time to bring you up to date on another development.’


Gutierrez sighed and sagged back into his chair. Murray couldn’t blame him for showing frustration – what with the Iranians, increased hostility between India and Pakistan, the Palestinian complications, Russian troops rattling sabers over Arctic oil and, of course, Project Tangram, it had to be the longest first eight days in office any president had ever faced.


Gutierrez stayed slouched for a second, then sat up again and straightened his coat. It seemed a clear effort to look more presidential. He nodded at Murray.


‘We’ve detected another possible host location,’ Murray said. ‘Near Glidden, Wisconsin.’


‘Is that anywhere near Bloomingville, where Ogden is going to attack?’ Gutierrez asked.


‘South Bloomingville, sir,’ Murray said. ‘And no, it’s about seven hundred miles away. Glidden is near Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.’


‘Is there another construct?’ Vanessa asked.


‘We don’t know yet,’ Murray said. ‘Dew Phillips is in Glidden, trying to find parasite hosts who could identify the construct’s location. He’s using Perry Dawsey to track down the hosts.’


‘Dawsey?’ Vanessa said.


‘He’s under control,’ Murray said.


‘Under control,’ Vanessa said coolly. ‘I did a little fact-finding. When infected, Dawsey killed his friend Bill Miller. He killed Kevin Mest, the person who gave him the Mather location, and then it seems you forgot to tell us he burned three little old ladies to death to get the South Bloomingville location.’


Murray blinked. How had she found out about that?


‘That was self-defense,’ Murray said.


Vanessa raised her eyebrows. ‘Three women in their eighties, Murray? Self-defense?’


The president’s eyes narrowed. ‘Murray, is this true?’


She’d saved this up and sprung it on him, right in front of the president.


‘Yes, Mister President, but I’m not kidding about self-defense. Those ladies were infected. They tried to fire-bomb Dawsey with a Molotov cocktail. Apparently, he caught it and threw it back.’


‘That’s five deaths,’ Vanessa said. ‘Tell us, Murray, why are you still using him?’


‘We don’t really have a choice, ma’am,’ Murray said. ‘As I’ve explained, the only reason we’ve found any of the gates is because Dawsey can track these hosts.’


‘I understand that,’ Vanessa said, her voice dripping with contempt. ‘Your bloodhound picked up the scent. Now send in professional soldiers, not Phillips and his pet psycho.’


Donald cleared his throat. ‘Vanessa, Ogden’s men are already deployed. I don’t think Murray has a choice here.’


She shot Donald a glare that spoke volumes. ‘Ogden has four hundred eighty men in the DOMREC,’ she said, using the military acronym for Domestic Reaction Battalion. ‘Four companies of a hundred twenty men each. Ogden is going in with X-Ray Company and he’s got Whiskey Company on reserve there, right?’


Donald nodded.


‘That leaves Companies Yankee and Zulu on the ground at Fort Bragg,’ Vanessa said. ‘So why the hell aren’t we using them instead of Dawsey and Phillips?’


‘We need to be subtle,’ Murray said. ‘Glidden is a town, not the deep woods. If we drop two companies on Main Street, USA, that might attract a little attention.’


‘And a rampaging psychopath won’t?’ she said.


‘That’s enough,’ Gutierrez said. ‘Murray, I’m sure you took steps to keep Dawsey in check, am I correct?’


‘Yes, Mister President,’ Murray said. ‘We have two seasoned agents following Dawsey at all times. Dawsey will locate the hosts, then these men will move in, take Dawsey down if necessary and secure the hosts.’


General Cooper knocked twice on the table. ‘This is all good and fine, but we have an attack to monitor here,’ he said in a voice so gruff it almost sounded like a caricature of how a marine general should talk. ‘Not to speak out of turn, Mister President, but there’s information we need to share so you know what you’re seeing when the attack begins.’


Gutierrez nodded. ‘Thank you, General Cooper. Murray, before we focus on Ogden’s attack, I want to make something clear. We know that this is a crisis situation and Americans may get hurt, but we don’t need them getting hurt by the people who are supposed to be solving the problem. Understand?’


‘Yes sir,’ Murray said. ‘I do.’


Murray did understand the need to control Dawsey – he just hoped Dew Phillips understood it as well. Vanessa Colburn wasn’t playing around. She clearly wanted Murray gone. And as much as he disliked that woman, she was right about one thing . . . 


That kid was a fucking psycho.










You Shouldn’t Hit Your Kids


Dew Phillips ran a red light at the intersection of Grant and Broadway. He’d even put the port-a-bubble on top of his Lincoln, its circling light playing off the sheets of pouring rain. Fuck secrecy. He had two men down. That murdering kid was going after hosts again.


Dew wondered if any of the infected would be alive by the time Margaret arrived.


 


Thadeus McMillian Sr. sat at his kitchen table, bouncing his five-year-old son, Stephen, on his knee. Stephen wore his favorite fuzzy yellow pajama bottoms and a little Milwaukee Bucks T-shirt. Looked so damn cute. Stephen was the good child. Tad Jr.? Not a good child. Sara? Not a good child.


Thadeus pushed the thoughts away. He didn’t want to think about his daughter.


A dozen empty beer bottles stood on the table, leaving wet ring-stains on the map spread across the table’s surface. There were more beer bottles on the floor, along with a half-empty fifth of gin. He didn’t drink gin. His wife, Jenny, guzzled the stuff.


The fucking alcoholic bitch.


She’d been a three-martini-a-day girl up until Junior started acting up. Since then she’d skipped the martini glasses altogether and started pouring gin right into her favorite Hello Kitty coffee cup. Every time she took a sip, that stupid cartoon cat seemed to stare at him.


Limping along on one crutch, Jenny hobbled into the kitchen. She couldn’t put weight on the foot, which was understandable if you saw the thing (and Thad had no desire to ever see it again). Jenny’s insistence on keeping Ginny Kitty in hand at all times complicated the crutch-walk even more.


She stopped just past the open doorway between the kitchen and the stairway that led up to the kids’ rooms.


She stared at him. So did that fucking cat.


‘What are we gonna do about that boy of yours?’ she asked.


Thadeus shrugged. ‘Dunno.’


‘He’s a bad influence on Stephen and Sammy,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why you let him run wild.’


‘Look, I grounded him,’ Thadeus said. ‘What else can we do?’


‘You can discipline him,’ she said. Thadeus looked away, ashamed. He had disciplined the boy . . . maybe a little too much. He’d hit his own son. Right in the face. Not slapped, but punched. How could he do that to his own flesh and blood? And yet the boy was acting so crazy. Something had to be done.


‘Thadeus,’ Jenny said, ‘we have to go, you know we do. They’re almost done, and we haven’t even left yet. We can’t take Junior, and we can’t leave him behind, either.’


He nodded slowly. Maybe Jenny was right. For fourteen years, ever since their first date, he’d been able to count on her for sound advice. Maybe she could see the obvious when he couldn’t, he didn’t know. Maybe she just cared for him enough to give tough love.


He hung his head, stared absently at the back of little Stephen’s head. Junior had always been his favorite. You weren’t supposed to have a favorite child, he knew, yet he couldn’t change the fact that Junior lit up his heart just a little more than the others. Maybe that was why he’d been so lenient.


‘All right, Jenny,’ Thadeus said. ‘Get him in here.’


Jenny leaned back so she could shout up the steps to the second floor.


‘Junior! Come into the kitchen! Your father and I want to talk to you.’


She leaned forward again, resting heavily on her crutch. They heard Tad’s bedroom door open. It always squeaked. Thadeus kept meaning to oil the hinges, but hadn’t gotten around to it.


‘You’ve got to have a firm hand,’ Jenny said flatly. ‘You must not waver. You must be strong, just like you were with Sara.’


Sara. He didn’t want to think about Sara.


Tad stomped down the stairs, stomped fast.


But how could a little boy sound so heavy?


Thadeus watched Jenny lean back into the hall again.


An arm, a huge arm, lashing down, a hissing sound like a golf club swinging just before it hits the ball.


Then a dull, wet thonk, like the sound of a watermelon dropped on the floor.


Jenny’s head snapped down, then limply bounced back up but only halfway. The very top of her head wobbled like shaking Jell-O. She managed one staggering step, then dropped to the floor. Her Ginny Kitty cup landed with a ceramic clank, spilling four shots’ worth of liquor onto the kitchen’s linoleum.


Thadeus’s grip on little Stephen tightened as he stood. He started to come around the table, heading to the kitchen counter to grab a knife, a frying pan, something, when the monstrous man turned the corner.


Thadeus McMillian Sr. froze in his tracks.


‘Holy fuck,’ he said.


The huge, wet, blond nightmare stood in his kitchen doorway. Thadeus had seen a man that big once. Almost that big. He’d met Detroit Lions’ defensive tackle Dusty Smith in a bar. Dusty was six-foot-four, 270 pounds. More like a refrigerator with legs than a human being.


This guy was bigger than Dusty Smith.


And Dusty Smith hadn’t been holding a tire iron.


In one hand the man held the tire iron that had just killed Jenny. In the other massive hand, he held Thadeus’s baby, Sam. He wasn’t cradling Sam; he was holding the tiny baby the way you might pick up a toy doll that’s been left on the floor. Thumb and forefinger circled Sammy’s little neck, the three remaining fingers wrapped around Sammy’s yellow-pajama-clad body.


Sammy’s eyes were closed.
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The voices in Thad’s head. They had been quiet most of the evening.
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‘I’m here to help you,’ the sonofabitch said.


Little Stephen raised an arm and pointed at the man. He spoke in his baby-boy voice.


‘Da-dee,’ he said. ‘Kill dis moderfucker.’


Stephen suddenly squirmed and kicked. Thad dropped him. The little boy fell clumsily, but scrambled to his feet. Stephen’s little Milwaukee Bucks T-shirt slid up when he stood, exposing a light blue triangle on the skin at the small of his back. The boy screamed a murderous, gravelly battle cry that sounded almost comical from such a tiny voice, then charged the giant man.


The sonofabitch took a step forward and kicked, swinging his hips into the blow. Stephen made a little staccato sound when the foot connected, a half-cough, half-squeal. His small body shot across the room like it had been fired from a cannon. With a sickening snap, Stephen’s right side slammed into the edge of the kitchen table. The impact tilted the table back, spilling beer bottles onto the linoleum before it rocked back to level. Stephen’s body, still bent at an odd angle to the right, hit the floor.


The boy’s little fingers twitched a bit, but other than that he didn’t move.


Thadeus reached the counter, yanked open a drawer and pulled out a butcher knife.


[image: ]


He turned to face the man murdering his family, but as he did, he saw a flash of spinning black, then his head filled with a sudden darkness and pain. He fell to the floor, blinking, thoughts slipping in and out. He tried to spit. A chunk of tooth barely escaped his lips and hung on his right cheek, plastered there by blood and saliva.
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A hand around his neck, lifting him.


His feet, dangling.


[image: ]


His breath . . . nonexistent.


Thadeus opened his eyes. The man-monster’s face was only an inch away. Two days’ growth of reddish beard. A snarl. Thadeus stared into blue eyes wide with madness.


‘You shouldn’t hit your kids,’ the man said.


Thadeus heard an approaching siren, but it was too late. The hand around his neck might as well have been an iron vise. It squeezed, slow and steady.


‘It’s okay,’ the man said. He smiled. ‘I’m here to help you.’


[image: ]said the voice in his head, the same voice that had made him kill his only daughter.
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Thadeus felt his bladder let go, felt the heat of piss filling his underwear and jeans, then felt his sphincter offer up the same betrayal. Even in the act of dying, he somehow had a flash of embarrassment.


He would’ve liked to have said one last thing. He would’ve liked to tell the voices in his head to stick it where the sun don’t shine, but he couldn’t make any noise at all save for a tiny, hissing gurgle.










The MargoMobile™


Margaret Montoya, Clarence Otto and Amos Braun sat in comfortable seats in the customized sleeper cabin of a semi tractor-trailer. The massive eighteen-wheeler rolled north along Highway 13, followed closely by a second, outwardly identical rig. The two trailers, designed to work together as one unit, were worth about $25 million and had come to be known collectively as the ‘MargoMobile.’


The three sat biggest to smallest, a cross section of cultures – Clarence’s chocolate skin and tall, muscular bulk on the left; Margaret with her long black hair and Hispanic complexion in the middle; and the diminutive, oh-so-Caucasian Amos on the right. Those two men constituted one half of Margaret’s team. The other half drove the rigs. Anthony Gitsham handled this one, Marcus Thompson drove the other. Murray’s single-minded mission to keep ‘those in the know’ to the absolute minimum had landed Gitsh and Marcus this choice assignment, thanks to their rather unique set of skills.


Both men had logged at least a hundred hours driving a semi, had medical-assistant training, combat experience and – the big one – hands-on experience with biohazard procedures and gear. Gitsh had driven army rigs in the Mideast and traded small-arms fire a few times, but Clint Eastwood he was not. Clint wasn’t as pale, wasn’t as skinny and didn’t have a ’fro that made him look like a white Black Panthers wannabe from 1974. Marcus was something of a study in contrast to Anthony, with his deep black skin, shaved head and enough wiry muscle for both men. Marcus’s combat experience, apparently, was rather extensive. He didn’t talk about it, and no one asked. From what Margaret could gather, being assigned to drive a truck and lug around rotting corpses that might or might not be fatally infectious . . . well, that was like a vacation for Marcus. Maybe it was why he whistled all the damn time.


Her whole team was already dressed in black biohazard suits, completely covering them in airtight PVC material save for their exposed heads and hands. She was so used to the suit that she didn’t give it a second thought anymore. A silly, uncontrollable part of her liked the fact that it hid the extra weight on her hips.


When it came time to go in, they’d all don the gloves clipped to their belts and the helmets sitting at their feet, pressurize the suits, and they’d be ready to face the latest horrors in an endless, gruesome parade.


Horrors that always seemed to involve one ‘Scary’ Perry Dawsey.


Margaret didn’t know how or why Perry could still hear the triangles. CAT scans showed a network of very thin lines spreading through the center of his brain, like a 3-D spiderweb or a spongy mesh. While she was fighting to keep him alive, she hadn’t dared risk trying to get a sample of the material. Any additional trauma on his ravaged body could have been the final straw. Since he’d regained consciousness, Perry wouldn’t even talk about the incident – it was no surprise he wouldn’t let anyone slide a drill into his skull.


Even if they could get a sample, it probably wouldn’t do them any good – the National Security Agency, the group that handled signal intelligence and cryptography for the government, detected no signals of any kind. The triangles and hatchlings communicated, yet no one knew how. The NSA’s prevailing theory involved some form of communication via quantum tunneling, but that was guesswork at best without a shred of data to back it up.


Whatever the science behind it, Perry’s homing instinct had been the only thing keeping them in the game. Unfortunately, when he found infected hosts, he killed them. First Kevin Mest, who had butchered three friends with a fireplace poker. Perry claimed self-defense for that one, and everyone bought it. His self-defense claim for burning three eighty-year-old women alive? Well, that was a little harder to swallow.


But whatever he had done, however ugly, he found the constructs. Kevin Mest’s death resulted in Ogden destroying the one at Mather. The three elderly ladies Perry had burned to death? Because of them, Ogden was in South Bloomingville right now, hopefully taking that construct out as well.


Glidden would be different. Dew had said so. His men, Claude Baumgartner and Jens Milner, were watching Perry at all times. They would deliver live hosts. When they did, she knew she could operate on the infected and successfully remove the parasites.


Murray wanted live hosts for other reasons, reasons that created a bit of a catch-22. He wanted to interrogate the triangles. Good in theory, but Margaret would operate to remove any growths she found. If that killed the triangle but saved a host, too bad for Murray. Her job was to save lives, not keep someone chained up as a parasite interpreter.


Clarence studied a map resting on his knees. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, then let out an exasperated sigh.


‘Come on, Margo, this suit is annoying,’ he said. ‘I’m taking it off.’


‘Clarence, give it a rest,’ Margaret said. ‘I don’t want to go over this again.’


‘But there’s no purpose for this thing,’ Clarence said. ‘Dew has been around dozens of corpses – he hasn’t contracted anything.’


‘Yet.’


Amos smiled. ‘You look like a black Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. It’s not a good look for you.’


‘And you look like a short KKK grand dragon who washed his whites with his darks,’ Clarence said. He looked at Margaret again. ‘And what about Dawsey? You fixed him up, you didn’t start growing triangles. This suit is making me sweat, and sweaty is definitely not a good look for me.’


Margaret would beg to differ on that. She’d seen CIA agent Clarence Otto all sweaty, seen him that way up close and personal, been all sweaty herself at the same time, and she couldn’t imagine a better look for him.


Amos laughed. ‘You serve up a softball about being all sweaty? I’m not even touching that one. Seriously, Otto, you have to make it a little harder to make fun of you two boinking whenever you think no one is looking.’


‘That suit will stop microbes,’ Clarence said. ‘But I’m afraid it doesn’t offer much protection against a pistol-whipping.’


Amos laughed again and held up his hands palms out: okay, okay, take it easy.


Clarence talked tough, intimidating gravel voice and all, but over the past three months he and Amos had become fast friends. Clarence Otto was just flat-out likable. Witty, helpful, respectful and with a major streak of deductive common sense, he often put a strategic perspective on Margaret and Amos’s scientific discoveries. As for Amos, his multidisciplinary expertise and sheer brilliance had helped the team stay one step ahead of the infection. More like a half step, maybe, but at least they were still ahead.


At some point in the past three months, both men had revealed a love for basketball. Otto, a former Division III point guard and a lifelong fan of the Boston Celtics, discovered that short, frail little Amos Braun had a wicked outside jumper. Well, calling it a ‘jumper’ was a stretch – he came off the ground maybe three inches when he shot. Amos couldn’t play one-on-one to save his life. At a game of H-O-R-S-E, however, he could beat Otto six times out of ten. Amos was also a lifelong hoops fan, although he preferred the Detroit Pistons, giving the two men plenty to argue about in the many hours when there wasn’t a corpse on the autopsy table.


‘Clarence,’ Margaret said, ‘no one has been infected by contact, but that doesn’t mean the disease isn’t contagious. There could also be toxins we haven’t seen yet, or something else that could hurt you. That suit will keep you safe, so it stays on.’


Otto sighed. ‘Yes sir.’


‘You made her this way,’ Amos said. ‘I remember when Margaret was a total pushover. You’re the one that got her on the Gloria Steinem express, all women-libbed and everything.’


‘I know, I know,’ Otto said. ‘I wish I’d kept my mouth shut. Keep her barefoot and in the kitchen.’


‘Don’t forget pregnant,’ Amos said. ‘But you’re working on that.’


Margaret felt her face flush red. ‘Amos! Knock it off!’


‘Amos, my diminutive white friend,’ Otto said, ‘you’re just mad that a fine-looking black man is getting all the action.’


‘Fine-looking until you put on that suit and get all sweaty,’ Amos said. ‘Then you look like a half-chewed Tootsie Roll.’


Margaret sighed. The juvenile name-calling never ceased. She just didn’t get men.


Otto smiled and nodded, which meant he had a killer comeback, but  his cell phone chirped before he could speak. There was only one person who would be calling. Clarence answered.


‘Otto here.’ He listened. His smile faded into an expression that was all business. He pinched the cell phone between his shoulder and ear, then looked at the map.


‘We’ll be there in three minutes.’ He hung up.


‘What’s the matter?’ Margaret asked.


‘Baum and Milner are down,’ Otto said. ‘A kid named Tad found them, said Dawsey was going to his house.’


Otto leaned forward to give Gitsh directions.


Margaret cursed under her breath. If Perry got to the hosts first . . . 










Less Lethal


Staccato gunfire echoed through the woods as Third Platoon opened the engagement, making the dark western tree line sparkle with bright muzzle flashes. First Platoon waited exactly three minutes, then pushed due north, straight toward the construct. Second Platoon swept east and curved north, ready to flank the hatchlings should they flee directly away from Third Platoon’s fire.


Fourth Platoon held their position. If the hatchlings fled northwest, they’d run directly into the Fourth. If they ran due north, the Fourth would strafe their flank the whole way.


Predator drones circled low to the northeast, ready to launch Hellfire missiles that would either herd the hatchlings back into the action or kill them outright.


There was nowhere for the creatures to run.


Ogden watched through night-vision goggles, ready to adapt his strategy if something unexpected popped up.


But nothing did.


‘Corporal Cope, status of air support?’


‘Apaches, Predators and Strike Eagles still on station, sir,’ Cope said. ‘Ready if you need them.’


‘Very well.’ Ogden watched as First Platoon moved in, methodically marching forward in a squad-after-squad leapfrog style that allowed a steady advance with constant fire on the enemy position. As First Platoon closed in, Third Platoon ceased fire to avoid any friendly casualties.


Two soldiers in each nine-man squad carried a less-lethal weapon. Like all the platoons, First had three squads, putting six less-lethal weapons into the initial infantry assault.


Such weapons had once been called nonlethal, but in combat there was never a guarantee of preserving life. If you killed half the people you fought instead of all the people . . . well, then that wasn’t actually nonlethal, now was it?


They didn’t know what would work against the hatchlings, so they’d brought two less-lethals: the sticky gun and ShockRounds.


The sticky gun fired jets of foam that would, theoretically, tangle the hatchlings’ tentacle-legs. The guns had been used with mixed success against people in Somalia – the ‘mixed’ part was that the foam sometimes got in the targets’ eyes, blinding them, or clogged up their mouths. Put a clogged mouth together with hands immobilized by that same foam, and within minutes you had a dead target. Somewhat unacceptable against human targets, but hatchlings were a different story – it was worth the risk.


Compared to sticky guns, the ShockRounds seemed almost normal – 5.56-millimeter bullets that delivered a concentrated electric charge. These were untested, but his men didn’t have to do anything different from what they were trained to do – point their weapons and fire.


He’d avoided Tasers. Their range was just too short for his comfort. If electricity even worked on the hatchlings, he had that covered with the ShockRounds.


He’d brought the less-lethals assuming that the hatchlings would behave the way they had in the last two engagements – once the fighting began, they would rush the ground troops and force hand-to-hand fighting. He hoped the lead hatchlings could be taken down with a less-lethal, then the rest could be slaughtered with concentrated conventional fire.


But this time the hatchlings didn’t attack.


Ogden watched the construct. The little monsters moved around the structure itself, scuttled across the ground surrounding it, but they didn’t come out to engage. One by one they shuddered as bullets tore through their plasticine skins. Gouts of their purple blood looked gray through the night-vision goggles, spraying on the ground in stringy strands before the hatchlings collapsed into twitching heaps. If any of those bullets were ShockRounds, they punched through the hatchlings just like normal ammo.


Why the hell weren’t they fighting back?


He had a bad feeling he knew why – another trap. Something new. He had no choice but to push forward and hope his attack plan allowed enough flexibility to react when that trap was sprung.


Corporal Cope lowered the handset and held it against his chest.


‘Colonel, First and Second platoons report no resistance. Nothing is coming out to attack. They estimate enemy forces are down to maybe five or six individuals.’


‘Order immediate cease-fire of lethal weaponry,’ Ogden barked. ‘Less-lethals move in slowly. Sticky guns first, but tell them to also try the ShockRounds and see if they have any effect. All squads are to try and take one alive. Tell the squad leaders no lethal fire unless they specifically order it.’


The last shots echoed through the woods as soldiers stopped firing the M4 carbines and M249 squad automatic weapons.


Ogden turned to face Mazagatti. ‘Sergeant Major, let’s move in. I want to see this thing up close.’


‘Sir,’ Mazagatti said, ‘I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t say that it’s a stupid idea for you to get that close. Again. Sir.’


‘Understood,’ Ogden said. ‘I’m feeling lucky. Again. Proceed.’


Mazagatti flashed hand signals to Ogden’s personal squad. Ogden drew his sidearm and followed. Corporal Cope trailed a step behind and to the right, radio at the ready.


With the gunfire gone, Ogden heard the nonlethals: the whoosh of the foam guns and the normal-sounding reports of ShockRounds. He followed the platoon to within seventy-five yards of the construct before he ordered all platoons to halt. First Platoon was only forty yards away now; a quick sprint would take them right into the construct.


Ogden saw the hatchlings scurrying around inside the glowing arches. Triangular bodies, three tentacle-legs that looked like muscular black pythons. The point of the shortest hatchling would come up just to his knee, the tallest one to his chin.


The sticky foam seemed to be working, reducing two hatchlings to weakly wiggling lumps on the muddy ground, unable to pull those tentacle-legs loose. He counted another five hatchlings moving freely, but they didn’t engage. Did they fear the weapons? Were they aware that the less-lethals might isolate them? If so, why didn’t they at least run north? Why didn’t they try something?


Ogden again sensed a trap – the enemy wasn’t behaving rationally or consistently with the previous two encounters. But trap or no trap, he had his orders.


‘Corporal Cope, tell First Platoon to move in. Capture the enemy by hand.’


Cope spoke into his handset and relayed the orders.


Thirty-five yards ahead, Ogden watched a line of men rise up and silently walk forward. The three foam-gunners led the charge, each flanked on the immediate left and right by comrades carrying M4s. The rest of each respective squad fanned out on either side of this lead element.


Ogden watched. The hatchlings seemed to sense the advance. They clustered tighter around the base of the smallest arch.


First Platoon closed to thirty yards. Then twenty. The line of men rushed forward through the snow, moving in. . . . 


A spark flashed somewhere beneath the hatchlings, at the base of the arch. Was this it? Was it opening up?


Another flash, then a steady glow backlit the hatchlings. This new illumination showed only at the base of one arch. It flickered, jumped, then Ogden recognized it for what it was – fire.


Blue-flamed, not orange, but fire nonetheless. The flames crawled up the arch as if it were made of tinder, shooting along the curve almost like a flamethrower.


All five of the free-moving hatchlings jumped into the flames, igniting themselves. They scampered toward the stuck hatchlings, setting them aflame before running into the other arches and the loglike things, spreading the blaze. Within seconds the whole construct danced with crackling blue flames.


Heat pushed his soldiers back, stopping their advance as surely as a wall.


‘Tell the men to fall back and set up a perimeter at fifty yards,’ Ogden said. ‘And don gas masks – we don’t know what kind of fumes that thing might put out.’


It wasn’t an ambush. He had a feeling it was something worse.


Not a trap . . . a decoy.










Stimulating Conversation


Dew arrived at Tad’s house only a few seconds behind two unmarked gray vans. The vans parked on the street while he drove his Lincoln onto the wet lawn just before the vans unloaded hazmat-suited gunmen. No one parked in the driveway; they needed to keep that open for the MargoMobile.


Dew got out and instantly felt cold rain splattering the bald top of his head. He hadn’t made it fifteen steps before his suit jacket was soaked through. He walked briskly but didn’t run – the two young bucks in full black hazmat suits took care of that. Each toted a compact FN P90 submachine gun, as did their two hazmat-suited comrades who took up positions on the lawn.


One of the young bucks hit the front door with a hard kick, smashing it open. He went in, followed by his partner.


Dew slowly counted to ten, giving the young men time to secure the house. Hearing no gunfire, he walked inside.


The two men were in a living room that stood between the front door and the kitchen. Neither of them moved – they had their P90s pointed at a huge, wet man sitting at the kitchen table.


A man drinking a Budweiser with his right hand and holding a blinking baby with his left.


A tire iron sat on the table. Where it bent ninety degrees, it shone with wetness. A clump of scalp and long brown hair clung to the black metal.


A dead woman lay in the open doorway that led out of the kitchen. Dead, Dew knew, because living people’s heads just didn’t look like that, living people’s eyes didn’t hang open with a blank expression, and living people usually weren’t lying in a big puddle of their own blood.


A dead toddler lay on the ground at the edge of the table, only a few feet from Perry’s canoe of a foot. The kid’s back was broken, his spine bent in the middle at a forty-five-degree angle.


The place smelled like someone had shit their pants.


Dew drew his Colt M1911 pistol. He held it at his side, pointed to the ground. ‘How did you get in here?’


‘Back window,’ Perry said. ‘Only about ten feet up. I can still jump pretty good for a guy who once got shot in the knee.’


Dew ignored the dig. ‘You crazy fuck. We needed these people.’


‘I helped them,’ Perry said.


‘I wish I could just shoot you and put you out of your misery.’


‘Gosh, I am awful miserable,’ Perry said. ‘So go ahead.’ He took a swig.


‘You gonna kill that baby?’ Dew asked, as calmly as you might ask someone to please pass the salt.


‘No, the baby is clean,’ Perry said. He casually tossed the baby toward one of the soldiers. Dew twitched reactively as the child softly arced through the air. The soldier dropped his P90 and awkwardly caught the kid, who started crying immediately.


Crying loud.


The baby hadn’t cried when he was sitting with the psycho who had just butchered his family, but as soon as he was safe, he fired up the air-raid siren. There’s just no figuring kids.


‘Both of you, get that baby out of here,’ Dew said to the soldiers. ‘Get him in a van and keep him there. I’ll send a guy to check him out. Doc Braun, real short, you’ll know him when you see him.’


The men left, leaving Dew alone with Perry.


Dew started to shiver from his wet suit and shirt. The weather in Wisconsin was much like the weather in Michigan – both fucking sucked, and both made his bum hip ache.


‘Any others?’ Dew asked.


Perry pointed to a place inside the kitchen. Dew carefully walked to the living room’s edge, leaned in a little and looked around the corner.


Another corpse, a man, lying on the floor in front of the refrigerator. A big dark spot covered the crotch and legs of his jeans. He was the source of the shit smell.


Three more hosts, dead. Murray Longworth was going to crap a canary when he found out. Three murders. Just like that. And Dawsey sat at the table, sipping a Bud.


It would be so easy to just put a bullet in the psycho’s head.


Perry pulled a second beer from the six-pack and tilted it toward Dew. Want one? the gesture said.


‘Drink up while you can,’ Dew said. ‘If Baumgartner and Milner are dead, I don’t care how important Murray thinks you are.’


‘Were those the dumb shits following me in the little white car?’


Dew nodded.


Perry shrugged, drained his beer, then opened the one he’d offered Dew.


‘Control, this is Phillips,’ Dew said. The microphone in his earpiece picked up the words and transmitted them to a control van some five or six blocks away.


‘Copy, Phillips,’ the tinny voice said.


‘Status on Baum and Milner? Anyone find them yet?’


‘Let me check,’ the voice said.


Dew waited.


Dawsey took a long swig. ‘I bet you want to shoot me. I bet you want to kill me.’ He tossed the gold Budweiser cap up and down in his free hand.


‘Maybe I just want to help you,’ Dew said quietly.


Perry grinned and nodded. ‘That’s pretty good.’


The tinny voice returned. ‘Baumgartner and Milner are alive. Agent Revel says they’re roughed up a little but will be okay. Ambulance en route. Their car and Dawsey’s Mustang are totaled, by the way.’


Dew put his .45 back in its shoulder holster.


Dawsey smiled. ‘I told you not to have anyone follow me, Dew. I could have killed them if I wanted do.’


‘What the fuck is wrong with you, Dawsey? We’ve told you a million times we need a live host.’


‘I’m not a soldier,’ Perry said. ‘Your orders don’t mean dick to me.’


‘We need information, you murdering piece of shit. These people had information.’


‘I have all the information you need,’ Perry said. He cleared away the beer bottles, revealing a ring-stained map spread across the table. His sweeping hand also brushed aside a clump of hair that had fallen off the tire iron, leaving a long, bloody arc on the paper. He wiped his hand on his pant leg.


‘The next doorway is northeast of here,’ Perry said. ‘Across the border into Michigan. Nearest town is called Marinesco. That’s where these people were going. If anyone else around here is infected, that’s where they’re headed, too, or they’re already there. That’s the information you really need, and now you have it, so why would you need these losers alive?’


‘Losers? That one you snapped in half couldn’t be more than five years old.’


‘Sure,’ Perry said. ‘And any knife he could pick up, he’d put it right in your belly. Why do you need him alive?’


Dew ground his teeth. ‘Because the eggheads say so, that’s why.’


Perry nodded. ‘Right. They need to watch someone suffer. They need to watch someone go crazy. They need to watch someone go through what I went through, right?’


Dew said nothing.


‘You’re stuck with me, old man,’ Perry said. ‘I’m the only one who can hear them. I’m the only one who can find them. My ass is made of gold.’


Dawsey was completely out of control. Dew understood the kid being messed up, sure. Only five weeks ago, Dawsey had snipped off his own jumblies for fuck’s sake. Dew could sympathize with some anger, some depression, even post-traumatic stress disorder, but this?


Still, part of Dew couldn’t shake the thought that if he treated the infected the same way Perry did, his partner, Malcolm Johnson, would still be alive.


‘Perry, you have to stop this,’ Dew said. ‘Margaret thinks she can save these people. How can she do that if you keep going apeshit?’


‘She can’t save them,’ Perry said. He drained the bottle in one pull and opened a third. ‘Trust me, I know what I’m talking about. I’m all the help these people need.’


Dew stared at the gigantic man for a few more moments. For the third time – and the second in the past three days – Dawsey had located a construct.


Dew remembered the horror of that first construct. So hot it melted the snow around it. Watching it light up, the whole thing glowing brightly, then the vision of thousands of creatures coming through the gate, almost pouring into the woods before a dozen HEAT missiles launched from Apache attack helicopters blasted the thing to bits.


‘That’s two new doorways in a pretty short time,’ Dew said. ‘You think there’s more?’


Perry shrugged. ‘I dunno. I can’t really explain it. I hear – what’s the word you spy guys use? I hear chatter. More might be coming. I can’t say. But you better get it in gear, old man, instead of sitting here with your thumb up your ass – I think the Marinesco one is well under way.’


Dew pointed at Dawsey. ‘You stay right here. I’m going to call this in, then I’ll take you back to your hotel.’


‘Thanks, Pops,’ Perry said. ‘Oh, and have your peons get my bag out of the Mustang’s trunk. And speaking of Mustangs, I’m going to need another one. Make sure it’s a GT. I’d prefer blue with a silver strip this time, but I’ll take whatever color you can get. I wouldn’t want to be difficult.’
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