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Praise for J.L. Bourne’s page-turning novels of the zombie apocalypse


DAY BY DAY ARMAGEDDON


DAY BY DAY ARMAGEDDON: BEYOND EXILE


“There is zombie fiction and then there is crawl-out-of-the-grave-and-drag-you-to-hell zombie fiction. Day by Day Armageddon is hands-down the best zombie book I have ever read. Dawn of the Dead meets 28 Days Later doesn’t even come close to describing how fantastic this thriller is. It is so real, so terrifying, and so well written that I slept with not one, but two loaded Glocks under my pillow for weeks afterward. J.L. Bourne is the new king of hardcore zombie action!”


—Brad Thor, #1 New York Times bestselling author of
The Athena Project


“An excellent addition to a zombie section of a library, or anyone’s home collection.”


—Bret Jordan, Monster Librarian


“A dramatic spin on the zombie story. It has depth, a heart, and compelling characters.”


—Jonathan Maberry, Bram Stoker Award–winning author of
Patient Zero


“A visceral insight into the psyche of a skilled survivor. . . . Claws at the reader’s mind.”


—Gregory Solis, author of Rise and Walk






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: title]








Author’s Note





If you made it this far, you have likely spent some time in my post-apocalyptic world through the pages of the first two Day by Day Armageddon novels. Foremost, I’d like to thank you—the dedicated fans—for punching yet another ticket on the train with non-stop service through the bleak landscapes of undead armageddon.


Sit back, settle in, and make ready for what could be the final chapter in the Day by Day Armageddon saga. This one will be different, you’ll see.


Although this story is best enjoyed chronologically, if you are just beginning the Day by Day Armageddon saga, allow me to bring you up to speed.


The two-minute version:


The first volume of Day by Day Armageddon took us deep into the mind of a military officer and survivor as he made a New Year’s resolution to start keeping a journal. The man kept his resolution, chronicling the fall of humanity, day by day. We see him transition from the life that you and I live, to the prospect of fighting for his very survival against the overwhelming hordes of the dead. We see him bleed, we see him make mistakes, we witness him evolve.


While surviving numerous trials and travails in the first volume of Day by Day Armageddon, the protagonist and his neighbor John escape the government-sanctioned nuclear annihilation of San Antonio, Texas. They make their way to temporary safety onboard a boat dock on the gulf shores of Texas, and soon after receive a weak radio transmission.


A family of survivors—a man named William, his wife Janet, and their young daughter Laura, all that remain of their former community—take shelter in their attic while untold numbers of undead creatures search for them below. After a miraculous rescue, the family joins forces with our protagonist to stay alive. As they scout the outlying areas for supplies, they encounter a woman named Tara trapped and near death in an abandoned car surrounded by the undead.


They eventually find themselves sheltering inside an abandoned strategic missile facility known by the long deceased former occupants as Hotel 23. Their union may not be enough in a dead world, an unforgiving post-apocalyptic place in which a simple infected cut, not to mention the millions of walking undead, can easily kill them, adding to the already overwhelming undead population.


The situation brought out the worst in some . . .


Without warning a band of brigands, seeing targets of opportunity, mercilessly begin an assault on Hotel 23, intending to murder the survivors for the shelter and take the vast supplies inside. Narrowly pushed back at the end of the first novel, the survivors were able to hold Hotel 23 for the time being.


In the second installment, Day by Day Armageddon: Beyond Exile, our protagonist connects with the remnants of military ground forces in Texas. As the last military officer known to be alive on the mainland, he soon finds himself in command. He establishes communications with the acting Chief of Naval Operations onboard a working nuclear aircraft carrier on station in the Gulf of Mexico.


He also discovers a handwritten letter telling of a family—the Davises—hiding out at an outlying airport within prop aircraft range of Hotel 23. The rescue mission results in the extraction of the Davis family—a young boy named Danny and his very capable civilian pilot grandmother, Dean.


After being allotted a functioning scout helicopter from the carrier battle group, he and his men begin searching for resources in the areas north of Hotel 23. Halfway through Beyond Exile, our protagonist suffers a catastrophic helicopter crash hundreds of miles north of the facility. Severely injured, he is the lone survivor.


Running dangerously low on provisions, he manages to trek south. He soon encounters Remote Six, a shadowy group with unknown motives, hell-bent on getting him back to Hotel 23. Later he stumbles upon an Afghani sniper named Saien. Little is known about Saien’s background, and his cryptic demeanor only adds to the mystery. At the start, neither fully trust one another, but Saien and our protagonist work together and eventually return to Hotel 23 under the watchful eyes of Remote Six.


Remote Six orders our protagonist to launch the remaining nuclear warhead on the aircraft carrier. The order is ignored and a high-tech retaliation against Hotel 23 ensues. A sonic javelin weapon known as Project Hurricane is dropped by Remote Six, attracting legions of undead creatures to the region.


The sonic weapon is eventually destroyed, but it’s too late.


A mile-high dust cloud, generated by the approaching undead army, signals the need for an emergency evacuation. A harrowing battle to the Gulf of Mexico ensues, where the aircraft carrier USS George Washington waits to take on any and all survivors.


Shortly after our protagonist’s arrival onboard, orders from the highest level are issued—a directive to rendezvous with the fast attack submarine USS Virginia, standing by in West Panamanian waters.


Destination? China. Mission? Turn the page and find out, but first . . .


Check your doors. Better make sure they’re locked.


—J.L. Bourne


JLBourne.com
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1 November


Panama—Task Force Hourglass


Chaos. Pure and complete. The scene below resembled an area following a Category 5 hurricane or aerial bombardment. The many canal structures still remained at the whim of the elements, showing creeping signs of decay and neglect. The jungle was already beginning to reclaim the canal regions, commencing a long bid to erase any evidence that man had split the continents a century before.


Soulless figures walked about, searching, reacting to the firings of dead synapses.


A corpse wearing only a mechanic’s work shirt shuffled about the area. The mechanic had met its demise via the barrel of a Panamanian soldier’s rifle, back when the national curfew was still being enforced. “He” became “it” shortly after the punctured heart stopped and the body temperature began to fall, letting loose the mystery that reanimated dead people. The anomaly (as it was known) spread quickly throughout the mechanic’s nervous system, altering key areas of sensory anatomy. It anchored and replicated in the brain, but only in the sections where primal instinct developed and was stored via DNA and electrochemical switches from eons of evolution. Along its path of self-replication and infection, the anomaly made a quick stop inside the ear canal. There it microscopically altered the physical make-up of the inner ear ossicles, enhancing the hearing. The eyes were the last stop. After a few hours of reanimation, the anomaly completed replication and replacement of certain cellular structures inside the eye, resulting in rudimentary short-range thermal sensory ability, balancing its death-degraded vision.


The former mechanic stopped and cocked its head sideways. It could hear a noise in the distance, something familiar—a nanosecond flash of audible recognition, then it was gone and forgotten. The sound grew louder, exciting the creature, causing salivation. Translucent gray fluid dribbled from its chin, hitting its bare and nearly skeletal leg. The mechanic took a small step forward in the direction of the noise; the open tendons on top of its foot flexed and pulled the small foot bones as it moved. The creature sensed that the increasing sound was not natural, was not the wind or incessant rain noises it normally ignored. The creature’s pace quickened as it reached a small patch of dense jungle trees. A snake struck out as the mechanic entered the foliage, slapping dead flesh and leaving two small holes in its nearly gone calf muscle. The creature paid no attention and continued to slog forward, nearly clearing the foliage. The chorus of souls-be-damned boomed out from all directions as the thing broke through to the clearing.


Two hundred thousand undead on the mechanic’s side of the Panama Canal bellowed at the sky. A gray military helicopter zoomed over at one hundred knots, trailing the canal southeast. The mechanic reacted instinctively to the engine noise, reaching up as if it might pluck the great bird from the sky and eat it cold. Frenzied with hunger, it followed the whirlybird, eyes locked onto the flying machine. Ten paces later, the creature stepped over the edge into the canal waters.


The canal’s twisting form was no longer filled with brown muddy water and transiting ships. Bloated, floating bodies now blocked her once-busy shipping route. Some of the disgusting forms still moved, not yet dissolved by the Panama heat and humidity or mosquito larva—infested waters. The countless hordes on one side of the canal roared and moaned at their undead doppelgängers on the other in a Hatfield and McCoy feud spanning the great divide.


•   •   •


Before the anomaly, the world was fixated on the Dow Jones Industrial Average, phony government U3 unemployment numbers, spot gold prices, currency indexes, and the worldwide debt crisis. The very few that now survived prayed to go back to a Dow 1,000 and 80 percent unemployment; at least it would be something.


The conditions on the ground had degraded exponentially since the first case of the anomaly was documented in China. Early in the crisis, the surviving executive branch of the United States government made the decision to nuke the major continental cities in a bid to “deter, deny, or degrade the undead ability to eliminate the surviving population of the United States.” The cities were leveled by high-order nuclear detonation. Many of the creatures were instantly disintegrated in the process but the tradeoff was catastrophic. The dead outside of the comparatively small blast zones were zapped with so many alpha, beta, and gamma particles that the radiation eradicated any bacteria that might enable decomposition, preserving the dead for what scientists estimated at decades.


A few scattered human survivors remained though, and some military command and control was still in place. An operation was at this very moment underway to uncover the chain of events that brought humanity to the brink, maybe beyond.


Behind closed doors there was talk of possibly engineering an effective weapon of mass destruction against the creatures, as there were not enough small-arms ammunition or people to pull the triggers left on the planet. Behind thicker closed doors, there was talk of other, more nefarious things.


•   •   •


The helicopter pilot screamed back to the passengers, cheek full of chewing tobacco, “Three-zero mikes until on top the USS Virginia!”


The helicopter’s internal communications system failed to function as advertised months ago. It was now only good for cockpit communications between the pilot and copilot up front.


The pilot was easily in his sixties, as told by his gray hair, deep crow’s feet, and old and battered Air America ball cap. The rider in the copilot’s seat was not part of the air crew—just another member of what was known on the flight docket as Task Force Hourglass.


Pilots had been in short supply over the past few months, most of them lost on reconnaissance missions. The remaining airworthy military aircraft were constructed of thousands of complex moving parts, all of which needed to be rigorously inspected and maintained, or they would soon become very expensive lawn darts. The old pilot seemed to enjoy the company of having someone in the right seat, someone to die alongside if things went too far south, which was frequent.


The rider appeared jumpy and hyperaware of his surroundings. Wearing an overly tight harness, his hand on the door latch and his eyes on the master caution panel, he nervously scanned the helicopter instruments. The rider risked a glance at the ground; they were flying low and fast. An optical illusion from the cockpit put the helicopter nearly level with the canal banks on either side. The creatures screamed and thrashed loudly as they fell into the water, unable to compete with the deafening engine noise. The rider easily but involuntarily filled the gaps with his imagination, hearing the songs of the dead from below. The permanent PTSD gained from the past year’s events pushed forward in his consciousness. He instinctively slapped his side, feeling for his carbine, preparing for another crash.


The pilot took notice and squawked into his headset, “Heard about what happened to you. Chopper went down in the badlands.”


The rider keyed the microphone on his headset. “Something like that.”


The pilot grumbled, “You just transmitted on the radio. Key down to talk to me, and up to talk to the world.”


“Oh, sorry.”


“Don’t worry about it; I doubt anyone heard it anyway. Only those things around. Lots of fellow pilots walking about down there now. These runs keep getting more dangerous by the sortie. The birds are falling apart, no spare parts . . . What did you do before?” the old man yelled into the headset over the whine of the neglected turbine engines.


“I’m a military officer.”


“What branch?”


The rider paused and said, “I’m a navy lieu—uh, a commander.”


The pilot laughed as he said, “Which is it, son? Lieutenant is a ways from commander.”


“Long, boring story.”


“Son, I doubt that. What did you do in the navy before?”


“Aviation.”


“Hell, you wanna fly the rest of the way?”


“No thanks. I’m not exactly the best helicopter stick.”


The pilot chuckled at this. “When I was running small fixed wings low over Laos before you were born, I didn’t know how to fly one of these, either.”


The rider looked down at the undead masses below and mumbled, “I didn’t think we were flying anything over Laos.”


The old man smiled and said, “We weren’t. But how do ya think all them Phoenix Program snipers got close and personal with the NVA brass? By humping their bolt guns a hundred miles through the jungle? Shit . . . if you think Phoenix was only active in Vietnam, I’ve got some oceanfront property in Panama down there to sell ya!”


Both men laughed over the loud thumping rhythm of the spinning rotor blades above their heads. The rider reached into his pack for a piece of gum scavenged from a military MRE, offering the pilot half.


“No thanks, plays hell on my dentures and I’m all out of Fixodent. Who you got back there with you anyway?”


The rider frowned at the old man. “They don’t tell you anything, do they? The Arab-looking guy is a friend of mine. The others are SOCOM, or some of what’s left of them anyway.”


“SOCOM, hmm?”


“Yeah, a few frogs and such. I’m not sure I can tell you much more than that and to be honest, I don’t know much more anyway.”


“I understand, you wanna keep the old man in the dark.”


“No, it’s not that, it’s . . .”


“I’m kidding, no worries. I had to keep a secret or two in my day.”


A few more rotor-thumping minutes passed before the pilot pointed his wrinkled finger forward to the horizon and said, “There’s the Pacific. The coords to the Virginia are on that kneeboard card. Mind punching them into the inertials?”


“Not a problem.”


After the coordinates were entered, the pilot altered course a few degrees starboard and maintained heading.


“What’s your name, son?”


“My friend back there calls me Kilroy, Kil for short. What’s yours?”


“I’m Sam. Pleasure to meet you, even though this may be the first and last time.”


“Well, Sam, you sure know how to keep spirits high.”


Sam reached up, tapped the glass on the upper gauge panel, and said, “You know the risks, Kilroy. There ain’t no tellin’ where you’re goin’ in your little black submarine. Wherever it is, you can bet it will be just as dangerous as right below us. There ain’t no safe zones anywhere.”
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A United States aircraft carrier, one of the last fading symbols of American military might. There were others, but those had been anchored offshore months ago, abandoned. One carrier was even reserved as a floating nuclear power plant, providing gigawatts of electricity to withering military island outposts and some remote coastal airstrips. Previously known as USS Enterprise, she was now officially renamed as Naval Reactor Site Three. A small contingent of power plant engineers was all that remained of her former five-thousand-sailor crew. Not all of these behemoths were accounted for. A handful of the steel giants had been trapped overseas when the alarms sounded and society collapsed. The USS Ronald Reagan sat at the bottom of the Yellow Sea with most of her crew undead, still floating through the black compartments of Davey Jones’s locker. In the beginning, there was blame to cast and throw about like blacksmith anvils—that is, while men still lived to cast it. There was chatter via classified cables that the USS Ronald Reagan had been brought down by simultaneous attacks from several North Korean diesel submarines in the days just after the anomaly. No one really knew for sure. The USS George HW Bush was last seen dead in the water near Hawaii. Visual observers from a nearby American destroyer reported that the undead creatures swarmed her decks—she was now a floating mausoleum and would remain so until a rogue wave or super typhoon sent her down to Poseidon.


Some of the surviving crews from the remaining carriers had been recovered and consolidated onboard the USS George Washington, still on active service in the Gulf of Mexico. The U.S. military diaspora continued.


•   •   •


The hundred-thousand-ton USS George Washington cut through the Gulf waters, maintaining a patrol box ten miles off the infested Panamanian coastline. The Continuity of Government still remained, its primary orders clear and concise. Recover Patient Zero by any means necessary.


Admiral Goettleman, Task Force Hourglass commander and acting chief of naval operations, sat in his stateroom eating breakfast, watching the ship’s cable TV network. A loop of The Final Countdown had been playing over and over again for the past week. He’d need to call someone about that, or maybe he’d let it go. Perhaps the crew enjoys watching an aircraft carrier travel back in time with the opportunity to change history. A loud knock on his door signaled Joe Maurer, a CIA case officer and his aide since the beginning of this mess.


“Good morning, Admiral,” Joe said cheerfully, but somewhat insincerely.


“Mornin’, Joe. Our boys make it to the Virginia?” Admiral Goettleman asked, chewing his final bite of powdered eggs.


“They will shortly, sir. The radio room reports that they are over the Pacific and zeroing in on Virginia’s beacon now.”


“I wouldn’t be an admiral if I didn’t worry about the weather. The helo reporting any bad chop?”


“No, sir, smooth waters, good air. Got lucky today, I suppose.”


“We’re going to need to save some of that luck. Hourglass has a long way to float. I’m deeply concerned at how all this is going to play out. Despite that I’ve asked you a hundred times, what are your thoughts? Ground truth, no bullshit.”


“Admiral, they’ll need to get there first. Assuming they survive the transit to Pearl, the Kunia operation in Hawaii, and the long transit to Chinese waters, the worst will still be in front of them. The lights are out around the world and we’ve received no communications from any of the Chinese Military Regions since last winter. The country has gone dark. We don’t have the HF radio operators to monitor the band. We could have missed their transmission a dozen times and not known. We’re short on Chinese linguists. If our people did receive their transmission, we have maybe five folks onboard that could interpret. Let’s say it’s a given that the team makes it across the Pacific to the Bohai and up the river. Then what? You know how bad it is in the continental United States. We had maybe three hundred twenty million people a year ago. Kinetic operations up to this point have attrited some creatures, but the nukes didn’t exactly help the cause.”


Listening to Joe’s commentary, Admiral Goettleman went back in time for a moment, to the decision to nuke the population centers. At the time, even he had agreed with that decision. From the bridge of his ship, he had heard the cheers from the crew as the nighttime fireballs lit the sky and rocked the targeted coastal cities. Hell, he’d clapped and yelled, too. The great mushroom plumes differed vastly from old nuclear-testing stock footage. All colors of the rainbow coursed through the pillar below the massive mushroom cap. Great blue lightning beamed and zapped throughout the thrown vertical wall of city debris, dust, and human remains.


“How’s our research into the New Orleans specimens progressing?” asked Goettleman.


“Well, sir, you read what happened on the Cutter Reliance. We have SIGINT cuts from overhead with good geolocs of hundreds of radio transmissions out of New Orleans and other nuked cities I can brief you on. The transmissions originated after the detonations occurred. All intelligence indicates that those bastards are just about unstoppable in moderate numbers. Higher cognitive function, agility, speed. It’s not only their bite or scratch that can kill you—it’s the radiation from those high-yield nukes shooting from their corpses. The Causeway and Downtown specimens are no different.”


“I was hoping for a little good news, you know,” Goettleman said, almost sadly.


“We still have propulsion, fresh water, and some food, sir.”


The admiral forced a smile. “I guess that’s something.”


Joe took a drink and coughed, saying, “The men on that chopper getting ready to bungee into the drink don’t even know what they’re going after.”


“They soon will. The intelligence officer on Virginia will see to that.”


“Sir, I know we’ve discussed this but my stance has not changed. Telling them everything could complicate things on some level. Patient Zero, if they can even locate it, may not be worth retrieving to them. They may perceive it as a waste of time and resources.”


“Joe, Patient Zero may be the only key to unraveling this mess. I’m willing to sacrifice a multi-billion-dollar sub and every man on it for a chance at that . . . and then there’s the tech.”


Joe walked over to the bar and poured himself another finger. “We’ve had tech for seventy years with no vast leaps forward except maybe solid state, some low observability, primitive maglev, and lasers. It took decades to reverse engineer our laughable and oversized jury-rigged versions. Besides, what good is the tech against seven billion walking predators?”


“Those are compelling points, but what else is there?”


“Admiral, we could gather survivors and head for an island. Secure it and live out our days at least a little safer than we are here.”


“Abandon the U.S.? Leave it for those creatures?”


“Sir, with all due respect, there is nothing left on the mainland but millions of those things. Many are radiated to the point of a zero decomposition rate. Even if none of them were exposed to the radiation, the analysts predict they’d still walk around for another ten years or more and be a threat for even longer than that. There is truly no guess on how long they might last. Some are saying thirty years or more.”


The admiral looked through Joe to the wall behind him. He appeared to be in a trance repeating to himself . . .


“Thirty years. Thirty years, my God.”


Joe continued: “Unless we launch a coordinated pincer assault on both coasts and give ’em what for with every man, woman, and able child, we will not take back the continental United States anytime soon, if ever. So that’s it. We are dealing with something that not only infects the dead, but the living as well. We all have it. The only humans left not carriers of the anomaly are the poor bastards on the ISS. We haven’t received burst comms from the station in weeks.”


The admiral’s eyes moved away from Joe to a lit corner of his cabin, where a very old painting of General George Washington prominently hung on the bulkhead. “What would General Washington do?”


“Probably defend Mount Vernon by cutting, shooting, blasting, and cursing. Fisticuffs, if it came to that.”


“Exactly, my boy. Exactly.”
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Task Force Phoenix


A four-man special operations team sat in the back of the C-130, flying angels twenty-two over southeast Texas. The men stared at the light near the cargo door, tugging at their chute straps, willing the light to turn steady. They sucked on pure oxygen through the aircraft’s O2 system, attempting to remove nitrogen from their blood and maybe avoid potentially deadly hypoxia. They were five minutes out.


The men were not strangers to jumping out of airplanes, but there was something to be said about doing it in the cold dark of night, twenty-two thousand feet over an infested area, with no ground or close air support. You just never convinced yourself that it was a good or worthwhile endeavor. Every man’s extremities shook so hard they could barely connect to the static line. It wasn’t the jump; it was what happened after their feet, knees, ass, back, and then shoulders absorbed the impact of their twenty-foot-per-second descent after hitting the ground. Many of their comrades had completed similar essential jumps to retrieve items or information deemed crucial to the survival of the remaining U.S. civilian population and infrastructure. Some jumpers extracted items like insulin formulas, manuals, and machinery; some were sent into big-box hardware stores looking for lithium battery–powered hand tools. Some went into abandoned fields. Some landed on the roofs of buildings in high-density infested areas. Many jumped into the waiting arms of the dead or incurred a simple broken leg on impact—forcing them to take homemade suicide capsules, pills that didn’t always work as intended.


According to airborne infrared cameras, many were still alive when the creatures found them, although stunned and slowed by the poison. Ironic . . . every jumper packed their own chute and every jumper cooked their own capsules. Better not to think about that sometimes.


His fellow operators called him Doc. A year ago he was eating sand and 7.62mm in the mountains of Afghanistan, hunting high-value targets. That was before the worldwide troop recall. Only 35 percent of the military forces spread across the globe made it back to the mainland before things went stupid. Doc and Billy Boy, his longtime friend and fellow SEAL, were the last men out of the southern Afghan provinces. They fought hellishly south across Pakistan to the Arabian Sea, where they caught a ride back stateside onboard the supply ship USNS Pecos waiting offshore. It was a long swim that day.


Doc sat swinging on a cargo net near Billy Boy and the C-130 shitter curtain. Wearing a puke-green David Clark headset, he listened to the pilot chatter up front.


The pilot keyed the mic and said to the copilot, “These guys have some balls jumping out into the shit below in the dark.”


“Ain’t no fucking way I would volunteer for that shit. Hell, flying this deathtrap is dangerous enough. How many we lost in the past three months? Four? Five?”


“Seven.”


“Shit, seven? We never recovered even one downed aircrew. I wonder if any of those poor bastards are down there somewhere, alive and on the run.”


“I hope so.”


“Me too, man.”


Doc interrupted the chatter: “Can I get an inertial position check?”


The internal communications system from the flight station crackled, “You got two minutes to go time, Doc.”


“Roger that, flight. You guys have a safe RTB, we’ll catch you on the flip side.”


With the lack of available personnel, the four-man SOF team had to hit the wind with no jumpmaster. As each of the four checked the others’ chutes, Doc punched the actuator on the cargo ramp, allowing the icy medium-altitude air to rush into the cargo bay.


After checking his watch, Doc looked directly at Billy Boy just before the light above turned steady. The air was thin and cold as Billy Boy pulled himself out the door into the open sky over Texas. The two other members of Task Force Phoenix, Hawse and Disco, were next. Hawse joined the team after surviving a particularly harrowing escape from D.C. Disco, a Delta operator, was the newest member, reassigned after Doc lost a man in the highly radioactive zones of New Orleans.


Doc saw Hawse disappear out the door and keyed the mic to the flight station. “Last man out in ten.”


He tossed the headset to the front of the tube and shuffled back to the door, his portal and one-way elevator to hell. Looking down at the landscape miles below, he saw the pinpoint evidence of fires, but no clear sighting that the power grid ever existed; it was that dark. While he jumped from the cargo door into the night, he thought of the unstoppable waves of gruesome creatures below. Doc’s parachute deployed, jolting him into focus.


He checked his throat mic and yelled over the wind, “Billy?”


“Right here, Doc.”


“Disco?”


“Check, boss.”


“Hawse?”


“I’m fuckin’ here.”


Doc grunted into the mic, “All right, everyone snap two-ninety, gogs on, IR beacons, too. Let’s try to find each other.”


Through the night-vision goggles, Doc could see the curvature of the earth below. He was well above ten thousand feet and could feel the subtle onset of hypoxia as he descended. Under normal circumstances, jumping out this high, he would be on a portable oxygen bottle. But that was a luxury of the past. Doc hoped that because his team had sucked a little O2 in the aircraft before the High Altitude–High Opening jump, they could avoid some of the side effects.


As Doc shot a glance down to the compass mounted on his wrist, he saw a faint flash below him, then another in a different location.


“I see two fireflies—is everyone flashing?”


“Disco flashing.”


“Billy flashing.”


Breathing a sign of annoyance, Doc said with disdain, “Hawse, goddamn it. What’s the fucking problem?”


“Uh . . . I . . . uh, can’t find my firefly.”


“Did you bring your compass, dumbass?”


“Yeah, I’m on two-ninety. I’m gonna flash my torch a couple times. If I burn you out, you’ll know it’s me.”


“That’s cute, Hawse.”


“I thought you’d like it.”


Doc scanned his field of view and checked his altimeter—eighteen thousand. “I see you, Hawse. Turn off the torch—you’re fucking up everyone’s gogs.”


“Check, man . . . what’s your angels?” Hawse asked Doc.


“’Bout seventeen, why?”


“I got seventeen and a half.”


“Go fuck yourself, Hawse.”


The men continued their parachute glide descent. The temperature was getting noticeably warmer, at the rate of about 3.5 degrees Fahrenheit per one thousand feet. At angels 15, Doc called for a hypoxia check.


“Pox check.”


“Disco up.”


“Billy up.”


“Hawes up.”


“Good to go, guys. We’ve got about twelve minutes until we hit dirt. Intel says that the swarm has moved west a bit, in the direction of what’s left of San Antonio. That doesn’t mean that we’re dropping into a tropical resort down there. You can bet that those dead claws will be reaching for your ass before you touch your harness release. Get ’em ready. I want M-4s tapped, racked, quiet, and lasers on.”


The men didn’t speak it aloud but they were petrified as they fell to earth, pondering the worst-case.


What if we’re dropping into a swarm? Smack dab in the middle, undead for a mile in all directions.


No amount of training and operational experience would prepare them for that.


When their boot soles hit angels 10, Doc again transmitted, “Pox check.”


“Disco still awake.”


“Billy up.”


“Hawse cold.”


“Say again, Hawse.”


Hawse said slowly, “I’m gold, er, I mean cold.”


Doc began to ask the standard medical questions. “Hawse, we have eight minutes till feet down. Start saying the alphabet backwards.”


With a bad slur Hawse throated, “C’mon, man.”


“Do it,” Doc insisted.


“Rogerrr. Zee, Y, double U, Vee . . . Shit man, sorry. I can’t.”


“Hawse, you’re getting hypoxic. We’re below angels 10—you should be okay by the time we’re on deck. Disco, Billy, rally on Hawse as soon as you click out of your chutes.”


Disco responded quickly, “Wilco.”


Billy muttered, “I’m on it. Wait, how are we gonna know where to rally? Hawse forgot his firefly.”


Doc snapped back, “Good point. Hawse, turn on your IR laser. It’s the only way we’re going to find you. When you hit the deck, wave it around as soon as you’re out of your harness.”


No response.


“Hawse, goddamn it, acknowledge!” screamed Doc.


A faint, slurred voice uttered, “Raaajer.”


Angels five.


“Pox check.”


“Disco fivers.”


“Billy up.”


Nervously, Doc relayed over the radio, “We better be on Hawse ASAP. We’re just below five thousand and I can smell them already. Four minutes!”


Both Disco and Billy simultaneously transmitted, “Roger that.”


They strained to look for any sign that creatures might blanket their landing zone. They were not yet low enough to see the ground in any detail with their optics.


The goggles provided only the illusion of depth perception. The rules were: keep your eyes on the horizon, knees slightly bent, don’t anticipate the impact. Variations of this were repeated subconsciously as they fell the last hundred feet. The stench of the creatures was nearly overwhelming as they plummeted down into the dark well of the undead badlands.


•   •   •


Disco was the first operator to hit the deck. He immediately recovered, scanned for threats, and unhooked from his chute. They all suspected that Hawse was likely unconscious or dazed from the hypoxia. Hawse annoyed the shit out of the team most of the time, but they generally respected him—he did escape Washington, D.C., in one piece. More important, none of them welcomed the idea of being one man down on a four-man team. Especially now.


As Disco reached up to adjust the intensifier on his goggles, Billy Boy hit the ground twenty feet to his left with a curse and a soft thud. Doc impacted ten seconds later. They regrouped on Disco and scanned all sectors looking for Hawse’s IR laser. They saw nothing until the flash of a suppressed carbine drew them west to a finger of terrain.


•   •   •


Hawse had blacked out at some point below a thousand feet, not realizing he was headed fast toward a large spruce tree. His chute had caught a branch with a loud crack. He hung there for a few minutes, dazed, until the creature started chewing on his left steel toe boot. Both of the corpse’s bony hands were gripping his foot. His carbine was hanging at an odd angle, forcing Hawse to take a shot with his weak side. After nearly shooting a hole in his foot, he scrambled the creature’s brain on the third shot, crumpling it to the ground like a bag of wet leaves.


Hawse activated his IR laser and started waving it around. After a minute, he discovered that his earpiece had fallen out during the descent. After feeling for the coiled clear wire, he pushed the mic back into his ear.


Doc was transmitting, “I see his laser. Looks like he’s on a hill. Everyone spread out, twenty meters, I’ll take the front with Disco; Billy, you take our six.”


Disco gave the verbal thumbs-up on the order.


Billy replied via radio with only “Six.”


Comm brevity was king in this dead world. Hawse wouldn’t break in on the chatter unless it was absolutely necessary. The men could hear the crack of underbrush telling them they were not alone. They quickly closed the fifty meters to where Hawse hung in his spruce.


Doc’s radio crackled with Billy Boy’s voice. “Tango seven and nine, thirty meters, strength five.”


There were five undead thirty meters behind the three.


Doc gave the order, “Kill ’em, Billy.”


The sound of Billy’s suppressed carbine throwing lead down range was soothing to their ears.


“Tangos down,” Billy reported.


Topping the terrain finger, they could see Hawse hanging in the tree, straining to keep his legs pulled up to his chest.


Shaking his head, Doc said, “What the fuck, Hawse?”


“Man, I blacked out in my chute and woke up to that chewing on my boot,” Hawse said, gesturing to the corpse. “What do ya want from me?”


“Disco, cut him down,” Doc ordered.


“My pleasure.”


Disco climbed the tree high enough to slice through the lines, dropping Hawse to the ground with a thud. He landed only a few feet from the corpse.


“Disco, you fuck! I could have fallen on that thing’s face! Quit fuckin’ around!”


“You’re fine. Don’t be such a bitch.”


“Disco, you’re a little outnumbered, man,” Doc added jokingly.


“I guess so, but one Delta equals three frogs any day,” Disco sarcastically retorted, believing it.


“Okay, enough grab-assing, let’s get our chutes and take a fix on the terrain to see how far out we are,” Doc ordered.


Three acknowledgments resonated simultaneously in their earpieces.


Billy pulled out his map and compass. He marked the jump point on the map and noted the wind during his descent by the direction of the smoke from the areas that still burned. He refined and pinpointed their position off of nearby terrain features before they all agreed on the fix.


“Doc, we gotta hump three miles north by northwest to ballpark the access doors,” Billy said.


“Better than I expected.”


They gathered their chutes and stored them in a large trash bag from each of their kits, marking the location on their maps. The chutes would come in handy later, but they were not worth stuffing into their packs and humping the extra weight right now. Time was of the essence. Being caught in daylight was a very bad thing in these parts.
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Tara lay in her bed, looking up at the ceiling. It was not unlike the way she would look through a boring professor back in college, a lifetime ago. The rectangular-shaped fluorescent lights were switched to red. Her bunk rolled slightly as the ship made its way through the churning seas.


The loud bells from the PA speaker mounted above her door forced her attention back into focus. Some of the crew called it a one MC. It was on her list of things to learn. So much to absorb. Her boyfriend had been gone for only a few days. They evacuated Hotel 23 a week ago—seemed like much longer; it was all such a blur.


She could still hear the noise beacon in her head. The lot of demons in hell couldn’t have frightened her more. She didn’t believe in hell in the sense in which it was portrayed in churches and horror novels, but knew only the real hell she had seen with her own eyes the day they fled Hotel 23.


Tara had been ushered onboard a helicopter with Dean, Jan, Laura, and the others. Laura clutched John’s little white dog, Annabelle, tightly out of fear. No one knew what was ahead for them as they evacuated the last place they had briefly called home.


Saien had pushed her onboard, reassuring her, “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of Kil for you. He’ll be safe with me. Go on!”


Scarred into her consciousness and fueling her recent dreams were the snapshots of the battle from Hotel 23 to the Gulf just a few days ago. The helicopter hovered over the compound and Tara began to see what seemed like millions of undead come into focus. Pure death converged on the nexus, Hotel 23. The survivors convoyed out in military vehicles, as well as in cars and trucks, and even on foot. Only the women and children were airlifted to safety.


She vividly remembered the marines blasting away at the hordes, instantaneously disassembling masses of them, gunfire tossing rotting limbs in all directions. Some of the bullets looked like laser beams, she thought, as the marines swept down thousands on the undead front. Even so, legions more advanced beyond the gun’s sweeping lines.


There were just too many to stop.


The helicopter flew south and she caught her first look at the USS George Washington, a speck on the horizon growing by the second as they flew quickly inbound to the ship.


A man named Joe Maurer debriefed her yesterday. She was politely asked to start from the beginning—months ago, the car where she was found and rescued. She had felt a small hint of embarrassment when Joe asked her how she survived so long inside the vehicle.


Her blushing intensified when he asked, “How did you go to the bathroom?”


It wasn’t just embarrassment, but fear that struck her like a bolt when he asked that question. She remembered the creatures. They watched her inside the car as she slept, watched her as she cried, watched her as she cursed and spit at them, and even watched her as she relieved herself in a large McDonald’s cup. Thank goodness they were not strong or intelligent enough to break the glass using rocks, like she had seen before. They kept pounding on the glass with bloody, pus-filled stumps—what was left of hands. They even used their heads as rams, trying to get at her. One of them pried its own teeth out of its rotting mouth attempting to bite through the glass to reach her through the cracked window. They are primally driven, she had thought.


She had been in the early stages of heat stroke when he rescued her. Kil was not her only savior, but it was Kil whom she saw first as her eyes focused from the brink of death. Now he was gone, ordered away on an assignment that probably wouldn’t make a difference. The mission really didn’t matter to her—she just wanted him here. Tara now understood how her grandmother had felt when Papa had been ordered away to Vietnam.


At least she had John and the others.


John was what held the group together. He had stood by them all during their darkest times—the day at Hotel 23 when the helicopter never returned. She cried for days after that. Never giving up, she lived near the radio. Every waking moment she monitored the distress frequencies; every sleeping moment she made John promise to do the same. John did so without complaint or question. It was very likely he’d have been dead if it had not been for Kil.


Truth be told, they’d all probably have been dead if it had not been for John himself. His network engineering and general Linux computer savvy were what had enabled the survivors of Hotel 23 to take advantage of at least some of the complex and classified systems. His ability to control the security cameras, satellite imagery feeds, and communications gear was crucial to the group’s situational awareness.


Tara heard the bells again and wondered what they meant this time.


•   •   •


John had made it a point to keep himself busy since Kil’s departure. He was still somewhat angry, and maybe a little hurt, but he understood the reasons for Kil’s decision to choose Saien. Putting that behind him, he was quick to volunteer to help the ship’s communication division keep the critical communications circuits up and running. The ship’s email systems were useless, as there was no World Wide Web with which to connect. There was, however, a robust radio communications network established between the USS George Washington and several other information nodes still active both at sea and on the mainland. Although John hadn’t been given access to the circuits, it was only a matter of time before the shipboard communications technicians became familiar with him and let their guard down, granting him full access. His knowledge of basic RF theory and computer systems made him a crucial asset in the carrier’s skill pool.


•   •   •


A few decks below and aft of the communications shack was the ship’s sick bay. Before the anomaly, it had resembled a general outpatient clinic, but now looked much like a war zone trauma center. Most of the doctors had been killed in the line of duty since the anomaly had been detected in the United States. This wasn’t hard to imagine, as the doctors onboard were often the first exposed to the infected. The ship had five doctors before the anomaly. Reanimated corpses quickly infected the first two—ironic how the same doctors pronouncing death were killed by the creatures that had fooled them. A third was killed after an infected sailor blew his own head off, sending splattered blood into an open shaving cut on the doctor’s face. The doctor’s own preference was also a bullet to the head, followed by burial at sea. The fourth doctor went the nonviolent route via morphine overdose. At least he had been decent enough to his corpsmen to strap his lower body to a gurney before injection. His suicide note was so disturbing that it had been confiscated and destroyed by the ship’s security officer, fearing it would prompt further suicide attempts or even mutiny.


The last doctor standing was Dr. James Bricker—a consummate professional and a Naval Academy graduate, as well as a lieutenant commander. Anyone who has spent time in the navy will tell you that doctors are a different breed of military officer. Many high-ranking doctors don’t give a damn if you call them sir, ma’am, rank, no rank. They just care about their job—about making you better.


Bricker had been near the point of insanity, or possibly even the old reliable morphine drip himself, when Jan arrived fresh from Hotel 23. Upon arrival and after debriefing, the new passengers were instructed to fill out a practical skills form. The screeners knew whom to look for and knew what the top priorities were at any given time. When the screening staff reviewed the forms and noticed a fourth-year med-school student, they practically ripped Jan out of her seat and away from her husband and daughter, rushing her to the sick bay.


•   •   •


On arrival, Jan immediately felt as if she had walked into bedlam. Infected but living patients screamed in their beds, struggling deliriously against their restraints. Volunteers hovered between the hospital beds like bees. A lone mad doctor with wild, unkempt hair hunched over a microscope, cursing at whatever it was he saw between the slides.


The screener interrupted, “Dr. Bricker, I have—”


“Not now.”


The screener waited a few seconds, seemingly deciding whether or not to interrupt again. “Sir, I have a—”


With eyes still in contact with the microscope eyepiece, Dr. Bricker lashed, “Let me guess, you have an Eagle Scout with a medical merit badge, perhaps a CPR class graduate, or hmmm . . . how about a mail-order medical records transcriptionist?”


“Sir, she’s a fourth-year med student.”


Bricker paused for a moment, still fixated on the microscope and the secrets underneath it. “Are you certain?”


“Sir, she’s right here. Go ahead, interview her, give her a um . . . I don’t know, a doctor’s test? Whatever you want to do. I have others to screen so I should get going. She’s all yours.”


Jan looked over at the screener, annoyed by his candor.


“Ma’am, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to talk as if you aren’t here. It’s just been a long day.”


Jan’s expression eased from one of annoyance to understanding. “Don’t worry about it.”


The interview began immediately and went on for some time.


“Where did you attend . . . What is your experience with viral . . . Do you have any theories as to the origin . . . How fast have you seen them . . . What are your personal thoughts on where they derive their . . .”


Jan was exhausted when Will tapped her on the shoulder, interrupting Bricker’s inquisition-style interview. Murder board was more like it.


“Who’s your friend, Miss Grisham?”


“It’s Missus and that’s Mister Grisham. He might let you call him William, though,” Jan said.


Bricker reached out awkwardly to shake Will’s hand; Will gripped it like a vice. Jan took notice, giving him a facial expression to tone it down.


“Pleasure to meet you, doctor. Want to tell me why you were questioning my wife as if she were a terrorist in an interrogation room?”


“Uh . . . well, I mean you must understand . . . understand that I’m the last doctor left onboard. It’s beyond triage now, Mr. Grisham.”


“You can call me Will.”


“Thank you, Will. We are lucky to have Mrs. Grisham, or Jan if I may?”


Jan nodded in agreement.


“I am in limited contact with doctors abroad via the ship’s radio networks. Unfortunately, as I told you, I’m the only medical doctor on this floating city. I’m afraid your wife, Jan, has stumbled into a critical position onboard. She’s now a member of the priority-one, protect-at-all-cost, and kill-to-defend list. She, along with myself, the senior leadership, the nuclear engineers, the welders, communicators, and a handful of other personnel, are absolutely critical to the success and survival of this station.”


Jan let that set in for a moment before asking, “What exactly are we doing here, doctor?”


“My orders are as simple as the line officers that command this ship. Find out what is causing the dead to rise and find a way to stop it. At least stop new infections, perhaps.”


“What about the health of the people onboard now?” Jan asked, as the patients’ screams underscored her point.


“Secondary, I’m afraid,” Doctor Bricker said, sighing. “By my calculations, we are far beyond the point of no return. Mankind is on the edge of abyss; good science is our only chance. A hundred ships at sea, armed to the teeth and well provisioned, would make little difference. It’s not a secret that we’re outnumbered by millions of those things in the U.S., billions worldwide.”
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USS Virginia—Task Force Hourglass


Six coils of thick rappelling line dropped from the helicopter doors nearly simultaneously. The intense rotor wash whipped the team about as the lines uncoiled like mamba snakes, hitting the deck of the USS Virginia just behind her sail. The boat rolled from side to side, obedient to the randomness of the Pacific. The submarine’s hull was not designed to sit on the surface; she was much better suited to black-ops commando insertion or delivering quiet death to the doorsteps of enemy subs.


A few seconds after the ropes slapped the deck, the six passengers followed. The first four descended with timing and comfort that only came from years of special-operations experience. The two that followed seemed sloppy and uncoordinated in comparison. Halfway down, one lost his balance and flipped about in his harness like a snared animal, nearly hitting his head on one of the masts as he flailed in the lines.


After some period of hot rotor wash and clumsy rappelling antics, Kil and Saien joined the other four already on deck. The lead operator stood there, wash from the powerful engines above blasting their clothes about. His sea legs and feet gripped the steel deck like magnets, and he effortlessly kept his balance. He gave a hand signal up to the crew chief in the helicopter. A few seconds later, five large black canvas duffel bags full of weapons and equipment slowly descended to the deck. The men gave a thumbs-up to the hovering pilot and the crew chief started pulling up the black lines. The pilot saluted the men on the submarine deck and immediately pulled the cyclic controls. The helicopter bolted north.


The noise and rotor wash quickly faded into the distance. The men were now at the mercy of the Pacific. The operators said good-bye to the surface and moved up the spine of the boat along the rough nonskid walkway to the sail.


Kil and Saien followed, one saying to the other under his breath, “When in Rome.”


They made their way what seemed like a good distance, down the ladder, through the hatch, and into the belly of the boat. They descended down into the control area of the submarine, the light from the sky fading and the red internal lighting of the submarine intensifying. The four operators disappeared aft into the complex internal organs of the submarine, leaving Kil and Saien standing on the bridge among strangers.


A man wearing wrinkled blue coveralls, tennis shoes, and a Navy ball cap approached, extending his hand to one of the men. ”I’m Captain Larsen, commanding officer of the USS Virginia.”


One of the new arrivals reached out and firmly gripped Larsen’s hand. “We are—”


“I know who you are and why you are here,” Larsen interrupted.


Kil tried hard to hide a reaction before Larsen continued.


“The admiral transmitted a personal message three days ago. He graciously included information on the team you arrived with, as well as information on you and your friend, Mr. Saien. We’ve heard about you and we’ve heard about the strange goings-on with whatever this Remote Six might be.”


“Well, I guess the admiral saved me some time,” Kil responded.


“That he did. Master Chief Rowe will show you to your stateroom,” Larsen said, starting to walk away.
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