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This one is for Tyler McWeeney.


His enthusiasm for Savage was so infectious it made me push myself all the more for the sequel.


Hopefully I don’t disappoint.





PROLOGUE


The Calm Before the Storm


Delilah Simpson dreaded the sound, that low buzzing of her phone that grew in intensity, dragging her up by the ear out of the deepest of sleeps and back into reality.


It was time to get up for work.


Unngh, she thought as she reached out to the nightstand for the phone. Part of her was tempted to turn it off and roll over for just a little bit longer, but she knew that would only lead to trouble.


The old Delilah would have done just that and been late for work, or not shown up at all, but the old Delilah wasn’t here anymore.


She hated to think of her old self as dead. That just seemed so morbid, although it wasn’t too far from the truth. The old Delilah had had to go away permanently, as her life took a new path . . .


With her son.


Delilah sat up and squinted at her phone, yawning loudly. The temperature outside was still warm at sixty-five degrees, but it looked like there was a chance for showers.


Good to know. She stood up and stretched, then shuffled in early morning darkness to the playpen where Isaiah lay fast asleep. She leaned in to watch him, curled up on his side in his BB-8 pajamas. Delilah swore the four-year-old could have slept through a hurricane.


She reached down and gently rubbed her son’s back, the love that she felt for him almost overwhelming, bringing her close to tears. He was why she’d had to change, why she had gone back to nursing school, and why she was up at the crack of dawn to work a co-op job at the Elysium Hospital in Boston.


Isaiah stretched at his mother’s touch, and she again felt a wave of guilt over the fact that her son didn’t have a proper bed and was forced to sleep in a hand-me-down playpen given to her by one of her mother’s friends.


“Momma’s gonna buy you a big-boy bed,” she whispered softly, watching the cutest of smiles spread across his gorgeous face as he continued to sleep on. But first she needed to get herself ready and get to work so that she could get paid.


After her shower she quickly got dressed, deciding on the pink scrubs that day. It felt like a pink day for some reason. As she came out of her bedroom, the smell of strong coffee hit her like a physical blow, and she found that her mother was up and about.


“What are you doing up?” Delilah asked the woman, who looked much larger than she was in the heavy blue bathrobe.


“Tom and Jerry needed to eat,” she said, referring to the two black cats that prowled around her slippered feet. She was preparing two bowls of cat food for the hungry felines.


“Those two are a pain,” Delilah said, pouring herself a quick mug of the strong, black coffee. “That’s why you’ve got to remember to close your door.”


“I like the company,” her mother said, putting the bowls down on a plastic place mat beside the refrigerator.


“Izzy still asleep?” her mother then asked.


“Out like a light,” Delilah answered between sips of the scalding brew.


“Good. When he’s up bright and early, I never get anything done around here.”


Delilah took a few larger sips, not wanting to be late. She still needed to catch the Orange Line to Haymarket, and then a short walk to Elysium was required, and she wanted to be sure to leave herself enough time.


“When you coming home tonight?” her mother asked.


“Usual,” Delilah said, throwing her purse over her shoulder and leaning in to give her mom a kiss on the cheek. “But if they ask me to stay late . . .”


“That’s all right,” her mother said, waving her away. “What’s a few more hours with the tiny terror.”


They both laughed at that, knowing that Izzy could be quite the wild man sometime.


“You be careful,” her mother said as Delilah went to the door, undoing the locks to leave. “You might want to take your umbrella,” she added. “Think it might be fixin’ to rain.”


Going back in to find the umbrella could throw off her timing, and she decided against it.


“I’m good,” she told the woman. “I’ll see you tonight.”


Delilah closed the door and remembered something that she hadn’t done. “Shoot,” she said, standing there, hand still holding the doorknob.


Every morning when she left, she told her mother to kiss Isaiah for her and to tell him that his mommy loves him.


She actually considered searching for her keys and going back in but decided against it. She didn’t want to risk being late.


And besides, she’d be home before she knew it and could tell him herself.


Outside the apartment on Columbus Avenue she could suddenly feel the change in the air. Yeah, it did feel like rain, she thought as she hurried across the street to make the trolley.


But it also felt like something more.


What that was she could not say.





CHAPTER ONE


Benediction Island, Massachusetts


It was as if all sound had been sucked from the tent as the realization of what Borrows had just relayed from his tablet began to sink in.


Another storm was forming. Not over tiny, peaceful Benediction Island, like yesterday, but over the city of Boston.


Sidney sat numbly on the cot, watching the expressions of the others there with her. The scientist who had been asking her questions about the previous night looked as though he might be sick. What did he say his name was? Sayid? Dr. Sayid?


The woman standing next to him, Langridge, immediately placed her hand on the butt of the gun that was holstered at her side.


Cody, Sidney’s ex-boyfriend, and her friend Rich both looked like they wanted to run. Her new friend, Isaac, glanced around the tent as if bored. She had no idea what he might be thinking. And poor Snowy, her white German shepherd, whined pathetically and nuzzled Sidney’s hand as if reading their vibes.


She didn’t blame any of them in the least for their reactions now, not after what they had experienced last night—what they had lost to the . . .


Invasion.


The word was sharp, cutting, brutal in its revelation.


What had happened yesterday—what had come in the storm—it wasn’t anything natural at all. It had been planned—directed.


She remembered the mental connection she’d made with something not of this world and shuddered so hard she thought her back might break. “I know what it is,” she said. “It’s an invasion.”


They were all looking at her now.


“How do you know what—” Langridge started to ask, moving toward her.


“This is just the beginning,” Sidney continued, ignoring the security officer, wanting, needing them all to know how bad it truly was—how bad it was likely to get. “They come in the storm.”


She saw, clear as day, the thing in the cave, its quivering, gelatinous mass, the thick black tendrils that covered it, broadcasting its signals throughout the island—urging everything that crawled, slithered, and flew to attack and kill if they could.


No mercy.


There was no mercy in an invasion like this.


“The storm hides the arrival of the aliens. . . . It keeps us inside, isolated . . . and then they can—”


“Sidney, where are you getting this from?” Dr. Sayid asked.


She remembered the feel of the alien’s slippery, rubbery flesh beneath her and the sucking sounds as she’d stabbed her makeshift spear into its body over and over again. She remembered the sudden rush of energy through her body as she’d somehow connected with it, the images of an alternate reality that had filled her mind, and the others. The others, who had not at all liked her presence in their realm, had tried to destroy her mind.


She could still feel something inside her head, something wrong—like a splinter just below the skin—imbedded, festering.


Poisoning.


“I . . . I somehow connected with it.”


Langridge and Sayid looked at each other. Was that skepticism or fear on their faces?


“Okay,” the scientist said, taking a deep breath and turning his eyes back to Sidney. “You’re saying that you somehow connected with the organism in the cave?”


Sidney nodded, nervously petting Snowy’s fur.


“Then maybe you can give us some insight into what we’re dealing with here.”


“We need to notify the NSA immediately,” Langridge stated, hand still on her gun.


“Is that who you guys are working for?” a familiar voice asked. They all looked to see Doc Martin, Benediction’s veterinarian, coming into the tent. “The National Security Agency?”


“We’re a science division of the NSA,” Langridge explained. “We need to let the authorities in Boston know immediately that a threat is imminent and—”


“Why? What’s wrong now?” Doc Martin asked, pulling a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of her bloodstained smock.


“Another storm,” Cody said grimly. “This time over Boston.”


“Another . . . Shit,” she said, putting the smoke into the corner of her mouth and fishing for a light. “We gotta do something.”


“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Langridge said, turning quickly and rushing from the tent.


“If you’ll excuse me,” Sayid said politely, and then followed the security officer out toward a larger tent, where there appeared to be much hustle and bustle.


Cody and Rich were looking at Sidney now. There was something strange in their attention.


“What?” she asked them.


“Are you all right, Sid?” Rich asked. “This stuff about connecting with that . . . that monster . . .” He paused, and the look on his face told her that he was remembering the horror of the creature in the cave.


“She’s fine,” Cody answered for her.


“What are you guys talking about?” Doc Martin wanted to know. “Who connected with what?”


“I did,” Sidney said, and told Doc Martin what she had already explained to Langridge and Sayid.


“But she’s fine,” Cody said again when she had finished.


“I don’t know if that’s true, Cody,” Sidney said, struggling to keep her voice from cracking. “I guess I got inside their heads . . .” She paused, her stomach roiling. “But they got inside mine, too.”


Doc Martin sat on the cot beside her and carefully looked her over. Sidney’s hands were still bandaged from the insect bites, as were many areas of her body, but what she was feeling as a result of the connection, it was more than physical.


“Are you all right?” Doc Martin asked, the concern clear in her tone and her gaze.


Sidney didn’t answer right away, not wanting to lie to someone who was as close to her as family. Something was still there, inside her head. Maybe it would go away over time, but as for right now . . .


“I really don’t know,” she finally admitted, hot tears beginning to roll down her face.


And Doc Martin pulled her close and hugged her.





CHAPTER TWO


The train was late.


“C’mon, c’mon,” Delilah muttered, checking the time on her phone as she stood before the subway car’s doors waiting for them to open.


They’d been stuck mid-tunnel since State Street, and she was tempted to pry apart the doors and walk the rest of the way through the dark tunnel to her stop at Haymarket. Although as she peered through the window in the door, she caught sight of something that might have been a rat moving from one patch of shadow to the next and thought better of it.


Thankfully, the train began to move, ever so slowly, and she finally reached her stop. The doors opened with a hiss, and she was the first one out, a wave of passengers spilling out to either side of her. She wasn’t late yet—


Yet.


Usually she stopped at Dunkin’ Donuts for a coffee, but if she didn’t today, she just might make it in time. She dashed past the donut kiosk and up the escalator, pushing through the doors onto Congress Street. Now she had at least a seven-minute walk up to Cambridge Street and then down to Elysium.


Delilah checked the time again on her phone, just as a huge drop of water splashed upon the screen.


Please, just five more minutes, she thought as she gazed up at the weirdness of the sky. While she’d been underground, it had become incredibly dark, the clouds—which seemed so close to the ground—swirling and churning like smoke. Once again she regretted not listening to her mother and quickened her pace, practically running to beat the oncoming storm.


But the wind picked up, blowing the increasing raindrops sideways, and it was only a matter of seconds before she was soaked.


At Blossom Street she passed the construction site that would eventually be a grand subway station, connecting all of the various lines and exiting practically in front of Elysium. She’d heard it would be finished sometime in the early spring of next year—perfect for her commute, if Elysium hired her full-time after her graduation from nursing school.


The rain was coming down in drenching sheets now, as if someone had turned on a fire hose. She tried to quicken her pace even more as she turned up the drive to Elysium’s front entrance, fighting the wind and rain but losing miserably.


She climbed the old stone steps and was reaching out to grasp the door when the wind seemed to decide that she wasn’t going inside. It felt like a huge hand was pushing her back down the stairs, the pelting rain stinging her face and obscuring her vision.


But suddenly a strong hand took her arm, and she heard a familiar voice over the howling wind. “Come in, come in!” shouted Sam, the security guard, as he pulled her through the glass door and yanked it closed behind them.


“Thanks, Sam,” Delilah said breathlessly, laughing as she tried to wipe away the water that cascaded down her face. “I wasn’t sure I was gonna make it.”


“I saw you coming up the drive and thought you might need a hand.” The older man smiled warmly at her; his was the first kind face she’d seen when she’d started her job at Elysium. “Looks like you’re gonna need a towel.”


“Maybe two,” she added, looking down at the way her scrubs were plastered to her body.


“I’m surprised you even came in today,” Sam said, moving back to his desk.


“Little rain ain’t gonna keep me away,” she told him with a smile.


“Little rain?” he said. “Governor’s declared a state of emergency. This thing’s turned into a full-blown hurricane.”


“Seriously?” she asked.


The old man nodded. “Yeah. They’re calling it an atmospheric anomaly, came outta nowhere and it’s gonna be big. You should get upstairs and see if they’ve got something dry for you to put on. You’ll catch your death with these air conditioners blowing on you all day,” Sam added as he returned to his seat behind the desk.


Delilah felt a sudden chill and had to agree with the old security guard. “True, and I don’t want to be later than I already am!” she said, moving toward the elevators, where a few others waiting gave her wet clothing a look, probably glad it wasn’t them.





Delilah’s manager, Mallory, was so relieved that the co-op student had actually made it in to work when so many others hadn’t that she ignored the fact that Delilah was late. She even managed to find a set of dry scrubs for the young woman.


The new scrubs were blue, and as Delilah peeled off her wet clothing, she realized that it did feel more like a blue day after all. She left the bathroom, carrying her own pink scrubs in a dripping ball, and caught sight of a housekeeping cart parked against the opposite wall outside the men’s room. She walked over to it to grab a plastic bag for her clothes.


“What are you looking for, beautiful?” she heard a pleasant voice ask from behind her and turned to see Mason exiting the bathroom, carrying his mop.


“Hey, Mason,” Delilah said. “How’s the family?”


The man smiled as he approached her. “They’re good,” he said. “Thanks for asking. The baby is getting so big—six months now, hard to believe. You need something there?”


“Just grabbing a plastic bag for my clothes,” she said, holding up the wet ball of pink. “I got caught in the storm coming in.”


“Let me help you with that.” Mason grabbed a roll of small plastic trash bags and tore one off, handing it to her.


“Perfect, thanks,” she said, taking it from him and slipping the pink scrubs inside.


“Don’t be showing that around,” he warned with a wink. “Deacon sees it, he’ll make you pay for it.”


Deacon was the head of custodial services and had a reputation for nickel-and-diming his staff. Everyone seemed to be a little afraid of him.


“I’ll be careful,” she promised as she headed back in the direction of her unit for morning report.


She turned the corner and almost collided with a dog. Immediately she froze, her heart pounding and her breath catching in her chest as her eyes locked with the big dog’s chocolate-brown orbs.


Nothing scared Delilah more than dogs.


She couldn’t have been any older than six, playing with her friends at the playground when the rottweiler got loose. She remembered having seen it earlier, fascinated by its black-and-brown coloring and how powerful it looked.


She’d all but forgotten about the animal as she’d climbed on the monkey bars with her friends—until she heard the screams. Even at six years old she knew that those screams were not children having fun, but screams of sheer terror. She’d turned around to see the rottweiler on top of a little girl from the neighborhood, biting her, shaking her as she cried out for help. Blood was all over the little girl’s face and clothing—and on the dog’s face.


Delilah saw that face often in her nightmares, dark eyes wild, muzzle stained a deep, bloody red.


She remembered people trying to stop the dog, but the dog just went after them. Overwhelmed with fear and panic, Delilah had jumped down from the monkey bars and started to run. She knew now that it was the worst thing she could ever have done, like calling to the animal to come take a bite.


And it did, charging across the playground, chasing after her. She remembered screaming so loudly that it felt like her voice would break. She could hear the dog behind her, growing closer . . . closer . . . and closer still.


And just as it was about to get her—


Delilah suddenly realized that the dog in the hallway was simply sitting in front of her, staring at her with a tilted head and quizzical gaze.


But it didn’t change a thing. She was still so very, very afraid.


“Bella!” Delilah heard a woman calling and looked up to see the pet therapist step into the corridor from the activity room two doors down.


Immediately the dog reacted, turning toward the woman with a furiously wagging tail.


“What are you doing, bad girl? Sorry about that,” the woman said to Delilah. “I was setting up for pet therapy, and she wandered away.”


Delilah tried to speak, but fear clogged her throat.


“Hey, are you all right?” the woman asked, concern creeping into her voice as she studied Delilah more closely.


“I’m okay,” Delilah managed, the words tumbling out in a gasp. “Just really . . . really afraid . . .”


“Afraid of Bella?” the woman asked with surprise. “She’s perfectly harmless. There’s no reason to be afraid of her.”


That’s what everyone says, Delilah thought. But I do have a reason.


She had seen what a dog had done to a little girl on a playground, to those who tried to help . . .


To her.


The scar on her ankle suddenly ached and throbbed. She felt the dog’s teeth as they ripped her skin, scraping across the bone.


“I—I’m just really afraid of dogs,” Delilah stammered, not even wanting to look at the woman whose dog now stood beside her, nuzzling her hand.


“I’m so sorry,” the woman said. “I understand.”


But did she? Delilah wondered. Did the woman really get the level of fear that she experienced when encountering a dog, no matter how friendly they were supposed to be?


It was a bystander who had saved her. He’d jumped over the fence and used a bicycle pump to beat the dog over the head, finally driving it away.


Delilah had never gone back to that park and never looked at a dog—any dog—any way other than through fear-filled eyes since.


The woman gave her one last look before she and the dog went back into the activity room. Delilah waited a moment to be sure they wouldn’t come back out, then practically ran past the doorway and into the nursing office.


“Jesus Christ, you look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Mallory exclaimed as she walked in.


Worse, Delilah thought.


Much worse than a ghost.


This was real.





CHAPTER THREE


Sidney’s friends were all sitting or standing around her cot. They weren’t saying much, but she could read their concern for her in their watchful eyes. She wanted so much to tell them to cut the crap, that she was fine.


But then she could feel it—whatever it was—inside her skull, inside her brain—and she was so very glad that they were with her.


“They’re upset,” Isaac blurted out. He stood alone near the wall of the tent, staring out through the plastic window at the makeshift camp on the high school soccer field.


“What’s that, Isaac? Who’s upset?” Sidney asked, climbing off the cot to join him, grateful for the distraction.


Isaac turned as she approached, Snowy right behind her. Nervously he stepped back, still horribly awkward and shy around her even though they’d been through so much together in the last twenty-four hours.


“The scientist people,” he said, gesturing toward the window.


Sidney stepped past him and glanced outside. “You’re right,” she said.


“What’s goin’ on, Sid?” Cody questioned as he and Rich headed toward her.


“I don’t know, but they don’t look all that happy.”


Sayid and Langridge were talking, the scientist pacing. Other members of their team were milling about, all wearing the same stern looks.


“I’m sure it’s about Boston,” Rich said.


“Yeah, but what about it?” Sidney asked.


And suddenly she felt as if someone had stabbed the blade of a scalpel into her skull, twisting it in the soft mushy meat of her brain. She let out a shrill scream, her hands grabbing at the sides of her head as the world dropped away from beneath her.


Backward she fell, first into darkness . . .


And then into hell.





Sidney didn’t understand the images that bombarded her with such painful fury.


At first she found herself in total darkness—a black so intense that it consumed all light, feeling, and sound.


Life. It consumed life.


Then there was a flash, tearing the darkness away like a curtain, revealing . . .


Somewhere deep beneath the ground, somewhere wet and muddy and hard with rock . . .


A city . . . a jungle of steel, stone, and glass . . . pummeled by a storm. So many live there . . . so many lives . . .


Eyes . . . she is looking out through hundreds—thousands—of eyes. It is ready . . . something . . . alien. The time for attack is now.


ELYSIUM.


The sign is before her, the rain pouring over its raised letters. She thinks she sees a building behind the sign, but . . .


The curtain falls, and it is darkness again.





“Sidney.”


The sound of someone calling her name seemed to be reverberating through the length of a very long tunnel.


“Sid? Sidney? Are you okay? Sidney?”


She opened her eyes and realized she was lying on the floor of the tent, her friends and Dr. Sayid leaning over her.


“Hey,” he said, that look of concern on his face. “Are you all right, Ms. Moore?”


“I saw a city,” she blurted out, attempting to sit up but blocked by an excited Snowy licking her face. “I think . . . I think it was Boston.”


“What do you mean you saw Boston?” Langridge pushed her way between Cody and Rich and squatted beside Sidney.


“Brenda, perhaps you should—” Sayid began.


But the security officer immediately cut him off. “Never mind that. What do you mean you saw Boston?” she demanded.


Sidney thought for a moment about what she was going to say, not completely understanding it herself. “I really don’t understand, but it’s like I told you already. When I connected with that thing in the cave, it . . . they . . . the ones who sent it . . . got into my head too. I think there’s another one of those things in Boston . . . at least that’s what I saw.”


Langridge looked at Sayid and then back to Sidney.


“You realize that sounds like crazy talk,” she said.


Sidney nodded. “Can you help me up?” she asked. Cody stepped in front of Sayid and reached down to grasp her hand, pulling her to her feet. She swayed ever so slightly.


“You good?” he asked, holding her arm to steady her.


“Yeah, thanks,” she said. “Just a little dizzy.”


“So what makes you think there’s another one of those creatures and that you’re somehow linked to it? Maybe it’s just stress or something,” Cody suggested.


“No,” Sidney said, shaking her head. “It’s hard to describe, but the feelings, I guess, were the same. And it was definitely Boston I could see.”


“But you’ve been to Boston,” Langridge said, clearly trying to debunk Sidney’s story. “It could just be with all the talk of another storm . . .”


“Not during a hurricane,” Sidney countered. “It’s almost as if I’m somehow part of this thing . . . this alien organism . . . seeing what it sees . . . feeling what it feels . . .” Her voice trailed off as she remembered the painful, terrible sensations.


“Okay, so tell me then,” Langridge said. “Is what happened here in Benediction going to happen in Boston?”


Sidney knew the answer but didn’t want to face the truth. She felt suddenly cold and wrapped her arms around herself, avoiding the uncomfortably stern gaze of the woman questioning her.


“Sidney?” Langridge insisted.


She was sure they all knew the answer anyway.


“Yes.”





CHAPTER FOUR


Sayid wasn’t sure how much he should share; these people were civilians after all.


“We haven’t been able to contact authorities in Boston, or anywhere else,” he said carefully, feeling Langridge’s eyes burning into the side of his face.


“Greg,” she said. “Maybe we should—”


“It’s all right, Brenda,” Sayid interrupted. “I think that after what they’ve been through, they have a right to know.” He paused, weighing what he would say next, before focusing his attention on Sidney and her friends. “Something is interfering with our communications.”


“So Boston doesn’t know,” Rich said.


Sayid shook his head. “We’re working on it, but . . .”


“It’s them,” Sidney said suddenly. “They’re doing this . . . blocking the signals, just like they did during the storm on the island.”


“Perhaps, but we just don’t know if . . .”


“No.” The young woman was adamant. “Trust me . . . I know it’s them.”


“You’re talking about aliens again,” Langridge commented, her tone indicating her doubt. “Or whatever the hell they are.”


Sidney nodded her head slowly.


“Then what can you tell us specifically? Do you have any idea of the number of alien creatures we’re talking about here? One, or two or two hundred?”


“I—I don’t—” Sidney stammered.


Sayid was fascinated. The young lady truly seemed to believe what she was saying. “How can you be so certain?” he asked her. “Is this actual knowledge, or a guess?”


“Look,” Sidney began, and Sayid could hear the anger creeping into her tone. “I’ve already told you I don’t know what’s happening, and I’m getting a little tired of all these questions. Something happened in that cave, and now I seem to know what these things are trying to do and where they’re headed. You can believe me or not, but either way, there are a lot of people in Boston who are gonna need help.”


“So if that’s true, does it work the other way?” Langridge piped in. “Do they know that you’re aware of what they’re planning?”


The young woman offered a sad, small smile before answering. “They do.” She paused, then chuckled softly, although there was no humor in it. “And I don’t think they like that one bit.”





CHAPTER FIVE


The staff had just wrapped up report and taken their assignments when there was a horrendous boom. At first Delilah thought it was an explosion, and she had to admit that she let out a little scream when the thunder clap sounded and the lights went out. It seemed to shake the whole building and cause the very air to vibrate.


“It’s all right,” Mallory called out. “Give it a second.”


And like magic, most of the lights came back on.


“There, emergency generators have kicked in,” Mallory continued. “We should be good.”


The storm continued to rage outside, the wind driving the rain so hard that it sounded like little rocks hitting the windows.


“Listen to it out there,” Phil commented. “Don’t think I’ll be going out for lunch today.”


“Has anybody heard anything more about the storm?” Annalise asked.


Cherrie looked at her phone. “Says it’s gonna rain,” she said in all seriousness.


“Really? I wouldn’t have known,” Delilah commented drily, and they all shared a nervous laugh.


It felt good to laugh after the scare. Delilah knew it was ridiculous, but she just couldn’t shake the terror of her earlier confrontation with Bella. Maybe it’s the storm, she thought. For a second she actually considered heading down the hall to find the therapist and the dog and trying to pet the animal. But then her heart started racing, and she began to sweat.


On second thought, maybe she’d just get to work.


As a co-op, she didn’t have an assignment of her own; instead she was paired up with one of the nurses, meant to maximize her learning experience, and, if truth be told, she really was learning a lot. Today she was working with Cherrie, who was waiting by the doorway, still looking at her phone with a concerned expression.


“What’s wrong?” Delilah asked as she joined the nurse.


“I’m not getting anything on this,” she said, obviously annoyed. “The storm must be screwing everything up.”


Delilah pulled her own phone from the pocket of her scrub pants and looked at it. “Yeah, I’m not getting anything either.”


Someone cleared their throat loudly, and they saw Mallory glaring from the back of the room.


“Don’t make me take those away from you,” she said, reminding them that cell phones were not allowed on patient units.


“Sorry,” Delilah said, quickly putting the phone back into her pocket.


Cherrie did the same. “Not like we can do much with it anyway,” she grumbled as she and Delilah headed out on their first rounds.





Elysium was a long-term-care hospital that specialized in the treatment and rehab of people with traumatic brain injuries. Delilah’s unit was a chronic-care unit, the patients not expected to ever really recover. It was a difficult job, but Delilah loved it. There wasn’t much she found more rewarding than the occasional slight response she received from her mostly unresponsive patients.


She was feeding Lonnie Jorgenson, a thirty-five-year-old former music teacher who had suffered severe brain trauma in a car accident a little more than five years earlier. Her prognosis was poor, but Delilah could have sworn that every once in a while she caught a glimpse of the woman that Lonnie used to be.


She raised the spoonful of pureed peaches up to Lonnie’s mouth, then gently wiped away the excess that dribbled from her lips.


“It’s really awful out there today, Lonnie,” Delilah said, making conversation even though it was completely one-sided. “In fact, a state of emergency has been declared.” She brought another spoonful of the fruit to Lonnie’s mouth. “But don’t you worry, we’ve got it all under control here,” she continued. “Everything is going to be just fine.”


Delilah listened to the howling wind and driving spray against the windows, trying to believe her own reassurances. She wished that she could take a quick break and check in with her mother and Izzy, but the cell signals were still down.


She finished feeding Lonnie and carefully wiped the woman’s mouth and face. “We good?” she asked the woman softly, but Lonnie just stared with that sad, vacant expression.


“Let’s get you comfortable, and we’ll put on your music. How’s that?” Delilah asked her.


Lonnie did not answer, but Delilah felt she would be happy with that. She lowered the woman’s bed, fixed her pillow and arranged her covers, then crossed the room to a shelf where a CD player sat, a stack of disc cases beside it.


Cherrie appeared in the doorway. “Hey, Lonnie,” she said softly, touching the woman’s hand before turning to Delilah. “You about done?”


“Almost. I just want to put some music on for her.”


Delilah picked Mozart’s Greatest Hits and placed the disc in the player. She hit play, adjusting the volume as the first soothing notes sounded, then turned to see that Cherrie was checking her work. She smiled to herself. She knew the nurses had to double-check her care, and, believe it or not, she was fine with that. She was pretty confident in the care she gave.


“How’s that, Lonnie?” Delilah asked as she approached the bed where the woman lay still, eyes fixed on the ceiling above her.


“We’ll leave you to your music, hon,” Cherrie said, again touching the woman’s hand and giving it a squeeze.


“Nice job in there,” Cherrie said to her as the two left the room and headed down the corridor. “But now comes a real challenge,” she added as they stopped at another room.


“Okay,” Delilah said with trepidation as she realized they were at Winston’s door.


Winston had managed to survive a massive stroke, but it had left him in a near-vegetative state. The poor man was mostly nonresponsive but would occasionally have sudden, violent physical outbursts. There was really no way to predict when they would happen—add to that the fact that he weighed nearly three hundred pounds—making caring for him difficult, to say the least.


“Winston needs his bath,” Cherrie said.


“Oh no,” Delilah said. “Didn’t he just have one?”


Cherrie nodded with a smile. “And now it’s time for another.”


Delilah peered into the semidarkened room at the large mound of humanity lying upon the bed.


“Do you accept the challenge?” Cherrie asked.


Delilah steeled herself. “Let’s do this,” she said, taking a deep breath and entering the room first.





CHAPTER SIX


“What do you think they’re talking about?” Rich asked, staring through the plastic window.


Langridge and Sayid had quickly left and were talking outside, stepping far enough away from the fabric sides of the tent that those inside couldn’t hear their words.


Sidney had returned to the cot and sat next to Doc Martin, stroking Snowy’s fur in an attempt to keep both herself and the dog calm. There was an energy in the air now, and she felt like she wanted to scream. The shepherd was sitting on top of Sidney’s feet and panting, clearly feeling that same crackling vibe.


Doc Martin pulled a cigarette from the pack in her pocket, placed it in her mouth, and lit up. “Obviously it’s about Boston,” she said as she took her first puff, “and what they’re going to do.”


“What can they do?” Cody asked from the corner of the tent where he stood with his arms folded defensively. “You heard them—communications are out. There’s no way to reach anybody.”


“So that’s it?” Rich said. “Boston is toast? My parents are in Newton, in case you’ve forgotten.”


“I didn’t say that,” Cody explained. “I was just saying that the team here wouldn’t be able to help anyone there. I’m sure there’s somebody in Boston who could—”


“Deal with killer animals by the thousands—maybe millions?” Sidney asked, feeling a sudden touch of panic take hold. “Think of what happened here, on this tiny island, and then multiply it.”


She could see by the expressions on their faces that they were doing precisely what she’d asked.


“Could be bad,” Doc Martin nodded, puffing thoughtfully on her smoke. “Could be really bad.”


“But they’ve got a major police force, SWAT, National Guard, and everything else, right?” Rich said. “I’m sure they can handle some psycho pets and a few bugs. . . .”


His words trailed off, the reality of the situation clearly sinking in. Sidney thought of all they’d encountered during the storm. She remembered the ground literally moving with life—things she never even knew lived on Benediction, the living wave of crazed animals, their right eyes covered with that silvery sheen.


“Shit,” Rich groaned, and slumped down on the other side of Doc Martin.


“Can I have one of those?” he asked the veterinarian, gesturing to her cigarette.


“You don’t smoke.”


“Nah, but I need something to calm me down.”


“Take a coupla deep breaths and have a drink of water,” the older woman said. “These things’ll kill ya.”


Rich looked even more dejected, his shoulders slumping. “The whole time we were running around for our lives last night, I never gave my folks a thought. . . . They were safe back home.” He paused, his eyes filling with tears. “But now . . .”


Sidney started to get up, to go to her friend, but stopped when Cody crossed the tent to stand before him.


“You can’t think of the bad shit,” he said. “You’ve got to be strong . . . at least until you know otherwise.”


Rich looked at him, his face filled with annoyance.


“Thanks for that, asshole.”


“Hey, man, Sidney and I already lost our fathers, and Isaac his mother,” Cody snapped. “I just meant there’s no reason to get yourself all worked up until you know something for sure.”


Rich leaned forward, putting his head in his hands.


“Not worked up? How is that even friggin’ possible—not get worked up.” He had started to rock back and forth. “My mother is terrified of bugs—any bugs. She once had my father come home from a business trip to kill a spider that had made a web near the living room window.”


“That’s a little extreme,” Doc Martin said.


“Ya think?” Rich offered, lifting his head from his hands. “He was in freakin’ Michigan.”


Isaac had been standing silently by the open tent flap, staring out at the activity of the encampment, survivors of the night wandering around like zombies while scientists and military types rushed about. Sidney saw him raise a hand toward his bad ear—his Steve ear, as he’d called it—and then lower it again.


“You okay, Isaac?” she asked him, moving to stand next to him, Snowy tight to her side.


“Yeah,” he said, without looking at her. “Yeah, I’m good.”


The conversation between Sayid and Langridge was becoming louder.


“I don’t like it,” Sidney heard the woman say. “Not one little bit.”


“But it’s a chance we have to take,” Sayid responded. “We cannot risk the possibility of . . .”


Langridge looked like she was going to hit him but instead spun on her heels and stalked off. Sayid watched her go for a moment, thoughtfully stroking the scruff on his chin, then turned back to the tent.


“Everything all right?” Sidney asked, stepping back as he entered, not realizing until the words left her mouth how absolutely stupid her question was. No, things weren’t all right. Things were very, very bad, and likely to get worse.


“Your connection to the invaders,” Sayid began, catching her off guard.


“Yeah . . . ,” she prompted cautiously.


“You say you know things.”


Sidney nodded, feeling that awful, squirming sensation in her brain.


“Could it . . . could you tell us things?”


She thought about the question and the things that she had seen inside her mind, things that only the invaders would know, and knew that there had to be more that she could see.


Even though the thought terrified her.


“Yeah,” she admitted finally. “I think I could.”


“You’re a civilian,” he began, his hand again going to his chin, “and I know that I shouldn’t even be considering this, but . . .”


“This is what’s got Langridge upset, isn’t it?” Sidney said.


He nodded quickly. “And I completely understand why, but if there’s even the slightest chance that we can prevent what happened here from happening in Boston . . .”


“What are you asking?”


“Sid, maybe you shouldn’t,” Cody warned, but she ignored him.


“What, Dr. Sayid—tell me.”


“We’re going to attempt to fly into Boston.”


“And do what?” Cody asked incredulously.


Sayid shook his head. “We’ve been investigating incidents like what happened here in Benediction all over the world. This is the first chance at a breakthrough we’ve had, and if we can use it to our advantage . . . if we can get to Boston, and take Sidney with us, we might be able to—”


“No,” Cody interrupted, nearly shouting. “Sidney is not going with you.”


“Cody,” Sidney said quietly.


“No, Sid, this is crazy!” His voice continued to rise. “I’ve already lost you as my girlfriend, but I’m not about to let you go off with these clowns and end up like our fathers.”


Sidney closed her eyes at the mention of their fathers. Both men had sacrificed their lives to save their children and their friends. She knew what she had to do. There was no other choice. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes and faced Cody. “I have to do this,” she said firmly, then turned to Dr. Sayid. “What do you need?”


Sayid was about to answer as Langridge came into the tent. It looked like she was going to say something, but a look from the doctor silenced her.


“We need whatever information you can give us about these things and what they’re doing,” Sayid said to Sidney. “I know it’s a lot to ask and I know it’s risky, but right now it’s all we have. There’s a chance that you can help save a lot of lives and stop these things. If that happens, it will be completely worth the risk.”


“What about her life?” Cody interjected.


“Cody, please,” Sidney said.


“He’s right, Sid,” Rich piped up.


“Come on, not you, too!”


Rich stood up from the cot. “After what we’ve been through together . . .” He shook his head. “I can’t stand the thought of losing you.”


Sidney looked at Doc Martin, who continued to sit silently on the cot. “Everybody else is offering their two cents. What do you think?”


The veterinarian looked her square in the eyes, and Sidney braced herself for what was to come.


“If I had an opportunity to potentially save thousands of lives, I know what I would do,” she said. “But that’s just me.” She pulled the pack of cigarettes from her pocket again and got up from the cot with a grunt. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna have a smoke outside.”


They all watched Doc Martin leave, the tension so thick in the tent that Sidney felt she could cut it with a knife.


“I’ll go,” she said after a moment.


“If you’re going, then I’m going,” Cody said.


“Not a chance,” Langridge said. “We’re already risking the life of one civilian, I won’t take responsibility for—”


“Three,” Rich interrupted, and finished her sentence.


Langridge glared at Rich as he held up three fingers.


“This is ridiculous,” she said. “None of you are going. Tell them,” she ordered Sayid.


“They did pretty well here last night,” he said. “Look at what they survived together.”


“I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” she said, and Sidney noticed that Langridge’s hand was on her gun again.


“Well I guess that’s the deal.” Sidney shrugged. “If you want me, you have to take my team.”


“We’re a team?” Rich asked her.


“Would you rather ‘posse’?”


Cody shook his head and rolled his eyes.


“Posse is good,” Rich agreed.


“Okay,” Sidney said, looking back to Sayid and Langridge. “We’re all going . . . me and my posse.”


Snowy whined pitifully, rubbing her large head up against Sidney’s leg.


Langridge looked at the shepherd with distaste. “I suppose the dog is part of your posse as well,” she said.


Sidney looked down, scratching the powerful animal behind the ears.


“We’ve been through a lot, she and I. I wouldn’t dream of being separated from her.”





CHAPTER SEVEN


The big man hung limply in the sling above the bed.


“You ready?” Cherrie asked Delilah. The nurse was standing on one side of the bed, holding the remote control for the Hoyer lift.


Delilah was opposite her, pulling on the sides of the sling to keep Winston’s body in position over his bed. She nodded, and Cherrie hit the button on the remote control, slowly lowering the hydraulic arm.


Winston’s mass settled upon the bed, with not a sound from him. “He’s good,” Delilah said proudly. Today’s shower had been relatively easy, but moving Winston was a tiring chore, with or without the bad behavior.


Together, Delilah and Cherrie unhooked the sling from the metal bar of the hydraulic arm, and Cherrie slid the lift back into the corner of the room. “Let’s get that sling-pad out from underneath him, and we’ll be good,” she said as she returned to her side of the bed.


They turned him onto his side facing Cherrie, and Delilah rolled the sling, pushing it as far underneath him as she could. “All set,” she said, reaching out to pull him back toward her.


“Got it,” Cherrie said, as she pulled the green canvas-and-foam sling out from under Winston and hung it on a hook behind the door.


They positioned him on his back and raised the head of the bed; then Cherrie leaned over to fix Winston’s pillow as Delilah reached down to pull up his sheet and blanket.


Winston’s arm suddenly shot out to the side and connected with Cherrie’s midsection. The young woman let out a horrible-sounding grunt as she stumbled backward and fell to the floor, narrowly avoiding hitting her head on the wall under the windows.


“Oh my God,” Delilah said as she threw herself on top of Winston, holding his flailing arm down so that he did not hurt himself. She could hear Cherrie moaning on the floor.


Winston immediately went still, and Delilah waited just a second to see if he would remain that way before cautiously backing away and rushing around the bed to her friend.


Cherrie was curled in a tight ball, clutching her side and gasping.


“Hey, are you all right?” Delilah asked as she knelt down beside her.


“I think he might’ve cracked a rib,” Cherrie said between gasps.


“I’ll get Mallory,” Delilah said, standing up.


“No,” Cherrie said. “Just help me up.” She struggled to sit up and then reached out for Delilah. “On the count of three.”


Delilah braced herself and hooked her arms under Cherrie’s.


“One,” they said in unison. “Two.” They began to rock back and forth. “Three,” they yelled, and Delilah rocked back, standing and pulling Cherrie to her feet.


Cherrie cried out, bending forward and clutching her side.


“Oh God, he really hurt me,” she gasped.


“Let me help you to the chair, and then I’m definitely going to get Mallory,” Delilah said, trying to turn the nurse in the direction of the chair by the door. Cherrie didn’t move, and Delilah realized the nurse seemed to be staring at something behind her. She turned and froze.


Winston’s bed was empty.


All three hundred pounds of the man who had, until this point, been completely helpless, was standing at the foot of the bed, blocking their way to the door.


“That’s impossible,” Cherrie said in a fearful whisper.


“Somebody should tell Winston that,” Delilah said as the wall of a man lumbered toward them.





CHAPTER EIGHT


“So you’re going?” Doc Martin asked her.


“We all are,” Sidney replied, nodding toward Cody and Rich who stood near them.


“Taking Snowy girl too?” Doc asked, reaching down to pet the dog, who stood with her side pressed against Sidney’s leg.


“Yeah,” Sidney said, as she ran her fingertips over the dog’s head. “Can’t bear to be without her since . . .”


She felt it inside her skull again, writhing around, a foreign presence gradually coming alive.


But for what purpose exactly?


She was determined to find out.


“Are you sure about this?” Doc Martin reached over and affectionately rubbed her arm. The veterinarian was the closest thing to a mother that Sidney had had since her own mom had walked out on her and her dad when she was little.


“If I can help some people . . .” Sidney responded, although she was more than a little frightened.


Doc Martin looked carefully at her for a moment as if debating what to say next. Finally, she simply nodded.


“We’ll fly into Logan, let the proper authorities know what’s going on, and they can take it from there. Easy peasy.” Sidney tried to sound confident but was pretty sure she wasn’t fooling the doc.


“Easy peasy,” Doc Martin repeated, and smiled weakly.


“I’ll be fine,” Sidney said, feeling a lump starting to form in her throat. Damn those pesky emotions.


“I know,” the older woman said. “You’re a tough cookie—always have been.”


Suddenly Sidney couldn’t help herself and threw her arms around the woman in a powerful hug, squeezing her as hard as she could, just in case she didn’t get another chance.


Doc Martin hesitated, probably surprised by the unusual show of emotion, but quickly cracked, wrapping her own arms around the girl.


“You’ll be home before you know it, and Isaac and I will make sure that everything stays fine for you here.”


“Where is Isaac?” Sidney asked, realizing that he wasn’t with the others as she released her friend.


Doc Martin looked around. “He said he wasn’t feeling well; maybe he went to lie down.”


Sidney scanned the camp. “Yeah, maybe he did.”


“Looks like they’re ready for you,” Doc Martin said, pointing behind her.


A military-style Humvee had pulled up near Cody and Rich. Langridge had opened the back door and was motioning for them to get in. Sayid was already sitting in the front.


“Okay then,” Sidney said, starting to back away from Doc Martin. Snowy was right by her side.


“Be safe,” Doc Martin said, fumbling in her filthy lab coat pocket and producing her rumpled pack of cigarettes.


“When I get back we’re gonna work on that nasty habit,” Sidney said, smiling at her friend, and turned toward the Humvee.


“It’s a deal,” she heard Doc Martin call to her, making her smile and giving her something to look forward to when this business was over and done with.





Isaac was scared.


The bad radio—it was back.


He lay on his cot and pulled his knees up tight against his chest, trying to concentrate, to push the awful signal out of his head and back to where it came from.


Go away, bad radio. Go away.


His whole body still hurt from what it had gone through the previous night. His body hurt, and so did his heart.


He missed his mother and the cats—even though they would often mess up his room. What was it Mother used to always say? You only miss something once it’s gone.


Yeah, he understood that now.


Sidney was about to be gone too, and that made him sad as well.


He’d thought about going with them . . . Cody, Snowy, and Rich, but they were going on a plane.


Isaac had never been on a plane, and he thought that it might be quite scary, so he’d decided to stay right here in the camp where he could maybe help Doc Martin and the other people.


The bad radio had gone away after Sidney had killed that thing in the cave, and at first Isaac was ecstatic, thinking it was gone for good . . .


But now it was back.


It was softer than it had been . . . like a station that wasn’t quite tuned in. But it was definitely there. He’d even tried turning his hearing aids down, remembering his mother yelling at him whenever he touched them. But he could still hear it, and he wished so hard that it would go away. He hated how it made him feel—the way it made him angry, telling him to hurt people.


No, he told the bad radio. I won’t do that.


And he tried to be strong as he lay on his side, perfectly still so the bad radio would think he was asleep.


But it knew he wasn’t.


And it continued to buzz inside his head, telling him things that he did not want to hear.


Telling him that there was nothing he could do . . . nothing that anybody could do.


The bad radio had won.


The bad radio was here to stay.





CHAPTER NINE


“Be careful,” Cherrie gasped from where Delilah had left her supporting herself against the wall.


Delilah was cautiously approaching the man who continued to shuffle closer on thick legs. “Winston?” she said gently.


He turned his head stiffly toward her, and she noticed something very strange—something that she’d never seen before, although she’d been taking care of this man for the past month and a half. There seemed to be something wrong with his right eye—a kind of reflective coating, like a thick, silvery cataract.


“It’s okay. Let’s go back to bed,” she continued as she took his hand in hers and began to guide him toward the bed.


Winston immediately yanked his hand away as if she was burning him.


Delilah jumped back, but he was faster, grasping her throat tightly with his large hand. She gasped, unable to breathe, struggling to pry his fingers away. Strangely beautiful explosions of color erupted before her eyes, although they couldn’t hide the horrifying lack of expression on the man’s face.


And that eye. That strange, silvery eye.


She couldn’t stop looking at it. It was like she was slowly being sucked into its shiny center as everything faded to black.


“Drop her!” Delilah heard from somewhere far off, and suddenly the murderous pressure on her throat was gone, and she was falling to the floor.


Through bleary eyes she saw that Cherrie had thrown herself at Winston, pushing him backward where he stumbled on atrophied legs. The two were struggling on the floor beyond the foot of the bed, but it was clear that Cherrie was in terrible pain, and she was barely holding her own against the large man.


“Cherrie . . . no!” Delilah choked, struggling to gather her strength. Something was seriously wrong. Winston’s outbursts had never been this violent, never mind that the man hadn’t stood on his own two feet for years.


“Help!” she finally managed to scream. “We need help down here.”


Without another thought, she pushed herself to her feet and dove toward the fray, only to be rewarded with a vicious slap that sent her flying to the floor again, her mouth filling with the taste of copper.
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