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“There’s Something Out There.”



Alice spoke with a surety and finality that worried Jill.

“We don’t have time for this bullshit.” Peyton pushed past Alice and proceeded down the alley.

“No,” Alice started, but Peyton didn’t listen.

Just as Jill was about to join him, the report of dozens of rounds being fired at once slammed into Jill’s ears—

—just as the cause of those reports slammed into Peyton’s form. Blood splattered as the bullets tore through his body, and he went flying backward.

He was dead before he hit the ground, which he did about six feet behind where he was standing.

“Peyton! No!”

Jill looked up as a figure stepped out of the shadows.

“Figure” was truly an inadequate word. The person was at least eight feet tall, with huge muscles, tubes running in and out of his flesh, was carrying a big weapon that was roughly the size of Texas, and wearing a rocket launcher slung across his back.

“Nemesis.”
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One



Major Timothy Cain didn’t take any shit.

He’d been born with a different name in Berlin back when the city was separated by a large wall. The third of four children, and the youngest boy, he had the misfortune to be on the wrong side of it. Shortly after Mother died, when he was sixteen, Father had managed to secure a way for them to emigrate to the United States. Upon arrival, Father had declared their name to be Cain—an anglicization of their name in German—and gave all his children new names. They were now Michael, Anthony, Timothy, and Mary, because those, Father said, sounded like American names. Anytime they used their old German names, Father would hit them until they stopped. Not being fools, all the children learned quickly to think of themselves with their new identities.

In gratitude to his new home, Timothy enlisted in the army on his eighteenth birthday. Shortly thereafter, he was sent overseas to fight in the Gulf War. Father was happy that his son did so. Michael, who was three years older than Timothy, had moved to Chicago and become a police officer; Anthony had moved to San Francisco and lost touch with the rest of the family. As for Mary, though women could serve, she had no interest in doing so, preferring a career in business.

Timothy Cain became alive for the first time in the desert. He had always succeeded academically, but mostly by rote. He was a fast learner, but he had never had much enthusiasm for it. The two years of school he’d attended since immigrating were difficult, since Timothy spoke with a thick German accent, which made him the target of teasing by his peers, and made it difficult for him to derive any kind of enjoyment from the learning experience.

Combat, though, he took joy in that, especially when that combat was against the enemies of the United States of America. And in the desert, nobody cared about his accent, except for a few idiots, and they all shut up once they saw Timothy Cain in action.

It didn’t take long for him to distinguish himself, work his way up the ranks. He was leading his fellow soldiers into combat after only a few weeks, and his men would follow him anywhere. He had a natural charisma, an aptitude for tactics, and an especially fine ability to kill Saddam’s foot soldiers. Subject to the usual armed forces proclivity for obvious nicknames, he quickly became known as “Able” Cain, because no matter how bad the mission, no matter how ridiculous the plan, no matter what it was you needed to get done, if you put Sergeant Timothy Cain in charge, it was going to get done. Period.

Cain learned many things in the desert, but the most important thing was that, contrary to what Father had always taught him, life was neither precious nor sacred.

Life was, in fact, cheap.

If life was such a glorious, magnificent, wonderful thing, then it wouldn’t be so easy to take it away.

If life was a great gift, then he wouldn’t be able to kill a fellow human being with one hand, as he did often in the Persian Gulf.

When his tour ended, he went to officer candidate school to get his commission.

After several more years as an officer, he realized another important truth: there was more to life than the military.

That truth didn’t so much come from plowing through the desert and blowing up the enemy, something at which he had frankly excelled. No, this truth came from the gentlemen in suits who worked for the Umbrella Corporation and recruited him to run its Security Division. Able Cain had served his country. In a sense, he would still be doing so, for Umbrella had many government contracts and provided services for Americans everywhere.

The main difference was that now he’d be recompensed with an obscene amount of money.

Having achieved the rank of major, Cain said yes to Umbrella’s proposition, though he insisted that he still be referred to by his rank. He was also able to buy Father a house in Florida. When Michael was shot in the line of duty, and afterward was going slowly insane at a desk job, Timothy made him the head of security for Umbrella’s Chicago office. He tracked Anthony down in a crack house in Berkeley and got him cleaned up, paying for his detox. (That he later jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge was hardly Timothy Cain’s fault.)

When Mary learned her husband was cheating on her, Cain paid for her divorce lawyer. Then, after the divorce was finalized and Mary had taken the bastard for all he was worth and then some, Cain tracked the ex-husband down—living in a shitty little studio apartment in South Bend, Indiana—and shot him in the head.

Life was, after all, easy to take. But it was so much more satisfying to destroy someone first.

Now Cain stood outside the mansion. Located in the neighborhood of Foxwood Heights, two miles outside the Raccoon City limits, the mansion looked like something out of one of those snooty British movies that Cain hated rather than an actual structure outside a small American city.

It was also owned by the Umbrella Corporation, used as the primary entry point to the Hive.

Five hundred men and women employed by Umbrella lived and worked in the Hive, a massive underground complex where the corporation’s most sensitive work was done.

The existence of the Hive was not kept a secret—it was impossible to sequester five hundred employees, many of whom were in the upper echelons of their respective fields, without someone noticing they were missing—though it was not widely advertised either. Umbrella kept its public headquarters in downtown Raccoon where everyone could see it: the public face of the company that provided the best computer technology and health-care products and services in the country.

Unfortunately, something had gone horribly wrong in the Hive. The facility’s sophisticated artificial intelligence—named the Red Queen—had gone quiet, security measures were activated, and the Hive was now sealed. Cain had sent a team led by his best security operative, a Special Forces veteran who went solely by the code name One, to find out what the hell had happened.

In that, they seemed to have failed, since their contingency plan—sealing the Hive—had been enacted. That only would have been the case if the team was incapacitated or killed.

Cain had assembled a team of doctors and security personnel outside the mansion as backup for One. Based on the protocol that the Red Queen appeared to have used, the crisis was medical in nature and the AI had felt the need to activate a quarantine. So the entire team was dressed in Hazmat suits, with several gurneys and diagnostic equipment on standby, and a sterile umbilical linking the entrance of the mansion with the helicopter that would take them back to Umbrella’s Raccoon City corporate headquarters.

Observing the feed from the security cameras located throughout the mansion on his PDA, Cain and his team waited to see if anyone would emerge from the Hive.

Only two people did. The first was the head of the Hive’s security, Alice Abernathy, one of Cain’s top people. The other was a man Cain didn’t recognize. Of One and his six-person team, there was no sign.

That was bad news. Not only was One Cain’s best operative, but the team he’d brought were Umbrella’s elite. Bart Kaplan, Rain Melendez, J.D. Hawkins, Vance Drew, and Alfonso Warner were the best of the best, and Olga Danilova was a talented field medic. If they were dead…

Still, Cain felt no trepidation, because Cain hadn’t felt trepidation since he enlisted in the army. As a teenager, sure, he’d felt trepidation all the time—his skin was breaking out, he’d struggled with the language, he had difficulty with girls—but once he reached the desert, he never feared anything again.

Because he knew the secret.

Life was cheap.

As Cain watched on his PDA’s screen, Abernathy and the man made it to the vestibule just inside the mansion’s front door.

The man had three wounds in his shoulder that looked like they were made by large claws.

Cain instantly knew what had happened. Someone—probably the fucking computer—had let the damn licker out.

This was turning into a clusterfuck of epic proportions.

Abernathy stumbled to the floor. She was carrying a metal case, which she dropped. The wounded man knelt next to her. Abernathy was crying.

Crying? What the hell had happened down there to make a professional like Abernathy cry?

The camera had an audio feed, and Cain turned it up. Abernathy’s voice sounded tinny on the PDA’s small speaker. “I failed. All of them. I failed them.”

Cain shook his head. It looked like everyone was dead.

One of the security people asked, “Should we move in, sir?”

Holding up a hand, Cain said, “Not just yet.”

“Listen,” the wounded man said, “there was nothing you could have done. The corporation is to blame here, not you.” He indicated the case that Abernathy had dropped. “And we finally have the proof. That means Umbrella can’t get awa—”

He cut himself off, wincing in pain.

Cain smiled. From the sounds of it, this guy was some kind of crusader. How the hell he’d managed to infiltrate the Hive was something Cain would worry about later. From the looks of things, this asshole was about to find out just what those wounds really meant.

The jackass kept talking. “—get away with this. We can—”

Again, he cut himself off.

“What is it?” Abernathy asked.

The man screamed, and fell onto his back.

“You’re infected. You’ll be okay—I’m not losing you.”

Cain had seen enough. “Let’s move in.”

Two members of the security detail opened the door and proceeded inside.

Abernathy shielded her eyes from the blinding light that suddenly poured into the vestibule. “What’s happening? What’re you doing?”

One guard reached for her, while the other, along with one of the medics, knelt beside the crusading moron, who was now convulsing on the floor.

“Stop!” she yelled.

Cain sighed as she fought off the guard with a few well-placed punches. Something obviously had happened to her down there that had a profound effect on her personality—but it didn’t have the least effect on her fighting ability. She was still the best.

Even as the wounded man was loaded onto one of the gurneys, three more of the guards tried to grab Abernathy. It took her maybe five seconds to subdue them.

Damn, she was good.

“Matt!”

So that was the guy’s name. Cain looked to see that this Matt person was growing tentacles out of the three wounds in his shoulder.

Definitely the licker. And this might turn out to be just what they were looking for.

“He’s mutating. I want him in the Nemesis Program,” Cain said.

Maybe they could salvage something out of this fuckup.

It took about twice as long as it should have, but the guards, with some help from a well-placed syringe full of sedatives, finally managed to put Abernathy down. She kept screaming Matt’s name.

Again, Cain wondered what the fuck had gone on down there.

He checked the case Abernathy had been carrying. It had room for all fourteen vials of the T-virus and the antivirus, but several of the vials were missing. That didn’t bode well at all.

“I want her quarantined. Close observation, and a full series of blood tests. Let’s see if she’s infected. Take her to the Raccoon City facility, then assemble a team. We’re reopening the Hive. I want to know what went on down there.”

One of the medics, a pissant little twerp whose name Cain didn’t give enough of a shit about to learn, said, “Sir, we don’t know what kind of—”

Cain didn’t have time for this. He needed information, and the only way to get that was to go into the Hive. “Just do it.”

Abernathy and this Matt person were loaded onto the helicopter. The head of this security detail, a former Marine named Ward, gathered up his people.

“Ready when you are, sir,” Ward said, sounding singularly unenthusiastic.

“Something bothering you, soldier?”

“I’m not even supposed to be here today.” Ward’s face was hidden behind the mirrored faceplate of the Hazmat suit, but Cain could hear the smirk in his voice.

“Tough shit. One’s down there somewhere; it’s up to you to find out what happened to him.”

“Due respect, sir—if they took One out, we ain’t got a snowball’s chance in hell. Moving in, sir,” he added quickly.

Only those last three words saved the ex-jarhead from a tongue-lashing. Ward could be a real whiner, but he did his job. Today of all days, Cain didn’t want to put up with his usual shit.

Armed with MP5Ks and all looking alike in their white Hazmat suits, the seven-person team moved through the high-ceilinged rooms of the mansion in a moderately tight formation. One of them—probably Schlesinger; that little punk was always slow—kept lagging half a step behind the other six. Cain brought up the rear.

Ward signaled another of his people—Osborne, the tech-head in Ward’s team, recognizable by the sterile bag of tricks tethered to the belt of her Hazmat suit—once they reached the giant floor-to-ceiling mirror in the sitting room. She opened a panel with two knob switches, revealing a socket. Reaching into her pouch, she pulled out a plug and inserted it.

The mirror slid open to reveal a concrete staircase. Osborne then pulled out a minicomputer and started tapping its keyboard with gloved hands. “Sir, I still can’t access the Red Queen. I should be hardwired into it now.”

“Try again.”

Osborne tapped more keys. “Nothing, sir.” She looked up, her mirrored visor staring at Ward’s equally blank visage. “The only way this could be happening is if the computer was totally fried.”

“One’s team was supposed to shut down the computer and remove the memory.”

“They did more than that—if it was just that, I’d be able to restart her in at least a limited mode. But there’s nothing there to fire up. The Red Queen’s dead.”

Cain ground his teeth. Definitely an epic clusterfuck.

He gave Ward a nod, and Ward then signaled his team to move down the stairs to the bottom, where the way was blocked by a giant blast door.

This, Cain knew, was the contingency plan in action.

It was about to be put into inaction.

“Open it.”

Ward nodded, then gave another nod to Osborne, who entered more commands into her minicomputer.

A second later, the blast door opened.

Ward and Schlesinger took point and moved in, MP5Ks at the ready. The rest of the team followed, with Osborne and Cain himself bringing up the rear.

Two seconds later, Cain heard the scream.

Only after the scream did he hear the footsteps.

He hadn’t realized they were footsteps at first; they were so rhythmic that he assumed them to be the background noise of the Hive’s operations. But no, these were feet moving slowly and meticulously.

Osborne pulled a flashlight out of her pouch and shined it ahead just as the sounds of gunfire erupted ahead of Cain.

Ward was shooting into a crowd of people. Next to him, Schlesinger lay on the floor, his Hazmat hood removed, a huge hunk of flesh ripped out of his throat.

As usual, Schlesinger was too fucking slow.

Ward kept firing, but even as the bodies fell, more kept coming. There seemed to be an endless supply of them.

“What the fuck are those things?” Osborne asked.

Cain said nothing, but simply looked at them. All of them were wearing either dark suits or lab coats over all-white outfits. Said clothes were filthy and muck-encrusted, but still recognizable as clothes conforming to Umbrella’s strict employee dress code.

That wasn’t why Osborne had asked her question, though. No, it was the faces.

At best, they were blank and expressionless.

At worst, they were missing parts.

One person’s neck was at an impossible angle.

Another’s throat was almost completely missing, only an exposed spinal column keeping head attached to body.

Another was missing both eyes.

Another, its cheek.

Many had wounds on their bodies—teeth marks on some, bullet holes on others.

The four hundred ninety-two employees who lived and worked in the Hive were all dead.

And, based on the fact that this was not stopping them from wandering around the Hive, they had been killed by the T-virus.

Which was doing exactly what several of Umbrella’s top scientists had predicted it might do if it went airborne. Especially after those experiments in the forests by the Arklay Mountains. Umbrella had managed to hush up that particular nightmare, and then moved the project down to the Hive, which could be contained in case of a disaster.

At least in theory.

Even as Ward and Clark went down, overwhelmed by the tide of dead Umbrella employees, Cain was wondering how this might have happened. Most likely, some overeager asshole had decided to steal the T-virus and the antivirus. Abernathy and her friend Matt, maybe? Impossible to be sure.

The gunfire continued, but the ones that had been shot at the start of the fighting were now getting up. One of them leapt onto Shannon and bit right into his left arm through the Hazmat suit. Heddle, panicking, shot both Shannon and his attacker, and the pair went down. The attacker got right back up and leapt for Heddle, as did a brown-haired woman in a lab coat.

Osborne had pulled out her Beretta and ran into the crowd, firing away.

Waste of time.

For his part, Cain turned and walked back up the stairs. Ward’s team would keep the creatures occupied long enough for Cain to evac.

Abernathy hadn’t struck him as the opportunistic type, but maybe someone had made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. God knew there were enough people out there who wanted to get their hands on the T-virus.

Cain heard the screams of Ward’s team as they died one by one. Perrella, Kassin, and finally Osborne all went down.

They had served their purpose. Cain now knew what had happened in the Hive. That was all that mattered.

Life, after all, was cheap.








Two



The air-conditioning still wasn’t working.

Randall Coleman, Raccoon 7’s news director, didn’t think it was too much to ask that the AC function. True, it was fall, but all the equipment they had in the control room needed to stay cool.

But when the AC broke down last week, management hadn’t made it a priority, given the time of year.

Then the heat wave hit.

The whole thing was maddening. They’d get temperatures in the nineties, then it would dip into the fifties when the sun set. Half the staff of Channel 7 was out sick, thanks to the messed-up weather.

Still, they were managing. Randall’s assistant, Loren Bills, had set up several fans throughout the control room, which kept the oppressive air moving and meant that at least some of the equipment was likely to keep functioning.

Fortunately, the equipment itself was quality stuff. Raccoon 7 was no rinky-dink independent that let its network affiliation carry it. Not like those snooty jerks at Channel 9, who thought they were hot shit just because they were a UPN affiliate, but mostly used that as an excuse to cut costs and staff and use substandard equipment.

Channel 7, though, was the most-watched local station in Raccoon City, and that without being an affiliate of any of the six networks. They were truly independent.

Which was how Randall liked it.

Directing the morning news on Raccoon 7 was just a stepping stone for Randall, but it was an important one. Channel 7 was a proven quantity, one of the most respected independent stations in the country, and one known for producing excellent technicians. Here, Randall could learn the craft of directing and producing.

Down the line, it would lead to work at the networks, and eventually he might be able to go freelance and direct actual TV episodes—or even movies.

True, what he did here was basically see-Spot-run directing—Camera 1 on Sherry Mansfield, Camera 2 on Bill Watkins, Camera 3 on the two-shot, Camera 4 roving. But someday he’d be able to move on, maybe direct a sitcom, or one of those cop dramas.

Randall loved cop dramas.

And eventually, he’d get his break, and finally break into films. And then maybe, finally, he’d be able to bring his masterpiece to the big screen.

Because he knew nobody would look at his magnificent screenplay, Scales of the Dragon, right now. Right now, he was a nobody, a guy directing morning news at an indie station in a small-market town.

But Randall was patient. Soon he’d work his way up to the top. Soon he’d be able to write his own ticket, and then Scales of the Dragon would be produced.

No matter what Mom said.

Right now, Camera 4 was on Terri Morales, doing the weather.

Terri had on her reassuring smile. It looked great on camera. So did the cityscape behind the anchor desk, and it was just as fake.

Her vivacious voice came through the speakers next to Randall’s monitor.

“Six-ten in the a.m. and already the temperature is at a massive ninety-two degrees, as this unprecedented heat wave continues.”

Dabbing sweat from his brow, Randall figured it was more like a hundred and two in the control room.

“Why do people say ‘in the a.m.’ all the time?”

Randall looked at his assistant. “Loren, I’m not in the mood.”

“No, really, I mean, why put it there? What does it add to the sentence, except maybe a veneer of pseudo-hipsterism?”

“Clear skies, low humidity, a light breeze coming in from the west. And, as a special bonus just for you, we even have a pollen count of just point-seven.”

“Just for us,” Loren said, “right. Like the Fates got together and said, ‘Hey, let’s keep the pollen count down just for the people watching Terri Morales.’ ”

“Loren, shut the fuck up and ready Camera 3.”

“That’s right—zero-point-seven! And that’s a record low for this time of year. Good news for all you hay-fever and asthma sufferers. All in all, we’re in for another beautiful day.”

Loren shook his head. “She’s on fire this morning.”

“Yeah, too bad they don’t give out Emmys for the weather. Go to Camera 3.”

As Loren switched over to the two-shot of the anchor desk, he asked, “Hey, you think they’ll ever give her back the job as anchor? She’s certainly bland enough.”

Randall blurted a laugh. “Not in my lifetime.”

Sherry and Bill were finishing up.

“Stay with us—after the break we’ll be looking at your holiday hot spots.”

“Stand by—going to c-break in three…two…one…and we’re out.”

“Back in sixty,” Loren added.

As soon as the word “out” came out of Randall’s mouth, he saw Terri Morales’s face change on the Camera 4 monitor from perky and smiling to aggravated and scowling.

“Someone get me a fucking cappuccino before I puke!”

Even as one of the terrified production assistants ran to fulfill her request, Terri reached into a pocket and pulled out a pillbox. Randall knew that it was full of an assortment of uppers, downers, relaxants, and pep pills, none of which would be taken together by a rational, sane person.

However, nobody had ever accused Terri Morales of being a rational, sane person.

A rational, sane person wouldn’t have gone ahead and aired footage of a city councilman taking a bribe that she had been explicitly told not to air until she got a corroborating source. She claimed she had one and aired it anyhow, only to have the lie revealed later, and the footage likewise as being a fake. Instead of exposing Councilman Miller as a corrupt bastard, it had made him look good while vilifying the ever-untrustworthy TV news media. It was a major black eye to Raccoon 7, which until then had a pristine news reporting record.

The only thing that allowed Terri to stay employed was the Raccoon City Times publishing an exposé on Councilman Miller the following week. Taking bribes was a spit in the ocean of the man’s corruption, as it turned out, and while this didn’t exonerate Terri, it at least ameliorated her situation. After all, the only person really harmed by what she’d done was now facing a dozen indictments.

Still, it didn’t look good. One of the reasons Randall liked it at Channel 7 was that the station staff took their journalistic integrity seriously. Maybe they couldn’t fire Terri without risking a backlash—not to mention the chance of a competitor hiring her—but they could demoralize her. Demote her to the Raccoon 7 weather chick.

It also made her résumé look bad for any prospective employers.

Randall was really going to enjoy it when he moved on to bigger and better things in Hollywood while Terri Morales was still talking to Raccoon City about pollen counts.

“Remember how it used to be?”

Randall looked up at the commercial that was now running on the on-air monitor. It showed a beautiful woman of a type that Randall knew didn’t exist in real life getting out of bed. The bedroom was incredibly neat and snazzy—of a tax bracket Randall had long aspired to but not yet achieved.

“That fresh face that you’d see every morning in the mirror?”

The woman wiped the condensation from the bathroom mirror to reveal a gorgeous face.

“Yeah, right,” Loren said, “like anybody looks that good first thing in the morning. Oh, sorry, ‘in the a.m.’ ”

For once, Randall agreed with his AD. Even super-models looked like shit first thing.

“Before the cares of the world got you down?”

Now it was the same shot, but the woman was older. Even the bedroom looked a bit more decrepit—more like a real bedroom. For that matter, the woman looked more real: crow’s-feet, a few wrinkles, baggy eyes.

“Want to turn the clock back? Well, now with Renew Cream, you can. Applied as your daily moisturizer, its unique T-cell formula rejuvenates tired and dying cells.”

Accompanying this was a simple graphic that showed the cream being absorbed into the body, with brightly colored cells replacing dead skin cells.

“Christ, that’s the best they can do?” Loren said. “I can do better animation than that on my fucking Mac.”

“Loren, shut the fuck up.” Randall spoke out of reflex.

The beautiful, not-real version of the woman came back.

“Bringing the young, fresh-faced you back to life.”

“Right, ’cause heaven for-fucking-fend that you actually, y’know, look your age.”

“Loren, what part of ‘shut the fuck up’ don’t you get?”

A sped-up voice that sounded to Randall like the Alvin and the Chipmunks album his nephews always listened to said, “Renew is a registered trademark of the Umbrella Corporation. Always consult your doctor before starting treatment. Some side effects may occur.”

Randall frowned. “Aren’t they supposed to list the side effects?”

Loren snorted. “Shyeah, right.”

“No, really, they passed a law or something, didn’t they?”

“How long you been living in Raccoon, boss?” Loren grinned. “You oughta know by now that Umbrella lives by its own rules.”

Randall couldn’t deny that. Umbrella all but owned Raccoon City. Hell, one of its subsidiaries owned a piece of Channel 7. It wasn’t a majority, but it was, Randall knew, enough to kill aborning more than one investigation into Umbrella or one of its subsidiaries.

Come to think of it, one of those investigations had been by Terri Morales, back in the day.

The last commercial began. “Back in thirty,” Loren said.

Refocusing his attention on the show, Randall cued Camera 3, and thought about the day when Scales of the Dragon would get made.








Three



“Hey, Jeremy, why’s it called the Ravens’ Gate Bridge?”

Jeremy Bottroff swore he was going to kill his parents.

No, that wasn’t fair. It wasn’t their fault—hell, they’d been kind enough to let him move back home after San Jose.

He really needed to kill Mike.

Of course, he’d have to find him first.

“Jeremy?”

Ignoring Greg’s importunings unfortunately wouldn’t make his teenage brother go away, so he finally answered the question. “There used to be a whole mess of ravens that lived in that little park on our side of the bridge. When Raccoon City expanded out to this side of the river, they needed a name for the neighborhood. Since it had so many damned ravens, they called it Ravens’ Gate. When they built the bridge, that’s what they decided to call it.”

As Jeremy spoke, he slowed his battered old Volkswagen Golf as he approached the tollbooth, grateful that his parents had also lent him their FreePass that let him avoid the toll lines. It would allow him to get Greg to crew practice that much faster, then turn around, head home—or, rather, to his parents’ place—and go back to bed.

Then he could try to figure out how to fix up the mess he’d made of his life.

No, that wasn’t right. The mess Mike had made of his life.

Jeremy hoped that wherever Mike wound up, he would die of an exotic disease. Since he was probably in a country that didn’t have an extradition treaty with the United States, that was at least a possibility. Besides, Mike never paid attention to what he ate.

As opposed to Jeremy, who never paid attention to the financial side of the small business he and Mike Jones had started two years ago in San Jose.

Don’t worry about the dot-com collapse, Mike had said.

Don’t worry about the Silicon Alley downsizing, Mike had said.

Don’t worry about our diminishing customer base, Mike had said.

Don’t worry about me stealing what few profits we have left and haring off to some foreign country, leaving you to face the music, Mike most assuredly hadn’t said.

He might as well have, since Jeremy hadn’t worried about it, and it had happened.

Broke, ruined, his face in the pages of BusinessWeek as another casualty of the new millennium’s economic downturn, Jeremy had returned to his hometown of Raccoon City.

A year ago, he’d been a big-ass tycoon. He had a staff, he had a beautiful apartment with a view, he had a girlfriend named Shawna with big tits, no brains, and an insatiable sexual appetite.

Then Mike had disappeared, along with the money, and Jeremy lost, in rapid-fire succession, the staff, the apartment, and the girlfriend. Or maybe he lost Shawna before the apartment. It had all happened so fast. At least he hadn’t been dumb enough to ask Shawna to marry him.

Now he was another lame-ass business failure, living at home with Mommy and Daddy and reduced to driving his younger brother to crew practice at the crack of fucking dawn. All things considered, he could hardly have said no when his parents asked him to take Greg. They were, after all, letting him live rent-free in the house, eating their food, drinking their booze (drinking a lot of their booze), and taking up space in the house.

Still, things were looking up—or at least not looking down. He had an interview set up with Umbrella’s human resources department. It had taken him a month just to get the HR interview—for some reason, the country’s largest supplier of computer technology didn’t see a man whose most recent foray into that field had ended with bankruptcy and indictments as a hot commodity—but he had it later this afternoon.

Which was why he wanted to get Greg to crew practice and get some more sleep.

Of course, if he hadn’t insisted on staying up until 2 A.M. watching crappy movies on cable and depleting Mom’s supply of tequila, getting up to drive Greg to crew might not have been so onerous.

But what the fuck else did he have to do with his life?

“Why’d they call it Ravens’ Gate?” Greg asked. “I mean, it’s not like it’s a gate, really.”

“Sure it is. It’s the gateway to this side of the river and it’s full of ravens.” He smiled. “ ’Sides, they wanted to call it Ravens’ Haven, but the city council said that sounded dumb.”

“No, they didn’t.”

“What, you don’t believe me?”

“No.”

“Then why’d you ask me in the first place?”

“ ’Cause I’m bored.”

“So I gotta be bored, too?”

“Whatever.”

Jeremy breathed a sigh of relief as he went through the tollbooth and the sign indicated that his parents’ FreePass had enough money on it to allow him onto the bridge. Greg saying “Whatever” generally signaled an end to the conversation. Since Jeremy hadn’t wanted it to start in the first place…

It was still early enough that few drivers were on the bridge. Past the tollbooth, the cars spread out as they achieved whatever cruising speed they preferred, making the bridge look deserted. Within twenty minutes or so, the commuters would start pouring onto the bridge in force and then it would become a still-life in vehicles.

Probably mostly SUVs, because, after all, you needed a fucking off-road vehicle to get from your fancy house to your downtown office….

Like those guys.

Jeremy blinked.

What the hell—?

Just as he noticed them in the rearview mirror, Greg asked, “What’s that noise?”

Greg’s window was rolled down—the AC had long since died, and Jeremy really wasn’t in a financial position to have it fixed—so he stuck his head out and looked up. “There’s a black helicopter back there! Betcha they’re from Area 51.”

“Area 51’s in New Mexico, wiseass.”

“I’m gonna tell Mommy you said ‘ass.’ ”

Jeremy looked again at the rearview mirror—there looked to be over a dozen black SUVs zipping across the bridge going at least seventy.

“I’m a grown-up, Greg, I can say whatever the fuck I want.”

The Golf had to struggle to maintain sixty-five, so the SUVs all passed him. As they went, Jeremy noticed that they all had heavily tinted windows. Which, as far as he knew, was totally illegal.

The amazing thing was that the SUVs were bumper-to-bumper, yet still moving at about seventy. It was like fucking robots were driving them or something.

He sneaked a quick glance up to see the black copter Greg was oohing and aahing over. It was in tight formation with the SUVs.

What the fuck was going on?

The last one went by, which by Jeremy’s count was the fifteenth, and then he saw the license plate. Instead of the usual random set of numbers and letters, it had a vanity registration: UC 15.

Jeremy also noted that the frame of the license plate had the stylized logo of the Umbrella Corporation emblazoned on it.

When they reached the Raccoon City side of the bridge, the SUVs all continued toward the heart of town, still in a perfect straight line.

As he continued across the bridge, Jeremy Bottroff decided he was looking forward even more to today’s job interview.
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