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  Characters of Note


Military Personnel
McMurdo Station
Maj. Bill Shaw, Command Pilot, USAF
Lt. Mark Evans, Copilot, USAF
Lt. Timothy Fraser, First Pilot, USAF
Staff Sgt. Charles Keith, Chief Loadmaster, USAF
2nd Lt. Rodrigo Lopez, Flight Engineer, USAF
Bunker One
Col. Kimberly Blake, Special Forces, CO
Cpt. Marcus Potter, US Army
Alpha Squad
David Blake, XO
Gunnery Sgt. Dalton Gaines, USMC MSOR
Cpt. Tom Reynolds, US Air Force 1st SpecOps Wing
Lt. Johnathan Barnes, USMC MSOR
Lt. Jake Powell, SEAL
Lt. Elizabeth Montero, USMC MSOR
Cpt. Nathan Armstrong, Special Forces
Bravo Squad
Cpt. Angelo Martinez, Ranger
Petty Off. 2nd Class Edward Ames, SEAL
Cpt. Janet Turner, USAF 1st SpecOps Wing
Sgt. Arkady Ivanovich, Special Forces
Lt. Adrian Masters, SEAL
Sgt. Joshua Barrents, Special Forces
Sgt. Samuel Techman, USAF 1st SpecOps Wing
Bunker Four
Maj. Malcolm Dagger, USMC MSOR, CO
Bunker Seven
Brig. Gen. George Maxwell, Ranger, AEGIS CO
Bunker Eight
Cpt. Frank Anderson, SEAL, AEGIS XO
Sgt. Douglas Mahoney, Army

      [image: ]Non-Military Personnel
McMurdo Station
Dr. Jim Atkins, Geneticist
Jennifer Michaelson, US Marshal
Dr. Sabrina Tanner, Communications
Dr. Jack Warner, Director
Bunker One
Angela Gates, Governor
Daniel Taylor, Governor’s Assistant
Others
Arthur Beoshane, Rebel Leader, Seattle Ruins
Driebach, Rebel Officer, Seattle Ruins
Dr. Mary Maxwell, Research, AEGIS, Bunker Seven
Arturo Onevás, Administrator, Marambío Base







  
  Acronyms


AEGIS
Advanced Experimental Genetics Intelligence Service
ACU
Army Combat Uniform, standard US Army uniform
CO
Commanding officer of a unit or group
REAPR
Real-time Enemy Assessors and Physiology Readers
USAMRIID
United States Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases
XO
Executive officer, second in command of a unit or group







  
  Prologue


Becoming a zombie was much more painful than he had expected. 
He’d assumed it would be a momentary pain, and then . . . nothing. He would be gone, a mindless monster.
Instead, he felt every stretched sinew pulled taut from endless cramps. Every torn and bruised muscle worked beyond endurance. Every cough and rattle as his tongue rasped against a throat gone dry from screaming.
Pain was a constant companion to him, a seemingly old and dear friend reminding him that he was still, against all odds and hope, miserably alive. He longed for death with each passing second, the sweet release of oblivion calling to him as if she were the most earnest of lovers, and he wanted nothing more than to fall into her arms, to rest at long last.
But the hunger . . . dear God, the hunger.
It gnawed at him, the core of his being turned and twisted into a craven and craving beast, possessed by a singular, overpowering urge to rip and tear into the sweet, sweet flesh of anything and everything that came within grasp of the claws that had replaced his fingers.
The hunger did not come without its own benefits, however. It began to supersede the pain, not to extinguish the horrific agony. But rather to embrace it, to enfold it and make it a part of itself. The hunger made the agony a part of who he was now, who he would forever be.
There in the dark, his mind ran screaming.

      [image: ]Whether it was months, days, or only seconds later when he came back to himself, he couldn’t tell. He only knew that the hunger had gone from crippling to merely frustrating. He knew, on some level, that it would never leave him completely now, but at least he was able to function, able to think.
He sat up on the narrow bunk built into the wall. Raising one hand against the glare of the overhead fluorescent lights, he saw clearly for the first time in who knew how long and noticed the gloves that encased his hands and the dark robe-like clothes he’d been given. A flickering at the edge of his vision gave away the presence of a hood, and his feet were in heavy black boots.
He stood, wavering a little as his equilibrium adjusted. Shaking his head to clear it, he took another look around. The bars of what was obviously a cell gave him a view of a corridor and nothing else. He noticed the lack of any reflective surfaces, and his mind shied away from the thought of what he might look like now.
He took a few cautious steps, and as the world ceased spinning around him, he realized that he felt stronger than he ever had before. Not just stronger, but better, faster, more powerful. The leather of his gloves creaked as he clenched a fist in wonder, the pain presented by the action merely background white noise thanks to his mind’s defensive filtering.
He was just about to start yelling for the guard he assumed was nearby when a man in a US Army uniform strode into view on the opposite side of the bars, a nondescript aide following close behind.
“I see you’ve survived,” said the man in the uniform, smiling coldly. “That’s good, even if it did cost us the others in the process.”
He tried to speak, to ask the uniformed man where he was, who he was, and what had been done to him, but he couldn’t form the words. His damaged throat would not comply with his wishes, so he was left standing mute before the shorter man, who held up a hand.
“No, no. Don’t bother. You’re not ready yet. You’ve got some healing to do.” He frowned and crossed his arms. “I suppose I can’t very well call you ‘thing,’ so let’s find out your name, shall we?” He snapped his fingers and the aide handed him a slim folder, which he opened and scanned. “Ah, here it is.”
He snapped the folder closed and handed it back to the aide, moving forward to look at the Man in Black a bit closer, yet still well out of range of the bars. “You and I have a lot to discuss, Mr. Driebach.”






  
  Chapter One


Over the Southern Ocean 
Z-Day -6 days
“So, what’d they promise you, Fraser?”
Fraser didn’t turn from the controls of the C-5M Super Galaxy as he answered the copilot, Lieutenant Mark Evans. “Promise me?”
“Yeah, what’d they promise you to get you to fly to the ass end of the world trading supplies for a load of half-frozen civilian scientists? I heard we’ve been losing guys like us left and right, what with those super flu crazies.”
Lieutenant Timothy Fraser finally looked over. “I was ordered to fly, so I flew.”
“Yeah, but what about your family, man?”
Fraser shook his head and did his instrument check. “Don’t have any.”
“None? What about a girlfriend?”
“She left me—said I loved planes more than her.” Fraser glanced at Evans. “She was right.”
“All right, Fraser, Evans, cut the chatter,” said Major Bill Shaw, the C-5’s command pilot, as he walked onto the flight deck. He’d been in his rack for the last two hours, but you’d never have known it to look at him—his uniform was neat and tidy and he was well groomed. He took a long sip from a mug of hot coffee, the aroma of it perking up everyone on the flight deck. “Where are we?”
Evans spoke up first, “We’re about an hour out, sir.”
Shaw had over twenty years’ experience flying these big bastards and he wasn’t about to lose one now. “Good, good. Get on the horn and make sure we’re not heading into a shitstorm down there.”
“Yes, sir,” Evans said.
Shaw looked over the notes of the flight engineer, Second Lieutenant Rodrigo Lopez, checking for anything out of the ordinary. “Looks good, Lopez. Go grab some joe, and get some for these yahoos, too.”
“Yes, sir,” Lopez said, clipping his log to his station before heading to the galley.
Shaw gave a final glance at the cockpit, then headed down to the cargo deck, passing through the mostly empty passenger compartment on his way to the rear service ladder. There was only a single scientist in the passenger compartment, already bundled up in his cold gear and passed out. Shaw shook his head and snorted. Civilians. Can’t get used to the noise and the cold. Going to be a long flight for him!
The cargo bay was even colder. Pallets, drums, and other containers of cargo filled every square inch of space, and on a C-5, that was a lot of inches. Looking around, he finally spotted the loadmaster, Charlie Keith, off to the side, checking a strap.
“How we doin’, Charlie?” he asked, knocking on the wooden crate next to the tall, super-skinny loadmaster.
“Fine, sir. Just fine. She’s packed to the gills, but we’ll make it . . .” Charlie trailed off as he looked down the long cargo bay. “At least, I think we will, sir.”
“You think we’ll make it?”
“Well, sir, it’s just that some of these materials are . . . well, dangerous, sir.”
“I thought you cleared everything.”
“I did, sir. I’m not saying there’s anything against regs on board. Just . . . well, some of it makes me nervous, that’s all.”
“Charlie, if there was something out there that didn’t make you nervous, I’d be surprised,” said Shaw with a smile.
Charlie grinned. “Yes, sir. I know, sir.”
“How’s the President?”
“Not good, sir. I suggested he get some rack, but he didn’t want to. Said he could handle it. I didn’t want to make it an order, but . . . well, he’s pretty bad off, sir.”
“Any idea how he got sick?”
“No, sir. He was like this when he got onboard.”
“He tell you anything?”
“Nope. Just that he’d gone off-base for a personal matter.”
Shaw glowered. Off-base jaunts had been canceled for weeks. “A ‘personal matter,’ eh? Probably some girl in the city.” He noticed Charlie was looking even more uncomfortable than usual, and sighed. “Never mind, Charlie. Where’s he at? I’ll check up on him.”
“He’s just down the other row, sir,” said Charlie, pointing.
Shaw nodded, throwing back the last of the sugary coffee in his mug. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. Just keep an eye on those ‘dangerous’ things you mentioned, clear?”
“Crystal, sir.”
Shaw moved into the next row, looking for the other on-duty loadmaster, the man with the unlikely name of Franklin Delano Roosevelt—hence his nickname, The President. He finally spotted the big man, hunkered down near one of the pallets of frozen meat they were transporting. The irony of bringing frozen anything to Antarctica was not lost on the greying pilot. He gently put a hand on Franklin’s shoulder.
“How you doin’, son?” he asked quietly.
Franklin started, as though he hadn’t heard Shaw tramping over the metal grating, and stood up. At six feet four inches, he was not a small man, and he was almost as wide as he was tall. Barrel-chested didn’t quite seem to cover it. Shaw knew only a little from his file: born in southern L.A.’s Willowbrook neighborhood to a black preacher and his devout wife, Franklin was only a stone’s throw from Compton, but he’d managed to avoid getting sucked into the gang life and found his way out through the Air Force.
“I’m not doin’ too hot, sir,” Franklin said, coughing. “Just can’t seem to get cooled down. It’s so hot in here!”
Shaw wasn’t one to worry about nothing, but when one of his men started complaining about the heat in the cargo area of a plane most of the way to Antarctica, it was a bad sign.
“Look, Franklin, why don’t you get some rest. Hit your rack, son.” The loadmaster started to object, but Shaw cut him off. “That’s an order.”
Franklin finally nodded, then moved toward the ladder as Shaw went to the wall intercom and called the flight deck. “Lopez, go wake Rhinehardt. Tell him he’s pulling some extra duty today.”
“Yes, sir.”
Shaw looked over the cargo bay. Even the overhead lights were having a hard time getting down between the boxes.
They really packed the stuff in here. Operation Deep Freeze. What a pain in my ass. At least this is the last trip of the season to McMurdo Station. Not that a bird full of scientists who haven’t seen the world in a year will be any better.

      [image: ]Marambío Base
Argentine Antarctica
The hundred thousand-pound C-130 Hercules wasn’t idling, it was chomping at the bit, ready for its pilot to let the four spinning propellers claw their way into the air. The same pilot—Matías—who was fighting on the flight deck, yards away from the controls, trying to escape Antarctica.
“Stand down, Matías! We cannot leave. There’s nothing to go back to anymore,” shouted his leader, Arturo Onevás,.
“I’m going home, Arturo. I’m going to see my wife and children before they die! The super flu is killing everyone. I won’t let that happen to them!” Matías, the bigger man, landed a solid punch to Arturo’s jaw, sending him flying backward into the bulkhead.
Arturo landed with a loud clang and groaned. He put a hand to the back of his head. It came away bloody. He looked up at Matías, scorn evident in every line of his features.
Matías leaned over with an outstretched hand. “At least there we have a chance, amigo. At least there we can choose death on our own terms rather than waiting to freeze.”
Arturo ignored him, pushing himself to his feet against the bulkhead. “Fine, go. Abandon your post.” He looked around at the other men, watching from a safe distance. “You know what is waiting for you back there. The dead, the dying, and the rumors . . . rumors that not all of the dead are staying dead. If you go back, you too will die. All of you!”
Arturo moved toward the hatch. As he stood at the doorway, he took one final look at the twenty-three men who were leaving—nearly half of his people. Some of them were men he needed to stay: engineers, mechanics, one of his two doctors—even the psychiatrist was going.
He shook his head and spat at their feet. “Leave, cowards. You’re no longer welcome here. Don’t come back,” he said, straightening as he stepped out of the plane onto the rock and gravel of the runway.
He didn’t look back as he heard the hatch slam, he just clutched his parka closer and held a hand to the wound on his scalp. Getting inside was paramount now, as a bleeding wound in subzero temperatures would cause hypothermia in record time. The engines of the big plane roared behind him, and he paid no attention as the ground vibrated beneath his feet.
He reached his truck and got in, seeing the plane finally get off the ground as he gunned the engine. His engine sputtered a bit, threatening to stall, but he feathered the gas, gave a quick finger to the departing plane, and roared off toward the base infirmary.
A few minutes later, he was inside.
“I’m fine, Diego. Just patch me up, please,” he said to the burly medic. He was soon cursing as the hydrogen peroxide killed whatever bugs might have survived the harsh Antarctic cold, and then wincing as Diego applied a bandage. He refrained from saying anything about the rough treatment because Diego had a nasty temper and he was the last medic they had.
“Is it true?” Diego asked. “Did they take the plane and leave?”
Arturo sighed. “Yes.”
“Then we have no way home.”
“Our government will come for us, Diego. I promise. I’ve already received assurances . . .”
Diego seemed to listen at first as Arturo ran through all the platitudes his superiors had ordered him to give the men, but eventually he turned away to clean up the bloody remnants of the bandages he’d used to stop the bleeding.
Arturo finally stopped talking, knowing that his words were falling on deaf ears.
“Madre de Dios, qué haremos nosotros ahora?” he whispered to himself. What will we do now?

      [image: ]Zhongshan (Sun Yat-Sen) Station
Antarctica
“Stop!” Jiayi Sun steadied his aim, hoping that the running figure would stop, yet knowing that it wouldn’t.
“Jiayi, don’t!” Li screamed. “You can’t!”
He ignored her. As the administrator for the base, this was his duty, drilled into him by his instructors—to prevent the spread of infection by any means necessary, to safeguard the people under his command. It didn’t matter why the man wanted to leave, just that he did.
And, more importantly, he’d wanted to take others with him.
Jiayi found himself without fear, without remorse or guilt. Deshi had brought this on himself. He was a traitor to his people, to his home, to their way of life.
The round caught the fleeing man just under his right shoulder blade and he spun around and collapsed into the snow.
Li pounded on Jiayi’s chest, his arms, his back. The administrator simply stood there, the pistol he’d used to kill the fleeing scientist hanging from his hand, smoking and still. He didn’t feel her blows, didn’t even acknowledge her existence. He might have been carved out of the ice all around them for all the impact she was having on him.
She panted as her anger began to dissipate, and she collapsed to her knees and put her face in her hands.
Jiayi finally broke out of his stillness, looking at her in her anguish. He felt nothing for her now, though he had cared deeply for her, once. She was only slightly better than the traitor to him. Even though he knew in his heart that she had helped plan the now-aborted escape, he could not prove it, and she was too valuable to the state to lose so foolishly as this. Deshi, on the other hand . . .
He shook his head to clear the remaining cobwebs and turned to go inside. “Li, you must return to your duties. I require your usual daily report in one hour.” He didn’t wait to see if she would acknowledge him. If she did her job, there was no problem. If she didn’t . . . well, there would be no problem then, either.
He still had fourteen more bullets in the gun.

      [image: ]McMurdo Station
Antarctica
“Easy . . . easy . . . there we go,” said Major Shaw as he brought the C-5 down on McMurdo Station’s annually created Ice Runway.
McMurdo was a civilian science research center funded by the National Science Foundation. In support of their bases on the continent and as part of the United States Antarctic Program, the US Air Force and other military units transported supplies from the outside world to McMurdo for a brief period each year. As the largest station on Antarctica, McMurdo received most of the supplies and personnel, which were then distributed to the other, smaller bases on the continent—even some of the foreign bases.
The plane slewed a bit to one side, but Shaw made the necessary adjustments to the landing gear, straightening the jet and bringing her to a stop.
Evans began an address over the loudspeakers. “Ladies and gentlemen, on behalf of USAF Airlines, welcome to Hell on ice. Again. Please remain in your seats until the major has brought the aircraft to a full and complete stop at the gate, and, as always, we thank you for choosing us today. Stay warm!” Evans grinned, unbuckled his straps, stood, and stretched. He glanced over at the major, who was focused on the post-flight checklist. Then he looked at Fraser, who merely shook his head. “What? Not even a chuckle?”
“Evans,” Shaw said, “see to the President. They’re bringing out a stretcher now.”
Evans’s smile faded. “Uh, sir, shouldn’t the professionals . . .”
“Are you questioning my orders, Lieutenant?”
“No, it’s just . . .” Evans caught the raised eyebrow from Shaw as the major stood. “No, sir! I’ll take care of it, sir.”
Fraser glanced over at the major as Evans left for the racks to help Franklin to the waiting medics. “Are you sure that’s a good idea, sir?”
Shaw raised another eyebrow, and Fraser held up his hands defensively. “I’m just saying, sir, maybe he’s got a point. The Prez didn’t look so good. How do we know what he’s got? Maybe it’s not the super flu, but can we rule it out?”
Shaw shook his head. “Franklin checked clean when he came through security. No sign of the infection. So either those MPs can’t work a scanner, or it’s not the super flu. Besides, Evans could use a little humility.”
“Agreed, sir. One hundred percent.”
“Right, then let’s get this big bitch unloaded, shall we? Charlie!” Shaw yelled as he headed down the ladder, looking for the loadmaster.
Evans passed through, nearly disappearing under the staggering weight and size of the sick Franklin. He shot Fraser a dirty look that was completely ignored.
Fraser turned and looked out the cockpit windows. He could just see the technicians lining up the laser level on the plane—an easy way to figure out how far the fat-assed C-5 was sinking under its own weight into the ice. More than six inches or so and she’d have to be moved, just in case.
He looked at all the white outside until his eyes began to hurt, and finally put on his sunglasses.
I hate this place.

      [image: ]Major Shaw knocked on the door of the McMurdo area director’s office. The nameplate said “Reuben Hacker,” but the man behind the desk was clearly not Hacker, given that his uniform said “Burke” and there were colonel’s birds on his lapels.
Burke was of medium height but well-built. His sandy hair was close-cropped and he wore rimless glasses, a concession to advancing age. As Burke was the military liaison for McMurdo, Shaw had been expecting to report to him in his own office, but had been redirected here instead.
Shaw saluted as Colonel Burke looked up and stood, coming around the desk and perching on its edge.
“Major Bill Shaw, reporting as ordered, sir.”
“Come in, Major,” Burke said, returning the salute. “Have a seat. Oh, and get the door.”
Shaw shut the door, wondering what the hell was going on, and sat down, looking at the colonel quizzically.
“What I’m about to tell you doesn’t leave this room. Clear?” Burke asked.
“Yes, sir.”
“I’ve just had some flash traffic from the world and you’re not going to like it.”
“I’m gonna go out on a limb here, sir, and guess that this is why Mr. Hacker isn’t in his office at the moment?”
“Got it in one, son. I’ve been ordered to take immediate command of McMurdo and all US operations on the ice. I’ve also been informed that all air traffic—and I mean all—is being grounded, effective immediately.”
Shaw felt like he’d been punched in the gut. “Wait, what? All traffic, sir?”
Burke sighed and sat behind his desk once more. “You’ve seen the news, Bill. You know what’s going on. We’ve lost control of this thing. Plans are being put into motion, but they’re not gonna save everyone. And you are not clear to divulge that to your men. Hell, even I’m not supposed to know.”
“This is a helluva thing, sir. What the hell do I tell my crew?”
“You tell them whatever you have to tell them, Major,” Burke said. “They’re not going home anytime soon. None of us are. Our orders are to sit tight, batten down the hatches, and wait for further word.”
“What about the plane, sir? It’s not going to stay where it’s at—it’ll sink first, break through the ice . . .”
“The stores that are on board are being moved to the warehouses now. She’ll be empty soon. I’ve already got a crew ready to knock out some walls in one of the bigger warehouses, and I think we can just squeeze her in there. It’ll be tight, and we may have to bulldoze some structures along the way or add on to the one we finally choose, but that’s our only option to get her on solid ground. And we have to keep her; she may be our only way out of here in the end.”
“Yes, sir.”
“See to your men. I’ve designated some rack space in some temporary quarters in Hotel California—what we call our dormitory. Depending on how long this thing goes, we may end up with a bunch more buildings out here. I tell ya, our one saving grace is that you just brought in this load of supplies. We’re gonna need it. Dismissed.”

      [image: ]The tall, graying pilot looked a bit lost. Though he was headed for Hotel California, likely to join his men there, he seemed worlds away, barely even noticing the emergency personnel running past him, let alone the crowd near her office. Jennifer Michaelson, US Marshal, stopped and grabbed his arm, looking him up and down. “You the pilot that just came in?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, your man is tearing apart our infirmary. Come with me.” With strength belying her smaller frame, she dragged Major Shaw into a full-out run.
When they arrived at the infirmary building, there was a crowd outside, stamping their feet and chattering. A couple of security vehicles with flashing lights were parked near the entrance, and two more guards were keeping people out.
Michaelson grabbed Shaw once more and practically threw him at the doors, which the guards opened.
“Ma’am,” one said as she went in, and she grimaced. Even given the circumstances, she was still aggravated when she got called “ma’am.” It made her feel old.
She heard yelling from up ahead; at least, it sounded like yelling, but it was incoherent. No words. More like moans, really. Shaw began slowing down, and Michaelson started dragging him instead.
“Oh, shit,” Shaw suddenly said, stopping in his tracks entirely.
Michaelson whipped around to face him. “What is it, Major?” she asked, though she was already starting to suspect what he would say.
“Franklin . . . he was sick when we got on the flight. None of us thought anything of it, since he came through the scanner clean.”
Michaelson shook her head. “You brought a man sick with the super flu onto my base? I’ll have your ass for this. For now, we have to deal with it. Go on!”
She shoved him hard and he stumbled forward. They turned the corner just in time to see another security guard fly across the hallway and slam into the wall. He didn’t get back up. From this angle, Michaelson could just see into the treatment room, and wished to a god she didn’t believe in that she couldn’t.
The patient was strapped to a gurney by one arm and both legs. He had obviously broken out of the first restraint and was pulling and tugging at the second, roaring and trying to free himself. Covered in sweat, he had blood running in trickles from his nose, ears, and eyes. As he caught sight of Shaw, he roared again, his free hand clutching and grasping for the pilot.
Suddenly, Major Shaw seemed completely calm. Without a word, he grabbed the Taser from Michaelson’s waist, stepped into the doorway, and fired at Franklin, hitting him right between the eyes. Fifty thousand volts flowed into and through Franklin’s brain, and he began twitching, lying still only once the charge had been exhausted.
Shaw moved quickly, releasing the brakes on the gurney’s wheels and pulling hard, rolling it into the corridor. “Help me with the other end,” he said to Michaelson, indicating the foot of the bed. “We need to get him outside. Now.”
Shaw yelled for people to clear the hall as they moved to the side door and down the ramp. He directed the gurney to an empty part of the parking lot next to the building, then locked the brakes on the gurney once more. He glanced around, and seeing a security vehicle nearby, ran over and began pulling equipment out of the back, throwing it on the ground.
Michaelson just looked on in shock. She knew command decisions when she saw them, and this was clearly Shaw’s show, as much as she might hate that. She didn’t know what would happen next, but she was willing to let it go . . . at least for the moment.
When he came back, she saw that he was carrying the security vehicle’s spare gas canister and two road flares and started to regret her decision. “What the hell are you—”
“Not now. Step back. Step back!” He began pouring the gasoline on the patient’s still form. As the liquid splashed over the man’s face, he spluttered and began to regain consciousness, making a sudden grab for Shaw. His huge fist snagged in the pilot’s jacket pocket, and he was almost pulled in. Shaw twisted like a snake, more flexible than anything Michaelson had ever seen, and the jacket was suddenly off him, the gas canister lying on its side on the ground. Franklin roared as Shaw picked up the gas can and finished pouring the contents onto the gurney, then threw the can underneath it.
Shaw stepped back as he held one of the road flares, then lit it.
“Stop right there!” Michaelson had let this go far enough, and she was now pointing a gun at his head from only a dozen feet away. “Put down the flare!”
“I can’t do that,” Shaw replied, looking at her steadily, as if he hadn’t just poured gasoline over one of his own crewmembers and wasn’t about to set him on fire. “You don’t understand.” He moved to throw the flare.
“Don’t make me shoot you! Drop the flare!”
“I have to do this or we’re all dead, anyway,” he said. “Shoot if you want.” He tossed the flare onto the gurney and ducked as the shot she fired went wide.
She couldn’t even hear herself yelling. The fireball was huge, and engulfed the gurney immediately. After a moment, she could hear the roars of the creature that used to be Franklin inside the fire, eventually ceasing as its lungs burned from the inside out.
The smell was horrific, and the major turned to vomit on the cold ground.
Michaelson holstered her pistol and took off her jacket and threw it around Shaw, who struggled for a second until he realized what she was doing. He pulled the jacket the rest of the way on, glancing at her.
“What the hell was that?” she asked.
“You know what it was. The super flu.”
“Bullshit.”
“What?”
“I haven’t exactly heard that burning people alive is a necessary protocol for the super flu. And you didn’t even hesitate once you laid eyes on him. You have been trained to do this. That means you know something we don’t. Something important enough to justify setting a living man on fire. Now spill.”
“You think I liked doing this to my friend? I’ve known him for almost six years!” He spun, kicking the empty fuel can across the snow and ice. “Six years! And he’s died the most horrific death I could dream of, and I had to do it, I had to, because it wasn’t him anymore.” He leaned against the back bumper of the security Jeep.
Michaelson gave him a moment, then walked up to him and laid one hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
He looked up as another vehicle arrived, lit by the light of his friend’s funeral pyre.
Colonel Burke stepped out and quickly walked over to the pair, sizing up the situation as he did so.
The major was all business once again as he snapped to attention.
“Major?”
“Sir,” said Shaw.
“Are you injured, Major?”
“No, sir.”
“What happened here?”
“Protocol Alpha, sir.”
Burke’s eyebrows rose far enough to high-five his receding hairline. “No shit?”
“No shit. Sir.”
“And he was the only one?”
“As far as I know, sir. We should check Lieutenant Evans, but I don’t believe he was compromised.”
“Very well. I’ll interview the medical staff and double-check. You see to the rest of your men. Report back to me in an hour.” He turned to Michaelson. “And, Marshal, none of this gets out. See those gawkers?”
He pointed to the corner of the building where a few people had started to gather, attracted by the smoke.
“Yes, sir,” said Michaelson.
“Good. And the ones inside. They will keep quiet. Get to it, people,” he said, then walked into the infirmary.
Michaelson gave orders to the security men, then turned back to Shaw. “This isn’t over, Shaw,” she said, getting his attention again. “I still want to know what really happened here.”
He glanced over at her. “I can understand that, Marshal . . .”
“Jennifer. Jennifer Michaelson.”
“Well then, Jennifer, first thing I’d like to do is bury the Prez here.”
She snorted. “You’ve got a lot to learn about Antarctica, Shaw.”
“Call me Bill.”
“We don’t bury anything here. Ground’s too hard, even when you can find it under the snow.” She nodded her head toward the bay. “Before all the new green regulations, we used to drag it out there and let the ice take it. McMurdo Sound has the dubious distinction of being one of the most polluted waters in the world, Major. Now, we ship most of our waste out. Best we can do is give him a burial at sea.”
Shaw sighed. “Guess that’ll have to do then. I’ll get my guys.”
Jennifer looked at him. “You’re an odd one, Shaw.” She hesitated, then nodded. “Fine, I’ll have a couple of my guys escort you out there, since you’re all newbs. Wouldn’t want you falling through the ice.”
Shaw turned and headed for Hotel California to find his men.
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Civilians were packed in everywhere, jammed into every nook and cranny—the gym, all three bars, the common rooms of every dorm and warehouse. The broadcast was on every satellite channel, overriding every other bit of programming.
Major Bill Shaw, Marshal Jennifer Michaelson, Director Reuben Hacker, and Colonel Simon Burke were watching the broadcast from Hacker’s office, next to the large common room. And Shaw had never seen a president look so weary.
“What I think you all need is the truth, something you can understand without having a doctorate, something that actually tells you what we’re facing here. You deserve to know the truth, so that you can protect yourselves and your families as you see fit. So I’m trusting you with this information, knowing that you will live up to my faith in you. With that in mind, ladies and gentlemen, what we are dealing with is—and I say this with utmost sincerity—zombies.”
Shaw heard shouts from the main room, and more than a little laughter, but the laughter had an edge to it that sounded a little crazy. He glanced over at Jennifer and saw that she’d noticed it, too, but she shook her head at him and pointed to the television, where the president was continuing.
“As you know, this illness is not contained to our corner of the globe. Other nations around the world are being notified at this moment by their leaders, who have been working closely with us since the beginning of this crisis. This disease is a global pandemic. Medical facilities, cities, towns, and even whole countries are being overrun by the infected.
“Many of you are familiar with Mad Cow Disease. The agent which causes this disease—a prion—is a natural protein that has become twisted from its normal form. In the case of this ‘new flu,’ however, the situation is much more dire. The prion will kill its host within sixteen to twenty-four hours after initial infection. Once dead, the host will then reanimate and seek out new hosts.
“There is no cure. Once infected, the host will die and reanimate. This process may take more or less time, depending on where on their body the victim was bitten. And yes, the primary mode of transmission is through bites, although any contact with bodily fluids will also result in infection.”
“I don’t have to tell any of you what a zombie is. You’ve seen the movies and TV shows and read the comic books. What we are dealing with here is nothing short of a horror movie come to life. The dead are walking, and they’re hungry.
“However, as bad as this may seem, all is not lost, and even now a long-planned series of actions are taking place to safeguard our way of life. What you see here is a drawing of a bunker, built into the side of a mountain. This bunker will hold thousands of people, including all the food, water, and other facilities necessary to shelter them for up to twenty years. We call this Project Phoenix.
“There are ten such bunkers spread across our nation. These bunkers are at this moment being stocked with supplies, as well as priceless historical and artistic treasures of our culture. Let me be clear. We will survive. The human race has resisted every attempt in our long history to destroy us. We will survive this as well. These bunkers have been outfitted with the latest in scientific equipment, and those who are chosen will work night and day to find a cure, a way for us to return to the surface of our world, and to save those left behind.
“As of now, martial law is declared in the United States of America. All borders are closed; all airports and seaports are locked down. No unauthorized travel is permitted by air, land, or sea. Stay in your homes. Await your selection notification. Isolate the infected. Violence against military personnel or each other will be dealt with swiftly and harshly. Looting of any kind will be considered a capital crime.”
Standing tall again, the president looked at the cameras one last time. “We will survive. We will go on. Life will prevail. In this, our darkest hour, I pray that God is with us all. Thank you.”
Shaw looked over at Jennifer and Director Hacker, who were stunned. He didn’t glance at Colonel Burke, since the colonel had already known.
Jennifer finally came to her senses and looked back at him. “You knew,” she said. “You knew before you even landed.”
Shaw shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I was . . . some of us were cleared for additional information ahead of time, just in case. And in this case, it turned out to be a damned good thing we were!”
She shook her head. “Whatever.”
He thought she might have said something else, but the noise in the other room started rising, followed by a sobbing wail that cut through the rest.
Jennifer bolted from her chair and was running before Shaw could even blink. He and the colonel reached the main room just as there was a loud crack from a pistol.
“Quiet!” shouted Jennifer, though there was not a peep from anyone in the room at this point. Someone—probably the person who had screamed a moment ago—was sobbing softly amid the crowd, but everyone’s eyes were glued to the marshal and the gun in her hand.
She waited for a moment, then holstered the weapon. “I know you’re all in shock. I am, too. What we need to remember is that we’re all going to get through this, but only if we work together. No one here is sick,” she said, looking pointedly at Shaw, who met her stare without flinching. “No one here is a zombie. They’d freeze solid here, anyway. So settle down. Go back to your dorms. Get some shuteye. Take the day off.”
People began to stand, pulling up others who’d fallen or were otherwise frozen in place.
“There will be another announcement in the morning,” said Colonel Burke, stepping into the room. “All personnel are to watch the station news at 1000 hours. Now get some rest, everyone. That’s an order.”
Shaw could see some people bristle at the idea of a military man giving them orders, but Director Reuben Hacker began circulating through the room, talking to folks and calming them down. He appeared to be well-liked in the community, which meant his help would be invaluable in the weeks and months ahead.
Shaw glanced at Burke, who shrugged ever so slightly. None of them knew how long they’d be there. Still, survival was survival, regardless of the crap happening back in the world.






  
  Chapter Two


AEGIS Bunker One 
Z-Day + 1 year
Admittedly, I was frustrated as I looked across the advisory board table at Kim, and that was ignoring the couple of weeks of personal tension that had been building between us. “I don’t care how many more trays hydroponics wants! We don’t have the metal to spare!”
Kimberly Blake and I had been pretty happy overall since getting married right about the time we headed underground, but lately we’d started to argue constantly with each other—and I’ll admit, it was mostly because of me getting snippy. She almost always responded in a normal tone of voice, which was one thing I hated about arguing with her. It made it so damned difficult to stay mad at her. And she did the same thing now. “There’s more than three tons of aluminum down there, David. We do have it to spare.”
I shook my head. “And what happens if we give out sheets of the stuff to just anybody who wants it? How long do you think it will take us to go through that three tons? Not very damn long!” I threw my pen down and watched it bounce off the table, ricocheting into an unoccupied part of the room, fortunately. “And we’re damned sure not getting any more anytime soon.”
“Hydroponics isn’t just anybody though, David,” said Sheila, the head of Biosciences for the bunker. “It’s what keeps us alive. Fresh fruit, vegetables . . . you know how important those are. I don’t have to explain it to you.”
I sighed, running a hand across my face, trying to massage some feeling back into it. We’d been at this “resource allocation” crap for hours, and I felt like we weren’t getting anywhere. “I know, Sheila, I know.”
At the head of the table, there was a slight cough as the governor cleared her throat. Angela Gates was in her mid-fifties and looked all of thirty-five, which of course caused no end of quiet consternation among the other women of Bunker One. Her somewhat slight build also somehow gave her a surprising athletic ability, as I’d found out when I challenged her to a game of tennis one day on the modified court on Level Four. As my father would have said, she “whupped my ass six ways from Sunday.”
“Perhaps now is a good time to take a break,” Gates said. As she glanced around the room, there were relieved nods from all the division heads, and she smiled. “In fact, why don’t we all take a field trip? None of these allocations are especially vital, and I’m sure we could all use a breath of fresh air.”
I looked over at Kim, raising an eyebrow questioningly at the mention of fresh air. We hadn’t had that in a year and had no way of getting it. Kim shrugged and shook her head. Clearly, she didn’t know what was going on, either.
“All right, it’s settled then. Be at the observation deck elevator in ten minutes, everyone,” said Gates.
There was some general chatter as we dispersed, taking the opportunity to stretch our legs, grab some coffee, or make our way to the restroom.
Kim and I started toward the door to the hallways at the same moment. I hesitated and stepped back to give her room—a dead giveaway that I wasn’t feeling too close to her right at the moment. Of course, that made her tense up, and that just made me even more uptight. She put a hand on my arm, but like the bastard I occasionally was, I shrugged it off with a mumbled “Later.” I knew I didn’t have it in me to talk right then.
A few minutes later, Kim and I were all business once more as we approached the elevator to the observation deck, where the other seven members of the advisory board had gathered and were waiting for us to join them. The governor’s assistant, a short, quiet man named Daniel, was holding a whispered conversation with her as we approached, then nodded and left, smiling at us as he passed.
I liked Daniel, even though he was eerily quiet sometimes. I had nicknamed him “the ninja assistant” for his ability to show up exactly when needed without being called.
Kim nudged me in the side and I turned my attention back to the governor, who was just responding to a question from Orville Seward, head of Logistics.
“We’re not talking about that right now, Orville. We’re here for some fresh air,” said Gates as she turned to the side and inserted one of only a handful of keys that opened the doors for this particular elevator. “We’ll get back to the meeting afterward.”
Seward grumbled a bit, as he was wont to do, but stayed quiet as we all piled into the elevator. It wasn’t a tight squeeze, as the elevator was designed to accommodate classes of schoolchildren on occasion. The mechanism hummed a little, barely audible over the sound of the air rushing by.
Several minutes passed, and after a muted ding the doors opened onto the observation deck. With the protective shutters closed, the room was lit like the rest of the base, with the long, thin bulbs that were designed to replicate the wavelength of natural sunlight. I had laughed when I found out about them. Which sunlight is that? I had wondered. Sunrise? Sunset? Dawn over the mountains, or are we talking the sweltering heat of a Georgia August?
I shook my head to clear it as Gates asked us to take seats on the comfortable benches spaced around the room. I sat next to Kim and didn’t object when she slipped her hand into mine. In fact, it made my heart melt a little. Maybe we’ll be okay faster than I thought.
“As I think all of you know, this room was designed to remind us that there is, in fact, a world up here,” Gates said, pressing a button on the room’s remote, which she had retrieved from a cabinet. The shutters receded into their alcoves and the room was flooded with the soft warm light of a Washington sunset. From our vantage, we could see as far as Puget Sound. There was a gasp from one side, but I didn’t turn. My attention was riveted on the city.
Or rather, where the city had been.
“It’s gone,” whispered one of the women. “Just . . . gone.”
She’s right, I realized. That’s why we can see all the way to the Sound. There was almost nothing standing between the bunker and the water. Tacoma, Auburn, Edgewood . . . everything south of SeaTac Airport was razed, like the fires of Hell had consumed it. Nothing over a story stood, and most of that was charred—blackened from whatever hellish firestorm had swept through the area. I hadn’t been up here since Z-Day, but I found it hard to believe that it had changed quite so much.
Kim clenched my hand in an iron grip, and I noticed that she was glancing over at Gates, who, for her part, wasn’t even looking out the window, but rather staring at the nine of us, her advisory board.
Gates caught my eye and held it as she spoke. “I fought hard for these observation towers to be included in the plans for the bunkers. Most of the engineers were against me, and not a few of the members of the military. They said the towers were an unnecessary expense and a potential weakness in bunker security. But I wouldn’t back down. I believe that the most important thing we can do is remember where we came from, and without seeing it for ourselves, without looking at it with our own eyes instead of some remote camera, we can never truly understand the impact of our loss—and what we still have to live for.”
She moved to one of the supports between sections of glass, placing a hand on the beam and smiling out at the world we had left behind. “I think sometimes—often, even—we forget why we’re in the bunkers. It’s only been a year and look at us, we’re already fighting as though things like milled aluminum matter in the end.” Sheila started to speak, but Gates cut her off. “Even if we have to build our hydroponics bays out of clay and straw, we can get by. Sometimes, I think we forget that, given our interminable meetings and schedules and reports and . . . well, all the stuff we do to keep our minds off the real world.”
I nodded, completely agreeing with her and wondering how we could have been so blinded by our circumstances. I resolved to come up here more often, to remember what was truly important—what we were all living for, and why.
Gates had one more surprise for us, though.
“At the same time I was fighting the grand high muckety-mucks, I had my own engineer make a slight modification to the design of this particular tower. As far as I know, it’s the only one that can do this.”
I don’t know what she did, what secret button she pressed or hidden ID scanner she used, but suddenly the windows opened. Not a lot, just thirty degrees or so. Enough for the strong, cold wind coming up the side of Mount Rainier to blast us all from our ennui, from the doldrums of our underground existence, and to put the fire back in our souls. It was nothing like the recycled, filtered air we had below.
I looked over at Gates as the rest of the group—Kim included—moved forward to the windows, breathing in deep draughts of the cold mountain air. Gates smiled at me as though she was supremely innocent, one eyebrow slightly raised as if to say “What?” I decided it was more likely to be Alfred E. Neuman’s classic phrase, instead: “Who, me?” I gave her a slight bow of the head and a grin, and was rewarded with a wink.
Well played, Angela, well played. You know exactly how to keep us in line. None of us is about to question anything you do now. Not with this reminder.
I shook my head, then moved to take Kim’s hand at one of the windows. I wasn’t going to miss my fresh air, after all, even if I knew it was the carrot Gates was using to keep her asses—pun intended—on the straight and narrow.
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Then we got back to our quarters, and I noticed the tension between Kim and me all over again. But I was feeling optimistic enough from our successes earlier in the day that I was ready to talk about it now. In my experience, talking was the only way out of a situation like this. But, as usual, Kim beat me to it.
“So what’s the deal, David?” she said, coming to sit across from me on the small coffee table in our equally small living room.
And these are the big quarters. “I’m not sure, Kim.”
“Think it’s PTSD?”
I shook my head, stood, and began pacing the short length of the room. Pace, pace, turn. Pace, pace, turn. Damn, this is a tiny room. “I don’t think so.”
Kim sighed. “Is it the kids thing?”
I stopped pacing. We’d had discussions several times over the last year about having at least one kid, maybe more. Maybe now was the time to hash it out.
The plan was for everyone to have kids, lots of them. After all, you can’t repopulate a world with a measly hundred thousand people. But I had concerns we hadn’t been able to resolve.
“I want kids,” I said, sitting down across from her once more and taking her hands in mine. “You know that. I think we’d be great parents.”
“But . . .”
“But . . . well, look at us! We’re stuck hundreds of feet underground in a hole that we can’t come out of for probably twenty years because the surface of our world is covered with monsters. And I’m not just talking about the walkers. Look at what happened with Tom and his men. This is just . . . it’s not a good place, at all.”
Kim kept looking down at our clasped hands, and I could see by the set of her shoulders that she was feeling defeated and saddened by my words. But they were nothing but the truth. How could I lie?
“It won’t always be this way, David,” she whispered.
“Oh, babe, I know that,” I said, trying to keep the frustration out of my voice. We’d had this same argument too many times. “I know it won’t. But how can we bring a child into this knowing what we know? And what if Mary finds out that I’m infected? Who knows what that would do to a child? I won’t have some zombie baby.”
Kim choked on her reply. “I know that, David. We’ve talked about this before. But Mary hasn’t been able to find anything out yet. What if she never does?”
“Then we can’t have kids, Kim!” I snapped.
Pulling her hand from mine, she turned away. It was only when she started to sob that I realized she was crying.
Way to go, asshole. You destroyed one of her dreams and made her cry. Whatcha got planned for an encore?
I sighed. Then a new idea came to me—something we would have thought of a lot sooner if we weren’t so distracted by the end of the world. “I know what we can do, babe,” I said, stroking her arm. “Why don’t we talk to Mary and see what she thinks? Maybe, even if I’m infected, it won’t pass on to a baby. She knows more about the prion than anyone. Maybe she can tell us if those fears are meaningless.”
Kim wiped her eyes, and I held out a tissue from the nearby box. She said, “What if she says it’s fine and there’s nothing to worry about?”
I groaned, remembering all my other objections. “I don’t know, Kim . . . I just worry about bringing kids into this world.”
She nodded. “I know, I worry, too. But worrying is what parents do, no matter what. Look, I know the world is a pretty horrible place right now, but it won’t be that way forever. That’s the whole point of the bunkers, after all: to wait it out. We’ve got enough supplies to be down here for twenty years, more if we’re careful and supplement them. By the time any kids we have go topside, all the walkers will have rotted away and we’re all going to have a fresh start.”
I nodded, still uncertain, but recognizing that she was making sense. “All right. Fine.” I smiled at her. “Then let’s have another discussion. About what we’ll name them.”
She smiled back and kissed me gently, our first real kiss in nearly two weeks. I wrapped her in my arms and kissed her back. Just as things were about to get interesting, the red alert light in the corner flashed.
Of course. It’s like they were watching or something. Bastards.
I hit the call button, activating the speaker beside the door before I even realized I’d moved across the room. “Go for Blake.”
The tech from the Operations Center was calm and collected. “Sir, we have an incoming ground force, estimated at forty to fifty hostiles, mounted, mostly in trucks. ETA at the barrier is five minutes, mark.”
As the commander of Bunker One’s military forces, Kim’s input was naturally more important than mine, so I let her take the lead. “Barnes here. Sound General Quarters. Activate Alpha Team and move Bravo to standby. I’m on my way up.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
As the connection closed, Kim turned to find me already dressed, holding her Bluetooth earpiece out to her, along with her sidearm and uniform jacket. She smiled and quirked an eyebrow at my quick-change skills. “Does that uniform come off as fast as it goes on, soldier?”
I grinned. “Yes, ma’am, it does.”
“Well, we’ll just have to test that theory later, then, won’t we?”
“Hell, yes.”
She laughed as we left our quarters, the door automatically locking behind us. People were moving all around us as we made our way to the main elevator bank, but it was a disciplined madness—an ordered chaos, if such a thing existed. Everyone knew where they were supposed to be and what they were supposed to be doing. For most, it was remaining in their quarters. For some, like us, it was taking the express elevator all the way to the top, to Operations, where we could see exactly what was going on and direct our response to the attack.
“David, I want you at the gate observation post,” Kim said.
Surprised, I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
I squeezed her hand and headed off to a different elevator, the one that would take me to the main gate.
Set about forty feet above the gate itself and buried behind layers of protective barriers, the observation post would give me a clear view of the entire approach to the bunker. It was the same spot I’d been in when Tom Reynolds had brought in the remnants of 8th Team.
Kim was still giving orders as she entered the express elevator. “Gaines, get up top. I need your eyes. Johnny, you and Tom take the entrance. Everyone else, you know what to do. Let’s go, people.”
I hit the button on my elevator and the doors started to close, and I wondered if someone new had found us, or if it was Tom’s old pal from a year ago, back up to his old tricks. Maybe this time we’ll get a shot at him and we can end this once and for all.
As it turned out, none of us were that lucky.

      [image: ]Bunker One’s Operations was a large room, lined with banks of computers and monitors from the hundreds of cameras placed around the exterior and interior of the base. Without knowing what you were looking for, you could easily get lost trying to analyze so much input. So Kim didn’t even try.
“What have we got?” Kim asked.
“Looks like the same as before, ma’am,” said Captain Marcus Potter, in charge of the Operations Room for this shift. His gruff voice went well with his stout physique, and his dark skin contrasted with the gray at his temples. He pointed to one of the monitors, which showed the ragtag group of vehicles moving slowly up the bunker’s approach path. He turned to one of his technicians. “Get me a better look at that last truck.”
The view of the last truck in the line abruptly clarified, thanks to the high-definition clarity of the camera lenses, and it was clear that it was the same guy who had attacked the bunker before. Kim sighed.
“Wait just a second, Colonel,” said Gunnery Sergeant (ret) Milford Rains. He was in Ops as an observer, since his Bunker Security forces were only used for internal matters. He was a valued asset and one hell of a soldier. “Can you push in a bit closer, Captain?”
“Sure, Gunny,” said Captain Potter, enhancing the visual.
“I’ll be dipped in shit,” said the old Marine, turning to Kim. “That’s the bastard that tried to recruit me.”
Kim’s eyebrows rose. “What?”
“Yes, ma’am! He came to me, oh, about six, eight months before I met up with Captain Reynolds and tried to get me to join his little band of crazies. Said he needed good strong leaders who believe in the right sort of things.” He snorted and shook his head. “He wasn’t happy when I told him I did believe in the right stuff, which is why I couldn’t join him. That and he was crazier than a shithouse rat. I can smell ’em, ya know.”
Kim struggled not to grin. “He didn’t take it well?”
Rains cackled. “No, ma’am! Sent a couple of his boys around to convince me.”
“Do I want to know what happened to them?”
He looked Kim straight in the eye, not a trace of humor evident. “No, ma’am, you do not.”
Captain Potter and Kim exchanged a glance, and she nodded. “Very well. Thank you, Sergeant. Can you tell us anything?”
“Other than the fact that he’s a nutball?” Rains asked. “His name’s Arthur . . . now what was his last name? Weird one, very unusual.” He thought for a moment, then snapped his fingers. “Beoshane! That’s it. Arthur Beoshane. And he ain’t one of them religious folk either, ma’am, no matter what he might say. He’s just in it for the power.”
“Well, thank you, Gunny. I’m sure that will be very helpful.”
“You’re welcome, ma’am.”
“Alpha, target identified as Arthur Beoshane. He’s confirmed in the last vehicle. You are authorized to take him out if you get a clear shot.”
All the members of the newly reconstituted Alpha Team acknowledged the order except one.
“David, do you copy?” No answer came, so she tried again. “David, do you read? Over.”
“Yes, ma’am. Sorry, I wanted to confirm something. Punch in on the second-to-last truck and take a look at the cab.”
Kim looked over at Potter, who was already bringing up the view on another monitor. The bouncing truck, the reflection of the windshield, and the distance made it difficult to make out what was in the truck’s cab, but she was able to see enough.
“Is that what I think it is?” she asked.
“Yeah. Tom?”
Captain Tom Reynolds was at his post just inside the bunker doors, watching on the monitors at the small security station. He said, “Ops, can you route the video down here?”
“One second, Captain,” Potter said, motioning to one of his techs. “You should have it now.”
Tom answered, “That certainly looks like him, ma’am. That’s the guy who was with Beoshane when they followed us here. They chased us from the wreck of the convoy all the way here. We lost a lot of good men, and that asshole is the reason why; him and his buddy. If we get the chance, we should take them out.”
Kim eyed Rains. “Gunny, any idea about that one?”
Rains shook his head. “No, ma’am. He weren’t with t’other fella when he came by.”
“Activate gate defense,” said Potter, one eye on the approaching vehicles. “They’re about to enter weapons range, ma’am.”
“Perhaps we can try a little diplomacy?” said Governor Gates.
Kim was startled, not having heard the woman arrive. “Glad you could join us, Governor, but they didn’t stop last time, and after what they did to Tom and his team, do you really want to give them the option?”
“Diplomacy should always be our first response, Colonel.”
“With all due respect, ma’am, this is a military matter. We’ll take it from here.” Without waiting for the other’s response, she turned back to Potter. “What’s the status on the Black Hawk?”
“Ready to fly, ma’am.”
“Good. Let’s hold it in reserve for the moment.”
“Sentry guns firing!” Potter’s technician called out across the room. “Tracking multiple targets.”
The sentry guns were a new addition since the last time Beoshane and his ilk had come up the mountain. Carefully hidden on either side along the road to the mountain, two minigun emplacements had been constructed. With a rate of fire between two thousand and four thousand rounds per minute and fitted with armor-piercing ammunition, these guns were capable of destroying virtually anything they fired at, as Beoshane and his group now found out, and rather quickly.
The first trucks to turn the corner and enter the guns’ kill zone seemed to simply disappear under the massive amount of firepower directed their way. From Operations, Kim watched as first one, then two, then a third truck exploded in massive fireballs, scattering flaming wreckage of both men and machines in all directions. The smoke from the explosions blocked the view from farther up the mountain.
“Guns have ceased fire, ma’am,” Potter said. “They’re not tracking any targets at this time.”
“Hmmm, so they’ve stopped,” Kim said, almost to herself.
“It appears so, ma’am.”
“Gaines, what’ve you got?”
“Smoke’s pretty thick out there, ma’am. Looks like the wind is picking up a bit, though. I can just about—”
There was a loud crack over the comm and Kim hissed in pain, almost pulling the Bluetooth from her ear. “What the hell was that, Gunny?”
“Sorry, ma’am, thought I had a shot at our boy Beoshane.”
“Well?”
“It wasn’t him, ma’am. But one more dead zealot . . .”
“Understood. Just make sure to be off comms before you take the next shot!”
Gaines chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.”
Kim turned as the governor laid a hand on her arm.
“Am I to understand that Mr. Gaines is in the observation tower?” she asked, her face a mask, revealing no emotion.
“Yes, ma’am, he is.”
“And I presume he’s not firing through the glass?”
“No, ma’am,” Kim said, knowing what was coming.
“I see. Well, it seems I’m not the only one who can keep secrets, am I?” Gates said, a slight smile evident.
“Uh, no, ma’am. Can we discuss this—”
“Later? Of course.” Gates turned to walk back to her chair, then stopped. “It occurs to me, Colonel, that Mr. Beoshane isn’t stupid. Is that a sound assessment?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Kim said, not sure where this was going. “From what Captain Reynolds and Lieutenant Masters have told us, he’s very intelligent.”
“So why do something so obviously stupid as attack us head-on, especially given what we did to him last time?”
“Sentry guns firing,” yelled the technician again. “Smaller targets this time, man-sized. They . . . oh, God . . .” Kim and the governor turned just in time to see the technician retching into a trashcan nearby, then glanced up at the monitor and saw why.
So that’s what they mean when they say “fine red mist.” Kim was more than a little queasy herself, but she powered through and fought off the urge to throw up breakfast. Gates was right, though, this was too easy, too silly of Beoshane to try. There has to be another angle here. Something we’re not seeing . . .
And all at once, she had it. “Potter, pull up the motion sensors on the mountain and pipe that through to the monitors in the tower.”
Potter nodded and began repeating her orders to the technicians who were already moving to comply. “Gunny, reposition for coverage of the mountain just above the main road.”
“Roger, repositioning now,” he replied.
“What are you thinking?” asked the governor.
“This is just a diversion. Beoshane’s not stupid; he knows we’d make mincemeat of his guys and his vehicles. I think he’s going to try climbing.”
“Contacts!” said one of the Ops technicians. “Four man-sized objects moving slowly up the mountain, ma’am.”
“Gunny?”
“One sec, ma’am. Almost ready . . . Got ’em. Connecting video feed now.”
Kim motioned to Potter, who put the feed from the gunnery sergeant’s rifle-mounted camera up on a spare monitor. It took a second for her to find them, as the climbers were heavily camouflaged, but she finally counted all four.
“Permission to engage, ma’am?”
“Permission granted, Gunny. Fire at will.”
The video on the monitor jumped once, twice, four times as Gaines fired. Each time, there was a splash of dark red on the mountainside, and then all the climbers lay still.
“Movement from the convoy, ma’am,” Reynolds said. “Looks like they’re pulling back.”
“Confirmed,” said David. “And Beoshane does not look happy. He just shot one of the guys in his truck.”
Kim glanced at the monitors, surveying the situation. “All enemy forces appear to be in retreat.” She turned to Potter. “Stand down the Black Hawk and Bravo Team and cancel the alert. Once the hostiles are confirmed gone, get a maintenance team out to those guns. I want them re-armed and ready to go in case they come back. Take a security team, just in case. They may have left some surprises behind.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Potter said. “And what about the wreckage, ma’am? And the bodies of the climbers?”
“Leave it all. We can always move it if we need to, but for right now it serves a better purpose.”
“Ma’am?”
Kim sighed and started toward the elevator. “It’s a reminder, Captain. A reminder not to fuck with the people who live here. Can you think of a better one?”






  
  Chapter Three


McMurdo Station 
Two years later; Z-Day + 3 years
Major Bill Shaw rubbed his eyes and leaned back in his chair in the conference room . . . but not too far. He still remembered the spill he’d taken last week when he had overextended that lean, and even though the only thing bruised was his ego, it was enough to remind him to be more careful.
Any injury could kill you, down at the bottom of the world.
He glanced over at Marshal Jennifer Michaelson, sitting next to him in the conference room but more than three thousand miles away in spirit, as they listened to Arturo Onevás, administrator of Marambío Base, talk about the problems he was having. Shaw had drifted off, but as he focused once more, Arturo’s strident pleadings became clearer.
“We cannot hold out much longer, Colonel Burke. We’re down to a few days’ rations, at most. No medical supplies . . . I have no choice but to request, once again, refugee status at your base.”
“And I have no choice but to tell you, Mr. Onevás, yet again, that I cannot grant you that status without first clearing it with my government. McMurdo Station is sovereign US territory.”
Jennifer put her head down on her folded arms, clearly tired of listening to the conversation. Shaw could hardly blame her.
“Perhaps you can ask one of the other bases . . .” continued Burke.
“You don’t think we have already done this?” Arturo’s voice rose. “We’ve
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