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  Prologue


New Salisbury, PA
Present Day (Z-Day + 23 Years)
He awoke and, for the first time in almost twenty-five years, remembered who he was. 
It wasn’t like they used to show in the movies; he didn’t get his memory back in dribs and drabs. It was just there, as if it had never gone away. As if he hadn’t languished, a prisoner of his own mind, for the past quarter-century. The truth of his identity hit him hard. It was a hammer blow to his consciousness, and it staggered him. If he hadn’t already been lying down, he would’ve fallen.
As it was, he needed to get up, to tell someone—anyone—the truth before he forgot again, before he went back to being the scarred, weird, old man everyone called Harvard. He eased his creaky legs over the side of his cot and tossed aside the now-sweltering light blanket. He’d used it as a shield against the cool Pennsylvania night air, but now it was far too hot. He pushed himself to his feet with the cane that was always at hand. Harvard shook his head to clear the last of the cobwebs and wiped a hand across his forehead to clear some of the sweat.
He stumbled to the door of his cabin, threw the wooden door open, and raised a hand against the bright morning sunlight as he tried to adjust to the glare. A sudden stab of pain just behind his eyes and the nausea it brought along for the ride doubled him over.
One hand thrown out to the door frame steadied him for the moment, and he took several deep breaths. The rough wood under his hands reminded him of the trip he’d taken with his daughter, Madeline. They were backpacking for the day in the woods near Camp David all those years ago. Or was it Michael? Damn, it was already fading.
He picked up his cane from where it had fallen, straightened his back as much as he could, and began the trek over to Marjorie’s house. She would know what to do. She always knew. And she was the only person in the whole village as old as he was. Older, even, if he was any judge, but he’d never have guessed out loud.
Besides, he owed her. His health, his mobility, such as it was. Hell, he owed her his life. And she would know what to do.
As he hobbled around the corner of the dentist’s office, he headed down the main street for Marjorie’s home and shop in one. Madam Marjorie’s, of course. But his age and the constant download of memories betrayed him and he tripped. Unable to catch himself, Harvard caromed off the porch rail and fell onto the horse trough, overturning it and spilling water everywhere. The dirt street turned muddy, and the stench of horse manure filled his nose. He was glad he’d missed the pile, if only by a few inches. His cane wasn’t so lucky, falling square in the steaming mess.
He’d always hated the damn thing. At least now he had a reason to get rid of it.
His cry of pain and embarrassment drew attention, though, and just the sort he needed. Young Darnell happened to be leaving the general store, and Harvard saw the boy drop his purchases and rush over. Boy was a relative term, of course. Darnell must’ve been going on forty by now.
“Lemme help you, Mr. Harvard,” Darnell said, suiting actions to words and levering the old man back up. “Wow, you’re burning up. Better get you over to see my ma.” He threw the old man’s right arm over his shoulders. “Want me to get the cane?”
“No. Been wanting a new one for a while now, anyway.” Harvard grunted and said, “Thank ya, boy. Funny, I was just coming to see your ma. I need her help.” At least, that’s what he meant to say. For some reason, his mouth wasn’t working right, and he felt all fuzzy. The memories were starting to fade faster, and he knew he had to get to Marjorie before they were gone completely. “’S’go!” he managed to mumble, doing his best to put one foot in front of the other as they trudged down the street.
He saw Darnell glance at the townsfolk who stood to each side of the street, watching the young man helping the scarred cripple. He saw Darnell’s face darken. Harvard tried to tell him that it wasn’t their fault, that those watching were just scared folk. But nothing came out with his tongue tied in knots. Frustrated, he concentrated on, walking faster.
Soon enough, they reached Marjorie’s place, and Darnell dragged him inside. He cleared off an old coffee table that his mother referred to as her examination table. The overpowering scent of the ever-burning candles in the shop made Harvard sneeze, and he raised a hand to his head in pain.
“Ma! Harvard’s hurt!” Darnell yelled, moving toward the beaded curtain that led into the back of the shop, intent on finding the old woman.
Before Darnell could get out of reach, Harvard grabbed his wrist in an iron grip and pulled him close. Harvard struggled, forcing his lips and tongue to move, to say something, to say anything before the memories drained back out of him. Before they were gone for who knew how long, probably forever. In the end, the only thing he could manage to croak out was his name.
“I’m . . . Norman,” he said, coughing and wiping away the sweat from his eyes. Confusion and what he now realized was a fever took over. “I’m . . . Ennis . . . Norma—” Just before he passed out, he saw the old woman come through the curtain and wondered if the boy would remember what he’d said.

      [image: image-placeholder]Marjorie saw to the unconscious old man named Harvard, cleaning him up and wiping his brow. “Go and get the straps now, honey,” she said, pointing toward the back room. 
The young man returned, worried. “What’s wrong with him, Ma?” he asked. He helped her secure the tossing and turning man’s arms and legs to the edge of the table with the padded straps.
“I’m not sure. He’s got one helluva fever, and that’s no mistake. You said he was on his way here?”
“Yes, ma’am. That’s what he said when I picked him up. He didn’t look like hisself, though. At first, I thought he was drunk.”
“Before noon? It don’t matter, the man never touched a drop o’ shine the whole time I known him. Did he say anything else?”
Darnell nodded. “Yeah. He said his name was Norman.”
“Norman? Well, that’s no help.” She ran her hands over Harvard’s face as she had countless times before. Marjorie traced the pattern of the burn scars she hadn’t been able to get rid of all those years ago. “Norman? As if that helps,” she repeated.
She turned to her small kitchen area and held her hands out before her as she moved toward the small wood-burning stove in one corner. She ran her hands over the teapot and poured some tea into a cup sitting on a cupboard nearby. There was a ringlike stain on the top of the small cupboard, darkened from years of dripped tea. Sipping the tea as it cooled, Marjorie felt her way over to her favorite rocking chair near the window and took a seat. Darnell took his usual place in the other chair at her side, and she patted his arm. “Did he say that was his first name or last name, by any chance?” she asked.
“Last name, I think,” Darnell said. “I think he said his first name was Ennis, but—ow, Ma, that hurts!” he yelled, snatching his arm away.
Her tea lay forgotten on the table next to the chair. Marjorie grabbed Darnell and turned her milky, sightless eyes on him. “Did you say Ennis? Ennis Norman?”
“Yeah, Ma, that’s what he said. Why? Damn, you cut me with your nails!”
“Oh my God,” she said, her son forgotten in that moment. “Oh my God! Here, Darnell, help me over to the cedar chest.” With his help, she reached the big box, sweeping the bric-a-brac that lay atop it into a careless pile on the wooden floor. She tossed the contents of the box out in every direction until she felt what she was searching for and pulled it out. She thrust a faded but still pliant magazine into Darnell’s hands. A subtle and pleasant aroma of old paper drifted up from the yellowing pages.
“What’s Time, Ma?”
“Shaddup, boy, and tell me what it says on the cover!”
“It’s kinda dark, lemme move to the window,” he said. He read at a measured pace as he moved closer to the daylight streaming through the dirty window. “It says ‘Can he save us?’ and has a picture . . . holy shit, Ma!” he said, eliciting a slap on the shoulder from her.
“Language!”
“Sorry, Ma, it’s just . . ." The man looked back and forth from Harvard to the cover of the magazine. “With all those scars . . . and he ain’t old in the picture . . . but Ma . . . is that really . . .?”
Marjorie came to him and clung to his arm. “You tell me. Tell me, Darnell. Be sure of it, now.”
He looked back and forth three more times, then shook his head in disbelief. “Ma, it’s him and no mistake.”
The old woman shuffled away and sat down hard in her rocking chair, spilling her tea from the table. The metal cup clanged on the wooden floor and rolled away into the dust underneath the cupboard. “I can’t believe it. I always thought his voice sounded so familiar. . .”
“Who is he, Ma?”
Marjorie grabbed his arm and yanked him down beside her. “You can’t tell anyone, boy. Not anyone. Not ever.”
“Tell who what, Ma? What’s going on?”
“Swear to me, Darnell!” she said, not letting go. “Swear to me you won’t tell anyone.”
“All right, all right, I swear! Jesus!” She let go and slapped him on the shoulder again, but without much force. “Now will you tell me why he’s on that magazine?”
She pulled her shawl tighter around her trembling body and pointed a shaking finger at the man on the table, moaning in his fever dream. “That man, boy . . . That man is Ennis Norman.”
“I know that, Ma. But who is he?”
“It’s not who he is, Darnell. It’s who he was that matters. He might be the most important man in the country, and everyone thinks he’s dead.” She shook her head. “We have to make sure he survives. Whatever it takes, Darnell,” she said as she patted his hand.
“Whatever it takes.”






  
  Chapter One


Level Twenty-Three – Temporary Lab Storage
Wheeler Peak, New Mexico
AEGIS Bunker Seven
Z-Day + 12 years
The scavenging teams had come back from White Sands, and AEGIS’s two main scientists were excited to go over the haul. Jim Atkins and Mary Maxwell watched as the crews unloaded several trucks into the storage area. 
Jim also noticed machines of all sizes, most wrapped in plastic and bubble wrap for safe travel. It was nearly four hundred miles from the bunker to the laboratory in southern New Mexico, and the cargo trucks weren’t known for being gentle.
“Do you think they found everything?” Mary asked without turning his way.
“Who knows,” Jim replied. “It’s not as though they were doing advanced genetic testing and development down there, but I remember reading some papers from their folks, so anything is possible. We might need to make that trip to Stanford if not.”
Jim, Mary, Bill Shaw, and Governor Ridgely had discussed using some of their limited jet fuel to make a flight to Palo Alto or nearby San Jose to find the equipment they needed for their work on the prion treatment. But everyone had agreed that finding it a lot closer to home would be the better option. Who knew what they might need the jet fuel for in the future.
Jim shouted with delight as he recognized a piece of equipment. “That’s a turbo-blotter! And I think that one over there is a spectrophotometer or maybe a luminometer or gene pulser electroporator! Hard to tell through the plastic.”
“I’m just surprised that we didn’t have everything down here already,” Mary said with a shake of her head. “They stocked up with a billion or so pipettes but not some of the advanced genetic equipment that we needed. It makes no sense.”
Jim shrugged as he moved over to inspect some of the equipment. “It was the end of the world, after all.” He raised his hands in surrender as one of the unloading crew directed him back out of their way. “And I never got a call, so who knows who they asked about what they needed.”
Mary snorted. “You’re not God, Jim Atkins. Not everything goes through you. Or rather, went.”
Jim grinned. “Fair enough, but if not me, then who? In any case, it makes no difference now. We’ll soon have what we need, I hope.”
Mary sighed and rubbed her neck. “I can’t say I’ll miss poring over research journals.”
“They really expected you to learn all of this, didn’t they? Trial and error? Over decades?”
“Yeah. I mean, I’ve got some training, but biologists aren’t geneticists, so I could probably have done it, but with you here instead of McMurdo . . .”
Jim shivered. “Please, don’t. I don’t even want to think about that place ever again. How far did you get, anyway, with those journals? I’ve read some of your notes, but you can probably bring me up to speed faster.” He looked over at the crews still unloading and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “They’ll let us know when they’re done and we can come back down. I want some chow.”
They walked toward the side elevators that would take them to the upper levels and one of the cafeterias. Level Twenty-Three was an enormous storage level, and the massive concrete pillars holding up the ceiling always gave Jim a little twinge of claustrophobia. It wasn’t so bad on the upper levels, though.
“Well, as you saw, there are billions of pages of journals and white papers and other research to go through. I didn’t even know where to start, so I just began with the basics. I figured I’d eventually figure out what to look for as I read more. But it’s been . . . Slow isn’t the word for it.”
“I’ve done a small amount of research with prions in the past—nothing to this degree, of course. But I have a general idea of where we should start. I think we should start looking for a way to create an antibody or use one that already exists.”
Jim took a last glance at the equipment being unloaded as they stepped onto the elevator and the doors closed. “And I think we should start right away. This is going to take years.”

      [image: image-placeholder]AEGIS Bunker Nine
Lebanon Mountain, Mississippi
Z-Day + 17 years
The air was hot and sticky as Leland Wormwood crouched in the brush, glaring at the sealed bunker doors through his binoculars. They’d waited almost three years, and they couldn’t wait a couple more months until the weather cooled down a bit? Still, given what was inside . . . he sighed as his radio activated. 
“Whiskey Four, Whiskey Actual. Report.”
“Whiskey Four, no activity,” he said, wiping his forehead with the sleeve of his ACU for the billionth time. He slapped another mosquito and cursed. “Except the mosquitoes.”
“Roger that, Whiskey Four. You are green to go in ninety seconds . . . mark. Whiskey Actual out.”
Finally. He readied his rifle as he knew the others in his unit were, even if he couldn’t see them through the thick forest. Fortunately, the way to the bunker lay through a clearing with only a few bushes amongst the tall grass. It would make for a quick crossing. He picked his destination, the guard post off to the side of the big metal doors set into the hill. Or at least what remained of it. Time and the elements had not been kind, and though it wouldn’t provide much in the way of cover, he wasn’t expecting to get shot at. Unless those monsters had figured out how to use automatic weapons, and wasn’t that a cheery thought?
It was bad enough that they had to destroy a bunker at all. According to the little bit of backroom intel he’d been able to gather, this place was crawling with some sort of “super walker.” Some said there were thousands of them down there. If he only believed half of the stories he’d heard, Bunker Nine was the last place on Earth he wanted to get anywhere near. Of course, if even half were true, then waiting even a couple more months would put everyone in danger. Driebachs were far, far too dangerous to take the chance that they’d get out. Something had to be done, and it had fallen on Bunker Ten’s Whiskey team to do it.
Bunker Nine’s Operations Center was, like most bunkers, near the top of the facility. Without active, armed resistance, they would only have the Driebachs to deal with. Bad enough, sure, but lots easier than going down to the other levels. A quick in-and-out to set the destruct, and one of the most dangerous places on Earth would cease to be. What could go wrong?
“Whiskey team, go!” The order came through his earpiece, and his feet moved without his conscious direction. In his peripheral vision, the remaining members of the team were also on their way, running to either side of the bunker doors. He had time to count to eleven before he’d crossed the hundred yards or so and felt good about his time. It wasn’t everyone who could make that run crouched over and lugging a fifty-pound pack on their back. He’d be glad to drop it as soon as he got the order.
“Martin, Simmons, check it out!” yelled his CO, Colonel Monterrey. “Cambridge, Everett, keep an eye out!” The colonel touched his earpiece. “Yankee Actual, Whiskey Actual. We are at the door, attempting entry.” The two tech specialists brought in for this assignment ran up to the smaller, featureless personnel door. They then began doing whatever it was tech specialists do with keypad locks.
Leland had never had much of a head for electronics. His PDA was pretty much the limit of his abilities, and even that bugged the hell out of him sometimes. Within a few minutes, the techs reported back.
“Sir, this is going to take longer than we thought. They did a real number on this lock when they sealed ‘em in, sir.”
“How long, Simmons?” the colonel asked.
“Ten, maybe fifteen minutes, sir.”
“You have five.”
“Yes, sir,” the tech said, turning back to his work.
“Worm,” the colonel said as he walked over to Leland.
Oh, how Leland hated that nickname. It was so . . . pedestrian. Someday, maybe one of these yahoos would come up with something better. Of course, the CO could call him anything he liked, and often, “Worm” was the nicest variant. “Yes, sir,” he replied.
“Prep your gear. If they can’t make it through, I want you to blow it.” No surprise there, since the door was lacking in any sort of exterior handhold or pull mechanism. It opened from the inside and the inside only. The older man leaned in, the smell of his cigars heavy in the air, making Leland’s nose itch. “And just the door this time, eh, hot shot?”
Forcing himself to remain calm, Leland nodded. “Yes, sir.” You blow up one entryway and you’re branded for life. How was he to know they’d been storing gasoline in that building? He continued grumbling as he pulled the C4 charges out of his pack and prepared them for use on the door, just in case. He didn’t think he’d need it—the techs were good—but the colonel was right: it never hurt to prepare. And it felt good to get the pack on the ground, the straps no longer digging into his shoulders.
“Eureka,” one of the techs said a few minutes later under his breath. There was a tortured squeal of rusted metal as the retaining bolts withdrew and the door popped open a few inches. Simmons coughed and backed away from the opening. “Sir, we’re in. The air’s bad, and it looks like the power’s out.”
The colonel nodded. “Prepare for entry. Worm, get your charges set up to collapse this entry. We may need to get out of here in a hurry.”
Oh, now they were collapsing it? Worm wished this guy would make up his mind. “Yes, sir,” he said.
The doors were large but set well back into the mountain. He could see a few spots where a well-placed charge could bring down a couple tons of rock and dirt. He motioned to Airman Cockrell, and with her help, they had it ready about the same time the colonel was ready to enter the bunker. He started to hand Monterrey the remote detonator for the charges, but the colonel shook his head.
“No, you keep it. I want you and Cockrell to stay back and guard our exit.”
Leland looked around at the other men and women. They were all about to head into what was undoubtedly the most dangerous place on the face of the Earth. If these thirteen badasses couldn’t handle whatever was in there . . . There was no time to think about that now. Or the creepy fact that there were exactly thirteen of them. “Yes, sir. We’ll take care of it, sir.”
“Good. All right, everyone, let’s rock and roll. Machetes only until we can’t avoid it. I don’t want the whole damn bunker on our trail. Ready NVDs. We are at MOPP Three as of this moment.”
The soldiers slid their rifles onto their backs, and drew their long-handled military machetes from hip sheaths. MOPP masks came out of their belt cases and Whiskey team put them on, then lowered the night-vision attachments they also wore.
“You two,” Monterrey said, pointing at Martin and Simmons. “Get that door open all the way as fast as you can, then follow us. We’re headed for Operations. According to the specs, it’s on this level, a few hundred feet inside and to the right. Everybody ready?”
“Yes, sir,” the soldiers chorused, their voices muffled somewhat by the masks. The techs each grabbed hold of the door’s edge. The door didn't move at first, its twenty-year-old hinges squealing as the techs pulled on the edge. The colonel motioned to the two nearest men, and they threw their backs into it as well. They were finally able to fold the outward-swinging personnel door flat back against the main bunker doors.
The colonel straightened up, raising his machete. “Let’s move, people!” There was a scream from inside the bunker, and a nightmare came barreling out of the dark. It almost ran down Monterrey as it raced for open ground. There was a loud crack, and the creature’s head exploded. The dirt near Leland’s feet kicked up as their covering sniper's round disintegrated on impact.
Leland ducked on instinct before he even realized what had happened, and he heard a soft, southern female voice in his earpiece. “Whiskey Actual, Whiskey Five.”
“Go ahead, Fayde,” the colonel said, looking unfazed as he walked over to inspect the corpse. He waved at the others to cover the door.
“Y’all be careful now,” she said. Leland pictured the tall, lithe blonde with the blue-grey eyes and complete lack of emotion. They called her the Ice Queen, and it had nothing whatsoever to do with her being one of the McMurdo refugees. “We’ve got this covered out here, sugar.”
“Roger that, Whiskey Five. Out.”
The corpse lay close by, and Leland couldn’t help but take a closer look. It was just like the briefing: a zombie, a walker, but a new and different type that they’d not seen before. This one didn’t appear to be rotting at all but was scarred and disfigured, the muscles under the skin bunched and twisted. It was wrong, in a crime-against-nature sort of way, and Leland wondered yet again why his team had drawn the short straw on this op.
The colonel was a good leader, if kind of a jerk, and he could see the shocked looks on the faces of his soldiers. “All right, people, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover here, and we’re not going to do it standing around. The briefing from Bunker One was clear. We all know what we’re facing. Now let’s get to Operations and get that auto destruct set! Move out!” The colonel then lowered his own NVD, lifted his machete, and marched through the door into the darkness. The other soldiers followed him, leaving Cockrell and Leland behind. They looked at the empty darkness of the base beyond the door and at each other.
Leland sighed, pulling down his NVD and readying his machete. Just in case, he checked his upper uniform pocket for the remote detonator, making sure it was still there, safe and sound. If this was where it had to happen, then at least he would go out swinging.
“Let’s do this.”
“After you, Worm,” Cockrell said.
Leland flashed her a grimace. “Kiss my ass, Cock,” he said, then stepped through the door.
The air stank, even through his MOPP gear, and Leland worked hard to hold down his gag reflex. To her credit, Cockrell seemed unfazed as she stood guard, her rifle at the ready. Leland looked down at his own machete and frowned.
“He said mach—“
“If they come back at a run, do you think the cap will care if we’re shooting?”
Leland thought that over and realized she was right. He re-holstered his machete and pulled the rifle back around but maintained a grip on the detonator. Better safe than sorry. The others had passed out of their sight fast with the complete lack of light, and only the infrared lights they carried provided them enough illumination to see by through their NVDs. The lights were invisible to the naked eye and used for stealth missions.
“Approaching Ops,” Monterrey said in his ear.
Good, they were making quick progress. At this rate, they might even be home in time for breakfast tomorrow. Sundays meant pancakes, and Leland loved pancakes.
“Contact, wes—“ One of the operators choked out a gurgle. Leland couldn’t tell which it was, but he knew that sound from prior missions. Someone had gotten bit. And no one had heard a thing.
“Move, move, move!” Monterrey said. “Secure Ops!”
Leland looked over at Cockrell, who was crouched in place now, sweeping the darkness with her rifle. He took up a similar position, a little closer to the door. He had to make sure the detonator would reach, after all.
Sudden gunfire and flashes of bright light from the darkness told the story of their fellow operators, and the radio filled with reports of contacts. “Fall back, fall ba—“ Monterrey’s order was cut off, but Leland barely heard it over the noises coming from the darkness ahead of him.
“Contact,” Cockrell said, and she began firing into the darkness.
Leland still couldn’t see shit, but he fired more or less randomly into the dark as well in the hope that he might do some good. A grotesque face loomed out of the darkness at the edge of his vision, and he put a couple rounds into its forehead. The monster went down but was replaced by another. Two more were going after Cockrell, and he could hear hoots and hollers of others coming.
“Fuck!” Cockrell shouted to his side, and as he swung his gaze her way, he saw her brought down by two separate monstrosities. Her finger tightened on the trigger of her rifle as they pulled her to the ground, and Leland couldn’t move fast enough to avoid the incoming fire.
The rounds took him in the legs, shattering the bones in both. He managed to kill the other monster coming for him and watched in horror and not a little pride as Cockrell took out her killers with her combat knife.
He couldn’t hear any more Driebachs coming his way, but he knew they were out there. The door—and salvation—seemed miles away for some reason, but he thought he could crawl that far. He wasn’t sure the detonator’s signal would reach otherwise. Leland looked down at his ruined legs, the blood flowing across them showing black through his NVD. What was left of Cockrell disappeared as Leland pulled himself backward. Cockrell was buried under the bodies of the monsters that had killed her. Just as he lost sight of it, her body began twitching and moving. Leland cursed, dragged himself faster, and reached for his throat mic with one hand.
“Whiskey Five, Whiskey Four. Come in. Do you read me?” There had been no response from their sniper despite his repeated attempts. He hoped it was just a matter of the radios not reaching through the shielded door and the ten feet of dirt and concrete on either side of it. “For God’s sake, Fayde, come in!” he pleaded.
It felt like an eternity before he reached the doorway, but he made it outside. He propped himself into a seated position against the main door. Less than hopeful, he tried the radio once more as he took his rifle in the other hand, pointing it back into the bunker.
He could hear them coming. He could hear their weird hoots and hollers, their cries that promised nothing but pain and slow, horrible death . . . or a quick turning. The mutated prion would spread through his system and render him nigh-immortal in mere moments if he let it. He could always off himself first. No way was he going to go out like Airman Cockrell. Lucky for him, his injuries thus far had been from claws, not teeth, so he wasn't infected yet. Still, he would never walk again.
“I’ll never do much of anything again,” he muttered as his radio squealed to life.
“Whiskey Five to anyone. Can you read me?”
“This is Worm, Fayde,” he replied, laughing to himself as he used the hated nickname. Of course he did, now. “They’re dead.”
“What? Who’s dead? What’s going on? Talk to me!”
“Everyone,” he said. “They’re all dead. Those walkers got them. It was quiet at first, like that one that you shot was alone or something . . .” He coughed, noticing but not caring about the blood that sprayed across his uniform. It didn’t matter now anyway. “They’re coming for me too, Brandy. I can hear them. They’re coming . . .”
“Just get out of there! Blow the charges. I’ll cover you!”
He laughed, then coughed again. More blood. “I’m not going anywhere. Tell them . . . Tell them not to come back. Just leave us all down here. Forever. Never come back.”
“What? No, Worm, you have to get out of there!”
“You tell them, Fayde. We can’t let these things out. They’re not like regular walkers. You tell them! Tell them the colonel said ‘Never come back.’” He glanced up as he saw a hand come out of the shadows in front of him, dragging something behind it on the floor. He didn’t need to see the rest of the body to know it was Cockrell, awake now and ravenous. He ripped off the NVD, turning to look out the open door as he pulled the remote detonator from his pocket. It was a shame that such a pretty day had to be so soul-crushingly hot.
The last thing Leland Wormwood saw was the bright blue sky of that Mississippi afternoon in July.
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Soon, it was impossible to find any trace of the bunker. Only a few outlying fences and the aerials at the mountain’s summit marked the location.
“Yankee Actual, Whiskey Five.”
“Go ahead, Whiskey Five.”
“Sir . . . they’re dead. They’re all dead.” Even the Ice Queen’s cold façade sounded haunted by the events of the day, and her voice cracked a bit.
“Dead? How? What the hell happened?”
“It’ll be in my report, sir. Corporal Wormwood passed along a message from Colonel Monterrey, sir.”
“What message?”
“Sir, the message was ‘Never come back.’”
“I see. Was that it?”
“Yes, sir,” she said. “That was it. For what it’s worth, I’d listen.”
“I’ll take that under advisement, Captain. Return to base.”
“Yes, sir.” Brandy Fayde packed up her .50-cal Barrett sniper rifle and climbed down from her perch in the red maple tree. The sap’s pungent odor rose as she scraped her way down and headed for the chopper waiting just over the hill. She glanced once over her shoulder at the mound of freshly turned earth that had been the entrance to Bunker Nine. “I hope they listen this time.”
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The reconstruction of the Atlantic fleet was taking much longer than Jeremiah Graves had planned. There were many ships in the harbor and in the surrounding areas, but most weren't seaworthy. None were up to what he would consider United States Navy standards. 
Not that much of anything was anymore. There was no navy to speak of. He stood on the roof of the reconditioned Atlantic Fleet HQ, looking out over his new “fleet.” If you could call seven ships a fleet, anyway. Jeremiah glanced out toward the mouth of the harbor, past the massive silhouette of the USS Enterprise. Though it still floated, it would be a while before they could get that aircraft carrier moving again. Assuming that they could negotiate a purchase agreement with the tribe of people who inhabited the huge ship . . . and clear the lower decks of the walkers that had taken up their own brand of residence there.
As if summoned by his thoughts alone, Commander Jackson O’Reilly joined Graves on the roof.
“What’s the status on the Enterprise team, Commander?” Graves asked.
“They’ve tentatively agreed to allow us to take control of it, sir, with one condition. They want us to designate a section of the docks as theirs in perpetuity. Autonomous rule, that sort of thing.”
“What about the walkers?”
“They’ve all been secured in the three lowest decks. We can go in and clean them out, but it will take some time and men.”
“We’ll have to decide if that’s worth it. We could use something that big to transport us, but after twenty years . . .”
“That was my thought too, sir. It might be better just to let the tribe have it.”
Graves grunted. “Maybe so. What’s the status on the Ramage?”
“She’s—“ O’Reilly broke off as the radio in his hand squawked, and he held it to his ear. “Skipper, Ramage is requesting permission to depart,” his executive officer said.
“I wish I was going with them,” Graves muttered. “A sailor should be on the sea, not stuck on the shore. I need to feel a deck beneath my feet again.”
O’Reilly didn’t say anything, and Graves didn’t expect him to. His executive officer knew he was just grousing, and what’s more, he probably agreed with him and wanted to get out there too. They were both men of action, men of the waves and the sea. They weren’t born for deskwork.
He sighed and turned to the XO. “Permission granted, Jack, and my compliments to Captain Stockhouse.”
“Yes, sir.” O'Reilly twisted a dial on his radio and waved to the distant figure standing at the rail outside the destroyer’s bridge. “You’re cleared for departure, sir, with the admiral’s compliments.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” said the tinny voice from the small speaker, and Graves could just make out the man’s wave.
The Ramage’s propellers spun and threw up quite a wake as it maneuvered around the remains of the USS Donald Cook. That rusting hulk lay across a great swathe of the entrance to Chesapeake Bay and the naval station. They’d tried several times over the years to clear the wreckage, but it hadn’t been possible, and now Graves saw it as a bonus fortification.
In any case, they had to get moving if they were going to beat the harsh winter storms across the Atlantic. Though he wanted to go with them, Graves knew that his place as the commander of the new fleet was here at home, not out there on the sea trying to find out why they hadn’t had any contact from Europe or elsewhere in years. Satellites were useless since time had destroyed most transmitting and receiving capabilities. But radios still worked, if not quite as well as before Z-Day, and they’d heard nothing from across the pond.
Graves had made a promise to David Blake to find out what had happened. He’d promised to send ships to London, Bilbao in Spain—only two hundred miles or so from Madrid—and even to Oslo, Norway. He would’ve promised the man who’d saved his crew from an icy death anything, within reason. Oslo hadn’t been his first choice, but given how cold affected walkers, it was a good suggestion. They were more likely to find survivors there than anywhere.
USS Ramage was only the first ship to set sail, headed for London. He just hoped there’d be something to show for all this in the end and not too many of his people lost along the way.
“Godspeed, men,” he whispered.
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The air was cool and crisp. It was fine fall weather for this small town that had once been just sleepy but was now silent and still. Death had claimed Lacey, and nothing stirred in its streets and homes. It would be a near-perfect location for Bunker One’s Expeditionary Force to reclaim for its people. 
Once they'd cleared the remaining walkers, of course.
The Blackhawk helicopter came in low and whisper quiet over the rooftops. Its matte-black fuselage reflected little of the midday sun as it slowed to hover over a squat two-story office building just off the freeway. With a few shots from the soldiers hanging out of the open helo doors, the streets below were clear.
The helo disgorged six soldiers in black fatigues and body armor as they fast-roped to the building’s roof. Each man assumed guard positions until the entire team was down. The crew chief looked out the open door of the helo and returned the thumbs-up from the ground team leader. With that, the Blackhawk moved off to take up a support position nearby.
“Echo Six to Nest,” Captain Jake Powell said. “On site and beginning sweep.”
“Acknowledged, Echo Six.”
Powell flashed a quick “go” signal, and the team split into several groups, with the first approaching the rooftop access door. Standing to one side, the soldier waited for the signal from his partner, who had taken up a defensive position, shotgun at the ready. The door was flung open on an empty staircase, and under cover of the shotgun, the first man moved forward. He rigged a claymore mine a few steps down from the top, positioning a small motion sensor several steps below that.
At the top of the fire escape, the other group had just finished their own clearing operation. The soldiers returned to the middle of the roof, once more assuming guard positions.
“All clear, sir,” one of the men said. “Ready to proceed.” He turned to the captain, who stood nearby scanning a map of the local area.
“Good,” Powell said. “Take positions for overwatch.” He raised his own binocs and took position as one of the spotters. His eyes weren’t as young as they used to be, but with the help of some laser treatments, he could see as well as any younger man. The others had taken up positions in two-man spotter-sniper pairs around the edge of the roof.
“Echo Six to Nest. Ready to begin cleanup.”
“Roger, Echo Six. Cleanup authorized. You may proceed.”
Grabbing a small metallic disk from his pocket, the captain turned to his men. “Ready for screamers.” Each member of the team inserted the earplugs they had prepared. With a thumbs-up from all five, the captain gave a quick twist to the bottom of the disk and threw it over the side of the building.
The ear-splitting noise generated by the disk as it hit the ground was almost overwhelming, even four floors above the street. The men all winced, covering their ears with their gloved hands until several minutes had gone by and the screamer had stopped. Shaking his head, the captain turned from the street back to his team.
“Recover! Spotters report walkers on sight.” As one man, they answered “Sir!”
Screamers acted as zombie attractors. Drawn by the noise, the walkers would move straight toward the device. This allowed prepared teams of soldiers to set up a “kill box.” It didn’t take long for the soldiers to pick out the moans from the walkers in the nearby streets. It was only a few moments longer before the captain heard a spotter call out, “Target, ten o’clock.” A loud crack, and the spotter reported, “Target down.”
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He noticed the sweeper team loading their last clips of ammunition when one of the men turned to the captain. “Cap, alarm on the stairwell.”
“Understood.” Powell activated his throat mic. “Ranger One, Echo Six. We have a stage two alert. Request evac.” He paused when there was no response. “Repeat, Ranger One, Echo Six. We have a stage two alert. Contact imminent. Request immediate evac.”
Powell scanned the horizon in a full circle, then scanned it again with his binocs. Their helo was nowhere to be seen.
“Spotters, visual check for Ranger One.” The spotters swept the area as the snipers continued firing at the remaining walkers converging on the building. “Nest, Echo Six. Ranger One is not responding and is not on station. Request emergency evac.”
“Copy, Echo Six. We show Ranger One in your area. Confirm no visual on Ranger One.”
As he turned to the other spotters, both were shaking their heads, their faces pale. “Confirm no visual on Ranger One, Nest. Repeat, no visual on Ranger One.”
“Roger, Echo Six. Fast mover scrambled, Ranger Four inbound to your position. ETA seven minutes.”
“Nest, roger on fast mover, Ranger Four inbound. Out.” He turned back to his men. “Prepare secondary positions!” Organized and well trained, the men fell back to the middle of the roof and took up guard positions in a semicircle around the roof door. Suddenly, there was a moan, and the captain spun around. “Fire in the hole!”
The soldiers turned aside or ducked, depending on their location, just as a massive explosion shook the building. The roof access door flew off and spun out over the edge, where it fell clanging to the street below. As they once more readied themselves, they could see the blackened and twisted metal inside the stairwell and the congealed blood that coated the walls. They also heard more moans echoing inside.
The first of the walkers climbed upward, and they saw it was shredded from the waist down and almost all head and arms. The chest was gone below where the heart would’ve been, along with the rest of its body. Powell stepped forward and blew it apart with a quick shotgun blast.
“Nest, Echo Six. Stage One alert. We are engaged.” There were more shots as the zombies lumbered up the stairs, wedging themselves against each other in an attempt to get to the soldiers.
“Roger Echo Six, Ranger Four ETA two mikes.”
There was a crackle and squeal in the soldier’s earpieces. “—ger One, evac approaching. Repeat, Ranger One, evac en route, ETA one mic.”
Powell snarled, blowing another walker’s head apart in a welter of gore. “Prepare for emergency evac!” He readied a grenade as his team prepared to board the incoming chopper. “Grenade!” he cried, throwing the weapon straight into the stairwell, where it bounced several steps and then out of view. As he threw, Powell glanced up and saw the Blackhawk coming in with extraction ropes and harnesses ready.
He let the now-empty shotgun fall, and the straps tying it to his combat vest kept it within reach. He drew his pistol just as the grenade exploded, showering the stairs with shrapnel. A small sliver of metal flew outward to embed itself in his cheek, but he ignored the pain and destroyed yet another walker coming up the wrecked stairs through the smoke. Powell glanced over his shoulder and saw that his men were all evac ready. He clipped the remaining harness rig to his armor and he gave the crew chief the thumbs-up. Those who still had ammunition and a clear shot continued firing at walkers as the helicopter took off.
As he climbed into the helo, Powell saw the F22 Raptor as it sped by overhead. There was the flash of a rocket from the other Blackhawk, Ranger Four, as it destroyed the roof access of the stairwell. The rocket destroyed a big part of the roof as well, trapping the remaining zombies below. He leaned back against the bulkhead and closed his eyes as the helo’s crew chief reported in. He felt the helo turn northeast, headed for Tacoma and the ExForce base.
“Nest, Ranger One,” the chief said. “Evac complete. Echo team is secure. We are RTB.”
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Powell was a tall man, but his CO, even seated, made the captain feel like a little boy brought into his father’s study for a spanking. He’d only received what the major described as a “talking to” twice in twenty years, but they were both memorable experiences and not ones Powell was eager to repeat. 
It seemed Major Gaines had other plans.
“Captain Powell, what the hell happened out there today? How did you let yourself get to a stage one alert?” The major wasn’t shouting, but then again, he didn’t need to. Powell knew from experience that the man was pissed. “I should restrict you to quarters for this. Hell, I should bust you back to private. You’re better than this, man! Hell, you were with us at the beginning. So what the hell happened?”
Okay, severely pissed. “Sir, I . . .”
“You better not be giving me an excuse, Captain. ‘Cause I damn sure don’t want to hear it.” He held up one hand to forestall further discussion and pushed his intercom button. “Marcy, get me Crew Chief Silvera, now.”
The intercom buzzed with Marcy’s reply. “He’s already here, sir. I’ll send him in.”
The office door opened, and the crew chief from Ranger One entered, closing the door and standing at attention. He was a short man with medium-length black hair, dark eyes, and a swarthy complexion. The chief stared straight ahead.
“Crew Chief Silvera, reporting as ordered, sir,” he said.
It took Powell every ounce of discipline he had to keep from decking the chief right there. Gaines stared at Silvera for such a long time that Powell was starting to wonder if the major was having the same struggle. The sweat on Silvera’s brow was a good sign he was wondering as well.
In a calm, low voice that surprised the hell out of Powell, the major addressed the crew chief. “Where were you, Chief?”
“Sir, we were—”
“Because I know where you weren’t,” Gaines interrupted as he stood up, pounding one thick fist onto the desk. “Where you weren’t was at your station. We had six men on the ground in walker territory performing a sweep, and you weren’t at your goddamned post!”
Silvera swallowed, and Gaines composed himself, straightening his uniform.
“We had a Stage One alert today because you and your crew were off gallivantin’ about while we had a sweep team on the ground.”
“Sir, I’d hardly call it gallivant—”
“Oh really? Let’s hear it ourselves, then.” He leaned over to the intercom again. “Marcy, please bring it in.”
The door opened once more, and Marcy entered. She placed a small disc unit on the desk, turned around, and walked back out, closing the door.
Silvera looked at the disc unit, first puzzled, then nervous. Without further preamble, the major started the playback. There was no static or disruption. The recording was clear. The crew chief and his pilots had flown over a mile away from the sweep team to pick off stray walkers. “Having fun,” as they referred to it.
It was clear to Powell that they hadn’t paid any attention to their radios for whatever reason. Whether it was too much noise from the rotors, the guns, or the walkers, or something else, it didn’t matter why they’d done it. All that mattered was that they had missed the first alert call and that they were far off station.
As the disc played, Chief Silvera slumped, his face growing paler by the moment. It was clear the chief hadn’t known that the helicopters were bugged. He looked down at his boots, defeated.
Powell stood, stunned, listening to the audio and working hard to keep his anger under control. He was a little annoyed that they were all under constant surveillance, but it seemed unimportant right at that moment.
Major Gaines stared at the crew chief and, without looking down, pushed a button on his intercom as the disc began to replay. Powell had never seen him this angry. The door opened, and two MPs entered and stood at attention behind the chief.
“Crew Chief Silvera, for gross dereliction of duty and knowingly endangering the lives of your fellow soldiers, you are hereby remanded to the custody of the military police for violations of Articles 92 and 99 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice.” The major moved around the desk and approached the former chief.
“If I could, I would deal with you myself. Count yourself lucky that I’m not that kind of soldier. Your kind of soldier. You won’t be needing this anymore.” In one smooth motion, he reached up and ripped the AEGIS patch off the chief’s arm, then turned to the MP. “Arrest both the pilots as well with the same charges.” Gaines turned back to Silvera and gave him a look that chilled Powell to the bone, even though he only caught the edge of it. “Now get him out of here. He’s stinking up my office.”
As they left, Gaines returned to the other side of the desk and turned off the disc. He looked up at Powell.
“Stand easy, Captain.”
Powell relaxed into parade rest position, stifling his surprise at the order.
“I apologize for berating you earlier, but I had to know if you were in on it. I didn’t think you were, and your reactions confirmed it.”
He held out his hand, and Powell, stunned, shook it quick and strong, his only response a terse, “Understood, sir.”
“I want you to get that face of yours looked at. No need for it to be even more atrocious than it already is.” Glancing at the major, Powell could see the slight smile on his face and grinned back.
“Sir, no, sir. My girl would skin me alive if she found out I’d been hurt at all. Sir, if you don’t mind my asking . . .”
“Go ahead, Captain.”
“What’s going to happen to them? Jail?”
Gaines shook his head, grimacing. “Doubtful, since we can’t really spare them or the people to watch them now that recolonization is in full swing. The Advisory Board has been talking about it, and it looks like those who are in the brig at the moment, and any future folks, will be put onto chain gangs. Work groups to help with the recolonization. Guys like Silvera are just screwups who weren’t thinking. As mean and cold as it sounds, they’re still useful, so we’ll use them for as long as we can.”
Powell nodded. “Makes sense to me, sir. Not nearly enough of us left to let them sit on their asses.”
“Exactly. Now hit the infirmary. I’ll need you back bright and early in the morning.”
“Yes, sir. Goodnight, sir.”
Gaines just grunted, and Powell saw him turn back to his desk as he walked out of the office. Gaines’s wife, Marcy, didn’t even look up from her phone call when he passed her desk.
As he strode across the old cracked concrete at JBLM toward the infirmary, he looked southwest toward Lacey. Command was going to need to re-evaluate their whole recolonization plan. ExForce didn’t have enough men and materials to screw up this badly.
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Sabrina Atkins opened the door to the lab and looked inside, careful not to disturb her husband Jim or his lab partner Mary. She knew they hated interruptions, but in this case . . . She smiled as she realized that her suspicions were confirmed. Both were asleep, Mary’s head on her desk and Jim upright in his chair. She’d noticed through the glass walls of the corridor as she walked in, but also because Jim hadn’t come back to their quarters last night. 
That was happening more and more often, and he had yet to give her a good explanation. It was about damned time. She knew he was working hard, but she was important too, dammit!
Sabrina walked over to her snoring husband, his head thrown back and arms on the arm rests. She noted the empty and overturned coffee cup on his desk and shook her head. Even with all the caffeine he drank—fake though it was—the human body could only take so much.
She tapped him on the shoulder, and when he didn’t wake, she shook him—not rough, but not gentle either. He didn’t respond to gentle wake-up calls.
“—the cross linker and—“ Jim cut off as he awoke and looked around, bleary eyed. “What the . . . Sabrina, what are you doing here?” He scrabbled for the coffee cup and frowned when he discovered it empty.
“It’s five o’clock in the morning, Jim. You and your work wife fell asleep again.” She smiled and tossed her head in Mary’s direction.
Jim started to object, then saw she was smiling and smiled back. “I think we did it,” he said without fanfare or celebration, tinged with a bit of weariness and, for a wonder, hope.
Sabrina’s eyes widened. “You did it? Really?” She clapped her hands with excitement. Everyone else had been waiting nearly ten years for Jim to prove himself worthy of the rescue trip to McMurdo, even if no one had said it. And no one had wanted it more than she and Jim.
Her clap woke Mary on the other side of the room, who looked up with wild hair and alarm at the loud noise. “Wha? D’you drop something again, Jim?” Mary rubbed her eyes and yawned, then smiled as she saw Sabrina. “Coffee?”
Sabrina laughed. “No, I forgot this morning. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry for waking you. Jim just told me the good news!”
Mary frowned. “News?”
“I think you were asleep when the results came in, and I sacked out as soon as my ass hit the chair over here,” Jim responded with a yawn and a stretch as he stood up. “The last batch of results came in. I think we’re ready for trials.”
“Go over it with me, just so I make sure I understand when someone asks me what my brilliant husband has come up with,” Sabrina said, as she took her husband’s hands and gave them a squeeze. “And remember, keep it simple. Not a geneticist.”
“So you know, in general, how an antibody works, right?” When Sabrina nodded, Jim continued, “Good. Well, with our bastard of a proteinaceous infectious particle—“
“Prion,” Sabrina interjected.
“Yeah, prion. We couldn’t find any naturally occurring antibodies for it, which isn’t surprising, since someone would have shown up with them sooner or later if we, as a species, had developed them. David Blake’s mutation notwithstanding, we don’t have any antibodies for this, so we had to create one.” Jim sketched out a rough diagram on a nearby whiteboard.
“And that’s the problem,” Mary said as she walked over and continued the drawing where Jim had left off. “Not just creating the antibody, but making sure it attaches to the right part of the prion and is bound tightly enough to prevent the ‘bad protein’ from causing other proteins to reshape themselves. It’s got to attach to the abnormally folded areas of the prion and keep it from affecting the others.”
“Exactly,” Jim said with a nod.
“And you’ve done it?” Sabrina asked.
“Jim might have jumped the gun a bit.” Mary frowned. “There’s a lot of work, and more important, a lot of trials to be done before we can be sure of anything.”
“How will it work, assuming all that happens?”
“Most likely an injection,” Jim said. “Once when it’s finalized, and then a booster every once in a while for the rest of our lives. It could be every five, every ten, or who knows what. We can monitor antibody levels over time and adjust as needed.”
“That’s fantastic news!” Sabrina said.
“Hold your horses,” Mary countered. “It’s not that simple. We’ve still got to do those trials, then refine it, then trial, then refine, and that process will take years.”
“But it’s a start . . .”
“True,” Jim said. “But it leaves us with another problem, one that’s much more fundamental.”
“How so?” Sabrina asked, then threw Jim a questioning glance as Mary shook her head and walked a few steps away. “What’s the deal?”
“She doesn’t agree with me, but the logic can’t be denied. If we create this shot that we then give everyone at birth and it makes them immune to zombies, that shot becomes our new currency. Whoever owns it will own the world.”
“What do you mean? I don’t get it.”
“Think about it! What is more precious, more valuable than life itself? If you control the source of life, or at least the source of preventing infection, you can ask anything for it and people will pay it. What wouldn’t you pay for immunity to walkers?”
Sabrina stepped to one side and sat down in a chair. Everything was coming at her so fast, and Jim was right. The implications for misuse of the immunity would be staggering. Whatever group or individual owned or controlled it would control everything. And who could resist the lure of ultimate power?
“So we have an antibody, but we can’t tell anyone about it, because it might lead to a new dark age or something,” Sabrina said.
“I just don’t see that happening,” Mary said as she leaned on a workbench. “People are good at heart. They won’t withhold the immunity. It wouldn’t make sense. Sure, maybe one or two people would try, but everyone else could get it from someone else who had it.”
Jim shook his head. “If it fell into the wrong hands? What if Dagger had it? What if it was Gardner. Or worse, Warner? Some people are good at heart, but for the most part, given the right conditions, humans are bastard-coated bastards with bastard filling.”
“So what can we do?” Sabrina didn’t know how to process the raging emotions she felt. Excitement and sickening horror and joy and disgust all warred within her, but she found depression and ennui beginning to win the battle.
“There’s hope,” Jim said as he took his seat once more. “We’ve still got millions of journals to go through and trials to administer and knockout mice to breed and who knows, we may come up with something. I have an idea though.”
“It’s crazy! You’re talking about the end of humanity!” Mary shook her head again and stormed off to her desk.
“What’s she on about?” Sabrina asked.
“She doesn’t like my idea.”
“Why not, Jim? What is it?”
“I want to use genetic modifications—gene therapy—to fundamentally alter our DNA so that our children and our children’s children and everyone else forever are immune to the prion.”
“Whoa. But that would mean—“
“And that’s why Mary’s pissed. She doesn’t believe we’ll be human anymore if we do that.”
“Do we need to worry about it right now?” Sabrina gazed at her husband. “Can you just concentrate on one for now and work on that idea on the side?”
Jim smiled. “That’s exactly what I’d planned.”
“How long until we have something to work with on the antibodies?”
“At least four or five years, what with the limited personnel and equipment we have. And we’ll need human test subjects too. Volunteers, of course. But we’re a long way from even that stage.”
“But it’s something, isn’t it?”
“You’re damn right. And that’s something more than we’ve had for a long, long time.”
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Logan looked through the hardened glass at the prisoner and wondered again why Davies hadn’t just ordered him killed. After the first year or two, anyway. The man was beyond broken at this point. It was debatable whether or not he even was a man any longer. There was no more they could do to him, no more tortures they could devise that wouldn’t also curb his usefulness. Sure, he’d been an asshole when he was in charge, but that was almost seven years ago now, and this . . . Well, Logan wouldn’t even treat a pet this way. 
And that’s what Malcolm Dagger had become to Davies, a pet. Dagger had made a name for himself in the AEGIS command structure, his intelligence and ruthless ambition moving him up the chain of command. The ambition and ruthlessness behind this success had allowed him to take control of this bunker soon after Z-Day. Not just that, but it had given Dagger the means to carry out his more grandiose plans.
Not that any of that mattered now. The former commander was nothing now. If he could remember his own name, Logan would be surprised.
Logan shook his head and slid the metal tray through the slot in the bottom of the door. The prisoner snatched the moldy bread and stale beans, eating fast. His daily meal was simple. Unless he’d been a bad “dog,” in which case he got nothing but beatings to remind him of his place.
Logan had never been a military man, but most of the guys he worked with now were, or at least they used to be. He knew this wasn’t how the military treated their prisoners, and it was just one more sign that Davies and his ilk were way off the rails.
And that Dagger, should he ever somehow get out and be semi-human, would be even worse. To think the guy had held the fate of the world in his hands once. Oh, how the mighty had fallen.
At least Davies seemed to have little to no interest in Dagger’s “pets” down on Level Thirty-Nine. Logan counted that as a minor miracle. It was bad enough that there was a whole bunker full of them out there, but if the ones in this bunker were let loose? Logan shuddered at the thought.
“Got a bit of a soft spot for our favorite guest, Logan?” Rickman asked, the taunt clear in his voice. “Does widdle Logan feel bad for him? Hmmm?”
Logan gritted his teeth, refusing to let the dumbass younger man bait him into another argument. He couldn’t afford any more demerits on his record this month. He was going to get docked enough anyway. Ignoring the insult, he closed the slot in the door and moved back to the duty desk, noting the time in the logbook.
“Hey, I’m talking to you, man,” Rickman continued. “Look at me when I’m talking to you, asshole.”
Logan took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and put down the pen. Don’t kill him, he thought. Even if he was an insufferable little prick. Don’t kill him. Once he’d calmed down a bit, he looked over at Rickman. “What do you want?”
“I just wanted to know why you’ve got such a thing for your boyfriend in there,” Rickman said with a sneer.
“I don’t have a ‘thing’ for him, you asshat. I wouldn’t treat any human like that, like he’s a pet or a plaything.”
Rickman snorted. “He’s just lucky the boss didn’t kill him.”
“Lucky? You call that lucky? The man wears a collar now. Davies made him crawl around on all fours. He fed him scraps—for all intents and purposes turned him into a dog.” Logan shook his head. “No, he’d have been better off if the boss had killed him.” He looked over at the cell with a worried expression. “Maybe we all would have been.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t you know the things he did when he was still in charge?”
“I heard rumors, but nothing solid. I wasn’t part of the team back then.”
Logan sat back in his chair, putting his feet up on the desk. “Well, then, sit back and listen, man. ‘Cause what he did will give you nightmares.”

      [image: image-placeholder]What remained of Malcolm Dagger sat silent in the corner of the filthy, stinking cell that had become his home. A meager fluorescent bulb cast a dim light through the stained and broken plastic cover of its housing. What it revealed left him wishing yet again that it was just dark. The cell was several hundred feet underground, so there were no windows to speak of. Though his chains were long gone, he still moved as though tied to a central spot in the floor. His captors thought him beaten, thought him broken. They thought him a shell of the man, of the leader he had once been. And to a degree, they were right. 
But Malcolm Dagger had plans, plans that didn’t involve sitting and stewing in his own filth for much longer. He’d learned some vital lessons over the last few years. Lessons about people, about torture, and about just how far you can take someone before they break. He’d come close to losing himself more than once. But somehow, he’d clung to life, to sanity, by the barest thread of willpower that he could muster.
Davies was a fool. It was possible to rule through fear, at least for a time. He knew, because he’d done it. But in the end, the rule of fear only lasted so long. To have total control, the people you ruled had to be on your side. Otherwise, it would all fall apart.
“Look what happened to me, after all,” he muttered, a slight lilt to his tone and with a small chuckle. He was so far gone, he no longer noticed when he muttered out loud.
Dagger squatted down, since there was nowhere to sit in his kennel, and rested his chin on his hands as he thought. It all came back to the others, to Blake and Barnes in Bunker One and their lapdog Anderson. If he’d been able to get rid of them . . . “Bah!” Dagger said with a shake of his head as he dismissed the idea. Dwelling in the past had caused . . . unfortunate things for him.
Now wasn’t the time for regrets. It was the time for action. The others were coming or would be soon, and if Davies didn’t see it soon enough, they would all die. For a brief moment, Dagger entertained the thought of how the do-gooders might react once they got their hands on him. The thought was . . . unpleasant. He shook his head and paced the room, tracing and retracing the same steps he’d taken over the years so many times.
It was time to get out. He had work to do, things to prepare. And he couldn’t do it sitting in this cell. First things first: get out of the cell. Then it would be time to deal with Davies, Blake, Anderson . . . all of them.
He didn’t even hear himself chuckling. A low rumbling laugh came to his lips only to be choked back without even conscious thought. A victim of the lessons he’d learned the hard way.
Soon, Davies, he thought. Soon . . .
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Angela Gates felt her age as she welcomed her friends Kimberly and David Blake into her home. Even in their forties, they both looked so young, in the prime of their lives. She wasn’t quite the trim, fit figure she’d once been, even most of the way through her fifties. Those fifties were
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