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Аннотация
Something is wrong on Tioga Island. It seems the dead aren't staying dead. A panicked call from a U.S. Senator's secret service escort results in the activation of Task Force Archangel, a top-secret Special Forces detachment charged with facing unconventional threats. When Major Thom Gant and his recon team arrive, they find that this private little getaway for the rich and famous has become the domain of the walking dead. Just when it seems things can't get any worse, Gant finds that hordes of zombies may be the least of his problems.
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1

The glass doors swung open with a bang and two Polynesian men dressed in white shirts and neat gray shorts pushed a gurney into the clinic. Cheap tin badges on their lapels identified the duo as members of the medical response team; otherwise they might have been mistaken for a pair of nervous caddies.
The clinic's small but neat lobby sat empty; no aging starlets searched for a barbiturate fix, and the nightly wave of wealthy old men in need of Viagra had come and gone back around midnight. Light from a plasma-screen TV playing an American morning show broadcasting from thousands of miles and many hours away flickered on empty chairs.
A hot gust of wind followed the paramedics in and caused the glossy paper of the desk nurse's People magazine to flutter. She looked up from the pages and gave the two men an angry glance, but her eyes changed from narrow and annoyed to wide and afraid when she noted the motionless body atop the stretcher.
Name tags identified the paramedics as Ipo and Maru but they were known affectionately around the private island as the candy men, due to their primary job of distributing medicinal and recreational narcotics.
"He's dead," Ipo said in an exasperated voice.
The nurse — who had earned the cushy job more for her cleavage than for her medical prowess — brought both hands to her cheeks and gasped as if auditioning for a B-grade horror flick.
Maru maintained a small measure of calm and ordered, "Call the doctor. We need him right away."
"Oh my God, who is it?" the nurse cried as she craned her neck to see. "Is that that director guy I met at the casino?"
Maru responded, "No. We don't know who it is. We just found him outside the spa. He was already dead. Look, we need to call Dr. Jaeger."
"That's strange," she said twirling her hair. "The spa is, like, closed this time of night."
Now that a lady was present, Ipo managed to calm his nerves. He then used his grip on the gurney handle as reason to flex his biceps to accentuate his big muscles and chiseled profile. In a tone one step removed from a surgeon on a soap opera he explained, "We think it was a heart attack."
Maru interrupted their eye contact to ask, "Do you recognize him at all?"
She peeked carefully, as if too strong a stare might cause the grossness of the cadaver to infect her.
The body belonged to a middle-aged Asian man carrying an extra thirty pounds on his gut and with patches of premature gray dotting his otherwise black hair. He wore ripped jeans and a badly stained dress shirt.
"Uh, no."
"Doesn't that seem strange to you?" Maru asked. "We don't recognize him, either. There's maybe thirty permanent staff on the island and a hundred or so visitors and here's a guy we don't recognize."
"Looks like a hobo or something," Ipo said. He had finally managed to gain complete control of his nerves thanks to an instinctual ability to focus on impressing chicks who possessed big tits. "Maybe he came in with the luggage on one of the flights."
Realizing that the nurse was going to be of no help, Maru said, "I'm going to go wake Dr. Jaeger."
"You don't want to do that," the nurse warned. "He has an early tee time."
He gazed at her for a long moment and then explained, "Listen, we've got a dead man here. We don't even know who he is or how he got here. I think Dr. Jaeger will be willing to miss his golf game over this."
"Oh." The nurse accepted the explanation. "So what do you want me to do?"
Maru considered and then answered, "Jaeger will need to declare him dead. So just keep him here until I get back."
"Ah, no," she shot back. "Remember that drummer who overdosed last year? A couple of guys got fired because they left him in one of the examination rooms waiting for the doctor."
"Yeah man, she's right," Ipo recalled the same incident. "They don't want shit like that out where people can see it. Disturbs the guests and all. Hell, doc might tell you to wait until morning anyway."
Maru relented, "Okay then, we need to store the body."
"Where?"
Maru rubbed his eyes in frustration and said, "In the back of the storage room behind the pharmaceutical shelves there are a couple of cadaver drawers."
Her face twisted into a blend of revulsion and horror.
"You want me to put him in there? Ah, no, I don't think so."
"I'll help," Ipo volunteered.
"Oh you stupid boot, just do it. I'll be back with Jaeger in a few minutes." Maru considered and then added, "If he'll come, that is."
Ipo and the nurse watched Maru turn and march out of the clinic.
"What is, like, his problem?"
Ipo glanced at the body, then at her, and answered, "He comes a little unglued when things get tough around here. Me? I try to be professional at all times."
"Oh."
He pushed the gurney out of the lobby and down a short corridor past a pair of dark examination rooms. The nurse led the way but nearly stumbled with every other step, as she kept turning and glancing back at the motionless body.
"Don't worry; I'll take care of this. Just help me open up the drawer," Ipo said. "Say, you okay?"
She paused for a moment, stood straight, and told him, "I'm a nurse. I see this type of thing all the time."
As they reached the end of the hall, she pulled a key from the pocket of her tight-fitting white smock.
"I don't know why we bother keeping this locked," she said as she turned the knob. "It's pretty much an open house around here."
"Yeah, sure," Ipo said as he wheeled the gurney inside.
Several rows of tall shelves lined with bins, bottles, and packets of pharmaceuticals filled the room. The nurse flipped a switch and bright lights beamed down from rows of fluorescents built into the dropped ceiling.
"Uh, behind all this," she said as she led him around the shelves toward the back. A pair of dusty square metal doors with heavy latches protruded from the wall there. She approached them cautiously, as if something might jump out.
"Here, I'll get it," the paramedic offered as he undid one latch, rolled out the tomb's metal slab, and wheeled the gurney alongside.
"Pretty spooky, huh?" He made chitchat while positioning the body for the transfer. She stood on the other side of the gurney with her eyes fixed on the oriental man's body, while Ipo's eyes remained fixed on her body.
"Yeah, sure. That's weird … should he be …"
"Say," he said, narrowing his eyes, and then in the most mature voice he could muster he told her, "You do a really good job around here. I just thought you should know."
"Ah, thanks, that's very sweet of you to say," she replied as her eyes moved from the corpse to him.
Ipo sensed an opportunity and formulated his next line, but before he could speak, the oriental man sat up on the gurney, almost as if their conversation had interrupted a deep slumber. It happened so quickly — and without any noise or drama — that their instincts did not kick in. Not at all. The two simply stood still, their brains unable to process exactly what had happened.
Then the man's eyes opened. Eyes coated in a milky white haze like a protective membrane.
Then his mouth opened, too. He lunged at the nurse, finding a patch of well-moisturized skin at the base of her neck, just above her oft-admired cleavage.
She screamed. He screamed. The only noise from the oriental man came from his working jaws as he dove deeper into the struggling woman's throat, fell off the gurney, and pinned her on the cold floor.
The nurse tried to yell again but this time the sound came out more a gurgle than words. Her fists weakly pummeled at the animated cadaver's shoulders.
Ipo scrambled around the gurney and reached to pull the attacker away, but as he did the man with the pasty white eyes changed targets. He turned away from the nurse's neck and clamped his teeth on the paramedic's face.
And then there were three.
* * *
A balding man wearing shorts and a striped robe followed Maru as they exited the old Ford Van that served as an ambulance. The two crossed the white-gravel parking lot outside the small clinic. A solitary lamppost carved a circle of bright light out of the otherwise dark lot. A dozen exotic bugs swirled in the glow.
"We don't know who he is. We found him by the spa."
"That's impossible," Dr. Jaeger protested as he nearly stumbled on the rocks while keeping a finger pressed against his loose spectacles. "He's either a guest or an employee."
"None of us recognized him," Maru said as they neared the front doors.
"My goodness," Dr. Jaeger said as he stopped walking to catch his breath. He cast his eyes toward the perfectly manicured coconut palms that served as a dividing line between the lit parking lot and the darkness beyond. "It's getting hotter. It shouldn't be this hot." He wiped the sweat off his brow with a handkerchief. His glasses slipped crooked on his face for a moment until he had a hand free to straighten them again.
"Maybe the mountain is venting steam," Maru suggested, referring to the isle's volcano, which was considered unthreatening despite periodic fumarolic activity. "Doctor, please …"
Jaeger relented and followed the paramedic into the empty lobby, where the only noise came from the plasma TV broadcasting the weather forecast for Honolulu.
"I told them to put the cadaver in storage. I figured that would be the best move."
Maru led the doctor down the short hallway.
Jaeger said, "We can't conduct an autopsy here, you know. We'll need to identify his nationality first and then get the body off this island as fast as possible. This is not the type of publicity we need."
"I understand that, doctor."
Maru pushed open the storage room door and, with Jaeger in tow, moved between the well-lit aisles of drugs and supplies. He stopped halfway down one aisle as Ipo appeared and blocked their way. The bright fluorescents lit every nuance of the man's face: the bloody hole where a mouth and nose should be, the thick pool of crimson on his shirt, and the hazy white glaze over his eyes.
The two men in the aisle froze. Maru felt his stomach lurch and he nearly vomited; his legs wobbled.
Dr. Jaeger summoned his voice of authority and shouted, "What is going on here?" as if thinking this might be a prank.
The man with no face stepped toward them, making no sound save for the shuffle of his feet. Jaeger and Maru retreated but found that direction blocked, too, this time by the nurse with the nice cleavage and the tight frock … and the bulbous white growth sprouting from a bloody bite mark on her neck. Behind her stood the animated cadaver of the oriental man. Both had open eyes coated in a white film.
"Get back!" Dr. Jaeger ordered. "Enough of this!"
Maru screamed as his former comrade dove at him, clawing and tearing and revealing that there were still a few teeth inside the bloody hole on his face. The two fell to the floor, knocking boxes and bottles and bags off the shelves in the process.
Dr. Jaeger pushed the nurse with both arms and screamed at her, "Please get out of my way!"
Her fingers scraped his flesh. Her mouth snapped at his shoulders. Her legs entangled with his and Dr. Jaeger fell over.
And then there were five.
* * *
United States Senator Kendal followed Agent Costa from the bungalow. Dawn had come to the island and both the senator and his Secret Service escort knew that the cover story of engine problems could account for only one day. Any further delay in his trip to Australia would not only upset his scheduled visit with the Aussie prime minister but invite suspicion — and attention — from the media. The celebrities, athletes, and politicians who visited the private resort all knew that attention was the one thing the island did not welcome. The wealthy enjoyed their private playground.
The fifty-something senator slung his sport jacket over his shoulder. Pools of sweat had already formed around his armpits, and beads of perspiration covered his cheeks.
"My God, the temperature is through the roof."
"Yes sir," Costa — a man with broad shoulders and a stone-faced expression — agreed, although he did not remove his windbreaker.
"I mean, I know it's the South Pacific but this is ridiculous."
The two-room bungalow with its small front porch sat in a clearing surrounded by a wall of banyan trees and exotic flowers. A dusty dirt road led away. A second agent — a short man in khaki shorts — stood alongside an idling Jeep with the door open.
"Parker went ahead with your luggage, sir," Costa said. He considered and then added in a softer voice, "He also took the young lady back to her residence."
"Good, well, we had better get moving."
The second agent motioned for the senator to get aboard the vehicle. A sharp report stopped all three. The sound of an approaching engine — a gunning, roaring engine — forced them into action again.
Costa grabbed the senator by the arm and led him toward the bungalow.
"Inside!" he ordered.
Another Jeep careened into the clearing. The driver fought with the wheel, changing trajectory too sharply and sending the vehicle into a roll. It landed on its wheels but not until after making a complete revolution. Green fluid poured from between the front tires and smoke rose from the crumpled hood.
Costa ripped open the bungalow's door and shoved Kendal through with one arm while retrieving an MP5 submachine gun from beneath his blue windbreaker.
The other agent — Barnes — approached the broken Jeep with his own machine gun pointed at the driver, who opened the door to the sound of groaning metal as he stumbled from the wreck. Costa kept his eyes there, too … except something in the shadows of the jungle tried to grab his attention.
The third member of the Secret Service detail emerged from the smashed Jeep, a pistol in one hand and a gash of blood flowing from his shoulder.
"Parker!" Costa yelled, but did not leave his position on the bungalow's porch. "Report!"
Parker — a short but stocky man wearing a loose-fitting tropical shirt — fell from the toppled vehicle like a sack of laundry tumbling from a chute. His eyes blinked fast and his chest heaved up and down with shallow, panicked breaths.
Barnes — his machine gun ready — approached his comrade and reached to help him up, but Parker refused the assistance.
"They're com … coming … coming this way," Parker mumbled with just enough energy for all to hear. "They're every — everywhere."
Costa glanced around nervously. His battle computer of a mind ran through scenarios, expecting to see a masked hit squad brandishing assault rifles or a crazed bomber in a truck full of TNT. He knew — and had trained for — the idea that a United States senator made a great target for assassination and an even better target for kidnapping.
"Holy fuck," Barnes said as he bent over Parker. "These look like bites."
"What the hell is going on out there?" Kendal yelled from inside. "I demand you get me to safety. Now!"
"We have a situation here, sir," Costa grumbled as his eyes scanned the perimeter.
The sound that came to his ears served the first notice that the "situation" exceeded his training. He heard a shuffling noise, one continuous sound rolling through the forest around the bungalow.
Costa did not wait. He acted. He opened his satellite cell phone and punched the red button that dialed a preprogrammed number to theater command.
Nothing happened.
Costa examined his phone.
NO SIGNAL.
"That's impossible," he muttered, knowing they had confirmed signal strength prior to arrival.
"Sir, Parker is dead," Barnes said from somewhere far away.
Kendal shouted, "I demand an explanation!"
Costa acted again.
"Senator, we're getting you out of here." He stepped into the bungalow and grabbed his charge by the arm. Costa had decided to get on the move, driving through any threat, if need be.
"What is the situation?"
"I don't—"
"Costa! Holy Christ! Costa!"
In ten years of protecting government officials both at home and overseas, agent Costa had never heard the sound of outright terror in a fellow agent's voice. He turned and saw why.
They came from the banyan trees, moving from the shadows into the boiling morning sun. Dozens of them. People. Shabby, shuffling, stumbling people. The people of the island. Costa immediately recognized the nurse from the island's clinic … the local constable with whom Costa had interfaced just the day before … the Hispanic man who managed the small airstrip.
The senator spoke the first thought on Costa's mind: "What is wrong with them?"
The mob walked forward quietly, like a tide slowly rolling in. The sunlight illuminated bloodstains, shredded clothes, missing fingers, and ripped flesh, as well as strange white bulbs, some on necks, others on arms, some hidden just inside T-shirts or above hemlines.
Costa whispered, "Fire …"
Barnes did not hear. He stood near the toppled Jeep; his professional instincts jammed into inaction by the illogic … the fantastic … the horrific.
"FIRE!" Costa found more wind.
Barnes followed the command. His machine gun spat bullets in three-round bursts, clearly hitting the forward-most attackers. One — a half-naked, fat, pale-white man in boxer shorts with his chest torn open — crumpled to the ground, but the others kept moving, the bullets seemingly unnoticed.
Kendal babbled uncontrollably. Costa did not hear. He fired a burst from his MP5, focusing on the front line of the mob, with all six of his armor-piercing shots hitting a skinny black man dressed in mechanic's overalls. Costa placed one bullet squarely in the guy's head between two pasty-white eyes. The top half of his skull blew apart in thick chunks. The skinny black man in overalls staggered, then continued to wade forward like a blind man feeling his way.
Twenty yards.
Costa stumbled back across the porch and into the bungalow wall, his gun barrel hanging lazily. He realized he still held his cell phone and glanced at it.
As if by divine intervention, the display changed from NO SIGNAL to four full bars right before his eyes. He dialed again while Barnes reloaded and fired.
"This is K5 declaring an emergency! K5 declaring an emergency! Edelweiss! I say, Edelweiss—"
Click.
NO SIGNAL.
Costa stared at his phone for a second, and then tossed it to the ground in a burst of panicked frustration.
"YOU GOTTA GET ME OUTTA HERE — DO YOU HEAR ME?" The senator shouted, grabbing Costa's shirt as he blabbered. The lead agent knocked him into the bungalow and turned to face the threat.
The shambling mass reached the rolled Jeep. Barnes fired at point-blank range, knocking two more down before turning to retreat.
He did not get away. Parker — or what had been Parker — crawled from his prone position and jammed his teeth into Barnes's leg just below the knee. The agent's finger yanked the trigger in spasms, sending bullets into the beautiful clear blue sky.
Costa saw it all. He saw the flood break around the cars and flow toward the bungalow. He saw Parker's fingers claw at Barnes, dragging him to the dusty ground at the foot of the steps.
He saw their sickly, milky-white eyes as they came for him.
And then there were one hundred.

2

Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder sat at a plain metal desk and surveyed her office. It felt rather cold and unfamiliar, despite her having worked on sublevel one in Pylon A at the Darwin Research Facility for nearly three months.
General Albert Friez had called this little corner of the massive underground complex home before moving on to bigger desks and greater responsibilities at the Pentagon. His act of moving out meant no more than grabbing his personal files and his hat and heading topside to catch a helicopter ride off the Fort Irwin grounds. It seemed Friez never brought any of his personal affects to the base, which was in keeping with his cold and distant disposition.
Liz did not mean to mimic the general's approach to office décor, but she found she lacked the right personal items to give the place a more comfortable feel. After all, she did not like reaching into her professional past because she found only scars there: memories of botched Psyops experiments, investigations, and reprimand. She had kept no group pictures, she had earned no ribbons, and the brass years ago had sealed all documentation of her projects.
True, she had somewhat redeemed her reputation in the eyes of her superiors during a brief stint as commander at Red Rock in Pennsylvania, but that short-lived assignment had failed to produce any fond mementos, either.
As for family and friends, well, Liz Thunder worked underground but she might as well have lived there, too. The top-secret nature of her employment had long ago cut ties with school and childhood friends. Currently she knew a few neighbors in her block of townhouses by their first names, but that was about it.
At the same time, her family tree held very few branches and she sat way out on a limb. She had not found out that her grandmother had died until six months after the fact, and her divorced parents grew new roots on opposite ends of the country.
She felt an ice pick — like jab in her heart as she realized the true extent of her isolation. While she might head topside and home at the end of the day, she was as much a prisoner as any of the specimens down on sublevel six.
Well, at least her containment cell provided a view, of sorts.
Most of the facility's levels used concrete as the primary building block, however the designers had seen fit to use glass along her particular stretch of sublevel one. Her room sat at the end of a row of three offices, each separated by thick windows allowing — with all the blinds retracted — a clear view from her seat all the way over to Major Gant's chair, two offices away.
While the inner walls were thick slabs of concrete, the outer walls were also glass, looking out on the tube-like corridor running from one end of Pylon A sublevel one to the other. In her case, she was afforded the added view of a perpendicular passage leading to an elevator that only went down.
As luck would have it, all of those blinds were retracted and Liz could, in fact, see all the way over to Thom Gant's office. While he spent very little time there, she saw him sitting there now on the receiving end of a rather animated discussion.
His accoster was a petite young woman — maybe ten years younger than Liz, placing her at about twenty-seven or so — with short spiky black hair and wearing a white lab coat over a dark shirt.
The sight might have seemed somewhat comical to a newcomer: this diminutive woman shouting at the sturdy soldier who — if he stood from his chair — would hover a good foot taller than the scientist. However, Liz knew Thom Gant to be a chivalrous man. He would sit there and listen patiently. Nonetheless, the woman's chance of bullying him into a decision he did not agree with was not in the cards.
As for that woman, Dr. Annabelle Stacy had been on-staff for nearly a month. In that short time Liz had learned enough about the young prodigy to know her competence in several different fields of scientific study was matched by an incredible amount of determination. No doubt that was why she had earned doctorates in three distinct specialties in the first place.
It also meant that Liz knew what was going to happen, and it played out exactly as expected.
From her vantage point two offices over, Liz watched Dr. Stacy throw her arms up in frustration and exit Thom Gant's office. She then marched between the wall of concrete and the wall of glass and metal that framed the corridor directly to the C.O.'s office. That C.O., of course, was Liz Thunder.
"Liz — I mean, Lieutenant Colonel — he is still refusing."
"You can just refer to me as Colonel, Dr. Stacy. No need to keep repeating the lieutenant part."
"Oh, I'm sorry. I'm still getting used to all this, you know, army stuff."
"I can see that."
"But Colonel, um, Liz, I have all my clearances, I've been here a month, and he still won't do it."
Liz held a hand up to silence her complaint. She had, after all, heard it plenty of times already. She then locked her eyes on the back of Major Gant's head from two offices away.
He sat there with his eyes intently focused on some slip of paperwork; eyes so intently focused that she knew he was not interested in that paperwork but rather more interested in avoiding eye contact.
She glared.
Thom made the mistake of glancing in her direction, no doubt to spy on how much his disagreement with the doctor had escalated. He then saw Liz watching him and the game was up. Despite him being a couple of years older, she outranked him, and on occasions such as this — occasions when his obstinacy came from something other than sensible logic or sound strategy — he could come across as somewhat childish. Like a kid refusing to eat his vegetables.
Liz summoned him with a wave. He sighed, stood, exited his office, and traveled in Dr. Stacy's footsteps until joining her in front of Thunder's desk.
"Yes, Lieutenant Colonel?"
Stacy jumped, "Oh, you can just call her Colonel," she said, but then realized how stilly it sounded for a civilian to correct a man who had spent nearly two decades in the military. She sort of blushed and quieted … but only for a moment.
Liz considered how to approach this particular conundrum and settled on sarcasm.
She pointed first to him and then to Annabelle while saying, "Major Gant, this is Dr. Stacy. She is the new science officer for the military detachment of Task Force Archangel. Have you two met?"
Something akin to a smile appeared on Thom's face, but she knew it to be more like a dam holding back a rumbling pool of annoyance.
"Yes, Colonel, I am acquainted with Dr. Stacy."
"Tell me, Major, how long have you known Dr. Stacy?"
Gant answered, "I believe she has been on base for nearly one month," but the greater his annoyance or aggravation the more stilted his speech, and thus it sounded as if he spoke individual words as opposed to one congruent sentence.
"Major Gant, Dr. Stacy has received all necessary clearances and is a fully functioning and contributing member of Task Force Archangel and an employee here at the Darwin Research Facility. She is quite familiar with the surface structures; she has already utilized the Cray over on B-1, received certification on biohazard disposal from the chief down on A-3, and partaken in a conference with the microbiology research team at their facilities on Pylon A sublevel four. I personally showed her the chemical warfare test range on B4, and we toured the aeronautics department, the theoretical physics labs, and the Earth Studies offices spread out across both pylons of sublevel five."
Gant stood straight — not exactly at attention but as close as he tended to get these days — but as she spoke he swayed, as if, perhaps, the restroom called.
She went on, "Now, as the commander of this base, I felt it my duty to give her a proper orientation to the more traditional facilities. However, as I have explained to you twice already, I am still a relative newcomer and, given your experience, the nature of your detachment, and your connection to the containment facilities, I requested that you provide Dr. Stacy with a thorough tour of sublevel six and below. Or was I not clear in that request?"
Gant shifted, maintained that pseudo-smile, and answered, "Colonel Thunder, my understanding is that you did, in fact, request that I show Dr. Stacy to those lower levels and that that request was not, in fact, a direct order."
"That is correct, Major. Would you please explain to me why you have not seen fit to honor that request?"
Stacy watched the exchange through young but sharp brown eyes.
"Colonel, I do not believe Dr. Stacy is ready to visit those lower levels."
Stacy broke in with a voice that sounded very much offended: "I have been briefed on just about everything that is down there. I have read two dozen medical and psychological articles on the specimens; I have seen the after-action reports. I trained with the Navy Seals for six weeks to get ready for this position, for which I was personally recruited by your boss."
Thunder held a hand aloft to calm Stacy. While she did go silent, she did not appear to calm at all.
"What do you mean she's not ready?"
Gant shifted some more, but did not answer.
Stacy said to Liz, "I know I don't understand all this army stuff, but I thought you were his superior officer?"
Thunder nodded.
Stacy went on, "Then can't you just make that request an order?"
Thunder eyed Major Gant and then answered, "I won't do that."
"Why?"
She replied to Stacy but kept her eyes on Gant.
"I may outrank him, but Thom here has been doing this a lot longer than anyone on this base. If he doesn't feel you're ready, then I'm not going to push it." She ignored Stacy's gasps, stood, and told him, "I respect your seniority here, Thom, but she deserves to see; otherwise she won't be ready for the things you'll run into out there."
Liz saw the answer in Thom's eyes, hiding there behind his forced smile and his stiff — but swaying — stance. She did not see chauvinism or disdain for a civilian; she saw something else.
She added, "You can't protect her forever, you know."
He blinked but that was the only concession he offered.
The phone on her desk buzzed. Liz held her eyes on Thom's for two seconds longer and then answered.
"Yes? Yes, General, hello. Yes, he is right here in my office, along with Dr. Stacy. Okay, hold on."
She pulled the phone away from her ear, tapped a button, and set the receiver down.
"General, you're on speaker phone."
"Major Gant? Annabelle?"
"Yes, General Friez," Thom replied, while the younger woman surprised them both with a bubbly, "Hello, Albert."
"Glad you're all here because there isn't much time. Major, your unit needs to scramble and deploy. Less than an hour ago PACOM flashed Edelweiss, sourced to a Secret Service detail escorting a United States senator. Contact was lost almost immediately but point of origin was a small, privately owned resort named Tioga Island situated in the South Pacific."
"Sir," Gant leaned forward and placed both hands on Thunder's desk. "Any understanding of the nature of the threat?"
"Negative, Major. You now know everything that we know. It seems we got lucky in that one of the Secret Service agents interfaced with Archangel a few years back and remembered the alert code, otherwise we wouldn't even know about it. As I said, this is a private island and I really mean private. There is no national claim here, which is unusual even for so-called private islands. We're tracking ownership, but from what I can tell, it's sort of a playground for the high rollers. The senator ended up there due to engine trouble on his flight to Australia. At least that's the cover story," Friez said, adding a cough.
"It sounds as if we have a very long way to travel," Gant mumbled.
"We have been unable to raise anyone on Tioga, not the detail, not the airstrip there, not anyone. More intel is expected within six hours; the NRO has a bird set to photograph the area. I'll be at their Chantilly facility when the data comes through. In the meantime you need to get moving; it's going to take all day just to get there and that's assuming we can find the necessary assets."
Gant thought aloud, "We'll need a liaison with PACOM."
"I can handle that from here," Colonel Thunder volunteered. "That's just a bunch of phone calls."
Friez's voice came over the speaker, "That's a start, but you'll need to get someone in theater to interface directly with the service components, particularly with the Pacific Special Operations Command. That will take time, and Major Gant, I don't like wasting time."
"We can insert a small team first," Gant said, "if I can find air transport within operational range of the target. We recon and report. Is the senator's extraction a priority?"
"Senator Kendal has friends on the Intelligence Committee, which is probably why he had such a veteran Secret Service escort for what was essentially a vacation down under. Yes, we'd like to extract him intact, if possible."
Major Gant said, "Getting in fast should be easy. Getting out fast will pose a challenge."
Friez worked a step ahead: "You will need someone to coordinate support assets with Pacific Command. Fixed-wing insertion should not be an issue, but unless we're particularly lucky I doubt there is a helicopter within range, at least not immediately."
Major Gant stood straight again and said, "Colonel, if you could get working on the preliminaries from your office, I'll assemble my team. Captain Campion will go to PACOM as our liaison along with the bulk of the detachment. I'll drop in with a partner to assess the situation and evaluate the threat. Experience tells me this is probably a wild goose chase, but if it's not then I can communicate what measures need to be taken."
Before anyone could speak, Dr. Stacy broke in, "I want to go."
"That will not be possible—"
Friez's voice from the speaker cut off Gant, "That's a great idea, Annabelle. Dive right in and put all that training of yours to work right away."
"With all due respect, Dr. Stacy has been a part of Archangel for less than a month and has not been in the field yet."
"Major, what kind of threat are we facing here?" General Friez asked.
The question threw Gant. He squinted and replied, "As you said, that has not been established yet, General."
"Exactly. I would think that having your science officer and her trio of PhDs along might help you ascertain the nature of that threat and perhaps even combat it. Or does that not make sense?"
"General, sir, we are most certainly looking at a high-altitude air drop mission."
Stacy shot back, "I practiced HALO and HAHO jumps with the Seals. Perfect landing each time, and I've been hitting the altitude chamber with the rest of the team."
"Really, Doctor?" Gant glared at her. "Odds are, we will not arrive at the drop zone until after nightfall and need to fall six miles out of the sky in about two minutes to hit a tiny island in the middle of the largest water mass on the planet. Is that what you trained for?"
Stacy hesitated, her energetic eyes faltering.
Friez ended the conversation, "Take her, Major Gant. She has the background to evaluate the environment and the situation. I put her on your team for a reason and this is it."
Silence fell for a moment as Friez's point — his order — became clear. When he was satisfied that all objections had been quelled, the general told them, "I need to get balls rolling on my end and so do you, Colonel. As for the major, well, your team should be in the air in a few minutes, with the rest to follow based on the cooperation we get from Pacific Command. Contact me when you're getting close to Hawaii. I may have the satellite photos by then."
The line went dead.
Gant glanced at Stacy, glared at Thunder, and then walked out of the office to assemble his men.
When he had left, Stacy turned to Liz and said, "I'm not stupid. I know this isn't going to be easy. If Albert hadn't jumped in, I'd be spending this mission at my desk, wouldn't I?"
Colonel Thunder told her, "Your dad is still alive, right?"
Stacy nodded, "Yes. He's on the other side of the country but he's there. Why?"
"Well you've got two new fathers looking out for you. You should be honored."
"What do you mean?"
"Different kinds of dads, of course. General Friez is the type of father that wants you to go out and reach for the brass ring. Gant, well, he's the kind that wants to keep you sheltered and protected."
Stacy snorted something like a chuckle and answered, "I'll go with the general. If I wanted shelter, I'd be working in a civilian lab or teaching at a university."
Colonel Thunder looked at the younger lady and warned, "Before this is over, you may wish that was the case."
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Major Gant exited the Humvee. His black BDUs stood in stark contrast to the bright desert landscape with the sun beating down so hard that it felt as if he might be broiled alive.
In front of him sat an airfield nearly surrounded by mountains. To the south, through a break in those mountains, were Fort Irwin's primary facilities, including the National Training Center.
That is what made his task force's cover so complete. As far as the accountants were concerned, Archangel was merely a component of the larger Opposing Force — or OpFor — operating at Irwin. More specifically the Eleventh Armored Cavalry, also known as the Blackhorse Regiment. They were tasked with simulating enemy combatants so as to prepare the army for America's potential adversaries. Indeed, the massive grounds at Fort Irwin included mock villages built to resemble real-world places.
In any case, Task Force Archangel was billed as a special red team that conducted penetration testing in a variety of settings. In truth, they existed to face and defeat unconventional threats, ranging from downed extraterrestrials to various manmade nightmares. The type of threats the government did not want the public to be aware of, usually because the government had created the threat in the first place.
The Darwin facility occupied an isolated a corner of the sprawling grounds, but the airfield was one element of the greater facility that Archangel accessed on a regular basis.
Gant hurried toward a Bombardier Learjet 45 waiting on the runway. Behind him followed Specialist Jupiter Wells with a backpack full of equipment. Next came Dr. Annabelle Stacy in BDUs a size too big and struggling with two suitcases and a backpack of her own.
Major Gant spoke into a cell phone as he walked. The closer he came to the plane, the louder he spoke, so as to be heard over the spooling engines.
"Jean, yes, I think it will be several days, maybe a week."
Informing his wife of his departure was a shallow courtesy. There had been plenty of occasions when he disappeared for days without explanation or warning. But she did not question, she did not wonder. She simply accepted and went on with her routine of tending the garden, cleaning the house, and the occasional cards night with friends.
Yes, he understood how his job had turned their marriage into a farce. He knew she remained faithful, he knew she still loved him, and he knew that this life was killing her one day at a time, like dead leaves falling from an autumn tree.
The entity they had found a few months ago at Red Rock had showed that to him.
He cared. He wished things could be different. But Major Thom Gant was trapped by duty and training. He knew no other way. Not so long ago, Thom had had a friend who had tried to force him to break the cycle, but he had been lost in that Hell hole deep beneath a mountain in Pennsylvania.
Besides, the more dangerous the mission, the more likely he would not return, and that might be the one thing that could free Jean from her prison.
He could have told her he was sorry but it made no difference.
She said, "I love you," out of instinct and he responded in kind before hanging up the phone, slipping it in a pocket, and focusing all his attention on the mission to come.
A growling engine and the squeal of two tires delayed boarding as a high-performance motorcycle skidded to a stop near the ramp. The helmetless rider was a tall, thin fellow wearing round glasses and a little stubble beneath his nose that might have been a mustache.
Sal Galati quickly dismounted his ride, offered a casual salute, and said, "Major Gant, request permission to join, you know, the mission and all."
Gant knew why Sal wanted to come along; he and Wells were good friends to the point that they incessantly chattered like junior high kids on a field trip whenever the team traveled. However, he had already added a third person to what he had originally planned as a two-man insertion.
"Request denied. You will be a part of the follow-up team."
"Then, sir, um, I'm the best shot in the unit and you're headed to an open environment. Maybe I should be going instead?"
Sal had a point. Despite his glasses he was, in fact, the best sniper in the detachment. That, however, did not change anything.
"Negative, soldier. We are executing a high-altitude jump and Specialist Wells has aerospace physiological training. I promise, if there is anything worth shooting you will receive a call. Now stand aside."
Galati reluctantly moved. Wells gave him a fist bump as they passed.
While Gant appreciated their camaraderie, he found it somewhat annoying. He hoped their friendship would not someday get in the way of an objective. As for himself, Thom felt it best to keep his distance from the men, considering he might need to order them to their death at any given moment. Like the brass above, Major Gant understood that while this was a highly trained and unique unit, they were also expendable.
Sergeant Ben "Biggy" Franco met them onboard. This large brute of a man walked with a distinct limp, the result of a Red Rock denizen having eaten a chunk of his leg. He had undergone several reconstructive surgeries and while he would eventually recover, he was somewhat limited in his duties.
He also seemed limited in another way. Prior to the Red Rock mission, Gant had found Franco brash and disruptive, the result of the sergeant's obvious racism toward his black commanding officer.
During the Red Rock mission three months ago, the entity in the bowels of that subterranean complex had reached into the minds of each of the invading soldiers, finding their weak spots. In Franco's case, the entity had turned his prejudices into a weapon, tricking the sergeant into killing two black members of the team. If Campion had not shot Franco and left him for dead, Wells and Gant might have been next.
Ironically, later in that mission a well-placed rifle round fired by Franco saved the day.
Since then, the sergeant would not look Gant in the eye despite assurances that no one held those actions against him. After all, others on the team had been similarly controlled. Indeed, it turned out that the monster trapped in that underground maze had deceived and manipulated many people over the course of many years.
It seemed to Thom Gant that while the mission at Red Rock had ended months ago, they would be dealing with the consequences for years.
"Major, we're loaded and ready to go," Franco reported. "We'll be in Hawaii in a few hours."
Dr. Stacy — huffing, puffing, and sweating — followed inside and asked, "How exactly is this going to get us to Hawaii? Operational range on this has to be, what, nineteen hundred miles?"
Gant smiled and told her, "We have made a few modifications."
* * *
General Albert Friez followed a little man with glasses into a corner room at the National Reconnaissance Office.
The name "National Reconnaissance Office" sounded innocuous enough, but in truth the NRO coordinated intelligence from all of the United States' spy satellites.
General Friez wore his new blue dress uniform, complete with all the old badges and medals earned during his distinguished career in the U.S. Army, and while protocol might suggest otherwise, he kept his cap on tight despite being indoors. To General Albert Friez, the uniform was the person. He felt it critical that subordinates saw the medals, the ribbons, and the rank without a glimpse of the human being underneath. This was not due to vanity or arrogance, but because discipline and respect lead to efficiency and results. He could not afford to be seen as a man. That was a luxury long ago discarded.
"This is what we've got on such short notice," the short man with the glasses told Friez as he turned on a rectangular light table and laid out a series of photographs. "Still, I don't see anything atypical in these images."
General Friez stroked his thin mustache as he leaned over the table. The light emanating from beneath the black-and-white photographs provided the only illumination in the room.
"This is all you have? Black and white?"
"Yes, General. The only thing we had on an appropriate trajectory this soon was one of the old KH-11 birds. We're working on other options but based on these images, that doesn't appear necessary."
"I thought all of the Keyhole assets dropped out of orbit years ago."
The NRO representative — who wore a name tag identifying himself as "Springer" — answered, "I think the bosses figured it was helpful to have a satellite in orbit that everyone thinks burned up."
"They could have picked a better choice. I'm looking at images from a satellite that dates back to the Carter administration."
The man with the glasses dressed in a plain white shirt with a plain black tie did not respond. Instead, he shuffled a trio of photographs around the light table. Those photographs depicted scenes from Tioga Island in the South Pacific taken by an aging spy satellite in a sun-synchronous orbit. That orbit resulted in shadows, and shadows helped discern ground images.
Using a pen as a pointer, the analyst started to direct the general's attention, but Friez brushed him aside. This was the not the first satellite photograph he had analyzed.
"People, here and here," he said, more to himself than to Springer. "Groups of a few here, maybe a dozen over there. What's that? That's the airstrip, right?"
"Yes, General. But it looks kind of small for a resort island. It would be tough to land any heavies there."
"Not that type of resort, son. The only people invited to this island are those with their own transportation."
While the images were of relatively low resolution compared to what the general had come to expect from the NRO, they worked well enough to capture what appeared to be just another day at someone's private resort. However, trees — mainly coconut palms and banyans — covered most of that tiny patch of land. That meant something could be hiding away from the bird's eyes.
Still, Friez concentrated on the information at hand. That information suggested several dozen people still wandered the resort grounds. In fact, it appeared a rather large crowd had gathered around a plane that had recently landed. No doubt another of the transient celebrities who made frequent stops at one of the world's rarest places: a "private" island that was literally private.
One nation or another claimed just about every square foot of real estate on planet Earth. But not Tioga. From what he had been able to find out so far, several rich partners owned the place and had crafted it into a secluded getaway. The perfect spot for a senator to meet a mistress during taxpayer-funded trips to the Pacific Rim.
"So what have we got?" Friez spoke, again, more to himself. "No sign of a disaster, people, a few small cars, a plane, and I don't see any structures that aren't intact. So why is it no one answers the phone on Tioga Island?"
"There is a volcano," Springer said and pointed to a photograph depicting a steaming mound on the northwestern tip of the island. "Could that have something to do with it?"
"No sign of an eruption," Friez said as he studied the photo. "Besides, if anyone on Tioga was concerned about that volcano, you would not see all these people milling about. Still," Friez said, leaning in close to the photos, "there's no response on satellite phones or radios. At first I thought that meant there was no one left to answer the calls."
"Based on what we can see here, General, there are plenty of people on the island."
"Then that means the calls aren't getting through." He stood straight, looked at Springer, and said, "Call me a pessimist, but that tells me that someone or something is jamming those transmissions."
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A huge C-17 Globemaster shared the otherwise lonely sky with a bright half-moon, both floating over what resembled a solid bed of white clouds that created the illusion of a firm surface where, in fact, another thirty thousand feet separated the gigantic cargo carrier from the Pacific Ocean. Despite its size, the vast emptiness between that phony floor of clouds and the outer rim of space made the craft appear miniscule.
A fake manifest indicated a cargo haul of fifteen master pallets of assorted clothing and gear destined for troops in South Korea. Instead of the thousands of pounds of equipment officially stowed on board, the big, empty, and pressurized cargo area carried four members of Task Force Archangel.
Each wore a black polypropylene body suit and a full-face helmet. Three of the four were connected via plastic umbilical cords to a console from which they drew 100 percent pure oxygen, part of the necessity of purging all nitrogen from their bloodstreams.
The fourth — Sergeant Franco — kept his visor up and was not attached to the console. The injury to his leg meant limited duty.
Dr. Stacy sat between Major Gant and Jupiter Wells, where the trio had spent the last half hour preparing their bodies for the big jump.
Annabelle Stacy had lived quite a lot for a woman still under thirty years old. Yes, much of that living had been in classrooms and laboratories, stops along the way to each of her three PhDs. Yet those studies had also sent her around the world, to some exotic as well as many not-so-exotic locales, oftentimes traveling and staying in less-than-first-class accommodations.
A stint in service to Doctors Without Borders had taken her across the Sudanese desert on board a bullet-hole-ridden Cessna and she had endured weeks of travel through some of the roughest parts of Mexico in search of Toltec ruins.
Go out there and live, her father had told her on many occasions. Archangel gave her exactly that chance, plus the opportunity — as promised by General Friez — to see things that most people on the planet would not believe, all while working to keep America — the world — safe.
Of course she had come to realize that most of what the world needed to be kept safe from apparently came from the other types of people with whom Friez worked. It seemed Archangel's primary role was to wait around for someone to screw up and then clean up the mess.
She had yet to participate in an actual field mission, in part because General Friez had decided to rest the team for an extended period, apparently due to a particularly nasty job a few months back at some place in Pennsylvania.
Just as she had started to worry that this "exciting" new job differed from a corporate cubicle only in that her office was situated underground, along came this trip. In the span of a few hours she had moved from that boring subterranean office to a massive cargo plane cutting through the night six miles above the Pacific Ocean.
Franco grumbled, "Ten minutes."
She swiveled her head around at the sound of his voice.
Stacy found Franco a strange man. On the one hand, he was big, tended to be loud, and had already made more than his fair share of sexist, racist, raunchy, and just plain stupid jokes in the short time she had known him. Exactly the type of behavior his brutish nature would suggest.
At the same time, however, he came across as somewhat restrained, particularly whenever he was around Wells or Major Gant. Almost shy or embarrassed. That puzzled her, because if the stories she had overheard were true, it had been Sergeant Franco who had saved the day in Pennsylvania.
Her head turned fast in the other direction as Gant answered Franco with a flat, "I know."
Ah, yes, another puzzle. Major Thom Gant. She knew him to be stubborn and one glance told her he was tough as nails. At first she had thought his reluctance to share all the secrets of the Darwin facility came from chauvinism or a general dislike of any newcomer to the Archangel fraternity. However, Colonel Thunder had suggested a different motivation.
She thought about that. She wondered if Thunder was right.
Then she thought about Franco again and how such a loud, boisterous man could become so quiet so fast. She considered—
Stop it, Annabelle. Your mind is racing a thousand miles per second because you're nervous. Just take in the oxygen, one easy breath at a time.
She knew she was not a soldier, regardless of what the jumpsuit and gear might suggest and despite all her training in preparation for joining the team.
Yes, she had practiced high-altitude low-opening jumps, but this was not practice; this was her first real mission and she was going to jump practically from orbit, free-fall for miles, and land on a tiny little island in the middle of the world's largest body of water.
Jumping from this height meant staving off hypoxia, not to mention the extreme cold at such a high altitude. She could literally die before hitting the ground. Indeed, that was why Wells had been Gant's choice to come along. Wells had aerospace physiological training, meaning he would watch the jumpers for problems caused by the altitude.
Well, at least before we jump.
Her mind picked up speed again, retracing previous thoughts from new angles. As she sat there and felt the pure oxygen rush through her lungs like a cleansing agent she wondered exactly why she was a part of the whole thing. She held three PhDs and was still in her twenties. Her social and political leanings were so estranged from the military environment that she figured her superiors considered her the biggest security risk on the team. Annabelle Stacy knew she could command just about any post at any university, corporation, think tank, or research center. Yet she had accepted the offer of civilian scientific consultant to Task Force Archangel. Why?
She considered. Sure, she could be studying the melting polar ice caps, researching the medicinal treasure chest of the rain forest, or exploring the subatomic secrets of a supercollider, but Archangel promised to show her things few people knew existed.
But if you're going to get to see those things, Annabelle, she thought, forcing her rambling mind to focus, you'll have to get stop being so damned nervous.
Stacy grew determined to chase away any fear of the coming jump. She would focus on the facts, using logic and treating the whole thing like a procedure. No different than baking a cake or setting up an experiment.
"Hey, you okay?" Franco's voice cut through her thoughts. "It's okay to be scared, you know. Most chicks don't really like jumping out of—"
"I used to skydive for fun," she replied with the type of confidence she knew was needed to stop Franco's annoying jabs.
He trumped her, however.
"From outer space, honey? This ain't some Cessna you're jumping from on a sorority dare."
Gant interceded, "Sergeant Franco, establish satellite contact with base. I want to check in before the jump."
Stacy did not mind. She was nervous, and Franco could sense it. And he was the type to keep hitting the same nerve. Apparently his bashfulness was reserved for others.
"Don't let him get to you," Wells said, leaning over and speaking just loud enough to be heard over the rolling roar of jet engines vibrating through the chamber. "He's an ass but he's harmless. You'll do fine. And if it means anything, this shit makes me nervous, too, and I've done it a dozen times."
She liked Wells and appreciated the light squeeze to her shoulder he added in support.
He went on, "Hey, how about we run through the checklist one more time? I want to make sure I have everything."
She nodded.
He started: "Altimeter?"
"Yeah. Um, check."
"AAD?"
"Ready and set."
"Oxygen canister?"
He meant the small tube of air that would become her breathing supply after they unhooked from the console. The changeover between the two was a tricky thing. She did not want any nitrogen slipping back into her bloodstream. That could lead to decompression sickness and that would be very, very bad.
"Yep, got it …"
Her ears wandered away from Wells's checklist. She was thankful for the diversion, but she was interested in what Gant had to say on the radio to Lt. Col. Elizabeth Thunder, their "control" contact half a world away back at the Darwin facility in California. The conversation played over a speaker.
"We are almost on target," Gant reported.
"Understood. Still no transmission since the original Edelweiss call seventeen hours ago."
Stacy knew what the Secret Service's "Edelweiss" code word had meant: the detail faced an unconventional situation. Not terrorists. Not a run-of-the-mill assassination attempt. Something different. Something that would require a team trained to deal with unique situations and adversaries. They were fortunate that an otherwise obscure senator had been assigned one veteran agent.
Gant: "Any other updates?"
Thunder: "Friez called in from the NRO again. They had a second satellite pass just a little while ago."
During their brief stop in Hawaii, Gant had informed her and Wells that the first satellite images of Tioga showed people on the island, seemingly going about their business. That had been hours ago. The sun had long since set over the target area.
Thunder's voice explained, "There are lights on the island, so there's power. Other than the lack of communication and the agent's transmission, there's no reason to believe anything is wrong down there."
"Great," Gant said. "So we could be risking our lives on this jump for nothing."
The colonel transmitted, "Captain Campion is en route to Wake Island to coordinate a more comprehensive response. We should have several naval assets and support personnel available, depending on what you find. So far this is all off the radar. Whatever happened is bottled up tight for now."
Stacy knew that the government was working on an "engine trouble" cover story for Senator Kendal's plane; a story that had already been put into place to some degree as part of the politician's cover for his rendezvous with, no doubt, someone younger than his wife.
As far as she could tell from the short briefings they had received during the trip, this private island in the South Pacific was built for just such clandestine entertainment. Since it was not sovereign territory of any nation, it lay outside the jurisdiction of any country, which made it a rarity among private islands, which almost always belonged to one nation or another. But in this case, no country cared. If not for Senator Kendal's involvement, the United States would not care, either, and she would not be on a plane right now preparing for a high-altitude low-opening jump.
A warning of the need for caution came across in Lieutenant Colonel Thunder's voice despite the otherwise monotone sound from the speaker: "Thom, all of that support is at least a couple of days out. He's not going to be able to get anything there quicker without setting off a lot of alarm bells, and the politicos in D.C. don't want that for a bunch of reasons."
"Same as usual," Major Gant replied. "We will establish a satellite link as soon as we know what we are dealing with. Out."
Stacy thought, assuming whatever is causing satellite phone interference won't also block our transmitter.
The connection ended.
Franco touched the side of his helmet, apparently receiving a transmission in his earpiece from the pilot.
"Two minutes. Better start switching over."
* * *
Stacy stood at the edge of the open ramp to stern, on the precipice. The white clouds below resembled a floor, but she knew they were more of a ceiling.
The wind rushed around the now depressurized cargo hold. Major Gant and Jupiter Wells stood on her flanks. A soft red light glowed overhead.
"As soon as we punch through," Gant spoke in a calm but strong voice, "we should see the island below. The only lights for a thousand miles. They mark the center of the resort. We are aiming for the south beach. Remember, you want to hit a little inland where there's nothing but fields. Stray too far east or west and you'll hit jungle or rocks. Too far north and you are either in their downtown or worse. Look, just remember your training, stay cool, and stay on target. Wells and I will end up falling faster, so we will get separated on the way down. Just head for the rendezvous point. Everybody with me?"
Gant asked them both but looked first at her. She nodded with as much confidence as she could muster.
The light turned green.
"Go, go, go!" Gant ordered and then led the trio over the edge.
A gush of turbulence rolled across her body, nearly causing her to tumble. The feeling reminded her of diving below a strong ocean wave off the Jersey shore back east during a childhood trip to Cape May.
Then she felt strangely still. No sensation of anything. As if she hovered up there in the highest reaches of the troposphere.
Above, stars so incredibly clear that they really seemed to sparkle; she could sense the vastness of space; infinity overhead.
Below, a cotton-white matt. No swirls, no puffs, just a carpet of white glowing in the light of the half moon.
That moment of stillness passed as her fall gained speed.
Panic set in. Reality hit home. She was in free fall, and while she had parachuted many times before, including training runs with the Seals, this was different. She fell from thirty thousand feet in the dead of night with the hope of landing on a tiny chunk of land in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. The smallest screwup — from a particle of nitrogen slipping back into her blood to drifting offshore and splashing down in the darkness with the nearest search-and-rescue support a couple thousand miles away — could result in a nasty end.
Annabelle felt her breath quicken, her heart thump like it might explode, sweat drip on her cheeks inside the helmet, and her limbs shake from something more than the extreme cold. The combination of nerves and speed threatened to twist her body out of what little control she maintained and into a frenzied spin that could steal her consciousness and kill her as surely as the chute not opening.
Hold it together, girl! Hold it together!
She rushed toward the white "floor" of clouds. Her mind saw the barrier not as a misty collection of water droplets and aerosols but as a surface as firm as concrete. She instinctively moved her hands toward her face as if to protect from impact … she closed her eyes tight … her mouth opened and a moan turned into a scream …
A flash of white and then she punched through and the whole world lay open before Dr. Annabelle Stacy.
Her eyes adjusted. Yes, she did see lights. Tiny specks below surrounded by a sea of black. She tried to concentrate on the target, but the world stretched out all around her. Dark, yes, but she could still spy the horizon from the moon's faint glow shining through the cloud cover. Just enough to see … just enough to take in the enormity of it all.
In that moment everything changed. The fear turned inside out and became awe. She felt tiny, yes, but tiny against the vastness of existence. And she was not afraid. Knowing how small she stood in comparison to the universe only piqued her curiosity.
She saw the Earth's curve bending to the horizon in every direction. She saw the sky curving in tandem and the heavens of clouds and stars and beyond looking down on it all. For maybe the first time in her life she saw the world for what it was: a planet spinning through space around a star that was one of billions in one of a billion galaxies.
Oh, what a vision!
Annabelle Stacy took every ounce of it in: everything she could see in the dark plus everything she knew was out there, just beyond her line of sight. The enormity of life and every amazing piece of the puzzle, waiting for her to find and understand. This was why she had accepted General Friez's offer, for this moment and the promise of many more like it.
Danger? Yes. But danger coupled with discovery.
Fear? Yes. And exhilaration like few human beings would ever know.
She thought of her parents back home in New York. What were they doing right now? Her mother was probably teaching at the elementary school, her father on the road for a sales call.
What if they knew? What if they knew what their daughter was doing right at this very moment?
Mom would be terrified. She would only see the ground rushing toward her at 126 miles per hour. She would think of everything that could go wrong, from a chute malfunctioning to hitting a tree on final descent. Mom is a worrier; that's her nature.
But Daddy, oh, Daddy, if you could see me now! Look at the world! It's so huge and there is so much in it and it's all just a tiny little speck in a universe that reaches to infinity!
Go and find it all, Annie-girl, he had said so many times. Live.
Miss you, Daddy.
WHAM!
The air thickened and a howl of wind surrounded her decent. Buckles and hooks jingled and rattled; the helmet shook and she felt her bundle of gear whip about on its tether.
Breathe.
She felt the speed now. Terminal velocity. The Earth pulling. She struggled to keep her belly down and arms spread. There was not much she could do — she was at the mercy of the open sky. Yet she held her posture in check.
Dr. Stacy turned her head side to side, searching for her compatriots. She thought she saw something … the figure of a man below and to her right. That would be Wells. But she could not be sure. The only background was black, and they all wore suits as dark as the night surrounding them.
A thin film of condensation formed on the interior of her visor; a fog from her excited, sharp exhales.
Breathe, you stupid girl!
In-out-in-out … in …out …. In …
Out.
That's it. Okay, okay, I'm good. All good. Easy. No problem. I've … I've got this.
Annabelle looked for her target. The island stayed out of focus but she easily saw the cluster of lights marking the village center. She knew she had to aim below those lights. The beach and the fields would be there.
To the north? A volcano.
Not as good.
The island's lights grew larger than pinpricks. In their glow she spied a handful of buildings hidden amidst palm trees.
Stacy glanced at the altimeter on her wrist: ten thousand feet and falling fast.
She braced herself. In a few moments her chute would open. She had reached the moment when so much could go wrong. Falling came easy. It was the stopping that presented the most opportunities for disaster. Even if everything opened as planned, the jolt could snap her neck or tear her harness free or—
Shut up!
The altimeter spun below four thousand feet.
Suddenly her shoulders were nearly ripped from her body. The straps dug through her suit and grabbed her with leather claws. It felt as if the drag would pull off her entire suit. The tether grew taught as the kit of equipment tried to remain at speed.
Even through the muffled sound of her helmet she heard the flapping and stretching of the ram-air canopy. She waited to hear a tear … a rip … the snap of a line.
She slowed.
No fatal error. No equipment failure. The chute deployed as programmed and her speed lessened. The wind calmed. But the tug of gravity remained.
The village lights stretched off in the distance as she neared the ground. Below her feet she saw dark … and perhaps the glint of something … yes, the whitecaps of rolling waves.
Dr. Stacy tugged on the guide wires. A slight course correction. The whitecaps moved behind her. The ground … something moved … yes, the sway of high grass in a gentle breeze.
After having traveled so fast for so far, the final feet of decent felt deceptively gentle. That gentleness gave way when her boots hit with speed and force. She bent her knees and let her body roll across the moist ground covered in swampy grass. Her chute tried to drag her downwind but Stacy gained control of her person and her equipment.
Touchdown.
* * *
Far overhead above those cotton-white clouds, the C-17 banked as the rear cargo hatch sealed shut with a mechanical hiss. A moment later another hiss: the sound of the interior repressurizing.
Sergeant Franco moved through the plane, where he had shared eight hours of travel with his now-departed comrades. The pilot's voice crackled in his earpiece: "Radio for you. Patching it back on the speaker."
"Yeah, yeah, whatever." Franco yanked a tuft of polypropylene from the crack of his ass. "These friggin' suits are too friggin' tight," he complained to no one as he reached the transmitter.
"Go ahead."
The calm and steady voice of Captain Campion came over the speaker, yet no matter how calm and steady that voice, it always irritated the sergeant.
"What's your status there?"
"They've debarked. Can't confirm insertion so we're just going to hope they hit the mark."
"Hope?"
"Well what the hell, Captain? My orders were not to initiate radio contact and to avoid detection. You giving me new orders?"
"Negative."
"Then why the call?"
Campion: "Stay on station and keep your eyes and ears open."
"Christ, we can't see dick from up here but you still want me to fly around in circles?"
"Roger that."
"I'm telling you the Russians could have four battalions and a three-ring circus down there and we wouldn't know it. Besides, we're borderline bingo on fuel as it is. This has been one long haul."
"Stay on station as long as you can. Anything else?"
"Yeah," Franco sneered. "Wish you were here."

5

Major Gant led the trio of infiltrators through the overgrowth. They hovered just outside a sphere of illumination cast by a spotlight beaming from a white stucco building. The black color of their clothing matched the dark night but the bulkiness of the MOPP protective gear over their standard BDUs created a variety of issues for a stealth mission.
The lack of information in regard to the threat on the island meant that as soon as they hit the ground, all three switched over to full-blown MOPP 4 protection. That meant gas masks, heavy gloves, boots, and an overgarment that looked something like a hooded poncho.
The army manual claimed maximum airflow and comfort thanks to state-of-the art fabrics and materials. Gant did not agree with the army manual on this one.
Jupiter Wells carried a SCAR-H battle rifle while Gant used a standard M4, both with rather thick sound suppressors affixed to the barrels. Dr. Stacy wielded a more complex weapon: a blue and black rectangular contraption slightly larger than a big flashlight.
Thom surveyed the scene not only with his eyes but with all his senses, as well as the heavy gear allowed. Since rendezvousing on the south side, they had not seen any people but had also found no signs of anything amiss.
He did find, however, that MOPP gear, tropical islands, and intense heat did not make a good combination. Streams of sweat rolled down his back and along his arms, and conspired to fog the lenses of his gas mask.
As for smell, his nose sensed only the silicone rubber of the mask, making it the least usable of his senses for the time being. That equipment also muffled his hearing, which had yet to detect anything other than chirping insects singing in the night and their own footfalls, which were, he admitted, much louder than they should be due to the gear and Dr. Stacy's lack of stealth.
He turned to her and asked, "What's the ECAM say?"
Stacy consulted her "weapon," waving it back and forth, up and down in the process.
"Nothing. No airborne contaminants that I can trace. I think there's some ash in the air, though, from the volcano."
"Yeah," Wells said, "it's been spewing shit since we dropped in."
Gant turned away and once again surveyed the scene ahead. A blue and gold flag draped from a pole above a small front porch fluttered in a soft, warm wind. A bronze plaque labeled the place "Administration."
The light of the building shone on nothing. No bodies, no people … nothing. The same nothing they had found outside the clinic and outside the health spa. In each of those places, automatic lights had snapped on.
"Sooner or later," Gant sighed, "we are going to have to do more than take a peek. I do not like the idea of moving into the open until I have some idea what we are dealing with."
Stacy said, "This thing will pick up known chemical agents. I think we can rule out any kind of chem-weapons or industrial toxins, but it isn't so hot on the biological stuff."
Gant said the obvious: "So you're saying we could be in the middle of a biological weapons strike and not know it until we take these masks off?"
"Yeppers."
Wells jumped in: "I don't think so, sir."
The soldier pointed toward the building. It took Gant a moment to see what he meant, but then he spied the flutter of small wings as a tropical bird landed on the flagpole.
"Just sayin'," Wells finished.
Gant's frustration resulted in a long exhale that qualified as a sigh.
Dr. Stacy must have sensed his mood. She told him, "If there was something nasty in the air we'd probably be seeing it by now."
"I do not subscribe to that theory," Gant replied. "Biological agents do not always follow a particular playbook."
"I know that," Stacy said, nearly stomping her foot in annoyance. "But if something is wrong here, it happened quick. Fast enough that no one got off the island to report it. That rules out slow-working viruses or bacterial agents. Otherwise, we'd have reports from people who left the island before the event. So if there's a bio weapon at work, it's fast acting. That means it's more likely to have affected the environment in a manner we would see. I mean seriously, there are birds, bugs, and critters all around. No sign of a problem."
"Like the bird I saw," Wells added, as if hoping for credit.
Gant waited several seconds before replying, "I am not convinced yet. Masks on for a while longer."
"Look, it's the middle of the night. Everyone is probably sound asleep in their beds," Stacy said, voicing what sounded like wishful thinking.
Gant wondered if the realization of their situation had hit home with the young woman. She had just jumped from thirty thousand feet and now was sneaking about in the dark on an isolated strip of land that held the promise of unconventional dangers. Perhaps she was having second thoughts about joining the Archangel team.
If so, she is even smarter than I thought.
Of course, if her wishful thinking led her to make mistakes — like assuming the all-clear and removing their MOPP gear because she hoped everything was okay — then that would put the team at risk.
He shoved aside such considerations, something he found himself doing more often on missions. No matter how well he portrayed the image of a stalwart soldier focused only on the task at hand, Major Thom Gant had come to know in recent months that he was not nearly as focused as he liked to think.
As he had admitted to a friend in the dark bowels of the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility in Pennsylvania, he had questions about everything Archangel did and held no trust for his superiors. But he had been programmed well, and following orders — marching to whatever tune the brass played — was the path of least resistance.
Gant sighed again but quietly this time. He did not want Stacy to hear his exasperation. He then moved them away from the administration building through the growth of ferns and wildflowers.
"This is a party island," he told her in response to her theory that everyone on the island was tucked away safe in their beds. "There should be stoned diplomats stumbling around, drunken businessmen chasing girls half their age, and all other kinds of debauchery."
Wells mumbled, "My kind of place."
"So where are they?"
Gant told Stacy, "Let's start from the beginning. Our best information places Senator Kendal at one of the VIP bungalows. The call came from his security detail. We will go there."
The trio moved through the forest of palm trees and brush, occasionally slipping onto an isolated path. All the way they saw no movement and heard no sounds other than the occasional bird and a tiny marmot that scampered across their path. Stacy's detector did not register any indications of chemical agents or airborne toxins. The heat, however, took its toll in the form of exhaustion, heavy perspiration, and difficulty breathing inside the protective gear. Even Major Gant felt his energy tapped to the point that he ordered a ten-minute rest stop.
The further they moved away from the village center, the more they relied on night vision equipment. The goggles illuminated short stretches of jungle, just enough to avoid a bench here or a toppled tree there. Yet the inhibited, grainy view made Gant feel limited, and the reduction in peripheral vision created a sense of vulnerability. On top of that, the night vision did not marry well with the gas mask and required continual adjustment.
They reached the rim of a clearing marked by a band of well-maintained flowers. In the center of the clearing sat a bungalow with a small front porch. He saw no lights, but they had come across the first sign of trouble.
Maybe this is not a wild goose chase after all.
While the night vision did limit his field of view, Gant spied two vehicles. A crumpled hood and broken windows suggested one of the Jeeps had recently rolled.
Gant dared to stick his shoulders out from cover for a better view. At first, he thought he saw bundles of rags lying around the cars, as if someone's laundry bag had exploded. However, it took only a moment to realize that those bundles were, in fact, dead bodies.
As usually happened on missions such as this, Thom realized he had arrived at the turning point. Dr. Stacy was not the only one who had hoped this trip would be a waste of time. The sight of a wrecked car and dead bodies on an island that should have been packed with visitors yet was silent meant he had reached that moment of realization. Yes, something was terribly wrong on Tioga Island.
He opened his mouth to speak, but his eye caught something moving within the bungalow. It was hard to tell, but either his eyes or his instincts suggested something man-sized creeping inside. Just a glimpse, nothing concrete, possibly a false alarm.
Nonetheless, he said, "Movement in the building."
"I don't see shit," Wells answered softly while looking toward the hut.
Gant told them, "I think we found the senator's place."
"How do you know that?" Stacy asked.
Wells answered for the major: "Looks like the handiwork of the Secret Service out there."
Gant dared to rise tall against a banyan tree for a clearer view.
"I count five bodies. They all look to be dressed like island civvies. Torn up really good, too. Probably armor-piercing rounds. But I do not see any weapons near the deceased."
"Wait a second," Stacy broke in — but quietly—"why would the Secret Service shoot civilians?"
Gant knelt next to the other two and said, "Look at the bodies. It appears they were headed toward the cottage when they were shot."
Wells asked, "Chief, what about that movement?"
Gant stood again to eye the bungalow.
"I saw something moving through the side window. Could be the senator or his escort. I don't see any bodies out front that look like service or a senator."
The major watched the scene for several minutes and said nothing. Even with his eyes facing away he could sense Stacy fidgeting in the dark, no doubt fighting the urge to undo her mask.
Benefits aside, MOPP gear was nothing but a pain in the ass. Suffocating, reduced mobility, horrible sight lines. Throw in the oppressive heat and even Gant felt himself on the verge of going stir-crazy inside what felt like a body bag.
He knelt again.
"You will need this," he said, reaching to her thigh and pulling the M9 pistol there from its holster.
She seemed surprised to see it, as if it were a forgotten accessory on the outfit.
"I understand you have been trained."
"Yes, um, of course."
He provided the added service of cocking the slide and handed it to her grip-first.
"I really don't want it," she protested.
"I do not care what you want. You are coming with me to investigate that cottage," he replied. He turned to the other soldier and said, "Jupiter, cover us from here."
Specialist Wells nodded to the major, then told Stacy, "Stay cool. And don't shoot yourself in the foot, okay?"
She smiled beneath the mask. A little.
Stacy and Gant set aside their kits and other loose equipment. Gant tapped her on the shoulder and signaled her to lower her night vision again, as he did, too. Then they darted into the open, racing to the side of the hut. The major then stretched to glance in the open side window.
He saw nothing, so decided to lead her to the porch.
As they worked their way to the front, they both got a good, up close look at the dead bodies. Gant's theory about armor-piercing bullets seemed to hold true; the bodies had been ripped apart by gunfire. Limbs were blasted off, heads were splintered, and torsos were riddled with holes. Thankfully, the grainy image of the night vision made it all seem less real — almost cartoonish.
Still, it was an awful lot of carnage, as if the shooters had kept firing after putting down their targets.
Those bodies grabbed Stacy's full attention. She hovered over the mess, entranced or sickened or both by the sight. Certainly, she had seen her share of death in the past. Her resume listed assisting in a battlefield hospital in Libya as part of her real-world experience.
That was, however, a different set of circumstances. While she certainly must have found the sight of blown-apart human beings unsettling, Gant figured her mind was doing what his was doing: cycling through all the possible reasons why the Secret Service had felt obliged to slaughter unarmed tourists.
No, not just slaughter them; tear them to pieces.
The difference between Gant and Stacy was that Gant could file away that curiosity and focus on more immediate concerns. If Stacy were to survive with Archangel, she would have to develop a similar means of prioritizing her concerns.
He reached over and tugged on her arm. She jumped, as if his gloves had delivered a shock. She then cast her eyes downward, embarrassed at her reaction.
He wanted to tell her not to worry about it, not to regret a natural human reaction. But in truth that was another part of this job she would have to master to survive; suppression of "normal" human instincts.
Life is much easier when you are a well-programmed robot.
The two separated and moved to either side of the open front door. Gant counted down from three with a free hand while holding his carbine with the other. After "one" he raised his weapon and led them inside. Stacy followed with the pistol in two shaky hands.
They entered an empty room. Through the grainy image projected by his night vision goggles Gant saw bloodstains splattered across the carpet and dripping from the sides of a wicker sofa. He stumbled and found that he had nearly slipped on dozens of shell casings.
Again, his well-trained mind prioritized: movement from the other side of a half-open closet door made him focus on a potential threat. Gant snapped against the inside wall and drew Annabelle's attention to the door. Despite a foggy gas mask, he saw her eyes grow wide. He thought he could hear her heart thumping through the layers of bio warfare protection but then realized that, no, the thumping belonged to his own heart.
As he watched her raise her pistol and point it toward the closet, he hoped she remembered the most basic rule of using a firearm: know what you are shooting at. That's how little kids get shot by jittery homeowners who think there's a burglar in the house. Never shoot at a shadow, or movement. Know your target.
Gant could only hope she had listened to her trainers. Fear, unfortunately, could easily crowd out training.
Except for me, he thought. Training always trumps fear … or compassion.
He held his breath and swung the door open.
Something jumped from the closet. In his night vision, it seemed like a blurry blob, accompanied by a shriek that might have been one part fear and another part battle cry.
His experience and instincts sorted out the vision as fast as any battle computer. The blob held the silhouette of a man. Gant's eyes searched for and found his arms, and at the end of one of those arms in a hand was—
Gun. He's got a gun!
In a flash, he brought around the stock of his M4 with a side helping of elbow for extra measure, striking for the chin. A split second later his left hand pulled free of the horizontal grip and slammed down on the stranger's wrist, easily dislodging a handgun, with both weapon and person hitting the floor at about the same time.
At that point, Major Gant drove his left knee into the man's chest, pinning him to the floor with the business end of the M4 in his face.
"Identify yourself!"
Words came from the pinned fellow's mouth one after another in a series of incomprehensible sounds. For a moment, Thom thought the man spoke a language with which he was not familiar. After listening for a moment he realized the stranger spoke English, but English through a filter of exhaustion and fear.
Gant took his measure. Broad shoulders and, given the pain in Gant's elbow, he figured a relatively sturdy jaw. As for clothes, the stranger wore a windbreaker that had been clawed and torn by something, maybe an animal. Regardless, any type of jacket in this hot and humid environment seemed out of place.
He then retrieved the man's handgun and examined it, mumbling, "SIG Sauer 226. Looks like you ran out of ammunition."
At that point, Major Gant released him, feeling an ache in his left knee as he stood. Only a few months ago that knee had suffered a bullet wound. The joint worked, but did not feel quite right.
The man stopped blabbing and put a hand to his jaw.
While they waited for him to gather himself, Thom turned to Stacy and said, "I believe we have found a member of the senator's Secret Service detachment." He held the gun for her to see. "Standard issue U.S. government. Also empty."
Dr. Stacy relaxed. Sort of. At least her pistol dropped from ready to standby.
Thom replayed the last minute in his mind.
"You did good," he admitted to his companion.
"I didn't do anything. Except nearly pee my pants."
"That is what I mean," he explained. "You did not shoot when our friend here jumped out. You remained in control."
"Yeah, well, I can't decide if it was the training or if I just froze."
Major Gant then turned to the stranger and told him, "I am Major Thom Gant of the United States Army," and then, with each syllable enunciated clearly and with emphasis, he ordered, "Situation report, Agent."
That commander's voice seemed to jolt the guy into some semblance of control. The Secret Service agent moved to a sitting position. He spotted Dr. Stacy and trembled as if expecting her to lunge at him. When she did not, he calmed. A little.
Thom saw professionalism in the man; it had merely been chased away by the events — whatever they had been — on the island.
"Agent Costa, Senator Kendal's security team." He wiped a hand over his brow and a splatter of sweat went flying. "Jesus."
Gant removed his night vision from overtop the bulky gas mask and squatted next to Costa. He softened his voice as they sat there in the dark. A nocturnal bird called from somewhere outside. Its song sounded more like a cackling frog than a feathered fowl.
"Where is your charge, Costa?"
"The senator? Out there." He nodded toward the night outside the bungalow. "He's dead. When the … when we got overrun he bolted out the back. Before I could … before I could …" Costa took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and then exhaled. "Before I could reach him they had him on the ground. Swarmed … swarmed all over him. Nothing … awe shit, there was nothing I could do."
"I don't understand," Stacy broke in. "You said he was out there, and then you said he was dead. We didn't see his body."
That surprised Costa.
"Wait a sec. You haven't seen them yet? You haven't… You haven't …" he glanced about nervously, grabbed his useless weapon from Gant's hand, and stumbled to his feet.
Major Gant told him, "We received the Edelweiss signal and dropped in a few hours ago. We have conducted a perimeter sweep and seen nothing. What attacked you?"
Costa said, "The, ah, the phone was blocked at first … the satellite phone."
Gant reacted by retrieving a sat-phone from his utility belt. As Costa talked, Gant confirmed "no signal" on his unit.
"We should have gotten a signal. I did get one — just for a second or two. Just enough to get out the mayday. Then, um, then it was jammed again. Yeah, that's what I think; I think it's being jammed. I tried all day while I was hiding out by the airstrip. The senator's plane had come in but they already got the pilot. I can't fly shit, you see? You understand?"
"Who? Who got the pilot?" Gant asked.
Costa rambled on, "They got sight of me around midday … chased me down to the beach but I doubled back and lost them. I could hear some people screaming and some gunshots; yeah, I think the constable's deputy might have put up, you know, a fight. I saw a whole shitload of them rip apart this old couple on the tennis courts. Beat them … clawed them … and especially … especially, they bite …"
"Who? What?"
"Three of them had me boxed in over by the spa. I got them … well, I got two of them and managed to, you know, get away from the last."
Gant grabbed him by the shoulders.
"Agent Costa, what was the nature of your attacker? Who? What?"
Costa cleared his throat and locked his eyes on Gant.
"Major, it's some kind of disease or something. But worse than that. The people on the island here … they're like a mob … you can shoot them, Major, and sometimes they go down and sometimes they don't. I knocked one of the bastards down with one shot in the shoulder. But others didn't go down until their bodies got ripped to shreds. I emptied entire clips from my MP into just one of them and it kept coming. When I switched to my SIG, I actually put one down with just a single shot. It doesn't make any sense. Do you hear what I'm saying? I hope you brought a battalion with you."
Gant let go of his shoulders and eased away, considering what he had just heard.
Costa glanced at Dr. Stacy, then back to Gant.
"Wait a second. You're just a recon team? There's just the two of you? Are you kidding me? I called in Edelweiss! That's what the books says!" The tentative control he had gained over his voice faded. "It says that's what you do when you see some messed up shit that you can't explain and the regular Joes can't handle it and Jesus friggin' Christ please tell me you got the 101st Airborne dropping in here tonight or we are SHIT OUT OF LUCK!"
Movement on the porch stopped his rant.
Specialist Wells came inside.
"Jupiter, I told you to stay outside and cover us."
Costa: "Oh great, three of you? Just three?"
To Gant's surprised, Stacy told the agent to shut up. No doubt, her apprehension had risen exponentially at the man's wild ramblings and seemingly crazed disposition. Again, Thom realized that Stacy would have to learn to keep outside influences from affecting her thinking.
Yeah, Thom, just like you do. Sure nice suit of armor you got there. Keep telling yourself that.
Wells said, "Sorry, sir, but there's movement coming up the main road. Not much, but I heard someone coming. Real quiet like."
"They don't make any sounds," Costa mumbled. "You'd think they would groan or something like in the movies. They always groan and shit in the movies. And in the movies you can shoot them in the head but that isn't working this time! Why don't they go down when you shoot them in the head?"
Wells regarded the agent and his babbling as if he were a leper. Major Gant moved to the front door and scanned ahead with his night vision goggles. He quickly dropped to a knee with his weapon raised to firing position.
"Thom? What is it?" Stacy asked.
"They found me! You led them right to me!"
Wells snapped, "You're the one shouting, man. I could hear you all the way outside. Shut your ass."
Stacy repeated, "What is it? What's coming," and she joined Gant at the door with her night vision reactivated.
"People," Gant told them. "A whole mess of people walking this way. Walking real slow."
Stacy cocked an ear and listened. She heard a gentle breeze rustle the treetops and the distant gush of the ocean lapping the beach. Below it all … distant and faint … a shuffle. A fallen branch snapping underweight. The scuffle of a shoe on gravel.
"Major," Wells suggested, "maybe we should bug out."
"Out there, into the dark, where we can't see a thing? This is a good position to defend."
"Didn't work out so hot for him," Wells nodded at Costa. Gant ignored him.
"You'll run out of ammunition," the Secret Service agent warned. "Just like I did."
That grabbed Gant's attention. He turned to the agent and asked forcefully, "Can you function, Costa? Is your head on tight enough?"
"Yes." He cleared his throat. "I mean, yes, sir. But I don't have—"
Gant handed him his sidearm. Costa cocked the slide but seemed content to remain in the background.
Dr. Stacy peered over Gant's shoulder to view the perimeter.
"I don't see any — wait a second, something is moving out there. Someone walking around?"
Gant corrected, "Not one something, but a whole hell of a lot of someones."
Stacy gasped as her eyes adjusted enough to see what he saw.
The night tried to hide the danger but Gant saw them through his goggles. A mass of people shuffling forward in clumsy steps but making almost no noise. Their arms dangled awkwardly at their sides; some held their heads at uncomfortable angles, while others walked straight and tall. They wore a wide variety of clothing: he spied the pastel blues and pinks of tourists; a cocktail dress; a waiter's formal wear; a couple of men in white shirts with gray pants sporting what he thought might be EMS insignia of some kind but he could not discern details. Dozens of people dressed in a dozen different ways.
Most of those clothes were torn, shredded, ripped, or even half off. Something else struck him as odd about the approaching crowd, but he could not put his finger on it; the night vision revealed only so much.
Gant turned to his new science officer and said, "Doctor Stacy."
She did not respond. Her eyes — through the night vision goggles — remained fixed on the approaching horde.
He tried again, a little firmer, "Annabelle Stacy, are you awake over there? What do you make of this?"
"Huh? Oh, I don't know. I left the ECAM outside with our packs. But look, it's safe to say whatever it is isn't airborne," she replied and glanced at Costa, who, despite his panic from having spent all day on the run, was obviously uninfected by any disease or toxin.
Gant agreed and took off his gas mask. The air felt fresh for only a moment; too much heavy humidity for it to feel like a relief. Still, he appreciated being able to discard the thing. He planned to remove the bulky overgarment when time permitted.
"Damn, I'm onboard with that," Wells said as he removed his own mask. Stacy did the same a moment later.
"You say these things attacked you?"
Agent Costa answered the major, "Tore two of my men to shreds and took the senator. But look, why are we talking about this right now? We have to get going," he said and tried to lead them out the back by moving across the cottage toward the rear door.
Wells approved of the idea: "Hey, Major, I think they know we're here. The idea of sneaking out the back sounds pretty good to me."
Gant knelt near the open front door with his eyes and weapon pointing out. Studying. Analyzing. Weighing his options.
He preferred simple solutions, even to complicated problems. The simple solution here was to blast away the approaching threat and leave the analyzing for the autopsies. That, however, had been Costa's choice and in the end he had lost both men, his charge, and all of his ammunition.
Stacy broke into his thoughts, "If this is some kind of disease or virus, it's possible these people can be cured."
Costa insisted, "Bullshit, lady. They're already dead! Look! They aren't breathing!"
Wells nearly spit the word: "Zombies? You have to be kidding me."
"We kept shooting them," Costa said. His voice grew more panicked with each word; with each step closer the mob came to the cottage. "Some of them went down with one shot; others kept coming until we blasted them to pieces. They aren't alive! Nothing alive could keep moving!"
"Agent Costa," Gant said, forcing his voice to remain steady and even, "calm down."
"Calm down? Are you crazy? Look at them!"
Clearly unnerved, Wells growled at the agent, "Man, shut the—"
"I'm not getting ripped up like Barnes. No way!" Costa stood and took a step in retreat. "Are you coming or do you want to be eaten alive?"
Gant did not like having his hand forced. Traditional tactics would point to staying inside the cover of the bungalow and engaging the approaching mass at distance. The area was wide open out front, the perfect killing zone.
If bullets actually work.
Then again, the very existence of Task Force Archangel revolved around nontraditional tactics to fight unconventional enemies.
Costa made his own decision: "Screw you. I am out of here!" He turned and withdrew at a fast walk to the back of the cottage.
"Costa! Get back here!" Gant ordered.
He did not listen to Gant's order, disappearing out the back of the bungalow.
"He's been here all day," Wells stated the obvious, "and he thinks it's a good idea to run. I'm just sayin'."
The advancing tide of lumbering creatures moved to within thirty yards of the front door. While most of their features remained hidden, he could now see broken and missing limbs as well as heads hanging at awkward angles. The idea that these creatures were animated corpses gained ground in his mind.
"Major," Stacy said and then, a little more forcefully, "Thom?"
"Damn it. Okay. Withdraw, people. Out the back and make for the beach. We'll circle toward our drop zone from there. We'll worry about the gear we left outside later."
They retreated to the sliding glass door at the rear of the home and exited to a backyard that was nothing more than a few square feet of neatly trimmed grass around a stone patio adorned with white wicker furniture.
Agent Costa was nowhere to be found.
The group headed for the cover of the tall grass separating the bungalow from the beach. Wells led the way, using his night vision goggles to find the best path through the brush.
"Slow down and stick together," Gant said. He tried to sound calm as he brought up the rear, covering their backs.
Just as they reached the wall-like patch of tall grass that served as the backyard's perimeter, that grass parted. Two islanders came barreling out, practically falling not from speed but from clumsiness, as if walking were a recently learned skill.
One was an older, roundish man with a gray beard and bent spectacles dangling from a badly mauled nose. The other a middle-aged woman in a blood-splattered sundress hanging just above what had once been sexy legs.
"Major!" Wells nearly screamed in the face of the foul-smelling and gory-looking pair.
Gant understood that Wells sought permission to fire.
"Engage!"
Wells fired his battle rifle at nearly point-blank range. The silencer muffled the rounds but even so the soft thump-thump-thumps seemed like cannon fire that echoed over the grass, the forest, the bungalow, and even the Pacific Ocean.
Sound aside, the first round penetrated the head of the man with the mauled nose. The skull fractured and biological bits — almost colorless in the soldier's night vision — flew away.
Stacy let slip a noise that came from a gray area between scream and gasp.
The sundress-wearing woman reached for agent Wells, momentarily grabbing his arm before he wrenched it free. At the same time, the tourist who had just been shot in the head seemed unfazed save for his balance being greatly disturbed by the impact.
Gant stepped to the side and drew a bead on the two blocking their path. He saw bite marks on the man's neck and noted that the woman's fingernails were mangled and bloated and covered in gory mess. The sight horrified Major Gant, but as with every other emotion and reaction, he managed to take that feeling and push it aside.
Night vision often failed to grasp details but even with limited visibility Gant noticed something even more out of place than the man's mauled nose or the fact that he remained upright despite having suffered a bullet wound to the skull.
A growth of some kind bulged from the tourist's neck and tiny fibrous tendrils covered a wound to his throat — possibly a bite wound — like fine netting.
"Get clear!" Gant ordered.
Wells retreated a step and opened fire with his SCAR-H, thump, thump, thump. The shots hit the man square in the chest at a few paces from point-blank range. The man's body vibrated as if jolted with electricity. Then he advanced again with arms dangling and his head cocked to one side, even while bits of blackened blood and rotting brain trickled down his disfigured face.
The woman reacted to the shout and lunged at Gant. He met her with a rifle butt to the jaw. Her head snapped side to side. She staggered back … then lunged for him again.
This time he opened fire. A series of silenced three-round bursts hit the walking cadaver in quick succession. Blood erupted from her chest while the rounds continued through her body, exiting out her back and slicing into the wall of tall grass behind.
Meantime, Wells fired another series of blasts, and this time the male tourist dropped to the ground like the lifeless sack he should have been.
The woman continued to reach for Gant. He kicked her square in the chest to buy time at the same time he took notice that Wells's attacker was now out of commission.
"Jupiter, where did you hit it?"
Wells's mouth opened and worked but no answer came out.
"I don't know!" he finally shouted.
The female attacked again. Gant shot her again, but this time Wells joined the chorus of silenced rounds. The two men tore her apart, bullets knocking off limbs and eviscerating her abdomen. Gant put a round straight through her skull for good measure.
However it was a bullet that tore into the woman's knee that apparently made the difference. As the bottom half of her right leg all but evaporated from the trauma, Gant spied sickly white strands hiding among the mess of blood, bone, and muscle.
What remained of the woman's torso collapsed to the ground and oozed into pieces. The creature — what had once been a girl — ceased moving.
At that very same moment the tall grass parted yet again and out came a man dressed in a fine business suit. His lower jaw had been replaced by a strange weave of what resembled white string.
He was not alone. They filled the tall grass, dozens of them, flowing forward like a silent tide moving to drown them.
Gant did not have to order a retreat; it came naturally. But the bungalow behind them had already succumbed to the flood and the creatures approached from both directions, a ring of walking dead constricting like a noose around their necks.
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We are all going to die.
This was not the first time such thoughts had filled Annabelle Stacy's mind. While volunteering at a refugee center during the Libyan civil war she had found herself in the midst of an artillery barrage. However, this danger — a circle of what appeared to be animated corpses drawing tight — was far more sanity testing.
"Weapons free!" Gant commanded.
At that, the major and Specialist Wells opened fire with their silenced carbines, concentrating on the line of creatures approaching from the grass. A chorus of thump-thump-thump sung from their guns.
Dr. Stacy — her hands shaking — turned and eyed the second half of the trap, the half approaching from the bungalow. A wall of shuffling and stumbling cadavers, some hunched over, others holding their heads at odd angles. Fortunately, the night hid the more gruesome details, and Stacy refused to reactivate her night vision for just that very reason.
Nonetheless, she found the will to fire. Again. And again. Her unsilenced pistol clapped the night air in thunderous reports, and the flash from the barrel made its own lightning storm in the dark, illuminating torn skin, broken limbs, and gored chests with every flare.
Her first shots missed as she let the barrel creep up with each successive tug on the trigger. Then the training kicked in. She eased the pressure and squeezed instead of tugged; she also aimed a hair lower. Despite the darkness, her next volley of bullets hit home and she analyzed the results with the scientific side of her mind; the side that still operated despite the insane situation confronting her.
One bullet hit the gut of a thin fellow. The creature did not even flinch … but it did fall over to the ground, where — as best she could tell in the dark — it stopped moving.
Another shot found the base of an elderly gentleman's throat but he continued forward without pause. Her third round scored a head shot on an oriental woman in shredded pajamas. Her dead face fell apart into small bits, leaving behind a gory mess, yet she kept coming.
"There's no weak spot!" Jupiter wells shouted as his bullets met with the same inconsistent success.
"Yes … yes there is," she shouted back. "But it's not the same spot. It could be anywhere!"
"Keep firing," Gant shouted as he changed a clip. "We need an opening. Anything. Some way through."
She admired his determination, but willpower alone could not account for the waves of doom flooding forth. Half a dozen motionless corpses piled up in front of Gant and Wells as well as a trio on her front, but the enemy kept coming; no fear, no hesitation. The three infiltrators retreated into a tighter circle, nearly back-to-back.
Dr. Stacy switched out a clip on her weapon and realized it was her last. In mere seconds the bullets would be gone.
Should I save a round for myself?
Before she could answer that thought, a sound swept over the field of grass and shoreline near the bungalow. She could not see the source; not with the thick canopy of clouds keeping the moon and stars at bay. But she heard it clearly enough. The sound of heavy props flying low overhead, followed by the stench of exhaust from a cluster of engines.
"What the hell is that?" Wells shouted as he used the butt of his rifle to knock away one of the faster attackers.
"A plane. It was a big plane," Gant answered and he fired a burst.
"Is that Franco? Did they come back?" Stacy felt a pang of hope despite knowing that even if it were Franco in that plane he could do nothing. Certainly not in time.
"Keep firing. Just keep firing your weapon!" Gant ordered.
She did. She squeezed the trigger. The bullets flew forward, hitting rotten slabs of flesh. Spent cartridges arched out and away from the fast-working slide, and a puff of acidic smoke billowed from the handgun.
One more of the creatures dropped over as her last round slammed into its knee. It did not fall from the leg wound; it crumpled over and ceased moving. The "fatal" shot added yet another layer of confusion to the situation, but she had no time to consider the meaning. The swarm passed over the fallen fiend and came within arm's reach.
Dr. Annabelle Stacy felt a scream build in her lungs. A deep, primal scream. The death-song of a person confronting the sure knowledge of her imminent demise.
During the drop from six miles up, she had wondered what her parents would have thought if they knew their daughter had jumped from the edge of space. Now those parents flashed before her eyes. She wished she had never left that boring, confined home. She wished she were there right now, curled in her father's arms, safe from the monsters that, when she had been a little girl, he promised did not exist.
Not his fault, she thought. He didn't know. There are monsters, Daddy.
They fell over.
All at once. Each and every one of the shambling former humans surrounding the desperate trio, as if they were machines and their collective "off" button had been pushed. The creatures made more noise in one big chorus of "thuds" then they had in their pursuit of the team.
She stood there — back-to-back with Gant and Wells — with her empty gun held aloft, its slide locked open, and a stream of smoke rising from the barrel.
As much as the attackers had come from a nightmare, their sudden collapse seemed even more dreamlike.
"What … what happened?"
Major Gant did his best to retain his usual decisive tone but his voice did waver: "You are the science officer; you tell me."
The three held their position for several seconds longer, as if fearing movement might reawaken the things. Gant finally stood straight, then Wells, and finally Stacy regained some measure of composure.
"Hang on," she said as her mind rifled through the possibilities. "Where's my gear?"
She carefully walked around and over the ring of now-motionless bodies that had — seconds before — threatened to tear her to pieces. As she moved, her lungs hunted for oxygen, causing her to lose concentration and stumble. Gant's strong hand caught her before she tumbled.
"Easy, easy does it." Replacing his commander's voice came a tone far more fatherly. She wondered how he could maintain his sanity enough to worry about hers.
"Stop for a second and take a breath."
She did, but not until a dozen steps clear of the bodies. Stacy leaned against a banyan tree. Even though it had been hours since she had devoured a sandwich in the cargo hold of the C-17, the contents of her stomach threatened to heave.
While Stacy struggled to maintain control of her lungs and her gut, Wells took a knee and dealt with the layers of sweat that had slipped under his goggles and stung his eyes.
Once her stomach calmed, Stacy craned her neck back and drank in as much of the heavy, humid air as her body allowed, first in fast gulps, then slower, then in a deep inhale. She shut down her thoughts about what had just happened and concentrated on little things, like the sound of insects chirping and the flutter of a very soft breeze through the branches overhead.
"Take a drink," Gant said, offering her a small water pouch.
She accepted the package, ripped it open, and gulped down about four ounces of water.
Gant pulled off his night vision goggles and shared the tree with her, leaning alongside. To her eye, he appeared unfazed by what they had just endured.
"How can you remain so calm?"
He took a moment and then answered, "I am not calm. To be honest, my entire body feels like a bowl of Jell-O, I've got about a gallon of perspiration rolling down my back, and I realized I have not spoken with my brother in months and I would hate to die without seeing him and his kids at least one more time."
Wells broke in from his kneeling position with a gloved hand still trying to work sweat from his eyes, "Personally speaking, I think I need to change my underwear after that one."
Stacy told Gant, "You don't look it. You look completely in control, as if this type of thing happens all the time."
"I have to appear in control. I am the officer in charge. It is part of the job description. As for this type of thing, it most certainly does not happen all the time. I can assure you, Dr. Stacy, we run up against our share of unusual situations. The type of thing that could drive a person a little crazy if he were to think about it. But this was a rather extreme case."
"Okay, so, what's your secret?"
"I try not to think about it. I let the training take over and keep my attention focused on immediate concerns."
"So it doesn't bother you that there are walking dead — zombies — on this island?"
"That is the secret," he answered. "Do not think of them as zombies or walking dead. Think of them only as a hostile force. Focus on the best technique to stop that hostile force, and then search for the reason behind their presence on this island. That is our mission."
"Excuse me, Major," Wells said, standing after finally clearing his eyes, "but it kind of looked to me like there wasn't any way of stopping this particular force."
"Something did," Gant said, pointing at the ring of motionless cadavers.
Stacy perked up.
"Damn, I almost forgot. Come on."
She returned to the spot where they had first observed the bungalow, found the blue and black enhanced chemical agent monitor, and waved it through the air.
"Okay, okay, there's something here now," she said as she walked around the rim of the tall grass. A casualness returned to her demeanor as she tried to take Gant's advice. Instead of thinking about walking dead bodies with pasty white eyes, she focused on finding answers.
"What do you mean, 'something'?" Gant asked.
"There's an agent in the air. A chemical agent. The ECAM can't peg it but there's definitely something in the air. All around us. Some kind of complex chemical compound."
"Oh shit." Wells searched around for his gas mask before realizing he had left it in the bungalow.
"If it were lethal to us we'd be dead by now," Stacy told him dryly. "Whatever it is—"
"Whatever it is," Gant finished for her, "it is knocking these things over. Not us. And if I were to guess how that chemical agent got here …"
"The plane? Yeah, well, remind me to thank whoever was flying that bird," Wells said.
"Thank them?" Gant repeated and approached Wells. He stuck a finger in the soldier's chest. "Now I may not have multiple PhD's like Dr. Stacy here, but I have it in my mind that whoever knew the right cocktail to knock these things over is probably the same person responsible for them being here in the first place."
Wells followed his line of thinking. His eyes widened and he nodded.
"You don't know that," Stacy said. "We don't have enough information to know that," she continued, finally taking her eyes away from the scanner.
"Yes, you are right," the major agreed. "We do not have enough information. So you and I are heading inland to find some answers. Wells—" he turned to the specialist. "Return to the insertion point and establish satellite communications with theater command. Give them a Sitrep."
"Excuse me," Stacy interrupted, waving a hand and approaching the men. "We need to examine these … these …" she eyed the inanimate bodies, tilted her head, and went on, "… these hostiles. I mean, I don't even know if they are dead. Or if they were alive in the first place."
"Great idea," Gant replied. "We'll just set you up in a laboratory and you can start dissecting them. How does that sound?"
She returned his gaze for a moment, then conceded, "Okay, I didn't exactly pack a laboratory in my gear."
"Well, then, we had better go with my idea. I think we can learn a lot more if we meet whoever was flying that plane. Besides, they might stand up again at any minute and I would prefer not to be here if that happens."
Gant did a quick safety and function check on his M4, then stooped and grabbed his own sack of gear.
"Wait a sec," Stacy said. "There's just the three of us. I vote we get out of here or call for a lot more backup."
Gant turned to Wells and said with a half smile, "And you said she was awake during the briefing."
Jupiter Wells reminded Dr. Stacy, "No backup. No extraction. We're stuck here for a while. All on our own."
"Oh … yeah, I forgot that part."
"Think of it this way," Major Gant led them into the woods. "You are spending some time at one of the world's most exclusive resorts."
"Yeah," Wells said as he split away on his path toward the shoreline. "Problem is, the pool boy is a zombie."
Gant and Stacy rebuked in unison, "Hostile."
* * *
The helicopter descended into the center of a circle of spotlights, coming to rest atop a weathered white "H" on pale concrete. It might have been the brightest and loudest activity for hundreds of miles around at that moment on that night.
Before the Seahawk's rotors could even begin to slow, Captain Campion exited the transport and followed a path of much smaller lights away from the helipad. A pair of technicians ignored him and approached the pilot.
As he moved he rolled up the sleeves on his black BDUs; what would seem a small gesture for most was a rather dramatic concession to the heat for the captain; he did not usually show any signs of sweat or make any concessions whatsoever on any front.
A man in an Air Force uniform met him on the stoop of a stucco building.
"Captain Campion? We have General Friez on the link, waiting."
The two men entered the building and passed a vacant reception area. The Air Force lieutenant motioned toward an open office door. Campion stepped in, turned about, and held a hand to the lieutenant's chest, halting his pursuit. Then he shut the office door. the A laptop rested on the desk, but the thickness and number of cables running into the ports hinted at far more sophistication than the typical computer.
Waiting for him on the screen was a flickering video image of a man with a well-groomed mustache, sharp eyes, and the markings of a two-star general.
"Where have you been, Campion?" snapped the general.
"My feet just touched the ground, sir."
"What's the status of Gant's team?"
"We have confirmation of insertion from the transport, nothing since the drop. I expect communication from them within the hour and will update you immediately."
"What about support?"
"We have a task force en route. Colonel Thunder is coordinating with NSA and DOD. They're tracking transmissions sent from the island before the incident."
"Yes, I know, I spoke to the colonel," Friez shared. "She thinks satellite phones and radio transmissions were jammed from the island. Gant didn't know that before he jumped in."
"That could mean organized opposition, sir."
"Yes, thank you, Captain. I wasn't able to figure that out on my own."
"Yes, sir."
"Let me know as soon as Major Gant has checked in, assuming he can find a way around the interference. We've got about another twelve hours before we have to leak something to the press about Senator Kendal, one way or another. His wife is already making inquiries."
"Understood."
"What kind of assets do we have in the AO other than Gant?"
"Sir, on my way over here I was informed that the C-17 that took them in had to reroute here to Wake. The tanker assigned to them developed a mechanical problem and had to RTB. We're hoping we can get them back here before they go bingo-fuel."
"So we've got nothing backing them up?"
"No, sir. I just choppered in from the Peleliu," the Captain said, referring to a Tarawa-class amphibious assault ship with a compliment of attack and transport helicopters. "She's inbound to the target island and we're trying to get into helo range as fast as possible. I'll be heading back before they are out of transport range of Wake."
"This is taking too long." The general spoke more to himself than to the captain.
"Yes, sir. The island is rather isolated."
"By design, Captain," Friez remarked. "Seems like that came around and bit them on the ass."
"General, once the C-17 gets here we can refuel and get airborne fast. I could take a detachment from Wake here and elements of the Peleliu's security detail to the island. There is a landing strip that might be big enough."
"No, Captain. We stick to the book on this. Wait for the recon team's report so we know what we're up against. Besides, nobody on Wake or the Peleliu is even remotely trained for an Edelweiss scenario."
Campion knew the general referred to the type of unconventional situations and enemies for which Archangel trained. One part of that training was to have the proper tactics, equipment, and psychology to deal with all manner of nightmares. Just as important, that training included the discipline to keep such nightmares a secret. That was their charter.
"General, it is possible that Major Gant won't be able to penetrate whatever is jamming transmissions from the island."
"Your point, Captain?"
Campion did not need to make the point; it was plain enough. Friez did not need to respond, either. As usual, the Archangel recon team was on its own.
Richard Campion finished, "I'll relay Major Gant's report as soon as we receive it."
"You do that, Captain."
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"It's thinning out," Stacy told Gant as she checked the ECAM again and then wiped a patch of sweat from her brow.
The two moved parallel to one of the dozens of paths crisscrossing the island. This one led from the outer bungalows to the inner circle of the village. A few small, blue path lights glowed in the darkness, as did a couple of pinpricks of light coming from ahead.
They had yet to encounter any functioning hostiles since leaving the field by the bungalow. However, they had come across several immobilized ones.
"The question is," he told her, quietly, as they neared a clearing, "will whatever it is hold after it has dissipated from the air?"
"I can't answer that."
"I did not expect you to," he said. He stopped and turned to her. "Relax, Annabelle, you are doing fine."
She fumbled for a reply before settling on, "I really don't like being called Annabelle."
He pointed forward. "I count three buildings ahead. The one with the two Jeeps in front must be the administrative building. The constable's office and the island bank probably account for the buildings to either side."
She followed his gaze and saw it all, including more than twenty bodies strewn on the ground around the cluster of one-story wood and stucco structures. Her mind wandered for a second, wondering if the bodies belonged to creatures or victims of those creatures … or whether the victims had become creatures themselves.
That focused her thoughts.
"They had a clinic of some sort, right?" she asked.
"I thought we would start with the constable's office," he said. "If there were any problems on the island, a report might have been filed."
"Major, we're not talking about the usual sort of criminal activity. I'd bet Sgt. Franco's life on it that whatever happened here was treated like an illness or sickness first. That means the clinic or hospital or whatever it is they have around here would be our best place to start."
Gant smiled, a little.
"I'll be sure to let Biggy know you were willing to wager on his wellbeing. But in the meantime … well, in the meantime I suppose you are right. I believe we will find a small health clinic about one click east of here."
She took his military jargon and translated it into normal-speak, arriving at an answer of one kilometer or slightly more than half a mile to the clinic.
They turned to move off through the overgrowth and palm trees. Dr. Stacy stumbled.
"Sorry, sorry," she said as he caught her arm for the second time that night. "I'm a little, well, tired."
"Do not apologize." Gant took a deep breath and she saw his eyes sag, too. "It's the heat. This is a lot hotter than I expected. It doesn't seem … it does not seem quite right."
"Wait, there's a volcano around here, right? Is it active?"
"You are in the ring of fire," he pointed out, referring to the South Pacific. "Everything is active around here. Don't you have a PhD in geology?"
His tone leaned toward humor. She appreciated it.
"Didn't get that one yet. We could be feeling a buildup in the volcano. Maybe steam venting?"
"I suppose that is a possibility."
She forced her legs to move, saying, "Then let's get going. I really don't want to be around if that thing starts spewing lava. There's really no place to go."
They left the trio of main buildings behind and headed into a lightless stretch, staying near a wide gravel road that, after two hundred yards, split into two. Gant used his night vision to read a set of road signs and led them toward the "Health Center," as indicated by a blue arrow.
They had traveled another three hundred yards or so and had just reached the edge of the clearing by the clinic when Gant touched her shoulder and whispered, "Wait one moment." He crouched and held still, his eyes and ears at full alert, scanning for … something …
Ahead she saw what must be the clinic surrounded by a white stone parking lot. A lamppost near the entrance created a sphere of illumination in the otherwise dark lot. An old van sat idle nearby and the front door to the clinic stood open, allowing a glow from within to seep out.
"Listen," he said holding up a finger.
Stacy heard the distant whizz of what might be a bat and several assorted chirps and groans attributed to the various exotic animals either indigenous to the island or shipped in to add ambiance.
Then something else.
A snort? A grunt?
No, not quite. Still far away and … and coming from behind. As her ears adjusted, she understood that she had heard a loud noise, but a distant one.
What she thought might be an animal's snort or grunt took better form in her ears. It was not the sound of something living, but the sound of a machine. A rumbling machine with a revving engine. Not a car; something heavier.
It grew louder and, hence, closer.
Not just one machine, several. Several different kinds, in fact. Some with the throaty, industrial grunt of a diesel engine; others more smooth and high-pitched.
"They are moving toward the village center," he said. "That means—"
"That means they'll be coming this way soon. Gotcha."
"Let's move."
Gant led her from the shadows across the gravel parking lot. In the open, the sound of the machines came through more clearly. To her ear, it seemed as if a construction company had begun a project at the center of the village. She even thought she heard a shout or two: foremen barking instructions. Yet they were too far away to discern anything specific.
Dr. Stacy stopped at the open doors to the clinic. The lamppost provided enough light to illuminate a trail of bloody footprints exiting the building. Gant gave them a quick glance, too, and then hurried her inside.
The prints afforded a clear back track to the rear of the clinic, where they found the storage room door open and the gory remains of the struggle that had occurred there more than twenty-four hours before. Buzzing fluorescents brightly lit the entire scene.
"You were right," Gant conceded as he approached the rear of the chamber.
"What? About what?"
"It started here."
Stacy peeked down one side aisle, turned about quickly to check behind, and then approached him at a spot near the back wall. She could not shake the fear that something would jump out from one of those blind bends.
Then she saw what he saw.
A medical gurney sat alongside an open and empty morgue drawer. Stacy saw a set of keys lying on the floor alongside a pair of particularly thick pools of drying blood, as well as a white shoe, a watch, and a mass of flesh—is that a nose?
Her stomach lurched once again but she forced all the sickening thoughts off by concentrating on the mystery.
She told Gant, "Someone was dead, or they thought so. Brought the body back here for storage."
He picked up for her: "Then they found out it was not dead at all. I am guessing whatever it was killed someone else right here, in this spot. One becomes two. Judging by the footprints leading out the front door, there had to be at least three, maybe four by the time they broke out of here."
"And it spread," she hypothesized. "Whoever they came in contact with they overwhelmed, and it spread."
Major Gant said, "On an island like this, something that could spread by contact would do so fast. And—" A thought crossed his mind. "And this is a very isolated island. Very remote."
"Which means we should be able to contain the problem here," she said with an optimistic tone she had not used since jumping out of the airplane.
Gant stared at her and agreed, but in a tone that chased away her optimism: "Yes, easy to contain the problem here. I think that was the idea."
The squeak and rumble of tire treads interrupted their conversation; the deep grumble of a powerful engine; the shouts and chatter of people.
Whoever had come to the island, they and their machines had reached the clinic.
* * *
The Pacific Ocean rolled to the island in a gentle fashion, waves turning to whitecaps turning to breakers and hitting the vast stretch of beach where the Archangel team had rallied before proceeding inland.
Specialist Jupiter Wells returned to that spot as per orders. He moved cautiously, sweeping the scene with his rifle and night vision, but also constantly wiping at his shoulders, which caused his movement to lose some of its military precision. The wiping came as the result of walking through a massive spider web strung between two trees. The web belonged to something with a big yellow body and eight nasty legs.
Jupiter Wells hated spiders.
Despite his imagination constructing phantom sensations of tiny arachnid legs stroking the back of his neck, he retrieved the large plastic tube that had parachuted to Earth with him from its hiding place among a rocky outcropping just off the beach.
It occurred to him that he should worry less about spiders and more about the newcomers who had arrived on the island. During his trip to the landing zone, he had heard the sound of vehicles and men moving along the island roads in a pattern that suggested two waves: one from the airstrip and the other from the docks on the west side of the island.
Of course, he could not be sure. The chief had told him to get to the satellite gear and file a report. Discovering the nature of the men and their vehicles would come later.
The rocks provided cover, yet he still felt exposed. Maybe it was the spray from the breaking waves that rained down every ten seconds. Perhaps that feeling came from the darkness of the Pacific: beyond the whitecaps he saw nothing but black, yet he felt as if he were being watched. Most likely his nervousness came from what he had confronted around the bungalow and how close those things had come to tearing him apart.
Or that damn spider. Spiders give me the creeps.
So he worked quickly, unfolding the small wire and mesh dish, plugging cords first into a power pack and then into a receiver/transmitter. He then cautiously slid the dish out from between the rocks and onto a stretch of beach. Next he donned a headset and worked a handheld digital device.
Instead of transmitting by voice, the unit burst a series of tones quiet in Wells's ear but designed to be heard more than one thousand miles away on Wake Island, all courtesy of a satellite orbiting Mother Earth.
Once he finished the first series of transmissions, he waited for a reply.
And waited.
The soldier repeated the series of tones and waited once more. When he again failed to receive a response, he switched his gear to a test mode. There should not be any problems connecting to the satellite but …
He ran through a series of test transmissions designed to bounce back to his transmitter/receiver from the satellite. He received nothing.
Wells's mind went over the potential problems.
The satellite might be out of position. Not the first time that shit has happened. The gear could also be fucked up, or else the signal is being blocked.
As per his training, he worked the problem, first going through a checklist of actions to determine system integrity. He considered what could go wrong, starting with loose wires, incorrect settings, contaminated circuitry, and even sunspots.
He finally heard a sound, but not from his equipment. The sound came from behind, moving through the jungle toward the beach. After a moment of listening, he identified that sound as a small vehicle of some kind, maybe a quad or small buggy.
The perfect type of vehicle for searching the beach.
It seemed to Jupiter Wells that the new arrivals on Tioga Island were coming in his direction.
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Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder sat in a plastic chair at a round table in the center of a small cafeteria, finishing a cheeseburger chased by a coffee. She shared the place with about a dozen other persons, all at the Darwin facility for a variety of purposes. Of course, it was now her job to oversee all of those people and all of those purposes, but that goal still seemed well out of reach.
The place was big, true, and on any given day two hundred to three hundred men and women served within the confines of those twin pylons submerged in the California desert like upside-down eight-story buildings.
However, it was not the size of the place or the number of persons dwelling there that kept her from feeling at home with her new assignment. Instead, it was the nature of the place itself. Yes, several hundred people worked there, some just one level apart or around a corner or a few dozen feet across one of the few tunnels that connected the subterranean branches of the Darwin Research Facility. Physically, they were a tight-knit group.
In reality, however, the various departments might as well be separated by entire continents. The further one traveled into the depths of Darwin, the more secretive things became.
The cafeteria sat on the surface level, which also included a large reception area, a media center, conference rooms, and a small exercise gym. Tinted glass windows afforded a view of the Fort Irwin grounds or, rather, the isolated patch of desert that served as Darwin's part of the base. Not much to see out those windows other than a rocky horizon overlooking miles of flat, arid land. A few smaller buildings that served maintenance or security purposes surrounded the primary structure, and the entire complex was, in turn, surrounded by a big nasty fence, of course.
A second floor — known as Surface 2—housed communications facilities, photography labs, and even a rooftop greenhouse used for low-level experiments, although she worried that too much of that research involved growing plants with narcotic properties.
These two upper floors and the surrounding external buildings formed a sort of cap above Pylon A and Pylon B as those two parallel structures descended into madness below.
Reference libraries and supercomputers, biology labs and medical facilities occupied areas on sublevels one, two, and three. If your clearances worked, you could descend further and find microbiology research, a Biological Warfare Theories and Studies Center, a limited but still-frightening chemical warfare test range, chambers dedicated to propulsion and aeronautics studies, and a theoretical physics department that, thanks to the events at Red Rock three months before in Pennsylvania, gave Liz the creeps.
But the fun stuff really started on sublevel six, home to the containment facilities. She saw that place as something akin to a zoo combined with a prison for the criminally insane. Indeed the feral, cannibalistic children found, captured, and removed from Red Rock were among the more sedate residents in those high-tech cells.
Sublevel seven was a larger, older area that included some big, tall-ceiling rooms used by Archangel for tactical training as well as oversized storage facilities, one of which currently housed the extraterrestrial craft Major Gant and his team had pulled from the Everglades the previous autumn.
At the very bottom of it all was sublevel eight, which, like the surface levels, connected the two underground Pylons. This was an older, larger section with stone walls carved out of caverns and big rooms that felt more like caves. While dumping areas for toxic waste and all manner of vile byproducts from the floors above made this deepest of levels a place rarely visited, there was one room down there that demanded attention.
They called it the Pit. Liz had visited it only twice since arriving on station. And it was home to one last containment cell, this one a lot bigger and a lot more specialized.
She shuddered just thinking about It. But before thoughts of Darwin's most unusual resident could take hold of her imagination, Corporal Sammy Sanchez approached her table, carrying a sheet of paper. The feral children of Dr. Ronald Briggs were not the only occupants of Red Rock that had switched their address to Darwin.
Sanchez had helped Liz unravel the secrets at that dungeon in Pennsylvania and then confront a rogue general. Of course, Sanchez had also shot his previous commanding officer in the back, but that had come in the line of duty.
In any case, the young Hispanic man demonstrated courage and intelligence. She hoped to swing him a promotion in rank to match his new, expanded duties as her assistant at Darwin. Certainly, he was officer material and he had earned as much. But that would have to wait until she became more established in her job.
"Excuse me, Colonel."
She motioned to the empty chair across from her and popped the last morsel of bun and burger into her mouth.
The corporal wore the army's grey, universal camouflage pattern BDUs. She had her own set hanging in a closet somewhere; she preferred a dress uniform and had recently traded in her olive drab one for the new blue.
"Look at us in our fancy clothes," she said. "We're really moving up in the world."
"Ma'am?"
Liz realized she had spoken her thought aloud.
I really have to learn to stop doing that.
"Nothing. What did you find out?"
He looked left and then glanced right, well aware that everyone in the cafeteria, from the old lady in the lab coat to the tall thin soldier with his wrist handcuffed to a suitcase, held high-level clearance, but not all clearances are created equal.
Reacting to his discomfort, she leaned forward and whispered, "It's okay, Sammy. You were looking into shipping manifests, not the Manhattan Project."
"Okay, ah, Colonel. I found about two dozen manifests for ships leaving the United States and listing Tioga Island as one of their destinations. Most of the stuff I found were things like aviation fuel, foodstuffs, furniture, and building supplies. But one shipment really stood out."
Her eyes perked up, the result of either the calorie explosion from the burger, the caffeine from the coffee, or the tone of Sanchez's voice, which suggested he had found a valuable nugget of information.
"Go ahead. I'm listening."
"Mining equipment."
Liz failed to see the big reveal.
He explained, "It's a tiny little isle, right? The only thing there other than palm trees and sand is a volcano. It doesn't make any sense to do mining in a volcano."
Liz waited for a moment, allowing him three whole seconds to enjoy what he apparently saw as an important clue.
Then she said, "Except for sulfur miners. They've heard of it, although they probably wish they hadn't."
"Sulfur miners?" The expression of self-satisfaction disappeared.
"Yep, the poor bastards go right into a volcano and pull the stuff out. That is, if the fumes or the heat don't kill them. Their mortality rate can be a little high. I hear the ones in Java work for about ten bucks a day. Isn't the third world great?"
"Oh. I didn't, well, I mean, I didn't know that. Sorry to bother you."
"Wait a sec, Sammy." She touched his shoulder and stopped him from leaving. "Did you track down the company that shipped the mining equipment?"
"I did. It was about a year ago when they sent the stuff. Some land movers, trucks, drilling equipment, and lots of explosives. The stuff was bought by a company who they thought managed the island."
"And who owns the island?"
"As far as I can tell, a whole bunch of management companies that all point to a group of Hollywood big shots. But there are a lot of hurdles, middlemen, and lawyers to jump before we get a clue as to who actually is in charge."
"Nice," Thunder said, and took the piece of paper from his hand. It was a faxed copy of the shipping manifest for the mining equipment. Her eyes scanned the lines but really paid no attention to the words on the page. "A private little getaway for the rich and the power brokers. And what do we get, Corporal? Just another high-tech dungeon. You ever wonder if you and I are in the wrong line of work?"
He looked at her with an expression that was one part blank and one part nervous.
"It's okay," she said. "I meant to say that aloud."
"Yes, Colonel. I'll keep looking. But what happens now?"
She let the paper drop to the tabletop and leaned back in the molded plastic chair that eerily reminded her of the ones she had sat in decades ago in elementary school.
"Campion is in theater now and PACOM is starting to cough up some assets. Major Gant should make contact soon. What happens next will be based entirely on what he has found on that island."
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Major Gant motioned for Dr. Stacy to follow him away from the morgue drawers and out of the back room of the clinic. The sound of activity grew louder and more distinct as the noise carried in through the open front doors, across the lobby, and down the hall.
Thom heard the rumble of idling engines, including something that sounded big — a diesel engine, perhaps. He heard shouts as well, and although he could not make out specific words, he believed he heard English, albeit a rather choppy version, stilted and coarse.
Then he made out the sound of boots entering the building.
He directed Dr. Stacy into an examination room that included a dental chair probably used less for root canals and cavity fillings and more for teeth whitening and cosmetic dentistry. Regardless, the bulky chair provided something for Stacy to hide behind while Gant left the door half open and stood behind it, his gun at the ready.
The boots approached at a fast walk. Along with the footsteps he heard a variety of other sounds, including jingles, crunches, and the scrape of wood and metal against fabric, which he identified as slung guns.
As usual, his mind painted a picture of the newcomers before his eyes actually saw anything. He guessed them to be well organized, which made him believe they were prepared for whatever had happened here on the island. Certainly the plane that had saved the day was part of their group. They were armed, they brought heavy equipment, and they did not come to the clinic as part of some random search.
They came here for the same reason we did.
All of Gant's suspicions appeared confirmed when he saw who entered the building: a line of people wearing white level-A hazmat suits topped with wide masks that seemed to have a lot in common with NASA space suits.
He watched them from his position behind the half-open examination room door but had to pull back as they came down the hall en route to the back room. He saw no insignia of rank or nationality on their suits but he did see AKM assault rifles dangling from harnesses.
They spoke in English but, as he had suspected, they did not speak it very well.
"Go. Back there. Go see."
"Nothing up front."
"Short time. Hurry."
A tactical light cut in to the examination room as one of the men in the bulky hazmat suits stuck his rifle in. Gant hovered inches away on his side of the door and watched the globe of illumination sweep the walls and then settle on the examination chair. It held for a moment and then withdrew.
Gant heard a burst of static and then a female voice spoke into a radio but unlike her comrades, did so with near-perfect English.
"No bodies in the clinic but there are signs of a struggle. This was ground zero. Possible bio contamination in the back room that is most likely from subject zero."
"Understood," came a reply over her radio that echoed out from the back room. "Search for any files or logs that might have any notes regarding subject zero. Then set accelerants to ensure total cleansing of that building. After that focus on specimen collection. We have reason to believe there is an outside variable at play here, so we will proceed with the worst-case scenario time factors."
Gant heard "outside variable" and wondered if that referred to him.
Another light shone into the room, but this time not from the door. A flashlight beam came in through a small window set in the outside wall. Whoever carried that flashlight — no doubt one of the hazmat-wearing soldiers — continued on without paying any attention to the inside of the building and what his light might have discovered if he had been more thorough.
Gant moved over to and around the dental chair. His sudden appearance caused Stacy to nearly jump out of the tight ball she had curled into.
"We have to move," he whispered. "Out that window," and he pointed.
Two men shuffled past the open door, moving from the back room to the front lobby. If not for the limited vision of their hazmat suits they might have seen Gant and Stacy. Instead, they moved on at a pace that suggested to the major that they were, indeed, on a tight time frame and working a series of carefully planned actions. This was yet another sign these people were not merely reacting to the crisis on Tioga, but had precipitated it.
"Who are they?" she asked. "Maybe they can help. We should talk to them."
"I admire your optimism, but you will have to lose the naivety if you are going to survive this job."
He unlatched the window as quietly as possible and slid it open. Thom helped her out first and then followed outside, onto a stretch of well-maintained lawn between the clinic and the forest.
A halo of light glowed from the front of the building, and the sound of the vehicles grew even louder.
Gant wanted very much to get a good look at what lurked over there, but he felt it important to extricate themselves from the area with the idea of calling for outside help, something he did not want to admit to Dr. Stacy after admonishing her for a similar suggestion not too long ago. Nonetheless, his instincts told him that he was in the middle of something big, and he felt that the best way to understand what was happening was to put distance between them and the people wearing the hazmat suits.
Of course, they are probably wearing those suits for a reason and I took mine off a while ago.
Regardless, he was functioning just fine. At least for the time being. He would worry about contamination later, or if he manifest symptoms of any kind. In the meantime, they moved through the forest in an attempt to disappear into the dark. It soon became apparent that remaining hidden would be a lot more difficult than it had been before the strangers had come.
Gant spotted patrols spreading out in a well-orchestrated search pattern, with the clinic serving as the central point. The searchers did not confine themselves to the marked paths but actually walked among the trees and brush, their flashlights crisscrossing through the dark like laser scalpels.
He worried they might have night vision or infrared gear, a fair assumption given the well-organized nature of the white-clad new arrivals. Yet as he watched a pair of them push between paths he noticed that their flashlights — their attention — seemed focused on the ground, as if searching for something discarded or dropped.
Major Gant stopped alongside a thick-trunked agathis tree and mumbled, "The bodies."
"What?" Stacy whispered in a tone that suggested she was surprised he would say anything aloud, given the four men twenty yards behind and two more thirty yards ahead.
"I think they are trying to find the, well, the islanders. The corpses. The …" he hesitated, took a deep breath that showed his reluctance to actually say the word, and finished, "the zombies."
Gant surveyed the forest and saw a gaping hole in the search line. He tapped her shoulder and led them further away from the clinic.
As they moved, he circled around to the west with the hope of catching a better glimpse of the opposition's equipment. The forest, however, remained too thick to allow a good view. Still, he did spy several big, bright lights mounted on some kind of vehicle, probably a front-end loader or a bulldozer. The squeal of treads all but confirmed his guess.
Unfortunately he dared not approach; four armed, hazmat-suited soldiers formed a skirmish line and proceeded in their direction. Although they appeared intent on sweeping the ground with their flashlights, the men would certainly discover Gant and Stacy if the pair did not retreat.
He moved them away from the approaching threat at a ninety-degree angle, helped Dr. Stacy navigate a short but steep embankment, and crossed a dirt road. Behind them two search teams converged, spun about, and backtracked toward the clinic in a wide arc.
"They seem determined to find all of the islanders," Gant said, "but I do not believe they are a rescue party."
"Are you always a pessimist about everything?"
As if in answer to her question, a flash of golden yellow burst from the forest as flames consumed the clinic. A sharp crackle and pop gave sound to the inferno and a moment later the stench of burning plastic reached his nose. The flames caused a flickering through the trees that created a sort of strobe-light effect. Thom found it rather hypnotizing.
"Why are they burning it down? I don't understand."
"It seems to me they are eliminating evidence. But then again, I am a pessimist. You tell me — what type of glass-half-full scenario do you see here?"
Thanks to the new source of light he clearly saw her scowl. That same source of light also illuminated a roadside sign pointing toward the "Health Club."
"Meeting up with Wells is going to be difficult; our friends in the fancy suits are between us and him. That leaves us no choice but to keep moving."
"I'm dog tired. Why am I so tired?" She asked herself more than him. "I ran cross country in school. I was pretty good. I could run all day. But I'm about to fall over. Must be the heat sapping my energy. Any chance for a rest?"
"It is more than the heat," he told her. "It's the adrenaline. On the one hand, it can provide a boost of energy when you need it. But in a situation such as this, it will wear you out fast."
Even in the dark he could see her eyes sag. Maybe she doubted herself. Maybe she really was exhausted — certainly he felt a pang of fatigue.
"I'll tell you what," he said. "Let's see if the health club is free and clear. We can take a break in there for a few minutes."
She joked, "And maybe a game of racquetball?"
"Racquetball? Handball is the way to go. Who needs a sissy-stick racquet?"
Then he did something he rarely did: Major Gant flashed a smile. A real one. Not sardonic, not sarcastic, but sincere. And it worked; she relaxed. Of course, that had been his intent.
All from his officer's training. Just another part of the programming.
Of course, given the growing ache in his left knee, he doubted he would be playing handball or any other sport anytime soon. The doctors had said the gunshot wound he had suffered at Red Rock did not cause permanent damage, but it would take months before he fully healed.
Truth was, his damaged joint could use the rest perhaps even more than his civilian comrade could.
They worked their way along the road until they reached a clearing. A pair of Jeeps sat in a gravel parking lot, and swarms of bugs mobbed lights beaming down on empty tennis courts. Aside the courts sat a rectangular building made of stucco and wood trim styled to resemble a fancy log home.
As he scanned the area Major Gant also took note of the open doors on one car, a dropped purse, and a solitary, discarded sandal near the main entrance. It all added up to a feeling of dread in his gut.
Nonetheless, he led her toward the building after cautioning, "Keep an eye out. There was a problem here, too."
Seconds later they entered the health club through an unlocked door. Neither pointed out the bloody handprint on the glass, but it was hard to miss.
A big reception counter made out of oak dominated the lobby. Gant could nearly see the ghosts of the island's upper-end clientele crisscrossing the long hall on their way to tennis matches, aerobics classes, and massage therapy appointments.
"Well, there are a few courts open today if you want to get in a game," Dr. Stacy joked, using a small flashlight to read from a reservation book on the countertop. "But there are three places they just list here as 'playrooms,' and they were all booked for last night. Wait, though, looks like the harness — whatever that is — in room 2 is broken and a certain Mrs. Van Patton left her padded handcuffs in room 4. Wait, what?"
She glanced over at Thom with a sincerely innocent expression.
Before he answered, his mind revisited those ghosts crisscrossing the lobby. Instead of rich old couples he now saw men and women of power escorted by playmates half their age, no doubt a fair number of whom were paid by the hour.
He told her, "It sounds like the Tioga Island version of a health club included a swingers' wing with S&M rooms."
"You have to be kidding me."
His expression did not change.
"You're not kidding, are you?"
"Let's just say, Dr. Stacy, that we will not do a whole lot of exploring here. Besides, I would guess that the arsonists are going to make their way to this building in the near future. So take a quick rest but be ready to move in a minute."
Stacy shrugged and pulled a bottle of water from a small refrigerated display case and enjoyed a long drink. It tasted much better than the water from the emergency packets in their kits.
Thom approached the counter and looked it over for any information that might be of use. He did not regard the reservation book for racquetball courts or sex rooms as an important clue.
Truth was, he did not care what the wealthy or famous did with their money or time, but the more he saw of this island, the sicker he felt. Tioga existed as a secret getaway catering to impropriety. Yes, it had all the fancy trimmings of an island resort, but that was not its appeal. It provided a place for the powerful to lead a dual life; to indulge in behavior they dared not allow the public, the stockholders, or the voters to see.
Indeed, the creators of this place had taken the extra step to build their hideaway outside the jurisdiction of any power, a decision that had apparently come back to haunt them. If not for Senator Kendall, the incident here might have gone undetected and certainly unchallenged. No doubt the hazmat-wearing intruders had selected this place for that very reason; it was a place so secret and embarrassing that its destruction might never have come to light.
While not a religious man, Thom Gant had heard enough biblical tales that he saw a certain amount of the Sodom and Gomorra story right here on Tioga, although it might have been the hand of irony more than the hand of God that bore responsibility for this destruction.
A few lights glowed from side rooms, but otherwise the place was fairly dark. Thom did not want to flip any switches, for fear that additional lighting would draw the invaders' attention. Therefore he switched on the tactical light mounted to the picatinny rail of his M4. The beam illuminated leather furniture in a waiting area and doors — one after another — running along both walls of the main hall. He saw signs for locker rooms, the dance studio, an exercise area, and a placard outside a stairwell leading up to an area that was "Private — Reservations Only."
Something else caught his eye: a trail of debris leading back through the building along one wall.
Again, his instincts painted a broader picture based on the snippets he saw. That broader picture showed a person pursued through the health club by one or more of the changed islanders. Gant first saw a discarded gym bag followed by an overturned chair that no doubt had been tossed down to slow that pursuit. He saw a smashed pot that had held a plant, most likely thrown in defense.
"Dr. Stacy, stay here. I want to check something out."
She finished another gulp from the bottle of water, fell in line behind him, and said, "Not a chance. I'm going with you."
Major Gant followed the signs of struggle and came to a short hall breaking off to the right and leading to a closed door labeled MANAGER. His light fell on a mess piled just outside that door. It took a moment for him to realize that that mess had once been a person, but its head had been badly beaten in, apparently by a bent and now-broken tennis racquet that lay on the carpeted floor next to the body.
But there was more to the mess than a busted skull, dried blood, and a nasty smell.
"I believe this is more your line of work than mine," he said to Stacy, but before he let her get close, he poked the corpse with the barrel of his gun, just to be sure.
Stacy pulled out her flashlight and knelt next to the beaten body.
The carcass belonged to what had once been a Polynesian woman, maybe in her late fifties or perhaps early sixties. While her clothes had been badly torn, it seemed she wore an outfit that belonged to either a housekeeper or perhaps an attendant here at the health club.
"Look, here, she was attacked at some point," Dr. Stacy said as she shined her light close to what was clearly a bite mark on the woman's neck, just below what remained of her left ear. The racquet that had obviously been used to pummel her had inflicted damage all along that side of her skull.
Stacy turned and grabbed Gant's KA-BAR knife from his utility belt. She then used the tip to pry at the woman's dead skin, particularly around the bite area.
At first Gant thought the flashlight had caused some sort of optical illusion, but the more Dr. Stacy peeled away at the skin, the more he realized it was no illusion.
There was some kind of white bulb lodged along her neck, bulging from beneath the skin near the wound. That bulb had also suffered damage from the racquet. It made him think of a popped zit.
"This is messed up," Stacy said. "There are strands or something, like vines, sprouting out from here. Sort of like, I don't know, a spider web or some kind of netting. I've never seen anything like this."
"I noticed some of them had bulges, almost like growths. Maybe that could be a weak spot? But you are the medical doctor, right? You tell me."
"I think I've told you about a hundred times, no. I trained as a physician's assistant and in advanced first-aid training, so don't worry, I can patch up bullet wounds if it comes to that. Well … sort of. But what I'm seeing here, Major, doesn't have anything to do with typical medicine."
She ran the flashlight over the dead body and used the knife to poke and prod. The dead woman's fingernails were all but gone, seemingly ground into a bloody mess by clawing. Massive amounts of red stained her gaping jaw, and what remained of her uniform was splattered with blood, most likely someone else's.
"Here, check this out," Stacy said, drawing his attention to the woman's left forearm, where a wound had been inflicted by something sharp. There was no way to tell if that wound had occurred before or after her transformation from victim into aggressor, but whatever had done the damage had been more potent than a tennis racquet. Most likely a big knife or other bladed object, judging by how the skin had been sliced open.
Beneath that wound he saw what he expected: dried blood, damaged tissue, and a glimpse of what might have been bone. He also saw something very much unexpected: more of those white strands, apparently running the whole length of her arm.
"Whatever that thing is that's on her neck, it's got these tendrils or whatever going down her arm." Stacy considered for a moment. "Hang on a sec."
She switched her examination from the arm to the eyes, pushing an eyelid open.
As he watched, Gant felt a pang of respect for the newest member of his team. He did not see fear or hesitation in her, despite the grotesque and unusual nature of this body. It seemed to Major Gant that Dr. Stacy was, in fact, putting aside the emotion and working the problem.
If she can do this, here, right now, then maybe she is a lot more ready than I give her credit for.
"Yep, that explains that," she said, and she held open an eyelid with her fingers while shining the light at the pasty white orbs therein.
He said, "Just like the ones that attacked us. What caused them to turn white?"
"I don't think they did. That's some kind of mesh coating the eyes. Probably more of those vines or stands or whatever that is on her arm. It looks like they poked their way through her skull and into her optic nerve and the whole eye."
"Wait a second. What are you saying? This is some sort of parasitic infection?"
"I'm not saying anything." She stood and handed him back his knife, which he accepted but was careful not to let touch anything other than the sheath. "I told you before, we'll need to do a real dissection of one of these, well, things."
Major Gant did not like it when people avoided questions.
"I will ask you again, Dr. Stacy, does this look like a parasite of some kind?"
She huffed and guessed, "It could be, sure. You saw what I saw. Some kind of mass lodged on her body. Strands, vines, nerves, a bundle of somethings stretching out from that mass and seemingly winding their way through the corpse. Now, there could be more of those masses somewhere inside, or it could be something that formed post mortem. But yes, from what I can see, there is a foreign organism in the body that has — for lack of a better word — infected the entire person. It appears to me that that organism is itself no longer living. It was damaged by whatever crushed in this woman's skull."
"You mean that tennis racquet?"
"If this were a game of Clue, I would bet the marbles on Colonel Mustard in the health club with a tennis racquet, but that's just a best guess."
"Sometimes, Dr. Stacy, we have to go with our best guesses. I do not foresee the opportunity for an autopsy on any of the bodies in the near future. Not with our friends sweeping the island."
"This is the part where I suggest you call for help, but I won't bother since I know you'll just blow it off."
He sighed.
"Actually, I was thinking that the time has come. Problem is, I do not know how we can make contact if outgoing transmissions are electronically blocked, and I am not entirely sure that help is even close to being on the way. A lot will depend on whether Wells managed to send a message."
"So you could say I was right the first time."
"I, um, no, I would not say that," Gant replied. "The situation has changed."
"Sure it has. We're in deeper than we were before and if we had called then …" she smiled to clearly demonstrate that she yanked his chain in good humor.
"Then the cavalry would be flying in now with John Wayne and Rambo to help save the day," he said and returned her smile despite understanding that — since he knew General Friez so well — the cavalry might be a B-1 Bomber with a tactical nuke meant to sterilize the entire island with little concern for the team.
Sometimes calling for help just causes more trouble.
It seemed that Dr. Stacy's examination of the body — and hence her contribution — gave her new energy and confidence. She reached for and turned the knob on the office door while saying, "We should look around and see what else we can find."
He put it together a moment too late.
The line of debris indicating a struggle and pursuit that led to this body.
The broken tennis racquet next to the immobilized zombie.
The closed office door.
Dr. Stacy opened the door to the manager's office and was attacked. As Gant expected, the body wore a tennis outfit, no doubt a brand name certain to impress a doubles partner.
The wound where the Polynesian staff member had bit the player was visible on the arm: a three-inch chunk of flesh removed by a good chomp, probably the last thing the attacker had done before the middle-aged man had struck a fatal blow with his racquet. Of course he had not known the blow was fatal and so he had withdrawn into the office and closed the door, hoping it would hold while he tended to his wound.
The door had held. His body had not.
It grabbed for her shoulders, pushing her backwards out into the main hall.
Gant saw pasty-white eyes again, this time locked on Dr. Stacy. He saw its mouth stretch wide open and its near-perfect teeth snap as they tried to clamp down on her arms and then her face in a series of frantic — almost panicked — lunges.
Thom raised his weapon to fire but feared hitting her, so he turned it around and drove the stock into the man's cheek. The man's head whiplashed but his grip did not release.
For her part, Stacy kicked at the creature's knees. She might have done damage to a normal man, but this was many steps removed from a normal man.
"Get it off me!" she shouted, and he admired that her shout was, in fact, a shout and not a scream.
Gant came at it again, attempting to smash it loose with repeated jabs from the stock of his carbine. However the creature switched targets, grabbing the rifle with two bloody paws and wrestling with the major for control of the weapon.
Stacy returned the favor, coming to Thom's rescue by grabbing at the tennis player's collar and attempting to throw it off balance. This only partially worked, as the thing maintained its grip on Gant's gun and refused to let go.
Thom used this against his attacker, however, surrendering his weapon in exchange for fighting space. He pushed off and then kicked it in the chest, intent on grappling away his gun after regaining his balance. Based on what he had seen thus far, he did not believe these reanimated corpses could or would use a weapon.
The tennis player fell into a magazine rack. Six-month-old issues of Sports Illustrated and The Dupont Registry flew off along with an ancient copy of The Sharper Image catalog.
Thom stepped forward, ready to continue the fight, but hesitated as he realized they were not alone.
A trio of the hazmat-wearing newcomers approached. Two held their AKMs in a threatening manner, while the last carried a silver contraption that might have been a fire extinguisher.
The zombie paid them no notice and lunged at Gant. Before it could engage, however, the new arrival activated his silver contraption and hit the creature with a cloud of what appeared to be white dust. It carried a very pungent odor that made Thom think of talcum powder or maybe even baking soda.
The tennis player stopped, shimmied, and fell over.
Gant did not hesitate. He moved for his rifle, but a single gunshot — one that hit the floor between the toppled magazine rack and the M4 carbine — stopped him even faster than the spray had halted the walking corpse.
He turned to Dr. Stacy, who looked frightened again, and he nodded, encouraging her to do exactly as he did: raise his hands and surrender.
Past their captors and beyond the lobby out into the gravel parking lot, Gant saw powerful lights and the movement of machinery. He had no doubt that the same equipment that had arrived at the clinic had now arrived at the health club as well.
The four white-clad men with guns parted, allowing another of their number to approach. This one used a metal cane for support as he walked with a heavy limp. Unlike the others, he unzipped the big hood of his suit, allowing the upper part, including the face plate, to fall away, revealing a man beyond middle age with very black skin and big, watery eyes.
"Hello there," he said. "And who have we here?"
Gant spoke before Stacy could. "We are guests of the island. Thank god you found us before those things did."
One of the man's underlings held up the major's discarded carbine.
"A guest? I see, I suppose you came down to the health club for a little target practice," he said and smiled, but not in a particularly friendly way. "Very well. I assume you will refuse to tell me your real names, so I won't bother asking."
Stacy could not hold her tongue.
"And who are you?"
"Me? My name is Dr. Waters and let me welcome you to the experiment."
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Captain Campion glanced out the window, where a new day's sun rose over the eastern horizon. The coming of that new day filled him with unease. There had been no contact from Major Gant since they had jumped from Franco's plane. Something was wrong.
The sight of a CH-53 Sea Stallion waiting on the tarmac was about the only thing positive he saw out there. That helicopter would ferry Campion and the balance of the Archangel team from Wake to an ad-hoc task force pulled together by PACOM over the past few hours.
Just when he thought his morning was bad enough, in came Sergeant Franco like a bull forcing his way into the proverbial china shop.
"What's the story? We going in or what?"
"Friez says no."
"He says no? What do you mean he says no? We could refuel that C-17 and drop the rest of the team in right now. Hell, we could be on the ground by this afternoon."
"I'm aware of that, Sergeant. General Friez doesn't want anyone else parachuting in there. There will be recon planes in range of Tioga soon. He ordered us to stand by until we have some treetop flybys. He wants a real good eyeball on the situation before we make our next move."
Franco paced and to Campion's amazement, the man seemed infuriated at the idea of sitting around and waiting.
"This is bullshit," Biggy muttered. "We're going to sit on our hands and do nothing."
The captain found Franco's concern astonishing. The sergeant's track record in such situations was less than stellar, particularly when it came to Major Gant. Franco's disdain for their commanding officer was rather apparent, and the fact that that disdain was rooted in racism had also been apparent for a long time.
Franco's odd behavior was just another reason for Campion to grow agitated with the entire situation. That agitation came across clearly as he said, "We move in when Friez gives us the okay. You know that, Biggy."
"Hey, Wells and the Major are out there."
Campion shot, "Since when does that matter to you?"
Franco lunged at the captain with such intensity that Campion uncharacteristically retreated a step, bumping into the desk and knocking over an empty coffee cup that belonged to the base's commanding officer.
"What the fuck does that mean? What do you mean by that?"
Campion said nothing.
"It matters to me, man. Of course it does. Why wouldn't it?"
Again, the captain remained stoic in the face of Franco's defensiveness.
"Those guys are part of the team. We need to roll in there and, you know, go in and get them. That's what we need to do."
Campion remembered now why Franco might be acting this way. The sergeant had, after all, shot dead two members of his own unit during the Red Rock mission. The circumstances were such that Benjamin Franco could not be held responsible for that action. Like so many of them — like Campion himself — he had been tricked by the mind-bending powers of the entity that had dwelled in that dungeon. Indeed, it had been Campion who had stopped Franco's rampage, putting a bullet in the sergeant and leaving him for dead.
But Richard Campion understood that his actions had not been entirely his own. The entity had managed to get inside his head and direct him to do its bidding. As he was apt to do, Campion eliminated the emotional end of it. A professional soldier could not afford regrets or sentiment, or even second thoughts. He had accepted what had happened and moved on. Perhaps Franco had not.
"We got to go in, man."
Campion did not like Sergeant Franco, and the fact that the man had allowed an issue from the last mission to affect his judgment now made him like him even less.
He stood straight and told Franco, "We do as we are ordered to do, Sergeant. A couple of fast movers are going to buzz the target zone later. What they see will tell us what the next move is going to be. Understood?"
Franco did not respond, so Campion took his understanding on faith.
"In the meantime we have to chopper out to the Peleliu so that if Friez gives us the go ahead, we can get to Tioga as fast as possible and in strength. If that's not good enough for you, then you're welcome to stay here on Wake and work on your tan."
"No, sir." Franco's lip grew stiff and he shook his head vigorously. "I'm not missing any of this."
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Major Gant and Annabelle Stacy rode in the backseat of an open-air Jeep that bore "Island Security" emblems. Two days ago the vehicle most likely had been used by Tioga's constables to break up brawls born of beer muscles or to calm down domestic disputes between wives, husbands, and mistresses.
From what Gant saw as dawn came to the island, it appeared that Dr. Waters's people — he counted at least thirty hazmat-suit-wearing accomplices at various spots around Tioga — had appropriated local vehicles for their own use. The same could be said for the pay loaders and dump trucks hard at work around the island, although those earthmovers were not being used to move earth.
Instead of digging, the construction equipment collected bodies; primarily the now-immobilized— killed? — walking corpses that had overrun the retreat. Along the roads, outside bungalows, near the burning clinic, Thom witnessed work parties of armed personnel dressed in level-A biosafety gear collecting what remained of the zombie hordes and dropping them into dump trucks either by hand or by scoop, or some combination thereof.
Waters sat in the front seat with his hood back in place. One of his number drove, while two more crouched in the cargo hold with their AKMs directed at their guests.
Everything he saw as they crossed the island on the bumpy roads confirmed his initial hypothesis: the resort's most recent guests were not on Tioga by accident or in response to a cry for help. No, Waters and his band were the architects of the incident and had clearly spent time preparing for this day. That preparation revolved around cleanup, or so it seemed. He saw them collecting the bodies, but not destroying them. No funeral pyres, no burial details. It seemed as if they were being packed and stowed for some sort of trip.
A radio call to Waters from a subordinate supported Gant's conclusions.
"Team twelve to command."
The voice on the other end of the radio spoke poor English, with an accent that sounded Asian to Thom's ears.
"Team twelve, command actual. Go ahead."
"Southwest sector clear. Thirty-seven units recovered. Fifteen appear disabled prior to PX introduction."
Waters produced a small tablet from a pocket on his bio suit and, despite the bulky gloves, jotted notes. After a moment he radioed back.
"Team twelve, move to the northwest sector and rendezvous with teams ten and nine. Recovery is running behind both in time and quantities. We have not reached our estimated quotas and are nearing termination hour."
"Understood."
Waters paused as if considering something, turned around and looked at Major Gant through watery eyes, and then radioed, "Team twelve, how were the units disabled?"
"Stand by, command."
The Jeep rounded a sharp corner while they waited. After a moment the brush to either side of the road gave way and opened up to a stretch of land featuring a paved runway and an airport terminal slightly larger than a double-wide mobile home.
"Command, team 12, bullet wounds."
Waters responded with a question, "Let me guess—5.56 NATO rounds?"
A pause and then, "Lots of shells here, lots of different rounds. Looks like some 5.56, yes."
"Okay, team 12, get to the northwest sector and expedite recovery efforts." Then to Gant, "So you have been busy, haven't you? Tell me something, how difficult did you find it to disable the units?"
Stacy broke in, "The units? You mean the people of this island? That's what you mean, right?"
"Yes, young lady. Although they were not exactly people when your friend here shot them. What was it like? How many bullets did you fire per target?"
Gant answered, "I have no idea what you are talking about. My wife here and I stopped by to work on our tans. We went to the health club for a game of tennis when we bumped into you."
He then smiled his usual smile, the kind that held absolutely no humor. The kind of smile that masked a fit of anger building at the very pit of his stomach and working its way through his veins.
Waters appeared to ignore him and spoke to himself as he said, "One hundred and thirty-seven souls counted on this island prior to H-hour. You two were unaccounted for, as was that — wait a moment, that's it, isn't it?"
Gant held his smile.
"Yes, that's it. The plane we found here, the one that belonged to that senator. He was the first variable of the experiment. You're here because of him, aren't you? Yes, that's it. You are clearly American, and he is — was — an American politician. I see, and it all fits. Tell me, were you a part of his security detail, was he overdue, or did the faulty jammer provide a window of communication?"
Of course Thom did not reply, ignoring Waters's questioning gaze and instead looking ahead to the airstrip. There he saw three planes, two of which were props he recognized as big CN-235 transports, each painted gray but lacking any markings, including tail numbers. The third was a business jet, probably a Hawker 800 but, again, he saw no markings.
More of Waters's white-clad team worked here, looking over rows of "dead" bodies, some of which appeared destined for a line of shiny silver coffin-like containers piled in stacks near the planes.
Still, the number of bodies at the airport did not appear to match the number of bodies being collected by the loaders and dump trucks scouring the island. Perhaps only a select number of "units" were destined for the airport.
If so, where did the rest go?
The Jeep halted near the jet, and the guards motioned for the two prisoners to disembark. Gant appreciated the opportunity to stretch his legs — his knee tended to ache when immobilized for longer than a few minutes. He found himself flexing it to work out the pain, much like he did when getting out of bed in the morning.
This particular morning promised more challenges than a sore joint. Still, the sky spoke only of a beautiful day to come, one that should have seen Tioga's beach inundated with celebrity and high-roller vacationers soaking in the sun. Certainly Waters's team of bundled workers would find the heat inside their heavy suits rather unbearable.
A poke in the back with a rifle barrel directed him toward the side of the flimsy building that served as the airport terminal. For a moment Gant worried they were being lined up against the wall for a firing squad.
Waters unzipped his hood again to apparently much relief; lines of sweat streamed along his pitch-dark skin.
"Tell me something. How many of the units did you encounter at any one time? How much ammunition did you bring with you to the island? What type of tactics did you use to engage the units?"
Gant stood silent, considering not so much answers to Waters's questions but why he asked.
Waters added one more inquiry: "Tell me something: How afraid were you when you first encountered these animated corpses?"
When he received no reply, Waters turned to Dr. Stacy.
"Young lady, what is your impression of what you found here?"
Stacy shifted uneasily, glanced to the major and then back to Waters, and then finally spoke in a shaky voice: "I, um, really like the tennis courts."
Gant smiled inwardly in appreciation of Stacy's false bravado. She did not pull it off well, but he applauded the effort. Yes, perhaps there was more to this young girl than he had initially thought.
Waters sighed, but there was a healthy dose of amusement in his eyes. It occurred to Gant that the man had not expected the presence of trained soldiers in the midst of his experiment, but that their host also found it exciting — delightful, even — that such a twist had been added to whatever mix he had concocted.
Their host replaced the heavy hood of his level-A gear. As he worked to affix the seals he told them, "You'll have to excuse me, but I have a lot more data to gather and we are on a tight time frame. Why don't you wait right here for a spell? We'll speak again soon."
* * *
Jupiter Wells kept his SCAR-H at the ready but he knew using his battle rifle would be a last, desperate resort. Given the numbers and armament of the newcomers to Tioga, he preferred to remain hidden, moving parallel to the southern coast in a westerly direction and using rocks and brush along the shoreline for cover.
He ignored the bullhorn announcements encouraging survivors with phrases such as, "we're here to help," and "the island is secure of danger … come out of hiding … we have medicine!"
To anyone who had survived the carnage on Tioga Island, the sight of men in hazmat suits wielding rifles might be a relief. Wells knew better. He knew that any force that had managed to arrive on the island so fast in such numbers and had immediately implemented a well-planned, systematic canvassing of the island had to have been well prepared to do so. That meant advanced knowledge, and that meant culpability.
The average civilian might be fooled into thinking the United Nations, the World Health Organization, or even the United States military could respond, launch, and execute a relief mission to a remote island in the middle of the Pacific twenty-four hours after a disaster of this kind. Those were the same civilians who probably envisioned those organizations as efficient, well-financed machines that could spring to life on a moment's notice.
Experience had taught Jupiter Wells a different lesson. It had been difficult enough to parachute three persons onto the island within sixteen hours of the call for help. As far as he knew, Campion was still struggling to muster a task force from Pacific Command. If and when they arrived, they would be equipped best to destroy, not save, the island.
So no, anyone who landed here in force so fast was suspect at best, most likely part of the problem and most certainly not the solution.
Wells decided that his best course of action was to consider the newcomers hostile, recon their positions and actions, and stay hidden. He had already decided to kill if it meant remaining undiscovered, or, possibly, if he could get one of them in an isolated position, he might be able to capture and interrogate. Given that the men worked in tandem and took a systematic approach to their search, Wells figured that the last option was not very likely.
In any case, he followed the coast, which bent north, led through a quarter-mile stretch of tall, jagged rocks, and then opened up to the island's only harbor, if it could be called that. He saw two long steel piers stretching out into the Pacific, still partially covered by shadows as the morning sun remained low in the sky.
A small marina-type area played host to personal watercraft and a boat that appeared rigged for parasailing, although there would be no customers today.
Nevertheless, the piers were the center of much activity, just not of the recreational variety. All roads, it seemed, led here, at least as far as the dump trucks in use around the island were concerned.
Wells watched as men in hazmat suits drove the trucks to the docks and met workers wearing t-shirts, jeans, and skullcaps. It was a strange contradiction in images: high-tech meets the East River docks, or something like that.
He found it even more interesting that when the men in the Level-A protective garb arrived at the pier, they quickly unzipped their hoods and basked in the open air. It occurred to Jupiter Wells that if there was a biohazard worthy of Level-A protection, then no self-respecting soldier or scientist would remove his gear anywhere close to the danger zone.
Do they actually need those suits?
Wells considered the bullhorn announcements and the methodical search patterns. Perhaps the hazmat gear was part of a costume, or a precautionary measure taken for their initial arrival on the island. Either way, it seemed the protection was no longer necessary, and that made him feel much better at having discarded his own gear hours ago.
Whatever the case, the dockworkers directed the dump trucks along the pier and up a short ramp. At that point the trucks emptied their loads into the hold of a small and aging freighter painted black, white, and red. As he watched from a distance, Wells realized that those loads were people. Or, rather, dead people. Furthermore, given the quantity, he suspected they were actually the now-silent zombies that had nearly killed him and the others in the bungalow district last night.
Something like a canvas tarp covered the name of the ship, and he saw no other markings, although he pegged the vessel to be a relatively small one, perhaps ninety meters long with gross tonnage in the 1,900 range with the bridge superstructure mounted to aft.
Using his binoculars, Wells also took note of the people involved. He got a good look at two of the hazmat-wearers with their hoods off. Both appeared Korean or northern Asian, although it was difficult to be sure. The seven ship workers he caught sight of represented a cross-section ranging from Caucasians from Europe or possibly America—Australia? — to others who were thin with darker skin, making him guess them to be Indonesian or at least from that region.
Still, it was all guesswork. Deducing nationalities or racial backgrounds from physical appearances was hard enough, let alone through binoculars at four hundred yards off.
At that moment Sal Galati's voice popped into Wells's head.
That guy is from North Korea, the other guy is from Sydney, and the two over there were born in Jakarta.
Yes, of course, Sal could bullshit his way through just about anything. To Galati, it seemed like every question had to be answered, and Sal would make it up and sound as sure as shit as he ticked off his half-assed reasoning.
Yet Jupiter wished his friend were along on this one, particularly now that he had separated from Major Gant and Dr. Stacy. Wells figured those two were doing what he was doing; hiding and watching. He had the distinct feeling that being found by the guys in the bio suits would be as bad as being found by another horde of those damned zombies.
* * *
Dr. Waters's Jeep came to a halt on a patch of gravel just outside a one-story stucco and thatch building nestled in the island's interior. A sign next to the open door read "MAINTENANCE" in three different languages, starting with English first, of course.
He was met by team six, a group of eight of his men wearing level-A biosafety gear that not only provided protection from any unforeseen side effects of the test, but would also present to any scared survivors an image of a prepared, well-organized rescue. Of course, the fact that the suits provided some protection against any units that survived the PX dusting was an added benefit — the last thing Waters needed was members of his team becoming units themselves.
In addition to the eight men, Waters was met by a chubby, middle-aged woman also wearing a hazmat suit. Her accent included a hint of the English midlands.
"Dr. Waters, we found this group barricaded in the maintenance shed."
The group included a tall man with glasses and a sharp nose dressed in cargo shorts and a golf shirt, a woman who was obviously his companion at about half his age wearing a tennis skirt, and a second woman of a more advanced age but in particularly good shape, no doubt due to her exercise routine, as suggested by the jogging suit she wore. Unfortunately, all the jogging in the world had not kept her safe from the plague that had swept across the island: blood from a neck wound pooled on her shirt as she sat on the ground with her back against the building.
Waters looked over the group and then threw his eyes to a fourth person who stood off to the side.
"And this gentleman?"
The gentleman did not wait to be spoken for. Despite suffering from what appeared to be extreme exhaustion, he stepped forward and spoke with an air of authority, something he had lost during the night but found again with the rise of dawn and the arrival of what appeared to be reinforcements.
"I am Agent Frank Costa of the American Secret Service. Who are you people, and have you gained control of this island?"
Waters smiled and — using his cane for support — stepped closer to the agent while the woman under his employ provided more information.
"Agent Costa here emerged from the forest in response to our calls. He says he was part of the security detail for United States Senator Kendal."
Costa repeated, "I need answers. What is the situation and who are you?"
"Agent Costa, my name is Dr. Waters. The island remains dangerous but we have the situation under control. Tioga was subject to a biological attack, the nature of which I am not at liberty to discuss. However, we have protocols in place to deal with the situation."
The tall man in the cargo shorts with the young companion added his voice to the discussion, a voice that also carried an air of authority.
"The man asked who you are. Well? Who are you people?"
Waters looked to the new voice and his watery eyes expanded as a smile grew on his lips.
"William Fencer? That is you, isn't it? The software developer."
The man nodded.
"You are one of the owners of Tioga Island."
"Yes, I am. So why are you on my island, who are you, and what do you know about what happened here? I believe several people have died."
Costa held his hand up and argued, "Sir, let me handle this. I am a representative of the United States government."
"This isn't the United States," the software guru shot back. "This is my property."
Waters absolutely loved the confrontation; it was like watching two bulls in a ring. Or, more precisely, two sheep in a pen with dreams of being rams. Nonetheless, like everything else on Tioga Island, the exchange provided a fascinating spectacle.
Costa's voice grew louder and he tried to ignore Fencer as he asked, "Dr. Waters, exactly which organization are you with?"
"Agent Costa, my people are here to help. I can promise you that I will answer all your questions, but I would rather do so without, well, an audience," he said, and nodded his head toward the trio gathered outside the maintenance hut. This was Waters's way of adding to the fun. Costa took the hint for what it was meant to convey: this is too important for anyone other than you to hear.
"Understood," Costa replied. "I need to contact my government."
"That can be arranged. But first, I need to know if you have been bitten or scratched by any of the infected individuals."
The woman in the bio suit answered for Costa, "We looked him over, Doctor. He has suffered scrapes and bruises but no sign of a bite."
"I'm fine," Costa added. "I must insist."
"Yes, yes of course," Waters said, and ordered one of his men, "Escort Agent Costa to the airfield and place him on flight number two."
Two of the armed men did as instructed, leading Costa to the Jeep belonging to team six and driving off. After the vehicle disappeared from sight, Waters turned to the remaining survivors.
Clearly Fencer did not enjoy playing second fiddle, particularly not on his personal multimillion-dollar island, where he was accustomed to being king, even if he had locked himself in a shed while his subjects had been attacked and transformed.
"Dr. Waters, I demand an explanation."
"Of course. First, have you been bitten?"
Fencer looked to his companion, who shook her head no. Indeed, neither of the two appeared in bad shape, other than wrinkled clothes, tired eyes, and the stench of having not showered in quite a long time.
Fencer answered, "no," with a little hesitation in his voice, no doubt recalling an act or two of self-preservation over the last day and a half, the type of things that might paint him as something other than the tough-as-nails businessman with the heart of gold portrayed in his press clippings.
"Good."
The young lady nodded toward the woman in the jogging outfit and said, "But Miss Clemons was bitten last night."
"Was she now?"
Waters walked over to the older woman, who trembled and shivered but did not respond, at least not verbally. Her eyes remained brown, and they watched Waters approach.
"Is she going to be okay?" the young woman asked.
Waters assured, "We'll take care of her. Don't you worry," and he motioned to his female assistant, who, with the help of another armed man, placed the injured Miss Clemons in the back of Waters's vehicle.
"What about us?" Fencer asked. "Have we been exposed to anything dangerous?"
"Yes, yes, in fact you have."
"Oh my god," the girl said. "Oh my god!"
The assistant returned from the car carrying a small case.
"It's okay," Waters said. "We have the situation under control. I'm going to have to give you each a small injection."
"What kind of injection?" Fencer wanted to know.
Waters accepted a needle from his assistant before changing the conversation: "Tell me something, how did the infection spread on the island? When did you first notice a problem?"
"I am, well, I can't remember. Let me think," Fencer said, and considered. "Yesterday morning we were at breakfast at the Beach Club. One of the guests, um, let me think—"
"Oh!" His young companion burst out. "It was Mr. Burgess, that accountant guy."
Fencer corrected, "Chief financial officer for one of the major banks, actually. In any case, he was clearly in bad shape. He sort of stumbled toward the veranda and then took a bite out of a waiter. The staff tried to intercede but that's when we saw several more people who were, well, apparently infected, as you say."
"It was disgusting."
"Yes my dear," Waters comforted. "I'm sure it was. Tell me something. Did anyone try to fight them off?"
"Of course," Fencer answered in a strong tone that quickly modulated. "Well, admittedly most people ran. The things weren't very fast but they were damned persistent, and there were so many of them."
"That's why you hid, I suppose?"
"Yes, of course. Of course we hid. What are you implying?"
"Nothing, Mr. Fencer. Tell me, were there weapons on the island? Was there any effective defense against the units?"
"Units?"
"Pardon me. That's a medicinal term. I mean the infected persons, of course."
The young lady told Waters, "We heard some gunshots early on."
"Probably Constable Alapai. He kept a pistol in his office. We did not want weapons on this island. It's meant to be a retreat from the world of violence. A refuge."
"I understand," Waters said and approached with the needle. "Now, young lady, let me see your arm."
She hesitated and then presented her right arm for his inspection. Waters tapped in search of a vein and then stuck the needle in. As he depressed the plunger a clear liquid emptied from the syringe into her arm.
"What, again, are you injecting us with?"
For the second time Waters turned the question in another direction.
"So you develop software, Mr. Fencer. You know, you and I have a lot in common. Let me see your arm, please."
Fencer looked to his girlfriend, who still rubbed the spot where she had been stuck. Clearly the needle had upset her. More tears started to form in the corners of her eyes, where all manner of tears had poured forth during the night.
Perhaps because of her pain, Fencer bared his arm bravely. Waters accepted a second syringe from his assistant.
"When you're developing your programs, you go through several, oh, versions. This program two point one or two point two and so on."
"Yes." Fencer braced for penetration. "Developing a program is a process. You find bugs in each version that must be worked out. Of course the public fails to appreciate that. They want their programs and operating systems to be perfect every time."
Waters agreed, "They do not realize the complexities involved. In my branch of medicine it is very similar. You must evolve the organism, working through the setbacks, dealing with the unwanted side effects, while trying to enhance those traits that are desirable. It is a long, difficult process."
"It is," Fencer agreed as the needle punctured his skin. "There is always more that can be done."
"We are perfectionists, you and I," Waters smiled as he pulled the syringe away and gave it to his assistant for disposal. "But perfection is a long, arduous journey, with many bumps along the road."
Fencer rubbed his arm and a jolt of pain disturbed his otherwise stoic expression.
"I don't feel so good," the young lady said and held a hand to her cheek as if feeling for heat.
"That is a side effect, yes," Waters told her.
"What was that? What was the point of that injection, Doctor?"
"The point, Mr. Fencer? First, I find it fascinating what people will do for relief after a night of terror. You spent hours hiding from what were — from your perspective — reanimated human corpses. It must have been terrifying."
The girl tried to answer, "Yes … I was so, so scared. It's getting hard to breathe."
"So I show up, promising to make everything better, and you grasp for that relief, like a drowning man grabbing for a life preserver."
Fencer wobbled and his hand reached to his head.
"I don't understand. What are you talking about?"
"I find that fascinating. A real experiment in human psychology. The willingness to blindly accept a solution if it is to escape a bad situation. So much of human history is based on that premise. How many people — individuals and even entire cultures — jumped out of the frying pan into the proverbial fire because they were so desperate to escape fear?"
The girl fell over and went silent. Fencer dropped to a knee, his legendary iron will keeping him from complete collapse, at least for the moment. Waters casually took a knee in front of him, unzipping his bio suit hood as he did.
"What is that stuff doing to me?" Fencer asked, and then began to choke.
Waters finally answered, "You should be feeling irritation in your eyes, nose, and throat. Breathing will become difficult and then impossible. Your blood is losing oxygen, Mr. Fencer. All the classic signs of sulfur dioxide poisoning."
The software giant fell over and lay still.
Waters turned to the remaining members of team six and told them, "Move these two bodies with the other survivors to the higher elevated areas on the eastern edge of the island. Give them burn marks like the others, but make sure the faces on these two are identifiable. Remember, it is critical that these bodies are found after the event."
While his men moved to do as instructed, Waters stepped away and looked up at the blue sky.
"What a beautiful day."
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For the second time in less than a minute, a loud siren blared from the airstrip, sounding something like a tornado alert or maybe an air raid warning. Certainly the noise reached across the entire island.
Annabelle Stacy — still sitting on the ground with her back against the small airport terminal building — clutched her ears to dull the sound, but it was not the noise that sent electric shivers through her spine. No, the reality of her situation was what caused her to tremble from head to toe, despite her best efforts to hide her fear.
She thought back to twenty-four hours before, when she had insisted on going on the mission; when General Friez's support for her inclusion with the insertion team had been welcomed.
Now she cursed that decision. It seemed her first field mission with Task Force Archangel would be her last, one way or another. If a mob of zombies had not been bad enough, this goon squad dressed in hazmat suits with assault rifles was enough to drive her to the brink of insanity. Exactly what kind of world had she elected to join?
It was one thing to read the reports on alien animals crash-landing in Florida, extraterrestrial bacteria dining on bone marrow, or even homicidal lab monkeys. It was another to be out here, on the edge. Perhaps it would have been better to have turned down the general's recruitment and remained in a relatively boring world where monsters were confined to nightmares.
"Something is happening."
Major Gant spoke the obvious from his position on the ground next to her. Other than being forced to stand so that their pictures could be taken, the two had sat in the same position for nearly two hours, all the time under the watchful eyes of a pair of armed sentries.
He referred to the increased activity at the airfield. The two transport prop planes were filling up fast, mainly with metal containers holding previously animated cadavers. She had also spied a handful of other persons, possibly island survivors, boarding those planes.
Gant added more than she wanted to hear: "One of two things is going to happen now. Either we are going to be placed on one of those planes, or we will be questioned for another minute or two and then executed."
"How can you say that so calmly?" Her lungs failed to fill satisfactorily and her breathing grew fast.
"It is just a fact, Doctor. I am sorry to upset you."
"Maybe you should keep stuff like that to yourself," she shot back.
"To be honest, Dr. Stacy, I considered that, but then I think you have earned the truth. For what it is worth, you did good on this mission. I hope we have a chance to do another together."
With those words he managed to calm her, at least a little. No, everything did not seem rosy and wonderful all of a sudden, and the idea of death by firing squad still filled her with dread, but in the short time she had come to know Major Gant, she had also come to respect him. Finding that the feeling was mutual gave her a sense of value greater than any diploma or paycheck could impart.
"Thanks," she replied, sheepishly. "What do you think is going on here?"
"Waters called it an experiment. I think he was telling the truth. He had questions about our response and our tactics, so we are probably dealing with a biological warfare test. The fact that they are packing up all the affected individuals suggests a cover up. They chose a private island like this in the hope that there would be little or no response from a government, but it sounds as if they did not count on the senator's presence."
"So who are they?"
"That is a good question," he admitted. "I have my suspicions."
"Oh, do tell."
"The whole thing stinks like something The Tall Company would do, particularly their Sciences Division."
"I've heard of them. They're huge. They also give out a lot of research grants. I've been on the receiving end of a few."
She could tell by the glare in his eyes that Tall held a particularly dark place in Major Gant's heart.
"Believe me, Dr. Stacy, I have had to clean up a fair number of messes caused by The Tall Company. It would not surprise me to find them connected to Tioga in some fashion."
"I thought they were just a bunch of capitalists run amok."
"They are that, and much more."
Two Jeeps and a black Hummer rolled onto the airfield from one direction. Eight men in hazmat suits exited, grabbed gear from the luggage spaces, and marched onboard one of the transports. A moment later a trio of vehicles arrived from another direction, and more men did the same.
At that point the engines on the two CN-235s spooled to life and the boarding ramps raised to the tune of straining hydraulics. She watched as the first and then the second of the two big planes taxied and turned in preparation for liftoff.
Squealing tires turned her attention from the planes to a Jeep that came to a halt in front of them. Dr. Waters — his hood completely removed — exited the car and approached.
"I'm sorry to keep you waiting, but as you can imagine, today has been a busy day for me. However, it's getting rather late and we best be going."
"Thank you for the offer," Gant played the game, "but I think we will wait here."
"Trust me, you will appreciate my offer in …" Waters glanced at his watch, "… about twenty minutes. Come along," he said and waved to the guards. "Get them onboard my jet."
With no other apparent choice, Stacy followed Gant as he stood and allowed the armed men to escort them onboard the midsized twin-engine passenger plane that was something like a corporate jet. Inside they found a luxury-appointed cabin with pairs of facing seats draped in leather.
After a few seconds, Dr. Waters joined them. As he had already done, the men in his charge removed their hazmat suits, revealing black tunics of a military nature but with no icons, no markings, no denotation of rank.
Stacy glanced around at the group and saw men primarily of Asian ethnicity, except for Waters's assistant, who was clearly Anglo-Saxon, and of course Waters himself. The more she sat across from him on the plane, the more she thought she recognized him from somewhere.
Their host glanced at his watch and spoke to one of his men: "Remind the pilot we need to get into the air right away."
"Why the hurry, Dr. Waters?" Gant asked with a grin tugging at his lips.
She wondered if perhaps Gant suspected their sudden departure had to do with the approach of reinforcements. The last she had heard, Captain Campion was to pull together resources and hurry to the island. Perhaps he was closing in fast.
Waters did not answer Gant's question. Instead he turned his attention to a clipboard full of notes, tables, and other scribbles.
The plane's engines turned on, and after a few seconds of rolling, the jet took to the air. As they climbed, Stacy stared out the side window and saw a dozen plumes of smoke rising across the resort. No doubt these were from fires set by the intruders, just as they had burned the clinic to the ground.
Stacy felt her stomach sink until the jet leveled at low altitude, allowing her equilibrium to return. The sudden thud of landing gear retracting made her jump. A second later her stomach pulled sideways as they banked hard.
She glanced at Gant, who sat across the aisle, then back at Waters, who seemed engrossed by the data on the pages he examined. Anger shoved aside her worries for a moment; anger at Waters and his nonchalant disposition as they flew away from an island turned into a graveyard by the machinations of this man.
"Is that it, then?" Her voice surprised him as well as Gant. "You've finished your little experiment and now it's time to fly away? How many people died on that island, Dr. Waters?"
He glanced at her and, once again, she noted how watery his eyes appeared. In fact, now that he had fully removed his costume she saw flaking skin around the base of his neck and on the back of his hands.
Waters answered her, "We have accounted for 130 individuals, which represents approximately 93 percent of the people believed to be on the island. That is an amazingly efficient recovery effort, don't you think? Particularly given the nature of the experiment, as well as the island's terrain. Granted, Tioga covers only about eight square miles but that is, nonetheless, an impressive accomplishment."
"Efficient? Accomplishment? You are responsible for the murder of those people. Exactly how do you expect to get away with that? Sooner or later someone is going to land on Tioga and find evidence of what you did, no matter how many bodies you cleaned up."
"Evidence?" Waters glanced at his watch. "I think collecting evidence is going to be rather difficult, what with the eruption and all."
Stacy did not know what he meant … and then a loud boom chased the plane into the sky. She immediately turned to the side window as they banked over the island.
A series of clouds rose from the side of the small volcano on the northern end. The sheer volume of explosives that had to have been used caused her to gasp — she saw a sheet of rock and mud sliding hundreds of feet into the jungle below. But her shock at the sight quickly dissipated.
"Are you kidding me?" She nearly laughed at him. "I've seen a few eruptions in my time, and no matter how many tons of TNT you just lit off, it's like a candle compared to a real volcanic eruption. That won't fool anyone."
"And who does it need to fool?" Waters volleyed with a glint in his tear-filled eye. "The USGS is rather busy with issues closer to home. The nations of the Pacific Rim do not have the resources or the interest to fully investigate Tioga Island. Whatever laymen or curious parties finally make their way to the resort will find lava flows, burning buildings, and a handful of bodies killed by the lethal gas emissions from the volcano."
"Lava flows? A few explosions won't cause lava flows."
"No, but those explosions knocked down walls, my dear, opening up the heart of the magma chamber. With all the water we've been pumping in over the past few weeks, that magma is quite irritated, and nearly boiling over, eager to flow out and into troughs that have been mined into the mountain for nearly a year and perfectly matched to the terrain of Tioga. Perhaps the island's caretakers should have paid more attention to the mining company that leased so much land and equipment on their private getaway. Alas, bribes and kickbacks go a long way toward silencing curiosity. Point is, even as we speak, the flows are escaping the mountain and engulfing the heart of Mr. Fencer's property. If we are lucky, those flows will cross the entire resort. If not, it won't matter. The evidence will point to a natural disaster, and given the remote location and the lack of jurisdiction, any investigation will be minimal. In the end, no one will care."
* * *
Jupiter Wells regained his balance after the shock wave passed. In front of him, above the trees, he saw plumes of gray and black smoke rise into the air and form mushroom caps. Not nuclear, of course, but certainly a massive explosion — possibly more than one detonation, in fact.
To his left he saw the Pacific Ocean and the now-empty docks. The mystery ship had sailed off to the west, disappearing over the horizon just a few minutes ago. The men who had hauled truckloads of dead bodies to the pier had been gone for a while, apparently discarding their earth-moving equipment in favor of faster transportation. Wells drew a connection between their spirited exit and the explosion.
He had the distinct feeling of being alone; as if everyone who knew better had evacuated the island, leaving his sorry ass behind. He figured Sal would get a kick out of that if he knew.
With no better alternative apparent, he decided to move toward ground zero, walking first through the jungle out of an abundance of caution to remain hidden. However, after a mile of slinking through the brush he came to believe that his feeling of isolation was more fact than imagination. No one moved, he saw no bodies, and even the wildlife seemed to have thinned, no doubt scared off by the massive boom.
Therefore he took to the roads and moved at a quicker clip in a northerly direction, passing a restaurant full of overturned chairs and bloody tablecloths and a small ranch where he heard horses whinnying from a barn, and reached the last flag on a nine-hole golf course.
At that point he stopped, right there on the greens, and stared across a stretch of open, well-maintained grass that dipped down and then rose up toward the cone-shaped mountain standing sentry on the north side of Tioga island.
An orange and red stream like liquid fire oozed down the mountain and crossed the course, splitting into an easterly flow and a southwesterly one. With the lava came a wave of unbearable heat, roasting his skin and giving the air a thick, molasses-like weight that bore down on his shoulders and lungs.
His mind froze as it took in the magnificent sight. The most fundamental force of the Earth, pouring out of the mountain and flowing like blood draining from a wound.
Then he turned and ran.
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A pair of EA-18G Growlers descended from altitude with the tiny island of Tioga in their sights.
The jets had started life as Super Hornets but were then equipped with all manner of electronic warfare gear, the perfect choice for investigating an island where communications had been seemingly blocked off.
Each of the sleek aircraft wore insignia depicting a stylized Eagle's head with four red stripes, marking them as members of the "Shadowhawks" electronic attack squadron from the decks of the USS George Washington.
The planes approached Tioga at high speed, sending strands of smoke curling as they blew through a stream of dirt and smoke rising from the volcano on the north end and billowing to the east.
Leader and wingman climbed again, banked, and circled the target zone.
"Grizzly to Warfighter, we have eyes on the target zone."
A voice traveled from the carrier's bridge hundreds of miles away and answered, "Roger that, Grizzly. Let's have it."
"Warfighter, no sign of any activity in the sky or on the ground. Looks like some kind of big fire down there. Check that, ahhh, what we can see here, looks like you better get SAR inbound ASAP. The, um, land mass is about 60 percent covered in what looks like, um yeah, that looks like lava down there. I'd say you've got an eruption down there."
"Warfighter to Grizzly, roger that. What are you seeing at altitude?"
"Warfighter, um, got some smoke drifting up about ten thousand feet or so, nothing major, airspace is just about CAVU. Still, I wouldn't want to be boots on the ground down there; nowhere to go. Looks like a lot of structure fires, too. Anyone down there will need evac real fast."
The jets continued to circle above.
"Grizzly, check your gear. Any sign of interference?"
The electronic warfare officer who shared the cockpit in the lead Growler answered, "No sign of any hostile activity. We're getting a clear signal in and out. Looks good."
"Roger that, Grizzly," the carrier radioed. "Um, Grizzly, we have reports of friendlies on the ground down there. Give it a good eyeball and tell us what you see."
"Roger that. Grizzly to Little Bear, you stay up top, we'll hit the deck."
The wingman replied, "Understood. We'll keep you covered."
At that point the lead Growler banked hard and dove down from the sky like a hawk speeding for prey. But its sharp dive softened as the waters of the Pacific neared, then finally flattened to level flight as the high-tech winged warrior skimmed the water and raced for Tioga.
It passed over just above treetop level, scattering plumes of smoke, shaking what buildings still stood, and sending a rumble across the ground.
The pilot and his EW officer saw multiple streams of yellow and red rolling across the island, leaving charred black paths in their wake. Embers carried on the wind as fires consumed trees; gray and black columns rose lazily into the afternoon sky.
"Ahhh, Warfighter, this is Grizzly. I took her in real close but it's a mess down there. Lots of tree cover; lots of fires. We didn't see anything but that doesn't mean no one is home."
"Copy that, Grizzly. Anything painted on your scopes? Any contacts?"
"Negative, no joy, clear scopes."
Silence followed for nearly a full minute while the lead Growler gained altitude and partnered with his wingman again, high above Tioga Island.
"Grizzly, Warfighter here. Best guess on survivability down there."
"Coin flip, Warfighter. Still some land left but it's going to run out fast. To be honest … ahh, never mind."
"Go ahead, Grizzly, don’t leave us hanging."
The pilot considered his words and then radioed, "To be honest, it looks like Dante's Inferno down there."
* * *
Jupiter Wells first heard and then saw the jets, but unless he made it out from beneath the canopy of banyan trees he knew they would not see him. So he did what he had been doing for the last hour; he ran east, knowing that lines of burning liquid followed him across the island at a pace that suggested the devilish streams knew they did not need to hurry: he had nowhere to go.
Smoke from fires lit by both the long-gone intruders and the flow of encroaching magma crowded out much of the good oxygen. His lungs and skin both felt ready to melt from the heat, while amber embers settled on his shoulders as if taunting his fate.
He stumbled out from a path and onto what passed for a main road and glanced up, hoping to see daylight and possibly the circling planes. Instead he saw a cloud of smoke that had outraced him.
Jupiter paused for a moment and placed his hands on his knees. Despite the carnage everywhere, his stomach growled to remind him it had been a long while since his last meal. At the same time, every joint in his body throbbed.
Neither were new sensations. He had been on plenty of missions that lacked food, water, and rest. As he had done all those other times before, he took a deep breath of resolve and continued his flight, telling himself that he would have plenty of time for food and rest when the job was done.
Problem is, the job today has changed into staying alive.
Reporting in was no longer an option; he had tried to get to his satellite gear on the beach, only to find it long gone, most likely confiscated by an enemy patrol. Furthermore, a branch of the lava flow was headed in that direction and would soon cover the rocks and sand there. For all of that, any transmission might still be jammed anyway.
If he could find open — possibly even high — ground he might be able to raise someone on his tactical radio, if the interference had passed.
A whole lot of ifs, Jupiter.
He followed the road east as it passed a burning building that once might have been somebody's house. It had been ablaze for a while; only a front fascia remained, the rest consumed by golden flames that seemed poised to complete the destruction.
As he neared, two figures came staggering out from a gaping hole where a wall had once stood. Flames completely covered one of the people, while the second one suffered a fire on his arm, although he seemed oblivious to that fact.
Wells stopped moving, but it was too late. The pair of reanimated corpses saw him and approached.
He raised his SCAR-H and waited, using the confrontation as another excuse to rest his legs. From behind, the sound of crackling flames and falling trees grew louder as the lava streams continued their slow but steady march.
These marked the first moving zombies he had seen since the showdown by the bungalows in the dark the night before. That left two possibilities. Either whatever agent the plane had used to immobilize the creatures had worn off, or these two had been protected inside the house, released only now that the flames had knocked over most of the walls.
Whatever the reason, they closed to attack through a light fog of ash and smoke, one wearing a suit of fire that completely hid any features, making it resemble a human torch. Just as Jupiter wondered exactly how anything living— dead? — could soldier on while covered in an inferno, the thing dropped, finally succumbing to the fire.
The other remained oblivious to the spreading flames on its arm. At one point this one had been a fat old man and, from what Wells could see, he had been struck by the undead plague while in his bathrobe. While most of his skin had already suffered second- and third-degree burns, some kind of wound was visible on his right shoulder, and the cheek above had been clawed raw. Wells could envision an attacker approaching from behind, taking the potbellied fellow by surprise.
Wells raised his battle rifle, took aim, and fired one perfectly placed round directly into the former-man's chest. A big hole blasted open there, and was followed by a geyser of gooey blackened blood.
The result? The fat guy stumbled backwards, wobbled, and then approached once again, moving slightly more slowly than the lava stream pursuing Wells through the jungle.
He paused for a second, recalling a battle a few months previous when he had thought he was under attack by oversized spiders. Those creatures had reacted in a similar fashion, absorbing the bullets but not dying.
It turned out that those eight-legged fiends had survived rifle fire by virtue of being phantasms, illusions projected into his mind by a creature comprised of psychic energy.
Wells shook his head to chase away the memories of the Red Rock mission. He had already faced a legion of undead here on Tioga Island — they were no illusion. No, the walking corpses could be felled by bullets, if the weak spot could be found.
Once again he fired, this time aiming for the head. Everything above the man's pasty white eyes disintegrated; a dome of flesh and blood spun in the air and then landed on the dirt road like a Comanche warrior's trophy. What remained of the head rocked back, then forward, then back again as if held in place by a spring.
But the creature did not stop.
As the zombie thing closed to about ten yards in front and the lava closed to within a quarter mile behind, Wells decided to dispense with the surgical approach. He worked the trigger on his rifle repeatedly, still firing in single-shot mode but doing so as fast as his finger allowed.
Bullets smashed into the creature one after another, a few going wide but most finding their mark on its abdomen, neck, arms, and legs. Body parts fell off and Wells had the distinct feeling of being a gardener trimming a bush.
The creature dropped to the ground as a series of bullets severed the muscles working its legs. After a pause, the thing crawled at Jupiter, leaving a track of black, red, and yellow behind.
"What the fuck? Why don't you just die? Where do I have to hit you?"
The battle last night had taught him that these things could be put down, but their off switch was not always in the same place. Here he had nearly torn everything off the damned thing, leaving a badly disfigured torso, yet it still tried to wriggle across the dirt to attack.
He switched to fully-automatic fire and pulled the trigger.
Click.
In his frustration he had lost track of his ammunition count.
The creature crawled a little closer.
Wells felt his utility belt for another magazine and found nothing.
The creature came within three feet, dragging itself across the dirt like a worm with arms. Behind him the lava approached at a similar speed.
Jupiter Wells actually felt a pang of panic … then his fingers found his last magazine, stuck in a thigh rig.
"Jesus Christ, God damn it," he muttered to himself and pushed the magazine into place just as one of the zombie's hands — missing most fingers — thumped against his boot.
Wells took a step back and said, "All right, let's try this shit again."
His battle rifle opened up at close range with a furious volley of fully automatic fire. A waste of ammunition, yes, but Wells did not care. In fact, he could have easily walked around the torn-apart, squirming torso and left it for the lava, but he very much wanted to finish off the thing, maybe because his predicament had made his choices irrelevant. Except for this one. He could finish off this monster on his terms. In contrast, he could not shoot the lava.
One of the many bullets blasted into the corpse finally did the trick. The creature stopped moving, as if all power had been cut. Of course, it was little more than bags of jelly hanging from broken and smashed bones at that point. Yet Wells did see a whole lot of strands, like strings or thin vines, weaving through the mushy pile. They did not look human, but then again the entire mess no longer resembled a human being, either.
He stood for a second with his gun barrel smoking, nearly mesmerized by what had just happened.
I found it, Wells thought. I found your fucking off switch.
But he had no time to celebrate. A fresh blast of heat — like a wave of burning air — blew in from behind and kicked-started him into action. The pause to confront the walking corpses had allowed the magma flow time to catch up. Now it came along the road like a thick rolling blob of orange and yellow with crusty patches of black.
Jupiter Wells slung his weapon and moved again, this time in a fast jog, racing through the thickening fog of ash and smoke while following the road east. He passed two more structures that had faced the invaders' torch, one burned to a smoldering pile of charcoaled beams, another fully engulfed.
As he moved he realized he no longer heard the rumble of jet fighters, possibly due to the sound of burning jungle but more likely because they had moved off. Yet the very fact that they had come in the first place meant naval assets neared the island.
Finally the canopy of cover gave way and the land opened up into a long upwards-sloping stretch of rocky grassland. The road diverted to the right and downward en route to a beach house. He eschewed that path and took the rocks, sensing an opportunity in the elevation.
As Wells rounded the crest of a rocky mound he saw a sight that stopped him dead in his tracks. If he had had any saliva left he would have swallowed, but it seemed as if the heat and exertion had robbed his body of all moisture.
The Pacific dominated the horizon; gentle waves rolled in to a beach on the far side of another slope. Between Wells and the Pacific was a stretch of land that stood like a stage overlooking the ocean. No doubt islanders had come here often to watch the sun rise.
Islanders gathered there now, in fact, but they would be witnessing no sunrise. Wells had come upon the makings of a mass grave, although no attempt had been made to hide the bodies; the soil here was far too rocky for digging.
The corpses lay about haphazardly, some on their sides, others on their backs, some on their bellies. Wells spied a teenaged girl with bright red hair and glassy eyes staring blankly at the sky. He saw a tall man with glasses lying crooked on a sharp nose, his cargo shorts and golf shirt tainted with black singe marks, suggesting a close encounter with fire. Next to that man lay a younger woman face down, part of her tennis skirt showing similar signs of fire damage.
All told he counted fifteen dead souls gathered on that outcropping above the beach.
None of them moved; these were not zombies. As he cautiously approached, Wells searched for bullet wounds. The sight looked similar to a massacre he had witnessed in an Afghanistan village after the Taliban had accused the elders of collaboration.
However, the only signs of physical trauma came in the form of burns. A few of the bodies displayed second-degree burns to their faces and hands, a few had suffered only minor marks to their arms and legs. None of the injuries appeared life-threatening.
He knelt and examined the body of a middle-aged black man whom he recognized to be a musician or comedian … he had seen the face on TV at some point in the past. Wells undertook a closer inspection of this man and, again, found only burns.
After several minutes of consideration he settled on the cause of death as most likely asphyxiation or poisoning. He had heard that volcanoes released all manner of gases that could kill; he just wondered if that was what had done in these people, or if that was merely how it was supposed to look.
Wells stood, glanced out at the beautiful blue ocean, and then back at the jungle. He heard the lava approaching, crashing through the trees and obliterating everything in its path.
He took a big, deep breath, and then said to no one, "I guess I'm about to find out, one way or another."
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As far as Dr. Stacy could tell, the corporate jet on which she was an unwilling passenger flew to the west, southwest over a perfectly calm Pacific Ocean through brilliantly blue skies.
She kept to herself for the first two hours, her mind occupied by questions about their fate; wondering if a firing squad — or worse — waited at the other end of this flight.
Every so often she would glance across the center aisle at Major Gant, half expecting to see him executing a brave plan for escape. Why, at any second he would spring from his seat, overpower the guards, take control of the plane, and fly them to safety.
Of course he did no such thing. Like her, he sat there contemplating what lay ahead and trying to glean information from glances out the window and the occasional bits of chatter between the soldiers and scientists on board the flight.
She wondered if he had managed to learn more than the plane's general heading, which was about as much information as she could wrap her head around.
But Major Gant was not the only person who kept drawing her eye. Dr. Waters sat facing her, although his attention was focused on all manner of reports, images, and other paperwork provided to him by his assistants, particularly the English woman with her hair in a bun who went by the name of Pearl.
In any case, he made copious notes, repeatedly consulted a computer tablet, and occasionally mumbled words of either approval or surprise under his breath.
After a tremor of turbulence nearly caused Waters to lose his grip on a clipboard, he noticed her stare.
"You'll have to excuse me," he said. "I don't have much time for conversation. Lots of data to review, but then again I'm sure you understand. However, if you would care to discuss your identity, I could spare a few moments for chitchat."
She replied, "It's actually your identity that has me curious. You look familiar, Dr. Waters. Is that your real name?"
He smiled, a little. Not a friendly smile. More amused, as if a lab animal performed entertaining tricks.
Waters put aside his notes and sipped from what remained in a glass of ice water he had nursed for the last half hour.
"Does it really matter? What is so important about a name? I suppose I am just as guilty. I am curious to find out your name, and that of your friend. And why is that? So that we can understand who you are. In this case, your name is the marker that will allow us to trace your reason for being on the island and how we should handle you. So it's not so much your name that I care to know, but who you are and what you want. Very interesting, isn't it?"
His smile faded away and his eyes drifted to the round portal to his right, although it seemed to Annabelle that those eyes saw something even farther away.
"I have been known by many names. I was given a name when I was born, but when I was a teenager a man told me I had to change that name. So I did. He was the type of man you listened to. All of a sudden I was someone new, and that's when I understood that anything that can be changed with a word or the stroke of a pen really means very little when you think about it. When I was older, I changed it again, and then again. I found it useful to not get attached to any one name for too long."
Stacy tilted her head and studied him. She saw again his watery eyes, the chapped skin, and the cane with which he walked.
She then repeated his words: "A man told you to change your name?"
Waters turned back to her and smiled a little more genuinely this time, perhaps sensing that she closed in on something; perhaps appreciating the game. It seemed he was willing to provide a few more clues to help her along, as if enjoying the diversion.
"Yes. And my country changed its name on more than one occasion. I'm not even sure what they are calling it these days. It has been a while since I've been home. Then again, I was never one for nationalism; it seemed so petty, and in my part of the world it tended to be enforced by the bayonet. No, my interests are far broader."
Stacy noticed Thom watching the conversation, listening for any tidbit of information she could pry from their host.
"You don't have much of an accent," she noted, although that was not quite true. There seemed to be a rough hint of French in some of his words. "I'll guess that English is your second language."
"And there you would be wrong." Again he appeared delighted with the exchange. "I now consider English my first language. But then again, so does most of the world. It's all about accommodating you Americans. You spend your money on so many things all around the world, and in return for your investment you expect to be spoken to in your native tongue. I hate to break this to you, miss, but the truth is that the rest of the world thinks that Americans are either too dumb or too lazy to bother learning the languages where they visit. Still, you have the money, so everyone else will take English classes so we can sell you hotel rooms and souvenirs."
This time she acted amused and hit back, "I sense a little resentment toward the United States."
"Not at all! I love America. I have worked many times with Americans. Like I said, you have money to throw around, or invest as you often call it, with an emphasis on results. I appreciate such an approach. I have a track record of producing results, to which you can attest after the events of today."
"I know you," she said again, although she still could not pin it down. "I've seen your face."
"But you can't quite place it, can you? Very good. Keep trying. Tell me, what can you deduce about me so far?"
Stacy stiffened in her chair and gave him a good look over.
"Okay, let's see. I'd say you're in your midfifties."
"Very good, but that was fairly easy."
"You said you were a teenager when a man told you to change your name. So let's assume you were between fifteen and nineteen when that happened. If you were younger, you'd probably refer to yourself as a child. So, we start at fifty-five years old and take you back to fifteen, so that's forty years ago. That means your name was changed sometime in the seventies; early to midseventies. And you said someone made you change your name. I'm guessing that person was not your father. The way you said it, it sounds as if it was someone of authority."
Waters nodded but remained silent.
Stacy said, "Your country changed its name, too. Okay then, Zaire. You're from Zaire."
"What makes you say that?"
"First off, the name has changed. It's the Democratic Republic of Congo these days, just like it was before Mobutu, who took over in the late sixties or so, changed the country's name, and made anyone with a Western name change it to something more traditional African. Is that what happened to you?"
"My parents were Catholic and heavily influenced by French missionaries."
"So Mobutu takes over, pretty much nationalizes everything, including religion, and embezzles all the wealth. You get a new name. And then of course—" she stopped fast as a revelation hit home. "Wait a second. Zaire … the 1970s," she stared at his watery eyes.
"Go ahead, miss. What is it you think you know?"
The conversation had drawn in Major Gant so much that he could no longer hold his tongue. He blurted out the question, "What is it? What do you know about him?"
Stacy glanced over at Thom and then back to Waters.
"I can tell you what village he came from. I can even tell you what year he lived there."
"Go ahead then," Waters encouraged.
She said, "Yambuku, Zaire, 1976. You walk with a limp, your eyes, your skin … chronic conditions?"
"Yes, miss. The pain in most of my joints went away over the years, but my knee never quite recovered. While my vision is acceptable, my eyes have not been the same, either. Still, you could say that I was very fortunate."
Gant asked, "What is it you are talking about?"
She explained, "The first outbreak of Ebola virus. It occurred in Yambuku, Zaire. Hundreds of people got sick, and only a handful survived. A few of those who survived were left with chronic problems."
Waters picked up, "Epiphora, in my case, as well as arthralgia and occasional bouts of desquamation."
Stacy translated, "That explains your eyes, and I'm guessing the arthralgia causes enough joint pain to require the cane, and the scaly skin comes from desquamation."
"You are a physician?"
"No, I—" she stopped as she noticed the major's eyes narrow to daggers.
Waters's disposition grew deadly serious. The cabin seemed to go quiet, to the point that the hum of the plane's engines dominated her ears.
"Yambuku was my home until I was nineteen years old. That's when the monster came from the river. That's what my mother called it. The monster. It devoured our community as surely as a dragon from a King Arthur tale might consume a village."
Stacy saw his eyes drift off again and glaze over. It seemed as if a flicker of fire burned in his pupils, a reflection of a memory. Yet it was more than thoughts of his past. As he told the story of his encounter with that monster from the Ebola river, it seemed to Stacy that that monster was still with the doctor. Not only in joint pain and damaged tear ducts, but in his head.
"It started with one man — a teacher — who thought he had malaria. They gave him an injection of chloroquine at the Mission Hospital. Ten days later he was dead. You know, in a Western hospital that would have been the end of it. The needle would have been discarded."
A tear ran along the man's cheek, spawned more from his condition than emotion.
"Well, within thirty days most of the staff had died and the hospital closed. By then the disease had spread to several villages. When the World Health Organization finally mobilized, it was too late. They were in country for only about a week by the time the last of the infected died."
"I'm sorry."
"Three hundred and eighteen souls contracted the disease. Two hundred and eighty died. The monster, it seems, was quite efficient. To put that in perspective, you would have a higher chance of survival standing two thousand feet from ground zero at Hiroshima than being infected at Yambuku."
Waters paused, his mind lost in reflection. Stacy sat equally quiet as she absorbed the entirety of his story. She had spent a great deal of time studying and working in Africa, from Libya during the civil war to an archeological dig in Ethiopia, with several stops in between. For all its beauty, the dark continent offered its share of horrors. The jungle was an incubator of both miracle cures and nightmarish curses.
Apparently Major Gant did not respect the moment of silence. It seemed he had listened to Waters's story, but not detached himself from where they were and why.
"Tell me, Doctor Waters, what was the chance of survival on Tioga Island today?"
That shook them both back to the here and now.
"That is a sad story you tell," Gant went on, with each word stilted and deliberate. "Today you killed more than one hundred innocent people. Today you were the monster, Dr. Waters."
At that moment memories clicked into place for Annabelle Stacy like a series of heavy-duty circuit breakers powering up.
"Wait a second. That's it. I know you!"
Her face grew stiff, her eyes bulged, and Dr. Stacy stood fast, looming over Dr. Waters. Her sudden movement woke a pair of guards sitting nearby. Both jumped to their feet but, given the pressurized cabin, they reached for truncheons instead of guns.
"Easy now," Dr. Waters held a hand out toward her.
Major Gant sat in his seat as if his butt were spring-loaded and ready to launch, but he managed to subdue the urge.
"Sit down," Gant told her, but it sounded as if he might be convincing himself of the same.
Stacy glanced around and saw the goons ready to strike. While her anger did not subside, she did find her seat again.
"I know you," she repeated. "I recognize your face from the INTERPOL bulletins. The limp was one of your characteristics. Zaire was your homeland. It all fits now. You're Sungila. Keon 'Dre Sungila."
"Very good," Waters answered. "That is, yes, one of the many names by which I have been known. You'll find that Jabilo was another."
Gant's eyes alternated between the two. He asked with a hint of frustration in his question, "Who exactly is Dr. Waters?"
Stacy tried to speak but her teeth clenched in what appeared to be pure fury. It took several seconds but she finally formed words.
"He's Africa's version of Joseph Mengele. This man is wanted by several different governments, and most would probably shoot him on sight."
"Yes," Waters agreed. "I did manage to build quite a reputation for myself."
"And you are … you are proud of that?"
"I have made discoveries and advances that might change the way we treat the world's most deadly diseases. Over the last ten years I have engaged in more successful medical research than any university, any research hospital."
Major Gant chimed in, "I, for one, have never heard of you."
"That's because no one wants anything to do with his results," Stacy said. "Like the Nazi experiments on hypothermia. They used concentration camp inmates and POWs against their will, dunking them in tanks full of ice water to study the effects, which almost always ended in the subject's death. Enjoying the fruits of research that is rooted in unethical behavior is in itself unethical."
"Much of the Nazi data has, in fact, been used," Waters countered. "Just like my research will someday be used, when I have died or enough time has passed."
"Like your research on kuru? Do you think anyone will touch that?"
Gant asked, "What is kuru?"
She answered, "A neurological disorder also known as the laughing sickness. One of the rarest diseases on the planet, primarily confined to a tribe in Papua New Guinea. The root cause was cannibalism, with tribe members consuming persons suffering from an illness similar to Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease."
"A nasty affliction," Waters noted.
"An isolated disease," Stacy shot back. "Geographically isolated, culturally isolated, and the means of transmission was rather specific. There will be no kuru pandemic, but you certainly did your research, didn't you?"
"What did he do?"
Stacy answered Gant, "He brought kuru to Africa and was able to replicate the disease with injections. He created his own outbreak so he could study it. This man is more likely to start a pandemic than stop one."
Waters did not seem particularly bothered by her words. His eyes found focus somewhere else.
"There are monsters in the world, young lady. They hide in the jungles, the river deltas, even underground. Like Ebola, sooner or later they come crawling out from their dark corners and strike. The more civilization cuts into the shadows of our planet, the more of these monsters will be released. The more they will grow, adapt, and change to become more efficient killers. Fighting them will not be a matter of a research grant or overtime at the CDC."
"Tell that to the people you infected and watched die," Stacy nearly snarled.
He told her, "It is a war, and you don't fight any war worried about individuals. In this battle results will be measured by generations. In the end, everything I have done will benefit mankind as a race. We will be safer and stronger because some people are willing to make a short-term sacrifice of conscience in exchange for long-term results. Ten years … maybe twenty years from now, a child will live because of what I have done."
"Your mother called Ebola a monster," Stacy reminded him. "Is that how you see yourself? Some sort of knight in shining armor fighting dragons?"
"No." Waters licked his lips and faced her. "I am no knight in shining white armor. They exist only in fairy tales. But I have learned one truth, a truth that I am sure your soldier friend will understand," Waters said and nodded toward Gant. "Sometimes in order to defeat the monsters, you must become a monster."
* * *
Waters — or whatever his name truly was — removed himself from the conversation and disappeared to the rear of the jet behind a drawn curtain, leaving Stacy stewing in her seat with Gant across the aisle, seemingly deep in thought.
When Annabelle had agreed to join Task Force Archangel, she had found the secret base on the grounds of Fort Irwin the first sign that she had entered a bizarre world, although she had yet to meet the facility's most interesting residents. Jumping from the plane and parachuting onto the tiny island of Tioga in the middle of the Pacific had accentuated the thrill of her new assignment; it seemed a whole new world had opened to her.
Her mind was still trying to process the idea of reanimated human corpses, but once she had throttled the terror of the things, her intellect had managed to go to work, trying to identify and understand the cause.
It was not until her conversation with Dr. Waters that she had truly realized the nature of her new world. To call Waters evil was too simple. She found a hundred reasons to despise him: for his cruelty, for his lack of even rudimentary ethics, for his overriding ambition, for the insanity that clearly lived in his veins.
But there was another reason; one more personal.
Dr. Annabelle Stacy was a scientist who studied a wide range of fields, from archeology to biology to physics to astronomy. She desperately wanted to know this world, and if she could learn something that might help others in their lives or advance the cause of civilization, that would be immensely satisfying.
This man — Jabilo, Sungila, Waters — his crimes would taint the work of researchers in almost every field. Those who knew of his past deeds and who would someday know what he had done on Tioga Island would use that blood to paint a broad brush across all of science. They would accuse him of being coldhearted, of doing something merely because he could, of allowing blind ambition to cause him to play God.
For every Waters in the world there were ten thousand — more — scientists who worked in anonymity under strict ethical guidelines with only the best of intentions. She had seen researchers struggle with their conscience over the use of lab animals and doctors wrestle with the balance between "do no harm" and "do everything possible" when dealing with terminally ill patients.
But Waters would add fuel to the fire of those who feared scientific advancement.
Stacy did not know what she could do to change that; to stop this evil man. Yet as she rode on that plane, waiting to face her fate, wherever the jet took them, she decided she would fight, not only for her life but to try and undo some of the damage. She owed it to her colleagues, to those fellow travelers who shared her chosen path to discovery. To the thousands who lived with low pay and poor working conditions but kept going because they wanted to do good.
"We are starting to descend."
Major Gant's voice pulled Stacy from her musings. As her mind refocused on her surroundings, she realized he was right. She felt the jet skim altitude and the engines modulate thrust.
"How long were we in the air? I lost track."
Thom answered her, "According to my watch, about three hours."
"Where do you think we are?"
"That is a good question. I believe we traveled primarily west with a couple of banks to the southwest along the way. That would put us on course for—"
"We are landing on an island to the north of New Guinea," Waters answered as he emerged from behind the curtain and walked up the aisle.
"I find it hard to believe that New Guinea is behind your research," Gant fished.
"That would be quite comical, yes," Waters said. "No, we are landing at a place very similar to the one we just left. A private island, with no national allegiance."
"I don't believe you," Gant responded. "Tioga was a rare exception; a land mass with no country claiming jurisdiction. I don’t believe two such places exist."
Waters smiled — a little — and admitted, "You are most probably correct. However, there are thousands of small islands in this part of the world. Someone may, in fact, claim sovereignty, but discovering exactly who that is might take some time. In fact, with so many claims and counterclaims, there may not be a correct answer."
"Deniability." Gant eased back in his chair and slowly nodded his head in understanding of Waters's point.
"Who, then, are you, exactly?" Stacy joined the conversation.
Waters considered for a long moment and then told her, "I will leave that revelation to others. Unless, of course, you care to share with me your background and identity? An even swap?"
She glanced over at Thom, who simply stared back.
It struck her that their anonymity might be keeping them alive. Furthermore, soon the plane would land and answers from Waters's employers might be forthcoming.
Stacy replied, "I suppose I'll leave that revelation to others as well."
Waters continued on to the front of the plane. She saw him open the cockpit door to converse with the pilots.
"Another private island," Gant muttered.
"What's that?"
"I said, another private island. Another place where people hide from the world to do things they would not want that world to see. I have spent far too much time in places like that."
Stacy picked up on his thinking.
"Tioga was like Las Vegas on steroids. Sex rooms and secret liaisons, way off the beaten path in the middle of the ocean where the celebrities and playboys could hide their fetishes. What do you think is waiting for us down there?"
Gant glanced out the window as he answered, "The same type of thing, but with laboratories and researchers instead of satin sheets and mistresses."
"Are you still betting on The Tall Company?"
He turned back to her and said, "Let's just say I would not put it past them. They are well funded and connected, exactly the type of organization that could pull off something like this. The question is why."
Waters came back up the aisle and returned to the seat across from Stacy. The older man checked his seat belt and sat rigid.
"It could be bit of a rough landing," he warned.
The plane dropped from the sky at a sharpening angle, to the point that Dr. Stacy wondered if a suicidal pilot planned to drop them into the drink. However, after a minute or so the descent evened, and a quick glance out the side window told her they traveled close to the water, practically skimming the ocean.
She figured that the pilot's aggressive flying might have something to do with avoiding radar or other forms of tracking. Either way, she had the distinct feeling they faced a challenging landing.
Two minutes later the view of ocean outside the side window was replaced by that of jungle. She saw no signs of civilization, but the squeal of the jet's tires as they touched down suggested contact with a paved surface. The landing turned into something of a skid as she sensed the pilot slamming the brakes in the face of a short runway. The momentum pinned her in her backwards-facing seat. In front of her Waters leaned forward, held in place by his seat belt.
Stacy found her heart beating in her throat and her fingers clutching the armrests, and she expected the plane to careen out of control or smash into some barrier at any moment.
Fortunately, after a few seconds the jet slowed to taxiing speed. The view out the round portal offered a quick glimpse of the larger transport planes she had seen on Tioga, except here they were covered in camouflage netting.
The plane came to a halt. All aboard — including Waters — stood. The guards collected their rifles and kept a close eye on their two charges, who were shuffled to the exit.
Stacy emerged into thick, humid air that seemed heavy enough to swim through and filled with a myriad of scents ranging from sweet to sour. She now saw that they had landed on a very thin stretch of paved runway surrounded by thick rainforest. If that did not make this place hard enough to find, she noticed a small truck stretching more camouflage nets over the pavement. She realized that in a few minutes the landing strip would be all but invisible.
It hit her how far they had gone down the rabbit hole. Captain Campion and Lieutenant Colonel Thunder might be directing a fleet of navy ships with air support and a battalion of marines to find and secure Tioga, but she and the major had been spirited off to yet another clandestine location, this one even more secretive than the last.
For about the tenth time in the last twelve hours, she realized that death might be moments away. First the parachute drop from six miles up, then the attack of animated corpses, then the armed intruders … one threat after another.
If she survived, she wondered if all these near-death experiences would make her numb to danger, or if she would run away screaming from Archangel into the arms of some tenured university position or a cushy corporate job.
A line of passengers, including technicians or researchers as well as armed security personnel, moved from the jet along a dirt road protected by a canopy of green. She noticed tracks from both treads and tires in the moist earth. This was a well-worn path.
Moments later a building materialized out of the jungle, showing itself to be wider and longer with each step closer. Shaped like a rectangle and painted in camouflage, the structure stood twenty feet tall and greeted the passengers with a horizontal metal garage door. She saw no windows, although she did notice security cameras keeping a close eye on all who approached.
The group congregated outside while Waters approached a security panel of some kind and interacted.
Stacy took advantage of the pause to take in her situation and surroundings. First, a pair of guards wearing black tunics kept assault rifles trained on her and Major Gant. She had the distinct feeling that while her captors wanted to interrogate them, any attempt at escape would be met with lethal force.
It did not appear to her that Major Gant seemed interested in making a break for it. Perhaps because — she knew — he still nursed a wounded knee as well as occasional pain from a shoulder he had separated months ago. She considered it equally as likely that he had accepted their captivity in the hope of gaining insight into Waters and his employers. What good that would do if they were lined up in front of a firing squad, she did not know.
As for the island, everything from the airstrip to the hidden complex pointed to concealment. The building was not small, and it appeared to be built of concrete. Such a structure would have required a construction crew and time to build or — at the very least — refurbish from an existing site. Same with the airstrip. That meant Waters and his friends had survived on this island without outside interference for a significant amount of time and would most likely remain hidden for a lot longer.
The big door cranked open, rising into the roof, shaking and rattling along the way. Only a few isolated beams of sun managed to cut through the tree limbs, but those that did illuminated a big garage area, complete with trucks and Jeeps.
The line of people moved again, leaving the moist air of the jungle behind for a poorly illuminated chamber that smelled of diesel and grease.
Once they were inside, the garage door rolled shut, and at the same time a bank of lights came on, improving visibility. At that point Stacy realized that the chamber served a dual purpose, the first being the obvious use as a motor pool.
The second became apparent as she spied another door, this one a featureless white bulkhead with a red light glowing overhead. Again she spotted a security camera keeping watch over the scene. It seemed the garage was also a antechamber controlling access to the main facility in a manner similar to an airlock.
This time their host spoke aloud, addressing whoever watched through the camera.
"Waters here, accompanied by executive team and security detail, as well as two detainees."
The camera panned side to side, inspecting the occupants of the anteroom, apparently to the satisfaction of the observer because the light turned green and the interior bulkhead rose.
"Everyone inside," Waters directed. "Even you two," he said, pointing to his prisoners.
This time they left behind the grease and gas smell for an odor so sterile it seemed like the air was made of plastic, making the scent nearly as surreal as the surroundings: ivory walls to either side of a gray floor, the whiteout broken only by stenciled numbers, red-and-yellow-striped "fire stations," and blue boxes labeled "Security."
Air conditioning dropped the temperature so fast that the sweat on her back felt as if it had turned to ice, sending the first shiver up her spine that day that did not come from fear.
The passage merged with another corridor that swept in from her left on a soft turn and then straightened as it continued on like the long side of a race track oval. She spotted several different doors to either side along the way, one appearing rather oversized.
A computerized voice announced over a public address system, "ATTENTION. THIRD WAVE HAS RETURNED. THIRD WAVE PERSONNEL REPORT TO SECURITY STATION FOR DEBRIEFING."
With that announcement the group dispersed, although two armed men remained on Stacy and Gant's flanks.
She turned to him and saw the major surveying their surroundings with one eye cocked and half-expected him to say something like "fascinating," or "impressive," given the apparent size and scope of the operation.
Instead, Major Gant turned to Waters and demanded to know, "Okay, Doctor, which power are you working for?"
Before their host could answer, a new voice joined the conversation.
"We do not work for any government."
The newcomer had curly brown hair and glasses and dressed in something like business casual but carried the air of a student teacher more than that of a corporate suit.
"We work for all the world, Major Gant."
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Thom did not resist the guards' direction as the new voice led he and Dr. Stacy to the left, around a bend, and along another straight passageway. Instead, he acted completely humble and under their power; he showed no sign of resistance although it unnerved him that their host knew his name.
He did, however, plan. The first stage in any plan revolved around intelligence gathering. So as they traveled through what appeared to be an oval-shaped base, he watched and listened.
His eyes saw security cameras on swivel mounts every thirty feet or so, as well as tracks for bulkheads that could conceivably cut the facility into smaller, contained parts. He noted call boxes and warning signs written in English. Doors marked as "labs" sprouted off from the inner wall, including a double-wide one labeled "Specimen Storage."
The sight that grabbed his attention the most was the "Security Control" room that was a self-contained chamber on a raised platform that gave Thom the impression of a press box at a sports arena, although in this case the box overlooked only a wide hall. Still, he suspected that the cameras, bulkheads, and alarms were all controlled from that particular stop on the tour.
As for personnel, despite being a fairly large facility it seemed sparsely populated. He counted two distinct types of occupants: scientists and soldiers, the most unholy and consistently bedeviling of alliances in all the world. It seemed to Thom Gant that very little good came about when those two groups found common ground.
In any case, during the trip he spotted about six different scientists or technicians dressed in white lab coats, not including Dr. Waters, who walked and talked with the curly-haired man, but including Pearl, the Englishwoman who had accompanied them on the plane.
No doubt more worked around the complex somewhere, but seeing only those six made him think that the research staff could not be that big; maybe about the size of one section at Darwin.
As for soldiers, he counted a dozen moving from place to place but knew three times that number had been involved on Tioga. Most carried AKMs and sidearms, as well as batons, although a few sported utility belts that might hold additional instruments. Most appeared of Asian descent, although he noted a few who looked more Polynesian and even one who was most likely either Indian or Pakistani.
He did not see any saluting, any rigid marches, or any sentries standing at stiff attention. Certainly they could be trained military — lord knew his Archangel team operated under a rather relaxed military code. Yet he wondered if this group might not be more mercenary than national army.
His ears provided an equal amount of valuable insight.
First, he caught pieces of the conversation between Waters and the man who apparently oversaw the entire operation. Gant heard Waters say things such as, "Spread patterns developed better than our simulations," and "counter agent performed as anticipated." At one point Waters nodded toward Gant and remarked, "despite unforeseen variables."
The base's public address system used a computerized voice to convey messages along the lines of, "Security team report to main entrance to receive inbound specimens," and "Satellite pass condition yellow: all personnel restricted indoors until all-clear."
Taken as a whole, Gant found this to be a small but well-funded operation with a high level of sophistication. Again, he thought of The Tall Company, although he did not think they were likely to go to such great lengths to remain invisible. Indeed, he would expect Tall to conduct these types of operations with the full blessing and financial support of the Defense Department. Unless, of course, this was something so far off the traditional grid that even Tall felt the need for absolute secrecy.
Whatever the truth, he and Dr. Stacy arrived at their next destination: an office on the far side of a sliding glass door. The furnishings included a big desk and several bookshelves, all crammed into an area the size of a small motel room.
Decorations included a shelf full of various flowers that smelled real, a wildlife painting depicting what might have been an eastern mixed forest complete with a prancing deer and a circling hawk, and a bookshelf dedicated to tomes covering biology, archeology, and mathematics.
As they entered, Thom spied a file folder on the desktop labeled "Cannibal Virus." The words gave him something he rarely felt: a chill.
He knew Waters and the people of this base had engineered the outbreak on Tioga, but to see that label on a file folder made him both angry and fearful. Here the death he had witnessed and the potential for even more widespread murder had been reduced to a file folder. It was everything he despised about the Dr. Frankensteins who lived in his world.
Waters excused himself but the guards remained, directing the two prisoners to chairs facing the desk, where the man in charge took a seat.
"My name is Terrance Monroe," he told them without a hint of drama as he pulled a slip of paper from the top drawer of his desk.
Gant glanced at Stacy, and for the second time on that strange day he saw that she appeared to recognize one of their antagonists, but before she could speak Monroe decided to share a few more names.
"It seems that, well, you are Major Thomas Gant," he read from the paper. "Interesting. You were a U.S. Marine but are now serving under Army jurisdiction as part of something called Task Force Archangel. The information I received suggests you are an Opposing Force operator engaged in war games and penetration testing and that you're based out of Fort Irwin, which would make sense. Still …" the man pushed his glasses higher on his nose and went on, "Umm, well, it's rather strange to find you on Tioga Island. So, that means either the Tioga constable spent a great deal of time and money arranging for one of the military's most advanced OpFor commanders to test security at a resort island in the middle of the Pacific, or there's more to you or Archangel than I was able to access."
Gant said nothing. He felt that even a wiseass comment would not be helpful. However, he took note of Monroe's cadence. The man tried to sound as if he were in control, but his voice wavered and stuttered, making him seem like he was in above his head. Indeed, based on appearances, Gant wondered if this man had not been in over his head the moment he moved out of his mother's basement.
Monroe faced his other prisoner and went on, "You were a little more difficult to track but eventually we identified you as Dr. Annabelle Stacy, civilian employee at Fort Irwin attached as a consultant to this Archangel thing. You have an impressive resume, Doctor, so I'm not sure why you're mixed up with the military. Rather a waste of what appears to be substantial intelligence."
Thom found himself growing agitated as Monroe's attention turned to Stacy. He did not mind being under the spotlight, but it bothered him to see Stacy face such scrutiny. Perhaps this was based on some twinge of chivalry.
"So who are you?" Gant disrupted the man's recital. "And what is this place?"
Monroe pushed his glasses up on his nose again and answered, "As I said, my name is, um, Terrance Monroe, and I am the director of this project. I am also the person who, well, is holding your fate in his hands. If you are cooperative than we can get through this. If not, well, you won't leave me with many choices."
"What kind of choices would those be?" Gant felt the anger build up again, especially as he sensed a certain amount of weakness in this man. Perhaps Terrance could be bullied. "Like the choices you gave those people back on Tioga Island? Death by gun or being poisoned with some kind of virus?"
"Virus?" Monroe echoed.
Stacy broke in, "What we saw on Tioga was no virus, Major."
Although their identities had already been discovered, hearing her say his rank rankled him and he shot her an angry glance but in that same moment softened again. Yes, there it was, he was bouncing between respecting her as a professional and looking out for her as a civilian.
Clearly she had passed a number of tests on this mission. She had controlled her fear, she had managed to push aside the horror and focus on the facts, and she remained in control despite having been taken prisoner by high-tech goons who were not shy about murder.
Yes, it seemed she had earned his respect. Could he treat her as an equal?
Thom realized that if they were to survive this, he must allow himself to see her as a comrade, not a civilian. Perhaps that was his test on this particular mission.
"Yes, it was a virus," Gant shot back.
"I'm not sure why — oh, you saw this," Monroe said and tapped the folder. "Sorry, Major, you have it a little backwards. What you saw on Tioga Island was not the work of a virus. No, in fact you could say it was the work of the anti-virus. The "Cannibal Virus" refers to the problem we are trying to correct."
Dr. Stacy supplied the rest of the answer: "It refers to man. Man is the cannibal virus."
"Very good." Monroe appreciated her answer.
"That was your book, wasn't it?" she went on, and as had been the case on the plane, Thom felt out of the loop. "Terrance Monroe, militant environmentalist. You wrote The Cannibal Virus a few years ago, referring to mankind's tendency to destroy itself; to consume resources and essentially cannibalize our means of survival. Honestly, using the virus metaphor for mankind is a little overdone, don't you think?"
He ignored her jab and replied, "I'm flattered that you, um, have heard of me," although his tone sounded anything but modest.
"I'm an environmentalist," she said, drawing a distinction. "I've researched alternative energy, taken measurements of the Himalayan glaciers, and prepared a paper on overfishing for a United Nations investigation. I have done serious work to help fight some of these problems. That's opposed to writing a bunch of inflammatory nonsense and helping to paint people in the green movement as whackos."
"Sounds to me like you have wasted your time," their host berated her resume. "I used to think like that, but I've taken things to the next logical step."
"Logical? You call what happened on Tioga logical?" Gant burst out.
"Yes, very much so," he said, and this time Terrance Monroe found some strength in his voice, sort of like the nerdy kid finally snapping on his tormentors, albeit with a strong dose of righteousness.
"Look around you, Major. Do you think the problem is global warming? Do you think toxic waste dumps, air pollution, or water pollution can be combatted? They are symptoms of the bigger issue. The world's population is spiraling out of control. Natural resources like drinking water and, yes, fossil fuels are shrinking fast. Deforestation is stripping away the very means by which the Earth cleanses the air. We are losing arable land. Soil pollution, even noise and light pollution, are ruining our quality of life."
Gant pounced: "So this is what this is all about? Population control? Are you kidding me? And this is your solution? People like you always complain about factories and toxic waste but you're the first ones in line for the new smart phone and you're probably jetting around the globe in your personal airplane. You are a hypocrite."
"No, Major, I am not a hypocrite," Monroe said, standing and holding his personal phone in the air. "I love technology. In fact, technology is the answer to solving our problems. Don't mistake me for some dreamer who thinks we should go back to horses and live off the land. I am a realist. Man must continue to advance. We must have energy, even fossil fuels. Chemical waste is a byproduct of modern manufacturing and can be tolerated, to a certain degree. The problem is how many people live on this planet and how those people either directly destroy the environment or — in meeting their needs — industry destroys that environment.
"The Earth's population is far exceeding the ability of the planet to provide. We can either do something now to reduce that population and save our civilization, or take impotent half-measures that only treat symptoms until the day comes that we are all finished."
"I cannot believe I am hearing this," Annabelle Stacy said. "This is preposterous. I just came from an island where people were killed and turned into walking dead. Now you're telling me that you made this happen as some sort of plan to save the planet? That you're going to release this infection to kill off population? Are you insane?"
"What would you prefer?" their host asked. "I know, an initiative to increase access to birth control. Education about family planning and resource management. Or how about something drastic, like spreading access to abortion and encouraging mothers to terminate their pregnancies?"
"There are answers," Stacy said. "But not murder or genocide. Those aren't answers. You sound like a killer in search of a motive to justify some kind of God fantasy. And you're hooked up with that man," she said, pointing her finger at the door in reference to Waters. "Do you even know who he is? He's a butcher. A sick, twisted man."
Monroe took a deep breath and conceded, "Yes, Dr. Waters has a checkered past. But he is a brilliant man and he helped bring us to this point. Without his expertise — and his willingness to use that expertise — we'd still be struggling to understand the organism and how best to implement it."
"Organism?" Gant asked. "What exactly is causing these people to get up and walk after they have been murdered?"
Monroe paused again, this time alternating his gaze between Stacy and Gant. Thom thought he saw a smile hovering around the man's lips, as if he itched to tell a big secret; as if they would be impressed by his revelation. He needed no coaxing. The man wanted the world to know how clever he was.
"A form of fungus."
Stacy replied very quickly, as if she had half-expected that answer: "Something based on Cordyceps, I'll bet." She turned to Gant and told him, "Cordyceps are endoparasitoids, You've probably heard of them because they are known to take control of insects, most famously ants. If a fungus is causing this, I have to believe it started out as Cordyceps."
"Yes, you would think that," Monroe answered just as quickly, as if he had anticipated her thought. Gant felt as if he were watching an intellectual tennis match as the two volleyed. "But you would be wrong. This fungus is unlike anything you've seen. It's been engineered as the perfect parasite."
"You created a new form of fungi?"
Monroe hesitated, as if trying to find the perfectly parsed answer.
Gant guessed, "You did not create it. Someone gave it to you."
"We did the work," the man defended. "We started with something crude and had to shape it, mold it, test it, and prepare—" Monroe stopped, realizing he was going way too far.
Stacy said, "So you bioengineered a parasitic fungus that grows inside the host. I've seen the tendrils. It's like the fungus is imitating body functions and taking control of the cadavers."
"This is the perfect tool for what we need to achieve," Monroe said, sounding as if he were quoting from a sales presentation he had put together for the project some time ago. "From a biological standpoint, we've achieved something beyond the means of current science."
"Making it harder to combat," Gant said.
Stacy added, "And when doctors find it's a fungi, they'll think Cordyceps, like I did. That gains you more time before someone finds a way to stop it."
"So who would give you the information to get this started? What government, Terrance? The Chinese? It could be the perfect weapon for knocking Taiwan down. Or maybe this could be introduced in South Korea so that the North could invade with ease."
"This isn't about politics, Major, but it is about war. A war of survival. A war we must win or we will perish as a species."
Stacy asked, "And you plan to do that? All on your own?"
"No, of course not," Monroe replied. Monroe's momentum carried him on, and in that instant Gant realized that Stacy had picked exactly the right moment to ask that question, because it was the one moment when their captor's arrogance and emotion would cause him to act — to reveal — without thinking. "The Global Health Protectorate was formed for exactly this reason. Nations, people, and organizations working together to address the root cause of all our problems."
Gant sat straight in his chair, eager to hear more, and Stacy leaned forward, waiting for their host's next words.
Monroe hovered over them, taking deep breaths and looking very much like a lecturing professor.
"This isn't a game. The world is dying. There is only a certain amount of time left to stop the damage and allow our species to live on, albeit in substantially fewer numbers. Someone has to stand up and do something. That's what I'm doing."
"And who is backing you, Terrance?" Gant pried in a soft voice. "No way you could fund something like this project with Internet donations and bake sales. Something like this has to be done with the help of a major power."
Monroe finally seemed to realize that he had said too much. He fell quiet for a moment and then sat back down and folded his hands on the desktop as if forcing himself to calm.
"Our interests … my interests coincide with others'. Believe it or not, Major Gant, there are some people on this planet who actually think about the long term."
"Let me guess," Gant decided to throw up a trial balloon. "Are you working for The Tall Company?"
Like it often did for Gant, the very mention of that name made Monroe make a face that resembled a person biting into a sour lemon.
"Tall? They are the antithesis of everything I stand for. They are part of the problem. No, I'm speaking of people in government; in various organizations and positions. People with a global perspective."
"I can only imagine," Thom said, easing back in his chair and folding his arms. "I can only imagine what some countries thought when they saw you coming. Do you really believe the Chinese, or the North Koreans, or some rogue state is funding you because they want to save the Earth? To combat overpopulation? No, when you are done with all your tests and experiments, they will move in and take over."
"Major Gant, you have no idea what you're talking about. But I've spent far too much time playing games with you. Maybe there was a part of me that thought I could convince you, and particularly Dr. Stacy, that what we're doing is right. You are, after all, a soldier, and soldiers sometimes make hard decisions and sometimes have to do bad things to get good results. It's obvious that I was wrong."
Thom figured this was the moment when the guards would come through the door and put a bullet in his head.
"You're going to help this project, one way or another. I want to know exactly who you are and how you got to Tioga so fast. I know there was a Secret Service detail on the island, and I was receiving some rather good information from its surviving member until he realized we weren't exactly with the U.N."
Thom glanced over at Dr. Stacy and she returned his stare.
Costa survived but these people have him, Gant thought and knew Stacy understood the same. But Monroe does not know we met up with Costa, or at least the agent did not reveal a whole lot before clamming up.
"So what about it, Major?"
Stacy asked, "Why is that so important to you? Why do you care? Aren't we just another couple of causalities to you?"
Thom, however, provided the answer.
"This was an experiment, but not for the organism itself. They already knew the parasite would spread. They were testing the response of the people on the island. They wanted to see how a civilian population would react to zombies and if they could check the spread or avoid it. We were an unforeseen variable. We were armed and trained and managed to knock down a fair number of the things. He has to know our level of capability and training in order to gauge whether we represent your typical military or if we are something different. All of Dr. Waters's bioengineering will be useless if a local militia can gun down the things before they reach critical mass."
"Who are you, Major Gant? When did you arrive on the island, and how many of the units did you engage?"
Gant remained silent. Monroe looked to Stacy. She stuck her lower lip out.
"I hate this part of all this," Monroe said. "If you cooperate I promise you will be kept safe, albeit relegated to this base until the project is completed."
"And when is that?" Gant asked.
Monroe pushed his glasses higher on his nose, ignored the question, and went on, "The truth is, I'm going to get those answers one way or another. You can tell me, or you can show me."
"Show you? We're not going to show you anything," Stacy replied.
"Yes you will, Dr. Stacy. Come with me and you'll see what I mean."
* * *
The Tarawa-class amphibious assault ship Peleliu stretched more than eight hundred feet from stem to stern. On its flat top waited a compliment of rotary and fixed-wing aircraft, starting with Harrier jump jets and including Super Cobras, Sea Knights, Sea Stallions, and UH-N1 Iroquois transports.
Captain Richard Campion traveled through the interior of the superstructure until reaching a blue door with a paragraph reading, "PELELIU BRIDGE 04 AND BELOW BALL CAP REQUIRED. REQUEST PERMISSION TO ENTER AND STATE YOUR BUSINESS."
Campion wore a ball cap as usual, but it differed greatly from the ones worn by the crew. His was straight black, as were his BDUs, making him — and the other Archangel members traveling onboard — stand a distance apart from the ship's compliment.
The door to the bridge was opened for him by a sailor serving as his guide, and Campion did not need to state his business. That business had been stated to the ship's captain by others of a higher pay grade.
He entered the bustling nerve center, weaving around two men working on a sea chart and finding his way to the skipper, who looked out over his domain toward the blue horizon through a pair of binoculars.
Campion had come in answer to a summons, but the Peleliu's CO remained focused on his observation of the calm seas ahead, pretending to be indifferent to the soldier's presence or importance.
As a part of Archangel, Campion had grown accustomed to this treatment, although he disapproved. He had grown accustomed to officers and other soldiers treating his team like unwelcome intruders. He had grown accustomed to the disdain for the secretive nature of their work.
This situation grew most acute on board naval vessels, where ship captains were used to being gods of their worlds. Indeed, the captain of a ship was the final authority for what happened aboard his vessel.
But then Archangel landed on the Peleliu with little notice and a call from the Pentagon that essentially gave Captain Campion — an army grunt — carte blanche to access and direct the assets of the ad hoc naval task force any way he deemed fit. Of course, that did not sit well with the Peleliu's skipper, nor with any of the other three captains of the group.
Campion just did not understand the attitude. They were all a part of the armed forces. They all knew what it meant to follow orders and they all understood the concept of operational security. Campion might be a little younger than most officers he served with, but he had been on the other end of the equation plenty of times and had never once complained or given anyone grief.
This was no slight; just a fact of service.
Sometimes human behavior just eluded his grasp.
Whatever the case, he stood silent next to the skipper for several seconds before the man finally said, "Phone call for you."
Campion sighed, frustrated by the game, particularly from a man who commanded such a powerful vessel.
In any case, he picked up the receiver from its cradle and answered, realizing immediately that it was General Friez on the other end.
"Report."
"General, sir, we had a little help from the Washington, sir. She's not in our task force but was close enough to send a couple of fast movers over the target area. Their report suggests that the island's volcano erupted. The pilots visually identified what appeared to be lava flows moving across the island."
"Any sign of survivors? Of people?"
"Negative, sir, although the pilots report poor visibility on the ground. They also said that if there were any people down there they might be running out of land soon."
"Okay. What is your status?"
"Navy Task force Able Fury has assembled and is en route. We count three surface ships and an attack sub plus a small expeditionary force."
Campion noticed that the skipper kept his eyes in his binoculars but had cocked an ear to the conversation.
"So far no word from the team?"
"No, sir. The pilots did not find evidence of interference, either. Is it possible that the buildup to the eruption could have affected phones and radios?"
"I don't see how," Friez answered. "But you say there's no interference now?"
"It appears not, General. Which makes me think that Major Gant and his team are not able to respond. There is a real possibility that they were caught in the eruption. We should be in chopper range within two hours. I'm going to take my team in for recon and we should have more answers then."
Friez went silent for a moment and then asked, "How is your cooperation level? Any problems?"
Campion glanced over at the ship's captain and then replied, "The usual, sir. You may need to have SECNAV make another call."
Friez's voice grew agitated.
"I'll do that. Don't worry, Captain, you will have full authority to deploy assets as necessary. Able Fury is your private little navy, and if those squids don't understand that they will when I get through with them. Put the skipper on the phone."
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One of the guards gave Thom a good shove and he wound up standing next to Dr. Stacy with Monroe behind and Dr. Waters in front.
The group gathered in a small, dark room, looking through a glass wall — probably a two-way mirror — at a white, rectangular chamber with no furniture, no windows, and one heavy door that was clearly locked up tight.
That white chamber was not empty. On the floor lay a woman in a jogging suit. She seemed older but in physically good shape … except for the fact that she was obviously dead. She lay on the floor with her head at an odd angle with no sign of respiration, no movement whatsoever.
Pacing the room was a man Thom Gant recognize instantly: Agent Costa of the United States Secret Service.
He had last seen Costa during the battle behind the bungalow, when the agent had run off before they had engaged the small army of reanimated cadavers. Thom had thought the man had perished, but apparently that had not been the case.
Unfortunately, Costa had ended up in the hands of Waters and Monroe. Still, Gant could not help but feel a twinge of respect for the agent; it seemed he had not revealed anything significant about the Edelweiss call or the fact that the responding team had been comprised of three members. That meant Wells might have avoided and survived Waters's mercenary force on Tioga.
"What are you doing?" Stacy asked.
Dr. Waters kept his watery eyes on the activity inside as he answered, "We're running an important test."
Monroe added, "The type of test you will be participating in if you're not more forthcoming about your presence on Tioga and your background."
Major Thom Gant had watched many persons die over the years, including ones he had personally dispatched. On the battlefield or during a mission, in the heat of the moment with bullets flying and lives on the line, it was easy to set aside the emotion, to treat killing and death as just another part of the process. Being able to emotionally detach from such horrors was part of the job.
This felt much different. He knew Costa was going to die in a few moments. The problem was, he was not going to die taking a bullet for a VIP under his protection, fighting for his country, or in battle where he stood a chance, even an illusionary one.
No, agent Costa was a lab rat in a cage. It would be a pitiful way to die; an insult to a man who had stayed alive for more than a day on an island overrun with zombies, a man who had chosen a profession that required bravery and commitment. None of which would help in his current predicament.
Thom shifted his feet and felt a surge of anger that grew into an urge to act. Yet he could not give in. The guards watched, no doubt expecting some attempt to save the doomed agent.
"The female died of her injuries thirteen minutes ago," Waters coldly relayed, primarily to Monroe but loud enough for all to hear. "The cause of death is attributable directly to blood loss and shock after being bitten by an animated unit eighteen hours ago. She received no medical attention, but a blood screen suggests she took Coumadin or possibly Plavix, probably as the result of a heart condition. The reduced viscosity of her blood may have slowed spore growth."
Stacy drifted forward a step and said, "The fungus transmits spores to the victim?"
Monroe jumped in: "Perhaps, Dr. Waters, it would be best if we kept the specifics to ourselves."
Waters replied to his boss, "Actually, in order for the next batch of tests to be successful, I feel it is important for these two to know some of the details. That is, given the goals of those tests."
Monroe nodded his head as if considering before relenting, "Okay then."
"Yes," Waters answered Stacy. "While there have been some variations, spore tubes sprout inside infected mouths, occasionally the fingernails. When the skin is broken, a spore — sometimes two or three — is released into the victim. Those spores tend to enter the bloodstream and circulate until death, at which point they become lodged inside the host and grow. The result is the creation of a central mass. The nerve center, if you will, of the parasite."
"The weak spot," Stacy said. "Kill it, and the parasite dies."
"I don't think we need to go into that," Monroe tried to protest, but Waters clearly held sway at this point.
"Oh no, Ms. Stacy is quite correct. Destroy the central mass and you kill the parasite."
"But that mass could be anywhere," Gant broke in. "The head, an elbow, a kneecap — anywhere."
"Which makes it hard to destroy," Waters said with pride. "Very different from a zombie movie, don't you think? A head shot is not necessarily going to save the day. Take, for example, Agent Costa here," Waters nodded at the man in the sealed room. "While he is not privy to the details, he does understand that the units have weak spots and that those weak spots vary."
Gant looked in again at Costa, who paced the room, first stepping close to the dead woman, then away, then circling, his eyes looking at the ceiling, at the door, at the dead woman again, at the two-way mirror, which he eyed with the knowledge that he was being watched.
"Ahhh, Miss Clemons is beginning to activate," Waters said, nodding at the dead woman and then looking again at his watch. "Fourteen minutes and forty-seven seconds. Not bad at all. That type of turnaround will increase propagation substantially, particularly in urban centers."
Gant eyed the dead woman and saw her eyes open. Milky white eyes.
Waters must have sensed Thom's interest in the colorization and answered the unspoken question: "The membranes of the parasite can actually activate the optic nerve, to a fashion. In fact, we have seen cases where the organism repaired corneal damage. The parasite can actually see, using the host's eyes."
Dr. Stacy stepped toward the glass and with the slightest hint of awe in her voice said, "You are saying the parasite is cloning and repairing body systems? So if a person has a leg shot off and that person becomes infected, the parasite will grow a new leg?"
"That example is rather extreme," Waters answered. "We have not observed anything on that scale. But muscle tissue has been mimicked and repaired, fractured bones secured, severed tendons regrown with parasitic tendrils. It is fascinating."
"And let me get this straight. This fungus can actually see?"
"Amazing, isn't it?"
Gant asked, "But what happens when they kill and devour one of their victims? Doesn't that break the chain of infection? How can a body that was eaten manage to get back up and start walking again?"
"That doesn't happen. That's not a concern," Waters replied. "At least not in the way you think."
"These things take bites out of people," Gant said. "We have seen the wounds. I had several try and tear into my neck myself. They seemed quite hungry."
Stacy answered before Waters could: "They don't eat their victims. It's not hunger that is driving them to attack." She turned and faced him. "It's reproduction."
"Very good, Dr. Stacy," Waters applauded the young woman. "You are quite correct. As for sustenance, fungi are decomposers. This organism extracts nutrients from the host body as it decays, but at a surprisingly slow rate."
Monroe grew agitated.
"I do not believe it is appropriate to get into this level of discussion with our prisoners."
Waters smiled, raised his hands, and clapped them together, then told Terrance Monroe, "Quite the contrary. It is important that they have this information. Critical, in fact."
"My god," Stacy gasped as she watched the happenings inside the isolation room. "I saw it on the island … I faced them. But that was like some kind of nightmare. I keep hoping it was a dream."
The dead woman in the jogging suit stood. Costa backed away to the far side of the chamber.
"In here it is not a nightmare, but a truth," Waters said, then stepped closer to her and spoke a little softer than usual. "Look at that, doctor. You are watching a woman who was dead rise to her feet. She was wounded in the neck. Look there now. That wound has closed as the organism has woven a patch like scar tissue. Now detach yourself from everything and consider that. Think about it for a moment. Here, in that room, is a miracle. A medical miracle. Think of the applications. Organ or limb repair. Curing paralysis. When I am done I will have moved medical science forward by a hundred years."
"At the expense of millions of lives?" Gant said from behind. "Are you telling yourself that that end justifies these means? All in the name of saving the environment. I have met a fair number of crazy megalomaniacs in my time but the two of you take things to a whole new level, and I believe it is because of your stupidity. None of this makes any sense."
"Not to you, no," Monroe said, "but you do not know everything, Major Gant. If you cooperate, perhaps we will be a little more forthcoming. How did you get to the island so fast? Who sent you and what is Task Force Archangel's real purpose?"
The dead woman in the jogging suit started across the room toward Costa. Her first few steps were stumbles, like a baby learning to walk. But her pace and balance improved as she closed.
"Let him out of there," Stacy said. "Let him out and I'll tell you what you want to know."
"No," Gant shouted. "You will do no such thing."
"I'm not going to stand here and watch him die. Do it. Let him out, and I'll speak."
Waters turned to her and said, "I'm sorry, but there can be no negotiation in that regard. The test subject here is important to our cause. Just as you two will be when it's your turn in that room."
"I don't believe that," she shot back. "You wouldn't stand here and tell us all about the organism and how it works, just to let them kill us. That would serve no purpose."
"On the contrary, your understanding of the parasite is vital. And you are more valuable to the project as test subjects than as informants."
Gant saw Monroe waver, as if considering voicing a contradiction to Waters's point of view on the matter, but he remained silent.
Miss Clemons honed in on Costa, moving at a faster pace and reaching for him as she approached. Gant heard Costa's breath puff from his lips in quick bursts, the sound reaching them through the soundproof viewing glass via a microphone. As for the reanimated corpse, it seemed to make no noise except for the shuffling of its feet. No groans, hisses, or howls; nothing like the zombies of Hollywood.
Costa held his ground … waited … waited … and just as she came within range he slammed a strong kick into her gut, sending the dead old woman backwards and crashing to the ground.
It did not matter. The thing regained its feet and charged again. Again Costa threw it aside and sent it tumbling. Again it came back, no weaker for the encounter.
"When will you let him out?" Gant stepped closer to Waters as he spoke and quickly felt a rifle barrel against the back of his neck.
"I'm sorry, what? Oh, the test subject? Once he destroys the unit. At that point he will receive a short rest period, then he will be placed in a room with two units."
"What?" Stacy gasped. "You mean he has no chance? What is the point of this?"
Costa threw the creature off once more, this time using all his strength to slam it against the wall. Some dried blood flaked to the ground, but Miss Clemons kept coming.
Gant answered Stacy's question in a voice akin to a growl, "This is a tactical analysis. Agent Costa has some understanding of these creatures, the way a police officer, a soldier, or even a civilian will, a few days into an outbreak. They want to know how effective a person with that knowledge would be in an unarmed encounter with one of their units."
"Wait a second." Stacy turned away from the battle inside the room for a moment and asked the major, "So you're saying they've been telling us about the organism to set us up for a test? To see how … to see how we will respond with more details about the parasite?"
"Exactly," Waters answered.
"Then what was the point of Tioga? Didn't you learn enough there?"
Again Gant answered, "That was to test speed of infection under ideal conditions. Isolated location, no serious opposition. That is why they are wondering how long we were on the island and the specifics of our encounters with their zombies. They have to know how much we skewed the results."
"Yes, yes of course," Waters said. "Our version, Major, of a shooting range."
"He's getting tired," Monroe said, directing their attention back to the test chamber.
Gant saw that their host was right; Costa was starting to loose strength. He kept the creature at bay easily enough, but it would not stop. If the agent did not do something the thing would simply wear him down.
"Fight it, man. Fight it," Gant muttered.
The Secret Service agent did just that. As Clemons came in for another attack, Costa slammed a side thrust kick into her knee. The join bent backwards and cracked like a piece of wood snapping in two. This time the creature dropped to the floor.
While not terminated, it was at least partially immobilized. It tried to stand and lost its balance, choosing at that point to crawl toward its victim.
Costa took the opportunity to kick it again, this time directly in the skull. The head whipped back and then side to side as if only a band of rubber connected it to the shoulders. But it remained animated.
At that point the test subject approached the two-way mirror, banged on it, and shouted, "What the fuck is this about? What is it you want me to do? Open the damn door and let's talk."
Stacy turned away; Gant did not. He watched everything unfold. He watched so that he could learn from Costa's experience because it was quite clear that the major would soon face a similar "test." Furthermore, he watched to see how Waters and Monroe handled the test. If he studied and learned, perhaps he might find an out to avoid what was clearly to be the agent's fate.
The creature reached for Costa's leg but he easily avoided its grasp, walking away and circling, but looking once again at the glass and the door, as if searching for an avenue of escape now that the immediate threat had been somewhat neutralized.
Then the animated body of Miss Clemons stood, wobbling and shaking as it rose to its feet.
Costa saw and muttered, "What the hell?"
Stacy surmised, "It repaired the knee?"
"A minor injury on a body that was in good shape, relatively speaking, when the infection took hold," Waters explained. "The post mortem on the unit that we'll conduct after this test should reveal a sort of wrapping around the wounded joint. Just enough, mind you, to make it mobile again."
The creature walked with a serious limp and seemed ready to topple with each step, but the fact that it could even stand seemed some kind of hellish miracle.
"This is impossible," Stacy said. "You can't just engineer something like this out of the blue. There would have to be a hundred steps between the fungus and this result, all of which would be major medical breakthroughs. There is something you're not telling us."
Waters turned on her, and his watery eyes seemed particularly crazed.
"Make no mistake, Dr. Stacy, there is a lot I am not telling you. You will know only what you need to know to help further my research. I appreciate your intelligence, but you are a two-legged lab rat to me." He pointed to the glass. "I am taking medicine to an entirely new level. Me. I have done the work here. These results are my doing."
Monroe spoke what came across as an afterthought, "This is about saving the planet. None of us are as important as that goal. Tell us what we need to know, or, um, you'll be going in there next."
It seemed to Major Gant that Monroe might pull the big strings but Waters controlled the labs and research. This meant that if Waters planned to use them in an experiment, any confessions to Monroe would be a waste of breath.
Inside the cell, Costa grappled with the walking corpse, holding its wrists and swinging it against the wall.
"Die, you fuck … just die!" And he slammed its head repeatedly.
Gant realized that the man hoped to find the weak spot in the skull. His only chance of defeating the creature was to expose that core and crush it, probably with a stomp or repeated blows against the hard wall.
But Costa had grown tired while the zombie seemed unfazed by the beating it suffered.
"Let him out," Stacy pleaded. "Please."
What happened next happened fast.
The thing inside Miss Clemons nipped Costa's nose. Not much, just a little. Just enough to cause him to instinctively smack her face away … releasing her left arm in the process. That left arm came around and raked across his cheek, splitting open the skin and sending a sprinkle of blood splashing onto the two-way mirror.
He reached for the wound and tried to back off, but she dove in with her teeth again, latching on to his chin and chewing off a patch of flesh.
Stacy gasped and sobbed. Gant squeezed his eyes shut for a moment.
Both of the unit's arms came around and dug into Costa's shoulders. He tried to fight them off but the thing's jaws kept working and the nails dug deep. It barely noticed as he rammed a knee into its gut. Its head shook but did not retreat when Costa blasted it with an elbow strike.
The endgame came when the agent lost his balance, falling to the ground with the parasite-infected body on top, clawing and biting.
"He put up a good fight," Waters remarked coldly. "This was, of course, an optimal situation. The unit's central core was invisible, deep inside the throat of the cadaver, and the body itself was perfect for hosting, in that it was intact and recently deceased."
"You are a sick man," Stacy said as she averted her tear-soaked eyes and her face scrunched into an expression of revulsion. "To stand here and watch … you're not human."
"You must detach yourself." Waters's response sounded very familiar to Thom Gant.
Stacy turned to Monroe and walked over to him. Gant saw that Monroe had also averted his eyes.
"What about you?" she asked and wiped her cheek on the black sleeve of her BDUs. "This is your solution to population control? You're going to allow innocent people — children even — to be attacked and murdered like this? To be torn apart?"
"No, I hate it," Monroe responded. "But this is the best weapon we have to win this war. It meets every need. It is perfect for the task. Yes, messy, and horrible, but it fits the need."
Waters — his eyes still staring at the carnage inside the test chamber — spoke his thoughts aloud as if no one else existed in the room at that moment: "I must admit, sometimes I do get caught up in the emotion of it all. Yes, to realize that we are dealing with a new organism that holds so much promise."
"That makes me wonder who gave it to you," Gant said.
Waters answered fast, "This is mine. All mine. I took the translations and grew it … nurtured it … into what you see here."
"Translations?"
Monroe halted any response to Gant's question by telling Stacy, "Why don't you talk to your soldier friend about weapons and the messes they make. How many children were killed by American smart bombs in Iraq and Afghanistan? How many times did our heroes get the bad guy but also kill families? In war, things are messy. And in this case, I don't have any other choice. This is the smartest of all weapons, gift-wrapped perfectly for our needs."
"So many other, more conventional means of biological and viral warfare and you choose this?" Gant asked.
Monroe responded, "None as perfect as this, and this has the added benefit of not being on anyone's radar screen. The response will be shock and terror, and that means there will be no response. Stockpiles of vaccines and medicines will be of no use because this will be something no one has ever seen before. On top of that, cultural and religious considerations will make this a difficult infection to stop even when the means might be available."
Gant remarked, "I see that. Terror is as much a part of this weapon as the parasite itself. That makes you a sadistic son of a bitch."
"This is an opportunity," Monroe defended, but the tone in his voice confirmed Gant's suspicion that the men in this laboratory were not the originators of the organism. It sounded very much like Monroe viewed the parasite as a serendipitous gift, not the result of research and hard work. "For every negative you can point out, we have found a dozen positives that will ensure it will do the job we require effectively and fast. There will be pain, yes, I regret that. But this organism will perform exactly as needed."
"A real monster," Waters mumbled as a tear born from his condition rolled along his dark cheek. "The biggest monster of the them all."
"And you hold its leash," Stacy spat. "What happens now?"
Waters looked to her, then back into the room and tapped the glass.
"Just wait and see."
Monroe and Waters wandered to a corner of the room and whispered. Gant heard snippets of their conversation, phrases like "increasing rate of response" and "unforeseen adaptations" and — most curious of all—"beyond what we expected from the initial equations."
However, Gant felt fatigue setting in, to the extent that he slid to the floor and sat with his back against the wall. His knee hurt like crazy and he felt a pang of pain from his shoulder, both leftover reminders of his painful experience in the bowels of Red Rock back in Pennsylvania. Gant wondered what kind of scars this mission would leave him with, assuming he actually survived.
Stacy slid down alongside Gant. He noticed that she tried very hard to hide her tears. It dawned on him that these were not tears of fear, despite how afraid she — and he — were. Instead, these were tears of empathy and anger at having watched a man die in a brutal laboratory experiment.
Thom sometimes wished he could feel that type of sadness for the victims he came across in his line of work. Yes, watching Costa die had elicited anger. That was a much different response than sadness.
At the same time he wondered how long it would take — if they did survive — for Annabelle Stacy to grow the same shell he wore. She would need it for this line of work, but would lose much in the process.
"I can't understand why they are doing this," she said quietly as the guards looked on. "They can't be this stupid. Creating animated corpses as a means of population control? What do they expect is going to happen?"
"This is not exactly the first idea I would think someone would come up with," Gant answered. "I believe there is something more at work here."
"What? You think these guys are lying about all of this?"
"No. But there is another factor. Something else at play. It comes back to this parasite they have developed. You seem to know these two men better than I. What do you think?"
She ran a hand through her short dark hair, huffed, and then answered, "Waters is crazy. He's probably just having fun messing around with this organism. I don't think reason plays much of a factor in it. Monroe, well, he was an idealist who got more and more radical. Maybe he's frustrated. Maybe he really thinks he's doing right."
"Or maybe," Gant said quietly, "these two make the perfect puppets for someone's bigger game."
"What do you mean?"
"You have been listening. You heard. It is obvious that the fungus parasite did not originate with them. They got it from someone and have modified it, sure, but this all started as someone else's idea."
"Another government?"
"Maybe. Possibly. I do not know. The source of this parasite is the key. Since we got here, we have been given the impression that these two created an infection to serve a specific purpose; in this case, a radical idea to support the environment by reducing population."
"Okay, so?"
"What if we have the order of things wrong. What if they discovered this organism first and have simply found a convenient excuse to deploy it."
"Isn't that the cart before the horse?" She asked.
"Yes, but that is human nature. Waters is clearly obsessive, and would play around with anything like this, regardless of ultimate goals. What you said about his research in Africa is proof of that. He is the poster child for doing something for no reason other than that you can."
"And Monroe?"
"Also obsessive, but around an idea; a movement. Probably easy to manipulate."
She asked, "So what do we do about it?"
He shrugged and said, "We survive, Dr. Stacy, as best we can, and along the way we do anything we can do to disrupt their plan."
"I think Waters plans on putting us through a test or two. We may not get a chance."
"Yes, well," Gant considered. "You probably have a point."
"Look here, look at this," Waters spoke excitedly. "This is the fastest turnaround yet!"
Gant and Stacy stood, although Thom felt a bolt of pain in his knee as he did.
The female zombie — Miss Clemons — wandered about the room, bumping into walls like a toy robot programmed to switch directions when encountering an obstacle. Since killing Costa, she had not paid the body any attention.
Costa, however, had undergone a transformation. What had once been a member of the Secret Service was now something else. The corpse staggered to its feet and stood fairly tall and straight, mimicking the posture of the human being who had formerly controlled that body.
His eyes, however, now matched Miss Clemons's in color, and a bulging white sphere the size of a golf ball protruded from his chin where his attacker had bitten off a chunk of flesh.
"Nine minutes!" Waters shouted and turned to Monroe. "Time from death to animation has dropped by more than fifty minutes since our first test runs! This is incredible."
Monroe said, "With the counter-agent effective and the propagation models turning out to be conservative compared to the field applications, we should be ready for the third round of testing. The sponsors have already suggested a target."
"With the rate things are proceeding, that animation time lapse may drop further." Waters faced the two prisoners and said. "We'll see how the next batch of tests go."
Monroe put a hand on Waters's shoulder and told him, "I'm going to chopper over to the mainland this evening and arrange a meeting with our contacts to update them on our progress. We need more data on the blocking serum. That is of critical importance."
"You will have it by tomorrow afternoon."
"Good. I'll be back by then and will expect a full report."
Gant could see that the two men had been so enthralled by Costa's fast transformation that they had essentially forgotten about the prisoners in the room. That changed.
Terrance Monroe stepped over to Thom and told him, "At this point, Major Gant, I believe any further inquiries into your situation would be pointless. As for you, Dr. Stacy, I'm sorry that someone as intelligent as you is caught up in all of this."
"I could say the same about you."
Monroe took it in stride.
"I'm sorry that something so horrible as this has to happen, but sometimes you have to make hard choices for the greater good. Goodbye."
Terrance Monroe left the room.
Waters approached the two prisoners.
"You will be taken to a place where you can rest."
"Can we get some food? Something to drink?" Gant asked as he realized his stomach was completely empty.
"Of course. You need your energy, Major. Tomorrow is going to be a big day for you."
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General Albert Friez wore his class A blue dress uniform complete with hat and sat on a military-chartered Learjet flying west fast enough to stay ahead of nightfall.
A few members of his staff sat in other seats, most reading magazines or working on laptops and computer pads. Friez gazed out the window, catching a glimpse here and there through the clouds of the American Great Plains passing below.
Sights like that one that made the enormity of his job and responsibilities hit home. Down there and stretching for miles sat the United States of America and a population of over three hundred million souls. Beyond that, billions more around the globe.
They went to work, lived their lives, and grew old never knowing the tenuous nature of their existence.
The events at Red Rock a few months ago had emphasized that point. A powerful entity — or rather, a powerful entity under the control of a sick man — had nearly been loosed upon the Earth. Given the events inside the "Hell Hole," the entire world might have been turned into a demon's playground.
On top of that, Friez's people had captured alien creatures invading our airspace and dealt with all manner of scientific monstrosities run amok, without the public ever knowing exactly how many nightmares waited out there, ready to pounce.
We stand on the line between what they know and what they fear.
"What's that, General?"
Friez responded to Lieutenant Colonel Thunder's voice on the other end of his cell phone. He added a sharp tone in his reply meant to admonish himself for allowing his thoughts to drift in the midst of an update.
"I asked, have we figured out anything more in regard to the island's ownership?"
Thunder must have relayed that information while he was daydreaming because her response contained a tone of her own. He liked that about her — no sucking up. It was his fault for being distracted, so, yes, he did deserve a dose of his own medicine.
"It's a management company with three partners. That big-bucks software developer William Fencer along with an actress and a producer. They bought Tioga about fifteen years ago from a rather poor South Pacific island nation that was more than willing to give up territorial rights in exchange for cash. I think you know the rest. They built a resort and it's an exclusive club for the ultra-rich and powerful."
"What about the mining equipment?"
"This is where things get curious, General. I spoke with the two partners who are stateside. They said they were paid a lot of money by a company who wanted to mine and study the volcano. Corporal Sanchez and I spent most of the day today trying to run down who that was and what they were doing. Everything was a dead end."
"And the volcano was not considered a danger?"
Thunder said, "I have a call into the USGS. They are checking their data and will get back to me. On the other hand, the island's ownership knew that there has always been the possibility of an eruption and that there was subterranean activity. The feeling was that there was magma moving around in there and the possibility of release that might require evacuation or relocation, but the private geologist they kept on staff assured them that there was no danger of a significant eruption, although steam venting was common. Of course, we're pretty sure he was killed on the island today."
"I spoke to Campion before I got in the air. He said they will be within helicopter distance later in the day. He hopes to get to Tioga before sunset, local time."
Of course outside the window dusk had already come to the Midwestern United States. For Campion, half a world away, it was barely lunchtime.
Friez continued, "I'm on my way to you with a stopover at Groom Lake. You are now command and control for this mission, at least stateside. Everything is to be funneled through Darwin."
"Understood, General. But sir, so far this appears to be a natural occurrence. It's possible that an eruption of some kind is at the root of this disaster."
Friez looked out the window again and spied a stretch of golden fields crisscrossed by irrigation canals and access roads. Somewhere down there a farmer worked his field and a family got ready for dinner.
"You're forgetting the Edelweiss call, Colonel, and I don't like the sound of this mystery mining company, either. Until we know what happened to the insertion team and why the Secret Service sent out that alert we assume a worst-case scenario."
Worst-case scenarios are, after all, what we're about.
* * *
Two CH-53 Sea Stallion helicopters flew west over the South Pacific. Ahead of them the sun of a dying day hung low over the horizon, creating two long shadows dancing atop calm surf. The gray beasts were big and brutish, designed for rugged missions ranging from special forces insertion to medical evacuation under hostile fire.
Captain Campion sat on a bench seat in the fuselage of one chopper, accompanied by Salvatore Galati and Dave Roberts, a soldier whose boyish face made him look a lot closer to fifteen than twenty five. All three of the Archangel members wore black ball caps and BDUs but with short sleeves, acknowledging the high temperatures waiting for them on Tioga.
A pilot and co-pilot from the Peleliu manned the controls.
Big and brutish was more than just a description of the Sea Stallion's appearance; it fit the feel of the interior as well. Everything shook and shimmied with the power of the twin General Electric turboshafts seemingly funneled right under the passengers' butts.
The voice of the pilot spoke with a gasp over Campion's headset: "Jesus Christ, look at this shit."
Everyone heard, so all three passengers stood and approached the cockpit to share the view. Several more gasps erupted.
It seemed as if the horizon was on fire. Several columns of black and red smoke rose into the air in spiraling vortexes, combining in the sky into one long drift. Flickers of orange and yellow flames simmered at the base of each plume while crack-like spindly fingers of fire reached across the island.
"Take us in," Campion told the pilot, who clearly did not like the idea. "There seems to be some open ground to the east. Tell the other chopper to hang back."
The co-pilot radioed, "Stag Two stay back; we're going in for a pass."
The pilot warned, "Lots of smoke, lots of heat. Could be some thermal updrafts. It might get shaky real fast."
Campion did not feel the need to respond. He accepted the pilot's expertise on the matter. Others in his unit might spout words of bravado such as, “I don't care, my friend is down there” or something like that.
No, Captain Campion would not put the helicopter or other soldiers at risk. That made no sense. He hoped to find Major Gant and the rest of the insertion team, but not at the expense of losing additional assets.
The lead helo swung around the island at distance for a broad look at the hellish inferno. On the next pass it dipped lower, approaching from the south and staying clear of the rocky outcroppings of the shoreline there.
Ahead stood a wall of smoke and fire. Banyan trees burned like matchsticks, and rivers of black rock oozed across the ground. A rolling ball of yellow and black marked the ignition of something volatile to the northeast, perhaps a fuel storage tank that had succumbed to the heat.
Some of those rivers of black rock had reached the coast and hit the ocean swells in an explosion of steam.
"Nothing but smoke ahead," the pilot pointed out the obvious. "We don't want any part of that."
He did not wait for permission. The Sea Stallion turned right and traced the coast a few feet above the rocks and beach where the Archangel team had landed about sixteen hours ago.
Over the radio came the voice of Master Sergeant Ben Franco from aboard the other chopper: "Looks bad up here. Maybe some clear spots on the northeast side and the southeast but it's hard to see through all the smoke. Things look any better up close?"
Annoyed at the pointless chatter, Campion radioed back, "We are investigating. Stay on station at distance until further instructions."
A "yes, sir," was Franco's reply but it sounded a lot like "fuck you."
Stag One inched inland a few hundred yards by finding a path over a stretch of forest reduced to smoldering ashes, and hence giving off less smoke. They saw a number of buildings that had avoided the streams of molten rock yet had still burned.
From his vantage point peering between the pilots, Campion made out a cluster of blackened buildings that might have been the town center, but the inferno had left only a few walls, beams, and floorboards behind.
Campion felt a weight against his back and then saw Sal Galati's face — glasses and all — push over his shoulder to steal a glance.
"Shit doesn't move that fast," Sal said. "When I was in Hawaii we took our quads up the side of this volcano. Way up, man. And then it erupted and the shit was coming down but we got out of the way fast."
Knowing Galati's penchant for storytelling, Campion mentally translated the tale. Sal must have been in Hawaii and come across one of the many rather breathtaking but not unusual lava flows on that volcanic island. The Captain did not know much about volcanoes, but he knew that on Hawaii those flows did not tend to be dangerous and did tend to be predictable, to the point that they were part of the island's tourist trade.
At some point Galati had decided that the image of him riding a quad up the side of an active volcano and then down again to escape a massive eruption would make for good storytelling, probably to impress a woman.
Of course, it was possible the man had never even been to Hawaii.
Does he know he is full of crap, or has he convinced himself these tales are real?
At some point every member of the Archangel team pondered that question, but Campion did not have the time to think about it now, nor did he want a distraction.
"Go sit down, soldier."
Sal shrugged and retreated.
"There," the co-pilot pointed across the pilot's chest. "Looks like some high ground and … wait a second, are those bodies?"
Suddenly Sal's head rested on Campion's shoulder again, but the Captain could not blame him this time.
The helicopter flew under a stream of smoke and emerged on the eastern side of the island. Two orange and yellow rivers of lava came out of the burning forest and rolled down a slope toward a stretch of beach. Between those two rivers stood a flat, rocky stretch leading toward a sharp dropoff.
Bodies lay strewn on the open surface there, at least a dozen of them, maybe more.
"Take us down," Campion ordered.
"Sir, they look dead," the pilot said. "No movement."
The co-pilot added, "Could it be gas from the eruption or something? Can't volcanoes do that?"
"Either way we need to get down there," Campion repeated his order.
To some it might have sounded as if Campion had, in fact, discovered a sentimental streak. But no, he knew those bodies might be the key to understanding what had happened on Tioga. Otherwise he would have left them for the vultures.
The Sea Stallion descended, rocking gently from the turbulence and cutting under a thick cloud of embers and ash along the way. Wheeled landing gear extended in preparation for touchdown.
"You should take a respirator," the pilot suggested.
Campion nudged Sal back into the cargo area and then faced his comrades.
"You two, grab a couple of respirators and tanks from the search and rescue gear. Go out, examine the bodies, bring a couple onboard. Stay in radio contact."
Roberts seemed jolted awake by the order. His boyish face tended to display his emotion rather clearly. In this case, that emotion suggested surprise and a little fear. The source of the fear was obvious; the surprise, no doubt, came from understanding that Campion would stay onboard the helicopter instead of investigating directly.
Campion did not have time to explain to him one simple fact: it now seemed likely that Major Gant had perished on Tioga Island. That put Campion in charge not only of the naval assets assigned to the operation but also Archangel's military detachment. In short, he was now too important to risk. This was not a situation Campion liked — he was a hands-on type of man. But the good of the team came first.
Both soldiers found and strapped on respirator masks and oxygen tanks over their BDUs.
Meanwhile, the Sea Stallion slowed and descended toward the plateau, fighting bands of smoke and ripples of turbulence on the way. Finally the wheels touched earth, and after the vehicle rolled a couple of feet, the rear gangway descended. A moment later Galati and Roberts emerged from the helicopter.
Sal led the way, a Heckler & Koch G36 slung across his person just in case things were not as quiet as they seemed. Roberts followed with an M4 Carbine in his grip. Bands of choking smoke blew over the scene. It seemed that this flat expanse of rock was positioned at just the right height to avoid the magma, like a tall stone in the middle of a stream.
Campion's voice broadcast to everyone on both choppers at the same time he radioed Galati and Roberts: "We don't have too much time before dark, so make it fast."
Sal did not seem to hear, but Roberts replied, "Understood, Cap."
The pair of explorers moved away from the helicopter and approached the mass of bodies spread over the ground. The people lying on that slab of rock had started their day dressed in colorful island garb ranging from blue and yellow floral shirts to summer dresses and even a couple in pajamas and bathrobes. However, the rain of smoke and ash had turned all the clothing gray and black.
"Look at these people," Sal said to Roberts directly but to everyone else as well via his headset. "No sign of movement. Man, they are sure dead."
He stepped among the cadavers, taking note of a teenage girl with bright red hair lying on her back with dead eyes staring at eternity. He also spied a man with a crooked nose and glasses as well as a woman in a tennis skirt lying facedown.
"What killed them?" Campion called.
"I dunno. Some of them are burned, a couple pretty good. Hell, maybe there is some gas from all this shit because that's kind of what it looks like. That or asphyxiation."
"We'll recover as many as we can," Campion said. "But this is not a great spot to hang out at. Work fast."
"Wells."
Roberts's voice grabbed the attention of everyone listening, particularly Sal Galati. He left the man with the crooked nose and the woman in the tennis skirt and ran over to Roberts, who knelt next to a black man wearing BDU pants and carrying a battle rifle.
"It's Wells," Roberts repeated.
Sal nearly pushed Roberts aside.
"It's him! It's Jupiter."
Campion asked over the radio, "Is he alive?"
"Checking … hang on … damn, it's hot here. No sign of burns but he ain't movin'."
Sal bent close and cradled his friend's head.
"Maybe the gas got him," Roberts said cautiously.
"Or maybe he passed out from all the heat," Sal countered. "I'm searching for a pulse."
Wells's eyes opened, just a little.
"He's alive!" Sal exclaimed. "He opened his eyes. He's looking right at me."
From high overhead in the second helicopter came Biggy Franco's voice: "Shit man, waking up to your ugly mug probably makes him wish he was back in the volcano."
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Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder sat at her desk on sublevel one at the Darwin Research facility.
She had changed from her dress uniform to green BDUs after having used a shower at the facility to clean off some sweat and mental grind. Still, her eyes carried bags and fatigue trembled in her voice. Worse, falling asleep in her office chair during the night had left her with a pain in the lower back and her left shoulder feeling numb.
Across from her stood General Albert Friez. He had spent all night traveling across the country from Washington to Fort Irwin with a few stops in between. If he suffered from a lack of sleep or physical fatigue it did not show. Then again, he seemed less a man and more a walking, talking uniform, particularly with his hat pulled down tight above his eyes. It seemed his clothing served the same purpose as a suit of armor; to protect the wearer. From what, she did not know. It was possible that his emphasis on rank and appearances was one way he managed to keep the nastiness, dirtiness, and downright horrifying aspects of his job at arm's length.
I wonder if he sleeps soundly, or if he has nightmares.
Captain Campion's voice came over the speaker phone on top of the desk.
"The doctors onboard say that his only injuries are dehydration as part of overall heat exhaustion and fatigue."
"But the other bodies you found were killed by gas?"
"That's the preliminary opinion of the medical team onboard the Peleliu, but they've only taken a look at a handful of the bodies so far. Given the eruption and all, they are guessing sulfur dioxide poisoning as the likely cause of death. But that is preliminary."
Thunder glanced at a note lying on her desk, then to Friez, who said, "That might not be the case, Captain."
Liz picked up, "According to the USGS, there are no indications of an eruption on Tioga Island. They did monitor a tremor in that area, but nothing on the scale of an eruption."
"With all due respect, Colonel, I've been to the island. I'm no geologist, but there is no doubt that there are lava flows. The task force is holding about ten miles away from Tioga and we can see the fires burning on the island in the dark. It's like some Old Testament image of hell. Just about everything on land has burned to the ground. Everything I saw tells me that this volcano went up, and that's also what Wells said when he started mumbling during the night."
"I understand that, Captain," Thunder answered. "I'm no geologist, either. But the people who are geologists say their instrumentation does not indicate an eruption in the traditional sense. That doesn't call into question what you're seeing on the island, but it does question why you're seeing it."
"I don't follow," Campion said.
"She's saying," Friez spoke, "that the lava flows and fires you're seeing do not appear to be the work of natural volcanic activity."
Thunder asked, "Wells told you he saw some kind of armed force on the island?"
"Yes, Colonel. He also says he saw zombies."
She looked to the General again, who leaned closer to the speaker and replied, "Is it possible he is suffering from delusions caused by his condition?"
"I suppose so, sir," Campion answered, "but I doubt it. I mean, he is very tired and pretty much bedridden at this point, but he's been very consistent on that. He said he, Gant, and Dr. Stacy actually got into a firefight with the things and they were difficult to destroy until some kind of plane flew overhead and dropped a chemical or some type of compound from the air."
Friez stood straight again. Liz relaxed in her chair.
Campion went on, "Wells said he saw a ship docked at the island prior to the eruption, loading, well, sounds crazy, but they were loading bodies."
"Bodies?"
"Yes, General. Wells says he saw a ship docked at the island and that armed men in biohazard gear were cleaning up bodies around the island with heavy equipment and dumping them onboard a freighter."
Thunder said, "And then came the eruption? Or, what appeared to be an eruption?"
"According to Wells, yes ma'am."
"Okay, Captain, what is your status right now?"
Campion answered the general: "As I mentioned, the task force is only a few miles offshore. We'll start running sorties again when dawn breaks here, but I don't know if things will have cooled own enough to send in shore parties. From what we saw last night, the lava has done a good job of burning everything to the ground. Lots of fires still, and lots of heat, although it looks like the amount of stuff coming from the volcano has slowed to a trickle."
"And no signs of Wells's mystery visitors?" Thunder asked.
"No, ma'am. But we will expand our reconnaissance west and south of the island based on the ship he saw. Odds are, it's long out of the area though."
"Keep up the search, Captain," Friez ordered. "We'll try and make sense of things on our end."
"Yes, General. Peleliu out," he said, and the line went dead.
Friez turned away from the desk and walked around the office. For a moment Thunder thought she saw a glimmer of sentiment in his eye. After all, this office had been his for years, until his promotion to Washington last fall.
"We'll try to make sense of things," she repeated Friez's last words to Campion. "Actually, I think it's starting to make a lot of sense."
"Explain," The general demanded.
"A crew comes in and cleans up the mess, then an eruption — or something like one — burns the evidence to the ground. It sounds to me like someone tested a biological weapon on Tioga Island and then tried to erase their tracks."
"Then you're suggesting zombies as a biological weapon, if Wells was right."
"Who knows what he really saw," she said. "Crazy people, something like rabies, who knows? Until we have some sort of hard evidence, all we have to go on is a short report from a soldier who has suffered extreme fatigue and heat exhaustion, and we're getting that report from the other side of the Pacific Ocean."
She spoke but Friez barely listened as he retreated to the far corner of the room and rested an arm on her filing cabinet. He seemed off in thought.
"General? Sir?"
He spoke, seemingly to himself: "Zombies as a biological weapon. Or something like that. Just thinking off the top of my head but that sort of thing is a whole new level of warfare."
"A whole new level of nasty, you mean."
He took notice of her again.
"Yes, very nasty. A weapon that turns people into a crazed mob. That sort of thing would have the potential to overrun a metropolitan area in short order, depending on rate of infection."
Liz felt a chill run up her spine. He had a particular look in his eye. Not quite a kid on Christmas morning, not quite a doctor sifting through microbes in a petri dish, but something in between. She had seen that look on the faces of military researchers before. Hell, she had had that look in her own eyes in the past. The result had been the loss of test subjects, an investigation, and the threat of a court martial.
"General, if you didn't know about this then I'm guessing we're not playing both sides of the same coin here."
"Rest assured, Colonel, if the defense department was experimenting with a biological weapon this revolutionary, I would have a file on it."
She did not like the way he said "revolutionary."
"I can't believe it. You are interested in this. As a bio weapon."
"I told you, we are not involved, Colonel."
"If not us, then obviously the Russians," Thunder said.
"What? I suppose that's a possibility."
She stood fast, pressed a finger into her desk, and insisted loudly, "It must be the Russians. They're the only ones into stuff like this."
Friez approached her, tilted his head as if studying her, and then said, "Of course. One mention of the Russians and unconventional programs would send you flying off the handle. This is not a time for your personal feelings to get in the way of your judgment."
"They’re not."
"Yes they are, Colonel. A few years ago you were running a program that was about as far out there as zombies as a bioweapon. Then things got really fucked up and one of your test subjects defected to the Russians."
"He didn't defect. He was abducted."
"Not the way we see it, Colonel. But I believe all that came out during the committee hearings. You pushed and pushed until your entire operation fell to pieces. How many dead? Six? Seven? So don't stand there and lecture me about nasty programs. There was a time when you were the Queen of Nasty at the Pentagon."
Liz took a deep breath, held it, and let out a long exhale.
"Good. Calm down, Colonel Thunder. The reason you are sitting here at Darwin isn't because of the Blue project, but because of what you did at Red Rock. Despite everything going on, you put the pieces together and stopped that place from falling apart. You redeemed yourself, at least in my eyes."
Liz looked at the ceiling, then the desk, then the ceiling again.
"Point is, Colonel, the Russians aren't always the boogeymen. There are a lot of rogue governments, crazy scientists, and even private entities that like to explore this type of thing. What we have to do now is concentrate on dealing with what we know. So you tell me. What's next?"
She sat down in her chair, folded her arms, and told him, "Campion starts aerial searches again at dawn to try and find Major Gant and Dr. Stacy. If there was a ship that left the island yesterday, then they have to try and find that, too. Because if they don't, General, all we have is a pile of lava and a burned out island."
* * *
The lights flickered on, turning the dark room into a very bright one instantaneously. In response, Major Gant exploded awake as if the light had physically slapped him.
He glanced across the square chamber and saw that Dr. Stacy had suffered the same reaction, sitting up fast on her bunk with her eyes blinking fast and breathing in fast huffs. She probably wished the whole thing had been a bad dream, going back months ago to when she had accepted the position of scientific consultant for the team.
For some reason their captors had allowed him to keep his watch, so while the windowless chamber offered no clue as to time of day, a glance at his wrist told him it was six in the morning, or 0600 hours military time.
"Rise and shine," he said wiping sleepers from his eyes and reaching for his BDU shirt, which he had taken off so as to be more comfortable.
Their "quarters" consisted of the one main chamber with a pair of cots on either side as well as a tiny bathroom with a shower stall. Lighting came from a bank of fluorescents and there were no decorations, no features, not even a ventilation shaft that might be conveniently large enough for Stacy to escape through (as she had joked, upon their arrival).
"Another beautiful morning," she quipped through sagging, red eyes. "I can't believe you actually managed to sleep."
"Who said I managed to sleep?"
"You snore, Major. Loud enough to wake the dead." She paused, considered, and then chuckled.
"Funny, I've never heard myself snore," he replied, using the same line he used with Jean time after time in response to her annoyance at the buzz-saw-like noises he apparently made when in deep slumber.
Stacy responded with a yawn.
Gant wondered what his wife was doing at that moment. Given that it was six o'clock in the morning — at least according to his watch, which was set to Tioga time — it might be as late as twelve noon in California.
She had recently taken up a part-time volunteer position with an adoption center, so perhaps she was grabbing lunch on the go. Or maybe she was at home, tending the garden or dusting the furniture or repainting the trim in the living room; she had mentioned wanting to do that the other day.
And here he sat, locked away in a "guest room" on another hidden island at the mercy of a couple of the most warped nut cases he had come upon during his time with Archangel. They would almost be comical if not for the backing of a mercenary goon squad and access to what appeared to be an organism perfectly designed for wiping out human life.
Monroe the idealist using what Gant guessed to be a tool of opportunity to forward his extreme rescue plan for Mother Earth, and Waters, a tormented, sick individual who alternated between brilliant doctor and sociopath on a minute-by-minute basis.
The long-term question was, how did these two come upon the recipe for this killer fungus? The short-term question revolved around survival, with the added hope of sending word to the outside about what was going on here. From what Gant had seen on Tioga and in Waters's test chamber, this infection held the potential to accomplish Monroe's fantasy.
"So how did you do it?" Stacy asked again. "Fall asleep, I mean."
"I was tired. Very tired."
After watching agent Costa die, the two had been sent to this particular room, where they had found a meal of noodles, rice, and chunks of pork, all seemingly microwaved but deceptively delicious thanks to their lack of food for nearly twenty-four hours. Of course Gant appreciated the bottles of water the most, and a hot shower had not hurt, either.
So they had eaten and then cleaned up with the separate bathroom providing some measure of privacy.
One of Stacy's first questions had been, "Why are they keeping us together?" Gant had told her the obvious: "Because the room is bugged and they want us to talk."
That had ended any discussion of Archangel, the hope that the support team would find them, or their personal backgrounds. Gant did not even feel comfortable trying to talk sports, fearful that his allegiance to the Atlanta Falcons football team might somehow lead the bad guys back home.
Avoiding conversation had ended up being surprisingly easy, given their level of exhaustion. Thom had fallen asleep at some point around midnight when he realized that whatever tests Waters planned would wait until morning.
It seemed Stacy had struggled, and he felt sorry for her, although he realized with some appreciation that her struggles came because she was not accustomed to facing death on a routine basis. In his book, that qualified on some level as "innocent."
A heavy thud announced the retraction of a locking bolt. A moment later the door swung open. A guard in a black military tunic stood there, with at least three more in the hall, as had been the case when they had retrieved the empty dinner plates. These guards, or so it seemed, would not fall victim to the usual ploys. They came in groups too large to be handled by the typical Hollywood action movie ruses.
The guard tossed in water bottles to both Gant and Stacy, followed by chocolate-flavored power bars.
"Gee, thanks, but I ordered the eggs benedict," Stacy quipped, trying to sound funny, although her voice quivered far too much.
Again the bolt slid shut, locking them in.
"Breakfast of champions," she said as she held the bar and examined it.
"Better eat," he told her. "You will need all the energy you can get."
She sneered and tossed the bar onto the small cot … but after a second picked it up, read the wrapper, and peeled it open.
"It's not bad, actually," Gant admitted after his first bite.
Stacy followed his lead and ate. She had just finished when the door opened again, and this time Dr. Waters led the security team. He stood in the open doorway, leaning on his cane, and offered his prisoners a sort of wry smile.
"Major Gant, I hope you got a good night's sleep. We have a few exercises for you to take part in."
Thom had known this moment would come; the moment when he would play the role of Agent Costa while Waters and his scientists watched, making notes of his struggle as if studying a germ under a microscope.
"I don't think I want to," he said. He got up off the cot and stood straight as he spoke, with his eyes on the guards' truncheons and assault rifles.
"I'm sorry, Major, but participation is mandatory."
"Honestly, Doctor Waters, I think I would rather be shot right here where I stand than be a lab rat in a test with no chance of winning. Let's say I prefer bullets to a morning of fighting off walking dead people until I am so exhausted I am overwhelmed."
The doctor's watery eyes grew a little wide for a moment. In fact, Thom thought he saw a hint of disappointment, maybe even fear. Yes, the fear that he might have to shoot dead what would otherwise be a valuable test subject.
Thom Gant had only one thing left with which to bargain. He decided to see what he could get out of it.
"Tell you what," the major spoke before Waters could gather his thoughts. "I'll be the best lab rat you could hope for, as long as Dr. Stacy here is kept out of the experiments. She is not military, and therefore her response will be the same as that of the islanders. You will gain nothing from testing her."
"I'm sorry, Major, but that's not negotiable. Besides, if I truly believed she was of no use I would have terminated her already. However, I can promise that she will not be subjected to the same type of tests that Agent Costa faced and you yourself face. You are correct in that she would not be of any value in that regard."
Gant glanced at Stacy and he wondered if what they had planned for her might be worse than the Costa test.
"Very well, then," Gant took a deep breath. "You might as well kill me here, in this cell. I consider that a better death than what I saw yesterday."
It seemed that, once he had overcome his initial surprise at Gant's obstinacy, Waters found some enjoyment in this particular game.
"What if I promised you a significant respite between each test? I know! What if I told you this test would involve your use of a loaded and fully functional firearm? Think of that, Major. I'm going to give you a gun. I know how soldiers like guns. That is a much better offer than I've ever made."
Stacy seemed on the verge of crying, but managed to maintain enough control to tell him, "We saw that on Tioga."
"Yes, yes you did," Waters responded. "Of course, I could just have the guards beat you to the point of submission and throw you into the laboratory."
"But that would skew your results. You want me in good health. That is why you are providing a breakfast, of sorts, and why you had us stay in relatively comfortable quarters for the night."
Waters smiled and nodded.
"You are correct. But my best offer is on the table. Take it, as they say," Waters turned to two of his escort, both of whom stepped forward with their clubs at the ready, "or leave it."
Thom looked to her, then back to Waters, then to her again.
The call to Tioga Island had been her first mission with the military detachment of Archangel. It seemed likely to be her last, and he would lose yet another science officer on the job.
"I think I am going to accept his offer. My choices, it seems, are limited."
"Thank you, Thom," she said and touched his shoulder. "For trying and all."
He respected how she struggled to maintain control over her emotions. She knew death waited for her that day, and most likely a rather horrible death in a bizarre dungeon surrounded by madmen. Most people would have broken down completely. She actually maintained some control. He hoped they both made it out of this predicament; he wanted to see what the future held for Dr. Annabelle Stacy. It seemed General Friez's recruitment of her had been a wise decision.
Thom felt the tap of a truncheon on his shoulder as two guards moved in and encouraged him into the hall.
"Don't give up, Doctor," he called back to her as he was pulled from the room. "Do whatever it takes to survive."
And then he was in a hall that seemed to cut across one end of the oval-shaped facility. He noted additional doors that might be offices and storage rooms on either side of the corridor, but not a lot of people.
"While I can guess what you have in store for me, what is on her schedule for the day?" he asked.
"I'm afraid I cannot discuss that. I'm sure you understand," Dr. Waters responded.
"Tell me something, Dr. Waters, do you really need all this detailed information prior to releasing your biological weapon, or do you just have fun treating people like test animals?"
They came to one of the main corridors and directed Gant to the left.
"I am a scientist. In order for our project to be successful, we must account for every variable. The data I collect today will have direct results on application of the organism in the field."
Gant stopped. A pair of clubs quickly touched his shoulders. The other two guards — the ones with AKMs — raised their rifles. However, the major did not attack or try to escape. He simply met Waters's watery eyes with a penetrating stare.
"You know what I think? I think you are afraid. You are still back in your childhood village, facing the monster that came out of the river. On some warped, insane level you think that if you can create enough of your own monsters, then you will finally beat it."
The doctor's mouth opened but sort of hung there. His expression alternated between a hint of a crazy grin and something like a frown.
"You won't, you know. You won't ever beat it. It has already won, Doctor."
"You are forgetting, Major, I survived."
Gant shook his head.
"No, you didn't. It gobbled you up like everyone else in the village. You are just so far gone that you do not realize it."
The doctor stood quiet for a moment. He blinked once, then twice, and then he grunted and pointed his cane at a door along the wall. Two of the guards shoved Thom in that direction, a third stood off covering them with a weapon, and the fourth pushed a button that caused the heavy metal door to slide open, revealing darkness.
At that point the escort split, two going off to perform other duties, the remaining two following Gant and Waters inside into what appeared to be an observation area highlighted by a big rectangular window looking in on a test chamber similar to Costa's final resting place.
The outer door slid shut. Almost all of the light in the room came from the adjoining lab, which was, again, almost pure white and brightly lit. Gant could nearly see the future; a future where those white walls were splashed with his red blood.
Waters regained his poise and said, "Okay Major, it's your turn in the barrel."
One of the two guards in the room drew his sidearm, which Gant recognized as a Makarov pistol. The other used a hand and his club to direct Gant into the next room, where he passed a small, empty table.
"Against the wall, Major, just for a moment."
Gant did as instructed, placing his hands against the far wall, although before he did he noticed another door off to his right, this one with a big red label depicting the number fifteen.
He heard a sound — a rattle maybe — and sensed the guards retreating. A moment later the exit slammed shut with a corresponding clang.
Gant took his hands from the wall and turned.
The room was so bright white that it seemed surreal, like some TV show version of heaven's waiting room. However, the big dark rectangle on the interior wall — the window — from which Waters and the two guards watched spoiled that illusion.
Dr. Waters had told the truth; they were giving the major a gun for this particular test. That made him feel worse — not better — about his predicament.
A burst of feedback announced the activation of a microphone, and then came his host's voice.
"Major Gant, thank you for participating in today's activities. As you can see, we've placed a firearm on the table in front of you."
Gant identified the weapon: "An AKM, type 68, standard issue for North Korean infantry."
"Used by a great many militaries in the world," Waters corrected. "But that is immaterial. As you can see, I have also provided a magazine. Unfortunately, it is not entirely full. If you count — and please be my guest — you will find twelve 7.62 rifle cartridges."
He approached the table and picked up the detached magazine. Given the circumstances and his experience in handling weapons, Thom guessed Waters told the truth.
"Okay, so what?"
"So let's go over what you know, Major. You know that people killed by those who are infected reanimate due to a parasitic fungus growing inside their bodies. You know they can regenerate tissue and overcome various injuries. You know the surest way to destroy one of these units is to find and eradicate the central core, approximately the size of a golf ball and potentially located just about anywhere on the creature's body."
Gant put down the magazine and picked up the AKM. He looked it over once, then glanced through the glass at Waters, who said, "Be my guest."
He then put the AKM through a function test, cycling the bolt and confirming proper operation of the trigger mechanism. All seemed in good order.
"Satisfied, Major?"
Gant did not respond.
"Very well. You may load the weapon."
This time he did respond, slipping the magazine into place and sliding the bolt, chambering the first round. His mental counter set to twelve.
"Let me guess. I represent your standard soldier approximately one week — maybe less — from the initial outbreak."
"Good, Major, but we're actually estimating two weeks after initial outbreak in an urban environment within an industrialized nation. Under these conditions, do you know the ratio of units to military personnel we anticipate?"
Gant glanced at the door labeled fifteen and figured the answer to Waters's question waited behind that bulkhead.
The researcher went on, "We estimate six infected units to every armed member of the law enforcement, paramilitary, or military. Do you know what that means, Major? In terms of our test, that is."
Gant sighed and answered, "It means six zombies are coming through that door in a moment. But wait a second, if you want an accurate test I will require more bullets. Most military or law enforcement with assault rifles have full magazines; thirty rounds at least."
"I appreciate your concern, but we will extrapolate the data based on your performance. We think it is better if your supply of ammunition is limited. Oh, in case you're giving it any thought, yes, this glass is bulletproof. I recommend you don't waste any rounds in my direction. Good luck, Major."
The door labeled fifteen slid up. Of course Gant noticed the mob of zombies waiting to be released, but he also noticed that there was another door in the holding pen, one leading to another room. He remembered seeing an area labeled "specimen containment" on their way in and wondered if that might lurk on the far side.
In any case, he had bigger problems to worry about. The monsters noticed him and started into the chamber the way the woman in the jogging suit had stumbled after Costa, except this time there were six of the things.
Preceding the mob came a rancid odor; the smell of decaying bodies. He had not noticed that scent as much on Tioga, probably because the "dead" people were much fresher than the crop attacking him now. Indeed, Gant saw that these poor souls did not hail from that resort island. Their clothes were torn and ragged but also rather cheap looking, some in what were obviously prison jumpsuits, others in the type of ramshackle outfits one might find on a homeless bum or street addict.
Their flesh had decayed to the point that gravity caused runs in the rotting skin, particularly on the cheeks, giving way to glimpses of bone as well as the white strands that emanated from the implanted parasite. He wondered if Waters had gone through the trouble of making sure the zombies participating in the test were, in fact, two weeks old.
Before Thom raised his rifle he had to stifle the rising of his stomach. The noodles, pork, and rice from last night seemed eager to return as the noxious fumes and the gory sight combined to induce nausea.
Major Thom Gant had faced all manner of nightmares in his career, from downed extraterrestrial beasts in the Florida everglades to cannibalistic children in the sublevels of Red Rock, Pennsylvania. Furthermore, he had already fought these creatures on Tioga Island, in a tactical situation as difficult as this. But his current predicament caused him much greater anxiety.
Now he understood these things. He knew that if he fell, he would be infected with the fungal parasite that would lodge in his body, sprout tendrils, and take control of his corpse, turning him into another of Waters's killing machines.
Who are you kidding, Thom? Your body is already under control, by the United States military. You've been conditioned and programmed and you always march to their orders, don't you? You're already a walking dead man — ask your wife about how alive you are; about how alive she is.
He bit his lower lip and growled at himself. Now was not the time for self-doubt.
That's right, Thom. Now's the time for that training to kick in. Cannibals? Aliens? Zombies? No problem. The robot always does as programmed.
As much as his inner conflict tried to devolve into mental civil war, the milky white eyes, the working-but-silent jaws, and the crooked fingers reaching for him provided enough motivation to act in self-defense.
The lead creature might have been the remains of an eastern teenager wearing a t-shirt featuring a beer company logo. Thom fired, the bullet hitting and rupturing the forehead like a ripe cantaloupe. Dark gunk drizzled over the dead boy's face resembling rotten sap oozing from a split tree. But it kept coming.
Gant fired again, this time blasting the kid in the middle of the beer logo. More gooey awfulness erupted from the walking corpse but it did not fall.
He switched tactics, charging in and kicking the thing so that it staggered back, bumping into a tall thin woman who was missing an arm and a bald man dressed in a faded orange jumpsuit.
The next closest threat came from a naked old man who had, at some point, lost the left half of his face. Instead of a cheek, ear, and eye, white strands shaped to mimic flesh covered that side of his face.
Thom let this one get a little closer for a better look and, in fact, found what he hoped to find: a small pale ball hidden among those strands like a spider's egg in a web.
BAM! The round passed through the remains of the old man's head but splattered the core along the way, causing the walking dead guy to turn off.
One down, five to go.
Two of the nasty things came in from either side. One was a short man wearing the remains of baggy, ragged clothes, making Thom think the poor fellow had found his wardrobe in a dumpster, sizes be damned. The second was a big, muscular guy wearing a clean jumpsuit and showing no apparent signs of trauma. Thom guessed this particular sample had come directly from the execution chamber via lethal injection or gas.
Regardless, both reanimated corpses closed fast, leaving him no choice but to fire four shots in repaid succession, most into the raggedy man's chest, where a lucky bullet must have found the weak spot because the hobo fell as hard and fast as the naked old man with half a face (who had not gotten back up, Thom noted).
The muscular guy took one of those rounds in the gut as he reached for Thom's gun and managed to grab ahold of the barrel for a moment before the major yanked it free.
Still, the situation grew desperate. Four of the things remained and Thom felt boxed in.
Think, man, think!
He did just that, glancing at each of the threats and sizing them up, looking first at the woman missing her left arm. He spotted a bulge on her shoulder just above the damaged socket.
Thom took a guess, aimed, and fired. His first shot missed wide and ricocheted off the far wall but his second hit the bulge which, as he hoped, was the core parasite. Another of Dr. Waters's units fell and the researcher seemed appreciative of the effort.
"Well done, Major! You are exceeding my expectations. Half the units destroyed, but you have expended nearly all your bullets."
Gant dodged an outstretched arm from the big muscular guy again, who seemed in the best physical shape of the batch. No sign of any bulge, either.
Next, the bald man in the orange jumpsuit came surging in for an attack, his arms outstretched like Frankenstein's monster. Gant ducked down, allowing the zombie's momentum to carry him over his shoulder in a flip, resulting in the creature on its back on the floor.
An instant later the teenager with the beer logo shirt reached for Thom's throat as well, moving close enough that the major noticed an extraordinarily large Adam's apple on the kid, just inches from an old wound that might have been a bite mark.
However, the kid was too close to raise the rifle, so Gant settled for shoving him off balance for the moment.
Gant jumped away from the fray, again managing to avoid the big muscular guy while the boy and the bald man regrouped for another run.
He realized the larger muscular guy would be the hardest of the three to dispatch because the body — despite signs of decay — was in good shape and heavy.
Costa had trouble evading an old woman in a jogging suit. They just keep coming. They will wear me down in a few minutes.
He remembered the Secret Service agent's fate, and he also knew that while Waters had promised a rest between tests, these tests would keep coming. Six this time. Maybe eight next, then ten, then twenty?
Fuck this.
Thom Gant went to work. He fired a round from the AKM directly into the left knee of the big guy, exploding the joint there and sending the creature tumbling. He knew from watching yesterday's experiment that the damage would be repaired; the big guy would rise again. Still, he needed to divide and conquer and a plan had come to mind.
He turned and kicked both the teenager and the bald man, knocking them backward and, again, buying a few seconds. He used those seconds to pummel the muscle guy with kicks, pushing the zombie from his knees to face down on the floor.
At that point Gant reached with his left hand and ripped open the man's jump suit, exposing a rotting back and a network of white tendrils squirming just beneath the skin, a fibrous mesh holding the body together.
As had been the case with the naked old man's skull, Thom found the target, this time jammed in the zombie's back, just below the shoulder blades and along the spine, intertwined with the network of parasitic strands that had hijacked the dead body.
BAM!
With the big zombie destroyed, that left two in the room. He focused on the teenage boy sporting what resembled an unnaturally large Adam's apple near a neck wound. Thom guessed exactly what that might be.
He raised the rifle gifted to him by Dr. Waters, took aim, and … no bullet fired.
"Fuck!" Thom yelled.
The career soldier quickly changed tactics, thrusting the butt of the AKM into the throat of the approaching threat. The creature that once was a teenager staggered, clearly injured by the blow.
Thom followed up on the attack, smashing the rifle into the bulge in the kid's throat once again, and this time he felt something squish; pop, even. The teenage boy with the beer shirt who had been transformed into a member of the living dead fell over, bounced off the hard floor, and lay still.
Before engaging the last remaining creature, Thom turned his eyes to Dr. Waters, who watched from the observation room, flanked by two guards. He saw disappointment in the man's expression.
I plan to disappoint you a little more today, Doctor.
The bald man wearing the faded orange jumpsuit attacked Gant without consideration for the fact that his five companions had already been dispatched. There was no fear, no hesitation.
Thom knew that to defeat this zombie when no central core was easily discernible would require that same type of focus and decisiveness; he would do what needed to be done, no matter how grisly.
In that moment he realized why Monroe and Waters had found this organism such a fascinating and potentially effective weapon. No would hesitate to eradicate a virus, a germ, or an anthrax spore. But destroying creatures that had once been a mother, a child, or a friendly old man would take a level of savagery beyond the reach of most people. The fungal infection would spread because people would lack the will to fight it.
Thom felled the creature with a leg sweep. He then wielded the AKM like a club, swinging once … twice … again … and again, battering at the skull until it cracked. He then fell upon it, pining the beast to the ground under his knee and ramming the butt into the jaw, bashing the teeth, caving in the face, until everything above the shoulders had become a bloody pulp.
His arms grew tired, his breath heavy, exhaustion tried to grab hold. At the same time, bits of flesh and tar-like blood sprayed out from the struggling corpse, splashing off of — and just as much sticking to — Major Thom Gant, while the balance fell on the floor and walls of the chamber.
The bald man tried to get up, tried to move, tried to counterattack, but the rifle butt and kicks came at a relentless place. Thom had become a wild killer, smashing over and over, breaking the brittle bones of the rotting creature, collapsing its tender flesh, beating the body until it felt like a soggy bag of mess.
Still unable to find that final weak spot, Thom stepped away. What had once been a body and then had become a zombie was now a two-legged abomination, beaten and squashed and gored.
Yet it still tried to move. There was still a milky white film in the sockets where the eyes had popped and collapsed. It still tried to take to its feet … and Thom let it move until it stood, at which point he kicked out its leg again but added a push so that it would fall face down.
Once again he pinned it under his knee, and this time he ran his hand over the creature's pummeled carcass as it struggled to free itself. He found a cyst-like bulge on the thing's right thigh.
Gant targeted this area with the rifle butt, which felt on the verge of bending and breaking from its work as a blunt weapon.
A moment later the creature went still, its core finally dispatched. Thom stood over top, sucking in big deep breaths, sweating profusely, and resembling a walking corpse himself, particularly with so much gore splashed on his person.
"Major Gant, I am very impressed," Waters said over the microphone, but his sunken eyes and the frown he wore implied disappointment. "Six units, taken out by one man, even after he ran out of ammunition. I must admit, I did not anticipate this outcome."
Thom took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a second, and when he reopened them he baited, "That is because you did not count on me in your little test."
"Is there something you wish to share, Major? Are you Delta Force, perhaps? Or have you seen this type of infection before?"
"Sorry, Doctor, but that is something I do not care to discuss."
Waters rubbed his chin and considered. No doubt the fact that he had beat the test had piqued Waters's curiosity to the breaking point. Who was this Major Gant? How did his skill set and experience compare to the typical soldier's?
For a man seemingly obsessed with quantifying his biological weapon and its effectiveness, the unknown variable of Thom Gant must be maddeningly frustrating. Exactly as Gant hoped.
"And if I offered a bargain? A full confession on your part with access to supporting materials in exchange for, well, what now? The life of Dr. Stacy? Your own life?"
"That would be a starting point, yes."
Waters rubbed his chin again and then answered, "No deal, Major. However, I will forgo the standard tests for the remainder of today. Instead, we're going to transfer you to one of our interrogation rooms." On the other side of the observation window, Waters nodded to his guards, one of whom drew his truncheon, the other the Makarov pistol. "I'll catch up with you in a little while, after you've been softened up a bit."
The doctor moved away from the window. Gant guessed he needed to consult with others before undertaking an interrogation. Nonetheless, things were moving in the direction he had hoped they would.
A clang announced the release of a bolt and then the interior door opened. The guard with the truncheon approached, producing a pair of handcuffs. The second stood back with his pistol leveled in Gant's direction.
"Table," the pistol-wielding guard said and motioned at the bloody AKM, which Gant held by the barrel after having wielded it as a club.
He followed the instructions and moved toward the table.
"I don't know who you two work for," he said to the guards, "but you are on the wrong side of this."
The closest soldier raised his truncheon and curled his lips, making him resemble a dog ready to bite.
"Easy," Gant held his free hand up. "I didn't mean anything by it."
The rifle touched the table top … and Gant slid his hand down to the trigger and pulled. A rough pull — not even close to squeezing — but the bullet in the chamber fired and hit the guard with the pistol square in the chest.
Gant then used both hands to aim the gun at the second soldier.
"Fooled you," he said, and the man froze with his hand hovering above his holster. "You guys really should learn how to count. Two shots left."
With the gun still aimed at the man, Gant walked over to the one he had shot. While not yet dead, shock as well as trauma to his lungs robbed the wounded guard of any voice.
Gant stooped, grabbed the Makarov, and waited to see if reinforcements burst in through the door.
No one came. He guessed the rooms to be soundproofed.
After all, how would anyone sleep around here if they could hear the screams of Dr. Waters's test subjects all night long?
Satisfied there would be no immediate interruption, Thom approached the second guard, who stood still with his hands in the air. Thom raised the AKM again and pulled the rifle's trigger.
Click.
"Fooled you again," he said and then pistol whipped the second guard, who buckled and fell.
Thom dropped on top of him, and as had been the case with the animated corpses, he did what needed to be done to survive. He wrapped his hands around the sentry's throat and choked, avoiding his clawing fingers and ignoring the plea for mercy apparent in his dying eyes.
When finished with that one, he stood and turned to see the shot guard crawling toward the door, a trail of blood behind and his voice emitting pathetic, weak cries that were attempts at shouts for help.
Gant grabbed his legs, dragged him back into the test chamber, kicked him over, and reached for his throat, too. Any pangs of remorse … any thoughts of leniency … were drowned out by the image of agent Costa dying like a lab rat; by the knowledge that Annabelle Stacy was somewhere in this house of horrors facing one nightmare or another.
With both soldiers dispatched, he exited the test chamber, shut the door behind, and moved out into the complex with the intention of doing great harm.
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Annabelle Stacy stared at the locked door, expecting — no, hoping — that it would unlock and there would stand Major Gant with a confiscated rifle in his hand and a couple of unconscious guards behind him. He would reach in and say something like, "Time for us to get the hell out of here," or "I've decided to cut our vacation short," or something clever like that. A few minutes later they would be outside the complex, greeting two thousand marines swarming ashore to end this nightmare.
The door did eventually unlock and open. Instead of Major Gant, the woman referred to as Pearl — a little overweight, glasses, and hair tucked in a bun — motioned for her to come out.
Stacy refused. This was not so much as an act of defiance as because her legs seemed immobilized by fear.
Pearl sighed and sent in two guards with clubs and a young man with dark hair dressed in a lab coat. His security card/badge displayed his picture and a title along the lines of "assistant researcher." Stacy did not get a good look at it, as the guards grabbed her arms before she could read all the words.
"We are going to lab seven," Pearl told the escort, and they led the young woman out and to the left to a long hall on the north end of the complex.
"So you're the smart one," Pearl said with a hint of British midlands accent. "I understand you have two doctorates. I have a couple myself."
"Three," Stacy answered as her eyes darted side to side as if she were a mouse waiting for a cat to pounce. Pearl responded with a dismissive snort.
Their trip came to an end at a heavy door. The young technician stepped forward and swiped his identification card, causing the door to unbolt. He then pulled it open and the party shuffled inside.
They entered an observation room overlooking a pure white chamber that very much resembled the place where Costa had met his fate. Due to a lack of light, not much was visible in this room, although Annabelle did see a chair and a desk near the observation window and two silver canisters resembling fire extinguishers against the inner wall.
While Pearl moved to the desk near the window, the young technician opened the inner door by turning a heavy crank; a much more primitive locking mechanism than the keycard, but probably just as efficient for anyone stuck on the other side.
Of course Stacy realized she would be stuck on the other side. Her heart had already been beating fast but now it went into overdrive, to the point that it felt like the organ might just burst out of her chest. She felt sweat drip down her back under the fabric of her black BDUs and she found it hard to breathe.
"Restrain her and put her inside," Pearl ordered. "The results of this test are of the highest priority for Mr. Monroe."
Stacy saw one of the guards approach with a set of metal wrist restraints. She tried to back off but the other guard held her shoulders. She thought about her hand-to-hand combat training with the Seals and raised her elbow with intent to strike, but the technician grabbed her arms.
She cursed, she struggled, but they slipped the cuffs on her.
"Hurry up," Pearl shouted from a seat near the window. "Get her in there. The specimens are standing by."
Despite more kicks and screams, the three men forced Annabelle into the test chamber, where the only fixture of note was a hook hanging from the ceiling. Stacy did notice, however, a second door to her left, this one sporting a big red letter eight.
Suddenly her toes were off the ground as the men hoisted her up, catching her cuffs on the hook overhead. The restraints dug into her wrists like razors, eliciting screams of pain. Stacy kicked her feet and hit nothing but air as her toes dangled two feet from the ground.
"This hurts! Damn it, cut me down!"
Pearl entered the test room holding a syringe.
"Hold still or this will just cause you more pain."
Dr. Stacy had no intention of holding still. She writhed her body, twisted her hips, kicked her legs, and swung her shoulders, but to no avail. The two guards and the technician held her still long enough for the researcher to stick the needle in her thigh.
She expected to die at that moment. Her imagination felt a deadly poison enter her blood stream and crawl through her body vein by vein. Any second now her heart would stop and the world would go dark.
The technician asked his supervisor, "How long until it takes effect?"
Pearl glanced at her watch and answered, "Give it ninety seconds."
At that the group retreated from the room, sealing the door and leaving Dr. Stacy hanging by the hook, waiting to die in ninety seconds. But that time passed and death did not come, although her lungs felt heavy, as if liquid pooled there. She also felt a roughness in each exhale, like the symptoms of slight congestion.
Her sense of relief that the injection would not kill her was quickly chased by the sound of that other door — the one labeled number eight — sliding open. She turned her head to the noise and at that point wished whatever concoction they had pumped into her veins had ended her life.
Four animated units — walking corpses — stumbled into the room from a holding chamber of some kind. Their white eyes could not miss the helpless woman hanging from the hook like a slab of beef waiting for the butcher.
* * *
Campion removed his mask so that he could speak clearly to Sawicki, although the thick, hot smoke caused a cough to follow his every other word.
"What do you know about volcanos, Raoul?"
Raoul was the soldier's nickname, as decided by Franco the previous year. This was partly because his real name—"Ralph" — was boring and partly because he was the team engineer, and, as Franco had pointed out, all engineers are Pakistanis or Indians and Raoul is a Pakistani or Indian name.
Franco's myopic view of the world surprised no one, but several soldiers had expressed surprise that Franco understood that an engineer — in this case — did not drive a train.
In the end the name stuck, mainly for the first reason. It just did not sound right to have a high-tech commando named Ralph. As for the other reasons, Franco's point of view when it came to ethnicity and stereotypes was not considered reliable.
"They are big and they spit lava," Sawicki replied without removing his own respirator. "And I don't like being this close to one."
The two men stood on a plateau on the west side of the island, this one much smaller than the one on the east where they had found the bodies. This one also much closer to the source of the lava flows.
He wanted to examine the area of the mountain from which the lava had come, especially now that Colonel Thunder had reported that the U.S. Geological Survey had ruled out a traditional eruption on Tioga Island.
Campion and Sawicki stood one mile from the side of the volcano from which the liquid fire had spewed. Unfortunately, smoke and steam conspired to hide the details from his binoculars, and they dared not get any closer.
While he still felt a strong sense of responsibility for keeping himself alive so as to preserve the chain of command, Campion also knew that if Wells's story was true and if the eruption had been a fake there remained the possibility that Major Gant and Dr. Stacy were alive, albeit most likely under the control of a hostile force.
"Sir," Sawicki said, pulling Campion from his thoughts, "I don't know what you're looking for, but this shit is out of my league. Now, if you want to blow something up, I'm your man. But I'm no Vulcan. Or, I guess, a volcano study guy. What do they call—"
"A volcanologist. What if you wanted to blow up a mountain?"
"Cap? Huh? What mountain?"
For a smart guy, Sawicki sometimes played a little dumb. Of course that irritated Campion, particular when he was standing on a stretch of land that felt like one giant hot plate.
Instead of answering, he thrust his finger toward the cone-like mountain that bore the blame for the extreme heat.
"Oh. Geez, I don't know. You mean the whole mountain? I don't know, Cap. I mean, I don't know volcanoes. But back home in West Virginia I've seen the coal companies do something like, well, wait, it was called mountaintop removal mining."
Campion could no longer stand the choking smoke, so he put his mask back on and conceded the loss of clarity of words in exchange for breathing again.
"What does that have to do with this?"
"Dunno, Cap. You asked about blowing up mountains and that's the nearest I can think of. They would drill down into the mountaintop and then blow the shit up. I mean the whole top of the mountain. They'd take out something like a thousand feet of dirt and rock right off the top. When they were done, there really wouldn't be a mountain left."
"And then what? They'd scoop up the coal?"
"Yeah, something like that."
One of the older UH-N1 Iroquois helicopters from the Peleliu flew overhead, causing a pillar of smoke to swirl.
Campion asked, "You think someone could use that technique to crack open the side of a mountain? Maybe a mountain like that one?" he asked, pointed toward the volcano again. "A big enough hole to let all the hot stuff inside come pouring out?"
"Captain," Sawicki answered, "with enough explosives there isn't anything you can't crack open."
Before he could continue the conversation, the Iroquois returned overhead, apparently now interested in picking up the passengers it had let off a few minutes before. As the chopper descended, Campion's radio crackled to life.
"Peleliu actual to Captain Campion."
"This is Campion. Go ahead, sir."
"Recon reports a surface contact two hundred miles southwest of Tioga. Ship is a small freighter with no markings, no flag. Does not respond to hails. I'm supposed to ask you what to do, isn't that right?"
Again Campion regretted the snide tone in the skipper's voice. Still, he had to live with it and the truth was that the Pentagon had given him — an army grunt — authority over a small naval task force. So, yes, the skipper was supposed to ask him what to do.
"Sounds close enough to send a helicopter."
"Target does not seem to be making speed," the Peleliu's commanding officer reported. "We should be able to reach it with a Sea Knight."
"Tell Sergeant Franco to chopper out with a boarding party. If that's the ship Wells saw on this island, then we want to catch it."
* * *
Dr. Stacy screamed. She screamed with as much energy as her lungs could muster. She screamed in pure terror. It seemed she would not even be afforded the fighting chance that Costa had received.
"Let me out! Please! I'll tell you anything!"
While she knew that screaming for mercy and agreeing to tell them whatever secrets they might desire was not the most courageous way to meet her fate, she had seen these creatures tear people apart. Annabelle Stacy did not want to feel teeth biting into her flesh or jagged fingernails digging into her belly.
With her arms stretched high above and her feet dangling below, she figured the zombies would go straight for her abdomen, slicing open her guts while she watched and met a slow, agonizing death.
She tried to yell "please" again and to promise full disclosure but those words deteriorated into sobs as the four creatures closed to a few feet. Each of them appeared to be suffering from advanced decomposition, suggesting that they were older cadavers. Cheek bones were exposed, eye sockets were sunken, and the skin was nearly dripping from their limbs. Three wore what appeared to be prison jumpsuits, another the green camouflage of a soldier.
The quartet of creatures closed on the helpless doctor.
Stacy shut her eyes, and memories of her father filled her mind. Dad teaching her to ride a bike. Dad hugging her on gradation day. Sitting on her father's lap and listening to stories from his childhood, from his work, or just casual conversation about the day's headlines.
But no pain came. No claws. No bites.
Dr. Stacy opened her eyes. The zombies milled about the room, one approaching the observation window, another bumping into the wall, a third walking around in circles, and the fourth just standing still, its white eyes staring up at the ceiling.
"Perfect," came Pearl's voice over the microphone, seemingly by accident. "The blocking serum works."
Annabelle's breath came in and out in heaves so deep it felt like her ribs might crack from the compression. The fear did not subside — not with the things still filling the room around her. But as her mental state stepped down from hysterical she managed to piece together a theory.
They injected me with some kind of drug that keeps the zombies from attacking.
Makes sense, she realized. If you're going to launch a biological weapon, it is nice to be able to inoculate your friends.
She had seen Waters's men on the island use chemicals sprayed from canisters to knock out — or possible destroy — the reanimated bodies. Combining that control mechanism with this "blocking serum" would mean one would be able to survive the coming zombie apocalypse with few worries.
Pearl's voice came over the microphone, again either by accident or because she simply did not care if the test subject heard: "I will want to expose her to the newer units infected yesterday afternoon. Give me a few minutes to make the arrangements, then take her over to Specimen Control. Say, in half an hour. Do not bother Dr. Waters with this; I'll inform him shortly."
"Yes, Doctor. Right away."
A few moments later the interior door opened. Two soldiers in hazmat suits led the way, carrying the silver containers that resembled fire extinguishers. The young dark-haired man dressed in a lab coat followed the two from a few steps back.
Of course the infected corpses noticed the newcomers, but the guards seemed unfazed. They soaked the first two creatures with clouds of some kind of aerosol, just as she had witnessed at the health club back at the resort. The zombies retreated as the guards continued to spray. A cloud of dusty white smoke filled the chamber.
"It's your lucky day," the assistant researcher said, but she did not like the way he stared at her; something akin to a wolf sizing up prey.
Still, her first concern was the pain in her wrists. The cuffs had nearly cut off circulation at the same time they had cut into her skin.
"Please, could you let me down? This really hurts."
More spray from the guards' canisters.
"Oh, yeah, you're coming down here, alright," the young man — apparently American — said to her as he reached up and undid her restraints. "Hold still."
With her hands free, Dr. Stacy dropped to the floor, nearly twisting her ankle.
She probably should have considered escape at that moment, but the pain in her wrists, along with a trickle of blood, drew her immediate attention.
"Help!"
The muffled cry came from one of the soldiers. A zombie clawed at his face mask, ignoring the cloud of repellent he furiously sprayed directly into its face.
In response, the second guard moved to assist, but a pair of hands from a skinny guy with dreadlocks grabbed his shoulders.
"Christ! The PX isn't working!"
Despite her fear, despite the quiver still reverberating through her entire body, she saw a window of opportunity.
Annabelle Stacy slugged the dark-haired young man in the lab coat. The guards — struggling with animated units that refused to succumb to the chemical agent — did not see because their backs were turned. Even if they had noticed her escape attempt, they needed to deal with their own situation first. A situation that was rapidly deteriorating.
Her punch, however, lacked any real strength. In fact, she might have done more damage to her knuckles than to the man's cheek. Nonetheless, it shocked him long enough for her to grab the lanyard holding his security ID card and yank it from his neck.
"You bitch!"
A backhand came whipping across her face. Fortunately for her, the technician's strength was on par with her own, meaning that the slap carried little oomph. Still, she lost her balance and staggered away, one hand clutching at the side of her face.
The guards gave up on the PX and went for their sidearms to try and disengage from the two decaying monsters grappling at their protective gear. One tried to fire but a rotting arm pushed his aim up and the bullet bounced off the ceiling.
BANG!
"Retreat from the room!" one soldier commanded as he shoved away two of the four zombies.
Annabelle Stacy ran forward and drove her shoulder into that man's back like a defensive end sacking a quarterback from the blind side. He fell forward, his face mask planting into the ground at the feet of one of the parasite-infested cadavers. It pounced.
It appeared the assistant researcher realized that things had become life-threatening inside the test chamber. He forgot about her and made to leave as fast as possible. But before he could, one of the four walking corpses emerged from the cloud of ineffective suppressing agent and reached for him. He tumbled over his own feet and fell against the side wall.
Stacy bolted for the exit. Another shot rang out.
"Stop!" The young man with the black hair yelled as he regained his balance, pushed aside his undead assailant, and tried to beat the prisoner to the door.
Dr. Annabelle Stacy had run cross-country in school … as well as the hundred-yard dash. She beat him to the door in time to slam it shut behind and spin the wheel, locking the research assistant, both guards, and four living dead inside the compartment.
She heard more shots ring out from the other side, but only as muffled pops, thanks to the soundproofing. She did not hear suits being torn open, flesh being bitten into, and the death screams of the three men. But only because the door was shut tight.
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Major Gant pressed his ear against the door for about the fifth time in the last ten minutes. He waited … listened … and then heard the shuffle of feet and the sound of papers being gathered.
Finally.
After escaping from the test room, Thom Gant had managed to advance a grand total of some twenty yards when the sound of approaching voices had forced him to hide in an unlocked maintenance closet.
That is where he had spent the last ten minutes, tucked away behind a shut door across the hall from an alcove used as a lounge area by the facility's personnel. More specifically, by one researcher and one of the guards, who now sat ten feet from his hiding spot drinking coffee and looking over paperwork.
Thom had considered bursting out and using the Makarov pistol to dispatch the two, particularly since his bladder felt about ready to explode. However, he realized that the gunfire in the test chamber had not been heard due to a little luck and a lot of soundproofing. The hall offered no such protection, and, in fact, added the extra element of a security camera. Any aggressive action here would bring the entire garrison down upon him.
So he had pissed into a mop bucket and waited, hoping that the occasional growl from his nearly-empty stomach would not give away his position. Finally, he heard the two men gather their items and move off. He wondered how long it would be before someone discovered the two guards he had already killed.
He thought that moment had arrived when the automated address system called out across the entire base: "DOCTOR WATERS, REPORT TO SECURITY."
As he waited, he considered his predicament and his priorities.
Under normal circumstances, he would focus on finding an exit. True, Dr. Stacy was in danger somewhere in this complex, but given the nature of what the Global Health Protectorate was brewing down here, his first obligation was to warn the outside world.
Unfortunately, he knew they were trapped on a private, secret island. Escaping from the building might improve his odds of survival, but he was no pilot, so he could not steal a plane or chopper and make his way to the nearest mainland.
What to do?
Again, finding and releasing Annabelle Stacy seemed like the obvious choice but, again, his military mind crafted a different set of priorities. He needed to locate a transmitter of some kind, even a satellite phone. Anything to get a message to Pacific Command.
Despite his newfound respect for her, as well as a chivalrous streak, Major Gant knew that Dr. Stacy's safety was the lowest of his priorities. Besides, he knew he was running out of time. Any minute now his escape would be discovered, the base would go on lockdown, and any hope of summoning help would end with a bullet to his head.
Gant felt a pang of disappointment in himself and silently sighed. His military programming — that robot in the uniform — once again overrode his sense of morality. He wished he could think of it as an inner conflict, but the truth was that there was no conflict; only the training. The programming.
He opened the closet door, pressed against the wall so as to slip beneath the security camera's arc of vision, and moved off.
* * *
The elevator doors opened and out walked Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder with Corporal Sanchez a step behind. The pair strolled a concrete hallway on sublevel one, talking as they moved.
"He really said zombies?" Sanchez asked, repeating the information on Wells's debriefing that Thunder had just relayed.
"Yes. So let's think about that. Assuming Wells's wires aren't fried from all the heat, what could that really mean?" She held up a computer tablet she carried and went on. "I've been Googling zombies, walking dead, animated corpses, and the like for the past hour and I've come up with a lot of possibilities."
"Like what?" he asked as they rounded a corner to their left and came upon the office row.
"Well, let's start here with toxoplasmosis, a condition or disease caused by a parasitic protozoan that mainly hits cats, but — get this — it starts out in rats and mice. It actually changes the behavior of the mouse to cause it to go and find cats so that it can be eaten and end up in the cat. Isn't that pretty?"
"It makes the mouse offer itself up for dinner?"
"Yeah, now here's the stunner. This thing is in a lot of humans. One third to upwards of one half of the world's population may have this already in them."
Sanchez's face scrunched a little and his hand touched his belly.
They reached the door to her office, which she opened. General Friez stood inside, speaking to someone on the phone. Liz and Sammy continued their conversation in the hall in more subdued voices.
"Then you've got voodoo zombies; people who've been drugged first with neurotoxins to simulate death and then are subjected to a lot more drugs that turn them into mindless, well, zombies. That has really happened in places like Haiti."
Friez's voice told someone on the phone, "Yes, Campion has full authority over the strike force. Why? Because he's the man on the scene. Sir, I don't need to remind you of the type of situations my people deal with. There isn't time to come up with a consensus and follow ten steps in the chain of command."
Liz glanced at her paper again and told Sanchez, "Point is, Corporal, that zombies may sound rather far out, but it seems they are not quite as far out as I once thought."
"And who would screw around with that type of thing? And why?"
She glanced back at Friez.
"Yes, sir, our initial reports are sketchy, but something very unconventional has happened on Tioga Island. That's why we require this type of freedom of action."
Thunder told Sanchez, "People like us, Corporal. There's a reason we have all those containment cells downstairs. We don't just fight this weird stuff; we bring it home, study it, and see if it can be useful."
"Seems to me," Sanchez replied, "that this type of stuff would be useful only if you wanted to wipe out the whole of the human race. I don't think the Russians and the Chinese, or even most terrorists, would want to mess around with that."
"I guess that's the big question now, Sammy. Who exactly is behind all this? And why?"
* * *
Annabelle Stacy turned off the main corridor at the first side passage. She noticed a security camera at the intersection, so she moved as fast as possible, hoping the wrong eyes were not watching that particular monitor at that particular moment. When no alarms sounded, she assumed she had passed unnoticed. The lack of alarms also meant either that the three men she had locked in the test chamber a few minutes ago were still trapped or that their deaths had not yet been discovered.
Still, she felt as if her body might shake apart at any second. Her legs quivered, her intestines felt ready to burst, and she found it difficult to calm her breathing. Some of those shakes came from knowing she had probably — almost certainly — indirectly killed three people. The fact that they had been planning to kill her — or worse — did not change that fact.
Voices in the back of her head kept reciting fantasies about how she could have escaped in some other manner. That perhaps she could have left the door open or negotiated the reopening of the door in exchange for a head start toward escape … something, anything, to have avoided trapping them inside; to avoid the blood that was most assuredly now on her hands, righteous or not.
Furthermore, while not quite as scary as being rushed by rotting, parasite-controlled corpses, sneaking through the facility pushed her nerves into overdrive. While some of those symptoms might be side effects of whatever concoction they had put into her veins, she knew that most came from her lack of experience at this type of thing.
Truth was, she did not know what to do now. Should she run for the exit? Despite finding the idea of immediate escape appealing, she felt a sense of responsibility for Major Gant. At that moment he might be undergoing the same type of sadistic test Waters and Monroe had subjected Costa to yesterday. Thom might be in the midst of fighting off zombies and fatigue. She could not abandon him.
"DOCTOR WATERS, REPORT TO SECURITY."
The automated announcement system's computerized voice caused her to jump, and she spat an exhale so hard that the wind scraped her throat.
Ahead of her a door opened. Stacy panicked like a deer in the headlights. She saw no place to hide, no alcoves or unlocked doors, no pieces of furniture in the white, featureless hallway. So she did the only thing she could do: she pressed herself flat against the wall and held still.
If Waters had exited the room and stepped to his left he would have seen her. Instead, he turned to his right and stopped, propping his cane against the wall while he made notes on a small pad and mumbled something to himself that sounded as if he were working out a complicated problem in his head.
After a moment he stowed the pad in his lab coat and moved off away from her.
Stacy waited until he had rounded a corner and then approached the door from which Waters had come. She expected it to be his office, but instead found it labeled "STORAGE AREA A."
Using the security card she had stolen from the young technician, Annabelle swiped the lock and caused a bolt to retract. She then proceeded inside, in the hope of hiding for a spell.
Instead, she came upon a sight that was so different from what she could have possibly expected that her mind — not her eyes but her mind— took three whole seconds to properly compute the room's contents.
Up to that point, she had seen Monroe's little hideaway as a high-tech laboratory, not unlike a CDC containment complex or a military research facility. Yet while "Storage Area A" was constructed from the same building blocks as the rest of the place, the contents were of a different nature. It seemed to Dr. Annabelle Stacy that she had walked out of the lab and into a museum.
A trio of big tables occupied the center of the room while the walls were lined with bookshelves and display cases. The air felt dry by design, and odorless save for a whiff of ancient dust tickling her nose.
On the tables rested a line of artifacts, broken only by the occasional computer, which made for a contrast in eras measured in millennia.
She saw a chunk of jagged rock that appeared to be a surviving piece of an otherwise destroyed bas-relief with the image of a bull clearly distinguishable above several lines of chiseled script. She saw a pair of clay figurines depicting persons emerging from a type of barrel with crowns on their heads, a colorful but fading fresco of several slender ladies on a slab of plaster, and many more such trinkets all sharing a common lineage that, for the moment, eluded her recognition.
Given the fact that one of Dr. Annabelle Stacy's three doctorates was in history, the collection fascinated her but her failure to decipher their origin caused her to let out a frustrated grunt as she examined a block of clay and the strangely hypnotic language carved therein.
In between more chunks of history sat a computer and a stack of papers. She gave up on accessing the PC when a password prompt appeared. However, the papers included lines of mathematical equations as well as molecular structure diagrams, the purpose of which was unclear, particularly when included in a room clearly devoted to history, not science.
Her eyes drifted around the collection, finding one of the bookshelves first. There she saw an eclectic collection of worn leather-bound books and scrolls alongside modern texts and binders. Again, a clash of centuries — maybe longer.
Suddenly, one of the display cases caught her eye. No, grabbed it; pulling her attention in like the grip of a black hole's gravity well.
Inside a square case set upon a metal pedestal sat a disc made of fired clay covered with a spiral display of stamped symbols. Slightly larger than a compact disc, this was the one object in the room that finally managed to spur her memory to recognition.
Stacy approached it cautiously, not out of fear but in awe. She knew exactly what this was, but knew it should be a world away on display at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum.
Unless … unless there are two?
Like a child gazing in the display windows of FAO Schwarz, she pressed her nose to the glass and ran her eyes over the tokens and signs crowding the disc's surface. As far as she knew, no one had yet deciphered the inscription, despite its slight resemblance to Anatolian and Egyptian hieroglyphics.
Still, it seemed so incredibly out of place. Why would they gather ancient tablets and art in a storage room deep inside a covert bioweapons research facility?
"Wait a second," she again mumbled to herself. "Wait one damn second."
The papers next to the computer drew her in once more. She pulled out the top sheet, then the next, then the next. She set them on the tabletop between a recently released Pentium G2120 computer and a piece of broken tablet containing a language thousands of years old.
Mathematics and molecular structure diagrams. Mathematical biology.
"They are translating mathematics into molecules. But where does the math come from?"
Memories of an earlier conversation floated to the surface of her thoughts. After watching Costa die, Major Gant had confronted Waters and Monroe about their fungal parasite.
"That makes me wonder who gave it to you," Gant had said.
Waters had insisted, "This is mine. All mine. I took the translations and grew it … nurtured it … into what you see here."
Translations?
Stacy stepped back. No, she stumbled back and away from the pages and pages of mathematics meeting biology. Away from the tabletops of artifacts that dated to more than a thousand years before Christ.
The room grew in size. Doubled. Tripled. Stretched off into the infinite.
Yesterday the most amazing thing to happen in her life had been jumping from an airplane from six miles high. She had seen the whole world from the edge of space. The size and scope had enthralled her imagination, making her feel small before the vastness of the universe, but in a way she found exhilarating.
Now she fell again, this time her mind in free fall, and there was nothing but fear. How could it all connect? How could it possibly connect?
There, under the glass in the display case, was one of the greatest archeological mysteries of all time. Outside the room — around her — was a madhouse of bio terror. Somewhere, somehow, there was a link between the two. To even consider such a connection felt like the beginnings of insanity.
It seemed that she was, after all, still in the laboratory.
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Dr. Waters answered his summons to the security station, walking along one of the main halls until arriving at the raised room that resembled a press box at a sports stadium. He climbed the three stairs leading to the side door, swiped his security keycard through the magnetic strip, and opened up the door.
Inside, two men in military tunics sat at a console in front of thick glass overlooking the base's primary passageway. One of the men was of European decent, the other Asian.
The console sported panels dealing with everything from ventilation and power to containment and fire response. Two rows of small monitors lined the top of their work station, displaying video feeds from around the complex.
"Dr. Waters, Mr. Monroe is on the line," the European man said, nodding toward the rear wall of the small chamber.
Back there stood a cabinet containing a communication station as well as a circular round portal that resembled a miniature bank vault door or perhaps an oversized torpedo tube hatch from a submarine.
Waters picked up a big, bulky phone that could have been mistaken for an early model cellular unit from the 1980s. In reality it was a sophisticated satellite transmitter.
"Yes, Terrance? Are you returning soon?"
"I should be arriving within the hour, but this couldn't wait. I just received permission and funding from our sponsors to proceed to the next phase."
"I am surprised," Waters admitted. "I never thought they would actually move forward."
"It's like I told you. They see things from our perspective and realize that we are very nearly at a point of no return. As difficult a decision as this is, we have to get to the next testing phase as soon as possible if we're going to keep to our proposed schedule of full release in three months. I think they understand that if we want to save this planet, we have to act now."
Waters rolled his teary eyes but kept his tone sincere. "Of course, Terrance. It's good to be working with people who have such vision. Refreshing, actually."
"It is, isn't it? Listen, the reason I'm calling is to find out about the test on the blocking agent. That's the final piece in all this. Without it, the sponsors will back out."
"I understand. It's important that they are safe and sound when the outbreak occurs. However, I am waiting on the test results from Pearl. I should have definitive information by the time you land."
"Good. Keep on it."
"Oh, and Terrance, I thought you might want to know that our guest managed to survive the first round of his trials. Rather impressive, actually."
"He's dangerous. I wish we knew more about him."
"Your sponsors couldn't help?
The only sound that came over the phone for several long seconds was the noise of a running engine and what might have been whirring helicopter rotors.
Waters answered for Monroe, "You didn't tell them, did you?"
"They don't need to know. It would just give them cold feet."
"Yes, yes, of course. The commitment to the great cause might waver if they knew we had encountered a military presence on Tioga. I am wondering if they truly comprehend what is coming, Terrance. I'm afraid they might not fully believe that this project is on the verge of reaching completion. This is no longer an academic exercise or some kind of fantasy."
"You just keep up your end," Monroe said defensively. "They are on board. We've received funding, manpower, and all manner of materials. There's no reason to believe they are going to back out now."
"No, I suppose not. But Terrance, what if they decide to change the arrangement? Exactly how well can we trust our security services here? Are you sure they are true believers, or will they swoop in and steal away the monster I've created so as to use it on their own terms for political — not environmental — reasons?"
Again a long pause before Monroe communicated, "Just finish up the tests. I want answers when I land."
"Yes, Terrance." Again Waters rolled his eyes, and when he set the phone down he let out a soft chuckle and spoke to himself, "Idealism can be rather charming, even if it is misplaced."
"Sir," the Asian guard called to the doctor, "we might have a problem."
Waters hobbled over to the security console, where he stopped and leaned heavily on his cane. The guard pointed to one of the monitors. The video feed showed Major Gant — armed — moving out from a side hall and into one of the larger corridors.
"We could lower the containment bulkheads in that part of the complex and trap him," the guard offered as his hand reached for a row of big black levers.
"No, no," Waters smiled. "He is near the specimen containment area. Have a few of the men come at him from either direction and we will pin him in there. Don't sound the alarm; if he knows we're on to him he'll panic and try and hide. We want him in the open."
Waters turned to leave, thought, and then said, "I'm going over to supervise his recapture. You might want to send a patrol to check out test chamber fifteen and the interrogation room. I'm guessing you'll find a couple of bodies in one or the other. But keep it quiet. No need to worry the whole base over this. We'll have Major Gant under control momentarily."
* * *
Thom crept along the main passage, staying close to the wall, with his eye open for security cameras. Most were on swivel bases, allowing for the camera to pan but also creating blind spots directly beneath those mounts.
He did his best to bounce from one to another and hoped human nature — inattentiveness or distraction on the part of the guards assigned to watch those feeds — would help conceal his movements, although he knew his escape could not remain secret for much longer.
The hall rounded to his left and straightened out, where, after a few yards, a wide horizontal door labeled "specimen containment" drew his attention. He had noted the door on their way in. Still, that room held little interest for him. Thom wanted to find a communications center or something similar, not a warehouse of fungal zombies.
However, his decision on where to go next was made for him as the thump-thump-thump of marching boots approached from behind, just around the curve of the hall he had just navigated. At the same moment, the wide horizontal door to the specimen containment room opened and a middle-aged man in a lab coat reading off a clipboard stepped out.
Gant's instincts kicked in. He rushed the scientist, punching him square in the jaw; the bone there shattered but the tech did not feel any pain because he immediately lost consciousness. His body did not hit the floor, however, as Thom grabbed it and hauled him back inside the specimen room, where he found and pushed a red button. To his relief, the door slid shut just as those marching boots rounded the corner. Gant could not hear whether they had kept on marching, but he had the distinct feeling that the guards might have halted outside the room.
When the bulkhead did not immediately open again, Thom relaxed — a little — and took stock of his new surroundings.
Again, white was the predominant color inside the specimen containment room, but the doors lining the two long walls were a soft red and included small observation windows. It did not surprise Thom to see those doors labeled with numbers running from one through thirty with even numbers along one wall, odd on the other.
Two rows of three pillars each helped support the ceiling, where fluorescent lights offered a sterile illumination from behind frosted glass panels. The entire rectangular chamber stretched nearly forty yards from front to back and was half that distance wide.
About a third of the way back stood a raised platform with a semicircular console sporting lines and columns of buttons and switches. Thom figured those buttons and switches controlled the numbered portals.
In addition, at the other end of the chamber was a half-wall divider separating the bulk of the room from an area cluttered with counters, cabinets, and examination tables. The walls there were not quite as bright; Gant could see blotches and stains where splashes of blood had been mopped and scrubbed away. He did not want to imagine exactly what horrors had occurred in that corner of this nightmare.
The smell did not help with his growing feeling of dread: a moist, muddy odor like rot in a jungle hovered over the area and competed with the aroma of cleaning alcohol for his olfactory attention.
With the Makarov pistol in one hand, he walked around the room in a nervous pace. The feeling of dread did not go away. In fact, it increased. He wondered if he was something like a mouse in a maze who now realized that finding the cheese would not be a good idea.
He approached cell number one. The window there looked in upon a dimly lit area where Gant saw three former-people standing nearly as still as mannequins, until they saw his peering eyes. When they noticed his movement at the window, the trio shuffled forward.
Gant saw that one had lost half of its original left arm, but the parasitic organism had grown a bundle of thick white cords into something approximating what the body had lost, albeit thinner and hanging loose, resembling more a twist of white wiring than flesh.
Each of the specimens in cell one lacked all but the barest shreds of clothing, suggesting they might be rather old. Their skin had decayed and run, revealing bones and rib cages.
As scary as they were, there was also something very sad about them. Thom remembered that these bodies had once belonged to human beings, and while the people who had once lived there were now gone, the cadavers were memories of lives.
He had spent the last day treating the creatures as "hostiles" and viewing them from a distance through the prism of a tactical problem in need of solving.Yet these had been people once. With families and friends, jobs, hobbies, favorite foods, lost loves, hopes, dreams, and regrets. Waters and Monroe had stolen all that and subjected those poor souls to unspeakable horrors in the process. The fact that those two madmen tried to justify such high-tech savagery in the name of a noble cause made him all the more angry.
His heart beat a little faster and his eyes narrowed. At that moment Thom Gant decided that, if given the opportunity, he would kill everyone involved with this project. They would receive no more mercy than they had showed Agent Costa or the people of Tioga Island.
He stepped away from cell one, skipped over cell three, and next looked in on cell five. As he approached the observation window he noticed that above each of the doors hung a nozzle attached to a network of silver piping. It reminded him of either a sprinkler or a halon system, although the positioning made him think it had more to do with the prisoners in the cells than with combating fire.
Behind door number five he found an even more unusual creature mixed in among a group of four typical examples.
On the floor behind the other zombies, Gant saw a bundle covered in what first looked to be a spider web. As he stared inside his eyes adjusted to the poor lighting and he realized he saw a person curled in the corner; what had once been a young woman.
Her mouth was open incredibly wide, to the extent that the jaw had clearly broken. From that mouth sprouted dozens — hundreds — of string-like lines that had crept out like ivy and encased the cadaver in fungal roots. It did not appear to react in any way to his presence, and Gant had the distinct impression that it was immobilized, perhaps giving up the ability to move in order to transform into some kind of nest. He did not know enough about fungus or zombies to figure out what it was up to, only that it seemed even more grotesque than the others.
After a moment the four specimens that could move crowded out his view as they rushed to the window, pressing against it in the hope of pushing through and claiming another victim.
Thom stepped away and decided to cross over to the even-numbered chambers. However, he stopped dead in his tracks when he noticed a security camera hanging from the ceiling just as it swiveled around and focused directly on him.
A split second later the main door opened, revealing that, yes, the group of marching boots that had sent him seeking shelter inside the specimen containment room had, in fact, stopped outside the door and waited.
Six guards rushed in brandishing AKMs. Gant fired blindly but focused more on retreat, first weaving behind one of the support pillars then sprinting for the half-wall divider at the rear of the chamber. Bullets chased him all the way. He felt one clip his shoulder, tearing away a piece of his uniform, while another hit the short wall just as he dove over.
He stuck the Makarov pistol out from cover and squeezed the trigger twice, acutely aware that his ammunition was very limited.
In response, a blast of automatic gunfire flew over his head but then stopped as Waters called out, "Major Gant! I'll give you ten seconds to come out with your hands up. I still have a variety of tests for you to endure."
The major lay on the floor and crawled to the end of the divider wall to peek around. He saw six guards positioned behind pillars, against the walls, and kneeling. Behind them he saw the raised control panel and further back the open bulkhead door leading to the main hallway.
Fortunately, Thom saw that that particular door was not the only way out. Behind him was another exit, this one nearly as long as a garage door and opening horizontally into the ceiling. However, he did not see a release button, suggesting that this particular entryway could be opened and shut only by the control console in the room or possibly the security station.
Waters stood brazenly at the forefront of the squad, wearing a big smile and nearly begging Gant to take a shot … and expose himself in the process. It occurred to Thom that Waters might be less interested in tests and more interested in eliminating him. If the guards knew he had killed two of their number, they might not be interested in taking him alive, either.
"Come out, Major."
"Tell you what, Doctor, why don't you come back here and collect me?"
Waters did not speak, but his guards did respond. More shots were fired at Gant's position, some hitting the wall, one actually punching all the way through and just missing his leg, most hitting the wall and the door behind, where a heavy metal cabinet suffered gunshot wounds and a tabletop took a direct hit, sending several vials of pharmaceuticals smashing to the floor.
On the other side of the large specimen containment chamber — past Dr. Waters and his goons, beyond the open door, down the corridor, and around the bend — walked Dr. Annabelle Stacy, having left behind the mysterious museum pieces in the storage area.
The sound of gunshots reached her ears. While she did not guess the commotion to be Major Gant's work, it provided something to hold on to in the face of indecision. Where to go? What to do next?
Simple. Follow the sounds of the firefight.
Dr. Stacy did just that.

22

Master Sergeant Franco leaned forward between the two pilots and took in the sight ahead. The first thing he noticed was a column of oily black smoke rising from the weather deck. The second thing he noticed was that the small freighter bore no markings. No name and no flag.
"That's gotta be Wells's boat," Franco said to the two pilots, his loud voice managing to carry over the constant thump and shudder of the chopper's twin rotors. "Take us in. And you," he tapped the copilot on the shoulder. "Radio back that we've got it in sight and are boarding."
He turned around and approached the men gathered in the passenger area of the Sea Knight.
Sal Galati sat with a sniper rifle over his back and a G36 in his hands, seemingly prepared for a variety of threats.
Dave Roberts — the hardened soldier with the boyish face — stood with one hand on a cargo strap and the other over his belly. His eyes were nearly half-closed and his complexion appeared a little pale, suggesting a bout of nausea.
Finally there was Archie Van Buren whose name and thick sideburns had earned him the sobriquet "Mr. President." Van Buren manned the .50 caliber side-door-mounted machine gun.
"We've got a target," Franco told the group. "Got some smoke on the deck and it ain't moving, so we're going in for a closer look."
"Say, Biggy, did you try radioing it?" Galati asked.
"Holy shit, Sal, what a great idea. I didn't think of that. Or maybe I did and they decided not to answer. Maybe we've been trying to radio them since we first picked up the contact."
Sal turned away from the sergeant and focused on the scope mounted on his G36.
Franco muttered, "ass hat," and then moved back between the two pilots as the Sea Knight banked, slowed, and descended toward the drifting freighter.
"Movement on the deck," one of the marine aviators said. "Damn, looks like two fires going."
The man was correct. Franco saw two distinct lines of flames, one to either side of the superstructure.
"You know, Sergeant," the copilot said, "it almost looks like those fires were intentionally set. Look," he said and pointed with one gloved hand. "Both burns are right by the stairs leading toward the bridge."
The other pilot added, "Yeah, um, looks like they poured something out of those barrels and lit it up. Jesus … are they trying to keep those other people away from the bridge?"
Franco tried to follow the men's words. He saw the fires and, yes, they looked like streams of liquid ignited right on the steps leading up toward the stern-mounted bridge and superstructure. In front of those fires was a mob of people standing about so placidly that they made him think of a crowd gathering for some kind of speech or maybe a concert.
"Well, yeah," Franco finally said. "I mean, no shit. That's kind of obvious, isn't it? Fucking marines. Just take us in. And lower the rear ramp so we can rope down there."
"Holy shit," the co-pilot pointed again. "That guy is — I mean — is he on fire? Shit, yeah."
One of the gathering crowd stepped too close to the flames and his clothing went up. Yet the burning man did not seem to react. He sort of stepped side to side, bumping into someone else before collapsing first to his knees and then facedown on the deck.
Franco slapped the pilot on the shoulder and ordered again, "Get us down there. Maybe drop us right on top of the bridge. Then do an orbit."
He turned around and moved to the rear once again, unaware that his constant shuffling back and forth and terse attitude made him seem anxious, no matter how hard he tried to come across as in control.
"Roberts, hook up the ropes. The two of us are dropping in. Mr. Prez, you cover us from the side. Ass hat," Franco said, looking directly at Galati, who, for all his boasts and brags, tended to go sheepish when in Biggy's crosshairs, "latch on to something and cover us from the ramp."
A minute later the rear cargo hatch opened to the sound of groaning hydraulics. A gust of wind brought the foul smell of burning fuel into the helicopter along with a puff of black smoke that caused Roberts to hack, although his airsickness probably contributed to the reaction.
Beyond the edge of the ramp and below waited the flat top of the mysterious freighter. The marine pilots managed to lower the big chopper to within fifteen feet of the roof, expertly staying clear of an antenna tower and away from a small radar array.
Franco peered over the edge. The whirring helicopter blades pushed the smoke off, revealing the rusting paint of the superstructure's metallic roof.
Without looking away, Franco called back, "Okay, Roberts, let's get going."
"Right, Sarge," Roberts replied, sounding oddly muffled.
Curious, Biggy turned around to see the soldier's teenybopper face hidden behind a respirator mask.
"What the fuck?"
"Lots of smoke—"
"Pussy. Let's go."
But Franco stopped again as he saw Galati unsling his sniper rifle after attaching himself to a tether.
"Hey, ass hat, didn't you hear what Wells said? Don't you listen? He said head shots won't do the trick. If it's those walking dead things down there, then you need to blast the fuckers to pieces, like this," and Franco held aloft his USAS-12 automatic shotgun.
Sal paused, put aside the sniper rifle, and grabbed his G36, sacrificing precision for rate of fire.
Franco shook his head and lamented, "You guys are a bunch of dumb asses. Now Roberts, bring your little moon suit and let’s go."
The two men approached the rear of the chopper and the open hatch. Two ropes were attached overhead, one for each soldier. Franco and Roberts grabbed hold and pushed off the extended ramp, twisting somewhat as they descended with the friction of the thick rope acting as a brake.
Three seconds later their boots hit the roof of the small superstructure with a thud that echoed in the vibrating metal.
While the temperature on the freighter could not compare to that of the surface of Tioga Island these days, the burning fuel did create a wall of heat as well as smoke that rose up in front of the bridge and was carried off by the wind into the sky. However, the dual rotors of the Sea Knight pushed, twisted, and turned the black smoke, allowing Franco and Roberts a good look down at the crowd.
"Sarge, are you seeing this?" Roberts asked through his mask.
"Yeah … yeah, I'm seeing this," Franco said and stumbled as he tried to control his revulsion. "Wells wasn't full of shit."
The things gathered on the deck of the freighter matched the description Jupiter Wells had provided. A description of zombies. Walking corpses. The living dead.
Franco and Roberts clearly saw pasty white eyes and rotting skin.
Most of the reanimated cadavers wore splashes of blood, several were missing limbs, and black soot from the oily fire smudged the faces of a few more. Most of their clothes were covered in layers of dirt and bodily gore, but a few colorful beach shirts, straw hats, and bathing suits could be seen among the mob. These were the bodies spirited away from the scene of the crime, most likely to hide that crime.
The gaps in the smoke created by the Sea Knight's downdrafts allowed Franco and Roberts to see the mob, and also allowed the mob to see them.
Ignoring the fire, the crowd surged forward in search of new victims. The soldiers watched as a trio of the things walked directly into the flames. Each of them went up fast, but they kept coming. One even made it to the catwalk at the top of the stairs before succumbing to the fire and falling over.
Hollywood movies had trained audiences to expect groans and growls but not here. The zombies from Tioga Island made no sound, giving them an extra layer of sinister.
Van Buren's voice broadcast into Franco's earpiece: "Biggy, you want me to open up on those things?"
The stupid question rattled Franco into action.
"Damn straight. See if you can clear us a path off this roof!"
Heavy machine gun fire erupted from the chopper as it orbited above. Fifty-caliber rounds ripped the ship between the bridge and the bow, tearing into the creatures. One lost its head completely, while another was literally cut in two. Yet the headless corpse kept on coming and the top half of the split creature pulled itself along with entrails hanging out behind.
"We have to find out where this ship was going," Franco said to Roberts. "You cover me from up here."
Acting before he could rethink it, the sergeant jumped from the roof and landed on the catwalk outside the bridge. As he did, the walking body of a dead, twenty-something girl came up the stairs, reaching for him with two burning arms.
Franco fired his automatic shotgun, punching a hole through her abdomen so big that he saw another zombie climbing the stairs behind her.
He fired again, turning the creature's head into something resembling a melted lollipop and revealing some kind of white ball attached to her spine. Another blast disintegrated whatever that was and caused the corpse to drop to the deck and stay there.
Bullets from Roberts's M4 carbine kept the next attacker at bay while Franco opened the bridge door and stepped inside … only to be grabbed by a pair of grimy, bloody hands.
Franco brought his shotgun up … and then stopped as this particular zombie spoke.
"It didn't hold! The PX didn't hold!"
The man was clearly of southeast Asian descent and spoke poor English, but the sergeant understood him well enough.
Franco brought his shotgun butt into the man's gut. He crumpled and his hands came off Biggy's shoulders.
"Where's the rest of your crew, you damn gook?"
"Get me out of here! Get me out of here!"
Franco reached for the crewman's throat, but another blast of fifty-caliber fire from the orbiting Sea Knight sounded particularly close. If that was not enough to motivate him, Roberts's frantic voice called over the radio, "I can't hold them! Get back up here!"
More fire came from Van Buren's big gun, Roberts's rifle, and Sal Galati shooting from the open rear ramp onboard the chopper as the team fired furiously to hold back the tide.
"Okay then, you're coming with me," Franco said and practically threw the man toward the exit.
Two more creatures pushed through the veil of smoke and climbed the stairs. Franco got the impression that an entire line of the things was marching toward him in one long snake stretching across the deck and down into the cargo hold.
"Climb, you fuck," he said and practically pushed the man up onto a deck railing, steering him toward the superstructure roof in the process. Roberts put aside his carbine and helped.
Two more half-burning things reached the bridge just as Franco slung his shotgun so as to escape to the roof. They came out of the fog with such surprising speed that Franco actually gasped. An old woman's bloody teeth lunged for his throat … and then her skull exploded.
The shot came from Sal Galati, strapped into a sitting position on the open rear ramp of the circling helicopter. He had made the shot despite distance, despite a moving target, despite riding in a flying helicopter.
Of course an exploded skull was not enough to stop this particular animated corpse, but the force from the blow caused the body to first bounce into the wall and then stagger the other direction, up and over the railing, and down into the Pacific with a splash.
As he often did, Franco turned fear into anger, meeting the next zombie with both hands and throwing it over the railing despite a patch of fire burning on its shoulder.
More approached but Franco did not wait around. He climbed onto the roof, where Roberts hovered over the crewman. The guy from the freighter curled into a fetal position and mumbled something sounding like a prayer in what might have been Thai.
"Get down here and pick us up," Franco ordered on his radio while also leaning over the side and firing a shotgun blast to obliterate one of their living dead pursuers. "Then this guy is gonna tell us where this boat was going. Ain't that right, buddy?" And Franco picked the man up by his shoulders.
The Sea Knight stopped circling and came in low over the deck, the twin rotors creating a hurricane-like wind around the superstructure.
"Grab the rope, you dumb ass," Franco said and thrust the Asian man toward a rope that had been dropped down by Galati.
The sailor did as instructed and the soldiers on board the helicopter reeled him up fifteen feet and into the open ramp. A moment later the two ropes Roberts and Biggy had used to descend onto the ship returned, and while it took longer to go up than to come down, the soldiers attacked the task with vigor as the burning fuel waned and the mob was free to encircle the bridge in earnest.
Franco reached the helicopter a second behind Roberts, crawling into the passenger compartment. There he found Sal standing over the rescued seaman with a finger in his face.
"Where was your ship going?"
The Thai man still seemed rather shaken, but not nearly as panicked now that he had been rescued from the freighter.
He answered Galati's question calmly but in his native tongue and added a shrug to emphasize what clearly was a response of "I don't understand English."
Franco took to a knee and worked to regain his breath. Escaping the ship — particularly almost being bitten by the woman whom Galati had made headless — had sent far more shivers down his spine than he had realized. Fortunately the adrenaline of action as well as his innate ability to twist any emotion — fear, sadness, shame — into outright anger had kept those shivers from interfering with his task. Still, he did not like the idea of zombies and teeth and boats filled with walking dead.
Just as important, after the incident at Red Rock he had made a conscious decision to show a lot more empathy and interest in Gant, Wells, and others like them. Meaning black people. He figured that was the best way to combat the streak of racism that had led him to try to kill his commanding officer in that Pennsylvania dungeon.
Gant's disappearance provided the perfect opportunity to end any suspicions about Franco's dark heart. After all, would a racist son of a bitch put so much effort and concern into finding his black C.O.?
"Listen, you," Sal wagged his finger with all the sternness of a second-grade school teacher berating a pupil for dog-devoured homework. "You had better cooperate. Tell us where you were going with your cargo."
Again their newest passenger shrugged and said, "No English."
Franco took a deep breath, turned his head to glance out the open ramp at the freighter drifting below, and then stood up, marched over to the Thai man, grabbed him, and threw him to the back of the helicopter. The man stumbled and slid, two feet from the edge of the ramp, his hands clawing at the metal floor.
"Listen, you stupid gook," Franco said, hauling him up by the collar and thrusting his prisoner out toward open space. The freighter and a mob of zombies waited some fifty feet below. "Now listen, you dumb fuck. I know you speak English, I know you were taking these friggin' things back to whoever made them in the first place, and I damn well know that I could throw your sorry ass down there and no one would ever know. So start yapping or you're going back on board the love boat."
Despite a slight accent, the man spoke nearly perfect English.
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Annabelle Stacy pressed against the wall and held perfectly still, hoping to stay hidden from the two guards coming toward her along the main corridor.
Fortunately, they never reached her position. Instead, they turned off and went through a big and open door, apparently doing exactly what she was doing: heading in the direction of the gunshots.
She heard voices from up ahead and proceeded forward at a slightly faster pace, pausing once to wait for a swiveling security camera to point in the other direction. As she arrived at the door she recognized the loudest of the voices as belonging to Dr. Waters.
Annabelle peeked inside. She saw red doors on either side of a big rectangular room, two rows of three pillars, and an unmanned control console standing about fifteen feet from her position. While she knew that the platform must be the nerve center for that area, it was currently neglected in favor of something going on at the far end of the chamber. She saw Waters standing back there, as well as eight guards, all with their rifles raised.
She immediately guessed that Major Gant was the focus of their attention but did not know for sure until she heard his voice yell a nasty expletive in regard to Dr. Waters's parentage.
"Major, you are trapped," Waters spoke in a tone that suggested his patience had come to an end. "Raise your hands and come out. You have no choice."
So there it was. Thom had broken free but they had cornered him in this place. From what Stacy could see, there was another door at the far end but it was closed and it was more likely that it would open to let in more guards than to let Thom escape.
Unless …
Since escaping from the test chamber, Annabelle had wandered the halls of the facility with no direction, no plan. What she had seen in the storage room had upped the ante, but had not led to any ideas on how to get out of that place alive. In fact, whenever she had thought about trying to survive her mind had come back to Major Thom Gant. Any chance she had lay with him, and so she would need to take a chance to help him.
Besides, she did have one or two questions for Dr. Waters.
Annabelle walked into the specimen containment room and directly to the unguarded control console. She stood there for several seconds until she realized that no one had even taken notice of her; they all faced the rear of the room where Gant apparently hid, their backs to her.
"This is your last chance. I need an answer."
The panel was rather simple. She easily found the appropriate switch to close the door behind her. The guards were so focused on Major Gant that they did not even turn to look when the bulkhead shut with a solid thud.
It took her another four seconds to understand the function of the thirty switches lined in two rows, an associated panel of square buttons, and the lever marked CONTAINMENT FAILSAFE on the right side of the console.
There were more switches and buttons that she wanted to understand, but she ran out of time.
"I gave you your chance, Major. Kill him."
Half of the soldiers started toward the divider wall at the back of the chamber where Gant hid.
Stacy yelled, "No!"
Waters turned quickly, as did most of the soldiers. Half of the guns in the room now pointed in her direction.
"Dr. Stacy? I take it you never made your scheduled test. Congratulations to you, but you would have done better to stay in hiding."
"Don't anyone move," she said.
The guards shuffled their feet, unsure of why they should not move. Waters was more direct.
"My dear, you're not in a position to dictate. Unless I'm missing something, you don't appear to be armed."
She did not respond.
Waters drew the attention of two of his men and told them, "Keep your weapons on her, just in case. The rest of you stay on the major. He is far more dangerous."
"Leave him alone," she said with a hint of authority in her voice.
"Tell me, my dear, exactly why we should do anything you say."
She glanced down at the console controls then back to him.
"If anyone moves, I'll open every cell in this place. You and your men will be overwhelmed in about three seconds."
Waters was not impressed.
"I'm sorry, Doctor, but we have safeguards in place for just that type of eventuality. Besides, you're in here with us. You would be committing suicide."
He smiled at her while a solitary tear, a symptom of his chronic condition, streaked down one of his dark cheeks.
"Still," Waters went on, "I'll play for a moment. What is it you would have us do? Open the front door and let the two of you go?"
It seemed to her that Waters — again — showed an interest in games.
"Everything is a test with you, isn't it?" she asked. "You don't really believe I can do anything, but instead of having your men shoot me or rush me, you want to see what I want. Like you're going to gain some sort of insight into the human condition."
He shrugged and admitted, "Maybe. I find people and the choices they make fascinating. Sometimes I wonder if we really are nothing more than big animals, with our so-called free will and sentience nothing more than advanced instinct. Don't you find that interesting? You are, after all, a scientist."
"I'm not a sadist. You're a sad man, Waters. You didn't survive that monster back in Zaire; it killed you just as surely as it did everyone else in your village. The only difference is, your body lived. An empty, soulless shell."
Of course she tried to sound brave. She tried to sound judgmental. Truth was, her stomach lurched with fear, her arms trembled, and her voice quivered with each word.
Yes, she was afraid. But not quite as afraid as she had been the day before.
He responded, "You have a flair for the dramatic. I can appreciate that, Doctor. But I am a scientist. I'm dealing with subjects and situations that are far bigger than one person or one village."
She saw Gant stick his head out — just a little — to glimpse the conversation. It seemed to her, however, that he was in no position to do anything. If they were going to escape this particular predicament, it would be up to her.
"Interesting that you say that. You see, Dr. Waters, I've been going for a little stroll around this base of yours. I’ve found some interesting things."
"Oh really? Like what?"
"I found your storage room," she said, and her mind drifted to the centerpiece of the collection. "Tell me something. What does the Phaistos disc have to do with a parasitic fungus?"
Her adversary hesitated.
Stacy went on, loud enough to be sure Thom heard.
"You have a high-tech bio weapons facility here, but one room is more like a museum. Tell me about that, Waters."
"You don't know what you're talking about."
"Actually, I hold a doctorate in history from Penn. You don't get one of those without covering the classics. I recognized the Phaistos disc immediately. It comes from the Minoan civilization. It's one of those mysteries of the ancient world that you kind of learn about in maybe your sophomore year in high school. Discovered on Crete over a hundred years ago. Last I heard, no one had deciphered it, but there was a theory that the writing was linked to Linear A. Of course, no one has deciphered that yet, either."
Waters found his smile again and took a step forward, using his cane for balance. Stacy felt her legs urge her to turn and run. If she were fast enough, maybe she could open the door and get out without suffering a bullet wound to the back.
Stand your ground, Annie-girl.
Maybe it was not her father's voice that she heard, but she found strength from somewhere. Strength she had not had as recently as the night before. Every minute she stayed alive gave her more confidence. Besides, she had faced death so often in the last forty-eight hours that another confrontation with the grim reaper seemed like just another part of her day.
Is that how Major Gant and the others do it? They grow so accustomed to death and killing that it is just another routine? Is that what I am to become?
Waters wagged his cane in her direction, saying, "Your history is incomplete, dear. The Phaistos disc is not one of a kind. It is one of many. If you had looked a little more closely, you would have seen that what we have here is not the one found in 1908. The writing … the symbols … it's a different disc. Just as old, but not the same."
He smiled in obvious enjoyment of the puzzled look that fell over her face. He had just suggested something akin to finding another pyramid in the Egyptian desert or a second Stonehenge in the English countryside.
"You see, Dr. Stacy, you are in over your head. And I don't have the time or inclination to educate you in these matters. Now step away from the console or I will have you shot."
The idea of multiple Phaistos discs held center stage in her mind to the point that she barely heard his order.
"And the blueprint for your designer fungus came from there? I saw pages of biomathematics. Is that it? The writing on the disc gave you the map for this? How is that possible?"
Clearly Waters did not like giving credit to any outside source. His delight at having stumped her switched over to aggravation.
"I did the work. Make no mistake, I am the master of all this. I have nurtured the organism, modified it, matured it to perfection."
So many thoughts, ideas, and guesses swirled through her head. It all started with that disc. The Minoans had been wiped from the planet thousands of years ago by a combination of natural disasters and foreign invasion. How was it possible that they had created the original recipe for this type of organism, something that even the most modern scientists were in no position to engineer? What was the language on the disc?
So many questions, and each of those questions added another chill to her spine. There was something out there … something bigger and even more dangerous than Waters, Monroe, and their batch of parasitic fungi. What she had thought was a case of biological terror might be something more, with roots stretching back to the ancient world.
That scared the crap out of her.
"It's you who are over your head," she told him. "This thing you're playing around with is the perfect smart-weapon for killing people." She thought about what had happened after her test, although she felt it important not to provide him with any details. Her survival might depend on it. Nonetheless, Stacy told him, "You've unleashed a monster, and you are fooling yourself if you think you're in control. This thing … it does not act in any predictable way. It is evolving, Doctor, without your help. It's on the verge of wiping all of you out, but you just don't see it."
"I have more important things to do than to debate you," Waters said, then turned to the nearest soldier and ordered, "Shoot her."
What happened next happened fast, but somehow, some way, her eye saw everything, despite the eruption of chaos.
The Asian soldier standing next to Dr. Waters brought the iron sights of his AKM assault rifle to his eye and pointed it in her direction. While the rounded control console provided some cover, she presented a relatively easy target. She instinctively moved to duck behind the controls.
At the back of the room, Major Gant reacted to Waters's order. He shouted something that might have been "stop" or "no," popped up from behind the divider wall, and fired a pistol. The soldiers back there immediately shot at him; bursts of automatic gunfire filled the room with an explosion of noise.
The man shooting at Stacy got off one round a split second before Gant's bullet hit him high in the shoulder. At that same moment, Annabelle's reflexes caused her to bend behind the console. She felt the bullet fly over her head by a measure of centimeters.
Her hands never left the console, however, and she did as promised: her fingers flipped switches and the thirty cell doors running along the two walls of the rectangular chamber slid up.
Waters had warned that they were prepared for such a catastrophic release, and he proved to be right. The nozzles situated above each door automatically activated, releasing a fine spray of foggy white gas like a halon system but one not designed to fight fires. It seemed their frontline security system remained the so-called PX aerosol agent.
"You see," Waters boasted while ignoring the soldier writhing on the ground at his feet from a bullet wound, "you never had any leverage, my dear. The first step in creating a weapon such as this is to also create appropriate countermeasures. I thought I taught you that lesson back on Tioga."
The white smoke pooled along the side walls and then started to drift toward the center. On the other side of the chamber, the guards continued their assault on Gant, pinning him behind the wall and closing for the kill, although the quickly spreading fog inhibited visibility.
"You," Waters tapped another man on the shoulder. "I'm hoping you're more competent than your friend here."
The second soldier raised his gun, but unlike the first, he never had a chance to fire. Two rotting arms came surging out of the cloud of ineffective gas and grabbed his arm. Teeth followed, biting into his bicep and tearing out a chunk of gore.
He screamed. But he was not the only one screaming. The fog of the PX spray had served only to conceal its lack of effect. The zombies of the containment cells came at Waters and his security detail like the walls of a closing trash compactor. Guns initially aimed at Major Gant now aimed at the decaying, warped victims of Dr. Waters's experiments. Pasty white eyes … jagged fingernails … lunging jaws.
Stacy nearly vomited in a combination of disgust and excitement. She had literally dodged a bullet, and her plan to use the zombies as her weapon had come to fruition. The guards were outnumbered nearly ten to one and attacked on both flanks at close quarters. Most were wrestled to the ground before they knew what was happening. A few used their rifles as clubs to beat back their attackers, but they only managed to delay the inevitable.
"They're adapting, Waters!" She yelled at the stunned doctor, whose watery eyes had grown very large. "Your gas worked on these same creatures hours ago, but not now! Acclimatization. They developed their immunity to your gas without the benefit of generational evolution. That's not natural, Waters. Whatever this thing is, it was never going to let you control it!"
He swung his cane and smashed a big white bulb growing out of the side of the head of a fat woman. The orb popped and the zombie dropped. Before he could regroup, however, a walking corpse grabbed Dr. Waters from behind, pulling at his shoulders while teeth dove into his neck. Two more of the mad scientist's units converged, ripping at his arms and into his stomach.
Dr. Waters's expression changed from shock into a grimace of pain that resembled a grin. It sounded as if he might have laughed, even.
Annabelle remembered Major Gant at the back of the room. She pushed several buttons until she saw — through the fog — the rear bulkhead slide up. At that point she abandoned the control console and walked off between the ravenous ghouls that, thanks to the blocking agent, did not attack.
On her way to the rear of the chamber Annabelle grabbed a discarded assault rifle. She then found Gant near the now-open rear door. The walking dead were too busy taking the low-hanging fruit of the security detail to have moved beyond the divider wall, but that would change soon.
She emerged from the fog with the rifle in hand. Gant regarded her with a look of outright shock.
"Doctor … what the hell?"
"Here, you'll need this. You're in danger here."
"I … I am in danger? What about you?"
The public address system clicked on and announced in an automated voice, "SPECIMEN CONTAINMENT LOCKDOWN IN THIRTY SECONDS. ALL PERSONNEL EVACUATE SECTOR A AND SECTOR B. SECURITY ALERT LEVEL ONE. CONTAINMENT TEAMS TO SECTORS A AND B."
She could guess what that meant and apparently so did the major. He grabbed her shoulder and led them out the rear door into a wide hall. Instead of running off he stopped, handed the rifle back to her, and said, "Wait a second."
To her surprise he returned inside the cloud-filled room, sized up a big metal cabinet, then put his shoulder into it and pushed, inching it slowly out of the room and toward the hall … but then stopping right in the doorway.
"There, that might do the trick."
"Do what?" she asked.
"Come on, we still have a lot of work to do."
Five seconds later the bulkhead descended so as to contain the emergency inside the specimen room. That bulkhead smashed into the metal cabinet, nearly crushing it. But not completely. The bulkhead jammed, leaving four feet of open space between the floor and containment.
* * *
The maintenance room door opened and the Englishwoman known on base as Pearl stepped out, adjusting the top buttons on her blouse as she exited. Behind her came a man of Indian descent who hopped on one foot as he struggled to put on his second shoe.
"That's the main alarm," Pearl said. "Christ that had better not be that stupid girl. Come with me. Let's make sure those idiots took her over to S.C. like I told them."
Her lover followed a pace behind as Pearl emerged from the side hall and returned to the chamber where she had successfully tested the blocking agent on that stupid little American girl. Of course she should have stayed with her lab rat but it had been two days since her last rendezvous in the maintenance room. Besides, the thrill of such a monumental success was rather exciting and she did not get excited all that often.
She sensed commotion up ahead, which only gave her more incentive to make sure those bozos were not fucking up her work.
I swear, if I catch them in there still running a train on this chick like they did that Japanese girl a few weeks ago, I'll feed them to the specimens.
Two soldiers struggling to don hazmat gear jogged by, heading in the opposite direction. The announcement system had broadcast a message of some kind, but she had been in the closet with her mind — and mouth — occupied, so she had not clearly heard. Pearl began to fear that something might be seriously wrong.
Nonetheless, she concerned herself first with her area of responsibility. She had built in a half hour between the end of the test and the transfer to Specimen Containment, just enough time for a quickie in the closet. Monroe was off-site and Waters was busy with his own tests. If that bozo assistant had listened carefully, everyone would have been happy: she would have enjoyed her rendezvous, the three men could have played around with the girl, and they would all have gotten credit for a successful test.
Now, if Waters had come looking for the lab rat early or if the men had taken far too much time, then things could have gone south. Still, the successful results would probably be enough to placate the doctor.
As she entered the outer room of the test chamber she became more convinced that her assistant and the soldiers were enjoying their captive a little too much. It would not be the first time for such a thing.
Pearl walked directly to the isolation chamber door in a fit of growing anger and swung it open, ready to surprise and scare the hell out of the perverts. Instead she was the one surprised and scared.
The thee three men were in the chamber, along with the units that should have been subdued by the PX canisters. Instead, it had been the guards and the technician who had been subdued. They now saw the world through pasty white eyes.
A mob of arms reached out. She screamed and ran. The mass of undead followed at a brisk pace.
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Video feeds coming from Specimen Containment showed a thick fog obscuring the entire area. The two guards in the security control booth tried to understand what was going on.
They had witnessed the female intruder open the cell doors, resulting in the automatic flood of PX, certainly stopping any mass breakout of infected units. Nonetheless, protocol had required an immediate isolation of the room. The guards had pulled two big levers, one for each of the specimen room's access points, sealing the place tight.
Unfortunately, the heavy concentration of PX gas had created a thick smoke, filling the room to the point of smothering the cameras. That meant there was no way to confirm the situation was under control, although both men found it a little unnerving that there had been no communication from the security detail or Dr. Waters.
The Asian guard spoke to the European in choppy English: "I think we should activate full containment protocols, at least until we hear from Waters."
The European security officer nibbled on the tip of his thumb. His eyes were glued so tight to the foggy Specimen Containment video feed that he did not bother with the other monitors. If he squinted he thought he could catch a hint of movement underneath that white veil, but perhaps it was only his imagination.
"No … not yet. Monroe is due back soon and Waters will have our asses if we overreact and make it look like the place has gone to shit. The neutralizing agent deployed and the containment doors are down. We're good."
He then squinted a little more. He thought for sure he had seen a shadow stumbling around inside the white cloud, but perhaps it was just his imagination.
* * *
Major Gant led Dr. Stacy along one of the main hallways. He again noted that the place was divided into sections with big bulkheads waiting to drop. Their function was something akin to the compartment doors on a submarine designed to contain flooding. In this case, flooding meant a tide of walking corpses infected with a parasitic fungus.
The corridor curved to the right. As they followed that curve they came upon a technician wheeling a cart of computer and medical equipment. The middle-aged man threw his arms into the air and shouted, "Don't shoot me!" at the sight of the armed intruders.
Gant raised his weapon and took aim but Stacy put her hand his arm and asked, "Where is the exit?"
Before he could answer Gant said, "I don't give a damn about the exit."
Several sharp reports marked the start of a firefight. A soldier wearing a black military tunic appeared thirty feet ahead, firing around the startled technician in an effort to kill the intruders.
Major Gant held the AKM with one hand and shot wildly while using his other hand to shove Annabelle toward the outer wall, where the worker had abandoned his cart of equipment. It provided the only cover in the wide hall.
She slid to the ground with her back against the wall. Gant dropped to a knee beside her and took better aim, forcing the soldier to retreat a step around the curve of the corridor.
Meanwhile the technician ran in a serpentine fashion past Gant, back the way he and Stacy had just come.
"What do you mean you don't care about the exit?" She asked during a two-second lull in the gunfire. "I want to get the hell out of here."
"Getting out of here won't make a difference," he snarled as he raised the rifle and fired again. "Where are we? Can you fly a plane? There is no way for us to escape. But even if I could—" an enemy bullet hit the cart just above his head, shattering a computer of some kind. "But even if I could, I am not walking away from here. I intend to burn this place down."
His bravado sounded convincing, until two more guards arrived behind their position, putting them in an untenable crossfire.
The newcomers wore level-A hazmat suits, just as they had on Tioga Island. That suggested the base had initiated some sort of containment protocols.
Regardless of garb, the two newcomers had open shots at the escapees from a distance of twenty feet.
They did not offer to accept any surrender. Gant knew not to bother raising his hands. They were far beyond that point. So he turned about, intending to go down with his gun blazing. But before the events of his life had time to flash through his mind, the two soldiers who had caught Gant and Stacy in a crossfire were instead caught in a crossfire — of sorts — themselves.
A wall of walking dead came around the corridor from behind the men, dragging whiffs of smoky PX gas around their feet and shoulders as the ineffective agent clung to its intended victims.
Their guards never fired their weapons. First came an impact of weight from the mob, then claws and teeth. Both fell under the rolling tide, their screams turning from shock into horror almost instantaneously.
Gant turned to face forward once again, where the first soldier watched the goring of his comrades, his eyes open and his jaw unhinged in an expression of utter disbelief. The major put two bullets squarely in his chest, but the third shot from his gun ended in an empty click.
"Damn, I'm out of ammunition."
His words broke Annabelle from the hypnotic sight of the two hazmat suits being ripped open like tightly wrapped Christmas presents in the clutches of a child. Stacy glanced at him, then back at the creatures enveloping the dying guards, and said, "Hold on a second."
She ran toward the mob of zombies, some of whom were already leaving behind those victims to find new ones.
"What are you doing? Get back here!" Gant shouted.
Stacy ignored his command, walked between two of the animated cadavers, who paid no attention to her, and grabbed a discarded AKM. She then returned to Gant, sprinting between and past several of the creatures, who, again, did not even notice she was there.
"Here you go," she said and handed him the rifle.
"What the hell?"
"I'm sort of immune right now, but I don't know how long that will last."
His eyes narrowed.
"It's a long story."
"Okay … I think. Damn it. Let's go. We do not have much time," he said. He led her along the passage with his new rifle, scanning the space ahead for targets, yet he remained aware that most of the mob that had come to their rescue was following them — or at least him — in the hope of claiming more victims.
As if to accentuate that thought, a Klaxon blared through the hall, red spinning lights coated the corridor in a crimson glow, and the automated announcement system blared, "Level One Containment Initiated."
* * *
The images on the security cameras caused both of the security guards in the control booth to raise up off their seats like sports fans in an arena watching an intense play. In this case the “play” was not a touchdown, a goal, or a home run but rather hordes of ghouls.
Despite a glowing red light claiming Specimen Containment had been sealed off, it seemed that the creatures had frustrated both the PX gas and the bulkheads and now had filed out into the complex at large. Worse, the monitors showed a smaller group of infected corpses approaching along the western corridors.
Members of the internal security team hurried to the barracks room, donned biohazard gear, and moved to intercept the growing mobs while technicians and researchers ran away from said mobs, barely outracing the arms of the shambling zombies.
"Lower the containment doors," the Asian guard told his European counterpart.
"Hang on, hang on."
"There's no time! Do it!"
The European obliged, knowing full well that lowering the heavy bulkheads would stop the spread of the creatures but it would also isolate the security units. Based on what he was witnessing on the monitors, the PX did not appear to be working, and the number of zombies was increasing in direct proportion to the dwindling number of guards.
He moved his hands over to a bank of ten black levers and turned them, one after another, lowering the containment doors. He watched on one monitor as a mob of infected units chased Pearl and another technician. Containment doors came to their rescue, lowering from in front and behind, trapping them in a stretch of hall but locking out their pursuers. Pearl took a knee and appeared to be either laughing or crying in great relief.
"Finish sealing them up," the Asian said. "Then we'll sort this shit out."
* * *
One of the bulkheads threatened to close directly in front of Gant and Stacy as they raced along the main corridor with a mass of corpses — some fresher than others — in pursuit.
"Hurry, damn it! Hurry," Gant encouraged both himself and his companion as six feet … five feet … four feet of open space remained between a closing shield and the floor.
"Dive!"
And she did, right alongside Gant, although she went headfirst while the major's jump resembled that of a runner in a baseball game sliding in to second base.
Regardless of technique, they both made it. The divider shut solidly behind them, cutting off the pursuit and leaving them alone in a fifty-foot stretch of corridor.
Well, not entirely alone.
Ahead stood the Security Control booth. Exactly where Gant wanted to be.
The two interlopers approached from the side, staying clear of the window looking out on the passageway. His hopes of gaining easy access faded, however, as they neared the door and he spied a security lock.
Frustrated and unable to think of a better way, Thom raised the AKM with the intention of shooting the lock off. Stacy tugged at his shoulder and flashed the security badge she had stolen during her escape from the test chamber.
Gant smiled, shrugged, and waved his hand at the lock, inviting her to open the door.
She slid the stolen access card through the magnetic reader and a bolt retracted. Before the sound of that retracting bolt had faded, Major Gant pulled open the door and burst in with his gun at the ready.
The two guards had been so intently watching the video feeds that they had not been ready to face a more direct threat. Both the European man and the Asian guard reacted to Gant's entry and his weapon by raising their hands without hesitation.
"Away from the console," he ordered as the door shut behind him.
Both men complied.
"Easy, gentlemen," he said, handing the AKM to Stacy. She did her best to look menacing and she did know how to use the weapon, but her expression appeared more strained than tough.
Gant produced the Makarov pistol and his expression was more than menacing enough to compensate for any weakness they might have seen in her eyes.
"First things first. Where is your radio?"
The men glanced at one another but said nothing.
Gant received an answer to his question in the form of a radio transmission coming from a cabinet at the back of the small room.
He stepped in that direction without taking his aim away from the targets. When he opened the cabinet he found a communication station, including a rather large phone as well as a more traditional radio, from which the transmission had come.
"Dolphin One to Nest control, do you copy?"
Another sound caught Gant's ear: a beep. He traced the noise to the main console, where he saw what was clearly a radar display showing a contact closing fast.
"Dolphin One to Nest control. You are ordered to respond."
"I am going to make a guess," Gant wagged his finger at the men. "That's Terrance Monroe on his way in, right?"
Neither of the security guards said a word, but they did not have to.
A big, great-white-shark smile grew on Gant's face as he waved the pistol toward the Asian guard and told him in stilted speech, "Answer it and clear them to land."
The guard responded in rough but defiant English: "Fuck you."
Gant raised the Makarov and fired a solitary round directly through the man's forehead. The rear half of his skull exploded in a backfire of bone, gray matter, and blood. One side wall became a piece of impressionist artwork of a most gory kind, completely covering a map of the facility in all manner of sickly colors.
The sound of the shot filled the small room and threatened to burst an eardrum or two while the dead body went straight down and, unlike many of the security team at the complex, stayed dead.
Stacy gasped what was nearly a scream and put a hand over her mouth, allowing the gun barrel to droop. Thom's smile did not waver as he leveled the handgun at the European guard.
Without hesitation the second man followed the order, approaching the radio and answering the call.
"Uh, Dolphin One this is Nest. You are, um, clear to land. Sorry for the, um, delay."
"Roger that, Nest, stop jerking off down there and pay attention. You're going to get the bosses pissed off."
"Ummm … yeah."
Gant slashed a hand across his throat and the guard understood to cut off the conversation.
"You go sit in the corner over there and shut your mouth," he told the guard, and then told Stacy, "If he moves or speaks, you put a couple of rounds in him."
She nodded her head, but the loss of color in her cheeks suggested she was more likely to throw up than shoot someone.
Gant approached the main console and took stock of the images coming in from the security cameras around the complex. Some of the monitors showed empty, sealed rooms. Some showed stretches of corridor flooded with fungus-infected corpses bumping into walls and closed bulkheads. Other cameras carried images of the base's technicians and soldiers, also trapped behind the containment bulkheads that had managed to stop the spread of the infected by separating everyone inside the complex into compartments.
"Beautiful," he spoke aloud, still beaming. "You have this place sealed up tight."
He leaned in close to the bank of monitors and eyed a pair of technicians — one of them that Englishwoman — sitting on the floor, waiting for rescuers, while a horde of animated corpses lurked just a few feet away on the far side of a protective bulkhead. On another monitor he watched a couple of zombies ripping at the technician he had seen in the hall pushing a cart a few minutes ago. Yet another monitor revealed a group of soldiers in biohazard gear huddled between a pair of closed doors, conversing heatedly about their predicament.
"Yes, you have things buttoned up really nice," Gant repeated.
Another monitor looked in on the Specimen Containment area where Gant had almost died. The fog of PX gas was lifting as it — as well as the monsters of that room — filtered out through the jammed bulkhead. He saw what remained of that slaughter: discarded firearms, a couple of limbs, and a few cadavers representing those cases where a guard had managed to destroy the fungal core of a creature.
"Yes, you have everything under control, don't you? Let's see what we can do about that."
His eyes widened and seemed to glow in the electronic reflection from the monitors. Gant's hand then went to the levers — one after another — and turned, raising the containment doors. The barricades between zombies and what remained of the base's personnel lifted, allowing the slaughter to begin anew. The images played on the grainy security camera footage like a silent movie.
Pearl and her technician friend watched in horror as the door rose and a wall of walking dead swooped down on them. Pearl tried to run but a rotting hand snagged her white lab coat. By the time she pulled her arms free of the sleeves another creature — one without legs but still mobile enough — tackled her by the ankles. As she disappeared beneath the horde, Gant saw one of her ears get bitten off.
The squad of arguing guards put aside their differences as the bulkhead protecting their unit withdrew to the ceiling. Automatic rifles spewed barrel flashes and smoke, knocking a few of the charging animated corpses to the ground, some permanently. But the ranks of the undead had swelled exponentially due to the failure of Waters's counteragent. The mob that attacked the security detachment included zombies wearing the same hazmat clothing as that of the soldiers, although in much less pristine condition.
Any semblance of organized resistance crumbled as the mob smashed into the squad. Gant saw two guards break free of the zombies and run, but most were tripped, pushed, or tackled. Despite a few extra seconds of time due to the biohazard gear, once the soldiers were on the ground they were as doomed as overturned turtles.
All of these images of murder played on the video monitors, the light from which reflected in Thom Gant's wide, angry eyes. His smile did not fade, but it became more sinister; as if he were a devil enjoying the tortures of the pit.
"Burn," he growled at the monitors. "Burn, you son of a bitches."
Stacy shifted uneasily, her eyes switching back and forth between the subdued guard sitting dejectedly in the corner and Thom Gant's relish at the destruction. Finally her conscience demanded that she speak.
"What are you doing? "
"I told you," he answered without diverting his attention from the video monitors. "I told you I was going to burn this place down. And this is just the start."
"Why? We had them sealed up. We have a radio now."
He pulled his attention away from the carnage and took two steps toward her. Anger exuded form his every pore, to the point that she was intimidated into retreating a pace.
"After what they did on Tioga, here, to you and me, to Costa, and maybe even to Jupiter Wells, how can you even ask that?" He pointed toward the big window at the front of the booth that looked out on an empty hall. "They are getting what they deserve. This is the fruit of their evil. And let me tell you something else, Dr. Stacy. This is our job."
Her eyes glanced around him toward one of the monitors, where a zombie had cornered a hazmat-suited soldier, who fired bullet after ineffective bullet. The walking corpse seemed to dance with the impacts before diving in for the kill.
Gant repeated, "What did you think was going to happen? We would arrest Waters, Monroe, and his staff? Put them on trial so the world could see that zombies are real? That there is a parasite that could turn the dead into biological war machines? No, Dr. Stacy, you are not in that world anymore. This is what I did not want you to see. This is why I did not want you on this mission or visiting sublevel six. You now live on a whole new level, where nightmares aren't just dreams, and it is your job to stop them."
She could not reply; her mouth just hung open.
A buzzer grabbed their attention. A light on the console directed Gant to a monitor separate from the others. This one overlooked the garage area at the base's entrance.
There stood Terrance Monroe, briefcase in hand, wearing a golf shirt and khaki shorts as if it were casual Friday at work.
"This is Monroe. Open up. And tell Dr. Waters to meet me in my office immediately."
Gant slid into one of the chairs, leaned forward, and placed his hands on the console. He stared at the monitor for a moment and then examined the array of buttons and levers beneath the garage camera. English labels made it easy to find the words "outer door" over one switch, which he pulled. As the outer door locked and sealed, automatic lights flickered on in the garage.
Gant saw a tiny joystick on the console and worked it, panning the camera side to side to see that Monroe was, in fact, all alone.
"Hurry up," he yammered and then glanced at his watch. "Tell Waters I need the results of the blocking agent, too. Now open this damn door."
Thom found a button marked microphone and pushed it.
"Hello, Terrance."
Monroe's face turned red and he seemed poised to shout something about disrespect at the camera, but he stopped himself short of an outburst.
"Identify yourself. Who is this?"
"You know, I have been thinking about the last thing you said to me yesterday, before you left the island."
Monroe cocked his head, shifted his feet nervously, and guessed, "Major Gant?"
"I admit that I am starting to think that you made a good point."
"You are in the security room? Listen, Major, surrender and I promise you will not be subjected to any more tests. You will have to remain here for a while, but you will be well treated. I apologize for Dr. Waters. He can get a little overzealous."
"Sometimes you do have to make the hard choices … for the greater good," Gant continued.
"Major Gant, listen. I understand how you must feel. But what we're doing here, it's for the sake of all of humanity. Come down here, and we’ll talk. If you aren't convinced, I promise you safe passage off the island."
Dr. Stacy said from behind, "Thom, don't do it. We need him. I found artifacts in one of the storage areas that seem to be the blueprints for this parasite. I'm talking about treasures from the ancient world. There's a lot more here than just zombies and a couple of crazy extremists. There’s some kind of connection with the Minoans. I'm talking about stuff that is thousands of years old."
He turned to her and said, "I heard you say something to Waters about that. That is very interesting, Doctor." His wide eyes and distant tone, however, suggested that he found it anything but interesting.
"What do you say, Major?" Monroe's voice came over the speaker. "Let me in and we can talk."
Thom turned back to the camera, considered for a moment, and then told Monroe, "Okay, Terrance, come on in. …"
Terrance Monroe stood in the garage with beads of sweat rolling down his back, and not all of the perspiration could be attributed to the heat.
How had Major Gant gotten loose and invaded the security booth? Did the garrison know he was at large?
He started to think that Waters might be right; that the men their sponsors had provided were not adequate in numbers, training, or intelligence. As much as he despised guns and soldiers, he understood that a project such as this needed security on a variety of levels.
Regardless, the project was ready to proceed. The organism had spread faster than their original forecasts, meaning that it could do more damage — or rather, repair to Mother Earth — than originally anticipated, while the PX ensured that they could quell the outbreaks once they reached desired levels. If the blocking agent proved successful they would have all the elements required to implement the plan.
Of course, that plan would be implemented on his schedule, not the sponsors'.
Major Gant's temporary escape was only a bump in the road. They would get him back and this time they would shoot him dead on the spot. To hell with more testing; Gant was far too dangerous, as this incident proved.
The interior door rose, just as Gant had promised. Several soldiers stood there waiting for Monroe, along with Dr. Waters, who looked strangely disheveled.
Then Terrance Monroe saw that the group of soldiers and technicians who greeted him stood in shredded, bloody clothes and stared at him through pasty white eyes.
The mob moved into the garage, and Terrance Monroe had nowhere to go.
Major Gant watched the swarm chase down and rip the man to pieces, stopping their pursuit only when he lay on the ground in pool of gore, waiting for his turn to become a walking corpse.
When the show had ended, he stood up from the console and turned to face Dr. Stacy, who gaped at him through teary eyes while holding the AKM in shaking hands.
"So is that it, then? Is that it?"
As his blood rage faded with that final act of revenge, Gant held his hand up to try and calm her.
"Listen, Doctor—"
"So there it is. There's no difference between you and Waters or Monroe. What he said to us on the plane … he could have been talking about you."
Gant thought back to their flight from Tioga to this chamber of horrors. For some reason, he knew to what she referred.
He mumbled Waters's words: "Sometimes in order to defeat the monsters, you must become a monster."
A cluster of beeps from the radar display broke off their conversation.
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Captain Campion rode inside a big Sea Knight dual-rotor helicopter, one of six such choppers flying toward an island that did not appear on any charts. Below them, a few miles behind, came the small naval task force he essentially commanded, sailing across calm waters with as much speed as they could muster.
He spoke into a transmitter that coded and sent his voice thousands of miles across the Pacific Ocean, back to the Darwin Research Facility on the grounds of Fort Irwin, California.
"We think the intelligence is good. Sergeant Franco seemed convinced of the guy's sincerity, plus aerial recon confirmed the presence of a land mass."
Lieutenant Colonel Thunder answered, "We've checked and rechecked the maps. As far as we can tell, this place could belong to a whole bunch of nations, including New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, the Philippines, or even the Federated States of Micronesia, which would mean the United States could — theoretically — be responsible for the defense of this island."
"Ma'am, if I hear you correctly I'm leading a military task force to recon and possibly attack someone's sovereign territory, but we don't know who that might be, and we — that is the U.S. military — might be the defending force?"
"General Friez said you should not worry about that. He's called the State Department three times since we received the info. If this island ends up being the source of the outbreak on Tioga, you won't find any government who will be willing to take responsibility. You are cleared to use whatever force is necessary to combat the threat. No one will ask any questions."
While it was in Campion's nature to worry about everything, he answered with a basic, "Roger that, Colonel."
"What about the freighter you pulled the prisoner from?"
He assured, "It's being taken care of …"
* * *
From the depths of the ocean came one of the sea's most effective yet silent killers as the obsidian hull of the USS La Jolla broke the surface surrounded by foaming saltwater. Its profile presented the trademark fin-like conning tower as well as a rather awkward tank affixed to its spine that was the boat's dry dock shelter.
Inside the sleek body of the Los Angeles-class attack submarine, orders were issued and alarms sounded.
Ahead of the predator listed the unmarked freighter, now devoid of any human life despite the illusion of a crowd congregating on the deck among a few drifting streams of black smoke.
The man-made hunter of the depths seemed to regard the broken ship for a long second before striking with its sharp teeth.
A storm of bubbles off the bow announced the action, and a moment later a white capsule broke the surface of the water in front of the sub. In the blink of an eye the top of the capsule blew off, releasing a Harpoon anti-ship missile that rode a plume of vapor and smoke at sea-skimming altitude.
Seconds later the deadly ordnance slammed into the infested freighter right at the waterline and turned into an arrow of golden fire, punching through the ship, splitting the aging freighter into halves and coating both ends in a sheet of flame. The creatures roaming the deck were torn apart piece by piece and set alight.
The La Jolla waited and watched as the larger chunks sank into the Pacific while what floated on the surface burned. Then it slipped beneath the currents again, unsure of why it had taken such action but knowing the job had been done.
* * *
The clusters of radar contacts turned out to be exactly what Major Gant had hoped: the cavalry. Also as he had hoped, the hatch at the rear of the security booth next to the communications cabinet was, in fact, an emergency escape tunnel.
Given the choice between staying in the infested base or coming along as a prisoner, the guard chose the latter and helped lead Major Gant and Dr. Stacy out of the complex through a small, tube-like passage that deposited them on the eastern beach beyond the perimeter patrols.
Following Gant's instructions, Captain Campion landed his Sea Knight to extract the trio of survivors while ordering the rest of the ground forces to return to the task force.
A few stray shots from the base's external sentries rang off the skin of the dual-rotor helicopter as it took to the air, but the sound of approaching Harrier jets chased the mercenaries back into the jungle.
"Thank you for the lift, Captain," Gant told his comrade as the helicopter ascended and made for open water.
"Didn't think we'd see you again, sir," Campion said, then looked to Dr. Stacy, who sat with her eyes lowered. "Or you either, Doctor."
"It was close."
"Do you think we'll get anything out of him?" Campion nodded at the former security guard, who sat at the far end with Sargent Franco looming overhead.
"He will probably tell you all he knows, which will have something to do with an anonymous bank account, a mercenary group, and ignorance in regards to the operation's true goals. Beyond that he will most certainly be worthless."
Campion considered for a second and then asked, "What do you want us to do?"
Gant turned his head toward the rear of the helicopter, and while the ramp was closed he could see back across the water and into that den of horrors. He then turned to Dr. Stacy.
"Tell me again what you saw."
That sort of shook her from a daze.
"What? Oh, where? What?"
"Doctor Stacy, concentrate. You were telling me about the items you found in storage."
"Oh … um, I found what I thought was the Phaistos disc along with a lot of other artifacts that all seemed to come from the Minoans. They, um, they inhabited Crete in the Mediterranean up until around the fifteenth century, BC."
"Ma'am? Phaistos disc?" Campion asked as his mouth twisted. The topic of conversation was so far from his expectations that it was like biting into a sour lemon when expecting a taste of prime rib.
Stacy still struggled to maintain her focus, "Ah, um, well, a round disc of clay with symbols on it. There was assumed to be only one. Waters said there were more, that the one he had wasn't the original."
"And what does that have to do with the parasitic fungus Dr. Waters created?"
She answered Gant, "You were the one who said it first. You said it seemed like the thing didn't originate with them." Her focus sharpened a little more. "I found computers and biomathematics all around these artifacts."
Gant asked, "Biomathematics?"
Campion surprised him by answering: "Using mathematics to quantify biological systems."
Gant stared at the captain for a second and then turned back to Stacy and asked, "And?"
"And I think the formula for this thing originated from that disc. I think … my God … I think they were translating it, like deciphering some mathematical code, and that's how they got started with this whole thing."
Turbulence rocked the chopper. Straps and gear around the passenger compartment rattled for a few seconds before calming again.
"You don't get it, do you?" She alternated her attention between Campion and Gant. "There isn't a doctor or researcher today who could manufacture an organism like what Waters did. It wasn't just a fungus and it wasn't just a parasite. It was adapting. Not by evolving through generations but as individual organisms."
"I get the impression you consider that very important," Gant said.
"Listen. Animals, microbes, even viruses evolve when beneficial traits are passed on to their offspring. Like immunity to diseases. Your kids might fight off the common cold better because you had a mutation in your genes and passed it on to them."
Gant scratched his chin and replied, "On the island that gas Waters deployed knocked all the animated corpses down. But back at the base they weren't affected by it."
"Exactly. That type of resistance should have taken a long time to develop, and not every one of the parasites should have had it at once. Especially when you consider that Waters created that counteragent specifically to stop the things."
"So they evolved faster. So what?" Campion asked.
"That's unnatural. And we still don't really know where the original formula for the damn things came from. And for God's sake, are you understanding me when I tell you that it looks like that formula goes all the way back to an ancient civilization that didn't even have aspirin, let alone the medical knowledge to engineer a bioweapon? Am I the only one who is in shock over this?"
"I am afraid," Gant admitted, "that the rest of us do not have your historical perspective."
"Okay then," she said. "Imagine if you found out that Oppenheimer built the first atomic bomb based on a mathematical formula he found buried in King Tut's tomb! This isn't about Waters, it's not about some well-funded eco-terrorist group that wanted to wipe out half the world's population, it's not even about zombies. It's about that disc and what it might mean. We should turn around and go recover it."
"You mean salvage Waters's work?"
"No, I…" she stammered, knocked off balance as she remembered how worried she had been that Waters could paint all scientists with a broad, scary brush. "Not like he was using it. Not like that."
Of course Thom Gant remembered something different. He remembered his friend Brandon Twiste and all the questions he had asked. He remembered being scolded by Brandon that it was his job as a veteran soldier to make things better. To question, not just to follow. He also remembered holding his friend as he died deep inside the bowels of Red Rock in Pennsylvania.
In the midst of that rush of memories he saw the containment cells and laboratories back at Darwin. He wondered if that place — his home — was any better than the chamber of horrors that Monroe, Waters, and their mysterious sponsors had built on that hidden island.
Major Gant turned to Campion and asked, "This task force, Captain, does it have a lot of firepower?"
Campion nodded as he answered, "Yes, Major. Plenty."
"Then I need to speak to whoever is in charge."
"That would be me, Major."
Gant titled his head and a small, sly smile formed on his lips.
Campion added, "Ahoy."
"Okay then, Captain. I would like to request a strike package."
* * *
Jupiter Wells stood on the open-air observation deck atop the superstructure of the USS Peleliu wearing his black BDU bottoms but only a t-shirt on top. To either side of him, as well as in front and above, stood towers, antennas, radar domes, and other elements of the high-tech ship's electronic senses.
He stared out at the horizon through thin, tired eyes. His body had been pushed to the breaking point with exhaustion and dehydration and it would take some time to come all the way back.
Still, he enjoyed the fresh air, or at least the closest thing he could get to fresh air. The smell of aviation fuel sort of competed with the typical saltwater aroma, but that was a lot better than the stifling heat of a lava flow or a dense cloud of smoke from a burning village.
Below, the crew of the Peleliu went about their business at a fast but focused pace as they orchestrated destruction.
A Harrier Jump Jet rose vertically from the deck, hovered, then rocketed off to the west with the bombs under its wings glistening in the thinning orange rays of sunset. A pair of SuperCobra attack helicopters followed the same route as the Harrier, albeit at a slightly slower pace and much lower in the sky.
Jupiter knew that he was witnessing the end of what had begun a couple of days ago with a high-altitude parachute drop in the middle of the night. Everything in between — from mobs of reanimated corpses to a man-made volcanic eruption — seemed a blur, as if it might be the fading memory of a bad dream.
Sal Galati joined him at the railing and did something he rarely did: he remained quiet. At least for the moment.
A mile off the starboard bow sailed the USS Stethem, an Arleigh Burke — class destroyer. It too played a role in the final act of the Tioga Island incident.
A flash of yellow and a cloud of smoke preceded a great roar as a Tomahawk cruise missile launched from the destroyer, arched into the sky, and then flew to the west, leaving a trail of smoke in its wake.
"One and a half million dollars," Sal said.
"Huh?"
Galati pointed at the weapon as it disappeared into the distance.
"One and a half million dollars each. Shock and awe, man, comes with a price tag."
"Yeah, well, no shit. I just hope it does the job."
Wells watched as another cruise missile left the Stethem, tracing the path of the first, while the sound of activity — from engines spooling to life to voices shouting commands — echoed around them as the Peleliu's crew did their work.
After a few seconds Sal found something to say.
"Cap said we're probably heading back to Guam to catch a flight home, instead of sailing all the way back to Wake."
Wells did not look at Sal but did answer, "Okay. Sure."
"You haven't been to Guam, have you?"
"No," Wells said, and some subtle tone in Sal's voice shook his attention from the Stethem. "Why? What's up?"
"Oh, well, nothin' man," Sal shook his head. "I was there a couple of years ago, that's all. Passed through on a training run."
Wells drew in a deep breath and let out a long sigh, then asked, "Okay, Sal, what's wrong with Guam? What's the problem?"
As he usually did when he had a really, really good tale to tell, Sal played a little coy. That usually meant his story held more truth than usual. The top-of-the-line bullshit normally came out fast, like a sports car trying to race through a speed trap.
"Tree snakes."
Wells looked to Galati, cocked his head, squinted his eyes, and repeated, "Tree snakes? What the fuck are you talking about now?"
"Brown tree snakes, man, seriously," Sal said and sniffed in a good whiff of the salt water/aviation fuel scent carrying on the breeze. "Lots of them on the island. Not, you know, native to there or anything, but they started showing up a few years ago and sort of overran the place."
"Man, I don't give a shit about tree snakes," Wells dismissed the whole thing and turned back to the horizon.
Sal put his hands on the railing, stood next to his friend to share the view, and said, "Yeah, I know. It's just that they search all the ships and planes leaving Guam to make sure none get on board. They're causing a real mess on Guam. Don't want them to spread and all."
"That's really nice, Sal. Seriously. I'm glad you shared that. The zombies and the volcano didn't bug me, but fucking brown tree snakes are going to ruin my shit."
"They ate all the birds."
"What?" Wells's face twisted again.
"The brown tree snakes ate all the birds. On Guam. That's the problem."
Sarcasm filled Wells’s reply: "Oh, well, I can see where that's a problem and all. Cute little birds—"
Sal cut him off. "Birds eat spiders. You know what happens when there's nothing around to eat the spiders, don't you?"
Jupiter Wells froze, although his mouth remained open.
Sal went on, "Whole fuckin' island is crawling with them. Big ones, little ones. They're everywhere, man. There's like forty times more spiders there than there should be. Webs all around; everywhere. It's some seriously fucked up shit."
Below them on the flight deck another Harrier took to the sky for another sortie.
* * *
Dr. Water's secret base sat on a small atoll covered in jungle. Camouflage netting and paint combined with information in regards to satellite movements had kept the building, the air strip, and the docks from drawing attention. But now that the U.S. Navy knew where to look, the place could no longer hide.
AGM-88 HARM missiles from the first pair of Harriers honed in on the facility's radar. Had there been anyone left inside the base to care, they would have been rendered electronically blind.
The second group of jets dropped laser-guided bombs on the facility directly, first puncturing a hole in the roof and then detonating in the belly of the target, knocking over internal walls as well as any containment bulkheads that might have been standing. From the pilots' vantage point it seemed as if they had kicked over a rock, given the tight clusters of writhing and squirming creatures inside the exposed structure.
Next came the Tomahawks, each dropping clusters of submunitions that fried anything moving inside the walls. The rectangular building quickly resembled something like a fire pit, but the assault was not yet over.
Through Campion, Major Gant had called for the leveling and burning of every square meter of the place, and the Navy task force at their command took to the job enthusiastically, even if they did not fully understand the nature of the threat. Given the browbeating the Peleliu's skipper had suffered yesterday from the Pentagon, he complied without protest, although his log clearly noted who bore responsibility for the action.
Two last Harriers swooped in and dropped Mark 77 incendiary bombs, the spiritual successor to Vietnam-era napalm. The kerosene and benzene mix brought an inferno to the jungle.
A few of the facility's security guards had escaped the complex during the zombie breakout. Several more had been on patrol on the grounds or at the airfield when things went to hell. A fraction of these men survived the bombing and were chased from the brush by the raging wildfire.
These were the men for whom the SuperCobras came, as well as a couple dozen infected corpses — in various stages of disembowelment — that had withstood the bombs and missiles long enough to escape through one of the now-crumbling walls.
The choppers' Gatling guns swept the beach and the airfield, blasting to pieces everything that moved. The soldiers either ran or unsuccessfully tried to surrender. The walking dead sort of stood there, staring at the flying machines through ivory-coated pupils until the heavy-caliber rounds ripped through the cadavers and punctured the fungal cores.
A hundred miles away to the east, Major Gant stood on the Peleliu's bridge alongside Campion, monitoring reports from both the targeting teams and the strike forces. Everything proceeded smoothly and — more importantly to Gant — quickly.
He knew the clock ticked, for him and for the entire operation.
As he stared out through the bridge windows he saw his own reflection, and in that reflection he also saw the face of his old friend Dr. Brandon Twiste. It seemed to Thom that Brandon's expression was one of approval in regard to burning the entire place to the ground, although he would probably not have been quite as forgiving of the sadistic streak Thom had found in his heart during the whole episode.
Unfortunately, time ran out.
The Peleliu's captain marched to the front of the bridge and issued orders.
"All hands, stand down from battle stations. Recall all forces, cease all offensive operations."
Campion seemed ready to protest but Thom stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.
The skipper said, "Major Gant, there's a General Friez on the horn for you." A big, satisfied smile then spread across his face. "Captain Campion, you are no longer in command of this task force. I believe the general wants to speak to you, too."
Thom put the call on speaker.
"General, sir, this is Major Gant with Captain Campion."
Friez did not express gratitude that Gant had been found alive, he did not congratulate the men on stopping whatever foul plot was afoot, and he did not ask for the answer to the riddle that was Tioga Island.
Instead he berated them.
"Captain Campion, who the hell ordered you to launch an all-out assault?"
"Sir, General, sir, you empowered me with the authority and imperative to contain and/or destroy all threats, sir. Based on information I received, I felt this action was necessary to deal with a clear danger."
Gant felt sorry for Richard. He had not knowingly pissed off Friez, and doing anything that could be construed as inappropriate might break the soldier's heart.
Friez's voice boomed over the microphone, "What threat, Captain? I understand your people had been extracted and the problem was contained to one small island. You should have contacted me before taking any additional action. By what authority did you attempt to eradicate the hostile complex and force?"
Major Gant interceded, "General, sir, I instructed the captain to order the strikes. I took this action based on Task Force Archangel's rules of engagement and the parameters under which we operate on a regular basis. I believe the threat posed by the facility required a response of this size and scope."
"Bullshit, Major. You're either really stupid or trying to be too clever. I hold you accountable for any valuable intel or materials lost on account of these strikes. You and Dr. Stacy are to pack your gear and return to Fort Irwin immediately for debriefing. Captain Campion …"
Campion stepped closer to the speaker as Gant backed off.
"… you are instructed to take the Archangel detachment ashore and gather any remaining specimens and intel that can be found in the debris. I want whatever it was that was unleashed on Tioga Island. Any attempts to destroy materials or data will be viewed as insubordination. Am I clear, Captain?"
"Sir, yes sir!"
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A transport helicopter flew overhead, a Humvee raced by the main entrance, a soldier removed his cap and wiped sweat from his brow while enjoying a cigarette in the hot sun, and a maintenance man accessed a circuitry panel inside one of the many metal sheds surrounding the surface level of the Darwin Research Facility.
Two levels below ground, Major Thom Gant and Dr. Annabelle Stacy stood in front of Colonel Thunder's desk while General Friez chewed them out for the fourth time in three days.
"So there you have it. Campion managed to recover three of the specimens. A multi-million-dollar building built to research, develop, and house the most extravagant biological weapon in history and you made it worthless in two hours."
Gant no longer felt the need to apologize. Or rather, he no longer felt the need to feign regret. He had suffered through dozens of phone calls, meetings, and memos all pointing to a reprimand in his file, which at his level of operating was akin to a slap on the wrist or being sent to bed without supper.
Still, he knew enough to suffer the general's anger quietly.
"We still don't know who this Global Health Protectorate is and who Monroe's sponsors were. You understand, Major, that it's possible this parasite is out there, somewhere, in another bunker, being worked on. If we had captured the complex intact we might know."
Yes, General, and if you had captured the facility intact the scientists downstairs would be picking up where Waters left off.
"Sir," Annabelle cut in. Gant held his breath, waiting to hear Friez tear into the girl.
But to his surprise, the opposite occurred. Friez's voice calmed and he spoke to her in a soft tone.
"Dr. Stacy, I want you to know I do not hold you responsible for this. You performed admirably on your first mission, and the information you have provided is one of the few bright spots of this entire episode."
"Thank you, Albert. As I wrote in my report, the organism was extremely unstable. I don't believe it is possible for it to be contained for any length of time. Even the few specimens we have here at Darwin should be considered extremely dangerous."
Given Stacy's interruption, Colonel Thunder must have believed an opportunity existed to turn this dress-down into a conversation. She said, "I didn't read your report. What is it that you're afraid of?"
Stacy turned to Thunder and then looked back to General Friez.
"This was the perfect killing machine, tailor-made for human beings. Notice that we saw no evidence of the fungus infecting other animals. It adapted to the countermeasures used against it, such as the PX gas, and I have to believe that the blocking agent administered to me would not have worked for much longer."
For Thom Gant, the biggest relief since returning from the mission had been to learn that Dr. Stacy's medical examination checked out clear. Whatever substance they had injected her with to keep the zombies at bay had since faded form her system, apparently leaving no ill effects and no trace.
She went on, "Maybe something in the environment caused it to become that deadly, but it's also possible that its ability to adapt was coded into the original biomathematical equation Waters pulled from the disc. Maybe even hidden in it."
While Thom felt a little lost, Colonel Thunder seemed to follow along.
"You're suggesting that whoever the original source for the formula to make this thing was added this quality to make it extra dangerous, and hid that somehow within the formula."
"Like hiding a computer virus inside an otherwise legitimate download," Annabelle nodded. "That's how it seemed to me, although it's really just a gut feeling."
"Gut feelings are a part of this job," Friez told her and tugged his cap a little tighter on his head. "You did well, Doctor. I'm sure Major Gant appreciated having you along."
Stacy turned to Thom, who smiled — a little — but kept his eyes focused forward in case the general decided to yell some more.
However, it seemed even Friez had grown tired of berating Major Gant. The man made a sharp turn and exited the office, no doubt on his way to the elevator and a jet destined for Washington, D.C.
Stacy watched him go and then turned to Thom and said, "So that's why you did it, isn’t it? To keep it out of our hands. Here I thought you were just being a sadistic bastard."
Oh, I was, he thought. I burnt it down good.
Liz — sitting at her desk — crossed her hands and with a somewhat delighted grin said, "In the short time I've known Major Gant here, I've come to see that he's got his own sense of justice. I guess that's the best you can hope for in this line of work, isn't it, Thom?"
He relaxed his posture but still guarded his words.
"Is there anything else, Colonel? Or am I dismissed?"
"What, you have a date or something? Why the hurry?"
"I have something I have to do," he said, then turned to Annabelle Stacy and went on: "I believe I still owe Dr. Stacy a tour."
She stepped back and tilted her head.
"That's funny. I had forgotten all about that."
"Come on then," Gant said and motioned toward the office door and beyond that a corridor leading to an elevator that only went down. "You've earned it. Or at least, I owe it to you."
* * *
As usual, Stan Goreman walked with a bounce in his step like a car salesman spotting a little old lady eyeing a luxury sedan. Normally that bounce would be accompanied by a big smile, but not today. There was no reason to smile today, not with a lot of questions coming down from the higher-ups. When the higher-ups at The Tall Company had lots of questions about your account … well, it was best to find some answers.
Each of those bouncing steps took him further along a narrow, empty corridor lined with metal doors that had started with "Archives 001" and now counted all the way up to "Archives 025." While all of the preceding doors were shut tight and — with the exception of a pounding coming from behind one — quiet, the door he approached was wide open, and sounds of activity came from within.
A big, burly Tall Sciences security guard with an unnaturally thick neck stood outside the open chamber. While Mr. Goreman was well known for both his perfectly tailored suits and his undying enthusiasm, the guard still demanded to see identification, which the young man produced.
At that moment Goreman's cell phone played a catchy ring tone version of Blue Oyster Cult's “Don't Fear the Reaper.” He held the small phone aloft and eyed it as if it might be a snake coiling to strike. Most phones would not operate on the grounds of The Tall Company's Sciences facility in upstate New York, but Goreman's phone was specially designed so that the people on the other end could always call him, no matter where he might be.
"Hello, yes, good morning … that's correct, but our data on their Tioga Island mission is incomplete; we're only getting fragments. After the Red Rock incident information is a little more difficult to come by … yes, that's the name. The “Global Health Protectorate.” There’s nothing in our database. Our best guess is that they are a progression from some of the more radical ecoterrorist organizations … no, I did not know that. Financial support from China or North Korea is the most likely explanation for the Tioga incident, but our analysts do not believe that either of those entities are likely to be long-term funding sources for something like that."
Goreman drifted away from the guard to the open door and glanced inside.
"My understanding is that — um, yes, I agree. The director made it perfectly clear that an organization such as that would be diametrically opposed to our interests … no, none of the source materials appeared to have survived the military strikes, although we understand they salvaged at least some of the infected units from the laboratory. What's that? Yes, I'm checking on that now. One moment."
Goreman poked his head into the open archives chamber, a room about twenty feet deep and half that distance wide lined with shelves and counters displaying dozens of fired clay discs, each a little larger than a CD, each stamped with its own unique set of symbols.
A woman wearing a white lab coat walked among the artifacts, studying each through glasses while making notes on a small pad. She was an older woman, although she appeared rather physically fit. Her blond and gray hair was pulled back in a professional bun.
"What did you find?" Goreman called to her, but she did not hear.
He waited a moment and then in a slightly louder voice said, "Dr. McCaul, I need an answer."
That got her attention, although she did not appreciate the tone. She turned to him with sharp, nasty eyes but quickly controlled her temper so that when she replied her voice sounded as pleasant as grandma offering a fresh-baked cookie.
"All of our stock is accounted for. If it was a Cypro-Minoan disc, it did not come from our inventory."
As Goreman picked up his phone conversation again, he backed out of the room and stood a step in front of the security guard, eyeing him like a tourist taunting a guard at Buckingham Palace.
"Everything in our inventory is accounted for. If I may ask, is there any reason to believe this could be one of the three? After all, the other two are accounted for, and given the nature of the — okay, yes sir, I understand. I will. Thank you. Goodbye."
He turned off his phone and held it in his hand, examining it for a moment before tucking it into a pocket. Goreman then stared at the guard, studying his face as if searching for imperfections or maybe scars.
The guard, for his part, stood stock still, his unblinking eyes facing forward.
Goreman patted the man on the cheek and told him, "Keep up the good work," and then walked off down the hall, whistling a tune.
* * *
The primary containment facilities on sublevel six were arranged like spokes on a half-wheel, all leading out from a dome-shaped room where soldiers in green BDUs stood watch. The walls were steel gray while lighting came from hooded round bulbs mounted high on the walls.
A variety of aromas floated in the air, ranging from a burning electrical smell to a stinky damp rot certainly rooted in biological waste.
Major Gant led Dr. Stacy to the far end of one such spoke. They then worked their way back, stopping along the way at each of the three doors lining that particular hall.
He reached for a small viewing slot, paused, and looked to her.
Stacy's eyes were wide and he spotted a tremble in her lips. That did not surprise Thom. The environment down there tended to make him shake, too. Low ceilings, the constant rumble of the environmental systems, the occasional grumble or scream (a few very human-like), and guards armed with shotguns, riot truncheons, and electronic prods combined to make the place feel like some sort of prison for the supernaturally insane.
Nonetheless, she nodded approval for the freak show to begin.
He slid back the viewport and was greeted by a low moan. Stacy stood on her toes to see inside.
Gant explained what lurked in the dimly lit chamber: "Some sort of accident with an experiment that had something to do with molecular reconstruction. I am not sure. He … I mean, they … have been down here for a long time."
She raised a hand to her mouth. For a moment her response seemed to be one of fear. But then he realized that she viewed the unfortunate, fused men inside the room with pity.
"You should, I mean, the people here should, they should put him — I mean them — down."
"I tend to agree with you, Doctor, but that is not my call. Admittedly, I would think they would have learned everything they could have learned by now. I am not sure why they keep it around."
The horrific but sad sight held her attention until he gently pulled her away.
"I have been told that it is essentially insane. Like everything else down here, it is very dangerous."
She swallowed hard and then moved around him en route to the next door.
"What's in here?"
He actually opened this door, revealing a brightly lit room lined with a half-dozen cages, each holding a monkey. Several of the primates reacted to the visitors with cackles and cries, while others just lay still in their pens.
She stepped inside but he stopped her from going any further.
"I don't recognize the species."
"From what I understand, they have been through a great deal of, well, modification. These test animals were responsible for the death of several researchers. I do not recall the details of their work, but we had to shoot another dozen of them during the mission. One of my men was killed."
"So why keep something like this around?"
"Dr. Stacy, I am afraid you are not understanding the function of Task Force Archangel. We do not exist merely to counter these types of threats, but to gather them for future study. There are occasions when it is clear that the safety of our team is secondary to securing test subjects."
The two approached the third and final door on that particular spoke of the wheel.
"These came from our previous mission," he explained as he opened the port to reveal a slab of tinted Plexiglas.
UV light lit the chamber inside, casting the small room and its two occupants in a violet glow.
He leaned over next to her to look inside. After a moment his eyes made out broken office furniture, a toppled file cabinet, electrical cords hanging from the ceiling, and scattered debris that might have once been part of a physics lab.
Gant told her, "The science team felt it was important that they feel as if they are still in their original habitat."
She seemed ready to ask exactly what lived in this containment cell but stopped when the two occupants emerged from hiding spots underneath an upended couch and a pile of old books, respectively.
They were small, under five feet tall, and resembled children, except that they moved and acted more like primates.
"It is hard to see in the dark," Gant said. "But they are covered in all sorts of welts and bruises. The team here has done a much better job of keeping them healthy than how things were at Red Rock."
"These are the feral children?" She asked. "They grew up in an underground research complex?"
"Yes. There were several. These two are the only survivors."
She watched them for several seconds, seemingly transfixed by the sight. They were, after all, curious creatures. They were human by birth, but their environment had made them into dangerous monsters.
Gant shut the port.
"We can stop now if you would care to take a break," he offered.
"There are a few more cell blocks, aren't there?"
"Yes, but I know this is a lot to take in." Gant waved his hand toward the three doors they had just inspected. "Rather horrifying stuff, actually."
"Horrific? No, Thom, that's not how I'd describe it. Those men, the test animals, and the children … I don't find them horrifying, I find them sad. A couple of men disfigured in an experiment, animals turned rabid by researchers, and innocent children twisted and warped by a madman. They aren't monsters — none of them. They're victims."
He considered for a moment and conceded, "I see your point." He then smiled and assured, "But the next group of holding cells contain creatures not of our own creation, including bacteria from outer space currently residing in the bodies of some deceased Air Force personnel and a real-live extraterrestrial."
The two moved from the cell block into the main room. A pair of soldiers sat at a circular workstation with their eyes glued to video feeds and data streams. One of the soldiers looked up from his console and spoke to the visitors: "Hold on for a moment, sir. Specimen transfer."
Gant and Dr. Stacy stopped and waited as two men in white lab coats led a small procession out of one of the cell blocks and toward a large door marked "TO LABS" in stenciled letters.
That procession included two soldiers wearing body armor and helmets resembling riot gear. One held a catchpole on one of the animated corpses taken from the rubble of Dr. Waters's hidden research complex. As the group moved across the containment area's central room en route to the labs, the captured zombie turned its pasty-white eyes in the direction of the two visitors.
Stacy gasped. Thom shook his head.
The specimen on its way to dissection or experimentation or whatever curiosities the science team needed satiated was none other than former Secret Service Agent Frank Costa.
After a moment the group left the area through a sliding metal door.
"That doesn't seem right," she said.
He answered, "There is nothing right about any of this. But it is the reality we must live with." Gant considered and then added, "A friend of mine once told me that it is up to us to change that reality, if we can."
"Not exactly what I expected. The job, that is. I signed up thinking I would see the world, explore a whole bunch of neat mysteries, and maybe do some good along the way. Between what Waters and Monroe did and what I see down here, well, it looks like we're our own worst enemies. That the monsters I'm going to meet on this job come from us. People, I mean."
Major Gant turned and looked her straight in the eye.
"I cannot argue, Doctor. It is true, human beings can be the biggest monsters of them all. But if that is the only thing you learned from this mission, then you were not paying attention."
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"Colonel Thunder pulled the strings at PACOM to get assets in theater; Franco and his unit found the freighter, which led them to us; and Campion brought an entire naval task force to pull our butts from the island."
"Teamwork — is that what you're getting at? The whole if-we-work-together-we-can-do-anything line? Usually you hold the pep rally before the game, Coach."
He smiled. Not that big, shark-like smile but something far more genuine.
"Actually, Doctor, we have a lot more games ahead of us. A lot more missions. If we're going to survive them, we will have to work as a team."
"Tell me something, Major. You talk about a team, but I'm wondering, are Albert Friez, the Pentagon, and all the brass in Washington part of our big happy family?"
Gant considered, rubbed his chin, and told her, "That is a good question. I think the answer may change from time to time. But I know one thing for sure. You are now a part of that team. Welcome aboard."
It seemed to him that her cheeks turned a shade red, and although she tried to hide it, a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.
"Now let's get moving," he said and led her toward the next corridor, where aliens and monsters waited. "I have a lot more to show you."
THE END
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