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HUMANS WERE AN endangered species in New York City. Alex Miller wasn’t sure how they were faring in other parts of the world, but from where he stood—in the bowels of the city’s streets, holding a can of spray paint—wildlife was flourishing. Thug behemoths bred out in the open, terror-jaws had evolved to almost twice the size they’d been since he’d first laid eyes on them, and titan-birds had easily tripled their numbers, as far as Miller could tell.
Humans? They weren’t doing so hot. In fact, with each passing moment, they were harder and harder to come by.
Miller shook the can and sprayed the cement again. At least there were fewer angry mobs of Infected to fight. What communes he and Cobalt squad had found in the four days since their return to the city were starved, dying, driven to mindless aggression by the wasp larvae growing in their skulls—even worse than before, if that could be believed.
In the hysteria that followed when a den of Infected was discovered, it was clear the Charismatics couldn’t maintain control over the masses anymore—they scattered as soon as the first bullet flew. The packs—whole communes—were disorganized, weak and easily destroyed. It almost felt unfair.
But truth was, in the days since they’d returned, Miller hadn’t seen any uninfected humans at all.
Bad sign.
Miller cramped from pressing the spray paint nozzle, but he pushed down harder, squeezing out the last drops.
Du Trieux, standing guard at the curb, eyed their surroundings, her Gilboa held low. “You done yet?”
Miller nodded and dropped the empty can. It rolled, slid down the sidewalk, and landed in the gutter. “Yeah.” They walked away from the abandoned museum, back toward the temporary camp they’d established a few blocks east.
They’d moved camps twice already, just to be safe, but Miller was beginning to wonder if this was why they were having such a hard time finding Samantha and the Archaeans. Maybe if they kept to one place, they would find them?
Then again, Miller reasoned, maybe the Archaeans weren’t responding to the tags because they’d moved out of the city to avoid the wasps. He certainly wouldn’t blame them. Samantha had said they liked to keep on the fringes, avoiding violence when they could. The wasps had spread, covering every square inch of the city like a blanket.
The wasps were why he’d eventually led his group out of Astoria and across the Queensboro Bridge. They were in Mid-town now, by the Museum of Modern Art. He’d been painting pictures of a straight-edge razor all over any flat surface he could find, in the areas surrounding Astoria, Hell’s Kitchen, and now Mid-town, then gone back the next day to see if there’d been any sort of response from Samantha.
So far—nothing.
Maybe she didn’t understand the reference?
“This isn’t working,” du Trieux said. “We need another plan.”
“I’m open to suggestions.”
She fell silent.
Miller listened to their crunching steps on the broken asphalt of West 53rd Street until she found her words.
She sighed, then said, “What about a covert operation? You and me find a way inside the compound and we stick Harris through the ear with a blade. Simple, non?”
His first inclination was to laugh, but she wasn’t kidding. “Without knowing what’s inside the compound now,” he said, “we have no idea what we’d be walking in to. There’s only four of us. I’m not risking even one without some sort of plan.”
“I thought that was a plan.”
He raised an eyebrow at her. “A better one.”
“How are the Archaeans supposed to help us with that?”
“I’m not sure yet,” he admitted, “but at least there will be more than four of us.”
She stopped in the middle of the road. “I don’t trust them. I know you have a history with that woman. But she’s not who she was. This is beyond risky—it’s reckless.”
“I know. But truth be told, I don’t know what else to do.”
They turned down the Avenue of the Americas, passing an old hotel and skirting by an empty car at the curb teeming with terror-jaw pups. The sound of shuffling footsteps made them both freeze.
Down the block, on the east side of the road, an Infected approached alone. Shuffling their feet, the person moved forward, their head hung low, their arms swinging loose.
“Not another one,” du Trieux said, sighing deeply.
Miller drew his sidearm, although he suspected there wasn’t need for it. Lone Infected weren’t typically aggressive. In truth, Miller wasn’t sure if they should be considered Infected at all. They were finding them quite frequently since their return. More often than not, a single Infected wandering the streets, upon inspection, would be found in some sort of catatonia—unresponsive and blinded by the super-wasps hatching out of their eyes.
As if unaware of the wasps crawling on their face—or even of Miller pointing a gun to their head—the Infected would continue shuffling forward, barely able to put one foot in front of the other. They merely stumbled on, unresponsive to everything until they were attacked and consumed by some predator, or collapsed in a heap and stopped breathing—wasted away like a spent cocoon.
Miller and du Trieux watched the Infected pass them on the other side of the street, ignoring them both.
He holstered his weapon. Why waste the bullet? This one, from the looks of him, would be dead within the hour—especially since he was shuffling straight toward the terror-jaw pups they’d passed not five meters behind them.
Unmoved, they continued back toward camp, saying no more on the subject. There was nothing to say. With no way to help the catatonics, his only course of action was to move ahead with his plan, such as it was, and hope a solution would present itself. That was, if the Archaeans were still around and hadn’t been lobotomized by wasps.
Miller frowned. The number of ways his plan could go wrong were not lost to him. Doubt riddled his thoughts. There were times his misgivings crippled him.
What if the Archaeans wouldn’t help? What if they couldn’t? What if they did, and it led to Cobalt’s destruction?
Perhaps du Trieux was right, and they should attack by stealth. If you couldn’t trust anyone, surely keeping your numbers small was prudent?
Just as the wasps had claimed the island of Manhattan, doubt had commandeered Miller, and with each passing day—as Cobalt’s food rations dwindled, and Morland developed a hacking, phlegmy cough—it grew worse.
How was collecting caches of ammunition stashed around town doing any good, if there was no one left to use them? What difference could four people make against the compound security forces—even if they were a quarter of the size they once were? Cobalt was outnumbered, outgunned, and outmatched. If there was ever a lost cause, this was it.
He knew they should walk away, save themselves. Maybe they could travel to Boston or Washington DC and find an Army base and join forces with a troop or squad there—try to make a difference. Or, maybe he should finally desert his position like the majority of the armed forces had and attempt to find his folks back home. It would be so easy to simply stop fighting, tuck tail, and run.
People were dying whether they were inside or outside the compound walls, he was certain—the wall didn’t protect anyone anymore. The super wasps he’d helped Harris distribute knew no boundaries.
And that was partly his fault, but mostly Harris’s. Harris was the true madman. He’d tried once to procure a nuclear weapon, intent on blowing the Infected sky-high—and anyone caught in the way—and if not stopped, he’d probably try again.
If Miller and Cobalt weren’t there, who would stop him next time? What were the chances Miller could stop him again? For that matter, should Harris be stopped? Who was to say they shouldn’t blow up the whole of Manhattan island and let it burn?
There wasn’t anything left worth saving.
And what good were they—four starving soldiers— against all that? Against a wild army of Infected? Against hordes of mindless drones marching toward collapse?
Miller’s mind looped in an endless cycle of doubt and depression, but kept coming back to the same point, no matter which way he turned, over and over again.
Why didn’t he just leave?
Because there was no one else left who could stop this.
Because there were people still inside that compound. Doyle, Lewis, Gray, Gray’s children—James and Helen—and the surviving refugees.
Would Miller be able to sleep at night, ever again, knowing he’d walked away from the only innocent people left on that forsaken island?
 

 

MILLER KICKED THE gravel under his feet and sighed. He was about to speak when another movement caught his eye. To the right, near the intersection on 50th, a small band of soldiers were on patrol.
Miller pulled the strap of the M27 off his shoulder and crouched behind a hunk of broken concrete as he watched their approach.
Du Trieux got low, following suit.
The soldiers wore the black security uniforms of former Schaeffer-Yeager team Dagger and Cyclops-Northwind, but Miller was savvy enough to be suspicious. They could be decoys. They could be Infected.
“Got any eyes on you?” Miller asked.
Du Trieux wordlessly handed him a pair of compact binoculars from her vest. Adjusting the focus, Miller zoomed in on the approaching patrol and searched the oncoming faces for signs of fungal infection. There wasn’t any he could see—although most of the troops wore gas masks, despite the wasps being fairly light in this part of town.
“They look clean,” he said, handing the lenses back to du Trieux, who took a look for herself. “But I can’t be certain.”
“They’ve got a rocket launcher,” she said. “The tall one with the neck tattoo in the back row.”
“I saw.”
“We could use that,” she said. “Especially since we have a missile in want of a launcher.”
“We do. But I have other plans for that.” Without going into further detail, he swatted a wasp from his face and squinted at the approaching men.
There were about a dozen in the squad, maybe more. He knew he should do something, anything—establish contact, at least, and determine if they were hostile—but doubt left his feet cemented to the ground.
“Suppose we can break them up, take them in smaller groups?” he asked du Trieux.
She gave him a funny look, then held out her hand. “Hold on…” she said, still peering at the advancing patrol. They’d turned at the intersection, and were now coming directly toward them. Just their luck. They would have to move in the next few seconds.
“Lewis is with them,” du Trieux said.
“Let me see.”
She handed him the binoculars.
“Where?”
“Look at the legs,” she said.
Miller focused and swore. Lewis was with them. Walking near the middle of the squad, his Uzi-Pro poised for action, he limped along on two battered prosthetic legs, the straps of his gas mask tight across his shaved head.
Miller shifted behind the concrete slab, but still failed to rise. Du Trieux nudged him with her elbow, but he remained down. Sweat beaded on his brow and dripped to the tip of his nose.
Was this was a trap? What if Harris sent Lewis out of the compound to draw Miller out?
He scoffed at his own logic. How would Harris know he had survived the helicopter crash?
Peering over the debris, Miller continued to watch the patrol approach, debating with himself.
When Infected troops marched, they were scattered, disorderly. These walked in formation—but that still wasn’t a guarantee they were safe to contact.
He couldn’t be certain that Lewis wouldn’t take a direct order from Harris. Maybe he was on patrol for the compound? He had given him a speech about following orders. Or maybe Lewis had gone rogue?
Miller hated his uncertainty, but it didn’t matter anymore—they’d missed their window. The squad would spot them no matter what they did now.
He shook his head and, gathering his bravery, stood. “Only one way to find out.”
Du Trieux frowned. “What?”
Advancing toward the squad, Miller raised his M27 to his shoulder. “Halt! Identify yourselves.”
Twenty assault rifles all swung to point at him—luckily, none fired.
“Hold fire.” Lewis pulled the gas mask off his face and gaped up at Miller with an expression of pure awe. “Well, I’ll be damned. Miller, you crazy son of a bitch. I’d given up on you.”
“Masks off, everybody, I want to see your faces,” Miller demanded.
“Whoa, there, son,” Lewis said sternly. “We aren’t the enemy here.”
“No offense, sir, but if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to see who I’m dealing with. The wasps are light in Mid-town. It’s safe enough.”
“We’ve got twenty guns pointed at you, what makes you think you’re in any position to ask us to do anything?”
“Du Trieux?” Miller shouted.
From the opposite side of the squad, du Trieux popped up from behind a dilapidated car, her Gilboa raised. She’d flanked them in a matter of seconds. “Oui?”
Lewis eyed du Trieux and sighed. Still looking unconcerned, he nodded at his men. “Go ahead. Just for a minute.”
In rapid succession the soldiers pulled off their gas masks.
As far as Miller could see, no one appeared Infected. And nobody had shot him on sight, so it was probable they weren’t working for Harris either. Cautious but sure-footed, Miller met Lewis at the front of the squad.
“You’re a sight for sore eyes, son,” Lewis said, slapping him on the shoulder with a little too much force.
Miller clenched his jaw. “It’s good to see you too, sir.”
“Where the hell have you been?”
“Getting my ass back from the Delaware coast, sir. Shank attacked the freighter.”
Lewis nodded slowly. “I’d heard. Glad to see you out and about. Were you able to secure the cargo?”
“That depends, sir. Who are you working for?”
Lewis’s eyes went wide, then narrowed. “What the hell kind of question is that?”
“Are you out here on Harris’s orders,” Miller asked, “or in spite of them?”
Lewis ran his tongue along the edge of his teeth. “You haven’t heard, then?”
Miller’s palms grew slick with sweat and he took a step back, ready to run if he had to. He doubted there would be a need—or that he would get very far with twenty rifles aimed at his head—but still, Miller wasn’t sure he could trust his instincts anymore.
“Right before you left,” Lewis explained, “Dagger and Cyclops were sent outside the compound to clean out some Infected communes nearby.”
“I remember you saying.”
“Except there weren’t any communes.”
“Come again?”
“It was a setup,” Lewis said, “an excuse to get Gray loyalists out of the way so Harris and Shank could stage a coup and assume control of the compound.”
Everything Miller had feared. “Fuck.”
“When the squads reported back to the gate,” Lewis continued, “Shank opened fire. These few were able to escape, but not many.” He stuck a thumb over his shoulder. “Gray confronted Harris, but the bastard was one step ahead of us the whole time. He’d taken Gray’s ex-wife and children into custody, and demanded Gray step aside as CEO.”
Miller felt his hands clench on his M27. They weren’t his kids, but the thought of James and Helen in Harris’s custody was enough to make Miller’s skin crawl.
“It was a matter of time before they came for me,” Lewis said. “I tried to get Gray to come with, but he wouldn’t leave the compound so long as his family was still inside, so I grabbed what and who I could, and we shot our way out. It was bloody. Those of us that are left have been living on the outside. We’ve tried assaults on the supply trucks coming in and out, but we don’t have the numbers. We’ve assisted a handful of refugees who’ve managed to escape the compound, getting them to safer territory, and we even tried to track the transports, but lost most of them once they crossed the bridge.”
“Transports?”
“Harris is sending busloads of survivors out of the compound. We can’t tell where they’re going, or why. My guess is he’s sending the sick and dying away so he has less mouths to feed.”
“Good God.”
“From what I can tell, most of the survivors from the wasp attacks are still inside, but have been moved indoors. Rumor has it Harris is registering the women and assigning breeding couples to maintain the population of uninfected—at least that’s what the escaped refugees are telling us. Those unable to reproduce, or unwell, are sent out on a transport or into the shanties to keep the wasps fed—but they don’t last long, and it just means they’re breeding faster.”
Lewis shook his head slowly. “The ones the wasps get to? They walk, but they don’t talk. They’re like mindless bodies, until they get eaten or fall over and croak. It’s grotesque. We found the best solution was to burn the bodies once they give out—it kills whatever’s hatching in their brainpans.”
Miller’s stomach roiled. “We’ve seen them. What about my man, Doyle? He was supposed to be with Cyclops or Dagger. Do you know if he got out of the compound?”
“Couldn’t say,” Lewis said, sympathy in his eyes. “He’s not with us. Maybe he got out on his own.”
Miller frowned. “Yeah. Maybe.” He lowered his rifle.
“You going to answer my question now?” Lewis asked.
Miller forced his eyes away from Lewis’s intense glare. “Yes, I have the cargo. Lost the chopper and the pilot.”
When Miller looked back, the older man’s face had fallen slack. “Sorry to hear that. What condition is the cargo in? Is it operable?”
“No idea, sir. We’ve not opened the crate. The damned thing could be leaking radiation for all we know. We don’t have a Geiger.”
“I think Moore has one.” He turned around and shouted at a guard a few rows back with salt-and-pepper hair and a black beard. “Hey, Moore? You still got that Geiger?”
“Yes, sir,” Moore responded.
“Bring it here,” Lewis said.
“The question remains, though,” Miller said, “what am I supposed to do with the cargo? I can’t leave it here. I can’t take it into the compound or Harris will get it. I’m not sure what to do, sir. The responsibility. It’s—overwhelming.”
“How many people know what it is?” Lewis asked, taking the Geiger from Moore and handing it to Miller.
“You, me, and my team.” Miller clipped the meter to his belt with a snap.
“Have any of Harris’s squads come into contact with you since you left the ship?” Lewis asked.
“No. There have been a few scattered patrols, but we’ve avoided them.”
“So, for all Harris knows, you and the cargo went down with the chopper.”
“I suppose.”
“Good. We can use that.”
Miller thought of asking Lewis to clarify, but let it drop. For now, he wanted to enjoy the feeling of not being the lone leader. His doubt, as thick and all-consuming as it was, dissipated slightly.
“What’s with your fingers?” Lewis asked, nodding toward the spray paint stains on Miller’s hand.
“Trying to find allies, sir.”
“By finger painting?”
Suddenly, in the face of his commanding officer, Miller’s plan felt childish and foolish. “I’ve been leaving tags, sir, all over town in an attempt to contact assistance.”
“Tags?”
“A straight-edged razor. It’s an inside joke,” Miller said, his face hot. “Come to our base camp. I’ll show you the cargo and we can check for leaks. I’ll explain the graffiti on the way.”
Lewis slapped his shoulder again as they pulled their masks back on. “It’s good to see you,” he said, voice muffled behind the mask. “Best news I’ve had in days.”
Miller nodded and walked beside Lewis. He wanted to stay reassured, but the feeling evaporated with each passing step. The news was nothing but bad and Miller couldn’t shake the feeling they were facing a fight they had lost long ago.
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THE ALLEY SMELLED of piss and something else that Miller couldn’t quite identify. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say it reeked of blue cheese.
Two brick buildings lined the alley on either side, while the rising sun scorched his back. The asphalt, cracked but still mostly intact, had a river of something red and vile running down the center that pooled over a blocked drain.
After talking through most of the night, Lewis had reluctantly agreed to give Miller’s strategy another few days. If no progress had been made reaching the Archaeans by then, alternate plans were to be made on how to infiltrate the compound.
Miller and Cobalt had set out as usual the next morning to check the tags for replies—but he hadn’t expected this: the image of a woman’s leg. It had been spray-painted underneath the tag he’d made of the straight-edge razor.
Samantha, even as an Infected, was still a smart ass.
Miller caught himself grinning.
What came after the leg, however, was the confusing part. Beside it, she’d added two additional images.
“Are those dogs?” Morland asked, coughing and spitting a wad of phlegm onto the pavement.
Du Trieux peered at the wall and frowned. “I think they’re lions. They have manes.”
“You’re both nuts, it’s a two-headed dragon,” Hsiung said. “See the tail?”
“What the hell is it supposed to mean?” Morland asked.
Miller shrugged. The image on the wall had to mean something—but just what, he couldn’t say.
“They’re lions. Look at the claws,” du Trieux said.
“Dragons have claws,” Hsiung offered.
“Why would she paint two lions on the wall?” Miller asked.
Du Trieux just looked at him, the hint of amused appreciation playing at the corners of her mouth. “It’s a location.”
His face went slack as the realization came to him. “Well,” he said, nodding, “isn’t she crafty…?”
 

 

A FEW HOURS later, after checking in with Lewis and walking down Fifth Avenue, they came to the Beaux-Arts grandeur of what had once been the New York City Public Library. Miller sat under the marble entry overhang and leaned his back against the right-side alcove. Eyeing the two—now broken but still recognizable—marble statues of lions on either side of the courtyard entrance, Miller grinned to himself.
Clever girl.
His amusement was short-lived. A flock of titan-birds were on the hunt above. The half-eaten carcass of an over-sized terror-jaw lay rotting at the curb, clogging the gutters and creating a stagnant pool of rancid meat. On occasion, a titan would swoop down, rip a chunk off the corpse, and then take flight again, in search of a fresher meal.
Miller pressed his back harder against the alcove. Best not to give them a target.
Hopefully, Lewis wouldn’t get impatient and barge into the area, blowing the whole operation. When Miller had told him about the response and the planned meeting, the old lieutenant had been hesitant.
“I still don’t like it. It’s sleeping with the enemy,” he’d said, rubbing his palm against the receding stubble on his scalp. “We’re just asking to get fucked.”
Miller raised an eyebrow. He didn’t disagree—the whole plan left a bitter taste in his mouth—but there was no other alternative that he’d been able to find, and there was no going back at this point. He had to see the meeting through at the very least, even if nothing came of it. The way he saw it, they had nothing to lose.
To the left of his position, behind a patch of dead trees, movement caught his eye.
A pack of thug behemoths moved up West 40th Street—four, maybe five. To his utter astonishment there were riders perched on the mammoth creatures, like some sort of prehistoric cowboys.
Samantha rode in the front of the herd, her long side-braid looking just as ragged and unkempt as in their prior meeting. She wore safety goggles, like the kind used in construction work, and a bandana over her nose and mouth.
Stopping at the base of the courtyard, Samantha scanned the stairs up toward the library entrance and rested her eyes on Miller.
He stood and walked toward them, not looking at du Trieux, covering him from across the street, or Morland and Hsiung on either side.
Samantha casually raised her arm and the behemoths followed her stopped. While they waited in the middle of Fifth Avenue for him to reach them, Samantha jumped off her mount, pulled down her bandana and propped her safety goggles up on her head, then walked to meet him.
“Alex,” she said. She looked thinner than last he’d seen her. Her sleeves had been torn away, her dress slit up the side and knotted on her hip. He assumed the adjustments had been made to allow her to straddle the behemoth, but he couldn’t say for sure. Her yoga pants had holes worn in the knees.
“Samantha,” he said, trying not to stare. She looked like a wild woman—tanned, with sinewy muscles on visible bones. A hunting knife was strapped to her thigh with two thin strips of leather, and a rifle hung casually over her shoulder.
“What do you want?” she asked, looking impatient. “You went to enough trouble to find us.”
“I need to talk to you.”
Her eyes barely moved, but she nodded quickly as if expecting as much. “I’m not coming with you.”
He blinked a few times. “What?”
“You’re about to evacuate the island, and you want me to come—don’t you? I’m not leaving my people, Alex. I thought I made it clear the last time we spoke that we aren’t on the same side. Although we’re not on opposite sides either.”
“What makes you think we’re evacuating New York?”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “There are convoys full of people coming out of the compound almost every day, and hardly anything going in.”
“That’s not why I need to speak to you.”
She ran a palm across the bristles of her braid and pursed her lips, waiting.
When she didn’t speak, Miller continued. “I need to get into the compound—me and my men. I’m willing to bet you know how to get us inside.”
Her nostrils flared. Behind her, the Infected—two men and two women, still astride their behemoths—bristled as one of the mounts grunted and moaned. “And why would we help you do that?” she demanded.
“This can be a mutually beneficial arrangement. I’m willing to offer our assistance in any way that you might need, in exchange for passage inside the compound.”
“What makes you think we can get you in there?”
“I’m willing to bet you already have people inside—am I wrong?”
She didn’t answer straight away. “I don’t think getting inside is possible anymore. Certainly unwise.”
“You let me worry about that. Can you do it or not? Don’t tell me you haven’t gotten inside before, because I’d know you’d be lying.”
“For the record,” she said, her face—and the faces of those behind her—reddening, “we’ve taken no part in any of the attacks on the compound. Swift’s Bishops and his Pawns—they’re the ones who attacked you, not us. We Archaeans believe in adapting to our new world and building an existence of peace and planetary harmony.”
“Are you telling me you’re pacifists? Because you said yourself you helped dispatch some of Swift’s lot.”
“Self-defense is one thing, an assault on the compound is something else. We aren’t looking for a fight. We keep to the periphery and don’t want any part of what you’re planning. We keep to ourselves—but we do what we must to survive.”
“That’s all I’m trying to do, too.”
“How does breaking into your own compound help you survive? If you’ve been banished, then you’ll no doubt be greeted with gunfire upon your return. How will that benefit your survival?”
“Like I said, that’s my concern.”
Samantha jutted her chin. “Why go back at all?”
“Because there are people inside I care about.”
She nodded, and for a moment the veil across her eyes lifted—she looked alert, but sad. “You have an over-developed hero complex—you know that, right?”
For a brief moment, she sounded like herself—argumentative and wickedly sarcastic—but with the suddenly saddened faces of the Archaeans behind her, the illusion of individuality disappeared.
“And what do you offer in exchange?” Samantha asked.
“As I said, assistance with anything you may need. You said yourself my crew was handy in clearing the area of Swift’s goons—surely, there’s a commune someplace causing you trouble?”
She stopped and thought a moment, then turned and looked to her group. They said nothing to each other, but seemed to be having a debate using only their facial expressions. After a few awkward moments, she turned back around, her eyes shining with emotion. “I don’t think it would be possible to smuggle anyone into the compound on foot,” she said. “The refugee processing gates are sealed fairly tightly. But, if you’re determined to get inside, I may be able to help you obtain a vehicle. You’ll have to take it, though.”
“You want to run that by me again?”
“The compound moves cargo in and out on supply trucks,” she explained. “Not as often as they used to, but about once a week trucks come in, while the transports go out. A few months back, we obtained a supply truck. You could drive in, pretending to bring supplies.”
Miller didn’t think that would work at all, but kept his thoughts to himself. “How’d you get a truck? I thought you said you weren’t looking for a fight.”
She gave a light shrug. “Who are we to stop a pack of terror-jaws from ripping open a supply truck and eating the crew? We don’t control nature, we’re a part of it.”
Miller pursed his lips. If the Archaeans were communing with wildlife—as was apparent, given their thug behemoth mounts—and sharing common emotions and thoughts with the animals, it was probable they could convince a weak-minded terror-jaw to do their bidding. All they’d have to do is tell the jaw to take out the driver, while others handled the guards, and the supply truck would be ripe for their taking.
If this was true, the Archaeans were more dangerous that he’d thought. Perhaps a deal with them was a bad idea.
“What was on the truck?” Miller asked, trying to keep the suspicion from his face.
“It was labelled ‘Agricultural Gear’—but we didn’t get a chance to verify that. The camp where the truck was stored was soon thereafter attacked by wasps. We couldn’t risk entering the camp for fear of communing with them and becoming Exiled ourselves.”
“Exiled? You mean catatonic? Like the Infected you see wandering around?”
“Yes. The dead ones who still move. If we commune with them, we’re a wasp hive waiting to happen.”
He nodded.
“If you want a vehicle,” she continued, “it’s the only one I can offer. That is—if you’re able to enter the camp and get by the Exiled, and the nesting wasps.”
Miller chewed on the inside of his cheek. “Let me get back to you.”
Samantha blinked at him, her eyes wide. She waved a hand in front of her face to shoo a wasp away. “Meet me at on the corner of Third Avenue and 33rd Street tomorrow at sunset if you want the truck.”
“Understood.”
Miller watched as Samantha put her goggles back on and covered her face with the bandana. With a smooth gait, she strode back to her thug behemoth and climbed aboard, swinging her leg up using a rope stirrup lashed to the beast.
As they rode away, the lining of Miller’s stomach twisted with unease.
Her proposal had the potential to go badly, very badly—but it also had the potential to be exactly what he’d hoped for. Either way, it was a lot to digest and he had a great deal to consider, not to mention Lewis to convince.
When the Archaeans had gone from view, du Trieux and the others came up from their positions and met Miller in the middle of Fifth Avenue.
“Did I hear correctly?” du Trieux asked, gazing north in the direction of the pack. “Agricultural gear?”
Miller nodded. “How much you want to bet the ‘agricultural gear’ is labelled as accurately as the ‘food supply gear’ we escorted with the good doctors?”
Morland twisted his face in confusion, then coughed lightly, but Hsiung’s expression brightened.
Miller heard du Trieux chuckle as they marched back to base.
“Oui,” she said. “Let’s hope so.”
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THAT DAY, BASE camp was set at the old Wyndham, just north of Madison Square Garden. The abandoned hotel had running water, although the color left much to be desired. Even after boiling it for an hour, they were still unsure what parasites and bacteria they were ingesting. Truthfully, they didn’t have a choice. There were only twenty-five of them, but finding enough food to feed even a squad of that size was proving difficult.
Hunting parties were sent out to capture game and scrounge for supplies, but each soldier was barely eating enough to function. Whatever they were going to do, they had to do it fast. Time was running out.
Inside the lobby they’d built campfires. Miller found Lewis sitting before one. The older man lifted a dented pot of water from the flames, and set it on the floor to cool as Miller sat across from him. “Give it to me straight, son. Will they help us or screw us?” Lewis asked.
Miller pressed his lips together and shook his head. “They’ve got a line on a truck, but we have to clear out a commune of those zombies—Exiles, they call them—to get to it. So, to answer your question—both?”
Lewis leaned his back against what was left of the concierge desk and adjusted his prosthetic limbs with a grunt. “All the makings of a trap.”
Miller didn’t disagree with him.
“You’re sure about these Archaeans?”
Miller picked up a slab of wood from the pile beside him and tossed it on the fire. “As far as I can tell, they’re more like Labradors than Dobermans. It doesn’t seem like they’re the type to turn on us—they’re almost... reasonable.”
“Hmph,” Lewis grunted, pouring a cup of hot water from the pot into a cracked hotel mug and slurping it while it steamed.
“Labs can be useful on a hunt,” Miller added.
Lewis gulped loudly and hissed through his teeth. “I feel better already.”
 

 

THE RED SUN burned bright on the horizon, casting the corner of Third and 33rd in an orange hue so blinding, Miller had to shield his eyes with the crook of his arm, even with his gas mask on.
The wasps in the area were thick, moving in swarms like clouds of scorching mist. Standing between two buildings to hide from the sun, Miller and Cobalt found themselves under siege by bugs. Miller had already been stung twice just standing there.
Waving his arms defensively in front of his face, he walked down the alley toward the road to check for signs of the Archaeans. He was stung three more times.
Just as the sun disappeared over the compactly stacked buildings, Miller caught sight of a herd of thug behemoths one block north. Samantha, in front of the pack, still wore her construction goggles and bandana. She dismounted and waved; Miller pushed his way through the cloud of wasps and went to her.
“There’s a parking structure,” she said, pointing down 33rd Street, to the north side of the block. “Inside there’s an encampment. The truck is in there.”
Miller eyed the street. It was an old commercial boulevard, complete with small businesses on the first floor, and tight apartments a few levels above. Halfway down the road a parking sign hung on a chipped red building with a stoop to the left. The windows of the building were completely obscured by tendrils of fungus blooms.
“Is there another entrance?” he asked.
Samantha shook her head. “Not that I’m aware of. You’ll have to check.”
Miller swatted a wasp from his sleeve, feeling the burn of its sting as it pierced his skin and scorched his blood stream. “Can we count on you to come with us?”
“We can’t,” she said. “The pull of the Exiles is too strong for us to resist.”
“How do I know you aren’t sending me into a trap?”
She twitched, but kept her face neutral. “You contacted us, remember? The risks you take are your own.”
Miller frowned. He didn’t like this in the slightest, but there was no turning back. This was their only chance of success, and given their supply situation, there wasn’t time to orchestrate another strategy.
He stared at her a moment, contemplating. It was now or never.
Leaving her there with minimal words, he made his way back to the others.
Du Trieux, Hsiung, and Morland stood by ten of Lewis’s men in the alley between two buildings, beside an arched entry to an old café. The remaining ten men, along with the aging commander, had stayed behind at the base camp to keep an eye on the infamous cargo crate, which turned out not to be leaking after it had been checked with the Geiger.
When Miller arrived back, the bulk of them looked to him for explanation.
Morland was the first to speak. “Are they coming with us?”
“No,” Miller said, taking up an M20-B flamethrower that rested against one of the walls. He handed the other to Morland, then slung the pressurized fuel pack onto his back.
“Good,” Hsiung said, swiping a wasp from her sleeve. “At least I’ll know the bullets aren’t coming from behind us.”
Miller snatched up the hose attached to the igniter on the flamethrower and tightened his grip. “Let’s do this.”
The weapon, developed by Schaeffer-Yeager some five years ago, had been used—as far as Miller knew—for agricultural purposes. It was by some twist of luck that Lewis had managed to snatch a pair while he fought his way out of the compound.
They’d have to be precise in using them. The two tanks—one cylinder of compressed nitrogen for propellant and the other filled with petrol, laced with a thickener—only allowed for a few seconds of burn at a time, since it guzzled fuel so rapidly.
Miller only hoped it would be enough to scorch through the wasps and keep whatever else was brewing in the parking structure at bay long enough for them to jack the supply truck—leaving aside whether or not the truck had any fuel in it, or keys, for that matter. They’d have to figure that out as they went.
Miller led the way toward the opening of the parking structure, Cobalt and the others trailing behind him. He activated the igniter’s wire coil in the nozzle and waited outside the entrance for the coil to heat.
The garage loomed ahead, ominous and foreboding. It was dark inside, with large tendrils of fungus blooms spilling out the door and windows, creeping up and around the entry like tentacles of the kraken. The smell reached him all the way outside on the street—with a gas mask. He couldn’t imagine how bad it would smell inside.
Just then, beside him, du Trieux popped a flare from her belt, burst the end and rolled it into the garage opening. A flurry of wasps audibly frenzied and buzzed—spilling out of the garage and swarming the soldiers in the street.
Even wearing his mask and STF vest, Miller felt panic rise. The stings pierced the seams of his armor plating with ease, cutting him twice in his left arm, once on his scalp, a half-dozen times on his legs.
Soldiers all around him weren’t faring much better. A chorus of cursing and dramatic arm flailing erupted throughout the squad as they fought through the cloud of wasps. Finally, when Miller’s vision cleared and he’d become accustomed to the throbbing pain of the stings, he flooded the reservoir of the flamethrower and compressed the spring-loaded trigger, igniting the system.
Flames burst from the weapon, burning the wasps in front of them and cooking the fungal blooms across the front wall of the garage. Fire crawled up the tendrils, burning hot and fast, and left charred husks of ash in its wake.
Miller knew the fungus would burn out quickly. He had no intention of finding himself, or the others, trapped inside a burning inferno, especially if the truck proved to be a long way inside the parking structure.
As the fire spread up and out across the building, the group advanced—swatting at wasps while compressing their ranks to four rows of three. Miller and Morland marched in front with the flamethrowers, burning a path ahead.
The first floor of the parking structure had ten parking slots, mostly empty, and a ramp at the back that led down to the other levels. At first glance, the first floor appeared devoid of warm-blooded life.
Three dead cars sat rusted in the first, fourth, and sixth spaces. They were almost entirely absorbed by fungal blooms, cascading from the fuel tanks. The tendrils had grown up and around the walls, ceiling, and floor of the garage, closing in the confined space—making it feel even more claustrophobic.
And the place stank.
Even through the gas mask’s outlet valve Miller smelled the putrid stench of burning blooms, and tasted the metallic toxins from the wasps that coursed through his body and swelled his tongue.
The wasps, slightly abated by the fire, were easier to see and get through, although every few moments Miller felt a new sting pierce his skin.
Passing the vehicles and making their way to the back of the first floor, they marched down the back ramp toward the lower level.
There were five cars on this floor, also fully encased in a massive growths of fungal blooms—but still no truck. Here as well, the wasps polluted the air like a shifting haze.
Miller and Morland lit up the room, burning a path, but they didn’t get more than a few meters into the second level before they heard squealing and stopped in their tracks.
Behind them, a burning terror-jaw pounced on a soldier’s head near the rear of the group. Chaos erupted. Bullets rang through the air as more terror-jaws, fleeing the flames, attack the squad. There were at least five of them, ripping through the formation and scattering the soldiers like toys.
Du Trieux and Hsiung, just behind Miller, twisted around to help shoot down the creatures while Morland and Miller burned forward, leading the way down.
Three-quarters of the way through the second level, Morland stopped his advance, coughing violently, bent at the waist and heaving. He gasped and fought for air, his entire body rocking as he strained to catch his breath in the stench and flurry.
Miller halted in place, the tip of his flamethrower momentarily cooling. “Morland?”
The large man held up a finger as if to say, ‘One minute.’ Then, after a few more phlegm-filled coughs, he recovered, stood upright, and re-ignited his flamethrower. Pushing forward, Morland scorched a car packed with terror-jaw pups, frying the little beasts as they spilled out the window and attempted to gnaw on the soldier’s shins.
Turning back to the task at hand, Miller burned a swarm of wasps in front of him and eyed the ramp at the back of the second level.
A figure stood there, watching.
Miller squinted through his mask, but didn’t hesitate long. The individual was human, or had once been. Now, she was blank-faced, seemingly unaware the room was in flames. She shuffled forward on limp legs, her arms bent at odd angles and her shoulders slumped to one side. She was barely upright. Wasps visibly crawled over her face and arms as if she were a living, moving hive.
Miller lit the woman ablaze. As the flames blackened her clothes, caught her hair, and blistered her skin, she continued to approach. The wasps scattered like fireflies and singed out, sinking to the floor in wisps of ash.
Miller watched in mounting horror—bile rising in the back of his throat. Eventually, the Exile dropped to her knees and face-planted on the garage floor. It sickened Miller when he felt a rush of relief, but the sentiment didn’t last.
More Exiles appeared behind her, five of them, drawn to the noise. They advanced up the ramp, straight for the squad. With terror-jaws at their back and Exiles at their front, Miller’s squad had to act fast.
Morland shifted to the right and lit up the Exiles, while Miller concentrated on the left of the pack. Like a fiery wave, the burning people continued their slow, mindless approach, inching toward the squad and threatening to set the entirety of the garage ablaze.
Unlike the fungal blooms, which charred quickly, the humans were taking longer to burn out, spreading the fire to the ceiling and the parked vehicles, raging out of control.
Soon, having gotten the terror-jaws under control, the soldiers behind Miller stepped to the sides and opened fire on the burning humans, dropping the Exiles like fiery sacks of bones.
Miller stepped over the blazing corpses and made his way toward the ramp down to the third level. He spotted more Exiles ambling toward them from below, a half-dozen or so. Three of them were covered from head to toe in wasps, like the one they’d seen above.
Miller set the lot ablaze, then stepped aside for Hsiung and du Trieux to shoot the walkers down.
They stepped past the bodies onto the third level. On the left, parked in one of the bays, sat a Schaeffer-Yeager supply truck, partially consumed by fungus—with a gaping hole on the side clovered over with blooms.
Miller went to the truck and quickly burnt away as many of the blooms as he dared, then dropped the flamethrower hose and started ripping the rest off by hand.
Beside him, Morland did the same, his cough returning in force. Several times he had to stop—bent over, gasping for air, barking like a dog—but each time Morland regained himself and went back to work. As they laboured, the remaining squad cleared out the Exiles.
Just as Miller pulled a chunk of fungus off the truck’s driver’s side door and wrenched it open, Morland dropped to one knee, a hand on his mask as he choked and hacked.
“Morland—no!” Miller shouted, but it was too late.
Morland ripped off his mask, coughed wetly, then spat a bloody chunk of phlegm to the cement floor. He was immediately swarmed with wasps. Up and across his face, into his mouth and up his nose—the wasps blanketed Morland’s upper body in a flash.
A bellow erupted from Miller’s chest as he ran to his friend and swatted at the insects, wiping them away with his hands and ignoring the innumerable stings piercing his gloves.
Morland’s screams echoed throughout the garage, bringing du Trieux and Hsiung to his side. All three worked to clear the bugs off the man as he collapsed onto all fours and shrieked holy hell.
In the meantime, the remaining soldiers finished clearing the blooms from the supply truck. By the time Miller and the others had cleared the wasps from Morland’s face and gotten his mask back on, the truck was ready to move.
Miller almost yelped with joy when he heard the motor roar to life. With Hsiung at the wheel, du Trieux, Miller, and the other soldiers threw Morland’s flailing body into the back of the truck, and with a grind of the transmission and a burst of gasoline, the truck slammed into reverse, then lurched up the ramp. Crunching over the burning corpses of the Exiles, they burst through the remaining floors of the parking garage, and shot out of the front entrance like a bat out of hell.
Outside, on 33rd Street, the soldiers gripping the sides of the truck jumped off to cover the entrance of the garage, waiting for stragglers.
“Right! Turn right!” Miller shouted to Hsiung.
Without hesitation, Hsiung shifted the truck and barrelled down 33rd, toward the intersection at Third, where Samantha and the Archaeans waited with their thug behemoth mounts.
Hsiung slammed on the brakes a mere meter from the pack.
Outside the truck, the wasps were dense in the air, swirling and swooping like the funnel of a tornado, spun into a frenzy by the chaos inside the parking structure.
The behemoths reared back, moving away from the truck.
Without thought, and with Morland’s shrieks of agony spurring him on, Miller threw open the back of the truck and jumped out the vehicle. He ran straight toward Samantha and the retreating thugs.
“Sam! One of my men! The wasps!”
For a moment, behind her bandana and goggles, Samantha looked high, her eyes rolling back into her head. Then she pounded against her skull with a fist and yelped at the pain. “What is that smell? What is that?”
“Sam! The wasps are in his head!”
Snapping out of it, Samantha looked to a woman behind and to her right, and held out her hands. The woman rummaged in a saddle bag draped across the back of the behemoth, and tossed a plastic zip packet to Samantha.
“Show me!” she said, swinging her leg over the beast and sliding from her mount.
He brought her around the back of the truck. Half pushing, half helping her inside, he followed her, slamming the door behind them.
Inside, Morland lay sprawled on the truck floor, his feet toward the cab. Thrashing and screaming bloody murder as if he were still being besieged by the insects, he pounded his fists against his head, clawing his skull with his fingernails.
Du Trieux and Hsiung were doing their best to keep him from gouging out his own eyes, holding back his arms from his face, but the two were no match for the sheer size of Morland’s arms, which flailed and whipped like the branches of a possessed tree.
“What is that smell?” Samantha repeated. She inhaled sharply, ripping the bandana and goggles from her face. Her eyes rolled back into her head as she swayed on her feet.
“Sam!” Miller shouted at her.
Her mouth dropped open. A trickle of saliva dripped from the corner of her mouth. “That smell,” she mumbled.
Gripping her by the shoulders, Miller shook her. “Sam!” he shouted into her face.
Her head shot upright. She blinked rapidly a few times as if coming out of a trance. Her eyes lurched around the truck interior and rested on three metal barrels sitting at the front, near the cab. Then she focused on Morland, who continued to flap and yowl holy hell on the floor. If nothing else, Miller reflected, he was learning a few new British swear words.
“Hold him down,” Samantha said. She opened the zip bag in her hands and pulled out a long length of plastic tubing. “Hold him!”
Miller jumped into the fray, taking off his gas mask and straddling Morland across the chest. He buried his knees into the man’s shoulders to hold him down. It stopped him from bucking, giving du Trieux and Hsiung enough time to attach straps to his wrists. They looped the straps around support beams on either side of the walls and pulled his arms back and away.
“What is she doing?” Hsiung asked, horrified.
Samantha clambered over Morland and straddled his head. “Keep him still,” she said. She held the tubing in her hands, the tip pointed downward. It couldn’t have been more than a millimeter thick, but it looked long and ominous as she held it over Morland’s face.
“What is she doing?” Hsiung asked again.
“I’m saving him,” Samantha said. Then getting down and close to Morland’s face, she pressed the tubing into the corner of his right eye, and pushed it in.
“What the fuck!” Morland shrieked.
“Hold still,” Samantha said. “Look up. Don’t move your eye. This is important!” She tilted her head to one side and drew a deep breath. Steadying her hands, she pushed the tubing deeper into Morland’s eye. He shrieked but kept still.
She met resistance and stopped pushing the tube, then reached around to the plastic bag and pulled out a clear plastic bottle. Sloshing inside the container was a thick orange liquid. She inserted the tip of the bottle into the other end of the tube, and squeezed, sending the fluid down the tube, and straight into Morland’s eye.
The team watched, confounded.
“Mon Dieu,” du Trieux breathed.
“What is hell is that?” Hsiung asked.
“Oil of orange extract,” Samantha said, squeezing the tube until it was empty. “The wasps hate it.”
When the bottle was empty, she dropped it to the truck floor, then pulled with both her hands, inching the tubing out of Morland’s eye.
“What the fuck! What the fuck!” he whispered.
“When I say,” Samantha said, bending down and talking into his ear, “blink.”
The tube came free. An orange glob of extract came out of his tear duct and collected in the corner of his eye.
“Blink,” she said.
Morland did. The extract dripped down the side of his nose, then cascaded down his cheek, dribbling onto the truck floor with a sick plop. He sniffed and coughed once, twice.
“Hold still,” Samantha urged him.
The pool of orange gloop in the corner of his eye was now mixed with blood in streaks of crimson.
“Blink again,” she said.
He did. The extract ran down his face. “It burns!”
Plop. Plop.
The whites of his eye turned orange as Morland grunted, pulling against the restraints.
“Okay everyone,” Samantha said. “Here they come.”
If Miller wasn’t watching it himself, he never would have believed it. From the corner of Morland’s eye, tiny legs, then the head of a wasp emerged—birthed from his brain in embryotic orange extract. It crawled out of his tear duct and sat on his eye, stunned and slick with oil.
“Holy shit,” Miller breathed.
With her bare hands, Samantha reached forward and plucked the wet wasp from Morland’s face, then slapped her hands together and squashed it with a splat.
“Blink again,” she said.
He did.
Plop.
Another wasp.
Samantha dispatched the next one, then another. Eventually the wasps stopped coming. Samantha leaned over Morland, took his neck in her hands and tilted his head to the side. The oil dripped from every orifice. Morland coughed violently, then hocked a chunk of phlegm-laced orange extract to the floor of the truck.
“Is that all of them?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.
“We won’t know for sure,” Samantha said. “We can repeat the process tomorrow.”
“No, thanks.”
“It’s better than ending up an Exile,” she said, her eyes resting on Miller. “Now,” she added, standing to her feet and sniffing toward the front of the truck cab. “You want to explain to me what’s in those barrels?”
 

 

ONCE ALL THE parts were in place, it was go time. The preparations had taken two days, including planning and getting Lewis and his men in position. If even one part of the plan failed, the whole scheme was in jeopardy. There were too many pieces to the puzzle.
Back at the library, Miller offered Samantha his hand, which she took. Putting one foot onto the truck’s step, she jumped up into the driver’s seat and strapped herself in. Another Archaean, an older man wearing shreds of a three-piece suit, was sitting in the passenger seat. He grunted his greeting as Samantha adjusted the mirrors.
Her eyes met Miller’s, and for a brief second, her expression glassed over. With a concerted effort, she scrunched her lids tightly, then shook her head.
“Are you sure you can do this?” Miller asked.
Samantha’s face reddened. Gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles she looked away, through the cracked windshield. “Of course we can. We’re people, not animals. If we make a decision, we can stick to it.” There was a hitch in her voice, then she added, “Mostly.”
“If you can’t handle having the pheromones this close, I can get one of my men to drive the truck.”
“A deal’s a deal. We can do it.”
“This is important, Sam,” he reiterated. “I can’t have you and your kind wandering off into the streets. I need you to focus if this is going to work.”
“We understand our part.”
Miller frowned. “Right. And you’re sure the remainder of Swift’s Charismatics and communes will trail after us?”
Samantha pulled in a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “I can’t guarantee anything, Alex. No one can. But given how much the pheromones affect us Archaeans, I doubt Swift’s weak-minded kind will be able to resist. You’ll get what you want, and then some.”
Miller sighed. “All right.” He stepped away from the truck so she could close the door. “I’ll be in the back with my men. Once it starts, get down in your seat until I tap the side three times. After that, get the hell out, pick up the rest of your people, and drive the truck as far away from the compound as you can.”
She tilted her head to one side and narrowed her eyes at him through the dirt-encrusted glass of the window. “You’ve said that three times.”
“After this we’re square.” He adjusted the heavy pack on his back and gave a half-hearted wave. “Good luck.” Turning on his heel, he marched toward the back of the truck.
“Alex?” she called, opening the door and leaning out to speak to him.
He turned to face her.
The look she gave him was one he couldn’t quite place. She was pale, face slack. Could that be fear, or sadness?
“Goodbye,” she said.
Miller swallowed thickly, unable—unwilling—to process the rush of emotions. “Yeah. Take care of yourself.” He moved quickly and jumped into the back of the truck.
Inside, du Trieux, Hsiung, Morland, and a couple of Lewis’s squad sat crouched on the floor, the barrels of pheromones in front of them.
Du Trieux blinked at Miller as he crouched near the door and propped it ajar. “All right,” he said. “Open them up.”
The truck roared to life and grinded into gear.
As the others worked to open the barrels, Miller kept his eyes focused outside the truck, and surveyed the ruins of the city. Old hotels. Crumbling storefronts and cracked and broken stoops. Dirt and gravel roads weaved across the ground, surrounded by mountains of mushrooms and strange alien animals. As the truck pulled away and picked up speed, a city he hardly knew as Mid-town rushed by.
One way or another, all this was going to end.
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GETTING THE SUPPLY truck was one thing. Getting it from Mid-town to Astoria proved to be something else. The roads, such as they were, were far more dangerous than any of them had thought possible. They had expected it to be bad; what they got was nothing short of impossible.
Once the barrels of pheromones were opened, Infected from across the city flocked toward the truck like locusts. Men, women, children—hordes of them—starved, withered, desperate, and volatile. Entire communes emptied the subway stations and flooded the streets like rats to the Pied Piper when the truck drove by.
With every bump in the road, every U-turn, every time they had to double back or move a pile of cement debris blocking their path, it slowed the truck and brought the advancing horde inches from grabbing hold of the open tailgate. More than once, they did—leaving Miller and those riding in the back no alternative other than to knock the Infected off with the butts of their rifles, or shoot them down.
In some areas of the city the truck took fire as some of Swift’s armed groups tried to shoot out the tires, and Miller and the others had to hang on for dear life, hunkered down behind the barrels while the vehicle bounced over the treacherous, rocky terrain.
Then, the animals got into the action, following the truck, too. Thug behemoths, terror-jaws, scurrying packs of rat-things, even titan-birds high above. Traveling in small groups, the creatures chased after the truck and mowed down Infected and Exiles to clear a path to the vehicle.
“Pick it up! This is getting out of control!” Miller shouted.
Samantha screeched back from the driver’s seat. “No shit, Sherlock!”
Eventually, after they’d ploughed through a commune blocking the road, they managed to cross the Queensboro Bridge toward Astoria. By then, the flock behind them had reached the thousands.
Miller had no idea the pheromones would be that powerful. He’d figured on a few hundred, maybe. But this?
It was awe-inspiring and disturbing, all at once.
There was no room for doubt now—they were committed.
 

 

THE TRUCK LURCHED forward and sped down the rocky roads of Astoria, winding around debris and crashing over and through pot holes and craters. At this speed, on roads this bad, they’d be lucky to remain upright.
Coming up 14th Street, the truck spun a hard left onto 12th Avenue and drove full throttle toward the compound’s barricaded front gate.
“Here we go!” Samantha bellowed. Slamming on the brakes, she yanked the truck hard to the right and skidded the vehicle across the gravel to an abrupt stop.
Miller and the others inside were tossed against the wall. The barrels, open and exposed, spilled pheromone packets—which looked like tea bags—spreading them across the back of the truck along with the people.
The truck immediately took on fire. Bullets whizzed straight through the side of the vehicle—through the gaping fungus-covered hole on the side. One of Lewis’s men took a bullet to the head and died in an instant.
“Go, go, go!” Miller shouted. Rolling the barrels out of the truck, they all spilled into the street and rolled the cylinders across the area in front of the entrance, scattering the pheromone packets far and wide.
Miller pounded his fist on the side of the truck three times. Gravel spit at his face as it quickly accelerated and roared away down 12th, fading from view.
He and his squad crouched behind the barrels in front of the compound’s gate. Miller raised his M27 and took out two guards at the entrance as bullets pierced the air around him. The shooters stood on the towers at the ends of the wall. They’d fortified the entrance since their last attempt to enter.
Behind him, a handful of Lewis’s troops, who had been lying in wait for the truck’s arrival, rushed the gate and took up defensive positions amid the rubble and mortar craters.
When Lewis’s second line came, a rattle of machinegun fire ruptured the air. The advance was stopped cold, the majority of them dead before they reached cover.
Miller spotted the gun mounted on the edge of the wall to the left, but he couldn’t see who was manning it. Pulling the pin on a hand grenade, he tossed it toward the tower. Over-shooting by several meters, the grenade flew over the wall and exploded in the air, someplace inside the compound. He heard a voice, some asshole laughing.
A head popped out behind the machine gun: Kimball, the jerk who’d interrogated Miller after he’d returned from meeting the Archaeans and Samantha for the first time. The asshole who’d manned the assault on the freighter.
Kimball stood to the side of the machine gun, a shit-eating grin on his face as he re-loaded a magazine. Without hesitation, Miller raised his M27, aimed, blew out his breath calmly, then shot the prick straight through the face. Kimball dropped.
With a sickening sense of satisfaction, Miller lowered his rifle. His only regret now was that Doyle wasn’t around to witness the shot. He didn’t have long to revel in his ego, however—just then Morland stood, ready to advance on the deteriorating troops inside the compound gate. Miller heard the undeniable sound of mechanized footsteps.
“Morland! Get down!”
The big guy barely had time to take cover behind a mound of rubble before four exoskeleton machines stomped through the gate. They ripped through the scene with double-barrelled submachine guns, pinning Miller and the others to the ground.
A shell erupted from an under-slung grenade launcher and blew up in front of Lewis’s position, scattering shrapnel and rubble over the Northwind guys’ heads; if they didn’t take out the suits quickly, they were toast. Miller chanced a look behind him and caught sight of the advancing stampede of Infected, who had finally caught up to the pull of the pheromones.
Soon, every inch of the gate would be swarmed with parasite-ridden people and animals, bringing chaos in their wake. If Miller was going to do something, it had better be now, or he and Cobalt would be swallowed by the rush.
He heard du Trieux holler in protest. Just left of the gate, she was scrambling out of the way of one of the exoskeletons. She dove out from behind a barrel of pheromones and crouched next to the wall. Bullets hit the dirt at her feet; cornered, she had no other choice but to close on the mechanized suits.
To Miller’s utter astonishment, she vaulted off the barrel on one leg and catapulted herself onto the closest exoskeleton suit’s arm. Clambering up the suit like a spider, she skirted around to the rear of the arm that held the machine gun, dodged the driver’s attempts to snatch her off with the other arm, and crawled up the spine of the suit, toward the top. Then, bracing herself on the driver’s shoulders, she jabbed her pistol into the suit’s helmet ventilation fan and fired a single round into the driver’s head.
They both dropped like a bucket of bricks.
Taking her lead, Miller got up, pushed off the barrel with one leg, and jumped onto the arm of another exoskeleton suit. For a brief second, Miller locked eyes with the driver. The soldier glared back, looking utterly shocked and horror-stricken at having a man attached to his machine.
“Get off!” the driver bellowed. “Get off me, you dumbass!”
Instead of reaching over with his free hand like the other driver had, this operator shook his arm as if trying to dislodge something sticky.
Just as the horde of Infected and parasitic animals thrashed the gate entrance and scrambled toward the barrels in a living tsunami, Miller gripped the exoskeleton’s arm with his arms and legs, holding on for dear life as it bucked and jostled him. The heavy pack on Miller’s back crushed his spine with every sway, until the pack shifted and he lost balance.
Slipping, Miller rolled sideways on the mechanical arm. His hands fell loose and he hung, upside down, gripping the submachine gun with his thighs.
Locking his feet at the ankles, Miller reached up and grabbed the underside of the mechanical arm just as the driver stretched over to grasp at him with his other hand and narrowly missed.
Miller held tight with all four of his limbs and twisted to one side. Using the force of the pack and his body weight, he wrenched the submachine gun free of the suit with a loud crack, and then fell to the ground.
In the dirt—surrounded on all sides by Infected, animals of all sizes and shapes and Exiles, clogging and complicating the scene—Miller scrambled to his feet, the submachine in his hands.
Pulling back on the drum loader, he injected a grenade into the chamber and launched a shell straight into the face of the unarmed exoskeleton, blowing it to pieces.
Miller swivelled around, reloaded and launched another shell into the exoskeleton standing by the gate entrance.
On the opposite side of the horde, du Trieux was doing the same. She hit the fourth and final exoskeleton in the chest and sent pieces of it careening backwards.
With all four exo-suits out of the way, Miller raised his arm into the air, and swung it toward the entrance.
Then, in a rush, Cobalt and the remaining Northwind troops rose from their defensive positions and swarmed the compound gate.
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MILLER BROKE THROUGH the compound barrier and shot down two guards behind the gate without hesitation. The massive submachine gun in his arms felt heavy and was difficult to maneuver, but the mere sight of it rendered some of the guards dumbstruck. They gawked in pure terror as he showered the entrance with rounds.
Sandbag bunkers had been constructed in a ring around the compound gate. Each foxhole was manned with a handful of the stunned soldiers, as well as a gunner behind either an M203 submachine gun or a rocket launcher. Some returned fire, but the majority of the men did not, stunned by the onrushing swarm. The Exiles, Infected, and parasitic animals poured through the gate like a flood of destruction, climbing over the sandbags and swallowing the area like a disease.
Several of Harris’s men ran. Others took aim, but with too many targets and no apparent leadership, they were quickly overpowered and consumed by the horde of bodies.
Du Trieux was to Miller’s left with the other commandeered exoskeleton gun. She wasn’t hesitating at all. Laying waste to anyone who crossed her path, she mowed down the stunned bunkers, screaming in a mix of fury and anguish.
The other two members of Cobalt pushed past him with a body of Northwind troops, making a mad dash toward the refugee storage facility. It was only then that du Trieux released the trigger of her gun and tossed the empty weapon to the ground to follow.
With plans of his own, Miller dove through the multitude and pushed his way toward the cove. On his left were the abandoned shanties and camps, desolate and swarming with wasps. On his right, a chain-linked fence surrounded an area full to the brim with Exiles from inside the compound.
The mindless bodies of former Schaeffer-Yeager employees and city refugees hammered and crowded around the flimsy barrier, straining to break free of the barricade. It held for now, but it was a matter of time before they broke through and added to the mayhem.
Picking up speed, he ran down 27th Avenue, then sprinted to the right up 9th. Ahead, the darkened cove sat quiet and ominous. Many of the windows had been boarded and blocked by corrugated steel or overcome by fungal blooms. A small band of guards stood at the front entrance behind sandbags, watching Miller approach. They debated among themselves and two ran off. A third shot at Miller and grazed his arm, sending him back a few steps but only slowing him for a moment.
As Miller’s legs picked up speed, he carefully activated the submachine gun’s drum loader and injected a grenade into the chamber. Barely slowing his steps, he launched the shell at the building’s entryway.
The guards took off running, deserting their post. The blast hit, sending sand and debris in all directions. Miraculously, no one was hurt.
The doorway was wide open. Faced with no opposition, Miller ran forward, hurdled over what was left of the sandbags, and entered the cove unabated.
Inside the darkened entry hall, two groups of Shank soldiers stood in clusters, jumbled and in disarray around the elevator and stairwell. They stopped shouting at each other long enough to stare at Miller.
“The compound’s lost,” Miller barked at them. “Get the survivors to the ships. Go!”
A handful ran past him, back out the door. Two others stood in a state of befuddlement, still uncertain what to do. Miller raised his submachine gun at them and took aim, waiting only a heartbeat for them to decide. They ran after the others.
Once satisfied that the entry was clear, Miller dropped the submachine gun in the corner and yanked open the door to the stairwell. Bounding up the steps, his breath echoing through the gas mask and reverberating off the walls in his own ears, he snapped a fresh magazine into his M27 and unlatched the safety on his Gallican, sliding a round into the chamber.
Thankfully, the wasps were scarce in the building. Miller yanked down his mask and huffed his way up four flights, his lungs burning. When he reached the landing— gasping, choking—he had no choice but to grip the wall and wait for the dizziness to clear.
Adrenaline could only take a person so far. He’d been on starvation rations for weeks, and had burned out to the point of collapse. He had no energy left to give. Once the black spots cleared from his vision, Miller found what strength he had and pulled open the door in the stairwell, entering the fourth floor and forcing his eyes to focus.
The hallway was dark. Down the corridor and past several empty offices, Miller rounded the bend and came up to the corner suite. No guards stood at the door.
He twisted the knob and entered Gray’s office, then immediately bent to the side and got to one knee, his rifle raised to his chest.
Those in the room froze. The kids, James and Helen, sat beside the makings of a homemade fireplace, built out of chunks of cement and cinderblock. A make-shift chimney led up and out the side panel of the large window. They blinked at Miller through tired eyes, their faces lighting up at the sight of him.
Gray and his ex-wife were on the other side of the room. Barbara sat up from a pile of blankets that had been tossed over sofa cushions on the floor. She opened her mouth as if so say something, but instead looked to Gray, who sat slumped in his office chair behind his desk, as if he still had a kingdom to rule over.
Gray’s drooped eyes squinted at Miller through the smoky office. “Alex?”
“My god, you look like hell,” someone said in a drawling English accent.
There were two guards in the room. Behind Gray, leaning casually against the wall, stood Doyle and one other—one of Harris’s men. Doyle had his arms crossed over his chest, but the other guard had his rifle in his hands. Neither one of them moved—yet.
For a brief moment, Miller and Doyle only stared at one another. Then the other guard’s face contorted, his mouth opened in abject rage. “It’s Miller!” he cried, raising his rifle to his shoulder
A shot rang out.
Almost every person in the room, including Miller, jolted.
The soldier dropped to his left, gripping his ribs with a bloody palm, aghast. His mouth gaped, “What the—what the…”
Doyle pulled his crossed arms apart and revealed a handgun in his right hand.
He reached down, disarmed the wounded soldier, then nodded at Miller. “I’ve been waiting for you, boss.”
Miller lowered the tip of his rifle and got to his feet. “Is that right?”
“And by the way, the Tartarus Protocol was bollocks.”
“So I heard.”
“Thank God, Miller,” Gray huffed, standing from his desk with effort. “Have you taken control of the compound?”
Miller balked for a moment, then shook his head. “No one has control of the compound, sir. I’m here to evacuate you.”
“But…”
“What’s the plan?” Doyle asked, crossing the room and helping James and Helen to their feet.
Helen gave Miller a look beyond her fourteen years. “I knew you’d come for us.”
James eyed Miller’s bloody arm and frowned. “You’re hit.”
“Just a scratch.” He shook the boy’s hand, working hard to hide his grimace, and turned his attention back to Doyle. “Take them all to the ships. Du Trieux, Morland, Lewis, and Hsiung are evacuating the survivors. Launch as soon as they’re aboard.”
“But what about the compound?” Gray asked.
Miller felt something inside him break. Heat flooded his face. “Staying here was a mistake,” he said. Gray opened his mouth to protest but Miller put up his hand, stopping him mid-breath. “We should have left the moment the ships arrived. The super-wasp hasn’t stopped the parasite from spreading. On the contrary, it’s done nothing but make it worse, no matter what Harris intended. And he’s turned the company into a twisted dystopian monster. Breeding programs, Gray? What the fuck?”
“We could rebuild…” Gray offered. “Surely there are enough survivors. We have power, water… The infrastructure of the compound is still sound. Isn’t it?”
Miller gritted his teeth. “Look out the window. What survivors? There are hardly any. And those promises Harris made about the refugees getting treatment after they were exposed to the super-wasps? Total horseshit. The wasps are eating people’s brains inside out. You should see them, Gray. There’s no treatment for that. They’re fucking zombies.”
“For now,” Gray admitted. “But if we just did some research, surely we could come up with something…”
“You want to experiment?” Miller burst out, losing all patience. “On people?”
Barbara’s face twisted in pained revulsion. “Oh, Gray.”
“You’d be no better than Harris!” Miller shouted.
Gray’s face went pale. He gripped the back of his office chair, his eyes rimmed in red. “All that work that went into securing this position, our survival. And you just want to run away? To where? There’s nowhere left to go!” He squared his bony shoulders. “I’m still the leader of this facility…”
“The hell you are,” Miller barked. Coming forward, he pointed a sharp finger at Gray’s chest. “I hate to break it to you, but nobody runs anything in New York City. The wasps rule. We’ve lost. Your ‘leadership,’” he sneered, “is a fucking joke.”
“Hey, I’ve made mistakes, but we can’t just—”
Miller threw his hands in the air, all patience lost. “Admitting you’ve fucked up doesn’t mean you can take us further down the wrong path.” He inhaled, making a concerted effort to calm himself. His blood was pumping so hard, he could hear his heartbeat echoing in his ears. “We disembark within the hour with whomever we can save,” he told Gray. “End of story.”
Stunned into silence, Gray blinked at him, his face pale.
Miller almost felt sorry for him. He’d been a good leader, once. He’d believed he was doing the right thing—even if he had been completely wrong. Somehow, somewhere along the way, Gray had gotten lost and managed to pull the whole of New York’s humanity with him. It was a hefty price. Ultimately, he’d been outsmarted by Harris. But a good leader relied on those he led as much as they relied on him, and it was time for Gray to trust Miller. It was something he’d had to learn himself from hard-won experience. Miller couldn’t be a leader without du Trieux, Doyle, Hsiung, and Morland. And Gray couldn’t be a good leader without him.
He saved the speech, though. It wasn’t the time or place.
Instead, he raised his rifle back to his chest and turned to Doyle and the others. “Gather your things. Stay clear of the Infected, and get to the ship. Now!”
He turned to leave. With one hand on the door, Doyle shouted after him. “Where are you going?”
He shot his words over his shoulder while he exited Gray’s office. “I’ve got one last thing to do.”
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MILLER BOUNDED UP the cove’s stairwell, his lungs once again protesting the effort. Blood from his grazed arm seeped into the fabric of his uniform, staining the cloth a deeper shade of black and warming his skin as his blood pressure rose. With every step the pain pulsed down to his fingertips.
It may be more than a graze, but it was nothing compared to the ache that throbbed in his head the moment he’d left Gray’s office.
The realization of what he was about to do had settled into his bones, weighing his feet. His legs slowed; flashes of light forced his eyes closed.
Good God, how had it come to this?
He knew what he had to do. It was planned. Everything they had worked for in the last several weeks led to this moment. He couldn’t afford to have his body give out just when he was nearly there.
Miller pushed his palm against the wall of the stairwell, his knees shaking. His backpack felt a thousand pounds, pulling him into the hollows of the earth and threatening to blow his psyche to pieces.
All the mistakes that Gray had made, and Miller could very well be making the biggest misstep in all of history.
He was a nobody—a burnt-out bodyguard who’d gotten caught up in the most horrendous fight of human history; how could he, of all people, make a decision that would affect the lives of everyone on the planet?
Miller opened his eyes and forced one foot in front of the other. Up the stairs he continued, his body protesting with each move.
There was no time for regret now. The path had been laid.
When he reached the sixth floor, Miller entered the hallway and chanced a look out the windows, his mind whirling.
Below, in the pandemonium of the compound, the Northwind and Cobalt troops—and strangely enough, some of Harris’s troops, too—were leading a small pack of survivors from a warehouse and hacking through the Exiles and Infected toward the docks, where the Tevatnoa sat, waiting.
The massive ship looked rusted and decrepit at the docks, but there was a flurry of activity on deck. Half the crew pulled up the cables mooring the ship, while the other half detached the power lines connecting it to the power station farther down the dock.
Satisfied, Miller continued down the hall toward the master suite. He rounded the bend and spotted two guards at the door. They glared at him in shock, looking anxious and sweaty.
His hesitation only lasted a second. Raising his rifle, Miller opened fire, hitting both stunned men in the face. The rounds cut clean through them, throwing them against the wall with a splatter of blood that sprayed across the cracked paint.
Bile burned the back of Miller’s throat, but he swallowed it down, adjusted the pack on his back, and stepped over the bodies toward the door. Inside the office he heard shouting.
“Who authorized you to start the chopper’s launch sequence? We are not evacuating. Not after all we’ve done to secure this compound!”
“Sir, you must go—we’re under siege!”
“Seal off the gates. No one gets in or out.”
“Sir…!”
“Don’t give me excuses!”
Miller had heard enough. Pushing through the door, he immediately cut to one side and squeezed off several rounds, hitting one unsuspecting soldier in the back and the other in the side.
There were at least three more guards. Miller dodged a shot by diving into a side roll, his heavy backpack off-setting his balance. He landed with a flop, then scrambled up, coming up behind a padded chair and unconsciously grabbing at his throbbing arm. The pain blinded him for only a moment, but it was enough time for the guards to shoot off several more rounds. One of the bullets pierced the stuffed chair and hit the wall behind him. Miller shook off the discomfort, raised his M27 and blindly shot a few more rounds, taking down another guard.
Two left.
Bob Harris stood behind his desk, looking clean, well-fed, and aghast that anyone would have the gall to enter his office and shoot at him. “What the hell are you waiting for?” he bellowed. “Take him out!”
The remaining guards opened up, ripping the area around Miller to shreds with a dozen rounds each. Stuffing from the chair exploded out the back a few more times. Miller felt a round hit the ground at his feet and tucked his leg in. When there was a break in the bullets, he came around to survey the scene.
The two guards stood on either side of Harris’s desk, the man himself between them.
“Ha!” Harris burst. “Not so tough now, are you Miller?”
Shaking his head, Miller grabbed at his vest, pulling out a hand grenade. Biting the pin from the top, he rolled it across the floor, between one of the guard’s feet.
“Grenade!”
As the guard bent over, using his body as a shield, Harris and the other soldier dove for cover.
The explosion was loud, making Miller’s ears ring, but it was mostly contained by the guard’s sacrifice. Using the distraction, Miller stood from behind the shredded chair and took out the other guard before he could regain his footing.
Harris made a mad dash for the door; Miller took aim and shot out his kneecaps.
The old security head bellowed in agony as he hit the floor, his chin striking hard against the ground. He rolled onto his back, gripping his smashed knees with shaking, stubby fingers. “Miller—you son of a bitch.”
“Sticks and stones, Bob,” Miller said.
“What the hell have you done? You’ve ruined everything—condemned us all, all of humanity.”
“I’ve condemned us?” Miller wrenched Harris to his feet, then propped up the battered office chair and sat Harris down in it. “I’m only here to finish what you started.” Pulling a length of rope from his vest pocket, Miller tied Harris to the chair, binding him around his arms, across the chest and ankles. “If anyone threw our humanity away, it was you.”
“Miller, please. You have to listen to me. Don’t do this.”
Miller tightened the last of the rope, then bent to remove his backpack. “This is your mission, Bob. It’s Operation Atlas Lion—just like you wanted.” He pulled open the pack’s zipper and spoke through clenched teeth. “Right outside your window, the compound is swarming with every parasite-ridden creature within a ten mile radius.” Opening the pack, Miller pulled the surface-to-air nuke from the bag, and with both hands level, brought it over to Harris.
The man’s eyes widened in horror. Miller felt sick at the satisfaction that expression brought him.
“We’re going to cleanse New York City of the Exiles,” he said. “Hope you don’t mind, but I improvised a little.”
Gingerly, Miller slid the nuke between Harris’s knees and used the rope to anchor it to his thighs. Harris struggled, twisting his hips in an attempt to escape, but between his shattered knees and the ropes binding him to the chair, there was no place for him to go.
Bending down, Miller activated the control panel on the side of the missile, set the timer for a half hour, then bent upright.
Harris’s eyes had filled with tears. “You don’t have to do this,” he blubbered. “Just give the wasps time to spread NAPA-33. If we can maintain control of the compound, I know we can beat this.”
Miller shook his head, not bothering to reply. He dug into his vest and tossed a handful of pheromone tea bags into Harris’s lap.
“What would be worse, do you think? The terror-jaws finding you first, or the timer running out? Good-bye, Harris.” Turning on his heel, Miller slung the strap of his M27 on his good arm, and crossed the office.
“Miller! You can’t leave me here like this. Miller! This won’t solve anything. We can still save New York. You just have to listen to me. Miller! Miller, get back here!”
But he was already out the door.
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NEW YORK CITY was bleak and dark and much reduced. With power lost at the compound, there were no lights visible anywhere on either side of the East River.
Miller gripped the top of the captain’s chair on the bridge of the Tevatnoa with white knuckles, his eyes never leaving the darkened city, awaiting the execution.
As the burden settled into his chest like a fungal infection, he sighed and felt the weight of a hand on his shoulder.
L. Gray Matheson patted his bandage, then stopped when Miller winced.
Aboard the Tevatnoa’s bridge, Miller, Gray, and Lewis stood silently, watching the Astoria Peninsula. The East River was running fast, whipping them down past Roosevelt Island. It would take only a few minutes to reach the open water of the Atlantic Ocean.
They couldn’t see the carnage at the compound from that distance, but they knew. Someplace on that pocket of land, the last of New York’s humans were fighting against a horde they couldn’t possibly beat.
“How long?” Gray asked.
Miller checked the timer on his watch. “Three minutes.”
Their eyes turned back to the peninsula.
Lewis cleared his throat. “You could say that Harris is about to get what he wanted.”
Miller didn’t speak. He’d thought the same thing, but his throat felt tight.
“I think when we enter Boston, that’s the story we go with,” Gray said.
His tone was matter-of-fact. Miller looked up in surprise.
“Story?”
Gray raised his eyebrows and gave a half-hearted shrug. “Don’t be so eager to take the fall for this. You want to be known throughout all of history as the man who nuked New York City?”
“But I am the man who nuked New York City.”
“No, Harris is. And it’s not as if he’s going to be around to deny that story, is he?”
“Sir, I’m not sure…”
“Alex,” Gray said, looking a little like his old, controlled self. “Remember me saying that a good soldier needs something of a sociopath in him?”
“Yes.”
“Well, that can mean doing the wrong things for the right reasons,” Gray continued. “It can also mean shifting blame onto someone too dead to object.”
Miller shot Gray a quick look, then turned his attention back to the skyline. Maybe he was right. Maybe not. Honestly, it was hard to think straight. Exhaustion and the depletion of adrenaline was making Miller feel sluggish.
Lewis grunted. “He’s right, son. It’ll stay between us. No one else need know.”
But Miller would know. It was a weight he was unsure he could forget he was carrying. But he nodded slowly. “If you two think that’s what best.”
Gray frowned. “We do.”
The bomb went off.
From their distance, there was no sound, but clearly visible from the ship’s bridge, there was a flash of light. A large cloud of dust puffed into the air from where the compound had once stood. The plume darkened the sky, covering the stars in all directions, hanging on the horizon like a black curtain.
Lewis’s shoulders slumped. “That’s it, then.” He turned away from the window, his eyes passing over Miller’s stricken face toward Gray. “What comes next?”
Gray shook his head slowly, his mouth thin and compressed. “I suppose we adapt.”
Lewis snorted. “And how do you propose we do that?”
Gray rubbed his chest with the butt of his hand. “There are rumors,” he said. “I hear the Russians are attempting to get back into space. There have been discussions of a colony off-planet.”
“Good God,” Lewis breathed. “Could they even...?”
“And the French have devised plans for some sort of mega-bunkers to house survivors—to try and wait this whole thing out,” Gray added.
“What about us?” Lewis asked.
Gray cocked his head. “First, Boston. Then after that...?” He shrugged.
Miller said nothing, the tightness in his chest making it hard to breathe. He had a feeling the survivors of New York were condemned to a nomadic life, for now. It would be tough, but traveling could buy time for the world to settle down. A new normal would have to be found aboard the ship. Maybe for a generation, perhaps two.
He wasn’t sure what the new beginning was, but Miller tried to feel it like a rebirth. Every expectation of what the world was, or would be, or had been, was now stripped away.
Miller watched the dust cloud of the Astoria Peninsula in the distance and swallowed the lump in his throat.
For here on out, anything was possible.
 

 

MILLER STOOD ON the dock in Boston Harbour, the pier swarming with activity around him. Behind him, the Tevatnoa sat moored, creaking like an old rocking chair before its departure.
The trip from New York to Boston had been difficult. Once the survivors had been medically treated, fed from the hydroponic farms aboard, and informed of what had happened to the compound—or a version of what happened—the mood aboard fluctuated between stunned silence, mourning, and cautious hope.
They were the new pioneers, Gray told them. They were the next settlers of the new world, and they would explore this evolved land and find their place with all the strength and tenacity of the first colonists at Plymouth.
“We will rebuild!” Gray had preached, standing on the deck of the Tevatnoa like their savior.
The survivors had cheered, clinging to each other as if their faith would keep the large ship afloat.
Meanwhile, behind Gray and surrounded by du Trieux, Hsiung, and Morland, Miller had hugged his M27 to his chest.
He wanted to believe it would be that easy, but he knew history didn’t always remember the hardships the first colonists had faced. They were in for a battle, the kind his M27 wouldn’t always fix. But at least they weren’t in it wholly alone.
The British Royal Navy, or what was left of it, was rumored to be doing the same thing. Several of their own frigates had been converted into floating cities. Lewis had mentioned there were plans to converge with their vessels and embark together in search of new land—joining forces and resources would be a wise choice. The greater their numbers, the greater their chances for success, Lewis had said.
Before beginning their trans-Atlantic cruise to meet with the Navy and to try and pick up more gear and more ships in other parts of Europe, the Tevatnoa collected supplies and passengers in what was left of Boston.
Some survivors opted to stay there—to try their hand at living on familiar territory. Others never left the ship, concentrating on building infrastructure and living quarters inside the depths of the boat.
Miller wasn’t sure who would fare better. He wasn’t certain of anything anymore.
Now, on the dock, the Tevatnoa waiting for him, Miller’s uncertainty resurfaced. Where did he belong? He wasn’t sure. He wasn’t even sure of who he was—what he had become.
The old Miller, the bodyguard who had risked his life to protect others—he was long gone. He’d died at the beginning of all this shit; the moment Harris had ordered the attack helicopter to slaughter the Infected during the extraction of Lester Allen.
Even the Miller who had fought against the Charismatics, and teamed up with the Archaeans to liberate the compound’s survivors—even he didn’t exist anymore. He’d died in the mushroom cloud, blown to ash with all the Exiles and Infected of New York City.
How many times had he been reborn? How many versions of himself had he discarded to come this far?
He wasn’t certain someone like him belonged on a ship full of humanity’s hopes and dreams.
The weight of his old phone made his skin itch. He turned it on, flipped through his photos, trying to feel something familiar, something good. His family’s smiling faces stared back at him with such innocence, such life—it made his eyes water. He kept flipping, his calloused thumb scraping across the scratched screen. Photographs of Billy, Samantha, of all the members of Cobalt, many lost and gone forever. The ache in his chest made him look away.
Quickly, he pressed the power button, shutting it down. He pulled his arm back—to toss the phone into the water, be done with his past forever—but he stopped himself.
Footsteps approached from behind.
Turning around, he spotted du Trieux ambling up the dock. She carried a wooden crate of supplies in both her hands, her vest exchanged for a T-shirt and a headband. No gas mask; there weren’t too many wasps here.
She grinned at him, eyeing the phone in his hand and his pitcher’s stance. “Cleaning house?” she asked.
Miller dropped his arm to his side, phone still tight in his palm. “Yes. I mean, no. I—hell, I don’t know.”
She nodded, then skirted past and lugged the crate up a ramp leading to one of the cargo holds. “We disembark in a few minutes. Wouldn’t want to leave without you.” She stopped mid-step then looked at him kindly. “You ready?”
Miller pocketed his phone and wiped his palm against the leg of his pants. “I’ll be up in a few.”
She pursed her lips and nodded. “Okay.” Then, still carting the crate, she disappeared into the ship.
For a moment he just stared after her.
He walked toward the ramp, the phone weighing heavily in his pocket. This was a new beginning for all of them: for all the survivors, for the remains of humanity. For Cobalt, for du Trieux. For him.
Who he was, what he’d done—when the Tevatnoa pulled away from Boston’s docks, that man would be left behind, just like all the others.
As he bounded up the ramp into the cargo hold, he squared his shoulders.
Had to start someplace.
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SAMANTHA HERNANDEZ LEANED her shoulder into the stilled subway car door and shoved it open the remainder of the way.
Inside the car, the smell of death hung thick, billowing out and filling the station behind her. She pulled her bandana back over her mouth and nose.
She squinted into the darkness, but nothing moved. She reached behind her and was handed a burning torch, then stepped inside the subway car and looked around in the glow of the torchlight. It was a distasteful scene. Bile gathered in the back of her throat.
The support of her friends filled her mind with reassurance. She was protected, there was nothing to fear.
She knew this.
She swallowed the bile and with a calm assurance, stepped further into the subway car, the strength of her people filling her.
The car was full of people, too—but not of the living. Skeletal remains from the Infected lay slumped together in groups, as if connecting with their dying commune had been a source of comfort near the end.
Sidestepping over the bodies, she pulled strength from her family members waiting in the station, and made herself walk deeper into the train, changing cars and slowly making her way toward the front where she knew he would be.
She could smell him.
Anger flooded her mind, but she was experienced enough with the sensation to recognize the anger she felt was not wholly her own. The Archaeans were angry with him—to the point of riot. But allowing a riot would undo the growth the Archaeans had achieved over the last year, so she had made the decision to come alone.
She would handle this.
If anyone could identify their own emotions in the swell of the Infected, it was Samantha. Between the pheromones in the truck, and the emotional turmoil driving the horde of the Infected stampede, it was Samantha who had driven the truck to the compound and picked up the Archaeans, who’d led the caravan to the outskirts of New York and safety.
She hadn’t known what Alex had planned—but she knew him well enough to heed his warning. She was glad they were long clear of the city when the bomb blast hit.
There would be fallout; perhaps for decades. But the Archaeans were used to adapting to a changing environment. If the radiation caused mutations, they would meet them just as they had met every evolution the Archaean parasite had brought them—with love, respect, and acceptance.
It was only because of him that she’d had to return to the city so soon. He was a source of conflict that needed to be quelled—permanently, quickly.
At the head of the train, she found him, just where she knew he would be.
Jimmy Swift looked nothing like the charming, assured newscaster he had once been. Now, he was crouched in the corner of a death-filled subway car like a scared, mangy dog—bald, bleeding, and in tatters.
He’d clearly been topside when the blast had hit: he was covered in radiation sores and breathing in short, hurried, shallow breaths. His eyes were yellowed. His head rested on the floor. His hair, eyebrows, lashes—everything—was gone. His eyes went wide at the sight of her and his breathing increased. He opened his dry, cracked mouth.
She felt the pull of his fear, and the depth of his despair, but she also felt the anger and hostility of the Archaeans back at the station, and she said nothing—only watched Swift struggle for breath. Mixed in with his fear and the crowd’s anger, she felt her own sense of satisfaction.
“H-how you…?” he whispered.
“How are we not covered in radiation sores?” she asked.
He nodded, barely perceptibly.
“Because we knew better.”
He swallowed, lips wide open, although she doubted there was a drop of saliva left in his mouth.
“H-help me,” he begged, panting faster still. “P-please.”
She felt his flicker of hope and her heart swelled at the power of it. It took effort, but she was able to push it down, away from her mind, so that she could concentrate on her own words—her last shard of individuality.
“I can’t help you,” she said, honestly. “But I can’t kill another Infected either, even if I wanted to. All I can do is tell you that you’ve lost. The whole of New York City is lost. You didn’t win the city away from the humans like you fought to. All you did was give them no choice but to destroy it. And now, those of us who are left, we will be better off without either of you.”
“N-no,” Swift gasped, fighting for air.
“You will be dead soon,” she said, enjoying the primal fear that radiated off him in a panicked wave. “And the world will be better for it.”
“N-no, it w-won’t,” he whispered. “Worse,” he added. “M-much, m-much worse.”
With a hiss, his final breath escaped his lips.
She felt his relief like a blow to her gut. There was an instant release of pain from him that flowed through her, and then nothing.
His open eyes gaped at her, his mouth still open as if searching for one last breath or word.
Satisfied, Samantha turned from Jimmy Swift’s body and began the trek back to the subway platform, and to her people.
From deep within, she felt a dull sense of dread, but she pushed it away and fabricated a triumphant bravery, forcing it to the surface. They would be better off, she insisted. They would thrive.
They had to.
When she reached her people on the platform, she vowed—stepping over the bodies of the Infected—she would do so with a conquering smile.
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