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THE EAST RIVER flowed backwards shortly after dawn. Miller had heard about it—the river, technically a strait, changed direction with the tides—but he’d never seen it before. He’d never been up at the ass-crack of dawn, waiting in line for ration packs, with nothing better to do than stare at the river.
Seagulls, part of the planet’s old ecology, were clustered on a big, gelatinous-looking corpse in the river. It could have been one of the new animals—a small thug or bloated terror-jaw—or it could have been a pig, maybe an obese human being. The gulls’ wings burned with an almost angelic light as they fought, flapping and graceless, over whatever it was.
First they were drifting left, but they gradually slowed and began to serenely drift back towards the right.
It was unlikely to be a human being, Miller reflected. The latest wave of famines had lasted months—the truly obese were a memory. Humanity, at least in New York, had been bled dry and left emaciated. Say one thing for the apocalypse, everyone had their beach bodies ready.
Well, not exactly. Thinned limbs, sagging flesh, the unhealthiness of borderline malnutrition, temperature records still being shattered in the midst of a heatwave and its furious sunlight, respiratory ailments from fungal spores and dust... No one around Miller looked like fashion models. They looked broken.
The line shuffled forward a step.
Something in the river’s depths surfaced. The birds tore away in terror, before the unseen creature dragged the carrion to the depths.
Miller was in the fast line; employees only. The refugee line, separated by a length of dirty chain-link fencing, hadn’t moved at all. Some of the refugees sat slumped on the ground, snoring, back-to-back. Hopefully their line would move before mid-morning. The daytime temperatures at noon could kill the weak, and Miller sure as hell didn’t see anyone strong on the other side of the fence.
He gazed at the ration cards in his hands. Mostly handwritten, to prevent forgery each one had been given a bar code label. Nobody had access to printers anymore. Bar codes qualified as key anti-forgery technology, now.
The wind brought an animal’s howl from Manhattan across the water, a long keening sound. Too high pitched to be one of the thug behemoths, too long for anything not tough enough to take on all challengers for its territory. Miller didn’t know what it could be, but whatever it was, it had one hell of a pair of lungs.
The line crept forward, and Miller trudged along with the others. There wasn’t too far to go, now. The fenced-off lines all led to the main distribution warehouse, a converted building with its walls cut open on Fourth Avenue. The only people in the entire Astoria compound who looked halfway well-fed, and who weren’t also members of the corporate board or major stockholders, worked behind its barred windows.
Another wait, and Miller lost himself in watching buildings’ shadows sweep across Manhattan. Eventually, ahead of him, a welding technician handed over a handful of ration cards. She waited, looking back at Miller neutrally. Miller stared back, shrugged, and the technician turned back to take back her ration cards. Eventually she walked away with an open cardboard box, moving towards the docks, bulging with unsealed ration packages. Maybe... two and a half, three thousand calories for each person’s ration card? A wealth, a goddamn fortune in food, but the welders were cutting apart the old oil tankers that had come in. Heavy work. Without food to fuel them, work would slow, and they were needed, expanding the Astoria compound onto barges in the river.
Miller’s turn came, and he pushed the cards for his team—himself, du Trieux, Doyle, Morland, Hsuing—through the slot. The worker eyed his security uniform, the Gallican holstered at his hip, then the cards. He scanned the cards on a supermarket checkout with scratched glass, slid them back, and moved back into the warehouse’s cool darkness.
Miller couldn’t help comparing the warehouse worker’s ass with the welding tech’s, but his libido felt like the rest of him: tired, dried out, crumbling. In any case, he decided, receiving his cardboard box, his brief flutter of interest had only been over so much food. The warehouse worker glanced again at Miller’s uniform, his sidearm, and said, sharply, “All sealed and correct.”
Miller made a show of inspecting the box’s contents. Sealed shrink-wrapped packages covered with handwritten labels. A thousand calories of canned goods, a thousand calories of candy bars, a thousand calories of dry pasta, a thousand calories... All sealed, unlike the welding technician’s packages. Miller looked up, glaring.
“We ain’t cheating you,” the warehouse worker said, smiling, holding up his hands.
The barest hint of a double chin wobbled at his throat. Just a hint.
Miller took it all back. He understood how an obese human body could have gotten into the river, and right at that moment, he knew he was just about capable of having thrown another in.
“You tubby fuck.”
“Hey, man. We don’t mess with the security teams. We good?”
“You moronic fuck! When you start a food riot I’ll fucking open the gate and help them tear you to pieces!” Miller snarled, jerking his head at the fenced off and unmoving refugee line. “Just give people their fucking food. Asshole.”
He swept up his team’s rations off the counter and stormed away, leaving the worker, pale and frightened, to his next customer.
Entering the fenced-in warrens of the compound’s streets, covered to keep titan-birds out, Miller raged at himself. He shouldn’t have gotten that angry with some jackoff stealing candy bars. It was uncivilized bullshit. A person didn’t threaten to kill someone over candy. Not in the old, pre-famine world, anyway.
This new world, though. There were new rules, ones Miller wasn’t adjusting to quickly enough. Maybe killing that corrupt ass for skimming calories off rations was exactly the right thing to do. But Miller had taken the rations and walked. He hadn’t dragged that bastard out from behind the counter. And every step he took put him farther away from doing anything about it.
What the hell did it matter, anyway?
Miller brought the food back to Cobalt’s break room. They had power today. The lights were on and an old television was hooked up to an even older Blu-ray player. Morland kneeled with a bottle of window cleaner and some rags, trying to clean up the discs and find at least one that worked.
Barely managing to avoid taking his own head off with one of the cables snaking around the television, Morland unfolded himself, his puppyish expression at odds with his imposing size. “Say we’ve got popcorn. I’ve got the sugar for it saved.”
Miller’s stomach rebelled. “Sugar? On popcorn?”
“Yeah. Oh, God. You don’t like it salty, do you?”
“You put butter and you put salt on popcorn. What is wrong with British people?” Miller demanded.
Hsiung, draped over the couch, looked up from her perusal of the movie boxes they’d looted from the city. Slowly, glacially, her eyebrow lifted. “And Chinese people.”
Desperately, Miller looked to the other half of the room for backup.
“You should try it,” Doyle said, immersed in the guts of his rifle’s firing mechanisms, oil and steel on the table in front of him. “It’s good.”
As one, everyone looked at du Trieux, minding her own business with Cobalt’s weapons requisitions papers.
“Well?” Miller begged. “Salt or sugar?”
Her lips thinned. Bad news on the way. “Sugar.”
“Just in France, right? That’s just a European thing? What about Nigeria?”
“Both. Salt’s bad for your blood pressure anyway.”
“I’m going to get Lewis,” Miller said, “and we’re going to enact written orders that any popcorn this team gets hold of is doused in melted butter and salt.”
“Americans.” Du Trieux shook her head grimly.
“Salted isn’t the end of the world. Not very good, but...”
“Shut it, Doyle.” Miller pointed a finger at him. “Quit while you’re ahead.”
“Honestly. Just try it sweet some time.” Doyle snapped a slender pin back into his rifle’s firing mechanisms. “You’ll like it. Like candy corn.”
“Candy corn is a whole other thing. It’s candy.” Miller checked the requisition papers over du Trieux’s shoulder, and stopped, leaning in. “How much ammunition did we use last week?”
“It’s not quite that bad,” she said. “We just don’t have any here. A lot of it’s in the caches.”
They’d been going through a lot of ammunition all the same. Hunting down the city’s Charismatics wasn’t easy, even now that the main push of military organization seemed to have crumbled.
The Charismatics knew how to manipulate their fellow Infected into playing the role of bodyguard. A quick assassination or a single rifle shot could create a howling mob charging through the streets for their blood in an instant. Sometimes to get that shot, to kill an Infected Charismatic coordinating the others, they had to kill dozens, even hundreds. More than once Miller had barricaded Cobalt-2 into position, with a cache of ammunition and spare weapons, and fought like demons against the horde until none of the screaming Infected were left pounding at the doors and windows.
It went through a lot of ammunition. That was the comfortable way to look at what had happened. Maybe Miller could have viewed it in terms of circling the wagons, or drawn parallels with Rorke’s Drift, a battle between savagery and civilization, in the kind of rhetoric beloved by white supremacists, neatly transforming himself into a conquering hero. But it didn’t feel like that at all.
Afterward, Cobalt had used shovels to clear enough bodies from the window to get away before the big predators arrived to scavenge. Very heroic.
There wasn’t enough soap in the entire compound to wash away the memories of how heroic it felt to crawl out over piled bodies, or how heroic it had smelled, or what kind of heroism a human being’s face could be transformed into by a 5.56mm bullet.
The system worked, but it burned through ammunition, and if they didn’t have the bullets, they’d be killed. Miller sat down beside du Trieux, pulling the ready forms over for him to sign. He had to ask stores for more bullets and equipment so he could walk his team out into the city and go through it all over again. So he could stumble on warm limbs, slippery with blood. Leave as the thug-behemoths started in on the bodies, shearing through limbs with gristly cracks of their beaked jaws.
Miller palmed at his face. “Pass me the pen.”
She finished totalling how many quarts of fuel they’d need for the flamethrower they wanted for the cache in Queens, then slid the last form and the pen over to him.
The emotional impact had nothing to do with having to deal with paperwork, or what the paperwork represented—more killing in the future. The pen was so heavy in his hand because it amounted to consent. To putting it on paper that living through that kind of hell wasn’t just something he’d suffered through, but accepted and repeated, willingly.
“Hey! There is popcorn in here!” Morland pulled a bag of microwave popcorn from one of the miscellaneous packs victoriously.
Miller pressed his fingertips over his eyes.
“Aw, bloody hell. It’s pre-salted.”
Well. That was a small mercy.
While his team struggled to figure out which discs worked and which didn’t, or catalogued the day’s rations into ‘snacks’ and ‘real food,’ Miller and du Trieux handled the rest of the paperwork. Miller couldn’t understand why there was so much of it, but without programmers and a robust IT infrastructure, all the little things that used to be handled by automatically scanning your corporate ID as you walked into a room now had to be handled with paper. Thankfully, stationery didn’t rot or go stale, so it was easy to scavenge and stockpile. The only trouble was the pens—they kept running out. It had never happened to Miller before, but in the past few weeks, he’d used up three.
Requisitions had eaten up one, the other two had perished writing reports—sanitized versions of what had happened in the field. He used to be able to type it all out on a word processor, but the internal security offices no longer had access to secure online cloud storage. It had to be on paper.
Filling out forms to a background of film-snippets, as Morland and Hsiung found working DVDs and Blu-rays, didn’t cost Miller and du Trieux any blood, but plenty of ink. Without printers, they had to copy the form’s grids and questions out by hand from a master copy they’d been given.
Who was going to read all this garbage, at the end of the day? The question kept distracting Miller. Some guy was going to glance over the paperwork, hand over a pallet of boxed ammo, and then the forms might as well go straight into the trash. It wasn’t as though lawyers would be going over Miller’s reports with a fine-toothed comb, subjecting him and his actions to legal scrutiny—there weren’t any courts left. It was unnecessary bureaucracy, the dying, twitching remnants of a social structure that no longer existed. It let tubby bastards skim food off people, let the real atrocities slip by, and made Miller’s fingers and wrists ache.
His penmanship was improving, at least. And there was salted popcorn. Something to look forward to.
He checked his wristwatch. It was just barely eight-thirty in the morning. “Don’t start movie night until I’m back.” Miller collected the loose sheets into something approaching a neat stack.
“We’ll need to find a microwave first, anyway,” Morland said.
Du Trieux turned her head, frowning. “Surely we can cook it in a pan?”
Miller drew in a deep breath. Improved penmanship, and burnt popcorn. Rolling his eyes, he gathered up the last of the documentation and left his team to their own devices, while he headed upstairs to see Lewis.
Lewis’s office was, for now, part of the small suite of rooms assigned to Cobalt. Increasingly, though, since Mannon’s death and the news that Crewe wouldn’t be leaving a hospital bed, Lewis had ceased to be security team Cobalt’s de facto leader. He was Gray’s eyes on the ground, feeding Schaeffer-Yeager’s CEO news from what qualified as the front line. He was Gray’s voice, too—not that the CEO’s new directive stopped security teams Shank and Bayonet from calling in with Robert Harris to confirm their every move. The old corporate hierarchy, with everything going through internal security first, held strong.
Miller knocked on the doorframe. Lewis’s door was always open, but not as a matter of managerial policy—it was the only way to get any air-flow through the room in the day’s oppressive heat.
“Give us a minute, son. Busy here.”
A man with extremely dark skin, darker than Lewis’s by a landslide, was sitting across the desk. Worn clothes, thin. Could have been a refugee, but refugees didn’t carry guns—a battered, antique-looking AK variant Miller had never seen before. He glared at Miller with yellowy eyes, seemingly jaundiced, and turned back to face Lewis over the desk. “Jolly promised shore leave to the men.” His accent was foreign, but reminded Miller of the wide, flat tones of du Trieux’s impressions of her Nigerian cousins.
“Not my problem,” Lewis replied, going into a weary explanation of how there wasn’t anywhere for shore leave. Areas were sectored out, refugees and personnel. The compound had no public spaces.
Miller wasted some time by following the breeze from Lewis’s office door to a window at the end of a corridor. He stood, eyes half shut, letting the air blow past him. Maybe if he cooled down enough now, he’d actually be able to get some sleep at noon instead of waking up to helpless, muggy heat.
When the Nigerian asking about shore leave left, Miller stepped into Lewis’s office, and set the stack of paperwork on the desk. “All good?” Miller asked.
Lewis finished jotting something down, and looked up at the stack without much enthusiasm. “Hell,” he muttered, and pulled the pages over for a closer look.
Paperwork didn’t really suit Lewis. He’d remained an NCO with the Marines as long as he could before taking retirement, and that was only because he was getting a little old to be jumping out of planes with a set of prosthetic feet. He’d taken work in the private sector as a bodyguard with the intent of staying active and on his feet well into his seventies. It didn’t seem fair to Miller that circumstances had put Lewis behind a desk.
“I don’t think I can get you this much ammunition,” Lewis said, blinking at the page. “How the hell’d you use this much?”
“It’s in the incident reports.” Miller clasped his hands behind his back uncomfortably. “The short version? You remember that crowd of Infected the helicopter had to shoot to pieces?”
Lewis looked up, lips pushed grimly together. He nodded.
“Well, they mob up like that about a quarter of the time after we take out a Charismatic.” Miller spread his hands in an awkward shrug. “Five of us with our asses in the fire doesn’t rate air support anymore, what with the engine trouble the choppers are having, so we get ourselves out. That’s where the ammo goes.”
Lewis bowed his head, looking at the requisition forms. After a pause, he fished through the stack until he found one of the handwritten incident reports.
“So what was the deal with that other guy?” Miller asked.
“Nigerian pirate.” Lewis turned a page over with a loud flick. “They’re negotiating the sale of a hijacked oil tanker.”
“Seriously?”
“Uh-huh.”
“How about that. So that’s where we’re getting the tankers the welders are tearing up on the docks? Pirates?”
“Some of them. The company doesn’t have enough big boats to spare for this floating farm thing.”
Rumour was that with the compound jammed full of people, the plan was to string together boats and barges into the East River to find the space to start some kind of indoor farming effort. Couldn’t start soon enough, in Miller’s opinion.
“You kids okay?” Lewis asked, after putting down another incident report.
It wasn’t easy to answer. The obvious answer, ‘we’re fine,’ stuck in Miller’s throat. At last he said, “Working the night shift isn’t all bad. Not as hot.”
“You know that’s not what I mean.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
He pushed one of the reports across the desk and under Miller’s nose. “If we were in the Marines,” Lewis said, “you’d be due a psychiatric evaluation.”
“Don’t see why.”
“Killing fucks people up, son.” Lewis slapped down another. “In the world wars, the machine gunners went crazy. In mine, the drone operators. Basically, anybody who sits there with a trigger or a button and focuses on nothing but killing other human beings for days on end—they all come out mincemeat on the other side.”
“Don’t feel like mincemeat.” Miller ducked his head.
Putting the rest of the paperwork down, Lewis kicked his chair back, lacing his fingers over his belly and staring. “Son,” he said, “what I’m saying here is that I need you on your feet. Able to do your duty.”
“Sure. No problem.”
“If you and the kids start cracking up, we’re screwed. You understand? Switchblade’s gone, and Shank isn’t any kind of replacement. They’re good enough to keep terror-jaws from nosing around the breaches in the walls, but that’s about it. The other security teams are barely in any kind of shape to get shit done. Cobalt’s the only thing that resembles a flexible fighting force, and we’re down to five of you. You have to take care of yourselves.”
“Six, if you get out from behind that desk.”
Lewis’s face hardened. “The longer I can keep you shielded from handling this bullshit and dealing with the board, the better.”
“What do you want me to say?” Miller leaned forward. “We’re tired. We’re struggling. We’re doing our job.”
“You’re getting put on crowd control until further notice.”
Miller blinked. “What?”
“You heard me.”
“What happened to speaking for the CEO? Your word is Gray’s word?”
“Where do you think these orders came from? I speak with the voice of God because God tells me what to say. Gray and Harris are giving you until eighteen-hundred to acclimatize, and then Cobalt’s on a regular guard rotation with security team Bayonet.”
“We’re on down time, waiting on ammo and supplies, we can’t go back out until we rest and resupply.”
“They want you on guard duty babysitting the refugees we’ve got canned up in fences like fucking prisoners of war,” Lewis snapped. “And I agree with them. There’s talk about evacuating to Boston. It’s made people scared. Some of the refugees are even trying to escape into the city. I need you on this.”
“So let them leave. Fucking let them.”
“And then in a couple days we’ve got well-fed Infected outside the walls who know every nook and cranny of the compound—and who know exactly how many men and how much firepower we have left? Can’t happen.”
Miller clenched his fists. “We need rest, we need to put down the guns. We need to be human for awhile. Eighteen hours? That’s a fucking joke.”
“We’re fighting a war against extinction here,” Lewis kept on, his face reddening, “and you need to do your duty, which is to execute the orders I give you. I’ll figure out how to straighten this out, but until it happens I need you to play along.”
Miller stared at him, blinking. “My duty?”
“Your duty,” Lewis said, evenly.
“I’m a fucking private employee. The terms of my employment contract don’t say shit about guard duty, or mass murder, or assassination, or the fucking end of the world.” Miller got to his feet. “If you can’t straighten this shit out I’ll go to someone who can.”
“Miller!”
He looked back, once, before leaving. “You speak for God ’cuz God talks to you. I drive God’s kids to school every day.”
“Gray won’t like this.”
“Are you kidding?” Miller snorted. “Being compared to God’ll make his damned day.”
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HOLLY MOULIN DIDN’T look up from behind her desk.
“Not even going to try and stop me?” Miller asked, reaching for the office door.
“It never works, Mr. Miller.”
He smiled, a thin veneer of levity over his foul mood, and let himself into Gray’s office.
L. Gray Matheson’s den had grown even more opulent, by the compound’s standards. A functioning air conditioning unit hummed beneath one of the windows, banishing any idea of heat. It seemed somehow unfair, but that was how capitalism worked, even now. Big glossy desk, fresh bagels baked out of flour from God-knew-where, real coffee...
As Miller neared the desk, and Gray behind it, he realized that the dainty plate wasn’t covered with the crumbs of a fresh-baked breakfast snack. He looked at Gray quizzically, and pointed towards the stubby, flat triangles on the plate.
Rolling his eyes, Gray eased back in his seat, clasping an antique corded telephone to the side of his face. He nodded, waved for Miller to take one. “Yes. I know none of the shareholders are happy. Nobody’s happy, Ben.”
Taking care not to smear the plate with the rapidly cooling sweat covering his fingers, Miller picked up the daintily cut quarter of a DG-12. Cautiously, he tasted it. The bread, purportedly identifying the DG-12 as a sandwich against all other evidence, swelled as it drank the saliva off his tongue. Chewing transformed his mouth into a wonderland of filthy, clinging gobbets. Somewhere in the midst of it all, rubbery strips of something that had been soy, up until a team of industrial chemists had taken a crack at making their mark on history, slithered between his teeth and eventually down his throat.
The DG-12 was not a sandwich. It was a way to preserve food for decades, most likely by the time-honoured tradition of rendering it inedible by both macroscopic and microscopic life.
“I understand that,” Gray told the other end of the line, “but if they leave the cove, we can’t provide them with support. Any kind of support. The security teams are too busy holding the compound.”
Miller took another bite, because, fuck it, you didn’t turn down a meal. Not anymore.
“Ben, do me a favour. Before you try and threaten me with a suggestion like that, actually try and hire private security. It doesn’t exist anymore.” Gray laughed. “That’s why you need to stay with us. I’m not hardballing you. There really isn’t any other option. Thank you. Yes, that’s fine. We’ll pick this up later. Goodbye.”
Miller sank into one of the two visitor’s chairs opposite the desk, and gestured with the remains of the DG-12. “Ran out of caviar?”
“Getting a preview,” Gray said, fumbling with the old phone, trying to fit its pieces together the way it was done in old movies.
“We aren’t even feeding the refugees this old stuff yet.” Miller turned it over. The last time he’d had one was as a hazing exercise in the Army. The DG series rations were long-term storage, last-ditch meal items. The kind of thing they started stuffing into bunkers after the Russian Federation started stockpiling nukes again. “There’s no way in hell you don’t have a source on the fresh stuff.”
“That’s the problem, Alex.” Gray smiled thinly. “I felt I needed a dose of the reality we’ll be living through if I screw this up for us.”
“What’s Ben’s problem? You torturing the rest of the board with this stuff?”
“Something along those lines. What can I do for you, Alex?”
One last bite, but only one, and Miller balanced the remnants of the DG-12 on the plate’s edge. “Cobalt’s being put on guard duty.”
“Yes?”
“We just got in from the city this morning. You can’t put us on guard duty.”
“I was told that you had the time. That you weren’t doing anything for the next two days or so?”
“We need down time,” Miller said through gritted teeth.
Gray hesitated. “How much?”
“Honestly? A lot more than eighteen hours.”
“Alex, come on. We’re short-handed. This is crunch time. We need you twenty-four hours a day, here. I know what it’s like, I’ve been in the office overnight too. But you can’t shirk responsibility...” He trailed off, staring at Miller’s expression. “I’m sorry. I know how that must have sounded.”
“Do you?” Miller asked, his face feeling hot. “What kind of late shifts have you pulled at the office lately? Did you hit your quota and kill a couple dozen people before you got home?”
“Alex…”
“Because that’s what I had to do to get back to the compound. I haven’t slept yet. I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep.”
“You know I didn’t mean…”
“I know you didn’t think,” Miller said. He leaned back until the chair squeaked. “We’re not software developers. You can’t push front line combat troops like that.”
Silence stretched out until Gray pinched at the bridge of his nose. “Bob assured me it’d be fine.”
“Robert Harris never held a gun in his life. You don’t put armed soldiers fresh from battle in front of civvies. We’re too hopped up and on edge. It’ll be a disaster,” Miller all but pleaded.
“I think you under-estimate yourself and your team.”
“Look, I’m not saying we have PTSD yet, although I’m not saying we don’t. But after doing what we just did out there, our judgement is shot. I mean, killing seems normal right now. Everything feels like a threat, everything.” Miller got to his feet. “You really want a group of armed, hyper-sensitive, shell-shocked troops to babysit a panicky crowd? How is that a good idea? You can’t mix in the wolves with the sheep. It’s a slaughter waiting to happen.”
“Okay,” Gray said, gently. “Okay. Your team needs down time. I get it. Harris didn’t know what he was talking about. Any suggestions for how we get the job done?”
“Which job you talking about? Keeping the refugees pinned behind their fences?”
“That’s the objective,” Gray nodded.
Miller could barely believe his ears. “What happened to keeping the Infected out? Or stopping them from infecting people unchecked? What about making this city safe?” Miller gazed out Gray’s window at Manhattan across the river. “Wasn’t that the objective last time I looked? Isn’t that what Cobalt’s been doing?”
“It’s getting out of hand. We need to keep the refugees in check.”
“Do we?”
Gray bowed his head and steepled his fingers. “That’s what I’ve been told.”
“What do you think me and my people are out there for? Killing the Charismatics?” Miller turned to face Gray and gestured out at the window. “We’re buying you time, and time for what? What the hell have you been doing? Dicking around with turning boats into floating islands?”
“The farms—” Gray began.
“Cutting up a few oil tankers and turning them into hydroponic farms is pissing on a forest fire, and you know it. You won’t be able to grow anything fast enough to make a difference. There isn’t any food now.”
Gray got to his feet. He looked older than he should’ve—older than anyone Miller had ever seen—as he took slow, heavy steps to stand at the window.
“The population of the United States must have been cut to a quarter over the past six months,” Miller continued, “but nobody knows because there aren’t enough of us left to count. What happened to saving humanity? Giving your kids a future?”
Gray only sighed.
“We fought back the Infected,” Miller kept on, “we pushed Stockman off us, we bought some time. Great. But now the Infected are unopposed in Jersey and Queens and the Bronx, going after everyone left. And you want to put your best squad on guard duty? Here, sit tight and starve while we build a farm—from scratch. Why?” He slapped the glass. “What the hell is it all for, Gray?”
“Harris said—”
“Fuck Harris.” Miller glared at his boss. “Stop listening to Harris and start telling him what to do.”
The air in Gray’s lungs escaped in a long, helpless breath. “I can’t.”
“You’re the most powerful man in the world. You’re used to dealing with money, with whole industries, with people’s livelihoods. The stakes haven’t changed. You pick up a phone, you give the wrong orders, people die. Same was true before. If you screwed up that government contract for BioGen, famine would have hit us six months earlier. If you screwed up the merger five years ago, two hundred thousand people would’ve lost their jobs, their health coverage, their homes, everything. You’ve got to step up, Gray. I mean, you have an annoying nickname for the President and you use it to his face, for God’s sake. Surely you can stand up to Harris.”
“Huck’s not an annoying nickname.”
Miller raised an eyebrow. “It annoys the shit out of me.”
Laughing despite himself, Gray stepped in against the window, gazing at the compound below. “I don’t know shit about this situation, Alex. If I let the refugees leave when they want, they’re going to get eaten by some monster, or get infected. If I don’t, we risk riots. And more of them are coming in every day. You know that? People think it’s safe here.”
“I’ve been out there. You don’t appreciate how safe it really is.”
“Maybe not.” He shook his head tiredly. “The board’s leaving.”
“Directors or shareholders?”
“Shareholders,” Gray said. “All this belongs to them as much as it does to me, and they’re not happy. Too crowded, too many strictures on what they can and can’t do. They want me to give them aircraft and security teams to ferry them to private boltholes. Holiday homes, ranches out in the middle of nowhere, that sort of thing.”
Miller made a face. “Being out on a ranch won’t do them much good.”
“Probably not,” Gray said. “I’m losing their trust. They like what Harris has to say. For my part, I agree with you. He wants the refugees bottled up and the compound expanded. He doesn’t seem to know what he wants to do beyond making himself a very comfortable little fortress. But that’s what the board wants, and they think he’s responsible for stopping Stockman.”
Miller raised an eyebrow. “How’d he do that while he was hiding in his fortress?”
“He’s head of internal security, Cobalt’s in his wheelhouse...”
“I killed Stockman,” Miller said, a dangerous rumble at the edge of his voice. “Killing the Charismatics was my plan. Harris didn’t put a bullet in anyone.”
“All the same,” Gray said, “they think the victory’s his responsibility. Not mine.”
Miller pushed out his breath in a frustrated sigh, and leaned on the window, joining Gray to look at the compound below.
Even in full daylight, the flashes of arc-welders were obvious from ground level. Patching the barrier wall, cutting into the ships tangled together around the docks. The sprawling refugee sectors were neat, fenced-off squares covered in checkered brown and grey patterns of prefab housing and tents wedged into spaces too small for either to be effectively used. Even the white tiles of the Cove’s luxury plazas were now overflowing with refugee encampments.
A small kingdom, cut off from the mainland by a perilously thin fortress wall, but a kingdom all the same. Miller was glad he wasn’t in charge.
“What the hell do I do now?” Gray whispered.
“Put the board on the boat,” Miller said, pointing at a white wedge amongst the oil tankers. A cruise ship, bigger than the tankers, higher over the water. “That’s what it’s for, isn’t it? A floating bolthole?”
“Harris had me bring the Tevatnoa in as an emergency power supply.” Gray sighed, tiredly. “Now he tells me it can’t leave, it’s essential infrastructure.”
“Tevatnoa. What is that, something in Hawaiian? Samoan? I preferred it when it was the Sea-Star.”
“Neither of those. And Sea-Star’s a name for trying to sell fusion reactors. It had been an attempt to convince the Navy to switch to fusion from nuclear—a demonstrator for all the essential technologies. Desalinating and cracking sea-water into hydrogen, long mission endurance technologies, the works. Tevatnoa,” Gray finished, “is a better name for an ark of hope.”
“So we pack it all up. Load everyone on that thing, set sail for somewhere better. Europe, maybe.”
“It’s an option,” Gray said, pressing his lips together tightly. “One of several I’m holding in reserve. But it’s infrastructure now—can’t tear it out anymore. And besides, there are too many refugees to fit aboard.”
“So what then?” Miller asked.
“For now, go back to your people,” Gray said. “We stay the course.”
“But—”
Gray interrupted Miller, this time. “An organization this size is like one of those boats. They don’t turn fast. This is going to take time. Besides, you have to know where you’re going before turning the ship around.”
Miller nodded, bitterly. “Fine,” he said. “So long as you don’t push us too hard, I guess I can’t complain.” He turned for the door.
“Alex?” Gray held his hands behind his back.
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for getting my hand back on the rudder.”
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IN THE END, orders came down from above: no more chasing the Charismatics across the city. If it didn’t directly impact operations at the compound, it was to be ignored. The bright side was that their replacement duty was cushy, and kept them away from anyone who didn’t understand. As Doyle put it, keep dogs with dogs, cattle with cattle. Mix the two up and neither would be happy.
These dogs were ride-along escorts on the food trucks. There was a lot of time to sleep, waiting for the trucks to arrive or snatched between Infected ambushes and wildlife attacks. Generally Miller and the rest of his team didn’t even have to dismount—the heavy lifting was handled by a pair of armed Bravos. Their remote turrets, mounting an automatic grenade launcher and .50 cal machine gun each, could clear the road no matter what was in front of the convoy. Sure, ammo was scarce, but five rounds in a thug-behemoth’s ass got the thing moving along pretty damn quick even if it didn’t seem to slow the carnivorous rhino bastards down any.
What the hell were those creatures built from, if a burst off the .50 was the equivalent of a sharp swat with a newspaper? What was it going to take to stop them? Maybe the 40mm grenades could do it, but they didn’t have enough of those to waste.
Anyway, didn’t matter. Wasn’t Miller’s—or Cobalt’s—problem. The trucks never stopped long enough for them to dismount, so Miller never had to wake up. If he had trouble sleeping he could always call on Doyle and his drugs, but the occasional burst of gunfire and the jolting ride didn’t bother him.
It had been a long, long time since Miller had caught up on his sleep. But now he was sleeping eighteen hours a day, making up for the madness in the weeks before.
He listlessly hung, trapped between day-dreams and sleep, picturing his ex-girlfriend Samantha sitting down with one of her self-help books and explaining, reading aloud section by section, that he was actually depressed. And bit by bit, though he might have claimed she was way off the mark, she’d work through the checklists in her books and get him to open up until he admitted that, yes, he missed the Army, and civilian life was taking a lot of getting used to. Maybe this time she could have gently pried at him until Miller blurted that with enough of Doyle’s drug-drenched paper strips in his system, killing people in cold blood didn’t seem all that bad. That nothing seemed bad, that everything was just fucking copacetic.
His memories of the killings were an unpleasant, intrusive tangle. But they felt like something that had happened to someone else, mostly, and that seemed like the best possible situation. So he shut his eyes and concentrated, hard, on the hum of the truck’s wheels, curled up in one of the three bunk-beds behind the driver’s compartment. He let conversations between du Trieux and the driver wash through him and vanish, and he thought about nothing in particular. Just pushed everything out of his head and slept, waiting for the next cycle to complete, the truck looping into the city to the compound and back to the checkpoint in New Jersey, where they’d switch to a fresh truck coming in.
He woke to the ebbing, back-and-forth oceanic roar of humanity. He jolted straight, almost banging his head on the bunk above his. The driver was rolling down his window, while Morland, now occupying the passenger seat, was twisted round to look back.
“Miller!” Morland pointed out front. “It’s a riot.”
“The Infected don’t riot, they attack,” Miller snapped, scrambling off the bunk in time to catch du Trieux’s foot in the face. She swore, pulling herself back up on her bunk, while Miller grabbed his M27 and pushed up against the back of Morland’s seat.
“It’s not the Infected...”
It wasn’t a riot, either. But it could turn into one.
The late afternoon light burned across the barrier wall, pouring across the open gates and illuminating a rectangle of the crowd filling the motor pool. It wasn’t the Infected. It was the refugees, tired and sweaty but washed clean of color, their clothes faded white by the delousing regimen. They were chanting, words clear—nothing like an Infected chorus.
“Hell, no! We won’t go! Hell, no!”
None of the unified purpose of the Infected, either. Most were there to protest the rumoured evacuations to Boston, while others were scrambling through the crowds, passing backpacks along in fire-gang fashion, rushing out as the gates slowly rolled back, trying to escape into the city before a guard on the streets outside barked at them to stay put. Hell—even the lead Bravo’s turret swung to cover the now terrified would-be escapees.
The truck stopped halfway through the gates, a few feet from the back of the crowd instead of driving through—something Miller half-expected to see, memories of pulped bodies briefly distracting him, before he ordered the dismount and climbed last out of the truck.
Hsiung, who’d been riding along in the lead Bravo, was already outside and waiting for them, shrugging helplessly, as if this were her fault. “No one told me, there wasn’t anything on the drone footage...”
Why would there be? Northwind was keeping an eye on the land routes into the Astoria compound, trying to keep logistics going. Civil unrest wasn’t on their dance-card, or Cobalt’s.
The motor pool’s guards were the only ones there to handle the crowd that had broken into the parking and repair zone, just about the only open space left in the compound. The wall guards were taking turns staring at the crowd, making sure the machine guns facing the city were all manned.
“Hey! Hey! Clear a path, we need to get the convoy in!”
Miraculously, a path didn’t appear. An impulse to lift his M27 and make one, filling the air with bullets, was the first Hollywood solution to present itself. But that wasn’t how the world worked, or even the way it was supposed to work. Miller knew that much, through the red fog of frustration. He tried yelling again, but it fell on deaf ears.
He marched back to the lead Bravo and leaned into the cabin. “Turn on the siren.”
“What siren?”
The driver, one of the guys from Bayonet, clearly hadn’t spent any time in the Army. Miller reached past him and flipped a mode toggle and punched commands into the driver side screen. The Bravo screamed like a cop car on bad methamphetamine, and the crowd backed away from it, covering their ears and hurling their slogans at the vehicles shouldering their way in. The stragglers trying to get out, or who didn’t get out of the way, Morland and the Bayonet team pushed aside.
At last, Miller and Hsiung dragged the gate shut, bracing it at either end with swinging sets of steel bars. The crowd eyed the truck hungrily, but as members of Bayonet shepherded it through the press to the cargo dock, nobody did anything more than eye it. The refugees were hungry, sure, but they were being fed. They didn’t open a path up as easily for Cobalt. Fighting through, pushing along through the crush, Miller froze in place, staring, searching.
The past—so much better than the present—was on Miller’s mind, sure. That’s what was going on. Miller hadn’t actually spotted Samantha in the crush. Had he?
It was impossible. She was one of the Infected, probably. And her light brown hair—impossible for him to match, Miller’s highlights always taking him to dirty blond—simply wasn’t anywhere he looked. Had he seen her? Or had he just wanted to see her?
He kept twisting around to look, until du Trieux reached out of the crowd and grabbed his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”
Miller wet his lips to answer, but he couldn’t. He shook his head, and meekly turned to shoulder through the crowd after her.
 

 

THE REFUGEE PROCESSING office hadn’t heard of Samantha. Their files were a mess, though—boxes of unsorted refugee forms waiting for processing mixed in here and there, and not an electronic device in sight. All handwritten. It was possible she’d been processed and her form simply wasn’t where it should have been in the files, but Miller wasn’t entirely convinced he hadn’t made it all up, anyway.
At the checkpoint outside the city, curled up on his stretch of bunk in a repurposed truck stop office while they waited for the next truck in, all he cared about was the privacy he had between the wall behind him and his phone in front of his face.
Getting a connection to the wider internet, any kind of connection, was more through luck than any kind of skill with the phone’s menus. Eventually he connected to a public network, so choked of bandwidth that not even the user icons loaded on his social media pages. And every few profile flips, he had to reconnect. Not that he could use the site, no one could. The friendly cartoon dog that failed to properly load at the top of every page continually informed him, in a small pop-up window, that the site was down for maintenance and available in a read-only mode. Maintenance would be over in a few hours, Barker the dog explained, and had been explaining since the spring.
It was all more than three months out of date, but he continued to page through each and every profile for ‘Billy R.’ in Los Angeles he could find. Without pictures, and without being able to log on and directly access his contact list or view last names, it was slow going.
A lot of people named Billy had been very cranky about food, all those months ago. Some had stopped posting months before the site froze, some had the public discussions on their pages filled with ‘miss you’ and ‘rest in peace.’
Not his Billy, though. Miller was sure Billy wouldn’t be so unfortunate as to starve in a famine. Billy was smart, resourceful. Had... marketable skills, Miller realized, a traitorous feeling in his gut as he thought about it.
He thought he found the right Billy. Lots of friends—not that Miller could log in and see the list, just the total: a number value for Billy’s grace and charm. Lots of smiling emoticons, lots of cheerful, upbeat little updates. About how he and his boyfriend were packing to leave the city.
More traitorous feelings bubbled up in Miller. It had been a long, long time since he and Billy had parted ways. Visiting him three weekends a month hadn’t been quite enough to hold things together after Miller was hired by Schaeffer-Yeager. And he’d been too busy to chat with Billy, or send messages back and forth, or play games together. A bodyguard wasn’t much good if he spent his time thumbing at a phone like a kid in love, even if that’s how the bodyguard felt.
Leave the city, Miller thought. You leave the city, Billy, and get the hell away from anything or anyone dangerous. And make sure that boyfriend of yours is the practical macho type you loved, the type you claimed I was, someone who can live off the land with you on some beach in Baja.
Of course there wouldn’t be anywhere Billy could get ahold of cheap, sweetened liquor now. That was Miller’s mental image of Billy, maybe the one he’d have to hold onto forever: Billy on a deck chair on the beach, holding a pair of drinks with ridiculous names and a dozen colours and their own little paper umbrellas to keep the sun off the ice.
Miller let himself wallow in the desire to be the guy keeping Billy safe for a little while, then tried his other friends, his parents. All of them were as he’d left them months before, when the phones still worked. Dad using the public part of his page to discuss how to get pot-luck meals around to the neighbours, dozens of miles away from the ranch but still the closest human beings around. Mom’s page seemed similarly practical, filled with updates on far-flung members of the family. Even an update on ‘Alex staying busy in New York.’
Busy. Right.
He tried old acquaintances, friends of friends, until his eyes burned with fatigue and he couldn’t put it off any longer.
He put in a search for Samantha L. of Philadelphia.
Philadelphia had, almost, been convenient. Forty-five minutes on the fastest direct train. It was entirely possible for him to stay at her apartment and get to work on time, or, as she often preferred, for her to get back to her job and classes in leisurely time from his studio-apartment in the city, rather than having him disentangle from her at five-thirty every morning.
It had been good until the question of their future arrived. She’d been a little unhappy when he’d told her that he didn’t consider himself straight, but she’d gotten over that. The question of kids had, for Miller, been one he’d tried to keep distant. Samantha hadn’t liked that, been impatient to move in together more formally. He’d forgotten her favorite kind of flower three times over, turning his make-up bouquets into fodder for fresh fights.
Maybe she was right.
Maybe it was unfair for him to have entered into that kind of relationship with her when he knew full well they wanted different things out of it, stringing her along with vague promises that more commitment would be on the horizon. All he’d really wanted was someone he could be happy with, in the now, and all she’d really wanted was someone she could be happy with for the rest of her life.
Once in a while she turned it around to his bisexuality, sometimes asking if he didn’t want to commit because he still wanted to be with men, or if he was actually gay, and those conversations always left him feeling hurt and misunderstood. But it was easier for Samantha to believe the issue was one of sexuality, than that her confident, strong, gun-toting boyfriend had been too much of a coward to admit that kids, a family, a future, responsibility, scared the shit out of him.
If only, if only they could have been on the same page about things. Surely this Archaean water stuff could help them figure it all out? Her latest self-help books all said it worked, all of them. And that ended it.
The most likely Samantha L. of Philadelphia’s last activity had been six months earlier, slavishly reposting a string of protest posts affirming that the Infected—the gifted—had the right to refuse treatment.
He scrolled back as far as the page’s archive went, but he couldn’t find his Samantha. The Samantha who could sit him down and patiently work through the issues until he finally admitted, both to her and to himself, that he was afraid of committing. Afraid of taking the next steps. So afraid, in fact, that he needed to get away from her. Maybe, if he hadn’t, and if she hadn’t terrified him with the Archaean water, she could have sat him down and gently pried the truth out of him. That walking out on her had been a mistake.
But that Samantha was gone. That whole chapter of his life was gone, and nothing he could do would get it back. The world had changed too much.
Miller paged through, curious, to Alex M. of New York. Another long list to search through, but he could recognise the condensed search result more easily for his own profile than he had for Billy or Samantha’s.
There were unanswered messages on the public part of his profile. He didn’t log on very frequently, too busy with work, not enough friends. Some dating site spam bot had gone wild just before the site had frozen into its eternal maintenance—a string of messages, all repeating, ‘We should get back together, call me.’
Eventually, scrolling down in search of something an actual human who cared about him might have said, he found the first message in the spam bot’s chain.
From Samantha L.—We should get back together, call me.
Miller’s stomach turned cold.
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GRAY’S CONTROL OF the corporation, his hand on the rudder, was all but invisible down on the ground. Miller and the team had received new orders that barred them—barred any security team—from operating further from the compound than absolutely necessary.
It was a mistake, and Miller intended to tell Gray as much. For such an obvious mistake, though, it looked pretty good from where Miller was standing. He’d taken his team into civilian country, and it was a pleasant place to be.
An impromptu market had dropped out of the sky and landed in one of the refugee runs overnight, in one of the semi-public covered walkways that gave the refugees their only freedom to move between sectors.
More specifically, a titan-bird had been hit by machine gun fire while it was flying low, and the corpse had tangled up on the wire loops overhead. The civilian refugees cutting it down and repairing the fence also had a barbecue running on the side, roasting hunks of the beast’s flesh over barrel fires until it was blackened, then selling it right there. Folks were laughing, bartering, water was flowing freely and a little distilled moonshine not so freely.
Miller stood huddled in a shadow like a teenager too nervous to join in, watching his team have a good time.
He hadn’t ever been much of a wallflower. Not in high school, not in his Army years, not even as a bodyguard. When he hadn’t been seeing anyone, he’d been happy to be seen. Get dressed up, get his hair done, find some new bottle of cologne or attack his drawers for an old favourite, and go out on the town. But now, past the end of civilization, he found himself awkward and untalkative.
His hair was growing out. He wanted to get his highlights back. He told himself that was the problem, not the way he glared at the refugees after stilling the urge to raise his M27 for the dozenth time to point at some vaguely threatening movement in the corner of his eye. It wasn’t as though anyone around him could see the bloody thoughts jabbing for attention in his skull, the swallowed fear, the prickling between his shoulder blades—all irrational. He was inside the wall.
It was true, the compound’s barrier wall was no longer the imposing, impenetrable edifice it had once been. Stockman’s artillery had blown sections down, those as yet unrepaired patched with wire fences that members of Shank on extermination duty used to display their kills—decaying juvenile terror-jaws with their heads pushed through the fence weave, dangling limbs and heads of larger creatures strung up as effigies against the new ecology.
It all looked wrong to Miller, the dismembered bundles of flesh dangling from paracord belonged in a scene from a horror movie, not New York.
All the same, it kept the smarter predators away, or so the Shank team members said. But half of them were ex-Army volunteers young and old, and Miller knew what kinds of men wound up in the Army. More specifically, what kinds wound up as ex-Army. There had been a domestic terrorist in his battalion—a full-on white-supremacist who believed that if white people weren’t going to make an effort to outbreed every other race in America, at some point there would need to be a culling. How the hell that guy had slipped through the screening process Miller had no idea. Apparently the home-grown militias and domestic terrorist organizations made an effort to send their best through the Army to receive free training. Gangs, too.
Miller eyed the distant stretch of fence he could make out from the midst of the refugee run between sectors two and six. The dark shadows of the hanging bodies—almost familiar enough to look like cats and dogs in silhouette—made Miller wonder just how Shank’s volunteers had got booted out the Army.
“How much money do you have on you?” Morland asked, just barely in Miller’s peripheral vision. Morland had picked a perfect angle to make him flinch and clutch his rifle.
Miller did his best to settle himself back down, and reached for his back pockets, not his sidearm. “Hundred and fifty?” Miller ventured, checking his wallet. “Two fifty-ish. You want beer money?”
“Nah, that ain’t remotely enough. Don’t you have any other cash?”
He shrugged. “Spent most of my cash already.” On getting his suits dry cleaned and pressed, not that he was ever going to wear them again.
“Come on, you’ve got to try t-bird steak! They’re starting to figure out how to cook it decently, so the price is getting extortionate.”
“So long as they’re not cooking it rare—fuck knows what kinds of bugs are infesting those things.”
Morland waved off Miller’s concern. “When they tried that, it tasted of piss.”
Miller allowed himself to be dragged away from his patch of shady wall, and joined the rest of his team goggling at the barbecue cook attacking the lopped off bits of titan-bird with a couple of cleavers. The bird was a big one. There had to be more than a hundred and fifty pounds of its stinking guts alone. One wing still flopped over the fencing overhead, providing impromptu shade as stretches of its other wing were hacked up, skinned, and fried. Even at the rate the cook was working, it’d be a long, long time before they had to drag down the second wing.
The trick, it seemed, was to avoid the beast’s flight muscles. A few hunks were drooling blood into a gutter nearby—there was a forlorn hope that draining the creature’s blood would improve the flavor—but the wing’s relatively scrawny flesh could be cooked immediately.
Du Trieux wafted a shrivelled, scorched scrap of meat clinging to a chipped piece of yellowy bone under his nose; it smelled better than anything. Maybe it was the spices—some kind of dry rub rustled up out of rations.
“What?” Miller pleaded, trailing after her. “You’re not going to let me try a piece?”
Du Trieux grinned and darted back out of reach. “At the prices they’re selling for? You’re crazy!”
It took two loops of the little knot of people, his team, and a couple of friendly refugees, including a woman a little younger than du Trieux but with a smile that was far more captivating for her availability. Plus, she was the one handling the money and selling beer.
“How much?” Miller asked, gesturing at the cooler behind her.
She looked him up and down. “How much you got?”
“Two hundred fifty or so.”
“Eeeh...” She looked back at the cooler. “I guess I can give you a beer for that.”
“And one of the wings?” He jerked his head toward the barbecue.
She laughed. For a moment, just a moment, Miller wanted to try and live in a world with laughs like that again, but he couldn’t help thinking about what he’d done to earn that world.
Memories flooded his mind. The violent pang in the back of his head—the sensation of punching a knife’s tip through bone.
It just wouldn’t go away.
He was glad she was looking back at the barbecue, and then at his M27—not at him. Glad he didn’t have to meet her eyes, or cross the fence between soldier and civilian to be a barbecue cook, have to handle a cleaver. He wouldn’t have to touch anything like that until it was time to kill again.
“What calibre’s that gun?” the seller asked.
“Five-five-six,” Miller said without thinking about it.
She squinted, and called back to the cook, “Jeff? Five-five-six’s the same as two-two-three? Was that right?”
“Uh-huh. That’s right, Honey.”
It wasn’t, not exactly; Miller’s dad had blown out a perfectly good .223 rifle with Army surplus 5.56mm rounds. But he didn’t point that out when she turned and flashed her smile at him again. It had lost a little power through ‘Honey.’ Miller was as likely to make a move on her as he was on du Trieux now, but it was still a very good smile. Especially for a saleswoman.
“A four-inch piece for ten bullets,” she said. “Or, you can have an eight-inch piece for fifteen.”
He blinked at her. “You’re selling food for ammunition?”
“Money ain’t worth much anymore,” she said, shrugging with a smile. “And if those guys kick us out to Boston”—she jerked her head in the direction of the Cove’s shining towers—“we’re going to have to protect ourselves somehow.”
Miller looked up at the window he’d stood at with Gray not that long ago, and bit his lip. “Guess so,” he said, wondering if Harris and the rest of internal security had any idea that the refugees were stockpiling guns and ammunition. Wasn’t his problem, though. He pulled the drum magazine from his M27 and stripped fifteen rounds out for her, setting them in her outstretched hand.
She bobbed daintily, went back to the barbecue and got him his spiced up piece of titan-bird. Big one. And then all the cash he had left over, for a beer, too.
Other than the sellers—it looked a lot like Doyle was making some kind of illicit drugs trade with a scrawny refugee to one side—Cobalt and the civilians surrounding the barbecue didn’t mix much. But the atmosphere was good. No fear of a food riot, no hammered-in oppression. Just the surprisingly tangy flesh of the titan-bird’s wing, crispy on the bone, lovingly smothered with dry-rub so it tasted of mustard and pepper. Mouthwatering, and good with the beer.
Bit by bit Miller drifted to the edge of the Cobalt group, joining in on a conversation between du Trieux and one of the refugees, laughing about how extortionately priced the barbecue was.
“First of all,” the refugee laughed, “the meat’s a literal fuckin’ windfall. Second of all, they’re overcharging. There’s gonna be plenty of food once those oil tankers get turned into floating farms, y’know? This is artificial scarcity. Someone’ll rustle up some rabbits or something. We’ll feed them on oil tanker lettuce, barbecue every weekend. You’ll see.”
“There are chickens somewhere around Massachusetts. Get about thirty, forty fresh eggs in a week,” Miller said, chipping in.
“That’s for the ivory tower boys, right?” The refugee laughed. “Well, at least there are still living chickens somewhere.”
“And there’s still flour coming in. Trouble with the sacks, though. I’ve seen it coming in through barrels.” Du Trieux shifted her weight from foot to foot thoughtfully. “What’s it like in the black market?”
The refugee bit his lip, eyeing Miller. “Well,” he said, noncommittally. “Not that I’d know about that.”
“If I cared about the black market, I wouldn’t be standing here letting that happen,” Miller said, nodding towards the barbecue. “You don’t have to worry about me.”
That got a very twisted smile out of the refugee. “Nothing to worry about anyway—it’s all stuff people trade out of their own ration packs, right?”
“Right,” Miller said, thinking about that bastard with the rations at the warehouse a few days before.
“But you can get a lot, a lot, for powdered milk.” He continued staring at Miller and du Trieux, as if through their company connections they could produce live cattle with a snap of the fingers. “You guys seen any fresh milk?”
“...Month ago?” du Trieux ventured. “Maybe two? Before the compound wall was finished, anyway.”
The refugee didn’t seem entirely convinced. Surely the corporate bastards had all kinds of stuff hidden under their combat uniforms, right? He gnawed his lip a moment, then blew out a wishful sigh. “Well. There’ve gotta be safe farms somewhere. Maybe up in Canada, y’know? Someplace it’s too cold for all those bastards,” he said, gesturing up at the partly-dismembered titan-bird.
It’d have to be pretty far north to be that cold in midsummer, now. But maybe. Not everywhere was as hard-hit as New York, anyway. There wasn’t much news available about what was going on in the rest of the world—collapsing governments made surprisingly little noise when they pulled the media and journalism apparatus down with them.
“They’ve got some good ranches up there. Saskatchewan, Alberta, around there. Probably some smart guy moved his herds north,” Miller ventured. “Could happen, easy.”
“Hope so. A steak. Big, fat and juicy. That’d really hit the spot. Maybe if they start letting civilian traffic in and out of the compound, we can get some stuff in from Canada—then we’ll see about a black market, huh?” The refugee laughed. “Maple syrup, that’s what I’m talking about. You know Canadians use maple syrup for barbecue? That’d be something to try...”
Later, after Miller and the rest of the team had blown a firefight’s worth of ammunition on getting themselves fed—ammunition, its supply, and whether or not the refugees were armed was Harris’s problem, and fuck Harris—Miller stood back with du Trieux, leaning in the shadow of a wall, ostensibly watching the civilians haul the butchered pieces of the titan-bird away, leaving its bloodstains on the paving.
Miller gazed across the refugee run at the moving profile of Doyle’s jaw. In an official capacity, Miller was pretty sure he was chewing gum. In a social capacity, he was pretty sure he was just interested in scoring another hit of something beautifully numbing off Doyle.
His gaze flicked to the moving civilians, the now-unattainable seller he knew as ‘Honey,’ women too old or too young for him, men he felt uncomfortable thinking of approaching without the social lubricants of alcohol, loud music, and clothing that signalled something other than ‘I’m a soldier’ or ‘I’m a refugee without easy access to water.’ He felt longing, but not desire.
Miller glanced down at the bottle by his foot, but he’d finished his beer long ago. “Trix?”
“Oui?”
“You’ve done this kind of thing before. How do you transition between fighting and being human?”
She leaned back, her eyes drifting nowhere in particular. “Fighting the Daesh wasn’t like this.”
“No?”
“The fighting was short, decisive. Nothing like what happened in the bank.”
The bank office had been reasonably secure. A logical place to fortify. Miller would have done anything to go back and change that decision now.
“The difficult parts were not what we did, it was what we saw,” du Trieux went on. “The aftermath.”
Miller shifted uncomfortably, thinking of the aftermath of what he’d done.
“Miller?” she asked.
“You think they’ve got a future?” he said. “This new society we’ve built?” He flicked his gaze toward the refugees making their way between sectors.
“Perhaps.” She sounded wistful. “A better chance than many have had.”
“And for us?”
“How do you mean?”
He slouched down. “How do we fit into whatever future they’ve got? We’re why they’re stuck behind the fences.”
Gunfire rattled in the distance. They both looked up, but didn’t see or hear anything else. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sound, probably someone taking potshots at another titan-bird. Du Trieux watched the sky for a moment before answering. “I don’t know.”
“How do we wake up knowing we committed mass murder so Joe Average over there can sell t-bird hotdogs?”
“Well,” she said, “he can take the safety to do that for granted. We can’t do that—you can’t—but what you did gives them the option to quietly get on living their lives without fear.”
Without fear? Lucky for them. What about him?
The gunfire returned, and then there was the distinctive chained rumble of a burst of 40mm grenades going off. It wasn’t someone taking pot shots at a titan-bird, it was one of the escort Bravos. Within seconds, the emergency response alarms shrilled across the compound.
So much for freedom to live without fear.
Didn’t seem to Miller that he’d done a good enough job for the refugees to have that.



  

5
 

 

THE REFUGEE RUNS weren’t designed for a combat team to get anywhere in a hurry. They were designed to keep the civilians moving along like well-behaved cattle.
Miller hit the fence a second ahead of Doyle, launched himself off it back along the hairpin turn. He grabbed and pushed down a civilian—Miller didn’t see them as anything more than a dirty brown shirt—and charged through the now-unoccupied gate. Metal rang behind him. Hsiung trailed him, but the whole team was on the move with the same coordination they’d used out in the field hunting the Charismatics. This time, though, they were on home turf and they were seriously disadvantaged.
Dystopian prison architecture and hundreds of miles of chain-link fence was the least of their problem. There was motion everywhere. People were everywhere.
With a quiet roar of footsteps, the mob crashed around a corner, chasing Doyle towards the bank. Miller followed a few metres behind.
Then between them a titan-bird landed above, coming down on the fencing looped overhead specifically to protect the refugees from the titan-birds. It was a little one, twenty-foot wingspan or so—a silent mass of stretched skin and bony wings. It hobbled around above on its knuckles, wings folded, and it jabbed down, trying to break the fencing. Its teeth snagged and caught on the weave as it wailed, beating its wings in an attempt to free itself.
Miller shot it on the run. It screamed, tearing at the overhead chain-link fencing, so he stopped and shot until the thing stopped moving. Chipped remnants of its skull poured out through the fencing along with its brains and splattered onto the ground below.
The human screams bore into Miller’s head. Human screams felt like a threat. Like a mob. But the Infected lunged at him, hated him, the refugees cowered away into the corners of the run like terrified animals. He had to shake his head just to clear his mind, remind him of where he was, what he was doing.
He gave his M27 a shake—the drum magazine was light, too light. “If we run out of ammo,” he yelled over the ringing in his ears, “because of barbecue, you are all in very big trouble!”
“Why us?” Morland asked, stepping around the spatter. “You were the one paying for everything.”
“You should have stopped me,” Miller snapped back—more vicious than he meant to be.
They got into refugee sector six, one of the holding pens, and immediately pushed through the clusters of shacks, tents, and prefabricated buildings clustered around the old tower—a dilapidated structure with a dozen floors packed to the brim with refugees.
More titan-birds clawed at the wire fencing overhead.
Parts of it had privacy screening woven through to provide shade—but now it provided the titan-birds solid footing to scrabble and claw at the weak points where lengths of fencing had been wired together.
Miller lifted his M27 to fire on instinct, then saw Hsiung doing the same, following his lead. “Hold fire!” he yelled. “Check background, check background!”
He hadn’t seen what he was doing until he saw Hsiung doing it. They were pointing their guns at the titan-birds—and at the tower behind them. The tower filled with civilians.
“Leave it!” Miller started moving again. “We have to get out of the civilian section!”
Miller came to a halt at the abandoned sector gate. It was supposed to be locked—refugees were fleeing through, fighting to get deeper into the compound and away from the walls—but there weren’t any guards.
Du Trieux and Doyle seemed to be having a similar thought. Doyle picked up something that looked a lot like the lock and chain and showed it to du Trieux. The chain had been neatly shorn apart with a pair of bolt cutters.
In the chaos, Miller tried his earbud again. The security channel was broadcasting the same order it had been since the alarms sounded. “All staff report to emergency stations! Attack is imminent or underway. All staff report—” Miller snapped it off, flicking through channels as quickly as the limited interface on the earbud let him.
“Problem on the boulevard.”
“That fucking thug-behemoth?”
“Think they killed it, but some asshole just shot the truck driver.”
Guards on top of the wall? Miller tried another channel, racing after his team towards the motor pool.
“We’re under fire! Under fire! No, I don’t know from whe—”
The channel went quiet but for the crackle of nearby gunfire. If whoever the speaker had been talking to was on another channel, Miller couldn’t hear them.
Miller tapped du Trieux on the shoulder and moved up. They pushed ahead in short bounds, covering each other. Doyle lagged behind, lugging his .388 custom rifle with him.
Miller didn’t have to give the order—the refugees had thinned out and things were scarily quiet as they approached the motor pool. They reached the compound wall in no time.
The path ahead was one long alley of high fencing on the other side, open to the sky, a straight shot with none of the twists of the refugee runs, but there were no security personnel in sight. Not on their feet, anyway.
Four from security team Bayonet were down, but Miller couldn’t cycle through to a command clear channel to report it.
Du Trieux crouched by the first body, then skipped ahead and checked the second while Miller searched the sky and the refugee sectors on either side of the fence, but he saw no obvious threat.
“Small calibre,” du Trieux said. “They were shot with handguns from behind, I think.” She lifted one of their heads, twisting it to show Miller the surprisingly neat hole in the back of the neck. No real exit wound.
Someone had ambushed them—from inside the compound.
Miller crouched down and gestured Hsiung over to cover him while he got out his phone and flicked through the communications channel lists. The earbud was shit for cycling through channels, but if his phone could load the menu he could just select a channel straight to Northwind and—
Something happened; Miller didn’t understand what. He had been holding his phone and it was gone. His hand was empty. He was on the ground. The asphalt. Something was hot. His face was hot. He touched it, fumbling to his feet. There was blood. His blood. He’d scraped open his nose. How?
He looked up, confused, vision blurry. There were flames. His head hurt. His chest hurt. Everything hurt. He’d fallen. How had that happened?
The fences behind the team were now crushed flat, torn apart. Pieces of them lay on the ground. They’d been blown to literal shreds. A twenty-foot section of the compound wall had been blown out, one of the weak sections that was just a skin of sheet metal.
Miller could see the city outside. The shanties behind the fence were gone, or on fire.
A bomb?
Miller didn’t remember a bomb. He didn’t remember anything.
He struggled onto his hands and knees, then his feet, and immediately fell back onto his hands, scraping them on the asphalt. He puked. Acidic glop. No blood in it he could make out. Not until his bleeding nose started to drip into the puddle. He struggled to breathe until he felt arms come in under his shoulders and lift him up. Du Trieux sounded very far away as she shouted at him, but he heard her.
“Are you hurt?”
He tried to speak, but his throat was raw. He’d had the wind knocked out of him, that was all. He wheezed down a breath and tried again. “Artillery?” he croaked.
Du Trieux shook her head. “Satchel charge. Doyle—”
“Doyle!” Miller spun round, struggling. Doyle had been behind the team, Doyle had—
She grabbed his shoulders hard before he stumbled off his feet. “Doyle’s fine!”
“He was behind us!”
“He’s chasing the attacker, he’s fine!”
Miller swayed on his feet. Morland and Hsiung approached from the far side. He palmed blood off his face and stared at the blood on his hand. “What attacker?”
“Someone threw a satchel charge at you over the fence from the refugee sector while you were trying to contact Northwind. We all got clear—it detonated while you were still running. Are you hurt?”
“Phone,” Miller mumbled. “Was holding my phone...”
“I don’t know where it is.” She held up her fingers. “Miller! Alex. How many fingers?”
His vision was blurry, but not doubled. “Two,” he murmured. “I’m fine, got to warn command—contact Northwind, attackers in the compound—” He couldn’t stop wheezing. He took one step from du Trieux and doubled up, hands on his knees, retching, but nothing came up.
“What’s wrong with him?” Hsiung asked, while Morland swung his gun at the gap in the wall.
“Concussion,” du Trieux answered.
“I’m fine,” Miller croaked, taking a step unaided. A second, unsteadily. He was relieved when the ringing in his ears turned out to be the emergency response alarms blaring away. He got to the nearest section of fence, still upright. He must have gotten pretty damn far on his feet before the detonation. “Don’t leave Doyle alone!” he snapped. “Hsiung, Morland. Go. Me and Trix will be fine.”
Morland backed up a step uncertainly, then followed Hsiung as she accepted her orders with a professional nod. They jogged over the collapsed fence and into the refugee sector, while Miller struggled to breathe.
“Miller?”
He looked up at du Trieux unsteadily. “Am I hurt?”
“Eh?” She looked him over worriedly. “No. No pieces of fence sticking out of you.”
“My face?”
“Your face is a mess.”
He winced. “Am I ugly?”
She laughed, soothing despite the fear, and she upended her water bottle over him. He spluttered through the liquid, but the lukewarm splash helped him feel human. She poked and prodded at his nose and cheek about as professionally as anyone could. “Grazed. Doubt it’ll scar—probably done worse to yourself shaving with that straight edge.”
“I’m careful with the straight edge,” he muttered unsteadily, clinging to the fence. “Thanks.”
He couldn’t have been out long. He gave himself another thirty seconds to feel sorry for himself, then had du Trieux lead him through into the refugee sector after the rest of his team.
As they jogged, more detonations exploded across the compound, inside and outside the wall. None of them were artillery shells, Miller noted—no airbursts, and no direct strikes. The bombs left smoke coiling over the compound, blocking out the light for minutes at a time as they searched.
Miller had no idea where his phone was. He resorted to tapping at his earbud, following du Trieux, listening to chaotic radio chatter until he thought to check his pocket—the first place he would’ve put his phone. And there it was, an unexpected gift. He connected to the Northwind channels he had on file, but those were all jammed with requests for support, overwatch, everything. Northwind was fully aware there were attackers inside the compound, at least. Whether this was the food riot Miller knew had been brewing for days or not, they knew. He didn’t have to report shit.
He switched back to Cobalt’s private channel in time to hear Doyle murmur, “He’s gone round the back there. Yes. Stop there.”
Step-by-step, under Doyle’s direction, they converged on an alley filled with shanty huts built from plyboard and corrugated iron torn from roofs. Dark, miserable. Crowded. Doyle had line-of-sight on the far end. Hsiung and Morland waited at the edges. Miller and du Trieux found their way to the near end, shuffling along an old building’s wall until it gave way to the improvised construction leaning against it. Another step, and Miller looked down the alley. It was dark, and damp, and full of people.
For an instant, just an instant, he thought he was looking at a commune. But the frightened people gathered up in clusters and inside their overcrowded homes weren’t moving with the coordination of the Infected, but with mutual fear as gunfire continued to crackle nearby. Too many people. Too many targets. And too many of them moving to get away.
The first who reached Hsiung at the far end got shouted down to their knees—far enough that Miller heard her challenge as echoing tones, not words—and a half-dozen approached Miller and du Trieux’s end.
“Who’s the attacker?” he quietly asked over the private channel.
“Mid-twenties male, messenger bag, black tank top, dirty jeans, yellow-soled trainers,” Doyle responded instantly.
Miller spotted the attacker the moment Doyle finished the description. The guy had a weary expression. Tired, set in stone. Something like the thousand-yard stare Miller had seen in older veterans, but it was a gaze born from fear and determination.
The bomber looked like everyone else. A little scruffy—there weren’t a lot of showers to go around, not much hot water—but reasonably clean. He’d shaven more recently than Miller had, looked thinner. He had bags under his eyes, and probably hadn’t slept much lately. Who could, carrying around a bomb big enough to hole the wall?
“Trix?”
“Oui?”
“Cover me while I do something stupid,” Miller said, and stepped out into the alleyway.
He locked eyes with the bomber immediately. The bomber had nowhere else to look, and an armed man was pretty damn obvious amongst panicked civilians. Miller held his M27 out to the side by the barrel, and dropped it. The bomber watched it topple and fall, his eyes wide.
The nearest refugees backed away into their hovels, turned straight around and made way the other end of the alley.
“Easy!” Miller yelled. “Easy, pal. You ain’t going anywhere, you’re trapped. But we can talk about this.”
The refugees around the bomber scattered, halting and falling to their knees as du Trieux hung behind him, weapon up. The bomber himself stood still, frozen, half-tensed to run, but they all knew that wasn’t going to happen.
The bomber relaxed. Staring at Miller as if he were looking at a piece of furniture. He tilted his head, slowly, and looked down at the messenger bag hanging under his arm.
That’s when Miller realized he’d made a mistake. The guy had another bomb.
“Don’t,” Miller said, slow and reasonable.
The bomber hesitated, straightening up. He bit his lip, taking a slow, hard breath, gazing cautiously at Miller—like a cat unexpectedly caught with a mouse in its mouth.
“Just put it down. We can work this out, get you anything you need. Better food rations, clothes, safe passage to Boston. Whatever.” Miller took one cautious step forward, another. “We know the refugees have problems, terrorism isn’t the way to fix them, we can talk.”
The bomber cocked his head to the other side, almost reptilian. “Those aren’t my problems,” he said, and thrust his hand into the satchel.
Miller snatched the Gallican from his hip and fired.
He’d heard people talk about time slowing. It wasn’t like that when he fired his weapon. More like everything sped up. It went too fast for Miller to comprehend.
Fumbling his Gallican up, the warmth of the steel in his hand, thumbing off the safety, pulling the trigger almost before he’d drawn it out, the way it jerked in his hand, forcing it in both hands in front of him as the second shot, the recoil and sound, reached him... he was slow, and everything else was fast, and he knew he’d made the decision to kill the bomber, or some other human being, long before now. Maybe days before, maybe years, long before he’d even known he’d have to kill anyone, and his body was finally going through the motions, late.
Blood fanned behind the bomber’s head onto the asphalt, his body limp.
The satchel was smoking, a smouldering plume of smoke, and one of the nearest refugees was crying.
Miller fell to his knees, having covered the gap without realizing he’d taken the steps, and pulled open the satchel.
A piece of fuse cord sizzled down towards something that might have been a detonator. Fleshy looking blocks of some kind of plastic explosive, and a fuse cord that burnt about an inch a second. There was a loop of cord from the improvised friction striker—a matchbook stapled around the fuse cord—to the detonator.
In theory, Miller had a minute or so to deal with the problem. It wasn’t a complicated bomb. He could take his time, be calm.
In reality, he tore the fuse cord out so fast he burnt his fingers on it, stripping it away from the bomb and stamping on the sizzling length like a dead snake.
By the time du Trieux came up behind him, Hsiung and Morland corralling the crowd in front of them as they approached, his shoulders shook and his breath came in uncontrolled gasps. Her hand, on his shoulder, was strangely solid and warm.
“You got it. It’s out.”
Miller shook his head, and found he couldn’t stand up. In the end, he needed du Trieux’s help just to stumble away.



  

6
 

 

DU TRIEUX SANK down awkwardly onto the couch across from Miller. “I don’t think this is healthy,” she said, putting a mug of tepid water down on the table, and pushing it toward him.
The sunlight danced strangely on the bottom of the mug, a shaking, twisting oval pulled out of shape by the water’s surface. Miller picked it up, and held his hand out to Doyle. “Give,” he said.
Doyle tore a strip out of the sheet of thick paper, and placed it into Miller’s palm. “He’s right. Possibly. There were studies on treating PTSD with immediate drug use.”
Du Trieux glared at him. “I doubt they used whatever the hell you’ve got.”
“It was some antidepressant or other.” Doyle shrugged. “Close as.”
Miller’s hands shook as he swallowed down the scrap of paper. The filthy stuff left his mouth bitter and coated in a chemical tang. He gulped the water down to force it into his system and clear his mouth.
He didn’t know why he was shaking. Not for sure. Was it from killing someone? He’d done that, he’d killed. Was it from nearly getting blown to shreds? He’d come close to death, too. The past months had been a real learning experience. Maybe he was shaking because there was something wrong with him, because he wasn’t cut out for this kind of work, never had been. Maybe—
“The other thing they used to do,” Doyle said, “was talk about it afterward. Debriefing. With people who understand what it’s like.”
Du Trieux’s expression softened, a little. “That sounds a little more sensible.”
“Everyone gets nerves,” Doyle said, voice slow, reassuring. “Everyone. You know I do. You know du Trieux does.”
Miller shrank in on himself. His head went down, his shoulders up. Hands trembling, he gripped the mug against his face. “I lead.”
“So?”
“I can’t talk about it with you. It’d erode authority.”
Doyle squinted. “What authority? We’re your friends, or the closest thing that’s left.”
“He does lead,” du Trieux said, eyes all ablaze again. “He has authority.”
“Cut it out, Trix.” Miller set the mug down, and held his face. “You don’t have to protect me from Hsiung. She isn’t fighting for my job quite so hard anymore.”
“That’s not the point...”
“There’s authority,” Doyle said, “Lewis-style authority-with-a-capital-A, and that’s what isn’t happening here. Miller’s not that kind of authority. You don’t think you’re his kind of authority, do you?”
Miller managed to shake his head. He wasn’t much of anything, to tell the truth.
Raising his hands peaceably at du Trieux, to forestall another interruption, Doyle plunged on. “Miller’s down in the trenches with us. He keeps us on course, he makes the calls, he leads. Saying this erodes his authority is absolutely absurd. He’s one of us.” He leaned forward, ducking his head to make eye contact with Miller. “Authority isn’t the point. Trust is.” Doyle seemed entirely serious.
“How the hell do you figure that?” Miller asked.
“Don’t know. You got put in charge because you’re the best at being in charge, not because you’ve got a badge on your shoulder. That’s all.”
“You could show... deference,” du Trieux hissed.
“I could? What about you? You’re closer to him than I am, been that—”
Morland slammed open the door, pale, frightened. He seemed too big to act like a scared child, but there it was. “Have you heard? Have you heard?”
There was too much news. Too much rushing through Miller’s head. The attack was over. There had been a total of seven bombs. Most had originated inside the compound. Someone had attacked an incoming food truck, the compound’s security teams were pulled thin responding to both. They’d had to let the attackers escape with the truck in order to protect the breaches while some very large predators were nosing around and trying to get in. Thugs that earned the name of behemoth, eight and nine feet high at the shoulder. Bigger than rhinos, now.
“What now?” Miller asked, clutching his head.
“They did an autopsy on the bomber. The guy you shot? He’s Infected. He’s also full of Firbenzol—and he was still Infected. The parasite’s immune to anti-parasitic drugs. Firbenzol doesn’t work anymore.”
 

 

THAT ONE PIECE of information knocked a ton of weight off Miller’s shoulders, and he felt like a bastard for it.
The suicide bomber was Infected—wasn’t human. Oh, he looked human, would have been human if the refugee population had been given some other anti-parasitic drug, but the concentration of parasites in his hastily-autopsied brain proved it. He wasn’t human, he was Infected, and just like that all thought of the bomber as someone with the right to a life vanished from Miller’s mind.
He didn’t like the change the news had brought about in him, but he felt relieved.
Sure, there might have been another history with the Infected if the slaughters—both that first one with the helicopter and the Charismatic killings—had never happened. If Harris had never tested NAPA-33 on an unwilling population, or if the company hadn’t pressured the population into taking anti-parasitic drugs. Maybe with some alternate history of cooperation there could have been peace.
Maybe.
But those things had happened, and none of it was really his fault. Miller told himself that, instead of listening to the briefing that took place at the far end of the boardroom table.
“They knew,” Harris growled down the length of the table. “Someone’s feeding the Infected intel on our every move. They have attacked prime strategic targets!”
Miller pawed at a glass of water unsteadily, and dragged it over the table toward him. Across from where he sat, one of the guys in charge of Shank—some volunteer named Hannesy—stared disapprovingly. Miller didn’t care.
The heads and upper staff of all remaining security teams—Cobalt, Bayonet, Stiletto, Dagger and Shank—had been dragged into a room along with representatives from the StratDevCo Rats and the Blue Bolts emergency relief teams, to listen to Harris rant. Lewis sat beside him, stony-faced. So much for Lewis’s words from God. They apparently didn’t allow him to interrupt.
But Miller, of course, had driven God’s kids around. He sipped unsteadily and croaked up the table, “How the hell is food a prime strategic target? They’re just hungry, everyone’s fucking hungry...” He still wasn’t sure that this whole mess wasn’t somehow because of the food situation. Some kind of food riot? Maybe refugees were working with the Infected.
But that idea got battered out of his head in two hammer blows.
The first was Harris’s cold reply, “As I said earlier. The truck was transporting key indoor agricultural equipment: lighting, power supplies and hydroponics. We can’t do without them for the oil tanker conversions. It was also carrying other need-to-know essentials. Which you would know if you had been listening, Mr. Miller.”
The second hammer blow fell from Lewis’s lips, a harsh whisper that carried all the way down the table. “Go easy. Boy nearly got killed by one of the bombs.”
Harris grunted.
Miller remembered pointing a gun at the man. He debated pawing up his Gallican and doing to Harris what he’d done to the bomber, but the mood around the table wasn’t quite right for that.
The other team heads were looking at him like a liability, a useless appendix. Cobalt was the smallest security team by a long shot, despite its former glorious role. Interrupting hadn’t won him any points.
Miller smacked his lips closed and leaned back, alternately holding his head and refilling his water glass from the jug on the table as Harris went on.
“We will develop the tankers into factory farms. This delay will not slow us down. We will not allow the Infected to set the pace of engagement. Now, as it’s clear that there is a strain of the parasite which is immune to the anti-parasitic drugs being distributed to the refugee population, based on the body recovered—”
Body. Not bodies. Body. Miller’s team had nailed the only known attacker within the compound. There had been an escape—almost a hundred and forty civilians ran out through the breaches—but no one knew how many of them had been Infected. Maybe none of them.
Miller couldn’t blame them for wanting to get out.
“—it seems clear that we have more quislings in our midst. We will find them and we will exterminate them. The only barrier between us and our rightful ownership of this city are the Infected. They are stupid and they are violent. They are our enemies. Little better than animals. There must be no compunction in killing them, even when they appear to be our friends and allies...”
Miller made eye contact with Lewis, and shook his head ever so slightly. It’d come to that, had it? Sanctioned extermination?
Lewis nodded back.
The worst of it was when the other security team heads, following Hannesy and the other Shankers’ leads, started smiling, nodding. A few even applauded before Harris could finish his hateful oration. No plan, no solution, no direction, but hate and murder. The purge was called Operation Caspian Tiger.
“We will root them out from every corner,” Harris promised. “Every uncooperative refugee will be checked, every staff member who fails to carry out their duty investigated. We will cleanse ourselves of the Infected.”
Miller poured himself another glass of water, and wondered if Doyle had anything stronger than anti-depressants.
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COBALT MIGHT HAVE been the smallest security team, but that came with advantages. Not for Cobalt themselves, of course. Wherever Harris—and increasingly Harris was calling the shots—needed a small team for an errant task, rather than break up Shank or Bayonet, he could just pick on Cobalt. Day to day, they were plucked from whatever they were settling into, with very little recognition of anything they might need, and sent on a new wild goose chase.
One day it was escorting a team of medics armed with a new set of saliva tests to try and find the new, drug-immune Infected within the executive staff. The next it was hiking out into the city to try and track down what was left of escaped civilians for ‘interviews.’ Miller wasn’t sure if it was appropriate to feel joy at finding no trace of them beyond torn backpacks and a single abandoned shotgun, but there would be no interviews, Harris would go unsatisfied, and Miller was happy enough with that.
And that was Operation Caspian Tiger. Pansy-ass bullshit. Snatching at straws.
They were getting enough sleep, at least, and they were largely away from the killing fields. Regular movie nights and a supply of moonshine bought off the refugees with more ammunition kept them comfortably numbed, able to heal a little. But the jobs were getting weirder.
One day they were sent to secure the compound’s septic tanks and wastewater outflow. The sewage went straight into the East River every day when the tides pulled it most quickly out into the ocean. That had been an odd one, just quietly walking in and taking the keys and holding the local staff in place while medics showed up.
Then there had been the hunting trip. They’d dumped a bunch of dead rat-things in the middle of a city street and killed everything that came in to feed. Harris had them taking blood samples out of each new monster.
Today, they were bringing home a small convoy. That was all that they’d been told before being sent out before dawn in two Bravos, one turreted, the other a salvaged ex-Army vehicle sprayed over in corporate black.
As du Trieux drove, stone-faced, Miller sat in the passenger seat of the front-most Bravo and eyed the city as the convoy zipped through what was left of the streets. He brushed away a brief moment of nostalgia as they rumbled through an area that used to be Brooklyn. Now, it wasn’t anything.
The animals ruled now. Not just titan-birds in the sky, but rat-things and terror-jaws swarmed every foot of the ground. The thug behemoths were scavenging for something under the concrete. What the big creatures were looking for, Miller couldn’t say.
The thugs, big enough to push even super-predators off their meals, stood smack dab in the middle of the roads in packs of two and three, and rooted their massive front tusks into the concrete, shearing away chunks of the street and sidewalks like it was nothing. He had a brief memory of when pigs used to root up truffles for fancy sauces in high-end restaurants, and almost smiled.
They were making the mission trickier than it needed to be, though, and his smile fell before reaching his lips. Du Trieux kept changing course, making sharp turns down alleys and side streets in order to avoid the things, not wanting to waste ammo or time in herding them out of the way.
There must have been at least twenty in a ten-block radius. The Bravo and following transport zigzagged and doubled back to avoid them, and the fungal blooms that piled up across the streets like snowdrifts. At times it felt like they were traveling in circles.
Miller said nothing. Du Trieux was giving the thugs a wide berth, which was for the best, lest they think the Bravos were competition for whatever it was they were searching for under the concrete.
From the back seat, Doyle suggested the thugs looked like a pack of hippos had gotten randy with a shark, but Miller didn’t laugh.
As they passed the famous Park Place brownstones, now in ruins, doubt gnawed at the back of Miller’s mind.
What a waste of time.
These missions were starting to get to Miller. It was as if they were being kept away, or, at least Miller was; pushed to the outskirts of the inner circle. He supposed he should be glad of the break—it certainly beat the shit out of murdering Charismatics or chasing down bombers—but something was off. It just didn’t sit right.
No sense in stewing about it, though.
If Lewis or Gray knew what the grand scheme in all Harris’s plotting was, they weren’t about to share it with the likes of Miller, and even if they were, Miller wasn’t certain he wanted to know—not when there was a job to do, bombs to dodge, staff to keep alive, and monsters to evade. Although throwing him to the monsters could have been the whole point, he mused.
He wouldn’t be much trouble to Harris if he were dead.
Du Trieux whisked the Bravo around another sharp corner, sending Hsiung, who drove the transport behind them, to the airwaves to complain, again, but before anyone bothered to respond, du Trieux slammed on the brakes and screeched to a stop in front of what looked to be an abandoned four-story office building.
Down a half a block from there sat two transport vehicles: a big rig and a passenger van.
Miller tapped his earpiece. “Cobalt to transport: Rumor has it you need a lift?”
“Oh, thank God,” a feminine voice responded. “Not a moment too soon. We can’t manoeuvre the rig around these behemoths and there’s a pack of terror-jaws down that alley to our left, and they look hungry.”
“Sit tight,” Miller answered. “We’ll clear out the alley and then get you and the cargo out of here.”
“My hero,” the woman responded.
Du Trieux’s eyebrows popped high as Doyle snorted from the back seat.
“Shut up,” Miller said.
“I didn’t say anything,” du Trieux smirked.
Outside in the alley, the terror-jaws were stripping the corpse of a baby thug, which was still as big as a full-sized hippopotamus. Once Miller, Doyle, and du Trieux cleared them out, Hsiung and the others set to work moving the cargo from the rig to the smaller transport vehicle, while Doyle and du Trieux watched the perimeter for more terror-jaws.
Miller went to meet the female voice from the radio, which belonged to Dr. Gwen Davenport, a serious-looking brunette with a clipboard tucked under her arm. She climbed out of the big rig and shook Miller’s hand harder than necessary. There was another scientist, an older gentleman who climbed out of the passenger van with a few technicians, and the two drivers, who looked more like delivery men than soldiers.
Upon Miller’s arrival, the drivers held back, covering Hsiung and the others as they unloaded barrels and crates from the back of the rig. Meanwhile, the techs gathered around the Bravo as if waiting for permission to enter.
Miller couldn’t shake an odd feeling in the base of his skull. “I’m going to need to see a copy of your inventory,” he said, nodding toward the clipboard tucked under Davenport’s arm. Technically, he should be escorting her to the Bravo, but that odd feeling wouldn’t go away.
Her congenial smile fell and she adjusted the clipboard with her free hand. “Food supply gear,” she said, eyeing Hsiung as she ambled by with a crate.
Now that wasn’t suspicious at all. “Uh-huh,” Miller said, pursing his lips. “And where did you come from again?”
Davenport swallowed then shifted on her feet. Her boots looked clean and hardly broken in. They creaked as she altered position. “Boston.”
“What facility in Boston?”
She scratched her cheek. “Does it matter?”
Miller raised an eyebrow. “No. Not as much as what’s in the inventory.”
“Look, they tell me where to go, I go,” Davenport said, her face reddening. “I don’t have a beef with you, okay? Can we just go? We’ve been stuck here for hours and if I see another one of those terror-jaws ever again in my life, it’ll be too soon.”
“You don’t have terror-jaws in Boston?” Miller asked, knowing full well the answer.
She sighed. “Of course we do, but I don’t usually get out of the lab much. Can we go?”
“The ‘food supply gear’ lab?”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she burst, thrusting the clipboard into Miller’s hand and stalking off toward the Bravo. “Go ahead, Linus!” she bellowed. The older man and the other technicians scrambled inside the vehicle like children.
Miller held up the clipboard and frowned.
From his left, du Trieux appeared and squinted at the paperwork. “How are we supposed to read this chicken scratch?” she asked.
“Says here, ‘Food Supply Gear,’” Miller said. “But I doubt it. They’re too jumpy.”
“Wouldn’t you be jumpy, stuck out here for three hours?” Shrugging lightly, du Trieux walked back toward the Bravo and climbed into the driver’s seat.
Doyle called the drivers from the perimeter and, eyeing the thugs in the distance, barked at Miller, “Let’s roll.”
Undeterred, Miller walked past the Bravo to the transport, where Hsiung and the two drivers were getting inside.
Hopping up onto the back bumper, Miller leaned over the railing and examined the cargo. There were six metal barrels, each painted black. Next to them were four wooden crates, which were nailed shut.
Why would they transport food supply gear in sealed metal barrels?
Miller jammed the edge of his thumb under the lip of one of the barrels. Pulling upward, he popped the top off. His stomach lurched.
Inside were clear acrylic cylinders, labelled with a strip of paper secured by a single strand of browning masking tape. The label read, ‘Engineered yeast.’
“Supply gear, my ass.”
“Put the lid back on, the seal is supposed to be air-tight,” Davenport said from behind him.
Miller rammed the lid back on the barrel, punched the edge down with the side of his fist. “You want to explain to me why my men have put their lives in danger so we can courier yeast?”
“Get in the car, cowboy,” Davenport frowned. “I’ll explain on the way.”
 

 

DU TRIEUX PUNCHED the accelerator and the Bravo lurched ahead, turning around to head back the direction they came.
Miller turned from the passenger seat and eyed Davenport. “Okay, now do you want to give me that explanation?”
Davenport sighed from the seat beside Doyle in the back and cleared her throat. “The yeast in those barrels was originally created at a perfume company some years ago as an attractant pheromone.”
“Gwen!” snapped the older man.
“They have a right to know, Linus.”
“We’re transporting perfume?” Doyle scoffed.
“It’s not perfume,” Davenport corrected him. “I assume you’ve heard about the wasps? Well, this yeast combats their hibernation cycle in the Infected. We’ve made some headway back in Boston, so they wanted a sample of it here.”
“That’s more than a sample,” Miller interjected. “You’ve got half a dozen barrels of it back there.”
“Yes, and those crates are filled with samples of a breed of wasp—a larger, nastier one from South America, which was originally trapped using the same pheromone, as it turns out. But you didn’t hear any of this from me,” she clarified.
“Hold up,” du Trieux interrupted. “They’re experimenting on the Infected in South America? That’s what started the whole mess here.”
Miller kept his mouth shut.
“How else would you have us defeat this?” Davenport snapped. “Desperate times call for desperate measures. It’s certainly had better results than anything BioGen and Schaeffer-Yeager has done.”
“By experimenting on people?” du Trieux spat.
“They don’t think they’re people, remember?” Miller grunted. “Besides, I thought the Infected were drug-resistant?”
Davenport’s eyes widened then narrowed in one swift fluid movement. “This is different. We’re not fighting the Infected with anti-parasitics. We’re attacking the wasp’s gestation period inside the Infected hosts.”
“Sounds lovely,” Doyle snapped.
“So much for reversing the effects on the Infected, then. Is that it?” du Trieux asked, swinging the Bravo into a hard left and sending Davenport’s lurching against the door. “Sorry, another pack of thugs just ripped up Alabama Avenue.”
“Better buckle up,” Miller said as Davenport struggled to regain her seat and Hsiung cursed from the airwaves.
“I wouldn’t say we’re giving up on saving the Infected,” Davenport said. “Just that our focus has shifted. Oh, stop giving me that look, Linus. We’re all on the same team.”
“I have a feeling there’s a hell of a lot we don’t know,” Miller said. Reaching up, he rubbed his throbbing temple and turned his eyes back to the road.
Another herd of thug behemoths came around the bend and stampeded in the opposite direction.
Du Triuex pitched the Bravo around another sharp corner, tires squealing.
“What the hell are these thugs after under the concrete?” Doyle asked. “Won’t be long before we can’t bloody well drive anywhere.”
“I don’t know what they’re after,” Davenport confessed, snapping her belt across her shoulder and peering out the window. “But you’re not wrong. The planet’s not ours anymore.”
“I’m not sure it ever was,” Miller said, still pressing on his temple.
His whole mind ached. It felt to him like the pieces of the puzzle were all there, lying before him. But his head hurt, and his eyes ached, and the answer remained just outside comprehension. He peered out the window at the remains of Brooklyn and suppressed a sigh.
No doubt the landscape was shifting, again, even from the start. Phase two of the planet’s adjustments had begun. Roads were gone. Buildings were overrun with creatures and fungus. New York City had gone wild, and there was nothing anybody could do about it.
If there was one thing you could count on, it was the planet’s adaptive ability. Miller only wished humans came by it as naturally.
 

 

THE BOARD ROOM was climate-controlled and well stocked with padded chairs and cool water. Compared to other, less hospitable, portions of the compound, this was a veritable paradise. Still, Miller couldn’t get comfortable. He’d crossed and uncrossed his legs at least a dozen times in the last half hour, trying to settle in. It wasn’t going to happen.
Lewis seemed to be having the same issue. Seated beside him in the corner of the room—in two chairs propped against the wall as almost an afterthought—Miller noticed Lewis reach down and scratch at the stump of his left knee, a nervous habit of which Lewis was clearly unaware.
Honestly, Miller wasn’t surprised they were both so distracted. Harris was on another tangent and had been droning on for a good ten minutes. Miller was doing his best not to listen, but failing miserably.
“There is no reason to delay. The order has been given,” Harris was saying calmly, and a little too coolly for Miller’s taste, considering what he’d just announced to the board.
“In case you forgot,” Gray said, sitting halfway down the table from Harris and looking perturbed, “you’ve already tried NAPA-33 and there was some question as to its effect on pregnant women and children. Not the mention the ethical question.”
“That data was inconclusive,” Barrett said, her fingertips cradling her head at the temples. She sat across from Gray, not making eye contact with anyone. “With no practical evidence of that, there’s no reason not to try.”
“The only reason the data was inconclusive,” Gray argued, “was because the Infected found out he’d used it on them without their permission and started a revolution. Let’s not make the same mistake twice.”
“I think it’s a bit late to try and prevent a revolution,” Lewis muttered.
Only Miller caught the comment. He grunted quietly by way of reply.
“The only mistake that was made,” Harris went on, “was when the Infected discovered the air traps before we could fully understand the effectiveness of the formula. Now that they’ve mutated and built an immunity to the anti-parasitics, we have no choice but to further the NAPA-33 treatment, taking advantage of the larger breed of wasps, procured by Dr. Davenport.” He gestured to the end of the table, indicating the woman on the far side.
She’d showered and pulled her hair back since Miller had last seen her, but she looked strung out, as if she was still staring down terror-jaws in the alleyways of Brooklyn.
Davenport nodded toward the older gentleman sitting beside her—the one she’d called Linus. “We’ve uncovered no major side-effects in women or children with use of the wasps in Boston,” Davenport said. “Although, yes, the data on NAPA-33 itself is inconclusive. But the means of transmission affects everyone the same. All the wasps do is interrupt the parasite’s genetic replication, which should slow spreading of the parasite.”
“And since the Infected are already under attack via the smaller breed of wasp, there’s nothing we’re doing to them that wouldn’t happen anyway,” Linus stated.
Gray spread his fingers across the conference room table, his fingertips glowing white. “It doesn’t negate the fact that we’re experimenting on a population of people…”
“That depends on your definition of the word ‘people,’” Harris said to him. “Besides which, as I said, the order has already been given. We’re not here to debate this. We’re here to inform you of what’s been done.”
“Have you already launched the wasps?” Gray asked.
“Preparations have been underway since Dr. Davenport’s arrival. The air drops will begin tonight at oh-nine-hundred.”
Gray’s voice deepened to a husky timbre, his brow furrowed. “The board didn’t vote on this.”
“There was no need to hold a vote,” Harris insisted, his calm exterior showing no sign of decay. “NAPA-33 was approved long ago.”
“By you.” With a burst of spite, Gray turned away from Harris toward Barrett. “Did you know about this?”
She lifted her head from her fingers. “No. But I would have voted for it even if it had come to the board. We have to do something, Gray. We can’t just sit here. The compound will not survive another direct assault like Stockman’s.”
“Speaking to that,” Harris butt in, “we have another matter to discuss…”
“Are we going to actually discuss it or are you just going to tell us?” Miller asked.
The room quieted and all eyes turned toward him.
“You’re here as a professional courtesy,” Harris snapped. His cool exterior was starting to crack.
Good. About time.
“Plans for Operation Atlas Lion,” Harris kept on, puffing out his chest like a deranged peacock, “are underway.”
Gray’s face had paled. “What the hell is Atlas Lion?”
“After consulting with leaders of the security squads…” Harris began.
“Really?” Miller interrupted. “Which ones? Because I wasn’t in that meeting.”
Harris ignored him outright. “…We’ve devised a plan to permanently prevent the Infected from overrunning the compound.”
“This should be good,” Lewis commented under his breath.
“Using pheromone attractants derived from a yeast extract procured by Dr. Winters and Dr. Davenport, which has been highly effective on the Infected in Boston, we plan to lure the Infected to Lawrence Point, two miles from here, where they will be exterminated using a nuclear weapon.”
For just a fraction of a second, the words hung in the air. Eyes widened or blinked rapidly, mouths fell agape. Then the room erupted into shouting.
“Are you out of your mind?” Lewis demanded.
Barrett: “What the hell are you talking about?”
Miller: “How the fuck did you get a nuclear bomb?”
“You crazy bastard, you’ll kill half the people in the compound with radiation poisoning!” Gray yelled.
“Don’t be an idiot,” Harris shouted back. “We’ve a line on a nuclear-equipped tactical surface-to-air missile from North Korea. It’s point-five kilotons. The fallout will be minimal.”
“Says who?” Lewis asked.
“Just what do you mean, you ‘have a line’ on a SAM? How did you plan on paying for it?” Gray burst.
“It’s already done. It’s on the way here.”
The room fell silent again.
For just a moment, all Miller could hear was the shuttered breathing of a panicked room.
Panicked, save one.
Harris stood at the end of the conference table, arms crossed. “There’s a shipping route between China, Europe, and the East Coast—the missile should arrive within the week.”
“On whose authority did you purchase a nuclear weapon?” Gray seethed. “On whose authority?”
“On my authority,” Harris snapped sharply, his façade of control finally breaking. “I am the only one willing to take the necessary steps to procure safety for this compound. While you sit on your ass building farms, I’m the one fixing this infestation. Me.”
“How is setting off a nuclear bomb two miles from the compound supposed to make it safer?” Miller asked.
Harris reeled on him with a vengeance. “It’s going to get a hell of a lot more done than running around like a pack of deluded ninjas, killing one Infected Charismatic at a time—for all the fuck that did.” Twisting on his heel, he let loose on Gray. “Farms, Gray? Really? As if cows and chickens are going to stop the Infected. We’re in the middle of a war. Drastic measures have to be taken, and somehow, I’m the only one with balls enough to take them.”
“You cannot and will not circumvent the authority of this board by making rogue decisions of this magnitude without our consent,” Gray seethed. “We will not authorize use of a nuclear weapon.” Pounding his fist on the table, his face coloured to a bright purple. “And if this Operation Atlas Lion is to ever take place, it will do so with the unanimous vote of this board—and nothing else. Until that happens, I am ordering Miller and the Cobalt team to commandeer the missile when it arrives from North Korea. Is that clear enough, Harris? Did that have enough balls for you?”
Harris pushed his shoulders back. “We cannot continue to occupy the same island with a mob of Infected militants without expecting more to arrive. We must make an example of the remains of Stockman’s men and remove any chances of them re-amassing.”
“With a goddamned nuke?” Gray shouted. “The fallout alone could wipe out the entire compound…” He gestured toward Dr. Davenport and Winters, who looked just as dumbfounded as the rest of them.
“Technically speaking,” Dr. Winters said, “if we’re looking at a point-five kiloton surface blast, the fallout radius would only be about a half-mile.”
“More than enough breathing room,” Dr. Davenport added, a hint of irony in her tone.
“The casualties would be in the thousands,” Miller said, standing from his chair. “Tens of thousands.”
“Not to mention any civilians who may still be holding out in the blast radius,” Lewis said.
“The populous is minimal at this point. I’m willing to lose a couple hundred in collateral damage if it means saving the thousands inside this compound,” Harris said.
“This will not happen,” Gray insisted. “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but you are not the one calling the shots around here.”
Harris’s expression hardened as his jaw set. For a moment, Miller expected him to dive across the conference table and smack Gray across the face. Instead, he inhaled sharply and said, “We’ll see about that.”
Harris stormed out of the room, his footsteps echoing down the hallway.
Miller let his breath out and unclenched his fists.
The remaining people in the room looked shell-shocked. The doctors excused themselves awkwardly, and Barrett slapped her phablet into the palm of her hand and stalked out.
Lewis, sensing the tension between Gray and Miller, patted Miller on the shoulder and limped out of the conference room with instructions for Miller to come to his office later.
Gray ran both hands through his hair and pulled his face tight. “I don’t even know where to begin.”
“If the warhead arrives within the week, we have only a few days to get ahead of this. We can contact the vessel, turn them back.”
“You think Harris is going to tell us how to get in touch with the ship?” Gray shook his head and scooped his phablet off the conference room table. “I should have listened to you.”
“When? I’ve been right more than once.”
Gray shook his head, his face gone slack. “You told me to keep a tighter leash on him. You knew he was going to pull something like this.”
“I never imagined this.”
Gray’s eyes locked on Miller’s and his mouth thinned to a fine line. “We should have left when we had the chance. I never should have let him build this fortress. Now he’s willing to blow up the rest of the city to save it.”
Miller nodded, the weight of his shoulders making him feel heavy. “And whether it would save anything is a whole other debate.”
Gray stood to leave the conference room, speaking over his shoulder as he walked away. “That crazy son of a bitch won’t be happy until we’re all dead.”
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