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      THE LONG NIGHT IS UPON THEM.

      After five years of hard work, dedication, and too many sacrifices, Lara thought she had made progress in bringing what remained of humanity together in her small part of the world. She also thought they had seen the last of the ghouls as a major threat.

      She was wrong on both counts.

      An unnatural alliance between two enemies, forged in secrecy, has finally been revealed. With Keo away on a mission, the real threat is at the gates, leaving Lara, Gaby, and a city full of civilians unprepared for a long and relentless night of fighting.

      The survivors thought the worst of times were behind them, but they were mistaken. Fenton was always just another front in a secret war that Gaby and Lara didn’t know they were still fighting. Before the night is over, they will discover that the only thing more powerful than hope is vengeance.

      In Black, the fifth book in the Road to Babylon series, it’s all-out war, and no one will be safe.
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      We’re not ready for this. I’m not ready for this!

      Gaby darted up the steps, clenching her teeth as her right leg throbbed the entire time. It was a reminder that the bullet hole down there hadn’t completely healed, and if not for the painkillers she’d grabbed as soon as she woke up, she might not have made it past the second floor.

      Get to the rooftop. Get to the rooftop!

      There were two soldiers making out on the third-floor landing in front of her. They were standing in the corner, still in their uniforms (Thank God), looking up the final flight of stairs that led to the roof access above them. When they heard her coming, they both glanced over. Gaby saw embarrassment flicker across the woman’s face, which was already flushed red underneath the LED light on the wall above her head.

      The female Black Tider was blonde, tall, and attractive, and she got out, “What’s happening?” as Gaby blew past them.

      “Get downstairs!” Gaby shouted. “Get back to your posts!”

      “Why?” the man said after her.

      “Now, goddammit! Get your asses downstairs now!”

      She didn’t waste another second on them and continued up, taking the steps two at a time. Her thighs ached, and every one of her senses were heightened. She could hear her heartbeat thrumming against her chest and feel the weight of the pistol at her hip. The only thing missing was her rifle, but she hadn’t thought to grab it before running out of her room and over to Lara’s down the hallway, when she heard the unmistakable pop-pop-pop of gunfire in the distance.

      “What should we do?” she heard the blonde asking the man below her.

      Follow orders like I told you, you idiot! Gaby thought just before she crashed into the roof access door shoulder first.

      The cold overwhelmed her instantly, but she pushed through it, thankful for the warm thermals she had gone to sleep in. The apartment building they had repurposed for barracks still had a fully-functioning HVAC system, but that required power to run; power that could be put to better use elsewhere. Small creature comforts, like a little heat, were a luxury these days.

      Despite being used to the cold, the chilly Darby Bay air still caught her temporarily by surprise, and cloud bursts appeared in front of her as she let out a series of alarmed breaths. Before she could worry about freezing to death on the rooftop, a long string of gunfire crackled across the port city skyline, and Gaby thought, We’re not ready for this. God help us, we’re not ready for this!

      She could hear them while she was racing up the staircase, and even earlier in her room on the first floor. Everyone could hear it. The world had become a quiet place, especially at nights, and sound traveled great distances these days. The unnatural rattle of gunfire was simply impossible to ignore, even from inside a thick concrete building. It helped that once the shooting began, it hadn’t stopped for longer than a few seconds before picking up again.

      The pop-pop-pop of automatic weapons around her meant men. Humans. Ghouls, as far as Gaby knew, had yet to master the simple task of using a gun. But it was a no-brainer for men. Dumb, smart, weak, or strong, anyone could pick up a rifle and pull a trigger, which was what made them so dangerous in the first place.

      “God may have created men, but Samuel Colt made them equal,” someone once said. Or wrote. Or maybe both.

      But how good you were with that gun you just picked up depended on many factors. Training—or lack thereof—being the biggest. Gaby could tell how well-trained someone was just by looking at the way they held their weapon. Just like she could tell the young man whose name she didn’t know, who was standing guard when she burst out of the door behind him, could have used more drilling before being put out here. With that extra month or two behind him, then maybe he might not have almost shot her by accident.

      Thank God the guard—Sanchez was stenciled across his name tag—was struggling to unsling his rifle and turn around at the same time. If he’d already had his weapon in his hands, he might have actually shot her, given the startled look on his face.

      When he saw her, Sanchez relaxed, but he either forgot to lower his rifle or it never occurred to him to do so. “Ma’am, what’s happening?”

      “Point that thing somewhere else,” Gaby said as she hurried past him.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said behind her, but she was already focusing on what was happening out there in the city. “What’s happening, ma’am?”

      She ignored him and rushed to the edge of the rooftop. The apartment was only three stories high, but it gave her a good enough view of what was happening out there. There were higher buildings with better vantage points across the city, but there was no time to reach them. This had to be good enough.

      She was already expecting the worst, but was still surprised by what she saw:

      It was an attack, and it was coming from the north side, beyond the cluster of buildings that made up Darby Bay. There was a large field out there between where the city ended and the woods began, about a mile worth of tall grass and little else. Or there was supposed to be nothing out there, anyway. There should have been darkness peering back at her, but instead there were flickers of light, like ropes of firecrackers going off.

      Except she knew they weren’t firecrackers. They were muzzle flashes. Even if she couldn’t hear the constant streams of pop-pop-pop, she would have known what they were just by looking at them.

      How the hell did they get so close? What happened to the sentries?

      The patrols that were supposed to watch that vulnerable part of the city had gone dark ten minutes ago. It was never a good thing when people stopped answering their radios.

      Tires squealed from nearby, and Gaby glanced off the edge of the rooftop and down at the streets below in time to see vehicles racing away, toward the direction of gunfire.

      “Ma’am? What’s happening?” Sanchez was asking behind her. Apparently he hadn’t gotten the hint when she didn’t answer him the first couple of times.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Where’s your partner? There should be two of you up here at all times.”

      Sanchez shuffled his feet nervously. “He went to take a nap.”

      “He went to take a nap?”

      “Yes, ma’am. He was, uh, tired.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Gaby said, and wondered if the man downstairs she had caught necking with the blonde was the partner, or if it was someone else entirely. She wasn’t sure which answer made her feel better.

      Oh, who are you kidding? They’re both bad.

      Gaby glared at the younger man (he couldn’t have been more than twenty), but before she could say anything, the portable radio on her hip squawked:

      “Gaby, come in.”

      She unclipped the two-way and pressed the transmit lever. “Gaby here.”

      “What do you see up there, Gaby?” Lara asked through the radio. She sounded sleepy, and Gaby wondered if her own voice was the same even though she felt wide awake.

      “They’re definitely attacking from the woods. I don’t know how, but they made it through the fields. They’re at the city limits.”

      “Who? Who’s attacking?”

      “I don’t know. I’d have to get closer to know that.” She tracked down the red taillights of the vehicles she’d seen earlier, now farther up the street. “I just saw vehicles moving toward the fighting.”

      “I sent one of the QRF units. The others are getting ready. We need to find out who’s attacking. What else do you see up there, Gaby?”

      “Nothing, without getting closer to the action.” She paused for a moment. Then, “Lara.”

      “Yeah.”

      “This is just getting started. It’s going to be a long night.”

      “I have that feeling, too. But at least they didn’t catch us completely with our pants down.”

      Close enough, Gaby thought, looking back at Sanchez and wondering where his missing partner was napping at the moment. Or if he was already awake and running around like everyone else on one of the floors below her.

      She glanced down at her watch, the numbers glowing neon green: 10:15 p.m.

      She looked out across the city again and this time really paid attention to where the attacks were coming from. The pop-pop-pop of automatic gunfire was still as spread out as when she had looked a few seconds ago, but there was something odd about them that hadn’t occurred to her before. Now, like then, she couldn’t figure out what that was, exactly.

      Something’s missing. Something’s…not right here.

      Gaby clicked her radio. “Lara, has anyone on the perimeter security responded?”

      “No,” Lara said. “We’re still trying to reach them.”

      “There’s what, five units out there?”

      “Seven. I added two more after what happened with Loman and the other guy. I forgot his name.”

      “Which means there should be over twenty men out there.”

      “More like thirty. Why?”

      “So where are they?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I sent the QRF and getting the others ready. We need answers.”

      “Lara, something’s not right here. If the perimeter security isn’t answering, they’re probably dead.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “If they aren’t—if even just one of them is still alive—wouldn’t they be answering their radios? Letting us know what’s going on out there?”

      Lara didn’t answer right away. Gaby imagined her friend thinking the same thing she was—Something’s missing; but what? Maybe Sanchez was even doing the same thing behind her, because he had gone completely silent, and if not for the occasional shuffling, she wouldn’t know he was even still back there.

      The continued shooting had woken up the city of Darby Bay around her, with candlelight appearing behind formerly darkened windows. There were more men in the streets below her—blue-uniformed Black Tiders, some preparing vehicles while others raced back and forth between their building and the ones around them.

      “What are you thinking, Gaby?” Lara finally said through the radio.

      “I don’t know, but this feels…off,” Gaby said. “If the security force is gone, why is there still so much shooting? The QRF couldn’t have gotten there yet, and they’ll be the first ones to reach the perimeter. The civilians have all but abandoned the north part of Darby Bay. There should be no one out there except our people. You said we had close to thirty people watching that side, and even if one of them is still alive, they should be answering their radio. But they’re not. So who or what are the attackers still shooting at?”

      “What does it look like out there?”

      “It sounds and looks like full-blown battles are still going on.”

      Again, there was a moment of silence from Lara before she finally responded. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying this doesn’t feel right. There’s something wrong here, Lara. I just don’t know what.”

      “Get down here, Gaby,” Lara said. “I need you to coordinate and lead the rest of the QRF—”

      The BOOM! from behind her nearly threw Gaby off her feet. It was close enough that the building trembled and she heard glass shattering around her as the concussive force of the explosion slammed into the vulnerable windows below.

      Jesus! What was that?

      Gaby righted herself and turned around to face the west side of Darby Bay just as a fireball shot into the sky like a big fist, rising higher and expanding at the same time. She didn’t have to think very long or hard to know what she was looking at: Someone had just set off an explosion using the fuel depots that were stored back there. The same fuel that had been brought here to Darby Bay to power their vehicles, from the Jeeps to the trucks to the planes—

      The planes. The planes!

      A second BOOM! was just as strong, and the building shook again. This time she did lose her balance and fell to the gravel rooftop on her ass. Sanchez, nearby, landed just as hard, almost losing his rifle as he went down.

      “Lara!” Gaby shouted into the radio. “The airfield! They’re attacking the airfield!”

      She waited for a response, but nothing came back through the two-way.

      “Lara!” Gaby shouted again, even as she scrambled frantically back to her feet. “Lara, are you there? Lara!”

      Again, there was no response.

      Gaby ran across the rooftop. She felt the heat growing exponentially around her, pushing back against the cold night, even before she reached the other side.

      And when she finally did, “Oh, Jesus.”

      The airfield across the street from the apartment was entirely engulfed in flames. She couldn’t tell where the fencing they had put up to separate the area from the rest of the city had gone. There was too much smoke, and fire was swallowing everything like a living, breathing monster, from the planes to the support vehicles to—

      A scream as a figure raced out of the inferno, only to fall to the ground when the fire that was consuming him finally finished its job. The man (or woman?) wasn’t the only victim. Gaby watched in horror, her mouth slightly agape, as two—no, three more desperate souls rolled around on the tarmac trying to put out fires that were eating them alive.

      “Ay dios mio,” a voice said softly next to her.

      Gaby glanced over and was surprised to find Sanchez there. When had he gotten—

      Another BOOM! raked across the flaming airfield, this one so massive that the heat of the blast pushed across Gaby’s face and she staggered back, unnatural warmth spreading over every exposed part of her body.

      Sanchez, mumbling something in Spanish, was backing away from the ledge beside her when Gaby grabbed his arm. “Get downstairs.”

      The young man stared back at her, and she couldn’t tell if he understood what she’d just said. Given the frozen look of shock and horror on his face, she couldn’t be sure if he’d even heard her at all.

      Gaby helped him out by pointing at the access door behind them. “Get downstairs and look for Lara! Don’t leave her side when you find her! Do you understand?”

      He nodded and almost tripped on his own legs as he tried to turn around before running off.

      Gaby looked back at what remained of the airfield, now a dome of red and orange flames licking at the moonlit sky. The fire seemed to have a life of its own, multiple fingers flickering against the night and swaying to some invisible orchestra that only they could hear.

      She stared, mesmerized by the unfolding destruction, her mind trying to comprehend what she was seeing. It wasn’t just the utter chaos and death, but the sudden realization that the planes and helicopters, the airpower that Black Tide had cultivated and given them such an advantage these last five years, was suddenly gone in a flash.

      She might have stood there and gawked for hours if the pop-pop-pop from behind her hadn’t intruded.

      Snap out of it! It’s not over yet!

      Gaby turned around and looked toward the perimeter. The muzzle flashes she’d seen earlier, like Christmas decorations before, were gone. There was still shooting, but it wasn’t as continuous or as demanding of her attention. And they were clearly moving into the city now, almost as if they’d been given the signal to proceed.

      She glanced back at the flames that had spread to the rest of the compound. The A-10 Thunderbolts and other aircraft they had been using for sorties over Texas—over Fenton in previous days—were stored down there when not in use. The airfield began about a hundred meters from where she stood, but extended well beyond this side of the city, encompassing the paved roads they had repurposed for runways.

      It had been a trick. She knew that now. The enemy had made them—made her—look one way while they attacked Black Tide’s most important asset. The Warthogs and helicopters were inside the parking lot they had converted into an airfield, the silhouettes of machine wreckage she could barely still make out swimming in a lake of fire. The flames weren’t going to stop anytime soon, because there wasn’t just the aircraft and support vehicles down there, but also the fuel and…

      The fuel.

      It was continuously feeding the same moving carpet of flames that were spreading toward the school next door.

      Soon, it would be moving across the street…

      …toward us.

      Gaby spun around and ran across the rooftop, shouting into the radio with every step and between every gasping breath.

      “Lara! The flames! Get out of the building now! Get out! Get out, before it’s too late!”
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      There were people in the stairwell, most of them freshly rustled from bed and stumbling around in the semidarkness, looking dazed. Some were carrying their own LEDs, while others were wielding flashlights. A few had their rifles, but more didn’t. There was a steady stream of people staggering their way out of the third floor, some still struggling to put on their belts.

      We’re not ready this. God, we are so not ready for this.

      Gaby pushed people out of her path, shouting, “Get out of the way! Get out of the goddamn way!”

      Some did, but others were either too confused or didn’t move fast enough for her liking. Gaby shoved those people aside and jumped down the steps. She almost landed on top of someone’s boots but didn’t let that stop her.

      “Get downstairs!” she shouted. “Grab your weapons and get downstairs!”

      People rushed to move out of her way, a few hugging the walls or railing to avoid being run over. They were the smart ones. The not-so-smart ones got elbowed in the backs. She slipped around and went under and over the slower ones. There were enough lights to see with—the staircase had LEDs positioned along the walls—and the flashlights filled in the rest.

      Gaby finally reached the first floor and darted through the stairwell door that was being held open by a man with blond hair, wearing a sling over his left shoulder. Springer was written on his name tag.

      “Lara!” Gaby shouted at Springer. “Where is she?”

      “Her security team took her out the back,” Springer said. “She told everyone to evacuate the building and get to their units.”

      People were squeezing past her, flooding out of the stairwell and into the wide-open lobby. There was already a wall of Black Tiders gathered near the front looking out the windows and the open doors at the inferno moving toward them. Scared faces and confused voices were lost in the pounding of moving feet, but all Gaby noticed was that no one was leaving.

      “Go!” Gaby shouted. “Get the hell out of here!”

      A few glanced back at her, but most couldn’t look away from the approaching wall of flames.

      Jesus Christ. Why aren’t they moving?

      Gaby looked around and saw an M4 rifle leaning against the wall next to Springer. She snatched it up.

      “Hey, that’s mine,” Springer said.

      “Shut up. I outrank you.”

      “That’s still my rifle,” Springer said, but mostly to himself this time.

      Gaby ignored him and fired a three-round burst into the floor. That got the attention of the people around her, but not all of them. A few responded by lifting their weapons to return fire until they saw it was her. But not everyone had turned around, and Gaby fired two more bursts into the floor.

      That did it, and the voices began to die down while faces looked over in her direction.

      “Evacuate the building like you were ordered to!” Gaby shouted. “Find your units! Get to your units! Now, goddammit, now!”

      They finally began squeezing through the twin front doors, but there were too many of them, and it was slow going. But at least there was movement now, and people coming out of the stairwell saw the flow of traffic and immediately fell in step.

      Gaby turned back to Springer as people moved around her and the blond. “You said Lara left through the back door?”

      Springer nodded. “Just before she gave the evacuation order over the radio. What are you—”

      But she was already running away from him, pushing through the surge of confused bodies, trying to get to the front. The back hallway wasn’t as empty as she had expected. There were a handful of people who had figured out it was easier to exit through this part of the building rather than brave the rush of humanity in the lobby.

      Gaby followed them, passing empty apartments that had been repurposed for command and control. A few of the Black Tiders were carrying boxes and equipment. She recognized a brunette struggling with a laptop coming out of a room in front of her.

      “Angie!” Gaby called.

      The woman stopped and looked back. “Gaby?”

      Angie was a small woman—five-feet something—and thirty-seven years old, which was a lot older than the normal recruit. But she was smart and quick, and Lara liked her. Gaby did, too, even though she thought the woman was a little too old to be out here. Angie was part of the support staff; she rarely, if ever, had to go out into the field.

      “Why are you still here?” Gaby asked her now.

      The other woman patted the laptop. It was chrome and thick. “I had to secure this.”

      “Forget it. It’s slowing you down.”

      “It’s my job,” Angie said.

      “Um, Commander, you still have my rifle,” a voice said behind her.

      Gaby glanced back and was surprised to see that Springer had followed her into the back hallway.

      “I’m keeping it,” Gaby said.

      “But—” Springer was saying when a BOOM! tore through the apartment from the lobby behind her.

      Gaby lost her balance and had to reach for the wall to stay upright. Springer was also falling, when Gaby grabbed him by his good shoulder with her other hand. In front of her, Angie’s laptop fell from her grip and slammed against the floor. It should have cracked (or worse) if it wasn’t designed to be tossed around in worse conditions.

      Now what? Gaby thought as she looked over her shoulder, just in time to witness a wave of fire washing across the opening that connected her hallway with the lobby beyond.

      Oh, dear God.

      She swore the screams that followed were louder than the explosion, and soon they were joined by the pop-pop-pop of random bullets firing, all that gunpowder in the lobby ignited by the sweeping flames.

      But it was the screams that dug deep into Gaby’s soul.

      They were loud. They were so, so loud.

      My God. Why are they so loud?

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Springer said just before he grabbed her arm. “Hey!”

      What…?

      Gaby glanced back and was surprised to see him behind her. How had Springer gotten behind her when he was just next to her a second ago?

      Heat caressed her body, trying to strip exposed skin from her bones.

      Jesus, the heat. The heat…

      And the screams. They were still coming from the lobby.

      The screams…

      “Come on!” Springer shouted. “You can’t do anything for them. Come on!”

      He was pulling her down the corridor, away from the lobby. She thought she could see the reflection of flames behind her dancing across his eyes, but maybe that was just her imagination playing some sick joke on her.

      “We gotta go!” Springer shouted. “We gotta go!”

      Gaby looked back. The screams from the lobby had stopped. They were now replaced by the loud (Why is it so loud?) crackle of fire as it began to devour the remains of the lobby. The tiled flooring, the Sheetrock, the clothing…the bodies…

      How many were dead? Too many. God, there had been so many people in the lobby. How many had gotten out in time? How many were still trapped inside when the flames reached them? Her best hope was that someone had managed to close the stairwell door in time, that there were survivors retreating back to the second and third floors even now.

      And then what? Where would they go? There was no catwalk on the side of the building, no way down from the upper floors. There was the rooftop, but there was no way down from up there either unless you jumped. It was a long way down…

      “Gaby, come on!” a new voice shouted. “They’re gone! They’re gone!”

      She was surprised to find Angie also there, helping Springer to drag her away from the intense heat that swiped at her face, that drew sweat from her brow. The fire was already turning the corner and licking at the concrete walls and entering the open rooms in front of her…

      Another BOOM!, this one coming from outside the building, though it had been close enough that the tiles underneath all three of them shook, and they almost spilled to the floor. But they held on by grabbing onto one another, Springer doing his best with his one good arm.

      “Come on, Gaby, come on!” Angie shouted.

      Gaby hadn’t realized it, but she’d been fighting Springer the whole time. She still was, even with Angie there to assist the wounded man. She didn’t understand what she was doing. Did she think she could help the poor souls in the lobby? There was no helping them now. There was—

      Someone screamed from the lobby (My God, how are they still alive in all that?), but it was barely audible, like the last gasp of life that was quickly fading, fading…

      She turned around and somehow managed to wrestle both arms away from Springer and Angie. The shocked look on their faces told her they didn’t understand how she’d done that, either.

      Gaby ran past them, clutching Springer’s rifle as if her life depended on it. There were still people in front of her looking back at the chaos in the lobby, rooted to the floor. “Get going!” she shouted. “Get out of here! Get to your units!”

      They began running, and Gaby followed them. She made a turn at the end of the corridor, even as Springer and Angie caught up to her. The woman had picked her laptop back up, while Springer was holding onto his sling and grimacing.

      She felt like apologizing to the both of them—particularly Springer; she could tell he was in a lot of pain, most of that because of her—but there was no time. Talking meant slowing down, and slowing down meant thinking about all those poor bastards in the lobby, about all those unlucky ones that didn’t die immediately…

      Stop thinking and keep moving.

      Keep moving!

      There, less than twenty meters up ahead, was the back door. Two men waving Black Tiders through were holding it open. It was easy to pick them out as Parrish’s men—a part of Lara’s security team—by their clothes and gear. Both men were wearing vests, gun belts, and carrying full-auto capable M4s. The only thing missing were their tactical helmets, but she guessed they hadn’t had time to grab those in all the chaos. Like all of their uniforms, they had Inguz emblems—two X’s stacked on top of one another—on the patches along their shoulders.

      She didn’t recognize either man, but that wasn’t a surprise. After what had happened with Loman and Biden, Parrish had added an extra layer of security. These two were new, but why they were still back here when Lara wasn’t was a mystery.

      One of them, a blond, was shouting at the stragglers as they disappeared into the dark alleys behind them. “Find your units! Monitor your radios for orders! Don’t look back, and don’t engage if you don’t have to! Go, go, go!”

      Gaby was almost at the door when the pop-pop-pop of gunfire crackled from across the city. She had forgotten about what was happening out here after the chaos of the lobby.

      The lobby…

      “Commander,” the blond said when Gaby stepped outside. The man was six-two or so and carried his gear instead of the other way around. Like his partner, he was wearing a throat mic and earbuds, both connected to a radio Velcroed to their vests. “Anyone else coming?”

      Everyone’s dead, she thought, but said, “I don’t know.” She breathed in the chill air. “What are you two still doing here?”

      Becker was stenciled across the blond’s name tag. His partner was Goldman.

      “Waiting for you, ma’am,” Becker said. “Boss’s orders.”

      “Which boss?”

      “The big boss,” Goldman said. He was smaller than Becker, but broad-shouldered and muscular where it counted. “It was the only way she’d let the captain take her to the backup OP.”

      There was another explosion from nearby (Too close!), and Gaby glanced up, shielding her eyes with Springer’s rifle as glass showered the ground around her. A jet of fire shot out from a second-floor window above them.

      “Jesus!” Springer shouted, hurrying out of the path of falling glass.

      “We gonna help them?” Goldman asked, one hand over his head.

      “How the hell we gonna do that?” Becker said.

      There were six windows up there that Gaby could see. One was already gone, but the remaining five were lit up by flames raging on the other side. She could hear screams coming from within…

      It’s so loud. Why are the screams so loud?

      A flicker of movement from her left, and she turned her head in time to see a dark figure sailing through the air, seconds before he disappeared onto the rooftop of a two-story building nearby.

      “That’s one way to do it, I guess,” Becker said under his breath.

      “He made it,” Goldman said, “but what about the ones that didn’t make it up to the rooftop?”

      “Maybe if we can find a ladder,” Angie said.

      “What ladder?” Becker said. “Look around you, there’s no—”

      Another window exploded above them, and they hurried away as another shower of glass sprayed the area. Streams of fire and smoke roared out of the second blown window, but somehow the third-floor windows above them still looked untouched.

      But for how long?

      “Jesus Christ,” Springer said. “How many people are still in there?”

      Gaby blocked out his voice and the ones that responded—forced herself to push the screams she could hear coming from above her into the background—and looked around instead. The last of the support staff were gone, disappeared into the alleys around them.

      She looked back at Angie, still clinging to the laptop. “Stay with us. Lara will want what’s in that laptop.”

      Angie nodded and almost looked relieved by the order.

      Gaby turned around. “Let’s go.”

      “What about—” either Becker or Goldman said (she couldn’t be sure who, because she was already moving).

      Not that it mattered, because she cut them off before they could finish. “Lara. We have to get to Lara and make sure she reaches OP2 safe. That’s your order for the night. That’s your only order. Understand?”

      She caught Becker and Goldman exchanging a quick look to her left, but she ignored them and broke off into a jog. Her thighs were aching, but instead of fighting it, she let the pain fill her up. It allowed her to ignore the screams coming from behind her.

      She concentrated instead on the pop-pop-pop of automatic gunfire, seemingly getting louder…and closer…
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      They hurried away from the apartment, angling away from the streets and constantly using the back alleys between buildings to stay unseen. Even if she didn’t already know where to go, all Gaby had to do was glance back and see the wall of orange and red behind her, and she knew where to run away from.

      The school, the apartment, and most devastatingly of all, the airfield.

      They were gone. All of it. The planes, the helicopters, and all the poor souls caught in the blasts. The enemy knew exactly where to strike for maximum impact. She remembered the sight of those muzzle flashes on the north perimeter of the city; the same ones that had drawn her attention had also lured the Quick Reaction Force. That was the plan all along. She knew that now, even as the heat from behind her radiated against the back of her neck and her ears continued to register the crackling of flames in the night air.

      Somewhere behind them another window along the apartment’s rear exploded, followed by the loud clink-clink-clink of glass pelting the hard concrete pavement.

      Gaby blocked it out and concentrated on what lay ahead.

      Get to Lara. That’s all that matters now.

      Get to Lara and keep her safe. If we lose her, then it’s over, and all of this will be for nothing.

      They kept moving at a brisk pace through the alleys, slipping in and out of shadows while gunfire ebbed and flowed across the city. There was just small arms at first, but that didn’t last. Soon, they were hearing machine gun fire, too. The shooting came from everywhere—north, east, west, and even south where the Gulf of Mexico splashed against Darby Bay’s shores. Were the attackers coming from the ocean, too, or had they just progressed so far into the city that they were now surrounding them?

      We’re not ready for this. God, we’re so not ready for this…

      “What happened? Anyone know what happened?” Angie was asking behind her. Gaby didn’t think she was talking to her.

      “We’re under attack,” Springer said.

      “I know that. But what’s happening?”

      “I don’t have a clue. I only know what you know. The alarms went off, and suddenly everyone’s in the hallways. Next thing I know, the streets are on fire.”

      “This is bad, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, this is pretty bad.”

      “What happened to your arm?”

      “Huh?”

      “Your arm,” Angie said.

      “Oh,” Springer said. “I got shot.”

      “Keep up,” one of Parrish’s men, Becker, said. He was behind Gaby, too, probably watching their backs while Goldman led the way in front of her. “You fall behind, and we’re not going back for you.”

      “Hey, I got one good arm,” Springer said.

      “Excuses, excuses,” Goldman said.

      “You need help with that?” she heard Becker asking someone.

      Angie, because she answered. “No. It’s my responsibility.”

      “It looks heavy.”

      “It is.”

      “Suit yourself.” A second or two later, Becker was walking next to Gaby. “You hit, ma’am?”

      “What?” Gaby said. The question had caught her off guard.

      “You’re favoring one leg, ma’am.”

      Gaby shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      He gave her an I don’t believe you look, but she ignored it.

      Gaby glanced back at Angie and Springer instead, trailing behind them. Angie spent more time looking at the fires behind them than she did forward. The pulsating blanket of orange and red had spread from the apartment to the buildings around it, the extra materials feeding the flames’ growth. What would happen if it kept going? Could it consume all of Darby Bay? There was all that water in the Gulf of Mexico, but they weren’t going to do any good if there was no one to use them.

      Forget about the city. Get to Lara. Keeping her alive is the only thing that matters tonight.

      Gaby looked over at Becker. “What happened to the radio? I couldn’t get in touch with Lara or anyone else.”

      “We switched over to the emergency channel as soon as the captain decided it was time to boogie,” Becker said. “It’s protocol, ma’am.”

      Right. Protocol. She had forgotten all about it in the rush to get down from the rooftop, then later, through the chaos in the lobby.

      It was Parrish’s job to see that Lara stayed safe. The first step toward that would be to switch to a new radio frequency so their communications couldn’t be intercepted by the enemy. Only Parrish and a handful of people knew what that was. Gaby was one of them. The second step was to proceed to the backup observational post—the OP—from which to coordinate a counterattack. And there was going to be a counterattack. Gaby knew Lara too well to think she was just going to take this lying down. The switch to the emergency channel would be preceded by an announcement on the general comm so the rest of Black Tide’s forces would know what to do. In short: Find your units and wait for orders.

      As she listened to a fresh round of gunfire, Gaby wondered how many of their people were doing what they were told right now. She had to trust that she and Danny and the others had trained them well enough. It wasn’t like she had any other choice.

      “Captain should have the boss at OP2 by now,” Becker was saying. “They had wheels when I last saw them.”

      “Too bad we couldn’t find any for us,” Goldman said from in front of them. “Beats walking.”

      “Walking’s good for your health, sport.”

      “Broccoli’s good for my health. Walking’s a pain in my ass.”

      “Told you you were out of shape.”

      “That’s not what your mom said this morning.”

      Becker grunted. “You wish. My mom has way better taste than your sorry ass.”

      Gaby ignored their back and forth and took out her radio. She switched over to the new frequency before pressing the transmit lever and speaking into it. “Lara, this is Gaby. Come in.”

      It took only a few seconds before she heard Lara’s voice. “Gaby. Where are you?” There was relief in Lara’s voice.

      “I’m en route to the backup OP now.”

      “What about the apartment? We heard multiple explosions. We can see the fires from here.”

      “It’s gone, Lara. Everything’s gone.”

      “The airfield…”

      “The airfield. The school. The barracks. They knew exactly where to strike. All of this was a coordinated attack.”

      And it’s not over yet. It’s so far from over I’m scared of what else they have planned for us. What else he has planned for us.

      But Gaby didn’t say any of that out loud or into the radio. She didn’t think she had to. Lara would already know who she was talking about even if she never spoke his name. They had been discussing it for the last few days even when Keo was still in Darby Bay.

      Buck.

      The man who started all of this. The man whose name Keo got “Buckies” from. The same man who had sent Loman and Biden into their ranks days, weeks, maybe even months ago. Who knew how many other sleeper cells he had in their midst that were just waiting for the signal to wake up?

      They sabotaged the airfield. There’s no other way it could have happened. They sabotaged it and took away our one big advantage.

      Right now she imagined that Lara was thinking the same thing and coming to the same conclusion. Her friend wasn’t an idiot. She was anything but. Lara would know how badly they had screwed up, how ill-prepared they had been for Buck’s attack. All this time, they thought they were ahead in the conflict, dictating what happened next, but Gaby was starting to think they were playing catch-up. They just didn’t know it until tonight.

      You were right, Keo. Buck has been planning this for years.

      Keo. She wished he were here with them right now instead of…doing whatever it was he was doing in Fenton. Not that she thought one man could change any of what had happened or saved the airfield, but it would have been nice to have him around. If anything, just to know that there was one person she could unconditionally rely on to fight beside her would have been a boon tonight.

      She sneaked a look at the people around her. Except for Angie, she didn’t know the others. She didn’t even know Angie all that well, and what she did know—that the woman was a part of the support staff—didn’t inject Gaby with a lot of confidence.

      Springer had one good working arm and wasn’t going to be much help in a gunfight. She hated the idea of leaving him behind but if it came to that…

      Then there were Becker and Goldman. They were Parrish’s men, which meant they were handpicked. They would be good soldiers, but how good? There was a big difference between security detail and being out there in the field. She didn’t know if either man had experience with that, which left her with a big question mark. She just hoped that when she did find the answer, it wasn’t with bullets flying over her head.

      “Gaby,” Lara was saying through the radio.

      “I’m still here,” Gaby said.

      “We’re waiting for you at the halfway point. Get over here as fast as you can.”

      “Don’t wait for me. We don’t know how bad tonight’s going to get or how long it’s going to take me to get there. You need to get out of the open ASAP.”

      “Negative. We’ll wait for you at the halfway point.”

      “Lara—”

      “That’s an order, Commander.”

      Gaby sighed. “Yes, ma’am.” She put the radio away and nodded at Becker. “You heard her. They’re waiting for us at the halfway point.”

      “Captain’s not gonna like that,” Becker said with something that almost looked like an amused smirk.

      “Yeah, well, she’s the big boss, and he’s not.”

      Goldman threw a glance over his shoulder and grinned. “Sometimes I don’t think the captain remembers that.”

      “He’ll get over it,” Gaby said. She looked back at Springer walking slightly behind her. She hadn’t noticed before, but he wasn’t wearing a belt and was unarmed. “Where’s your handgun, soldier?”

      “Back in my room, ma’am,” Springer said. He lifted his slinged arm just enough to indicate it. “It’s a little difficult to put on a belt when you’re in a hurry with this thing, so I just grabbed my rifle. Speaking of which...”

      Gaby glanced down at Springer’s M4 in her hands. “I’m keeping it.”

      He sighed. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You have any spares?”

      He shook his head. “It didn’t occur to me to grab some, sorry.”

      She nodded, thought, At least you did better than most of them, and drew her pistol and handed it to him.

      Springer took the gun, along with the two spare magazines that she took out of her pouch. The extras went into his back pocket while he tested his grip on the SIG Sauer with his right hand. “Feels good.”

      “Don’t lose it,” Gaby said. “I want it back when this is over.”

      “Do I get my rifle back, too?”

      “Maybe. We’ll see.”

      Gaby turned to Angie, who was either hanging back on purpose or—No, it was the laptop. The woman was having trouble carrying it and matching their hurried pace at the same time.

      Angie must have seen the look on Gaby’s face, because she pursed a smile. “It’s fine. I can carry it and keep up.”

      “Are you sure?” Gaby asked.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “You should give it to me,” Becker said, while holding out one hand.

      “No, we need your rifle,” Gaby said.

      “It’s okay,” Angie said. “If I fall behind—”

      “Keep up,” Gaby said before she could finish.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Angie said, nodding back.

      Gaby looked forward at Goldman. The man had lengthened his lead on them as they approached an intersection up ahead. She thought about telling him to slow down, but she was dealing with soldiers here. More than anyone in Darby Bay, Parrish’s unit was the best of what Black Tide had to offer.

      I hope that’s good enough.

      The BOOM! of something exploding nearby shook the alley around them. Goldman instinctively went down on one knee while Gaby and the others followed suit. They looked forward as a ball of flames rose into the air, high enough that they could see it over the rooftops of the buildings in front of them. Whatever had caused it hadn’t been close enough for them to feel the heat of the blast, but the suddenness and noise had been startling nonetheless.

      “What was that?” Springer asked.

      “Looks like it’s happening from the other side of the city,” Becker said. “Anyone got any ideas what’s over there?”

      Gaby shook her head. She didn’t know nearly enough about Darby Bay to remember where everything was. It just never seemed necessary, and a part of her didn’t think they’d be at the seaside city long enough for it to matter.

      I guess you were wrong about that, too. Hopefully you’re not wrong about a lot of other things tonight.

      “Fuel depot,” Angie said from behind them.

      “You sure?” Becker asked.

      “Positive.”

      Gaby glanced back at the older woman. “Whose?”

      “The city’s,” Angie said. “It’s their emergency reserve.”

      “Why would they attack that?” Springer asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe they didn’t,” Becker said. “Not on purpose. A night like this, with everyone shooting, bullets tend to go places they’re not supposed to. I saw some incendiary rounds out there.”

      Something else exploded, this time coming from behind them. They all glanced back—no, not all of them. Goldman, Gaby saw, had kept his eyes firmly in front of them.

      “And that?” Springer asked.

      “I don’t know,” Angie said. “There’s a lot of things back there.”

      “Ours?”

      “Most of it, yes.”

      Instead of joining them in speculating, Gaby took the opportunity to pull out a small bottle from her pocket and shake out two white pills into her palm. She swallowed them down, glad to have them on her because she had a feeling she was going to be moving all night.

      The squeal of car tires from a nearby street, followed by some kind of collision and the pop-pop-pop of small arms, made her turn in that direction. The battle was much closer that the two explosions, with maybe just a building or two between them and the action.

      “You sure you’re okay, ma’am?” Becker was asking her.

      She put the bottle away. “Stop asking me that,” she said before standing up. “We’re losing time.”

      “Just wanna make sure, ma’am.”

      “Keep moving, soldier.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      They were back on their feet and moving again, while still listening to gunfire around them. North, east, west—everywhere. The pop-pop-pop seemed to come from everywhere, like the entire city had come alive and everyone was shooting at each other. The clatter of small arms were being interrupted by the loud crash of machine gun fire more frequently now. She thought she could hear screams, too, but those were harder to be certain of with so much going on.

      She sneaked a look back in the direction of the airfield, staring for just a second at the ocean of red and orange in the sky. It looked much smaller than before, which told her the fire would eventually die down before the night was over. She had been afraid it might consume the entire city before it was done, but that didn’t look like a possibility now.

      “It’s not just us fighting, right?” Angie was asking behind her.

      “What do you mean?” Springer said.

      “The townspeople. They’re armed, too?”

      “Some of them, yeah.”

      “So they’re not just going to let whoever’s attacking take the city from them?”

      “There’s a big difference between letting it happen and stopping it,” Becker said. “A big, big difference.”

      Gaby kept quiet, but she thought, No one was ready for this. Not the people of Darby Bay, and not us.

      “He’s been planning this for years,” Keo had said to her and Lara before he left. “Who knows what else he’s got up his sleeve. For all we know, those people at Fenton might not be everything he has. He could be hiding more men out there.”

      She remembered exchanging a look with Lara when Keo had said that. Gaby didn’t think either one of them believed him. No, that wasn’t true. It wasn’t that they didn’t believe Keo, it was more that they thought it unlikely. After five years of fighting and bringing order to their small part of the country, they thought they had seen everything. Buck, in their eyes, was just another power-mad maniac. They’d dealt with his kind before. They always folded quickly under what Black Tide could bring to bear. Always.

      Now, as she thought about what Keo had said, she wondered if he was right. Were the people attacking Darby Bay part of a hidden army that they didn’t even know existed? Because they couldn’t have come from Fenton. Their intelligence would have known if such a large force had moved out of the city during the day to assemble for an attack on the outskirts of the seaside city tonight.

      Wouldn’t they?

      Unless Keo was right. Unless Buck had another army he was hiding, waiting to spring on us. While we watched Fenton, they moved unnoticed.

      There were so many possibilities, and every single one of them led to the same conclusion:

      They weren’t ready. They weren’t even close to being ready for something like tonight. She just hoped that mistake didn’t cost them everything.

      God, she hoped it wouldn’t cost them everything…

      In front of her, Goldman had glanced over his shoulder back at them. “It’s only gonna get harder from here on out, folks, so stay frosty.”

      “Eyes forward, sport,” Becker said.

      “I got eyes in the back of my head, remember?”

      “Won’t do you any good if someone shoots them out while you’re looking back here.”

      Goldman grinned, and he was turning back around when something black and green clunked! against the filthy floor in front of him, rolled forward slightly, and a split second later Goldman disappeared in a shower of shrapnel and smoke.
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      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      The noise burrowed deep into her gut, trying to tear her apart from the inside out. Even the sting in her eyes from all the acrid smoke couldn’t stop her from feeling the immense pain that threatened to overwhelm everything.

      Absently, she noticed the lack of feeling in her left arm where shrapnel had pierced skin two inches from the elbow. The foreign object was a small black-gray piece of metal, slimmer than it was chunky. She could see it sticking out of her flesh even as she raised herself up from the ground. Gaby knew there should have been pain from the wound, but she wasn’t feeling it at the moment. She was too busy trying to fight through the screeching in her eardrums.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      It wasn’t anything made by a human being, but it wasn’t mechanical, either. It was somewhere in-between, and it dominated her senses, making it impossible to quickly adjust to the situation. She was aware of moving in slow motion but not being able to do much about it. Her mind shouted, Faster! You have to move faster! But knowing what she had to do and actually accomplishing the task were two different animals.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      The ground was still slightly wet from last night’s rain, which explained why her palms were both wet. Her knees, too, had water dripping from them from when she fell down in the aftermath of the explosion.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      Slowly, the events of the last few seconds—Minutes? No, it couldn’t possibly have been minutes. Could it?—came into focus:

      Goldman, walking into a grenade.

      A grenade.

      A grenade!

      Then explosions.

      No, just one explosion.

      One was enough to send shrapnel everywhere, and it doused the back alley they had been moving through in smoke.

      And that infernal noise, like a hospital machine registering a flatline, making even the simplest thoughts difficult.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!

      The only reason she was still alive was because Goldman had put too much of a distance between himself and them. She had been on the verge of telling the man to pull back when the grenade landed in front of him. Goldman had been turning when that happened, which explained why he was lying on the floor in front of her now with only one side of his face still visible. The rest was covered in a thick film of black-red wetness.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      She was picking herself up, trying to shake off the shock as the noise continued to squeal inside her head. Louder and louder and louder. Her eyes were fixed on Goldman, his body having been thrown slightly back after the explosion. His body, but not most of his right leg. There was a stump where his right arm used to be, and his vest had been shredded, pieces of spare magazines and first-aid bandages dangling out of gutted pouches.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      Flashes, coming from her left.

      Gaby turned her head and was surprised to see Becker sitting on one knee, his rifle in front of him, firing. She knew he was shooting, even though she couldn’t hear the gunfire, because of the flashes coming from his muzzle as he pulled the trigger. His gloved forefinger was moving so fast that if she didn’t know better, she would think he wasn’t moving it at all and was keeping the trigger depressed and firing on full-auto.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      She had managed to rise up to one knee when she glanced forward, past Goldman’s unmoving form. There were two bodies crumpled on the ground farther up the alley, resting in awkward poses where they had fallen. They were both wearing dark uniforms and had something over their faces that she couldn’t quite make out in the semidarkness of the back alleyway.

      Where did those guys come from?

      The bodies were less than a meter from a turn up ahead. She could make out exactly where the corner was because chunks of brick and mortar at its edge were coming loose under Becker’s assault. There was someone behind the corner that Becker was keeping back with his gunfire.

      Who was it? How many were there?

      Eeeeeeee…

      Slowly, very slowly, she began to make out noises other than the buzzing in her ears. It was coming from Becker next to her—his gunshots, the continuous pop-pop-pop of his M4 rifle on semiauto—and something else.

      What was that something—

      “Changing!” Becker was shouting.

      What? What did he just—

      Becker stopped shooting, and the magazine dropped out from underneath his rifle and he was reloading.

      Changing. He’s letting me know that he’s changing magazines.

      Why…?

      Because he’s out of bullets.

      Because he’s out of bullets!

      The rifle. Springer’s rifle. It was suddenly in her hands. She had no idea where it had come from. She hadn’t seen it while she was picking herself up from the floor, but there it was—in her hands, as if by magic.

      I guess I found it…somehow.

      Something pekked! on the ground in front of her, and Gaby looked up, lifting the M4 rifle instinctively at the same time. A piece of brick along the corner, loosened by Becker’s shooting, had broken off and shattered against the floor—

      A figure peeked out around the corner, moonlight glinting off glass lens.

      A gas mask. He’s wearing a gas mask.

      Why the hell is he wearing a gas mask?

      But the questions disappeared almost as soon as she saw the barrel of the man’s rifle as he began moving out from behind cover to take advantage of Becker’s in-progress magazine swap.

      One second.

      One second and a half…

      The rifle in Gaby’s hands bucked as she snapped off a shot. It was too fast, and she hadn’t aimed using the red dot scope, so the round blew apart a chunk of brick underneath the attacker’s exposed head.

      Instead of retreating, the man rushed around the corner.

      But Gaby hadn’t expected to hit anything with the first shot anyway. She was still too dazed, her senses still too frayed, and it would have taken too much time—One second? Two? But even one was too many at this point—to aim before firing.

      Now, she quickly moved Springer’s M4 slightly to the left, then jerked it up using the first point of impact as a frame of reference, and pulled the trigger again.

      The right lens of the man’s gas mask exploded, pieces of glass flicking the air as his head snapped back and he crumpled to the floor.

      The dead man hadn’t completely fallen when a second figure jumped over his body and into the alley. Gaby glimpsed jeans and a black sweater with an urban assault vest on top of it and something that looked like a white letter glowing in the middle.

      No…

      The letter and the circle was an emblem. She recognized it. She had seen it before when she was out there only two weeks ago.

      It was a circled M.

      Mercerians. Buck’s Mercerians.

      Buckies…

      Her brain took too long to process what she was seeing and the consequences of it here, in Darby Bay. A second—maybe a second and a half—but it was more than enough for the man to lift his rifle and take aim at her, one of his eyes squinting behind the crystal clear lens of his gas mask.

      No, she thought, only now beginning to turn her rifle toward the attacker but knowing full well she wasn’t going to make it—

      A pop! and the man’s body jerked.

      Another pop!, followed very quickly by a third, and the attacker collapsed to the ground.

      Gaby looked over at Becker, but he wasn’t there. He was already on his feet and rushing up the alley, his rifle in front of him the entire time. He paused briefly next to Goldman’s body to glance down at it (A second. Maybe not even that) before he continued toward the turn.

      The sound of Gaby’s racing heartbeat had finally reached her ears. At the same time there were voices coming from behind her, but they were hushed and not the kind warning of danger, so she didn’t turn around.

      Instead, she focused on Becker as he pressed his back against the wall and leaned around the corner. A quick peek, before he pulled his head back and glanced back at her. He shook his head before hurrying over to where Goldman lay and knelt down.

      It’s over, and I should be dead.

      I should be dead…

      But she wasn’t. Not yet.

      Gaby finally allowed herself to turn around.

      Springer was on the ground with Angie kneeling over him, her hands pushing against his chest. Gaby didn’t understand what the older woman was doing—her mind was still stuck in quicksand and moving at half of its usual speed—until she saw the blood. Springer had been shot—more than once. The gun she had given him—the SIG Sauer—was still in his right palm, but he was not holding onto it.

      Angie was saying something to Springer as she pressed down on his chest. She was giving him CPR. Gaby didn’t know why. It was pretty easy to see, even to her still half-speed mind, that Springer was dead. Long strings of brunette hair fell over Angie’s face as she worked on the Black Tider.

      “Angie,” Gaby said.

      The other woman either didn’t hear her or she didn’t want to stop working on Springer. Given how barely audible her voice was to her own ears, it could very well have been the former, but Gaby didn’t think so.

      “Angie,” she said again, louder this time.

      Angie finally stopped pressing on Springer’s chest and sat back on her heels. Her hands, still resting on the dead man, were covered in blood, not that she seemed to notice.

      “Are you okay?” Gaby asked. “Are you shot?”

      Angie looked up and over at her. “He’s dead.”

      “I know,” Gaby said and held out her hand. Angie took it and let Gaby pull her up to her feet. “How about you? Are you hit?”

      “I’m fine,” Angie said, before noticing the shrapnel sticking out of Gaby’s left arm, a shaft of moonlight glinting off the metal piece. “But you’re not.”

      Gaby glanced down at her arm. She had forgotten all about it. “It’s nothing.”

      “Like hell.” Angie started reaching for the wound when she saw her own blood-covered hands and pulled them back instead. “I need to clean this…”

      “Later,” Gaby said. “Grab the laptop.”

      “Laptop?” Angie said. Then, realizing, “Right. The laptop.”

      Gaby turned back to Becker, who was opening up pouches along Goldman’s body and pulling out whatever he could salvage that was still in one piece. He found an extra magazine and tossed it to her, and Gaby barely caught it with her left hand. Now that she had control of her senses again, it was impossible to ignore the pain coming from her entire left arm.

      “You’re hurt,” Becker said. He was shoving Goldman’s pistol behind his back as he stood up. Becker hadn’t gotten through the ambush completely unscathed himself. A section of his vest was torn, ripped by shrapnel, and she could see the corners of two spare magazines through the holes. Other than that, he looked okay.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said.

      “You sure about that?”

      “It’s not my first time getting hit.”

      “I heard.”

      You heard? What does that mean? she was going to ask him, but he nodded past her and at Springer’s body first.

      “He saved our lives,” Becker said. “I was down—we both were—but he was the only one still on his feet. He shot them.” Becker glanced over at the two dead attackers crumpled next to one another. “Got one, wounded the other. Gave me enough time to get my shit together.”

      Gaby looked back at Springer, lying on the floor with the sling dangling off his left arm. She didn’t really know him but had read his report about Fenton. He had seemed like a decent enough guy in the short time she had known him.

      She stood still for a moment and listened to the continuing sounds of small arms fire going on around them. Still going on, and had been despite their own gunfight. Which made perfect sense since Darby Bay was big enough that there would be dozens, if not hundreds, of isolated skirmishes going on everywhere between attackers and Black Tiders. Then there were the civilians protecting their homes. The ambush was just one of so many going on simultaneously tonight, and Gaby wasn’t surprised the dead men hadn’t received reinforcements.

      The dead men.

      She stared at them again. Longer, this time.

      They were Mercerians. Or Buckies. One in the same.

      Buck’s people.

      Buck.

      She walked past Goldman’s body and crouched next to the two dead men Springer had shot. She turned the nearest one over onto his back. Like the Bucky she’d shot and the one Becker had dispatched, the dead man was also wearing a gas mask. And like his companion next to him, they both had circled Ms drawn into the middle of their vests, the emblems almost glowing in the darkness of the alleyway.

      “Circled M,” Becker said, standing next to her. “They’re Mercerians.”

      “Yeah,” Gaby said.

      “Why are they wearing gas masks?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything that’s not supposed to be here. So why were they wearing gas masks?”

      “I don’t know, Becker.”

      She checked the two dead men’s fallen weapons. One was an AK-47, and the other was a FAL battle rifle. That meant any spares they had on them wouldn’t be compatible for her own M4 or Becker’s. But their handguns would work just fine, and Gaby took out the nearest man’s Glock and shoved it into her empty holster. She bypassed the second dead man’s pistol and checked on the other two farther up the alley.

      “I guess that means we know who’s attacking,” Becker was saying behind her.

      “Yeah, I guess now we know,” Gaby said.

      “What about him? You think he’s here, too?”

      She didn’t have to ask him to elaborate on who he was. She already knew, and said, “I don’t know.”

      The man she’d shot was carrying another AK-47, but the one Becker had taken down was armed with an AR-15. Gaby went through his vests and took out two spares, but checked the exposed round at the top to make sure it was a 5.56 before pocketing them. She found a bundled first-aid kit in a side pouch and took that, too. She thought about grabbing the gas mask and the vest to disguise their identities but remembered there were probably just as many friendlies still running around the city as there were attackers, and the last thing she wanted was to get shot by one of their own.

      “Who?” Angie was saying behind her. “Who is here? Who are you guys talking about?”

      Gaby didn’t answer. She didn’t want to say the man’s name out loud—

      “Buck,” Becker said. “The man who brought us here in the first place. The Mercerians are his crew.”

      “Mercerians,” Angie said. “Those are the same ones attacking the towns?”

      “That’s them.”

      “But those towns were small. Barely defensible. Why are they attacking here? Attacking us?”

      “That’s a good question,” Becker said. “What’s it mean that they’re here and not in Fenton where they’re supposed to be? I thought they were all in there, circling the wagons.”

      Unless we were wrong, Gaby thought. Unless the men in Fenton weren’t everything Buck had.

      Unless all of this was just five years of planning finally brought to fruition.

      But she kept those thoughts to herself. There would be time for speculation later. Right now, she needed to get to Lara. That was all that mattered.

      Get to Lara. Keep her safe.

      Get to Lara…

      Gaby stood up and turned around, and saw Becker and Angie staring in her direction. They were clearly expecting some kind of answer from her.

      “I don’t know,” Gaby said. “And right now, we don’t have time to go over it.” She took out her radio before nodding at Becker. “Keep an eye out. There might be more of them in our area.”

      She expected hesitation, but instead he hurried past her to stand guard at the corner. Angie crouched back down next to Springer and closed his eyes with her hand. She was still clinging to the heavy-duty laptop that probably weighed half as much as her. For the first time, Gaby noticed that Angie wasn’t armed. She wasn’t even wearing a belt or holster.

      “Angie,” Gaby said. “Take Springer’s weapon. He has spares in his back pocket.”

      Angie nodded, but Gaby could see the visible discomfort on her face as the older woman followed orders.

      Gaby focused on the radio as she pressed the radio’s transmit lever. “Lara, come in. This is Gaby.”

      She waited for a response, but there was none.

      She tried again: “Lara, this is Gaby. Can you hear me?”

      Another five seconds of silence.

      Becker, farther up the alley, sneaked a glance back at her.

      Finally, the radio squawked in her hand, and she heard Lara’s familiar voice. “Where are you?”

      There were faint echoes of gunfire through the radio from Lara’s end. Thankfully, they didn’t sound too close. The ones going off around her area, that were much louder, were more concerning.

      “We’re two blocks from the halfway point,” Gaby said. “We ran into an ambush.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “We lost Goldman and Springer.”

      “Dammit.” Lara went silent for a moment. Then, “They’re everywhere. You need to be more careful.”

      “Lara, we killed some of the attackers. They’re—”

      “I know,” Lara said before she could finish. “They’re Mercerians. There are bodies all over the city. Ours, theirs… Locals. This entire night’s turned into a nightmare.”

      And it’s not over yet, Gaby thought, but said into the radio, “You’re okay?”

      “I’m trying to organize everyone through the general comm, but it’s…difficult. The radios are acting up. There’s a lot of interference coming in from the Gulf of Mexico. Some kind of storm. It doesn’t help that everyone’s spread out and probably scared.” Lara paused before continuing. “We’ve lost too many people already tonight, Gaby.”

      “I know,” Gaby said, images of fire washing across the lobby of the apartment barracks flashing through her mind’s eye.

      She closed her eyes and forced them away.

      Concentrate on the moment. On the mission.

      Concentrate!

      She opened her eyes back up and pressed the transmit lever. “Lara, don’t wait for us. We’ll rendezvous at OP2.”

      “Gaby…” Lara said.

      “You’ll need the equipment at OP2 to organize the counterattack. You know that. It’s the smart move.”

      Lara didn’t answer.

      “Lara,” Gaby said. “You know I’m right.”

      She couldn’t hear it, but Gaby pictured her friend sighing before she said through the radio, “Get to backup command as fast as you can.”

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Good luck,” Lara said, and the radio went silent.

      “She’s still waiting for us?” Angie asked from behind her.

      “Not anymore,” Gaby said, when an explosion from across the city broke through the familiar rattle of gunfire.

      It had come from behind them and was quickly followed by a second one.

      “What was that?” Angie asked.

      Becker glanced back at them. “Rockets.”

      “Rockets?” Angie said.

      “Rocket launchers,” Becker said.

      The question wasn’t what, but who? Black Tide had rocket launchers, too. M72 LAWs—Light Anti-Tank Weapons—that worked just as well on buildings and groups of attacking personnel as it did on tanks and vehicles.

      “Ours or theirs?” Angie asked.

      Becker shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “It came from behind us. That’s the marina.”

      “Around that area, from the sounds of it.”

      “We have rocket launchers, too, right?” Angie asked, looking over at Gaby.

      Gaby nodded. “Yes.”

      “So those could be ours.”

      “It could be,” she said and thought, But it could also be theirs.

      Too many ifs. The night was full of ifs. The only thing she knew for certain was that the answers weren’t going to come to her while she stood here not moving.

      Gaby nodded at Becker. “You have point.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Becker said, and began moving again.

      Gaby followed him as another explosion ripped across the night sky. This one was a little closer to home than the last two, and instead of coming from behind them, it had originated from somewhere in front.

      “Was that one closer?” Angie, walking beside her now, asked. “It sounded closer.”

      “Yeah,” Gaby said, more softly than she had intended. “It was closer.”

      “Does that mean anything?”

      Gaby shook her head. “No. Yes. Maybe.” Then, at Becker up ahead, “Two more blocks, right?”

      Becker nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Two more blocks to the halfway point.”

      Two blocks. Just two more blocks left.

      That should have made her feel better, but the way the night had gone, two blocks suddenly felt more like twenty.
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      10:59 p.m.

      She was surprised by how little time had passed since the attack began. It hadn’t even been a full hour yet, but to listen to the chaos around her, she might have believed days had already passed. But no. It had been less than forty minutes since the barracks was destroyed and she began this trek to the center of Darby Bay to find Lara.

      She looked down again just to make sure there wasn’t anything wrong with her watch.

      11:00 p.m.

      Dammit. The watch was ticking along just fine, the luminescent hands glowing green in the dark alleyway as they moved through it.

      It’s going to be a long night.

      They were surrounded by buildings—stores, warehouses, and structures that she didn’t know the purposes of because she could only see their undistinctive rears—and had been since they left the old OP behind. With just one more block before they reached the halfway point, Gaby decided there was no point in taking risks by exposing themselves unnecessarily. And that meant going even more out of their way to avoid the streets and lights, which added to their slow progress. The ambush had already cost her Goldman and Springer, and now she was down to a shooter in Becker and a support personnel in Angie, who was probably more of a liability than an asset.

      Gaby didn’t say those thoughts out loud, though she suspected Becker already knew how much more was on his shoulders now that his partner was dead. He stayed in front of them the entire time, always turning the corners first. Angie brought up the rear, lugging the laptop with her. Gaby didn’t have to keep an eye on the older woman because she could hear Angie’s slightly labored breathing just fine. Angie wasn’t trained for this, but that didn’t make her unique. Most of the people out there right now, trying to survive the night, weren’t trained for an attack of this magnitude.

      Five years to plan. He had five years to plan all of this.

      Fucker.

      There was a loud crackle of gunfire from in front of them, causing Becker to stop and drop suddenly to one knee, his rifle sliding upward to take aim. Gaby did the same, lifting the M4 in front of her. Her left arm was bandaged, the piece of shrapnel that was previously sticking out of it resting in a puddle of old rainwater a block behind them.

      The shooting before them signaled a clear exchange between two groups. The way it had begun told her someone had stumbled unexpectedly across someone else. They listened to it going back and forth for a moment. Small arms fire—rifles shooting on semiauto, but there were some handguns in there, too.

      The gunfire came from inside one of the buildings that faced the street to their right. Maybe a storefront, one of many that the people of Darby Bay had since converted for other uses.

      Becker glanced over his shoulder at her, and Gaby mouthed back at him, “Anything?”

      He shook his head before facing forward again.

      The back-and-forth continued for a few more seconds. Five, ten… Before it finally died down and there was just the pop-pop-pop of small arms coming from other parts of the city. Whatever had started the gunfight nearby had come to an end. Chances were good someone was victorious and someone was dead. Or someones, more likely.

      Becker began to stand back up when a door in front and to his right crashed open and a figure stumbled outside into the back alley. A woman, staggering her way through the door. Gaby might have thought she was drunk or dazed by the way she was moving.

      The woman stopped suddenly, as if sensing them, and turned. The first thing she saw was Becker pointing his rifle at her.

      “Get down!” Becker shouted.

      The woman threw herself to the floor, and Gaby was thinking, Why did he just tell her to get down? when two more figures rushed out the open door. She glimpsed flashes of assault vests, black rifles, glowing white circled M emblems, and breathing apparatuses jutting out from underneath their chins like elephant tusks.

      Mercerians, she thought, but even as her mind processed that information, Becker acted and killed both of them with a burst from his rifle. Both men slumped to the ground, one of them stumbling into the open door and leaving a trail of blood on the slab of wood as he slid down its length.

      Damn, he’s good, Gaby thought as she got up and hurried forward. She heard rather than saw Becker clicking his rifle’s fire selector back to semiauto as she moved past him and toward the woman, kneeling on the pavement with her hands over her head.

      The woman was unarmed, allowing Gaby to turn right toward the open door and look into the dark building on the other side.

      It was some kind of store, with a counter and cash register separating it from the front part. Glass walls gave her a great view of the empty streets beyond, and moonlight revealed two bodies lying on the tiled floor behind the counter. They had been hiding back there when the shooting began, which explained the damaged countertop and why the cash register was scattered in pieces across it. There was no one on the sidewalk or in the streets, so no incoming Mercerian reinforcements.

      Gaby grabbed the doorknob and pulled the door closed even as there was a flurry of activity behind her as Becker moved toward her position, while Angie helped the woman up from the filthy alley floor.

      The woman was shaking as she lowered her hands and looked from Angie to Gaby and back again. Young, early twenties, with shoulder-length brown hair. She was wearing civilian clothes—slacks and a plaid long-sleeve shirt. Amazingly green eyes finally rested on Gaby. “Are they dead?”

      Gaby nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Are you sure?”

      No, but they looked dead, Gaby thought but she said, “Yes.”

      “Oh, God.”

      Gaby left the two women to join Becker, who had continued on up the alley. He had stopped at the turn and was leaning around the corner while keeping most of his body out of view of anyone looking in from the street beyond.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      “Not yet,” Becker said.

      Gaby glanced back at Angie. She was whispering something to the woman, who was still shaking noticeably.

      As if reading her mind, Becker said, keeping his voice low, “She’s a liability, Commander.”

      “What’s your point, soldier?” Gaby asked.

      “I’m just saying.”

      “I know what you’re just saying,” Gaby said and thought, But Lara wouldn’t leave her behind, and neither can I. “Take point.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Becker said and jogged across the alley opening and onto the other side.
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      The woman’s name was Diane, and as Gaby had guessed, she was a Darby Bay resident who had fled her apartment when the attack began. The two men Gaby had seen inside the store, now half a block behind them, were her boyfriend and brother.

      “They’re dead,” Diane said. “God, they’re dead. I can’t believe they’re dead. Why is all of this happening?”

      Because a man named Buck lured us here, Gaby thought. Because this was the plan all along. Either that, or it’s one hell of a coincidence, and I don’t believe in coincidences.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” Diane was saying. “God, I can’t believe this is happening. It’s unreal. How is this real? It doesn’t feel real. It’s like one big nightmare.”

      Oh, it’s real all right, Gaby thought. People are dead, and a lot more people are going to die before tonight is over.

      God help us all.

      They were making steady progress through the back alleys, staying out of the open and keeping far away from the sporadic fighting that was still taking place all around them. Every now and then they heard vehicles moving nearby in the streets, and it was just another sign to stay out of the open.

      And then there was the brap-brap-brap of machine gun fire, which made Gaby’s stomach churn every time she heard it, even as her mind chanted, Let it be ours. Let those machine guns be ours.

      But she knew very well that it might not be, because Buck’s men had MGs, too. They also had technicals—machine gun mounted vehicles. They’d been using it on towns across southern Texas. It was those raids (Raids? Call them what they are. Massacres.) that had brought her and Lara and Black Tide to Darby Bay in the first place.

      He lured us here. That was the plan all along.

      Jesus Christ, he played us. The bastard played us…

      Her mind snapped back to the present when Becker stopped and crouched down on one knee as they came up to another three-way intersection. Gaby moved over to kneel beside him.

      “We’re almost there, ma’am,” Becker said. “Right into that alley and across the street, then another block and we’ll be at the halfway point.”

      “That means moving in the open,” Gaby said. “Are you sure that’s the only way?”

      “Only way I know of. You?”

      She shook her head.

      “We can keep going, try to find another path,” Becker said. “That’s going to add more minutes, though.”

      “No. We’ll take the fastest route.” Gaby started to get up, but she stopped and went back down instead. “Gaby.”

      “Hmm?” Becker said.

      “Call me Gaby. Instead of ma’am.”

      He nodded. “Will do.”

      She got up and hurried back to where Angie was waiting with Diane, the two women huddled together in a patch of shadows. Diane had been crying and dried tears covered her cheeks, but she had stopped trembling. She’d even kept pace with them without slowing them down, though that might have been thanks to Angie, who never left her side.

      “Are we close?” Angie asked.

      Gaby nodded. “We need to cross the street first.” She looked over at Diane, peering back at her from behind her wall of hair. “Stick with Angie and don’t run off. Understand?”

      Diane nodded, but Gaby didn’t see the conviction in her eyes that she was looking for.

      “If you run off,” Gaby said, “we’re not coming after you. Do you understand? If you don’t stick with us, you’ll be on your own.”

      Diane nodded again, but this time she added, with too much stuttering for Gaby’s liking, “I understand.”

      “Good.” Gaby looked over at Angie. “The laptop. Is it password protected?”

      “Yes,” Angie said.

      “How many people know the password?”

      “Me.”

      “Just you?”

      “Just me. It’s my responsibility. It’s basically the only thing I do. Take care of what’s in here,” she said, tapping the laptop resting on her knee. “Why are you asking about the password?”

      “Because I need to know if you drop it, or lose it, no one else can access what’s inside it.”

      “No one can,” Angie said. “You get ten tries. You screw that up, and the hard drive erases itself.”

      Gaby nodded. “Stay close,” she said, before getting up and walking back to Becker.

      The soldier didn’t bother glancing over as she approached him. “We all set?”

      “As set as we’ll ever be,” Gaby said. “Go.”

      Becker stood up and moved forward before leaning around the corner. Gaby waved Angie and Diane over, and the two women hurried toward her position.

      In front of her, Becker pulled his head back.

      “How’s it look?” Gaby asked.

      “Emptier than a Navy ship during Fleet Week,” Becker said. Then, without looking in her direction, “How’s the leg?”

      “My leg’s fine.”

      “We might have to run.”

      “So we’ll run. Whenever you’re ready, soldier.”

      Becker lifted his rifle up and slid around the corner, moving so fluidly that he barely made any noise. Gaby followed, her own carbine swinging up, while she listened to Angie and Diane shuffling behind her as they, too, moved.

      The side alley was empty except for a dumpster and what looked like a Darby Bay civilian lying on his back near the opening up ahead, moonlight throwing a wide shaft of light over his body. The man lay crumpled on one side, fresh blood still pooling underneath him.

      Gaby rushed forward until she was next to Becker. She kept him to her left while matching his pace toward the sidewalk. They passed the large beat-up trash bin and stepped into a bright pool of LED lights coming from the street corner in front of them. After moving around the back alleys for so long, Gaby had to blink away the sudden brightness.

      One second.

      Two…

      There.

      They reached the mouth of the alley without any problems, and while Becker slid up against the left wall, she took the right. She took a moment to focus on the row of buildings in front of them, across the two-lane road. Storefront windows, some with broken glass littering the sidewalk, and darkened structures that used to have people living and working inside them. There was also a big round white tower in the background that stood out like a rocket ship. Darby Bay’s water tower.

      Signs of recent violence in the streets before them were difficult to miss. The broken glass, the cracks in walls of buildings from bullet impacts, brass casings glinting in the roads, and of course the body on the sidewalk between her and Becker. Probably more victims of tonight’s attack that she couldn’t see yet.

      But there were no hints of men with guns in any direction she looked. It was a straight run across the street, and from there the halfway point. She couldn’t have asked for an easier path to Lara.

      Which was the problem:

      It’s too easy. This is way too easy.

      Wasn’t it?

      She checked on Angie and Diane behind her. The two women were on her side of the alley about five meters back. They were slightly crouched, and Angie had taken out the SIG Sauer and was holding it in one hand, the laptop clutched under her left armpit. Diane had her arms across her chest and had begun to tremble noticeably again.

      Gaby faced the empty streets (It’s too empty. Why is it so empty?) again when the pop-pop-pop of small arms broke through the momentary silence from somewhere behind them. It was closer than previous shootings, but not close enough to be an immediate threat to them.

      To her left, Becker glanced over and they exchanged a brief nod. Becker understood without having to be told and darted onto the sidewalk, his rifle leading the way the entire time. He spun left, covering his side of the street, while she also stepped out into the open and pointed her weapon right to cover her end.

      There was a Jeep (That’s one of ours) parked haphazardly on the sidewalk across the street about fifty or sixty meters down the road. Bodies in blue clothing (Definitely ours) lay around the vehicle, but they were too far for her to make out their faces or what kind of firefight had ended their lives.

      There were no immediate dangers—no men in gas masks and rifles, and nothing that would pose a threat—on either side of the streets that she could see. The crackle of gunfire continued from other parts of the city but nowhere close to their position.

      This is too easy. This is way too easy.

      She checked back on Becker. He was already waiting for her, and with another nod, they simultaneously jogged off the sidewalk and onto the street.

      Gaby listened for and heard the tap-tap-tap of footsteps behind her. Angie and Diane, following on her heels but staying far enough back that they wouldn’t bump into her if she stopped suddenly. She wasn’t sure if that was on purpose, but she was glad to have the extra room to operate.

      Glass windows along the front of stores up and down the sidewalk across from them reflected back the brightness around her. She hadn’t realized just how bright it was, with the moonlight adding to the solar-powered LEDs that Darby Bay had set up strategically up and down the block.

      Jesus, it’s bright out here.

      She caught her own reflection in a store featuring a mural of a kid eating an ice cream cone. Some kind of ice cream parlor, though someone had torn down the sign. There was a Denny’s next to it; it was also the only building that looked untouched by the recent attacks. Flanking the other side of the parlor was a small building, some kind of insurance agency, also with glass walls.

      And there, the alley where they needed to be to reach Lara.

      Gaby focused on the ice cream parlor’s window because it was directly in front of her on the other side of the street. She could make out her moving reflection, along with the two women behind her. And there, Becker to her left—

      The bang! of a gunshot rang out a split second before one of the glass frames in front of her shattered and something small but fast zipped! past her right ear.

      Ambush!

      Gaby dropped to a crouch and turned slightly toward the insurance building. When she’d looked a second earlier it had a glass door, and it still did. But while the door itself was there, the glass was sprinkled all over the sidewalk, leaving behind an empty frame—

      A dark figure on the other side was pointing a rifle at her!

      Gaby was just slipping her forefinger into the trigger guard when she realized it was too late. She was too slow, and although the man (He was a Mercerian. She knew that even though she couldn’t make out his face; there was no missing that almost-glowing white circled M in front of his chest.) had missed her with his first shot (Barely!), that was only because he had fired through glass and that impact had thrown the bullet’s trajectory off just enough. And now the man was going to finish what he started because there was no longer anything between his second bullet and her, and there was no way she was going to be able to shoot him first—

      A burst of gunfire from her left as Becker fired, stitching what remained of the door with bullets until the jagged line finally reached the Mercerian within the frame and sent him scrambling for cover.

      Becker stopped firing and shouted, “Go go go!”

      Gaby got back up on her feet and raced forward, knowing it was the only direction to go. It didn’t matter if there were Mercerians on the other side, because they were in no man’s land and retreating would only expose them to more fire. Of course knowing and acting on it were two different things, and every instinct in her was shouting, The other way, you idiot! Run the other way, not toward the bad guys!

      But she forced herself to go forward anyway, all the while watching the building next to the ice cream parlor—

      The parlor’s front door opened, and figures flooded out. Three shadowy forms, each holding a rifle, and they were lifting their weapons when Gaby flicked the fire selector on her M4 to full auto, and even as the thought, I wonder what they were doing in there? Maybe looking for ice cream? flickered across her mind, she pulled the trigger.

      Springer’s rifle bucked in her hands, and the bodies fell. She didn’t take her finger off the trigger until all three forms were on the sidewalk. One was slumped and unmoving, but two were still rolling around.

      “Changing!” she shouted, even as she ejected the magazine and snapped in a replacement and worked the charging handle.

      Becker was walking calmly up the street, shooting at the two men still moving on the sidewalk outside the ice cream parlor. Without missing a beat, he swung his rifle to the right and fired again, and Gaby looked over as the man who had dodged Becker’s shots earlier fell through the doorframe in the building next door.

      He’s good, thank God, Gaby thought as she glanced back to check on Angie and Diane.

      The two women were crouched in the street behind her, Angie with her gun while Diane had her hands folded over her head.

      “Come on!” Gaby shouted and started running. She assumed the two women had heard and were behind her, but she didn’t look back to make sure.

      The sidewalk on the other side came rushing up and Gaby was stepping up onto the edge when something flashed in the corner of her right eye. It came from somewhere down the street and was moving in an almost jagged line through the air.

      Her mind registered what she was seeing (A rocket. That’s a goddamn rocket!) a split second before it struck the ice cream parlor in front and slightly to the right of her, and Gaby’s world was reduced to soot and smoke and pulverized brick and mortar and glass.
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      She remembered Becker looking back at her and saying rockets when they’d heard the explosions earlier.

      Angie had responded with, “Ours or theirs?”

      At the time, Gaby had thought there was a good chance Black Tiders were launching the rockets. After all, they had carried LAWs with them to Darby Bay. It was half and half, really, because Gaby knew from firsthand experience that Buck’s people had shoulder-mounted launchers at their disposal as well. She’d seen them shoot down a helicopter with one not too long ago.

      She didn’t know for sure what the person who had just sent a rocket in her direction had been using, because all she’d seen was the flash of the rocket out the corner of one eye. Not that it really mattered what weapon had sent the missile, just that it had nearly taken her head off and gotten the ice cream parlor in front of her instead.

      The constant eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee noise was back, ringing in her eardrums as she attempted to push herself up from the cold street pavement.

      Wait. Why am I on the street? Wasn’t I already on the sidewalk?

      It was the concussive force of the missile’s impact. It must have thrown her backward and into the road. That was the only explanation. Not that the reasons why she wasn’t where she was supposed to be did anything to help her get rid of the irritating buzz in her ears.

      For some reason, breathing had become very difficult. Of course, the smoke and soot and layers of pulverized concrete draped over her body and head might have contributed to that. Her chest heaved, her heartbeat sledgehammering out of control, and she simultaneously struggled against the eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee and tried to get up, get up, because if she didn’t, she was going to die.

      The rifle—Springer’s M4—was nowhere to be found. It could have been lost among the large chunks of the wall around her that had come undone from the missile impact. Her palms scraped against jagged pieces of brick and glass as she finally—finally!—managed to fight her way onto her knees.

      She was coughing—or she thought she was, anyway. She couldn’t be sure. The eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee was too much, making it impossible to hear anything happening outside her pounding skull. She might have been bleeding, but her sense of feel had gone haywire. When she held up her left hand, there was a piece of glass sticking out of the palm. She absently pulled it out and didn’t feel any pain as a small amount of blood spurted through the pinprick hole. She wiped the wound on her white pants.

      Wait. Why were her pants white?

      No, not white, but a grayish tint. It was easy to tell with so much light around them. Not just the artificial LEDs along the lampposts but also the way-too-generous moonlight.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      There was smoke around her, cascading from the sky. They looked very much like tangible sheets of rain that she could reach out and grab a hold of. She tried exactly that, but the rain turned to powder as soon as it touched her skin, and she—

      Something—no, someone—was dragging her up from the pavement.

      Who?

      A rifle appeared to her right, the muzzle flashing wildly even as the barrel moved up and down with every shot.

      Someone’s not exercising proper rifle-firing technique! Gaby thought amusingly. I wonder who taught him how to shoot?

      There was a hand hooked around her armpit. Becker. He was behind her, and having lifted her up from the ground, was dragging her backward with one hand while his right held onto his M4 as it spat fire to cover their retreat. Becker was a big man, and she wasn’t all that surprised he could drag her with one hand while shooting with the other.

      Becker’s rifle was so close to her ear that she should have heard every shot like thunderclaps. Or hell, she should have been deaf from the close proximity by now, except she only saw the muzzle flashes and heard the familiar eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee echoing between her eardrums.

      I guess I should be grateful for the noise this time!

      Gaby wasn’t sure what he was shooting at, because she couldn’t see much of anything except clouds of falling gray concrete in front of her. But Becker apparently could see better, because he was swinging his rifle left and right even as he dragged her backward.

      Dragging me like I’m some helpless woman. Well, this is embarrassing.

      She tried to help him out by fighting to get her boots underneath her. For some reason, the ground kept moving and when she looked down, discovered why. There was a generous layer of brick and mortar and glass down there, and they were refusing to stay still so she could find purchase.

      Hold on. Hold on…

      Now!

      Gaby gritted her teeth and slammed the heels of her boots down while simultaneously pushing herself up and out of Becker’s grasp. He tried to grab her but she struggled free until she was on her feet—at least for a second.

      She lost her balance and fell back down, but managed to lower one knee first to stop her fall. With a grunt (or, at least, she assumed she had let out a grunt, because all she could really hear was that goddamn eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee bouncing around her skull), she sprang back up to her feet—

      And was about to fall sideways when a hand grabbed her right arm in a viselike grip and kept her upright. She didn’t fight it, because who else would be back there but Becker? She let him guide her backward—one step, two, three—before spinning around.

      Becker instantly understood that she had regained control and released her. He used his suddenly free hand to reach for a magazine in one of his pouches. He was pulling back the charging handle when he shouted at her, but all she could see was his mouth moving and could not hear a single word.

      Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

      Unlike last time, when they’d almost died from the grenade ambush, the noise screeching its way round and round inside her head wasn’t going anywhere or dying down anytime soon. She guessed a rocket impact had more juice than a grenade.

      Good to know, good to know.

      When it became clear to him that she couldn’t hear anything he was saying, Becker shoved her in the shoulder, directing her where he wanted her to go.

      North. Or was that east? West?

      Or south, maybe?

      She had lost all sense of direction. Instead of fighting Becker’s shoves, Gaby stabbed down to her hip and found the Glock she’d recovered from one of the dead Mercerians and drew it. Thank God it was still there. Thank God her holster had a Velcro strap that went over the gun’s handle to secure it. Thank God—

      Becker was moving next to her while shooting down the street at the same time. She wondered what he was shooting at. She still couldn’t see anything—

      Oh.

      The smoke was starting to thin out, enough that she could glimpse dark figures moving around farther down the street. Two of them were using the destroyed Jeep she had spotted earlier as cover while more were across the road hiding behind the mouth of an alley about a hundred (Closer?) meters from their position.

      And they were shooting back at them, if the flashes she was seeing were any indication. But what were they shooting at? Because she couldn’t—

      Oh.

      Something—multiple somethings, actually—were kicking at the pavement in front of her, destroying chunks of brick that had come loose from the ice cream parlor. And though she couldn’t see or hear them, she could feel bullets zipping! past her head, their heat signatures there and gone a split second later.

      Becker was returning fire, but he was stuck having to deal with two sets of shooters—the ones at the Jeep and the group hiding in the alley. She could see sparks flicking off the parked vehicle, then small mists coming loose from the alley wall when Becker turned his fire in that direction.

      Damn, he’s good. Thank God he’s good.

      Gaby lifted the Glock and started shooting at the Jeep. She didn’t think she was going to hit anything from this distance—especially not with a handgun—but there wasn’t much else she could do. Becker began focusing his fire on the Mercerians in the alley. Or, at least, she assumed they were Mercerians. She couldn’t see them well enough, never mind anything that looked like gas masks or circled M’s on their vests. Or if they were even wearing vests at all.

      But they were shooting at her and Becker, and that was all the evidence she needed to confirm them as hostiles.

      So shoot at the hostiles!

      Gaby didn’t know how many times she pulled the trigger on the Glock, but soon the gun stopped bucking in her hands.

      Already?

      She ejected the magazine and reached into her pocket for the spare and snapped it in. She wasn’t done reloading when one of the attackers at the Jeep broke out from cover and raced up the sidewalk toward them, firing as he ran. But she had learned long ago that shooting and running didn’t mix—at least if you wanted to hit what you were aiming at.

      Gaby stood her ground and was glad for the—

      Pek-pek-pek! coming from her left as the attacker’s rounds hit the side of the restaurant—or what was left of the Denny’s. Most of it was gone, blown away by the same rocket that had taken out the parlor earlier—

      Wait. She had heard that. The sounds of bullets hitting the wall.

      She could hear again!

      Along with that realization came the pop-pop-pop of Becker’s rifle firing to her right and those of the Mercerians down the street returning fire. Most of all, she focused on the sounds of the lone Mercerian running toward her, shooting as he neared. In the background, Gaby saw the second attacker also abandoning the Jeep to join his comrade’s charge.

      Gaby took aim and fired back, but if the running Mercerian was missing with every shot, hers didn’t even come close to hitting him. It didn’t help that she was having trouble focusing, and Gaby swore she was bleeding from somewhere because she felt lightheaded. The dizziness had always been there, but she was only noticing it now because there wasn’t a buzzing noise bouncing its way through her brain anymore.

      I’m bleeding. I’m—

      Later. Worry about that later!

      The Mercerian was still coming, charging up the sidewalk like a maniac. Gaby found the sight of the man’s muzzle flashes almost hypnotic as his bullets zipped! past her head, others striking the wall to her left. She had stepped back up onto the sidewalk without realizing it, loose brick and mortar under her boots making her footing precarious. Now that the attacker was closer—Thirty meters? Twenty?—she saw that he wasn’t wearing his gas mask; instead, it was bouncing behind him as he rushed forward.

      Gaby took careful aim, but the iron sights of her weapon were moving around too much. Why was it moving so damn—

      The Mercerian suddenly flipped forward as if he’d run into some invisible wire that snagged his legs. He landed face-first on the pavement while his rifle clattered away from his outstretched arms. He wasn’t dead and was still moving, but Gaby quickly forgot about him and focused on the second Mercerian.

      The man had stopped running when he saw his partner go down, and Gaby thought she could almost make out his suddenly confused face. Like the first one, this Mercerian had his mask swinging behind him, and he was starting to turn around to retreat when something struck him from behind and he collapsed to the sidewalk. Unlike the first one, who was still moving, the second Mercerian lay perfectly still underneath the moonlight.

      What the hell just happened?

      The first Mercerian had picked himself up and was now on his knees, and was fumbling with his sidearm to get it out of its holster. There was blood on his face as he stared up the sidewalk at Gaby—

      Pop-pop! from her right as Becker fired and the wounded man keeled over backward and froze in place.

      “Come on!” Becker shouted.

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the Denny’s. She allowed Becker to drag her up the sidewalk even as the remains of the restaurant came apart alongside them as the Mercerians down the street began concentrating their fire. Becker seemed to know where he was going, which was more than she could say for herself. She was still having a difficult time figuring out north from south, east from west—

      They reached the mouth of a nearby alley and all but lunged sideways into the darkness within. Becker let her go, and Gaby scrambled to find a wall— There! She grabbed it with one hand and pressed her back against the jagged bricks.

      Becker was bent over at the waist in front of her, his breath coming out of him in waves. Sweat poured down his face and took away some of the thin layer of gray soot and dust that had fallen over him while they were in the streets. She wondered if her own face looked equally ghostlike.

      “Angie,” Gaby said, the name coming through her cracked lips as almost a desperate gasp. “What happened to Angie?”

      Becker looked up and shook his head.

      “Did you see it?” she asked.

      He nodded. “She’s gone. The Darby woman, too.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you sure, Becker?”

      He straightened up but didn’t answer right away. He also didn’t turn away or try to avoid her glare.

      “Becker...” she pressed.

      “Yeah,” he finally said. “I’m sure. I saw them both go down.”

      “Did you make sure they were dead?”

      “I didn’t have time. I had to make a choice.”

      She stared back at him, trying to understand what he meant by not having time and having to make a choice.

      The answer came easily and quickly:

      Me. He means me.

      “They’re gone,” Becker said. “They’re gone…”

      He glanced back toward the alley, but there was still too much smoke to see very much beyond a few feet onto the sidewalk. There was still the pop-pop-pop of gunfire in the air, but they were coming from different parts of the city. More souls like them, dodging Mercerian gunfire…

      Becker rushed back to the corner and leaned out before turning and walking back to her a few seconds later. “They’re not coming.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe they’re not as stupid as they look.” Then, looking at her, “You’re bleeding.”

      “What?”

      “You’re bleeding.”

      She reached up and grimaced when her fingers touched the gash along the side of her head. She couldn’t tell how big the wound was, but Becker was right: she was bleeding.

      “Bad?” she asked.

      “Not too bad,” Becker said.

      He took out a small packet from a first-aid kit and slathered ointment over the cut before putting an adhesive bandage over it. She gritted her teeth at the sting but didn’t make a sound. After what had happened to Angie and Diane and Goldman, she didn’t think she had any right to whimper about a little bleeding.

      “What about you?” she asked him.

      He shook his head. “Got lucky.”

      “Lucky?”

      “All that smoke and debris camouflaged us,” Becker said. “For a while, anyway.”

      When he was done, Becker handed her an unused bundle from the first-aid kit. She took it and shoved it into one of her pouches. Becker unslung his rifle and walked up the alley, but she didn’t follow him right away.

      After a while, Becker noticed he was alone. He stopped and looked back. “Gaby. We have to keep moving. She’s waiting for us, remember?”

      Lara…

      Gaby pushed off the wall and walked over to him, clenching and unclenching the Glock at her side. “What happened back there?”

      “You mean the rocket?”

      “No, with the Mercerians.”

      “The ones on the sidewalk.”

      “Yeah.”

      “We have a guardian angel,” Becker said. He looked up, but of course there was nothing up there except the edges of two rooftops and the moonlit sky between them. “Sniper. They took out the ones on the sidewalk. I think they got another one in the alley, but I can’t be sure. I am pretty sure they’ve deterred those remaining Mercerians from following us in here, though, or they’d be on us by now.”

      “Who was it?” she asked.

      Becker shrugged. “Dunno.”

      “One of yours?”

      “Can’t be. Nothing came through the comm. But they were definitely on our side, and that’s all I care about.”

      There was a fence at the end of the alley with a door on the side. Becker pushed it open and slipped through and Gaby followed, but not before looking back down the alley one last time. She wondered how many people, Angies and Dianes, were out there right now across the city of Darby Bay.

      “Gaby,” Becker said. He was waiting on the other side of the fence. “We have to go. Lara’s waiting.”

      She turned around and joined him. “I’m sorry about Goldman. Did you know him well?”

      Becker didn’t answer right away.

      “Becker?” Gaby said.

      “I’m his kid’s godfather,” Becker said.
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      Gaby didn’t know what to say to Becker. What did you say to someone who had just seen a friend (a good friend, if the man had named Becker his son’s godfather) die before his eyes, then had to keep going, abandoning the body in a dark, dank alleyway because the mission still wasn’t finished.

      And the mission? Her.

      She was the reason Becker’s friend was dead. She was probably also the reason Angie and Diane were dead, though that was debatable.

      But there was no debate about Goldman.

      She didn’t know what to say to Becker, so she kept her mouth shut and followed him through the length of the back alley as they walked deeper into the heart of Darby Bay. She took the opportunity to fish out the (much too light) bottle of painkillers from her pocket and swallowed the final two pills before tossing the plastic container into a bin as they walked past it.

      “You good?” Becker asked.

      “I can walk,” Gaby said.

      “Not what I asked.”

      “If I can walk, I’m good.”

      Her right thigh was sore, especially after all the running she’d done, but the meds were going to help with that. For a while, anyway. She didn’t want to think about what would happen when they wore off, but Becker didn’t need to know that.

      The soldier didn’t pursue the topic, and they kept moving at a steady pace. Eventually they reached another chain-link fence, this one blocking off a large warehouse that was the only visible structure on the other side. Becker pushed open the gate, and they slid through and into an empty parking lot.

      There were no lights around them, even though there were lampposts. When she stepped on some broken glass, Gaby understood why. There had been lights, but whoever had made it here before them had taken them out to make the area as uninviting as possible to anyone who didn’t know the true purpose of the place. The building in front of them, along with the backup command center, had been chosen twenty-four hours after they first settled into Darby Bay.

      Just in case, as Lara would say.

      They crossed the dark parking lot and moved in a straight line toward a lone metal door along the side of the building. Gaby had seen the warehouse from the front in the daylight, but it looked very different in the darkness and from the rear.

      Just because they had barely escaped with their lives and were about to reach the halfway point, that didn’t stop the rest of Darby Bay from continuing on with the fighting. She listened to the pop-pop-pop of gunfire coming from somewhere behind them, close enough that she instinctively tightened her grip around the Glock in her hand.

      Gaby glanced back briefly, her eyes drawn to the big orange and red glow somewhere on the west side of the city. The airfield and the buildings around it were still on fire, but it wasn’t nearly as bright as it had been earlier.

      She looked down at her watch: 11:33 p.m.

      Just over an hour now since the attack began, though it felt like another lifetime ago.

      “Incoming with the package,” Becker was saying next to her. He had one hand on his Velcroed radio and was using his throat mic. “Open Sesame.”

      The warehouse’s side door creaked open in front of them, and two figures rushed out. Despite the semidarkness in the parking lot, it was easy to tell they were Parrish’s men and part of Lara’s security detail. They wore the same gear as Becker and swept the area with their weapons, while a third walked calmly outside to greet them.

      “About time you got here,” the third man said. He was older than Becker, the grays along his temples standing out in the blackness. “I was fully prepared to send a rescue unit for your ass.”

      “Yeah, well, it took a while, but I’m here,” Becker said. Then, more somberly, “Goldman’s KIA.”

      “We heard,” the man said. Closer, Gaby could make out Mueller on his name tag.

      “Lara?” Gaby asked Mueller.

      “They should be at OP2 by now,” Mueller said. He turned and led them into the warehouse.

      “What’s the situation?” Becker asked.

      “In a word, fucked and shit.”

      “That’s three words.”

      “Close enough. Last I heard, they were trying to reach Black Tide Island and the other FOBs in state.”

      Black Tide Island, Gaby thought. What’s happening at Black Tide?

      In all the running and fighting, she had forgotten about the island and the other FOBs in the state of Texas. Were they also under attack?

      “She wanted to wait here for you,” Mueller said, looking over at her.

      Gaby nodded. “She did the right thing.”

      “So, the big boss is gone and we get you yahoos instead?” Becker asked.

      Mueller chuckled. “You’re welcome.”

      “For what?”

      “Exactly.”

      Mueller’s two men had closed and locked the warehouse door behind them and were now following them down a long corridor. Mueller had switched on a flashlight underneath his AR, and Becker had taken out a Maglite from one of his pouches. There were no other lights in the building, but plenty of moonlight filtered in through the high windows to their right. The walls around them were thick and solid, but they couldn’t completely block out the continued rattling of gunfire from outside.

      “Sorry about Goldie,” Mueller was saying.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Becker said. Then, because he was probably just as uncomfortable talking about Goldman’s death as she had been earlier, “So, what’s the scoop?”

      “The scoop is that it’s all gone pear-shaped. QRF forces have gone dark, and we got personnel scattered all over the city. The general comm was overloaded with chatter, but that’s gone quiet too except for the occasional squawks. The smart ones managed to link up with their units and are hunkering down and waiting for further orders.”

      “But we’re eventually going to regroup and retake the city?”

      “I don’t know the answer to that one. It’s way above my pay grade.”

      “Seriously? When did they start paying us?” one of the two men bringing up the rear asked.

      The other one chuckled. “When you weren’t paying attention.”

      “No shit.”

      “That’s Leo and Hartnett,” Mueller said to Gaby.

      Gaby nodded and didn’t bother asking him which one was which. But she knew why they were talking and cracking jokes. Everyone had lost something—or someone—tonight. Goldman, Angie, Diane, and all those poor souls that never made it out of the apartment building. Except there was no time to dwell on the losses. There would be later, when all of this was over.

      They turned a corner and into another corridor that looked identical to the one they’d just walked through. The warehouse’s interior gave the appearance of one big maze, but that was only the lack of lights playing tricks with her mind. She had toured the building in the daytime and knew better. The place had a massive center room that was still filled with steel-pressing machinery, and the hallways ringed the outer edges, with access doors into the work area and offices.

      “We got a sniper on Overwatch?” Becker was asking Mueller.

      “Not the last time I checked,” Mueller said. “You saw one?”

      “Didn’t see him, but someone definitely saved our bacons out there.”

      “You sure he was one of ours?”

      “I’m guessing, since he shot the other guys and not us.”

      “Yeah, that’s probably a good assumption, then.” Mueller shook his head. “But it wasn’t us. We’ve had our hands full just trying to get here in one piece.”

      “You guys had problems?”

      “A half dozen skirmishes along the way, but nothing we couldn’t handle,” Mueller said. “It slowed us down, though. Took longer to get here than planned.”

      “Yeah, nothing’s going as planned tonight.”

      “You know what they say about battle plans…”

      “No, what?”

      “No battle plan survives first contact with the enemy,” Gaby said.

      “Who said that?” Becker asked.

      “Some guy who’s dead now,” Mueller said. “But he sure knew a lot about war.”

      “Didn’t stop him from getting dead,” either Leo or Hartnett said from behind them.

      That’s one way to look at it, Gaby thought as they reached their destination: a door marked Supplies.

      Mueller grabbed the handle and pushed it down, but he didn’t swing the door open right away. Instead, he seemed to freeze and tilt his head slightly, as if listening for something.

      She was about to ask him what he was doing, when she heard it, too.

      Or, actually, what she didn’t hear.

      It was quiet outside the warehouse. Deathly quiet. While there had been lulls as she made her way to the halfway point, there was always a gunshot or two (or a dozen) to break the temporary silence.

      “Is it me, or did it get really quiet out there?” Mueller asked.

      “It’s not just you,” Gaby said.

      No one else said a word, and Gaby looked from Mueller’s face to Becker’s, then to Leo’s and Hartnett’s behind her. They all looked back at her and each other, and remained silent. She wasn’t quite sure how long they stayed that way. Maybe a minute. Maybe two.

      Finally, Becker said, “Someone tell me. Is this good or not?”

      Gaby shook her head. “I don’t—”

      Her radio squawked before she could finish, and she heard Lara’s voice through the tinny speakers: “Gaby, come in.”

      She quickly unclipped the radio and answered. “Lara.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “In one piece. You?”

      Instead of answering her, Lara said, “What’s your current location?”

      “I’m at the warehouse with Mueller. Where are you?”

      “OP2,” Lara said. “So you’re indoors?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Get here fast.”

      Gaby exchanged a look with Becker. Like Mueller and the others, he could also hear her conversation with Lara through his earbuds because they were tuned into the same channel. While Becker didn’t say anything, she could read the curiosity on his face; it, she guessed, was probably mirroring her own at the moment.

      “We’re on our way,” Gaby said and nodded at Mueller.

      Mueller finished pulling the door open and slipped inside. Gaby followed, with Becker and the other two bringing up the rear.

      They entered a small room that had once been full of shelves and large equipment, but now only had a single shelf at the back filled with boxes stuffed with rags and plastic tubes. Leo and Hartnett walked over and lifted the shelf at its opposite ends and carried it over to the side, while Becker’s flashlight revealed the concrete floor that dominated the room, along with the box-shaped square indentation near the back: A trapdoor made of a single concrete block.

      “Lara, what’s happening out there?” Gaby said into the radio.

      “The attack’s taken on a different phase,” Lara said.

      “What phase?”

      Leo and Hartnett had grabbed boning metal hooks, the kind used to work with meat, from the shelf and came back. The two men slipped the sharp ends through two metal loops sticking out of the floor and lifted, removing the block of concrete to reveal a metal ladder leading into an underground tunnel below. Yellow lights hummed underneath them, casting an eerie glow against the small closet space around her.

      “We started getting reports over the general comm about Mercerians retreating from the fight,” Lara said through the radio. “It didn’t make any sense.”

      “Retreating?” Gaby asked, before exchanging another perplexed look with Becker. “Why would they do that? They’re winning.”

      “I know, that’s why it didn’t make any sense,” Lara said. “But then other reports started trickling in…”

      “What kind of reports?”

      “Ghouls.”

      “Ghouls?”

      “I’m getting too many reports of ghouls in Darby Bay to think it’s just people seeing things.”

      Ghouls, Gaby thought. Fucking ghouls.

      It wasn’t bad enough they were fighting an enemy that had come fully prepared for a long and drawn-out battle, but to have to deal with ghouls, too.

      She might have shivered slightly and was glad for some of the darkness around her.

      “And the hits just keeps on a’comin’,” Becker whispered next to her even as he crouched next to the hole in the floor and added his flashlight beam to the yellow glow coming from below.

      “Did you hear me, Gaby?” Lara said through the radio. “There are ghouls in Darby Bay. That’s why it’s so quiet outside. The Mercerians have backed off to let them in, and our people are going into hiding.”

      “What’s our next move?” Gaby said into the radio.

      “I don’t know yet. We’ll figure it out when you get here.”

      “What about Black Tide? Did you make contact?”

      Lara didn’t answer right away, and that, more than anything, made Gaby nervous.

      “Lara,” Gaby said. “Any word from Black Tide?”

      “No,” Lara finally said. “The island’s gone dark. I haven’t been able to make contact since I got here.” Then, after a brief pause, “The same for Larabie and Galveston. No one’s responding to our calls.”

      “Shit,” Mueller whispered. “That’s not good.”

      “That’s definitely not good,” Becker added.

      They were right. Larabie and Galveston contained the other two Black Tide Forward Operating Bases in South Texas. Galveston in particular had become an important FOB, thanks to all the refineries they’d managed to get back up and working. That one base was the reason they had so much fuel to work with. Some of that fuel was powering the lights in the tunnels below them right now.

      And Larabie, located between Galveston and Darby Bay, was where the bulk of Black Tide’s armor was headquartered. The last time she was at the forward operating base, there were enough tanks and firepower to take down an entire state or two.

      “So no tank rescue?” one of the men who could be Hartnett or Leo asked. Hartnett, Gaby thought, finally seeing the name on his uniform.

      “I guess not,” the other one, Leo, said.

      “What about Danny?” Gaby said into the radio.

      “Later, when you get here,” Lara said.

      Uh oh, I don’t like the sound of that.

      “Roger that,” Gaby said. “See you soon.”

      “So I guess this means we’ve officially gotten our asses kicked for the first time in five years?” Hartnett asked.

      “Hey, one out of—What. Twenty? Thirty?—ain’t bad in my book,” Leo said.

      “I’d rather have a perfect run.”

      Gaby nodded at Mueller. “Let’s get going. We’re just wasting time standing up here chatting.”

      Mueller slung his rifle and went down the ladder first.

      “You’re next,” Becker said.

      She didn’t argue and climbed down after Mueller. The ladder was heavy and fastened to the wall, its every rung designed to take punishment. But it wasn’t the health of the ladder that gnawed at the pit of her stomach. It was the idea of going back down into a tunnel, even one with plenty of lights to see with, that didn’t sit well with her.

      Gaby hopped the last few rungs and landed on solid concrete. Mueller was already a little farther into the tunnel, waiting for them. Becker jumped down behind her, and there was a loud thump! as Leo and Hartnett, sharing space on the ladder, moved the big block of concrete back into position above them.

      “Follow the leader,” Becker said and walked with her to where Mueller stood. “He’s not quite as dear as the one up ahead, but he’ll do.”

      “I heard that,” Mueller said.

      “Heard what?”

      “Yeah, right. Keep it up, Beckerhead.”

      “Ah, boss, I’m just joshin’ ya.”

      Instead of listening to their back and forth, Gaby remembered the last time she found herself voluntarily climbing into and journeying through a little-used tunnel. She was walking under the city of Houston and into the heart of the enemy back then. Definitely another lifetime ago, and she was so much younger at the time.

      She sucked in some of the stale air around her. Thinking about Houston reminded her of Keo, who had been with her then. Danny had also been there. She wished both men were here now, alongside her and Lara. Two men might not have been enough to turn the tide of tonight’s battle, but she couldn’t imagine it would have hurt.

      But they weren’t here.

      Keo was in Fenton on a mission, and Danny was in another state. Even if he marshalled all his forces and came running, he wouldn’t arrive before morning anyway, and Gaby had a bad feeling this fight was going to be decided well before sunup.
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      The halfway point was really three-fourths of the way to the backup OP, consisting of three long tunnels linked together by steel doors. It was originally designed as a Cold War-era bomb shelter with each section labeled A, B, and C, with A now repurposed for OP2 and the warehouse sitting on top of the C entrance. C itself went on for another hundred or so meters behind them, all the way to the original sealed entrance, but they had walled up that part to prevent anyone from accessing the place who didn’t know about the Black Tide-created door.

      The shelters had been unused for decades until Black Tide arrived, and in the days that followed, they’d cleaned up the tunnels and made them usable again by supplying a separate emergency power to the electronics. They had done it without alerting most of the town’s residents, though Darby Bay’s leaders knew all about it.

      They were surrounded by concrete and steel as they moved through C, with B somewhere in front of them and, eventually, A at the very end. The bunkers had been chosen for their defensive capabilities but also because A still contained most of its original parts, including a wide array of communications infrastructure that had been restored and augmented with new equipment. From A, Lara could reform command and organize while also making long-range contact with other Black Tide assets through the available gear.

      She remembered Lara looking over at her as they toured the place and saying, “Hopefully we won’t have to use it, but just in case.”

      “Just in case,” Gaby had replied.

      There were a couple of turns between C and B, and they took them without incident, passing metal doors along the walls into small rooms on the way. From previous visits down here, Gaby knew that the rooms had originally been designed to accommodate survivors. There were old unused cots inside them, along with blankets and boxes of clothing, but they’d thrown those away. The shelters were a last resort, and there wasn’t much about it that looked accommodating or aesthetically pleasing. But the overall construction had stood the test of time, and it would do.

      Just in case, right, Lara?

      Mueller and Becker led the way, with Gaby in the middle, and Leo and Hartnett continuing to bring up the rear. The only sounds for the longest time were their footsteps and the hum of old halogen lights that lined the walls, turning everything around her yellow. They had considered replacing the lights with brighter LEDs, but that would have been more trouble than it was worth. The fact that the power was on at all meant Lara was already safe in A, the emergency generators up and running.

      Unlike the last time Gaby had found herself moving underneath a city’s tunnel system, there was no suffocating darkness or the pungent smell of waste trying to choke her to death. The air was sterile and stale in spots, but it wasn’t unbearable. There was no one to greet them but old and scarred gray concrete walls and steel pipes along the ceiling. Their boots tap-tap-tapped against the hard pavement, and any wariness Gaby had about being underground and so close to the ocean had been overcome when she was down here days ago to familiarize herself with the setup.

      “Lights are still on,” Becker said absently. “I thought they took out the city’s power?”

      “The tunnels aren’t using the city’s power; they’re using backups we installed down there,” Gaby said.

      “Hunh. That’s smart.”

      “Yeah, well, we have our moments,” Gaby said and thought, Too bad most of them weren’t tonight.

      “Almost at the end of C now, see you at B in a few,” Mueller was saying in front of her, with one hand on his radio. His comm was tuned into Parrish’s unit, which had its own separate channel from the one her radio was currently locked on.

      “What did they say?” Gaby asked.

      “Captain just wanted an update on our location, ma’am. They’re anxious to get you reunited with the big boss.”

      Gaby wondered if he’d said the ma’am part with anything that even resembled resentment, but of course she could only see the back of his gray-flecked head. In her experience, not everyone appreciated being bossed around by a twenty-something girl. Mueller, as far as she could tell, was much older than her. While he probably couldn’t pass for her dad, an older brother wouldn’t have been too much of a stretch.

      “Did he say if they were able to make contact with Galveston and Larabie?” Becker asked Mueller.

      “No,” Mueller said. Then, “Cindy’s in Galveston, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah, she is.” Becker glanced over at Gaby. “Cindy is Goldman’s wife.”

      Gaby nodded. “There’s a hundred reasons why we might have lost communications with them.”

      “Yeah, but both FOBs, at the same time, in the same night we’re attacked?”

      Gaby thought, That’ll teach me to lie out of my ass to comfort someone.

      She said instead, “We don’t know what’s going out there yet, so it’s pointless to speculate. Let’s just concentrate on what we know.”

      “But you know more than us. You know what’s really happening out there.”

      “You’re assuming too much,” she said as they took another turn into another long hallway with similar gray concrete walls and yellow lights.

      “Oh, come on, Gaby. Lara doesn’t send two of her security team to wait for just anyone. What’s really happening out there? You know, don’t you?”

      I know we screwed up.

      I know we sent Keo to Fenton on some damn fool mission when we should have kept him right here.

      I know Buck is playing us for fools.

      And I know Galveston and Larabie are probably both gone.

      But she didn’t say any of those things out loud and could feel Becker’s eyes watching her, waiting for an answer.

      “I don’t know any more than you do,” Gaby said as they turned another corner and, mercifully, there was the familiar steel metal door into B at the end of the shortest section of the tunnel system yet.

      Saved by the door.

      Becker clearly didn’t believe her, but he didn’t keep the conversation going. She was grateful for that.

      “Leo and Hartnett, watch the corner,” Mueller said as he led her and Becker to the door.

      The older man stopped in front of the steel plate—it was thick and looked like something that belonged on a submarine—and slung his rifle. Becker stood back while Gaby glanced over her shoulder at Leo and Hartnett pulling security behind them.

      Bang-bang-bang! as Mueller “knocked” on the heavy door with his gloved fist.

      Gaby turned around and watched him do it again.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      There wasn’t much of an echo, as the sounds died almost as soon as they ricocheted off the slabs of concrete around them.

      They waited.

      After about ten seconds, Mueller and Becker exchanged a look. She didn’t like the expression on their faces.

      Uh oh.

      There was a big handle near the center of the blast door with a lever underneath it. Mueller grabbed the lever and tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “It’s locked from the other side,” Mueller said.

      From her past visits down here, Gaby knew that the section doors could only be locked from one side. They had guessed it was because the original designers valued the contents of A over both B and C. You could lock out C from B, and B from A, but not the other way around.

      “Let me give it a shot, old man,” Becker said.

      Mueller smirked. “Give it a try, princess.”

      Becker slung his rifle and tried pushing down on the lever, but it didn’t budge for him, either.

      “Well?” Mueller asked.

      “It’s locked,” Becker said.

      “No kidding.” Mueller reached for the radio Velcroed to his vest and clicked it. “Captain, it’s Mueller.” He paused for a bit, listening, before continuing. “Yeah, we’re at the B door now, but it’s locked and no one’s responding.”

      Mueller stopped talking to listen and listened again.

      Five seconds…

      Ten…

      “What’s he saying?” Gaby finally asked.

      “There should be two guys on the other side waiting to open the door for us, then escort us through B and to A,” Mueller said. “He’s trying to raise them now.”

      “I’m getting a bad smell about this,” Leo said from somewhere behind her. He and Hartnett were at the back of the corridor, where they could see around the corner in case anyone tried to sneak up on them.

      “You always say that,” Hartnett said. “And I always tell you, just shower more often.”

      “My BO is the least of my worries right now, bub.”

      “Not from where I’m standing.”

      “Ouch,” Leo said. “That hurts.”

      “So does my nose,” Hartnett said.

      Gaby turned back to Mueller as he clicked his radio again and spoke into his throat mic. “Roger that, sir.” Then to Becker, “They can’t reach Pelfer or Jackson on the radio.”

      “The ones waiting for us?” Gaby asked.

      “Uh huh.”

      “That’s not good,” Becker said.

      “No, it’s not,” Mueller said.

      Bang-bang-bang! as Becker pounded on the metal door with his gloved fist.

      “Didn’t you see me try that already?” Mueller asked. “Twice?”

      Becker shrugged. “Just in case they couldn’t hear you. You are old and weak, after all.”

      Mueller grunted. “This old man can still kick your ass.”

      “That’s what every old man says.”

      Another grunt from Mueller, who looked past Gaby and at Leo and Hartnett behind her. “Give me a wider security net, boys.”

      Leo and Hartnett disappeared around the corner, the tap-tap-tap of their boots fading gradually as they went farther up the connecting hallway.

      Gaby unslung her rifle and held it in front of her, and thought, Just in case.

      Next to her, Mueller was cupping his ear with a hand while listening to his earbud before turning back to her. “They’re in B and moving toward us now. Should be here in ten minutes, give or take.”

      “Still no word from Pelfer or Jackson?”

      Mueller shook his head. “No.”

      “What kind of guys are they?”

      “You mean, are they prone to fucking up?”

      “You said it, not me.”

      Mueller didn’t take very long to think about it. “They’re good guys. Everyone on the team is. You don’t get assigned to watch the big boss if you’re a scrub.” He hiked a thumb toward Becker. “Well, there are exceptions.”

      “Watch it, old man,” Becker said.

      Mueller snorted, before saying to Gaby, “We’ll find out what happened to Pelfer and Jackson soon enough. But whatever it was, I can guarantee you it wasn’t incompetence.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Gaby said.

      “But you’re right to be worried. They should be answering their radios, and the fact that they’re not… That’s not a good sign.”

      “Unless your sign says ‘Shit Street Ahead,’” Becker said.

      Gaby didn’t say anything. In a lot of ways, it would have been better if Pelfer and Jackson were the screwing-around type, because the alternative was worse.

      And what was that alternative? That something had happened to the two men while they were waiting for them on the other side of the door. And if something had happened to them, then that same “something” was closer to Lara than Gaby was.

      “Can we open this door ourselves?” Gaby asked.

      “Don’t have to,” Mueller said. “Quincy and Docks should be here soon.”

      “I mean, could we, if we had to?”

      Mueller banged on the thick steel structure with one hand. “They call them blast doors for a reason. These things are designed to withstand the end of the world or just abouts. The walls around it are five inches of concrete. Could we open it? Sure, but it’s gonna take a hell of a lot more than what we got on us right now. There’s a reason we chose this place as a backup command center, remember?”

      “Yes, I remember,” Gaby said.

      Mueller reached for his radio and clicked it again. “You guys here yet?”

      “They’re taking their sweet time,” Becker said. “Ask them what’s—”

      Mueller held up his hand to silence Becker.

      Then, into his mic, “Quincy, Docks. Respond.”

      Gaby stared at the older man and didn’t like the displeased look on his face.

      Now what?

      Mueller clicked his radio again. “No, sir. Door’s still closed.” A beat. “They should be close by now—”

      Mueller stopped talking because he had just heard the same thing she did: The faint—extremely faint—pop-pop-pop of gunfire coming from behind the door.

      They went absolutely still and listened, Becker and Mueller leaning noticeably toward the door.

      The pop-pop-pop of small arms fire, followed by something that might have been a scream. Or screams.

      It was impossible to pinpoint what was happening in B. For all she knew, it could have been someone blaring rock music, and what she thought were gunshots could have been drums. Or guitar riffs. Or a thousand different possibilities.

      Yeah right. Keep telling yourself that.

      When she exchanged looks with Mueller and Becker, she knew she hadn’t misheard, even if what they were listening to were badly strained as the sounds attempted to pierce the thick steel structure in front of them.

      Mueller took a step back and reached for his radio. “Sir, I’m hearing gunshots coming from B.” He paused briefly before continuing. “Yes, sir. I’m positive.” He had looked over at her when he said that last part, as if for confirmation.

      Gaby nodded back.

      “Hey,” Becker said. “Listen. It’s quiet again.”

      Gaby began leaning toward the door—

      —when it started to move.

      She jumped back, lifting her rifle at the same time. Becker and Mueller mirrored her movement, and both men ended up to her left, their own carbines pointed forward.

      The door continued to move in front of them. Slowly and silently, and the only sounds were her pounding heartbeat and that of Becker’s and Mueller’s next to her.

      At least it’s not just me.

      The door continued to open.

      Slowly.

      So, so slowly.

      Widening an inch at a time…

      Gaby thought she could hear a voice speaking through Mueller’s earbud, but she was unable to distinguish what it was saying. Mueller hadn’t responded, either because the whole thing was in Gaby’s mind or it wasn’t, and he couldn’t afford to take his hands off his rifle for even a second to press the radio’s transmit lever.

      Instead, they stood side by side by side, rifles at the ready, watching as the door continued to move.

      Opening…

      Her heartbeat increased, the thumps coming faster and faster.

      And the door continued to open.

      Slowly.

      God, it was taking forever. How long had it been? Minutes? Hours?

      No. Seconds. That was all. The blast door had only been opening for the last few seconds—

      A black-clad figure fell through the small opening, slamming chest and face-first onto the hard concrete. Gaby flinched at the thwump! of the impact, like a slab of meat being mercilessly smacked against an unyielding wall.

      It was a man, and he wasn’t actually dressed all in black. He was wearing the blue colors of a Black Tider, except his uniform was covered in blood.

      So much blood…

      “Shit, it’s Docks,” Mueller said. He slung his rifle and rushed forward, grabbed Docks by the extended arms, and began pulling him backward. Docks’s legs thwumped! as they were dragged over the raised bottom section of the doorframe and into their side of the tunnel.

      The door had ceased moving now that Docks, who was apparently the one pushing it from the other side, was no longer there to provide pressure. It remained partially open, with just a big enough hole for Docks to fall through but not nearly large enough for Gaby to see into the adjoining tunnel without getting closer.

      No way in hell. That’s what dumb people do in horror movies.

      Mueller had continued to drag Docks’s unconscious form behind them until it was just her and Becker facing the oval-shaped metal entrance. They waited for something else to come through, but nothing did.

      Gaby glanced back at Mueller, crouching next to Docks. She couldn’t tell if the blood-covered man was still alive or if he was even moving at all. And yet he had to have been breathing very recently, because someone had clearly unlocked the door from the other side and then pushed it open, if just barely.

      “How is he?” she asked.

      “He’s alive,” Mueller said. He was taking out a first-aid kit from his pouch and dropping the contents onto the floor next to him to get at them easier. “I don’t know for how long, though.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “I don’t know, but he’s bleeding out like crazy. Have to get control of it, or he’s not gonna last very long.”

      “If that’s Docks, where’s his partner?”

      Mueller looked up at Gaby, then past her at the door.

      Gaby turned back to the ajar slab of metal. It hadn’t opened any farther since the last time she looked. That was the good news. The bad news was that it meant she still couldn’t see what was on the other side without getting closer.

      And she didn’t want to do that. God, she didn’t want to do that…

      She glanced over at Becker, standing next to her.

      “How’s your leg?” he asked.

      “Stop asking me about my damn leg,” Gaby said.

      He grinned. “Just worried, is all.”

      She nodded at the door. “The lights.”

      “What lights?” Becker said.

      “Exactly.”

      She didn’t have to get any closer to see the dark spots leaking out from the partially open door into their tunnel. Darkness, because the lights on the other side had either been turned off or somehow shut down.

      “Oh,” Becker said.

      “How are we gonna do this?”

      “I guess I’ll open the door and you shoot whatever tries to come through that’s not one of us. That sound good to you?”

      “No, but what choice do we have?”

      “We could turn around and retreat back to the warehouse.”

      “We gotta go through B. We have to get to Lara.”

      Becker sighed. “Then I guess we gotta go through B.”

      Gaby kept her rifle pointed while Becker slung his and moved hesitantly (I guess he’s not a total idiot after all) toward the door. He reached forward until he could get a grip on the handle above the lever without getting too close. He gave her another look, and she responded with a nod.

      Becker seemed to count down silently before pulling with a heavy, loud grunt.

      Gaby took a quick step forward as the door began to swing open…
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      Bodies.

      They lay crumpled in the hallway. She glimpsed blue BDUs and a shoulder patch with the familiar Inguz symbol partially smeared with blood (Ours), but also black vests over civilian clothes (Not ours). A body just a few feet from the opened door lay on its side, the front facing her. There was a circled M in the center of his assault vest.

      Mercerians. How the hell did they get down here?

      The bodies lay in pools of blood that looked oddly green, the result of overwhelming darkness infused with the yellow lights coming from her section of the tunnels. Fading footprints (Docks’s) were visible in all the wetness, leading toward the door.

      What happened to the lights?

      Eyes. Black eyes, peering out at her from the blackness, preceding the sound of shuffling feet—the splash-splash of soles moving in the thick blood-caked floor—as they stepped closer as if drawn to the light.

      No, not to the light.

      To her.

      Ghouls. There were ghouls in B.

      Her body froze, and Gaby’s fingers tightened around the rifle. She stood perfectly still, as if they would unsee her if she didn’t move a single muscle. Of course that was silly because they had already seen her.

      She remembered the last time she had come face-to-face with so many of the creatures, back in a town called Axton. That wasn’t very long ago, and the confrontation had nearly cost her her life. It would have, if not for what Keo had done.

      Crazy Keo.

      She would never forget the sight of him on that horse of his, flying into the cold night through the hole in the back of the church. Only Keo would do something like that. She wished the crazy bastard was beside her right now, facing these—

      “Ghouls!” Gaby shouted just before she pulled the trigger, and the rifle bucked in her hands and she thought, Silver bullets. God, I hope Springer was carrying silver bullets in his magazines!

      It turned out that he had, because the first wave of emaciated forms that began surging forward dropped one after another as the rounds struck them.

      One ghoul—two—five!

      She stumbled back and pulled the trigger again and again and again. Gaby was vaguely aware of Becker to her left, also shooting, the muzzle flashes from his rifle flickering in the corner of her eye as he, too, began backing up.

      Bullet casings flicked out of her M4 as she fired, arcing through the air and ricocheting off the wall. A couple bounced back in front of her face while others landed behind her before disappearing underneath her backtracking boots.

      Her senses were quickly overloaded by the pop-pop-pop of hers and Becker’s weapons, the gunshots giving off a distinctively alien sound thanks to all the concrete in the walls and ceiling and the floor around them. She thought her ears would explode from the constant barrage of noise assaulting her eardrums, but they never did because she could still hear every single clink-clink-clink! of shell casings landing around her.

      Bodies fell in front of them, the ping-ping! of rounds glancing off bones and striking the walls, while others bounced into another ghoul and dropped it, too. Their bodies were so thin, their muscles so weak that the bullets had no trouble punching through flesh and into the ones behind them, silver-tipped lead felling more and more ghouls as they crowded through the tight corridor, bony legs splashing the blood at their feet.

      And yet they came, stumbling over their dead and those of the human remains before them, while others slipped and fell into the pools of blood. Bones shattered against bullet impacts, squirts of thick blood filling the air and splashing the walls.

      A ghoul’s head caved in as its body fell, and it was trampled. Another’s arm detached and it, too, dropped—while the bullet kept going and punctured the chest cavity of another coming up behind it.

      Still, they kept coming, emerging out of the darkness before her eyes in waves, and all Gaby could think was, How did they get down here? How did the Mercerians get down here? How did they know about the backup plans?

      And another voice in her mind shouted, Shut up and shoot!

      And she did.

      Again and again, but there were so many of them.

      So many.

      Always so many…

      Then, just like that, her rifle emptied and Gaby shouted, “Changing!”

      “Go go go!” Becker shouted as he slid over to the middle of the hallway, essentially taking her spot, and continued firing his own weapon, pulling the trigger so fast that all she could see was a blur.

      Gaby ejected her empty mag and grabbed one of the spares behind her back and shoved it in, even as she spun around to look down the hallway, her mind screaming, Where the hell is everyone else?

      Mueller was back there, dragging Docks in the other direction, grunting (though she couldn’t hear the sounds, she could see it on his straining face) with the effort. Docks was apparently a lot heavier than he looked. It might have been all the blood soaked into his clothing adding to his weight.

      Mueller was glancing over his shoulder, shouting, “Leo! Hartnett! Get over here! Get your asses over here!” even as he continued to desperately pull Docks with him, leaving behind a large trail of blood. So much blood that it was hard for Gaby to imagine it was all coming from one man. But maybe it wasn’t just one man. Maybe Docks had gotten the blood of his fellow Black Tiders and those dead Mercerians on him as he fled the horde of ghouls.

      Mercerians…ghouls…

      Jesus. How did they get down here? How did they find out about the tunnels?

      “Leo! Hartnett!” Mueller was shouting. “Get your asses over here now. Now, now, now, goddammit!”

      But Gaby didn’t wait for Leo and Hartnett to show up even though in the back of her mind she wondered what was keeping them. They hadn’t gone that far down C, had they? At least, not nearly far enough not to have heard all the shooting and come running. So what was keeping them?

      She was already turning back around when she glimpsed Becker stumbling past her while at the same time struggling to jam a fresh magazine into his rifle. The magazine well, Gaby knew from experience, always seemed smaller than normal when you desperately needed to quickly reload.

      “Changing!” Becker shouted.

      “Go go go!” she shouted back.

      She stepped forward, taking over his spot and almost slipping on a carpet of bullet casings that had turned the hard pavement into a moving rug. She managed to maintain her balance and looked forward, catching her breath.

      She wished she could have said that having already faced a similar horde of the undead back in Axton had prepared her for this, but it would have been a lie. The situation was similar, but her surroundings weren’t. There was something about the cramped spaces of an old and only recently unearthed bomb shelter that somehow made this worse.

      Because it is worse.

      It’s so much goddamn worse this time.

      They filled up the hallway spaces as they struggled to get past one another, to be the first through the door. The only reason they hadn’t reached the opening yet was because of all the bodies in front of them—humans and ghouls—slowing them down.

      But it wasn’t going to keep them away forever. Eventually they would overcome, even if they had to climb over one another. A couple were already scaling the walls, and she thought, Jesus Christ, I’ll never get used to seeing that!

      Gaby opened fire, the M4 flicking shell casings everywhere—

      Wait. Why aren’t they falling? Why the hell aren’t they falling?

      She had shot one ghoul in the chest, and it was still coming.

      She’d shot another in the head—leaving behind a hole big enough to shove her fist through—and it, too, was still moving, climbing over a now-foot-high pile of dead bodies in front of it.

      A third ghoul took a round to the stomach and twisted slightly, but didn’t stop.

      What’s happening? Why—

      Then it hit her: The magazine she was using. It had come from one of the Mercerians they had killed in the alley.

      The bullets don’t have silver in them. Jesus Christ, the Mercerian magazines don’t have silver in them!

      “Becker!” Gaby shouted, even as she continued firing. They weren’t falling, but at least she seemed to be slowing them down.

      Oh, who are you kidding? They’re not slowing down. You’re just annoying them!

      She put two rounds into a ghoul’s shoulder and managed to chop off its right arm with a third, not that it seemed to care because it kept coming, using its leftover arm to climb over a mountain of dead even as blood sprayed from its stump.

      Christ, there were so many bodies. Becker must have killed twenty or so before she had taken over for him. She could barely make out the corridor on the other side of the door. The darkness was suffocating enough, but now there were the mangled remains of ghouls everywhere to soak up all the light coming from their side of the tunnel.

      Too many. Always too goddamn many!

      She caught a lunging ghoul in the face, its nose shattering against the bullet impact and splattering the doorframe. The creature fell but quickly scrambled up, its feet slipping on a pool of blood. Its face was almost entirely gone, along with one eye, but it could still “see” her well enough—until three others buried it underneath their pistoning legs.

      “Becker, goddammit!” Gaby shouted. “I need you! I need you right goddamn now!”

      “Thought you’d never admit it,” Becker said just before he stepped up next to her and immediately began firing.

      Unlike her volley, ghouls fell before Becker’s, including the three that had climbed over the one she’d dropped.

      Almost immediately, five—six—a dozen took their places.

      Pop-pop-pop! as Becker’s forefinger tugged on the trigger.

      Again and again.

      Pop-pop-pop!

      And again…

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Gaby thought about throwing away her (useless) rifle and turning around and grabbing Mueller’s—that is, if he was still close enough for her to grab it. Mueller, like Becker, would be armed with silver bullets. Every Black Tider’s ammo had silver in them. Even if it weren’t mandatory, everyone knew better than to run around out here without the right kind of ammo.

      Five years, and we’re still fighting ghouls. It’s not supposed to be like this!

      But the Mercerians didn’t need the “right” kind of ammo. They had forged an alliance—at least, their leader Buck had—with the ghouls. All they had to do was wear the right clothes. In this case…

      The gas mask. That’s why they’re wearing gas masks during the attack. Because they knew that sooner or later the ghouls would be called in.

      Becker was still shooting, dropping ghouls as they lunged for the opening in front of him. They were almost there, almost through—

      The door! The goddamn door!

      “Becker!” Gaby shouted even as she slung her rifle and moved back toward him. “The door! We need to close the door!”

      She slid past him and prayed he understood.

      He did (Thank God!) and stopped firing just as she threw herself forward and into the door and pushed with everything she had. But it wasn’t nearly enough, because the door was heavy. Jesus Christ, it was heavy!

      Then Becker was there beside her, and they grunted and pushed, boots stabbing against the floor for leverage. The door began to swing back toward its frame, but it wasn’t there yet and it didn’t seem like it would ever get there.

      “Push!” she shouted.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” he shouted back.

      “Push harder!”

      “Stop nagging me!”

      She grinned, just as something flashed past the corner of her eye, but Gaby refused to abandon the door and kept pushing. They had to get it closed. It was the only way!

      Becker remained right there beside her, also still pushing with everything he had.

      Harder, harder, harder!

      Then, finally, mercifully—

      THOOM! as the door slammed into place.

      Gaby grabbed the lever and jerked it upward to snap the latch into place, even as her mind screamed, You can’t lock it from this side, remember?

      Becker had pushed off, shouting, “Hold the door!” before he spun around.

      Gaby heard the bang! of a single gunshot and glanced back in time to see a ghoul collapsing to the floor, black blood pumping through a gaping hole in its chest.

      She turned back to the door, both hands still clutching the lever. It was moving, trying to go back down, but she held on and refused to let it turn. She imagined one, two—more?—ghouls on the other side trying to yank the lever down to unlatch the door, but she wouldn’t allow it. It was a good thing the black eyes were weakened shells of their former human selves, and although the lever fought her, it couldn’t overcome her.

      “Don’t let them open it back up,” Becker said beside her.

      “Gee, thanks for the advice,” Gaby grunted back.

      He grinned and put his SIG Sauer away, then unslung his rifle and grabbed a fresh magazine from one of his pouches and reloaded. He did the same to her rifle, dangling off one of her shoulders.

      “Thanks,” Gaby said.

      “Anytime.” Then, looking at the door, “Should I—”

      “Yes,” she said before he could finish.

      Becker leaned in closer and hovered both gloved hands over hers. “I swear I’m not trying to cop a feel here.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just do it, lover boy!”

      He folded his hands over hers but didn’t tighten them right away. Instead, they passed the lever off between them, Gaby slipping her hands underneath his and Becker grabbing the lever and holding it in place. The metal piece had shuddered suddenly for a second or two, but it stopped as soon as Becker tightened both strong, large hands around it.

      Gaby stepped back and sighed, then wiped at sweat dripping from her brow. Heavy black liquid dripped from her clothes and chin. She hadn’t realized they had gotten close enough to bleed on her, but now that she did, the smell was unbearable, and she wiped at the sludge and flicked them away.

      “I guess now we know why they’re wearing gas masks,” Becker was saying. “Brings back some memories.”

      “Not good ones,” Gaby said.

      “Nope. Definitely not good ones. Looks like we should have kept some of the ones from the alley.”

      “Yeah. I guess we should have.” She nodded at the door. “Is it…?”

      “Yup, it’s still moving,” Becker said. “How’d they get inside B anyway?”

      Gaby shook her head. “I don’t know. I went through the place last week. There’s no other way in or out besides the two openings—the one at A and the one at C that we came through.”

      “Nothing in B?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “But you’re not sure.”

      “There weren’t any other entrances or exits in the blueprints.” She paused for a moment. Then, “The ghouls on the other side of that door aren’t the only things that found a way in. I saw Mercerian bodies.”

      “That means the shooting…”

      “I think that was Pelfer and the others being surprised by Mercerians showing up in the tunnel. The ghouls came later, after the gunfight. Otherwise Docks wouldn’t have made it to the door in one piece with that horde in there.”

      “What about A? Is it still safe?”

      “That’s the least of our problems,” a voice said from behind them.

      They looked back at Mueller, kneeling next to Docks’s body. Mueller hadn’t said what those other problems were, but Gaby didn’t have to think about it for very long.

      Leo and Hartnett. Where the hell are Leo and Hartnett?

      “Where are they?” she asked.

      Mueller shook his head. “I don’t know. They never showed up. And I can’t reach them on the radio.”

      “And just when things were starting to look up,” Becker said.

      Gaby looked back at him. “Stay put.”

      He gave her a wry grin. “Sure. No other place I’d rather be.”

      “Just keep them on the other side of that door.”

      “I’ll do my best, seeing as it’s also my skin on the line here.”

      Gaby walked over to Mueller while looking past him and down the hallway. There were no signs of either Leo or Hartnett. There was no evidence that either man had even been there.

      “How is he?” Gaby asked without taking her eyes off the corridor. If the Mercerians had found a way into B, a path that neither she nor any other Black Tiders knew about, what were the chances they wouldn’t also know about the warehouse?

      “He’s gone,” Mueller said. “I thought I almost had him stabilized, but…” He shook his head.

      Gaby looked down at Docks’s still body. “Was he bitten?”

      Mueller stood up with his rifle. He had a lot of Docks’s blood on his clothes, and some had gotten on his chin. If she didn’t know better, she’d think Mueller had been shot, or worse. “No. I didn’t see anything that looked like a bite mark.”

      “Lara,” Gaby said.

      The older man didn’t need her to keep going. He pressed his Velcroed radio. “A Team, come in. This is B. Please respond.”

      She watched Mueller’s face as he waited for a response through his earbud.

      After about ten seconds of silence, she said, “Anything?”

      Mueller shook his head before clicking the radio again. “A, come in. This is B. Can you hear me?”

      Again, another ten seconds of silence.

      “Well, shit,” Becker said from behind her.

      Yeah, that sounds about right, Gaby thought as she watched Mueller fidget with his radio for a moment before clicking it again.

      “A, come in,” Mueller said into his throat mic. “This is B. Do you copy.”

      Another excruciating ten seconds of silence, with the only sounds coming from her slightly labored breaths and the lights humming around her.

      Lights. At least they still had lights in C.

      Mueller took his hand away from the radio. “There could be a hundred reasons why they’re not answering. Radio reception down here is iffy at best with all this concrete. Or they could be on the move again.”

      Gaby nodded. Right now, Lara and Parrish already abandoning A was the best-case scenario she could think of. If the Mercerians had found a way into B—and possibly even C—what were the chances they couldn’t do the same with A?

      How the hell did they get down here?

      She glanced back at the door into B, at Becker leaning against it with one hand on the lever. They exchanged a quick, worried look.

      “You’re the boss, boss,” Becker said.

      Gaby turned to Mueller. “We need to reach Lara, but we’re not going to do that through B. Not with all those ghouls between us and A.” She stared down the length of the corridor. “But right now, we have to find out what the hell happened to Leo and Hartnett.”

      “And after that?” Mueller asked.

      Good question, Gaby thought, but she didn’t let him see the uncertainty on her face when she answered, “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      Mueller nodded. She wasn’t sure if he was satisfied with her answer or not, but he didn’t argue.

      “Um, what about this door?” Becker said behind them.

      “You’re staying here to keep it closed,” Gaby said.

      “Swell,” Becker said. “Hey, no rush. Take your time. It’s not like I got a hot date waiting for me or anything.”

      Mueller had already moved on ahead of her. Gaby followed behind him, embracing the heavy weight of the fully loaded rifle in her hands. The magazine she was armed with this time had the right kind of ammo.

      What more could a girl ask for?

      A thousand different things, actually, but silver bullets would have to do for now.
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      There were two turns between them and the entranceway underneath the warehouse. Or was that three? She couldn’t remember, even though this wasn’t the first time she’d walked through the place. It had to be either two or three. One of those. Maybe Mueller had the answer, but she didn’t ask him because the man had that focused look on his face. Also, she didn’t want to make any unnecessary noise, and there would be time to count the turns later.

      Right now, they were lasered in on what was immediately in front of them. Because something had happened to Leo and Hartnett, and whatever that “something” was, it had to still be in the C section of the bomb shelter with them. Had it—whatever it was—followed them down from the warehouse? That was the only explanation she could come up with.

      But that was also the confusing part. If it had been Mercerians, wouldn’t they have already attacked from behind when they had the chance? When she and Becker were busy with the door and Mueller was vulnerable as he tried in vain to save Docks’s life? Why just (kill) take Leo and Hartnett but leave the rest of them untouched? And if it were ghouls—

      No, it’s not ghouls.

      She knew that right away. Ghouls were base creatures, rabid in their need for human blood. They didn’t skulk around old stale bomb shelters playing games.

      And that was what this felt like: Someone (or someones) playing games.

      She remembered something Will kept telling her during those brutal months when he and Danny initiated her into their version of Ranger boot camp. He’d said her training, the very thing they were drilling into her over and over again, would be all she had when everything went out the window. “Adapt or perish,” Will would say.

      Too bad Will wasn’t here with her right now. Or Keo. Hell, she’d settle for Danny, bad jokes and all. Instead, she had Mueller. She wasn’t sure about the man’s abilities, which was what made it difficult to trust him. Becker, on the other hand, had already proven himself.

      I should have told Mueller to stay behind and bring Becker with me. Dammit, why didn’t I do that?

      It was too late for that now. She was already around the first corner and following closely on Mueller’s heels as he remained in the lead. She moved over to his left so he wasn’t in her line of fire if she had to shoot. The new angle also helped her to better see down the tunnel.

      But there was nothing to see. Just a long corridor with another turn at the very end. The second turn? Or third?

      One of those.

      There were doors to their right and more on their left, the closest ones twenty meters from their position. They were all closed—

      No. Not all of them. The one immediately to her and Mueller’s right was slightly ajar. She could just barely make out a sliver of black, nothing on the other side. Someone had opened the door, because she didn’t remember seeing it like that when they had walked past it earlier. And whoever had opened it had also turned the lights off inside.

      Unless Leo and Hartnett had done those things. But why would they do that? Why would they be inside, in the dark?

      With the lights off, the only way to see into the room was to get closer. Gaby recognized a setup when she saw one and tensed slightly. She glanced over at Mueller and caught his eyes. She didn’t have to ask if he sensed the same thing, because she could read it all over his grizzled face.

      But she also knew that there was no choice. They had to find out what had happened to Leo and Hartnett. Even if Becker were willing (which she doubted he would be), Mueller wouldn’t just leave his men without first discovering their fates.

      You could always leave without them.

      Yeah, right.

      Without a word, Mueller began moving toward the door. Gaby matched him step for step, now moving beside him instead of slightly behind. She kept one eye on the hallway in front of her while the other remained fixed on the door and the sliver of black shadows that might have been moving on the other side.

      No, not moving. Nothing’s moving. You’re imagining things.

      Yeah, that’s it.

      For all she knew, there could have been a unit of Mercerians in there waiting for them. Either that, or ghouls. Right now she wasn’t entirely sure which one she preferred.

      Neither would be better.

      Except she didn’t have that option, so she took one step, then another alongside Mueller, even knowing that everything about this screamed “Setup! This is a setup! Can’t you see? It’s so blindingly obvious!”

      Gaby tightened her fingers around the grip of the M4—Springer’s, who was dead now, along with so many others tonight—and flexed her other hand under the barrel. She was fully loaded and the fire selector was on semi, with the option to go full-auto if necessary. She prayed it wouldn’t be necessary, because she was running out of bullets. The right kind of bullets, anyway. She still had the remaining spare she’d taken off the dead Mercerian in the alley, but that mag wasn’t going to do a damn bit of good against a ghoul.

      Which this wasn’t. Because ghouls didn’t play games. Ghouls attacked and attacked until they either couldn’t anymore or they achieved their goal. They didn’t understand subtlety, and they didn’t sneak around. The only times she’d seen ghouls act that way was when a Blue Eyes was present to command them. She hadn’t seen one in Darby Bay (Thank God).

      At least, not yet.

      They were halfway to the door when Mueller stopped and glanced over at her. She met his eyes and was about to ask him Why? when he nodded down at the floor.

      She looked down.

      A drop of blood.

      Just one single drop. It was red and not the thick, black sludge of a ghoul’s. This one definitely came from a human being.

      But the fact there was just one single drop of blood was what bothered her. If it belonged to either Leo or Hartnett, wouldn’t there have been more? A gunshot produced a lot of blood—a pool, even a small-sized one, but not a single drop. Even a knife would spill more plasma than this.

      She exchanged another look with Mueller. It was easy to tell he was thinking exactly the same thing.

      What is going on here? What are we dealing with?

      But they weren’t going to find answers just standing around, so they began moving again. Gaby made sure to step over the droplet because it was more in front of her than Mueller.

      The door grew in size as they neared, but she still couldn’t see a damn thing through the tiny opened slit. Maybe that was the point of whoever had taken Leo and Hartnett and left the door in its current state. It was open, just not too open.

      A click! startled Gaby as Mueller turned on the flashlight at the end of his rifle.

      Goddammit, Mueller, she thought but didn’t say out loud.

      Mueller pointed his flashlight at the door. She glimpsed concrete walls inside and an equally ugly gray floor. There was nothing that looked like more blood or a body. In fact, there wasn’t much of anything inside that they could see.

      The room, like all the other ones in C and B, would be empty. They had cleared everything out, including the cobwebs, days ago, while bringing in new equipment to augment what was already in place inside A. C and B were always supposed to just be entry points. Using just one section of the bomb shelter would give them more control and a limited area to defend. The fact that they could lock all the access points from A was another plus.

      That was the plan, anyway.

      “No plan survives first contact with the enemy,” Will used to say. “That’s why we train, so we can adapt to every situation. Even then, you won’t be ready for every situation, but you’ll be ready enough to take on even the ones you never thought could possibly happen.”

      God, she wished Will were here with her right now. Things would be different. For her, for Black Tide, for Lara—

      Something moved in the corner of her left eye, and Gaby turned just as the door on that side of the hallway snapped open.

      No, no, no! It’s a trap, and you fell for it! You fell right for it like an idiot!

      It was the door directly across from the one they were approaching with great care and only had eyes for, because where else were they going to look when presented with something like that?

      You should have known better!

      “Mueller!” she shouted as a figure lunged out through the swinging door.

      Gaby glimpsed black pants, a black shirt, and a black assault vest, but she couldn’t tell if there was a circled M in the center. He was moving way too fast and was already shooting, even if all she heard was the pfft-pfft-pfft! of his suppressed gunfire.

      She flinched as the first round hit her in the left arm and the rest went wide. The man was diving out of the door as he was shooting, like some character in one of those John Woo movies that Danny loved to torture her and Carly with. The sound of bullets impacting the concrete wall was louder than the gunshots themselves.

      Gaby twisted slightly from the gunshot but managed to squeeze the trigger on her rifle even as she swung it away from the (decoy) door on her right. But she was shooting with one arm, and her shots, predictably, sailed high and slammed into the ceiling down the length of the corridor even as the man stopped on a dime and raised his rifle—

      Pop-pop-pop! as Mueller squeezed off three shots in a row next to her and the man dropped to the floor.

      Mueller was about to lower his rifle when Gaby saw a silent muzzle flash coming from inside the open door on her left. Mueller’s head snapped backward, and he was falling even before she could get out a warning shout. A spray of blood arced through the air in the spot where his head had been milliseconds ago before landing on top of his crumpled body.

      Gaby reached for the barrel of her M4 with her left hand to steady the rifle for a better shot, even though doing so caused her arm to explode with pain. But her hand was still only halfway to its destination when a second figure stepped through the door.

      It was another man in black, even if she was more focused on the submachine gun in his hands. The weapon was aimed straight at her as he stepped outside, and all it would take was one pull of the trigger to end it all.

      You fell for it. Goddammit, you knew it was a trick and you still fell for it!

      Gaby froze with her own weapon still pointed in the wrong direction. It would have taken half a second to swing it over and squeeze the trigger with just her right hand, but she didn’t think she had that half a second to spare.

      Or did she?

      Before she could make up her mind, a third black-clad figure burst out of the room behind the second one. The man charged toward her and Gaby braced herself, but instead of crashing into her, the man grabbed her rifle and jerked it out of her hand. He did the same to her Glock, then the knife in the sheath along her left thigh, tossing them all up the hallway.

      The man who had shot Mueller lowered his submachine gun and said, “There’s one more around the corner.”

      The third man was already running down the hallway, when Gaby shouted out, “Becker! Look out!”

      She squinted, waited to be shot, but nothing happened.

      Instead, the man with the submachine gun—a model she’d never seen before—walked toward her with a stupid grin on his face, as if to say Now that was a naughty thing you just did. But he didn’t shoot her. She didn’t know why, but he didn’t pull the trigger even though his weapon, held nonchalantly in one hand, remained pointed at her chest.

      The man was wearing fingerless gloves and had short blond hair, light gray eyes, and a pale complexion. Now that she had the time, she didn’t have to look very far to spot the white circled M in the middle of his vest.

      Of course he’s a Mercerian. What did you expect?

      A gas mask clipped to the man’s belt swung against his hip as he walked up the corridor. His submachine gun looked like a cross between a Heckler & Koch MP5 and a UMP. If he thought she was in any way a threat to him, she couldn’t see it on his face or in his casual stride.

      The pop-pop-pop of gunshots from behind her made Gaby turn around. The other Mercerian was leaning against the corner as chunks of the brick wall came loose from the gunfire and sprayed the hallway. The man stood perfectly still and didn’t return fire, but he did glance over—looking past her—and shook his head at the blond.

      “Just one?” the blond asked.

      “Just one,” the second Mercerian said.

      “Hey, two out of three ain’t bad.”

      “Three out of three is better.”

      “Now you’re just being greedy.”

      The other one smirked before turning back around and sticking his rifle around the corner and squeezing off a shot.

      Becker returned fire, forcing the man to pull back again.

      Drip-drip-drip.

      Gaby looked down at her left arm. A thin, jagged trail of blood ran its way down her arm and to her fingers from a hole in her shirt. She was shocked to see it, because there was so little pain. Maybe it was all the adrenaline coursing through her, but more likely it was the expectation of death that made her disregard everything else.

      But now that she wasn’t dead (Why am I still alive?), it was hard to ignore the pain.

      “You might want to take care of that,” the blond said. “Don’t expect me to lend a hand. That looks pretty nasty, and I haven’t had my shots yet.”

      She stared at him.

      He chuckled. “Work with me, kid, not against me. If I’d wanted you dead, I’d have shot you already, wouldn’t I?”

      She stumbled over to the wall and leaned against it. With one eye on the Mercerian—she didn’t trust him; not one bit—Gaby pulled out a first-aid bundle from a pouch and tore the bandages free with her teeth. She stuck a finger into the bullet hole in her shirt sleeve and widened the fabric to get easier access to the wound, then went to work cleaning and dressing the hole. She had done it so many times she barely had to think about it.

      It wasn’t a bad wound, even if it did look worse thanks to the bleeding she hadn’t bothered to stop until now. If the bullet had gone just another inch to the left, it would have missed her entirely. Of course, if it had gone an inch to the right it might have cracked a bone, and she’d be howling with pain instead of just suffering through occasional dizziness. The real pain would come later, and she wasn’t looking forward to it.

      Pain later means you’ll still be alive, girl.

      The blond watched her curiously as she worked and didn’t say anything until she was almost done. “What’s his name?” the man finally asked. He had an accent that she couldn’t quite place. It sounded British but she couldn’t be sure.

      Gaby said, “What?”

      “Last man standing around the corner,” the blond said. “What’s his name?”

      “I have no idea,” she lied.

      “I heard you yelling for him to ‘watch out,’ but I didn’t catch the name.”

      “You’re hearing things.”

      He grinned. “Now why don’t I believe you?”

      She finished and tossed the remains of the first-aid packet onto the floor. “I don’t care what you believe.”

      The man walked closer and casually pressed the built-in suppressor at the end of his weapon’s barrel against her bandage. She grimaced but didn’t give him the satisfaction of making a sound.

      “Nice work,” the man said. “Looks like you’ve had a lot of practice.”

      You don’t know the half of it, fucker, Gaby thought but gritted her teeth back at him instead.

      He smiled and took a step back. “I thought for sure you’d spotted Jenkins in time, that it was all over, red rover for him, but the little punter ended up being much faster than I gave him credit for.”

      Jenkins? she thought. Then, looking down the hallway at the dead man Mueller had shot, Jenkins.

      “Didn’t help your mate here, though,” the man said, looking down briefly at Mueller’s body.

      Mueller had landed awkwardly when he fell, with his torso bent backward and his legs still under him, propping him up from the floor. It looked uncomfortable—that is, if he wasn’t already dead.

      I’m sorry, Mueller. I’m sorry for Leo and Hartnett, too.

      She didn’t know for a fact that Leo and Hartnett were dead, but what were the chances they weren’t?

      Jack and shit.

      The man standing in front of her didn’t have a name tag on his clothes, and he looked to be in his mid-thirties. He had a good five or so inches on her, but he was tall and lanky instead of big and muscular, not that Gaby thought she could take him. Even if she had two good working arms, there was a dangerous quality about the man that she could sense.

      Pop-pop-pop! from behind her.

      The other Mercerian continued to lean against the wall next to the turn. Every now and then, there was a gunshot from Becker and another chunk of brick wall turned into gray clouds next to him.

      “Clive,” the man in front of her said.

      “What?” Gaby said.

      “My name. It’s Clive.”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      He flashed a crooked grin. “The other one’s Fresno, ’cause he’s from Fresno, you see. He has a real name, but who cares about real names nowadays, yeah?”

      “I didn’t ask about him, either.”

      The man who called himself Clive chuckled before poking at her bandaged left arm with his submachine gun again. “Smart of you to hurry up and take care of this. You know what kills a soldier faster than a bullet on the battlefield? An infection.”

      “Don’t worry about my arm,” Gaby said through clenched teeth.

      “But I have to worry about it, you see. I need you alive. After all, how am I going to get to Lara if you’re dead, Gaby?”

      Shit. He knows who I am.

      It wasn’t the fact that he had said her name, either, which was written on her name tag, but that he’d referenced Lara and getting to her.

      “And we are going to get to her, you know,” the man who called himself Clive said. “Darby Bay isn’t nearly big enough to hide forever.”

      “Who says she’s hiding?” Gaby said.

      “Oh, I know she’s hiding. I’ve been tracking her all night.”

      He grinned again, and she thought he did that easily. Too easily.

      Another round of gunfire from behind her, and she looked back in time to see the second Mercerian pulling his head back as bullets punched into the corner next to him, while others struck the turn. Another burst of pulverized concrete joined those already hanging in the hallway air as the gunfire faded.

      Fresno glanced down the corridor toward them. “This guy’s good.”

      “Fuck me dead, Fresno, it’s just one guy,” Clive said. He wasn’t trying to hide his irritation. “Use your grenades, fer cripes sake. That’s what they’re for.”

      “Wait, we wanna kill this guy?”

      “We sure as hell don’t need him. Unless you know something I don’t, which seems highly unlikely.”

      “Well, shit. Why didn’t you say so before?” the Mercerian said. “I’ve been holding back, trying to take him alive all this time.”

      “Now you know, and as they say, knowing is half the battle.”

      Fresno grinned and was reaching down for one of his pouches when—

      —Becker appeared next to him as if by magic, and there was a single, purposeful pop!

      Fresno’s head snapped back as a spray of blood flitted across the air.

      Jesus! Gaby thought even as she lunged to the floor. Then, as her bandaged left arm banged against the hard concrete, Shit!

      Through a haze of exploding agony, she caught a glimpse of Clive to her right, swinging up his submachine gun while backing up at the same time. The pfft-pfft-pfft! of his weapon firing, bullet casings flicking through the air around her.

      When she looked up the corridor, Becker had slid behind cover, the already damaged corner coming apart even further against Clive’s onslaught. Gray and white clouds continued to fill up the hallway, chunks of concrete falling on top of Fresno’s lifeless body.

      Clive stopped firing just long enough to turn, grinned, and actually winked at her before spinning and diving through the same door he’d come out of earlier. A second later, he slammed it shut.

      Did that motherfucker just wink at me?

      “Gaby!”

      She looked up the hallway to find Becker leaning cautiously around the corner.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She nodded and scrambled to her feet, using just her right hand to push up, before running to his position. She snatched up Springer’s rifle that Fresno had tossed earlier, along with her Glock and knife along the way. She had to do it one at a time, with her left arm dangling painfully at her side. It didn’t really hurt (she still had too much adrenaline), but it was numb and she didn’t quite trust it.

      “You’re hit,” Becker said as soon as she reached him.

      “It’s worse than it looks,” Gaby said, cradling the M4 with her good arm.

      “You sure? It looks pretty worse.”

      “It’s fine, it’s fine.” She glanced behind her at the door that connected the C and B tunnels. “How did you lock it?”

      Becker gave her a confused look. “Lock what?”

      “The door.”

      Becker glanced past her and down the hallway. “I didn’t.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t lock it. There’s no way to lock it, remember?” Then, as the realization sank in, “Oh.”

      Gaby was already running down the hallway toward the metal door. She got halfway when she noticed that the lever was in the wrong direction. It was vertical instead of horizontal.

      Son…

      A heartbeat later, the door began to slowly open for the second time that night.

      …ofabitch!
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      The door was opening.

      It was opening.

      Slowly, but it was opening.

      It was opening!

      The fact that it was moving so slowly made perfect sense since it was heavy, and the black-eyed ghouls, despite being fast and impossible to kill unless you had silver, were also incredibly weak physically. It would have taken a dozen, maybe more, to push the hulking metal object open even just a little bit.

      The problem was that there were more than a dozen ghouls in B right now. How many more? A hundred? A few hundred? Thousands? She didn’t know for sure because it had been too dark on the other side, and all she’d seen were teeth and black eyes and—

      Move, move, move!

      She was running as fast as she could, the rifle in her right hand swinging back and forth. She told herself that at least she had the right ammo this time, that if they managed to get through—if she didn’t reach the door in time—then she could defend herself.

      But silver bullets weren’t going to do much good if there were more than thirty of them pushing against the door. Then again, as thin as they were, she could probably kill two with every shot—maybe even three. So what did that make, ninety total possible kills?

      What if there were more than ninety?

      Shut up and run, run, run! Get to that door! Get to it now!

      She was three-quarters of the way when the first ghoul fell through the opening and plopped to the floor and began thrashing around like a fish out of water.

      Too late!

      She slid to a stop and lifted the rifle. A jolt of pain from her left arm as she grabbed the barrel of the carbine with her left palm, but she gritted her teeth through it.

      The creature appeared less fearsome under all the yellow lights in this part of the bomb shelter. It looked more like a deformed child, all skin and bones, rather than a creature of the darkness. Its dome-shaped head spun around—searching, searching—until it found her. Black eyes peered across the short distance and it opened its mouth, revealing spiked teeth that provided no obstacles for the gooey liquid that slithered around them and down its jaw.

      Gaby started the motion to pull the trigger. It didn’t matter where she shot it—the head, the chest, the legs. As long as the silver found its way into the creature’s bloodstream, the skinny malformed thing baring its teeth at her would die. (Again.)

      Before she could shoot, though, a second ghoul lunged through the opening, landing on top of the first and pancaking it.

      Then a third, a fourth—and a fifth stumbled out.

      And the door was still swinging, opening wider, and wider…

      Gaby didn’t fire. Instead, she turned and ran back up the corridor, shouting, “Run! Becker! Run, run, run!”

      Becker, leaning against the corner watching for signs of Clive, glanced over his shoulder back at her. It didn’t take him long—if any time at all—to figure out what was happening. He could clearly see the ever-widening door behind her and the creatures fumbling their way into their part of the tunnel system.

      “Go go go!” Becker shouted as he moved out of her way and took aim.

      “No, no, just run!” she shouted as she ran past him. “Just run!”

      It took a few seconds before Becker was suddenly beside her, matching her stride for stride. That surprised Gaby, but maybe it shouldn’t have. He was taller and in much better shape, and she did have a useless arm hanging off one shoulder.

      “The door!” Becker said and began angling toward the one on their right. It was the same slightly ajar door that she and Mueller had been working their way toward before Clive and his two buddies ambushed them. The same one that was currently opposite the room Clive had vanished into.

      In a blink, her mind worked out the odds:

      Becker was right to go for the room because the door was metal, and while nowhere as strong as the one that connected the tunnels, it would still easily hold against the ghouls even if there were a few million of them. If they could make it—and they could, with their current head start on the creatures—they could last inside indefinitely.

      But how long was “indefinitely?” A few days? They didn’t have water on them. Maybe Becker had some food in his pouches, but how long could they last without water? How long could they hold out while they waited for rescue? And what if there was no rescue? What if the only “rescue” came in the form of more Mercerians? Given how badly the fighting was going for them in the city, she didn’t think there was a chance they could retake the town before she and Becker died of thirst inside that room. And she knew for a fact there was nothing in there—including no food or water. Dying of thirst might be their best-case scenario in that case.

      The odds were against them. In fact, the odds were shit.

      Becker was reaching for the door handle when she slung her rifle and grabbed his arm and pulled him past it with her. She thought he would struggle against her grip, but he came willingly, maybe because he was too shocked by her actions and didn’t quite know how to respond.

      “No!” Gaby shouted. “We won’t last in there!”

      She was fully prepared for him to start fighting, but he didn’t. Instead, Becker ran alongside her when she let go of his hand. He did, though, throw her a quick glance as if to say, “I hope you know what you’re doing!”

      I hope I know what I’m doing, too, because if I’m wrong, we’re both dead…or worse!

      Because there was very much a or worse when it came to ghouls. The best you could hope for was a quick death, but that wasn’t always an option.

      The smell hit her first, filling up the hallway.

      Here they come!

      Gaby threw a quick look over her shoulder and wasn’t surprised to see them turning the corner behind them. It was difficult to make out the gray of the concrete from all the moving black forms that were suddenly filling up the tunnel. They squeezed into the hallway, fighting for space, while the more intrepid creatures climbed over the backs and shoulders and heads of the ones in front of them.

      So many. Why are there always so damn many of them?

      “Where are we going?” Becker was shouting next to her.

      “I don’t know!” she shouted back.

      He gave her an incredulous look. “You don’t know?”

      “I’m making it up as I go!”

      “Swell!” Becker said just as they came up to a turn and took it.

      Gaby wanted desperately to grab onto the corner so she wouldn’t have to slow down, but she couldn’t with her right hand clutching the rifle. She could have switched the weapon over to her left but wasn’t sure she could hold on. She could barely feel anything up and down that arm; there was just a numbness from her shoulder joint all the way down to her fingers.

      So she had to concentrate on her footing instead and nearly lost it as she made the turn. Almost. She managed to stay on her feet, but having to decrease her forward momentum to keep from running headfirst into the wall meant she had to slow down. It wasn’t much, but given what was behind them, even a little bit was too much.

      Becker, who had wisely grabbed the corner to slingshot himself around it, was three—four—five steps ahead of her when he realized he was too far ahead and glanced back, saw her, and shouted, “You waiting for an invitation?”

      “Shut up and run!” she shouted back.

      He might have laughed, she couldn’t be sure, but he definitely grinned in response before shouting, “Faster, slowpoke!”

      “I’ve been shot in the arm, you asshole!”

      “Excuses, excuses!”

      She summoned as much reserve energy as she could and started to catch up to him. Of course Becker could have just been running slower for her benefit, but she chose to believe she was actually catching up.

      Yeah, that’s the ticket!

      Yellow halogen lights flashed by on both sides of them, and Gaby thanked God for the electricity still powering the place. The last thing she wanted was to be running through a dark corridor, unsure of where she was going while a legion of ghouls chased her.

      She glanced back.

      They were still coming, slipping and sliding to make the turn. The ones that couldn’t change course fast enough skidded across the floor and collided against the wall, smashing face-first while others slammed into them from behind, their bony forms like flesh and bone accordions.

      She burst out laughing.

      Becker shot her a perplexed look. Gaby smiled back at him. It took less effort than opening her mouth to explain.

      She was breathing too hard, her ears pounding with the effort of just taking a breath, so much so that she couldn’t even hear their heavy-booted footsteps. But she could feel the results of all the straining just fine. It was in the weight of the rifle in her hand, the sledgehammering in her chest, the perspiration stinging her eyes and dripping down her cheeks to her jawline and beyond.

      “Almost there!” Becker shouted.

      She looked forward and saw another turn coming up. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure!”

      She didn’t know where the strength came from, but she managed to shout back at him, “You sure, sure?”

      He grinned at her again even as sweat flitted from his brow, and Gaby thought, Well, at least it’s not just me sweating up a storm!

      “Get ready!” he shouted and held out his left hand.

      She was going to ask “Get ready for what?” when she looked down and saw that he was palming a grenade.

      Where’d he get that? she thought, before remembering that Clive’s pal Fresno was reaching for a grenade to kill Becker with when Becker got him first. Apparently Becker had picked it up when she wasn’t looking. Either that, or he’d had one on him the entire time. Not that it mattered where he got it, because—

      Warm breath hit her in the nape of the neck, and she thought, Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ!

      She glanced back and saw dark black eyes peering at her. It was just one lone ghoul, and it had broken free from the pack. Five feet behind her, maybe less, and it was reaching toward her, elongated fingers extending as far as they would go—

      Bang! as Becker fired his pistol and the ghoul’s head exploded, black sludge splattering the nearby walls and the faces and chests of the other creatures in the back.

      Becker put his gun away. His rifle was already slung. For the life of her, Gaby didn’t remember when he’d done that. Then again, she couldn’t remember how long they’d been running. Had it been just a few seconds? Or minutes?

      It couldn’t have been a few minutes. Could it?

      “Go go go!” Becker shouted just before he pulled the pin on the grenade (Wait, wait, not yet!) and let it fall out of his hand.

      Too late!

      The oblong object bounced on the floor and careened toward her, and Gaby instinctively jumped over it.

      Most grenades had a four to five second fuse on them before they exploded, and one second had already been accounted for after Becker pulled the pin and dropped it. Which left them with—

      Three seconds.

      She could have gone with four seconds, but Gaby thought it was better to err on the side of caution.

      “Faster!” Becker shouted.

      Faster? She was going as fast as she could!

      Two seconds…

      “Faster!” Becker shouted again.

      Shut the hell up! she thought, and would have spat it out at him if she thought she could make her mouth do anything beyond desperately gasping for breath—

      One second!

      She squinted her eyes and waited for the explosion, but it didn’t happen.

      What the hell?

      She glanced back and saw the grenade disappearing underneath a stampede of dark legs and jutting pelvic bones.

      It’s a dud. The grenade’s a dud—

      But it wasn’t, because the grenade finally went off with a shockingly anticlimactic thoom! from deep in the ranks of the ghouls. There were so many of them that they actually absorbed much of the explosion and resulting noise, but if she thought the grenade hadn’t done its job, all she had to do was marvel at the way thick black blood splattered the walls and ceiling like someone had just poked a balloon filled with mud. Detached limbs and severed heads, along with shattered bones, rained down from the stale tunnel air.

      It was a hell of a sight, but it did absolutely nothing to stop the tide of squirming black flesh. At least, not the ones up front. The ones in the back scattered across the floor either because of suddenly detached limbs, or they were caught in the concussive blast of the grenade.

      For a little while, anyway.

      Then they were back up.

      Well, that didn’t work!

      “Gaby!” Becker shouted.

      She looked forward as the third corner appeared in front of her out of nowhere. They ran for it, legs pumping, and they were turning, turning—

      She slipped and fell and careened across the paved floor like a bowling pin and crashed into the wall.

      Dammit!

      Like last time, Becker had made it around the turn just fine, but he must have seen her spilling out of the corner of his eye, because he slid to a stop and turned around. His rifle was instantly in his hands, and he was firing, the pop-pop-pop of his weapon filling the hallway. So loud, in fact, that they managed to penetrate the drumming that had overwhelmed her eardrums for the last few seconds. Or was it minutes? No, it had to be seconds since they began running for their lives.

      Get up! Get up!

      Gaby didn’t waste the second or two it would have taken to look back and check on how far the ghouls were behind them. Instead, she crawled forward on her knees, using both hands—both hands, including her numbed left. There wasn’t nearly as much pain as she had anticipated, but she also barely felt contact with the cold concrete floor every time her left palm touched it, and she pulled herself forward, staying low (Stay low!) for fear Becker might shoot her by accident.

      Because he was firing everything he had, swinging his rifle left and right, left and right, and though she didn’t allow herself to look back, she could hear the sounds of bullets pinging! off bones and ricocheting into the walls. Wetness splattered the wall to her left, and she swore some landed on her back and even got in her hair.

      But Gaby didn’t stop crawling until she’d passed Becker. Something that might have been a bullet casing bounced off her right shoulder, but she ignored it and scrambled up, unslinging her rifle at the same time.

      “Go go go!” Becker was shouting even as he turned and ran.

      Gaby was right beside him, matching him stride for stride. She clutched the M4 in front of her, willing the fingers of her left hand to hold onto the barrel tightly in case she had to use it. Thank God she still had full use of her right hand, which maintained a firm grip on the carbine.

      Don’t lose your weapon. Don’t lose your damn weapon, girl!

      Becker was reloading as he ran, shouting at her, “Last one!”

      “Last one?” she thought before understanding what he meant. He was putting in his last magazine, which meant they were now down to two—hers and his.

      No, that wasn’t true. She had two magazines left, except one belonged to the Mercerian from the alley, and it didn’t have silver bullets. That extra spare, unfortunately, was of little value to her now while there was a relentless tide of ghouls behind them.

      She glanced back and instantly regretted it.

      They were still coming.

      Of course they were still coming.

      And there might have been even more of them since the last time she looked, since Becker’s grenade detonated.

      But how was that possible?

      The answer was, it wasn’t.

      Right?

      Right?

      “Gaby!” Becker shouted.

      She looked forward again and saw what he was pointing at. The ladder they had used to access the bomb shelter from the warehouse. It was where it was supposed to be. So close and yet so far.

      But at least it was there. In the back of her mind, she was fully prepared for it not to be there, that maybe Clive and his companions had done something to it when they came down. That didn’t make any sense, if she really thought about it, but her mind was running on fumes at the moment, and she wasn’t sure if anything made sense.

      “You first!” Becker shouted. “Give me your rifle!”

      She didn’t argue with him and held the M4 up. Becker snatched it out of her hand and slung it, then stopped on a dime, spun around, and immediately opened fire.

      Gaby kept running. She didn’t like being told what to do, but Becker was right (even if he didn’t actually come out and say it). She had one good working arm and was going to have trouble shooting straight with it. Hell, she wasn’t even sure she was going to be able to climb up the ladder—

      She jumped and landed on the second rung and grabbed the side of the cold (I don’t remember it being this cold!) ladder and pulled herself up. There was pain, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been, and she was able to fight through it. There was nothing blocking the exit above her, which made sense (Are you sure?) since Clive and his pals had to have come down the same way, and there would be no reason for them to close it back up after they did.

      How the hell did they know about the tunnels? Better question, how did they know a way into B that we didn’t?

      The pop-pop-pop of Becker’s rifle behind her, an unrelenting assault of silver bullets echoing off the tunnel’s construction. She knew he had switched to full-auto by the loud rattle; she also knew he had no choice, because there were too many and single shots weren’t going to do it. So he was unloading everything he had and soon he’d be down to Springer’s—

      A second of silence—two—three—before the pop-pop-pop of gunshots exploded again.

      Becker had just switched to her rifle, which meant—

      “Go go go!” Becker was shouting from below her.

      Wait. Below her?

      She glanced down and saw the top of his head just as he bumped into the ladder. The rifle bucked in his hands as he swung it left and right and back again, bullet casings ejecting out of the carbine like the gutted remains of exploding firecrackers.

      Gaby looked up and climbed, and climbed, and climbed.

      Exerting pressure with her left arm hurt, but she didn’t have any choice. She couldn’t climb with just one arm. Well, she could, but it would have slowed her down tremendously and she couldn’t afford that. Even a second’s delay could cost them everything.

      “Faster! Faster!” Becker was shouting below her.

      When she looked down again, Gaby saw that he was already scrambling up the ladder behind her.

      “Go go go!” he shouted.

      I’m going, I’m going! she thought as she looked back up, saw the opening, and reached for it with her good arm—

      A hand appeared out of nowhere and grabbed her by the wrist, and before Gaby could protest, yanked her up and through the square opening. She glimpsed figures standing around the supply closet as she was tossed (?) into the air and unceremoniously dumped back down on the cold and hard concrete floor.

      She looked up at the gas masked figures that surrounded her, the circled M’s on their chests glowing in the semidarkness of the room.

      Oh, fuck me.
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      Gas masks.

      Circled M’s.

      I’m so screwed.

      The pfft-pfft-pfft! of a suppressed rifle firing, bullet casings arcing through the air and landing in front of her and clattering against the hard pavement.

      Becker! They’re shooting Becker!

      But as soon as she thought that, the man himself fell onto his stomach next to her with a pained grunt. He was very much alive, even if his face was flushed red and his blond hair matted to his forehead with sweat. He looked like someone who had just run a marathon and barely survived.

      That’s not far from the truth, I guess.

      She wondered if she looked as messy, if not worse. How far had they run? It felt like more than twenty-six miles. Maybe two marathons…

      The continuous pfft-pfft-pfft! of gunfire filled the small room before one of their captors finally said, “Now would be a good time to close it, Jolly.”

      Gaby got her best look at the Mercerians. The biggest one in the room by far was lifting the thick block of concrete by himself, using the two hooks and slamming it down over the opening. Almost instantly the smell of dead flesh evaporated, replaced by crisp night air.

      Wait. Did one of them just say Jolly?

      The big man turned around and pulled the gas mask off his face and sucked in a deep breath. “Well, that was fun. Let’s not ever do that again.”

      “What the fuck?” Gaby said.

      “Nice to see you, too,” Jolly said. He stuck out a big paw and she grabbed it, let herself be pulled up to her feet. “Had a nice jog?”

      “Jesus Christ, I’m so glad to see your big ugly mug,” Gaby said. She rotated her right arm to see if it was still in its socket. It was, thank God. “But did you have to tear my arm right off, too?”

      “You looked like you were in a hurry.”

      “I was.”

      “There you go.”

      Gaby looked over at the others as they, too, took off their gas masks. She recognized another familiar face, but the other two were strangers to her.

      Peters stood next to Jolly, cradling an AR with a suppressor attached at the end. He was looking her up and down. “You don’t look so hot, kid.”

      Gaby smiled and shook his hand. “I’ve been better, old timer. Glad to see you’re still kicking.”

      “Always still kicking. It’s what I do.”

      “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Looking for you.”

      “Me?”

      “Lara’s orders,” Peters said. He ran a gloved hand through his hair. It had a bit more gray along the temples than she remembered. The last time she saw Peters, they were trying to survive Axton together. Jolly was also there.

      “Hey, I’m okay, too, thanks for asking,” Becker said as he picked himself up from the floor. “Don’t anyone mind me over here.”

      Peters ignored Becker and nodded at the other two in the room with them. “Give me some security, guys.”

      The two Black Tiders nodded and left the room to stand in the hallway outside. In the brief few seconds she’d gotten a good look at them, neither of the men looked like soldiers, and she guessed they weren’t. Not really. Probably some of the support personnel that had managed to escape the initial attack. Gaby looked past them and at the darkened corridor beyond and shivered unwittingly.

      “We’re good,” Peters said. Apparently, he’d seen her reaction. “The building’s secure. We made sure of that.”

      “Let me see that,” Jolly said, turning on a flashlight to get a better look at her left arm. She grimaced slightly when he unwound the bandage. “I need to change this. You did a pretty shitty job, Commander.”

      “I was under a little duress,” Gaby said.

      “Lean against the wall.”

      She did, and Jolly took out a first-aid kit from one of his pouches and went to work cleaning, disinfecting, then covering the bullet hole back up. She found it easier to focus on Peters instead of paying attention to what Jolly was doing.

      “Where’s Lara?” she asked the older man.

      “She had to abandon OP2,” Peters said. “They were being overrun. The ghouls found a way into the shelter.”

      “Same thing happened to us,” Becker said. He was, as far as Gaby could tell, unhurt from their mad dash through the tunnels, except for a few bruises along his temple. “B was overrun with enemy forces. Both types. They also found a way into C and got behind us.”

      Peters grunted. “Yeah, that’s been happening a lot tonight.”

      “What has?” Gaby asked.

      “The enemy knowing a little too much about us. You said they found a way in behind you?”

      “There were three of them down there. Two’s dead. The last remaining one is hiding in one of the rooms.”

      “He’s still down there?”

      “As far as I know. Said his name was Clive.”

      “He told you his name, too?”

      “Yes. Don’t ask me why. He said something about tracking Lara all night.”

      “‘Tracking’ her how?”

      “He didn’t elaborate.”

      Peters glanced at the square block in the floor. “And he’s still down there?”

      “Along with a few hundred ghouls,” Becker said. He was checking his sidearm because he didn’t have his rifle anymore. “I heard about the ghouls that took out Cordine City, but I’ll be damned if I didn’t think it was all made up.”

      “It wasn’t made up,” Gaby said as she exchanged a look with Peters. She had no doubt that he was thinking about Axton, too.

      “I guess not,” Becker said.

      “What’s with the uniforms?” Gaby asked.

      “Camouflage,” Peters said. “For about a while, Darby Bay was crawling with ghouls. The only way through them, without having to fight for every inch, was to wear these.”

      “And they work?” Becker asked.

      “Like a charm. There were times it didn’t feel like they would work, but they did. The creatures never attacked.”

      “Still made me piss my pants, though,” Jolly said. He had finished up with Gaby’s injury and tossed the remains of the kit.

      “You said ‘for a while…’” Gaby said.

      “They took off about the same time we got here,” Peters said.

      “I don’t understand…”

      “I’m not exactly sure what happened, not that I’m complaining,” Peters said.

      “Definitely not complaining,” Jolly said. “Give me Buckies any day over those creepy crawlers.”

      “One minute they’re everywhere—and I mean, everywhere—and the next… Poof,” Peters said. “Just like that, they’re heading for the exits.”

      “All of them?” Gaby asked.

      “The ones that were in the streets. I don’t know if that was all of them, but it was a hell of a lot of them.”

      “Except for the ones downstairs,” Becker said. “They didn’t look like they were going anywhere.”

      “I don’t know about those,” Peters said. He was staring at her as he talked, like he wanted to add more but wasn’t sure if he should.

      “What?” Gaby said. “What are you thinking?”

      “Remember Axton?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “It was kind of like that.”

      “How?”

      “Like someone—something—called them away.”

      Something with blue eyes, she thought but didn’t say out loud.

      “But like Jolly said, I’m not complaining, that’s for damn sure,” Peters continued.

      Becker glanced behind him at the entrance into the tunnel below. “Those things found a way into B somehow. Maybe someone let them in. Those Mercerians we saw down there. What are the chances they’re unable to find their way back out?”

      “Well, they’re not exactly the smartest kids in school,” Jolly said. “It doesn’t take much to confuse those black eyes.”

      “Let’s not find out,” Gaby said. Then, to Peters, “So it’s just Buckies we’re dealing with now?”

      “For the most part, yeah,” Peters nodded.

      “You like chewing gum?” Jolly was asking her.

      Gaby looked over at him. “Not really.”

      “You’ll love these,” he said, and took a packet out from one of his vest pouches and held it to her.

      She took it. There were round pills inside, but of course they weren’t chewing gum. She smiled. Painkillers. Her thigh was still nagging her, but she’d been able to forget about it with everything else to occupy her mind. But now that she didn’t have to run for her life anymore, it was harder to ignore and was adding to the pain from her arm.

      Gaby pushed out one of the pills, then decided two was better, and swallowed them down.

      “That’s my girl,” Jolly said.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Peters said and led them out the door. “Take point,” he said to the two men waiting outside.

      Both men started walking, and Gaby, with the others, followed closely behind.

      “Jones and Walton,” Peters said, nodding at the two in front of them. “They were running around out there after the attack. Couldn’t find their units apparently, so Jolly and me sort of adopted them.”

      “The more the merrier,” Becker said. “By the way. Someone was playing a little guardian angel for us earlier tonight. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      Peters smiled. “I’ve been on Overwatch duty all night until now. Thought you guys could use some help.”

      “That was you?” Gaby asked.

      “Uh huh.”

      “Where were you?”

      “Up in the water tower.”

      “No wonder I didn’t see you.”

      “Hey, I helped, too,” Jolly said. “I kept him alive while he was picking off scumbags from up there.”

      “Thanks,” Becker said. “You saved our lives.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not over yet,” Peters said. He looked over at Gaby. “How much do you know so far?”

      “Not much,” Gaby said. “We lost contact with Parrish and Lara while we were in the tunnel. Then nothing.”

      “Radios are all kinds of fucked,” Jolly said. “Most of the time we can’t even hear anything through the general comm.”

      “Are you still in contact with Lara?”

      “It comes and goes,” Peters said. “The last time we heard from them was about ten minutes ago while we were on our way here. I don’t know where she is now or even where we’re supposed to take you.”

      “What about the rest of our units?”

      “Everyone’s scattered across the city,” Peters said. He nodded at the two men in front of them. “They’re not unique. After the uglies came out to play, everyone hunkered down and stayed out of sight. I couldn’t tell you where anyone is right now, including Lara.”

      “Lara will figure it out,” Gaby said. “It doesn’t matter how bad things get, she’ll come up with a plan. She always does. She’s at her best when everything’s gone to shit.”

      “I don’t doubt that at all. She is Lara, after all.”

      Gaby smiled. “Yeah. She is Lara.”

      “What about Larabie and Galveston?” Becker asked. “Any word from them?”

      Peters shook his head. “Not as far as I know.”

      Gaby looked over at Becker. She knew why he had asked about Galveston. Cindy, Goldman’s wife, was there. Becker was their child’s godfather. She didn’t know if the kid was also there, but what were the chances he or she wasn’t if the mom was?

      “What about Danny in Louisiana?” Gaby asked Peters.

      “That’s the only good news so far,” Peters said. “Looks like the attacks are only in Texas. Danny’s put all the cavalry into the air, but anything on the ground won’t get here till morning. But I figure those planes can still make a difference.”

      Gaby glanced down at her watch for the first time in a long time, and was surprised to see the numbers staring back at her.

      12:26 a.m.

      Jesus. That’s it?

      Had it only just been a little over two hours since the attack began? It had seemed like so much longer. Maybe it was all the running and fighting and trying not to die.

      “You know about Black Tide Island?” Peters was asking her.

      Gaby shook her head. “Lara told me they’d lost contact with them.”

      “It’s under attack, too. Danny’s headed there now with every boat he had with him in Louisiana.”

      “Why the hell is he going there instead of coming here?” Becker asked. “Galveston and Larabie could use some help, too.”

      Peters exchanged a look with Gaby.

      “What?” Becker said.

      “Danny’s wife Carly is on the island,” Gaby said. “Along with their son.”

      “Shit,” Becker said, and looked away.

      “It’s okay. You didn’t know.”

      Becker nodded but didn’t say anything.

      They walked along the corridor in silence for a moment. Moonlight from the high windows on their left side lit their way and gave them plenty to see with. Gaby couldn’t hear anything from outside the warehouse’s metal walls, and if not for the tap-tap-tap of their boots, there would have been an eerie silence all around. Where was all the gunfire? And what did it mean that she couldn’t hear anything at the moment?

      Up ahead, Jones and Walton turned the corner, and they followed. The side door she had come through earlier was somewhere up ahead. It didn’t escape her that she was going in circles all night. First she had been fighting her way to the warehouse, and now she was fighting her way out of it.

      Round and round we go, where we end up…I hope Lara knows.

      “What’s the status of all the other units?” she asked Peters.

      “Your guess is as good as mine, kid,” Peters said. “That’s Lara’s job. I just go where she sends me and shoot whoever she tells me to.”

      “It’s a good gig, if you can get ’em,” Jolly said.

      “He had it all planned out,” Gaby said somberly. “The attack on Darby Bay, taking Larabie and Galveston at the same time, and God only knows what they’re doing at Black Tide right now. He’s been ahead of us this entire time.”

      “You mean him, don’t you?” Becker said, looking over at her. “Buck.”

      She nodded. “Keo told me he’s been planning for years. He’s been watching us, following our every move. The fucker basically told me the same thing himself when I was in Fenton. This has been his endgame the whole time.” She clenched her teeth, the anger rising from the pit of her gut. “He lured Lara here. Made himself look like a two-bit wannabe warlord, nothing we haven’t stomped out a dozen times over in the last five years. But all this time, he’d been hiding his real forces. His alliances…”

      “How many people did you see when you were in Fenton?” Peters asked.

      Gaby shook her head. “A lot, but that couldn’t have been all of them. Not if he can take Larabie and Galveston and Darby Bay in one night.”

      “He doesn’t need a lot of manpower if he has those creepy crawlers helping him out,” Jolly said.

      “Jesus Christ, what are we talking about here?” Becker said. He looked to Peters. “How many ghouls did you see out there when they were still in the city?”

      “More than what we saw in Axton,” Peters said, looking at Gaby.

      “A lot more?” Gaby asked.

      “As Danny is fond of saying, a fuck ton more, yeah.”

      “That’s a lot,” Becker said.

      That’s a hell of a lot, Gaby thought while looking forward at Jones and Walton. The two men were slowing down as they neared the side door. Gaby kept expecting Mercerians to pop out of the shadows and start shooting, but there was no one waiting for them.

      “Like you said, he planned this whole night out,” Peters was saying. “You don’t take down Larabie and Galveston with a handful of men and some technicals. You need overwhelming force. The dead or alive variety.”

      “He had spies in Darby Bay,” Gaby said. “It stands to reason he would have them in the other FOBs, too. Maybe even on Black Tide.”

      Gaby thought about what Keo had said, about how they had grown too much, too fast in the aftermath of Mercer’s death. There had simply been too many recruits, too many people joining up to vet them all.

      We weren’t ready. You were right, Keo. We weren’t ready for this.

      “Spies?” Becker said. “Like the two that tried to kill Lara?”

      “That was a crime of opportunity,” Gaby said. “They couldn’t pass it up. Who knows how many more Bidens and Lomans are out there who haven’t revealed themselves yet. They knew about the bomb shelters. Not just that, but how to access it in places even we didn’t know.”

      “Smart motherfucker,” Jolly said with a grunt. “I hate it when the bad guys are smarter than us.”

      He had five years to plan this. Five goddamn years.

      “Yeah, me too,” Gaby said.

      “So how’re we gonna do this?” Becker was asking Peters. “You came here to rescue us, right?”

      “Who said anything about rescuing you, pal?” Jolly said, chuckling.

      “Okay. You came here to rescue her,” Becker said. “So how are we getting out of here if the city’s still crawling with bad guys?”

      “The same way we got here,” Peters said. “There may still be pockets of ghouls hanging around, but it’s the ones with guns I’m more worried about. The right clothes will help us to blend in with the winning team while we try to find Lara.”

      The “winning team?” Gaby thought.

      Then, gritting her teeth: Dammit, he’s right.

      The realization stung, but there was no getting around it. Peters was right: The Mercerians were the winning team. Black Tide had lost Darby Bay. If that wasn’t clear before, it was crystal now.

      And it wasn’t just this one city, but two others, too. And how many more? Black Tide Island as well?

      He played us, Keo. Buck played us like a fiddle.

      Keo…

      Where was he now? Still in Fenton? She wondered if he even knew what was happening over here, not that he could have done anything about it. He was miles away and behind enemy lines. Maybe it was for the best that he wasn’t here. Gaby wasn’t even confident of their ability to get out of Darby Bay alive.

      Then there was Claire…

      Gaby had forgotten all about the kid, too, even though she wasn’t really a “kid” anymore. Like Keo, Claire was in Fenton. Twenty-four hours ago, she thought Fenton was the most dangerous place for a Black Tider, but right now it might very well be the safest. How was that for irony?

      “That’ll work for you guys, but what about us?” Becker was saying to Peters. “You noticed we’re still in our original colors, right?”

      “Crap, I didn’t think of that,” Peters said.

      “You didn’t bring any extras?” Gaby asked.

      “Didn’t occur to us.” He glanced over at Jolly, standing behind Gaby. “You?”

      Jolly shrugged. “Hey, I’m just the muscle. You’re responsible for the plan, Stan.”

      “Well, shit,” Peters said. He seemed to think about it for a moment. “We passed a dozen or so dead Buckies on our way here. There were three in an alley half a block from here. Still in their fancy suits.”

      “You wanna go out there and strip them naked?” Jolly asked.

      “You got a better idea?”

      “Not really.”

      Gaby glanced back down the hallway. “What about the three Buckies down there?”

      “Back in the tunnel?” Peters asked.

      Gaby nodded.

      “You forget the thousand or so undead suckers still down there with them?” Becker asked.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to work,” Peters said. He glanced down at his watch before looking up at Gaby. “Give us thirty minutes. If we’re not back by then, we probably aren’t coming back.”

      “That’s not what I wanna hear right now, Peters,” Gaby said with a frown.

      The older man chuckled. “If it helps, running around out there in the bad guys’ jammies ain’t exactly my speed either, kid, but this is the kind of night where we gotta do what we gotta do. So sit back, relax, and we’ll be back in a jiffy.”
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      A jiffy turned out to be ten minutes…and counting.

      Before they left, Peters and Jolly shared what they could with Gaby and Becker. That meant splitting their ammo, which amounted to two mags each for their pistols. Unfortunately they’d only been carrying a rifle apiece, so Gaby and Becker were stuck with their handguns. Peters also left behind Jones and Walton and their ARs, and the four of them stayed close to the side door and waited.

      Jones and Walton stood guard, moving back and forth along the length of the hallway while Gaby sat down to give her body some much deserved rest. She was tired, and if the way Becker plopped himself down next to her with a big sigh was any indication, so was he. They had been constantly on the move ever since the attack began, and her muscles were knotted and she had bumps and bruises all over. She didn’t even want to think about what she looked like underneath her clothes.

      But at least she had Jolly’s packet of pills, which she thumbed out two more of and swallowed.

      “Wanna go easy on that?” Becker said next to her.

      “Give me a break,” Gaby said. “It’s been a long night, and it’s not even over yet.”

      “Exactly. You might wanna save some for later.”

      “Thanks for the advice.” She put the pills away and leaned her head against the cold warehouse wall. “I’m sorry about your friends.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You knew them well? I don’t just mean Goldman. I know that you guys were friends. But Mueller, the others…”

      “We crossed paths every now and then during that whole Georgia fiasco. But mostly it was Goldman and me. We didn’t get assigned to the big boss until we shuttled back into Texas for this.” He chuckled. “We thought it was going to be the world’s boringest job. Prestigious, obviously, given the charge, but boring as hell. Man, were we wrong.”

      “Parrish probably saved Lara’s life. If he hadn’t forced her out of the barracks when he did…”

      “Yeah, she definitely wasn’t happy about that. I’m pretty sure the captain was ready to throw her over his shoulder and carry her out if she didn’t come around eventually.”

      Gaby smiled at the image of someone throwing Lara over their shoulder and forcing her to do something she didn’t want to. Maybe exactly one person could have done that, but anyone else was going to have the fight of their life on their hands.

      “It’s all gone FUBAR, huh?” Becker said. “This is it. The night everything changes. Again.”

      Gaby didn’t answer him right away. The truth was she hadn’t thought about it in quite those terms. Her mind had been too busy trying to stay alive, trying to figure out what Buck was doing, and how badly ill-prepared they were for it all.

      But there was something to what Becker was saying, and it took him voicing it out loud to make her realize she had been thinking about it, she just didn’t want to admit it.

      Was this it? Was this the beginning of the end?

      Her life, along with the world, had changed forever six years ago in the space of one night. So what was to prevent it from happening again? Once more, in the span of one long, bloody night?

      Gaby glanced down at her watch. It hadn’t changed very much since the last time she looked.

      “Morning sure is taking its sweet time,” Becker said, as if he could read her thoughts.

      “It’s being a real bitch, all right.”

      “When are those planes going to get here from Louisiana, anyway?”

      “I don’t know, and I’m not sure we should be waiting for them anyway.”

      “Why not?”

      “If we’re still having radio trouble when they get here, it won’t be easy directing them to the bad guys.”

      “Good point. And we will be wearing the wrong clothes out there.”

      “Exactly.”

      “How ironic would it be if a Black Tider saw us, then tells a Warthog to strafe us?”

      “I don’t know if the right word for that is ironic, Becker.”

      “No?”

      “Maybe tragic.”

      “Yeah, that sounds better.” He went quiet for a moment. Then, “Joe.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Joe. That’s my name. Since I’m calling you Gaby, you should call me by my first name.”

      “You mean your first name isn’t Becker?”

      “Why would my parents name me Becker?” Then, seeing the grin on her face, “Ah. You got me.”

      She smiled. “Hey, Becker’s not such a bad name. I know a guy with a worse first name than that.”

      “Who?”

      “Keo.”

      “Oh yeah, that guy. He still alive?”

      God, I hope so.

      “I don’t know,” she said instead.

      “Heard he was here, but never got to meet him.”

      “Did you want to meet him?”

      “The guy who blew out Mercer’s brains? Hell yeah.”

      “Not a fan of Mercer, I take it?”

      “Not after what he did to my town.”

      “He did a lot of that.”

      Up the hallway, Jones let out a muffled cough. He was leaning against the wall next to the corner while Walton was somewhere in the opposite direction. Gaby couldn’t see Walton because there weren’t any windows over there and it was pitch dark, but she could hear him moving around every now and then.

      “Didn’t think it’d end this way,” Becker was saying.

      “It’s not over yet. Not while we’re still alive,” Gaby said even as she thought to herself, You actually believe that? Do you really, really believe that?

      “It sure feels like it’s the end. Or damn close to it.”

      She couldn’t disagree with that. Even the long bouts of silence outside the warehouse contributed to the pessimism she was feeling. There was still shooting, but it was rare now, coming in spurts and then going quiet for long stretches.

      Gaby had no way of knowing if Lara was in the middle of any of those sporadic firefights. They hadn’t been able to reach her or any other members of Parrish’s remaining unit through the radio. It was as if they had simply disappeared. And the worst part was that they didn’t know why. Had they been captured? Killed? Or were they just out of radio range, or hiding somewhere that prevented radio signals from reaching them?

      Was Becker right? Was this it? Was she witnessing the end of what they had started five years ago?

      Some Captain Optimism you turned out to be. Danny would be so disappointed.

      Danny… She couldn’t imagine what he was going through. Where was he? Halfway to Black Tide? Maybe already there. What would he find when he got there?

      He played us like fools, Danny. While we were running around out here trying to save the world, he was plotting and planning and building his army. How many spies did he manage to plant? How many Lomans and Bidens are out there waiting to be activated?

      She was convinced now that it wasn’t the attackers who had destroyed the airfield earlier. They would never have gotten close enough to set off the kind of explosions that could devastate the place, or know where to put them in the first place for maximum effect. No. It had to be someone who knew about the airfield’s vulnerabilities. Someone who was already in the city, already in their midst…

      “You okay?” Becker was asking her.

      She nodded. “The painkillers are helping.”

      He gave her a pursed smile. “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about everything else. I know you’re close to Lara. You and her, and Commander Hartford; the three of you basically created this new version of Black Tide from the ashes. As much as what’s happening is affecting me and Peters and the others, it must be worse for you.”

      “It’s not easy.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What do you have to be sorry for? You didn’t do any of this.”

      He shrugged. “Felt like the right thing to say—”

      A loud thoom! from the door next to them.

      Gaby stood up—too fast, and flinched as pain stabbed through her—before moving away from the door, her Glock instantly in her hand. Becker was also up and backtracking beside her, his SIG Sauer also out of its holster.

      Thoom!

      It was definitely coming from outside the warehouse—something was banging on the door.

      Walton, who had been down the hallway, jogged back toward them, while Jones appeared from behind her and Becker. The two men had their rifles in front of them, and Gaby quickly gave them the shhh motion. They froze in place, weapons aimed at the door.

      Gaby and Becker took three steps away from the entrance just as the lever moved slightly. Someone on the other side was trying to open the door but couldn’t because it was locked from the inside. They thought they could hear voices, but the warehouse’s metal construction made it tricky to be absolutely sure.

      For the first time since she actually met them, Gaby took stock of Jones and Walton. They weren’t exactly Becker-caliber soldiers. She could tell that just by looking at them. Or more precisely, the nervous way Walton held his AR and how often the rifle moved unnecessarily. Jones, by comparison, was less erratic and his weapon didn’t move quite as often, but she didn’t like the way he kept wiping at the sweat along his brow. The man was perspiring way too much in such a chilly environment.

      A part of Gaby wanted to ask the two men for their rifles—one for her and one for Becker. But she resisted the urge even though she suspected they might have obliged if she did. Might. What if they didn’t? She wasn’t sure she needed the conflict—

      THOOM! as something smashed into the door with great force and it swung open and two figures immediately stepped aside.

      Here we go!

      Gaby glimpsed jeans, assault vests, and the husk-like apparatuses of gas masks and immediately thought, Buckies!

      Walton, on the other side of the hallway, opened fire, and one of the attackers folded over and fell. The second one spun and there was a boom! as he fired a shotgun. The blast rocked the building and filled Gaby’s eardrums, and at the same time Walton collapsed in the shadows.

      “Get back, get back!” Gaby shouted even as she retreated down the corridor, lifting her Glock just as the Bucky with the shotgun swiveled his head around while his body remained facing Walton, the contortion like something out of The Exorcist.

      Gaby locked eyes with the man—bright blue irises peered back at her from behind the lens of the gas mask—as his body began to turn. She shot him twice in the chest—bang-bang!—and then put a third round into his right eye. The lens shattered, and flickering glass gleamed in the moonlight as the Bucky fell sideways.

      But even before the man could land completely on the floor, two more shadows were already lumbering inside, nearly stepping on the two dead men in front of them. One had a sledgehammer fastened over his back, and it must have been heavy because he was stumbling way too much and ended up tripping over one of the bodies. He careened forward, out of control, barely stopping in time before crashing into the opposite wall, and was righting himself when Becker shot him in the shoulder. The man spun, tried to lift his rifle to shoot back, but never got the chance before a second bullet found its way into his chest—right where the circled M was—and he dropped.

      The fourth one managed to lift his AR and aim at Becker, but Gaby shot him first. Bang-bang-bang! All three shots exploding so fast that she didn’t even remember pulling the trigger. All three rounds struck the man’s chest, and a burst of blood covered up the white M on his vest as he collapsed on top of two other Buckies already sprawled under him.

      Gaby exchanged a look with Becker before the two of them faced forward and waited. The night had gone quiet again, with only their heartbeats thump-thump-thumping in the narrow confines of the hallway. Jones, somewhere behind them, was shuffling his feet nervously.

      “The door,” Gaby whispered.

      “You go, I’ll cover you,” Becker said.

      She shot him an annoyed glance.

      “No?” he said.

      She smiled. “I outrank you.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Becker said, smiling back.

      He moved forward, stepping over one of the dead men. He nearly stepped on another’s splayed arm but stopped in time.

      “Watch your step,” Gaby said.

      “Gee, thanks, boss,” Becker said.

      “Don’t be a wiseass.”

      “Wouldn’t want that.”

      Becker stumbled his way around another body until he finally reached the door. He grabbed the lever while keeping the door between him and the opening the entire time as a shield. Becker was pushing the door closed when—

      The BOOM! knocked Gaby off her feet, her mind shouting, Don’t lose your gun! Don’t lose your gun! even as she struggled to understand what had just happened.

      Becker wasn’t standing in front of her anymore, and she had no idea where he had gone. Did he just vanish? Was that possible? No, of course not. Then where was he? Had the explosion (Was that a rocket? Jesus Christ. Another one?) knocked him down the hallway? Or had it completely obliterated him where he stood?

      The door, covered in black explosive residue and badly dented near the center, had been torn off its hinges and was now half-buried in the inner wall. A thick swath of moonlight poured in through the doorless frame where the door used to be, the strong, acrid odor of smoke on her tongue and gunpowder in her nostrils. A cloud of smoke swirled in the hallway, thick enough that she had trouble making out the bodies on the floor.

      Becker. Is Becker one of them?

      She fought through a coughing spell as she stumbled back up to her feet. Someone grabbed her from behind, hands underneath her armpits, to help her up. Jones. He might have also been shouting something, but she couldn’t hear it over the thrumming in her eardrums. That seemed to be a common occurrence tonight—explosions overwhelming her senses and temporarily turning her deaf.

      Get to Becker! He saved your life more than once tonight! Don’t let him down!

      Get to Becker before it’s too late!

      Gaby could barely hear her own coughing as her chest heaved and smoke stung her eyes even as she tried to find Becker’s body among the dead littering the hallway. But it was impossible to make out who was who, and a couple of the bodies had been badly eviscerated by the blast. An arm had come detached (Please don’t let that be Becker’s…) while another body was missing half of its face.

      Slowly, very slowly, she began to make out Jones’s voice shouting behind her even as he attempted to drag her down the hallway. He had a firm grip on her left arm, which should have hurt, but she didn’t feel any pain. Either her entire arm had gone numb, or her senses were too overloaded to concentrate on any one thing.

      “Come on, we have to go!” Jones was shouting. He sounded desperate and scared.

      She didn’t blame him, but she also didn’t let him drag her off without a fight. She shouted, “Becker!” Or thought she had shouted his name. She might have just whispered it. Then, as loud as she could manage, “Becker! Becker!”

      He didn’t answer, and she couldn’t see him through the smoke and couldn’t distinguish his body from all the dead in the corridor. But that didn’t mean he was dead. He could be all the way down the hallway, having been thrown clear by the blast. He did have the door in front of him at the time, and while it was damaged, the door was still intact.

      Either way, she had to find out for sure. She had to be absolutely sure—

      The light pouring through the doorless frame began fading as silhouetted shadows approached the open door from the other side. The shadows were elongated and warped into odd shapes, but she couldn’t tell if they were skinny and tall (ghouls) or broad-shouldered and human.

      Then, a series of familiar sounds that dispelled any possibilities of ghouls outside: The squeal of car tires braking, followed by the very loud bangs of doors opening and slamming shut. And a male voice, loud and commanding, shouting, “I want this building locked down! You hear me? Lock this bitch down now!”

      Behind her, Jones’s voice, almost pleading, “Come on, come on, we gotta go, we gotta go!” even as he continued to try to control her struggling form.

      Not without Becker.

      Not without Becker!

      Gaby managed to shake off Jones’s grip—

      “Lara!” Jones hissed.

      Lara? Why was Jones saying Lara’s name?

      “She said to get you out of here!” Jones whispered. Pleading. “She said to get you to safety! Please. Please!”

      Lara.

      Lara!

      Gaby turned, saw Jones’s sweat-slicked face, and ran past him. He looked momentarily shocked and didn’t follow right away, but soon she heard him running behind her, trying to catch up.

      BOOM! as something exploded to her left, coming from the other side of the building.

      The warehouse shook, the walls trembling underneath her. She almost fell but managed to grab at the wall to steady herself first.

      Jones did fall and scrambled to frantically pick himself back up. “What the hell was that?”

      Gaby didn’t answer him, but she knew what it was.

      The front door. Someone had just taken out the warehouse’s front door. Which meant their escape was cut off. They could also no longer take shelter in the middle of the building among all the machinery; at least, not without running headlong into however many were coming in from that direction.

      They were trapped.

      No, not completely trapped. There was one place left…

      Gaby clenched her teeth as she ran, taking the turn that came up much too fast. She had to stay alive. She had to find Lara and make sure she stayed alive. Because none of this would work without Lara. She was the key to everything. Five years of hard work and toiling and killing, all in service of creating a brighter and better future. It would all collapse tomorrow without Lara to hold it together.

      She was the key. The glue. She had always been.

      But before she could help Lara, Gaby had to first stay alive…even if that meant leaving Becker behind.
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      Becker was dead.

      Or if he wasn’t, then he was probably maimed beyond help. Beyond her help. She was a soldier, not a doctor. Maybe Lara could have saved him, but Gaby didn’t know anything beyond what a strip of bandage could do. Besides, you didn’t survive the kind of explosion that could take a steel metal door off its frame and drive it through another wall. Or if you did, then not without injuries. A lot of injuries.

      That’s what Gaby told herself over and over as she ran. That Becker was dead. That there was nothing she could do about it. But what she could still do something about was saving herself and then finding a way to help Lara. Despite everything that had gone wrong tonight, they could still salvage something as long as Lara survived.

      Save yourself and get to Lara.

      She repeated the mantra to herself:

      Save yourself and get to Lara.

      Over and over…

      Save yourself and get to Lara.

      …and over as she continued to run.

      Gaby was only vaguely aware of Jones behind her trying to catch up. Either he was slowing down or spending too much time glancing behind them (and slowing down as a result). She couldn’t tell, because she never looked back. There was nothing back there (Becker’s dead. He has to be dead.) but Buckies. Or Mercerians.

      One and the same.

      So she ran, taking the corner and making a beeline for the supply closet at the very end of the hallway. She thought she could make out the closed door up ahead, but that was probably just wishful thinking. This part of the warehouse was a lot darker than the others, but she knew where to go—straight ahead—and didn’t detour from it.

      Save yourself and get to Lara.

      She had to get out of here. She had to make sure Lara did, too. Because Becker was right; this whole thing started with the three of them: Her, Lara, and Danny. As long as one of them emerged from of this nightmare, then it wasn’t over yet.

      Save yourself and get to Lara.

      “Hey, hey!” Jones was shouting behind her. No, not shouting; he was croaking out the words because he was already tired despite the fact they hadn’t run for very long or very far.

      He’s out of shape. He’s so out of shape.

      They all are, because we’re not ready for this. We were never ready for this.

      She slowed down just enough for Jones to catch up to her. His face was slicked with sweat, and he was hugging his rifle to his body as if afraid it might try to get away.

      “Where are we going?” Jones was asking her.

      I don’t know, I’m just making it up as I go, Gaby thought, but she said, “The supply closet.”

      “And then?”

      I’ll think of something when and if we get there.

      “Just keep up!” she said instead.

      He did. Barely.

      They were thirty—twenty?—meters from the supply closet when Gaby finally allowed herself to steal a look over her shoulder, the action bolstered by the lack of anything that sounded like pursuit.

      Nothing. There was no one back there, not that she thought it wouldn’t be coming sooner or later. The Mercerians would be busy with the bodies at the door, trying to figure out who was who. If they were smart, they would be very cautious. They did, after all, have her cornered. She couldn’t escape farther into the warehouse, and there was no way out of the building from back here. And somehow, they knew that.

      How many spies did Buck have in Darby Bay? How many more were living and breathing within their ranks for God only knew how many years?

      Five years. He’s had five years to stay one step ahead of us.

      Then the door was there and she grabbed the lever with her left hand—she needed her right to hold the Glock—and willed herself to push through the pain as she dived inside.

      Jones followed, out of breath. “Now what?”

      “The tunnels,” Gaby said.

      “The tunnels?” Jones stared at her, his chest heaving.

      “We have to go down the tunnel. It’s the only way.”

      Even as she said the words, Gaby couldn’t be sure when she had decided on that course of action. Maybe it was when she had turned and fled (Becker’s dead. He’s dead, so stop thinking about him!) down the hallway. Or maybe it was when she made the final turn. Or, hell, it might have even been the second after she stepped through the closet door.

      The only other way out of the warehouse was to fight however many Mercerians were inside with them right now. How many had come through the side door and how many more were pouring in through the front this very minute?

      Too many. Always too damn many.

      And she was stuck with a poorly conditioned Jones against all that. The man was in his thirties but could have passed for forty-something as he stood there trying to catch his breath in front of her. He looked like someone’s dad—or someone’s dad’s CPA—and not a soldier with a rifle.

      Gaby resisted the temptation to grab the AR from Jones and instead hurried over to the back of the room. “Give me a hand.”

      “Are you sure?” Jones asked.

      “It’s the only way.”

      “You remember what’s down there, don’t you?”

      “They might have left.”

      “Why would they?”

      “I don’t know.” Then, unable to hide her annoyance, she snapped, “Just give me a goddamn hand!”

      Jones slung his rifle and rushed over. Even as they picked up the metal hooks from the floor and slipped the points through the loops jutting out of the block of concrete, Gaby couldn’t help but think, Be gone, you dumb creatures. Please don’t still be down there.

      With a heave and more than a little extra grunting from the both of them, they lifted the block and set it down, and she hadn’t completely let go of the hook when the ghoul stuck its hand through the opening.

      “Jesus!” Jones shouted as he jumped back and scrambled to unsling his rifle.

      Gaby hissed, “No! They’ll know where we are if you shoot!”

      She probably didn’t even have to bother with the warning, because Jones was having difficulty getting ahold of his rifle. She beat him to it anyway, drawing her knife and stabbing the ghoul, driving the point of the blade into its skull. The creature’s bone was so weak the knife would have sank all the way to the guard if she hadn’t stopped its forward momentum first.

      She jerked the blade out and let the ghoul fall. It tumbled down the ladder, knocking three other ghouls trying to climb up behind it along with it. Not that it took the rest very long to surge over the ones writhing on the floor and make a grab for the rungs. She couldn’t tell how many of them were down there, because there were no lights. Either their numbers had swallowed up the halogen bulbs or the tunnel’s lighting system had gone dark since the last time she was down there.

      The first of the new climbing ghouls were halfway up the ladder when Gaby put her knife away and grabbed the hook. But she couldn’t do it herself—not even if she had two good working arms, which she didn’t. Except Jones, for whatever reason, hadn’t hurried to lend a hand.

      “Jones!” she hissed.

      He snapped out of his stupor and grabbed the other hook, and they dragged the block back into place before letting it drop into its slot with a solid and echoing thoomp!

      Gaby stepped back, her eyes focused on the square outline in the floor. She wasn’t worried the ghouls could move it. They hadn’t before, and they wouldn’t be able to now. They were too weak, and the block was simply too heavy for the black eyes. It had almost been too heavy for her and Jones.

      She looked over at Jones now. He had retreated to the other side of the room and held his rifle against his body while staring across at her. She didn’t think it was possible, but his face was even wetter than before. Jones didn’t say anything, but she could see the question in his eyes: “What now?”

      She wished she had an answer, but she didn’t. Right now she was asking herself the same thing and kept coming up empty.

      What now?

      What now?

      The voices coming from the other side of the closed door made the question irrelevant, and Gaby dashed across the room, drawing the Glock as she did so. She pressed her cheek against the cold steel and listened.

      The very obvious tap-tap-tap of booted footsteps, along with some back and forth conversation. Not quite whispering but talking in low voices. They weren’t right on the other side of the door but were getting closer.

      Gaby glanced back at Jones. He was staring at the floor, at where the entrance to the tunnel below was, as if trying to decide if braving the horde of ghouls down there might be the better alternative after all.

      “Jones,” Gaby whispered. Then, when he looked up at her, “Give me your rifle.”

      She expected an argument, but instead he walked over and handed the AR to her. Gaby took it and thought, I should have asked him for it a long time ago, dammit.

      The AR had only two firing options—semi-auto and burst-fire. She made sure it was on the first. The rifle felt light in her hands, but fortunately Jones had saved a magazine that he also passed over.

      “You have anything else?” she asked.

      He nodded and drew his sidearm before moving over to the other side of the closet. He could probably hear the Mercerians coming just as she could without having to lean against the door between them.

      For a split second she had entertained the idea that it could have been Peters and Jolly returning from the scavenging jaunt, but the two men wouldn’t be slowly approaching the supply closet the way the men outside were doing right this second. No. She was listening to the enemy.

      The voices were gradually growing as the speakers neared, but they were taking their time. Which meant they weren’t complete idiots. The Mercerians had no reason to hurry. They had taken Darby Bay, after all. Everything now was just mop-up duty.

      At least it’s not ghouls.

      That was the only positive she could think of. At least it was human beings and not an endless wave of pruned black flesh and meth teeth. Those were still underneath her in the tunnels.

      She comforted herself with the knowledge that at least there was a finite number of men coming toward her. She could deal with that. She’d dealt with it before. You could count on men to do certain things. Predictable things. Now all she had to do was make sure—

      Pop-pop-pop! as someone opened fire from the hallway and the door shook against the impacts. The lever snapped loose under the assault as holes began appearing along the slab of wood, stitching it from top to bottom, then side to side.

      The shooting didn’t stop even after the door had swung open on its own, round after round punching through what was left of it and slamming into the concrete wall in the back. Gray clouds began filling up the closet, and still they kept shooting.

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Pop-pop-pop!

      There were so many rifles firing at once, so many shooters pitching in that the gunfire started becoming the brap-brap-brap of machine guns.

      Gaby braced herself, thankful that the door (What door? There’s no more door!) was the only thing the Mercerians could shoot because the wall behind her was solid concrete. Even a sustained volley wouldn’t punch through them. Or at least, she hoped not.

      The room continued to fill up with pulverized gray dust, and eventually Gaby lost sight of Jones on the other side of the now wide-open door. She couldn’t fathom how the door remained attached; there wasn’t enough of it left to even resemble a door anymore, and what was left clung to two hinges instead of three, and—

      The shooting suddenly stopped, and she heard the clack-clack of magazines changing.

      Now!

      Gaby pushed away from the wall, spinning to face the doorframe. At the same time, she flicked the fire selector on the AR to burst fire just half a second before she squeezed the trigger. The first two rounds in her initial three-round burst were early, and they slammed into the wall, but the third found its way out the opening.

      All three rounds from her second burst—then her third—were true.

      She glimpsed bodies standing in the hallway, but she was moving too fast to get a clear look at any one of them. She did see assault vests, circled M’s, and gas masks. Mercerians. Every single one of them.

      Bodies fell while others scrambled out of the way. She was moving too fast and couldn’t tell how many there were. There might have been two or three dozen jammed inside the narrow corridor. That limited space made searching for targets easy; she just shot into the thick of bodies moving against the moonlight.

      She squeezed the trigger a fourth time as she slid toward Jones’s side of the room, and while the first of the fourth three-round burst disappeared through the opening, the next two slammed harmlessly into the wall.

      “Fuck, fuck!” someone was shouting outside as Gaby flattened her back against the wall and instinctively ejected the magazine, searched for, found, and jammed in the second (And last!) spare.

      She sucked in a deep breath and almost choked on clouds of pulverized concrete filling up the room. She grimaced through it, ignoring the stabbing pain coming from her left arm. Most of the throbbing was limited to the elbow and upward to the shoulder joint, but at least she could grip the barrel of the rifle tightly enough not to drop it as she pulled her stunt.

      And she was alive!

      She didn’t know how. It had been a dumb move, but the only one she had in her arsenal. Any one of the men outside could have gotten in a lucky shot and put her out of her misery when she exposed herself for those brief few seconds.

      Except they hadn’t.

      Now all she had to do was perform the same miracle a second time. Except this time the Mercerians would be ready. Not only that, but they would know which side of the open door she was going to appear from.

      I’m going to die.

      God, I’m going to die in a stinking supply closet.

      She was preparing herself to do it all over again when someone shouted something coherent, followed by what sounded like sporadic gunfire. And there was something else. A new sound that was both familiar and—

      Suppressed weapons. Someone is using suppressed weapons!

      Stray bullets sailed through the open doorframe and struck the far wall, further adding to the already thick gray clouds still lingering in the room. But there weren’t nearly enough bullets hitting the wall to convince her that someone was purposefully targeting the interior of the closet.

      She glanced over at Jones, hyperventilating in the corner. He stood there like a statue with his pistol gripped in both hands in front of him. At that moment, he really did look like someone’s dad who was also a CPA.

      The shooting had stopped in the hallway. Gaby leaned closer to the door and listened to the clink-clink-clink of bullet casings rolling around on the hard floor. She thought she could hear voices. Not words, but men moaning in pain.

      What just happened?

      Gaby didn’t move, and neither did Jones in the corner. She wasn’t even sure if he could if he tried. The poor bastard—

      “Gaby,” a voice said. It came from the hallway outside. “You still alive in there?”

      Then a second—and almost familiar—voice: “Don’t be shy. The bad people are gone.”

      She managed a smile. “Peters? Jolly?”

      “Yeah,” Peters said.

      Gaby leaned around the open door and looked out.

      It was a bloodbath in the hallway, with bodies stacked on top of one another, starting at about five meters from the closet and continuing on for another ten. There had to be a dozen, maybe more, men on the floor. Bloodied circled M’s on a few of their chests glistened in the moonlight.

      Peters and Jolly stood on the other side of the fresh graveyard, reloading their rifles while still wearing their Mercerian outfits, gas masks dangling against their chests. They both looked unhurt.

      “Jesus, I’m glad to see you guys,” Gaby said.

      “You good?” Peters asked.

      “I am now.” Then, with a barely contained smile, “Back in a jiffy, huh?”

      Jolly shrugged. “We got back as fast as we could.”

      She looked down at the bodies and tried to figure out how to get through them without stepping on them in the process. It was a dilemma, but it was a hell of a better dilemma than the one she’d been facing a minute ago.

      “Becker and Walton?” Peters asked.

      Gaby shook her head.

      “Shit,” Peters said.

      “Yeah,” Gaby said.
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      There were bodies everywhere. Not just in the hallway outside the supply closet but stretching all the way back to the side door. Peters and Jolly had killed their way to get to her using their suppressed rifles. Their stolen uniforms—the vests with circled M’s and gas masks—helped them to blend in, camouflaging them as they methodically made their way through the warehouse.

      Remind me never to get on the wrong side of these guys. Jesus Christ.

      Gaby stopped counting the dead after she hit fifteen and concentrated instead on adjusting the vest she’d put on, along with the gas mask hanging around her neck by a strap. It was uncomfortable, and the not-quite-dry blood didn’t help. There were two bullet holes near the center between two of the pouches, but unless you got really close they were invisible, especially at night.

      She and Jones followed Peters and Jolly back to the side door, passing two other doors into the center of the warehouse to their right. The Mercerians had indeed blasted their way into the building from the front entrance just as she had guessed, and had been converging on her from two sides. The world had gone mostly quiet around them, but there were still sporadic bursts of gunfire in the distance. Nothing close enough to cause alarm, but they were good signs that the fight wasn’t completely over.

      Who are you kidding? It’s over. It’s been over for a while now.

      “They’re going through the buildings one by one now,” Peters told her as they made their way through the warehouse, careful to listen for more Mercerians nearby. “They’ve just about cleared out everyone on the east and south sides, and they’re starting on the west. We passed a lot of bodies, but a lot of survivors, too.”

      “Survivors?” Gaby said.

      “Local Darby Bay citizens and Black Tiders. They’re taking prisoners, rounding them up like cattle. The ones who aren’t fighting back, anyway.”

      “We still have fighters out there,” Jolly said. “Small groups. Unorganized.”

      “What about ghouls?” Gaby asked. “Did they come back?”

      “Yes, but not in the same numbers as before,” Peters said. “Not even in the same league. I guess the ones in the tunnels either can’t find their way out, or they’re hanging around down there for some reason.”

      “No one ever accused the black eyes of being smart,” Jolly said.

      Gaby glanced down at her watch. 12:57 a.m.

      “What about the planes that Danny sent over?” she asked.

      “Still on their way, though I don’t know what good they’ll do,” Peters said. “They could reduce the city to rubble, but that’d just kill a lot of innocent people, too.”

      “And the marinas? That’s the quickest way out of the city.”

      “Good point. The Gulf of Mexico is looking mighty tempting right about now,” Jolly said.

      “That was one of the places the Buckies took first,” Peters said. “There must be a hundred of them down there, and they have technical support.”

      “How many?” Gaby asked.

      “Enough to kill anyone making a run for it.”

      Of course they took the marinas as soon as they could. Because they had spies in Darby Bay, and they knew where we would go when they attacked. They knew everything.

      Goddammit, they knew everything.

      They finally reached the side door, moonlight flooding in through the doorless frame. The bodies she’d seen before were still there along with a couple of new ones. Peters’s and Jolly’s victims. Gaby looked up the hallway past the opening and hoped to find clues to Becker’s whereabouts. But it was too dark, and nothing was moving down there.

      He’s dead. That explosion took out the door, and he was standing right in front of it. No one could have survived that. No one.

      She followed Peters and Jolly out into the parking lot, Jones trailing behind in the back. There were two Mercerians lying next to two trucks outside, both vehicles rigged as technicals. There were big white M’s spray painted on their doors, making them easy to spot from a distance.

      They didn’t move right away and instead took their time listening for foot traffic and voices, and only jogged toward a nearby alley when they were sure no one else was coming. Gaby had rearmed herself with an M4 from one of the dead Mercerians and refilled her pouches with spares. Her left arm was doing fine, with only annoying minor moments of pain. She could have gritted her teeth through them, but she took two more of Jolly’s painkillers instead.

      She thought of Becker, telling her to “go easy” on the pills because she might “wanna save some for later.”

      Becker…

      I’m sorry, Becker. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.

      I barely saved myself…

      Once they were beyond the warehouse, they picked their way through the dark back alleys, keeping away from the streetlights and sticking to the shadows whenever they could. Vehicles zoomed past them on the roads, men in the back of trucks manning machine guns while big M’s spray painted along the doors flashed by. She expected to see flags in the back of the technicals to further shove home the point that they’d won.

      “Didn’t think it’d end this way,” Becker had said to her.

      “It’s not over yet. Not while we’re still alive,” she had responded.

      Even now, replaying that conversation in her head, she wondered if she’d sounded all that convincing. And yet she still believed that it wasn’t over, not as long as she and Lara and Danny were still alive.

      Lara, most of all.

      A sudden gust of wind, followed by the roar of jet engines as a plane flashed by overhead. It appeared and disappeared in the space of half a heartbeat between the edges of two rooftops above them. Gaby barely glimpsed its gray belly before it was gone.

      Finally.

      “Look who decided to show up,” Jolly said, craning his head to look up at the now-empty sky.

      “Are they going to bomb the place?” Jones asked.

      The man sounded worried, which Gaby thought was appropriate since they were still in Darby Bay, too, and the pilots wouldn’t have a clue where they were. The prospect of dying in a friendly fire incident, after everything she had lived through tonight, left her mildly amused.

      It’d be a hell of a way to go, that’s for sure.

      “Hope not,” Peters said. “Not while we’re still down here in the wrong jammies, anyway.”

      A second plane appeared and disappeared overhead, following in the wake of the first. It had moved too fast for her to see very much, but she did glimpse just enough of its wings to know it was an A-10 Thunderbolt.

      Those are definitely ours.

      The presence of the Warthogs should have brightened her mood, but it didn’t, because Peters was right. The kind of firepower the A-10s could bring to the battle was unparalleled, but they were also incredibly dangerous to everyone if they didn’t have a clear target. Or did they?

      “The technicals,” Gaby said.

      Peters, hiding in the shadows in front of her—Jolly and Jones were behind her, almost submerged in patches of blackness—glanced over. “What about them?”

      “Can’t they can see the technicals? Those are obvious targets.”

      “Those M’s don’t hurt,” Jolly said.

      “I don’t know,” Peters said. “They’d have to get pretty low to be sure—”

      A series of brap-brap-brap rocked the silent Darby Bay night and went on for five—ten—twenty seconds. Gaby knew right away what that was and what was happening: The Mercerian technicals were shooting, and coupled with the Warthogs’ sudden appearance over the city, she didn’t have to think too long and hard about what they were firing at.

      “That should do it,” Jolly said.

      “Do what?” Jones asked.

      “Wait for it.”

      “For what?”

      “Just wait for it.”

      Jones flashed a perplexed look, but Gaby knew exactly what Jolly was talking about.

      The technical with the mounted machine gun firing couldn’t have been very far from their location, because Gaby could hear the brap-brap-brap loud and clear. A block, maybe two, but that was—

      Then she heard it, the sound she and Jolly had been waiting for:

      Brooooooooooorrrrttttttttt!

      She knew it was coming and was fully prepared for it, but a shiver still sliced up and down her spine. She couldn’t help herself. No matter how many times the A-10 pilots had saved her life out there in the fields, there was always a small part of her that wondered what kind of fresh hell awaited her if she should, one day, end up at the wrong end of those 30 millimeter GAU-8 Avenger cannons.

      The ferocious roar of cannon fire was followed by something exploding, then a burst of brightness in the dark skies behind them about a block and a half away. The machine guns had stopped firing at the same time, probably because the ones manning it were dead.

      “Look,” Jolly said, pointing at what looked like fireworks streaking upward into the dark Darby Bay air from different parts of the city.

      “What is that?” Jones asked.

      “Rockets,” Peters said. “They’re trying to shoot down the Warthogs.”

      Gaby watched as half a dozen rockets flew in jagged lines across the skyline like Roman candles. But there were no explosions up there because they didn’t hit anything, and the projectiles began falling back down to earth. Some exploded against buildings and rooftops across town, while others landed well beyond the city limits. The latter produced flashes, but barely any sounds.

      Then, as if in response:

      Brooooooooooorrrrttttttttt!

      It came from the other side of the city and was quickly followed by the sound of explosions and plumes of fire lighting up the black night.

      The four of them remained perfectly still, suddenly bystanders to a war instead of participants. Gaby was more than happy to stay away from these firefights.

      Another roar as a Warthog appeared above them and was gone just as quickly.

      Next to her, Peters was holding something in his hand. A radio. He was manipulating the volume and slowly she began to make out voices, shouting:

      “—shoot at it! Jesus Christ, what are you fucking punters doing? You can’t bring those planes down! Stop shooting at them and get out of the streets! If they can’t see you, they can’t shoot you! Fuck me dead!”

      The voice sounded familiar, but Gaby couldn’t quite place it. For a moment she wondered if it was Buck himself, but it was too shrill and foreign-sounding.

      “You recognize the voice?” Peters asked her.

      She shook her head. “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

      “He sounds like he’s one of the leaders.”

      “Did he just call them ‘punters?’” Jones said. “Like, football punters?”

      “Beats the hell out of me,” Peters said.

      “Where did you get that?” Gaby asked, nodding at the radio in his hand.

      Peters turned the two-way’s volume back down. “Took it off one of the dead Buckies. Channel’s still tuned into their comm. Figured it might come in handy while we’re trying to avoid them out there.”

      “Don’t let the gray hairs fool you; Peters is smarter than he looks,” Jolly said from behind her.

      Peters chuckled. “I have my moments.”

      “Not nearly enough, old timer.”

      Whoever had shouted through the radio must have gotten through to the other Mercerians, because the sounds of machine gun fire had stopped. Instead, it was quiet again except for the occasional whoosh! of an A-10 passing by above them.

      “Damn, I was hoping they’d keep trying to swat at those Warthogs and get smashed,” Jolly said. “That’ll teach me to be Captain Optimism.”

      Gaby couldn’t help but smile at that. Captain Optimism was a Danny trademark, and Jolly had definitely learned more than just soldiering from his mentor over the years.

      Peters had put the radio away and took out another one.

      “How many radios are you carrying?” Gaby asked.

      Peters smiled. “Just two. This one’s ours.”

      “Lara?”

      The older man shook his head. “Not yet, but I haven’t given it a shot in a few minutes.” He held the radio up to his lips and pressed the transmit lever. “This is Peters, to any Black Tiders who can hear me. Please respond.” He paused, exchanging a look with Gaby, before trying again: “This is Peters, to any Black Tiders monitoring this channel. If you can hear me, please respond.”

      “Welp, that didn’t work,” Jolly said.

      “It was worth a try,” Gaby said.

      The gray belly of a Warthog flashed in front of them as it banked over the city before disappearing out of range. It was flying lower than usual.

      “What’s it doing?” Jones asked from the back.

      “It’s trying to bait them into shooting at it,” Peters said.

      “Why?”

      “Why else? So it can kill them.”

      “Oh.”

      Peters had turned his attention back to the radio. “This is Peters, to any Black Tiders monitoring this frequency. If you’re out there, please respond.”

      They waited, anxious to hear something—anything.

      But there was just silence.

      “We should get moving,” Gaby said. “We’ve been in one place for too long.”

      Peters nodded and started to get up when the radio in his hand squawked. It was probably a little too loud, and Gaby instinctively glanced toward the street to make sure no one out there had overheard it.

      “Peters,” a voice said through the radio, “shut up.”

      Behind Gaby, Jolly chuckled. “That’s Parrish. I guess he’s still alive, too. I knew he was too mean to die.”

      “If Parrish is alive, that means Lara is, too,” Gaby said.

      “Parrish?” Peters said into the radio. “Is that you?”

      “The channel’s been compromised,” the man said. He hadn’t answered Peters’s question, but it did sound like Parrish. “Switch to the secondary backup channel.”

      “Roger that.” Peters fiddled with the radio before clicking the transmit lever again. “Where are you guys?”

      “Safe, for now,” Parrish said.

      “Ask him if one of those Warthogs can come down and give me a ride outta this hellhole,” Jolly said.

      Peters ignored him and said into the radio, “Lara?”

      “Hold,” Parrish said.

      Then, a few seconds later, a female voice came through the radio. “Peters. Did you find her?”

      Gaby thought she heard a sigh of relief coming from behind her. It might have been either Jolly or Jones.

      “Yes ma’am, we did,” Peters said into the radio.

      “Let me talk to her,” Lara said.

      Peters handed the radio to Gaby. “It’s for you.”

      Gaby took it. “Lara.”

      “Are you okay?” Lara asked.

      Gaby felt a slight moment of embarrassment. There were four of them crouched inside the alley, surrounded by enemies, but Lara hadn’t bothered to ask about the others. Then there was the undeniable fact that Peters and Jolly had been sent to get her. And before them, there was Becker and Goldman, then Mueller and the others. So many people had died tonight because of her. Because they were ordered to save her.

      So this is what guilt feels like.

      She clicked the radio. “I’m in one piece. Peters saved my life.”

      “Hey, I was there too,” Jolly said.

      “And Jolly,” Gaby added.

      “Where are you?” Lara asked.

      “About a block from the halfway point.”

      “What’s your situation?”

      “We’re okay, for now. Staying out of sight.” She glanced up at the dark skies. “Looks like those Warthogs are giving the Mercerians something else to worry about. How many are up there?”

      “Not nearly enough,” Lara said.

      “What about you? Are you safe?”

      “As safe as anyone can be tonight, which isn’t very safe at all.” She paused. Then, “I’ve made contact with the planes and some of the other units. Not all of them, unfortunately. We’re coordinating something right now.”

      “You have something up your sleeve?”

      “It’s going to get messy, and I need you and the others here with us so you don’t get caught in the crossfire.”

      It’s going to get messy? You mean it hasn’t been messy yet?

      She said into the radio, “So you do have a plan.”

      “Buck’s people think they’ve won, but they’re going to find out that it’s not over yet,” Lara said.

      “I never had any doubts,” Jolly said behind her.

      “What’s the plan?” Jones asked.

      “Whatever it is, it’ll be a doozy, I’m sure,” Peters said.

      Gaby said into the radio, “What’s our next move?”

      “Your next move is to get here in one piece,” Lara said through the radio. “I’ll take care of the rest.”
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      “It’s going to get messy,” Lara had said, and it did, while Gaby and the others were still halfway to where they needed to be.

      It started with two Warthogs rumbling by overhead, heading south toward the Gulf of Mexico. Then it was followed by what sounded like the end of the world as a series of nearly simultaneous explosions—but were actually one or two seconds apart if you listened closely enough and could get past the booms—rocking the city of Darby Bay. The ground shook, and the buildings around them trembled while loosened chunks of rooftop edges dropped onto the pavement of the back alley where they were moving in the darkness for the last half hour or so.

      “Jesus Christ, what was that?” Jones asked as they stopped behind a building and slid against the shadows to keep from being pelted by the falling debris.

      No one answered Jones, and instead they listened to what Gaby guessed were follow-up explosions, probably from all the fuel that was stored along the marina and the technicals that were parked up and down the street next to the shoreline. Mercerian vehicles. She imagined the sight of them, spotting the Warthogs coming, then wishing they hadn’t when the bombs dropped.

      The sky lit up behind them, more than one fiery mushroom rising high enough that they were visible behind the two-story building they were currently hunkered against. Peters had taken out the radio he’d salvaged from a dead Bucky somewhere and turned it on, putting the volume just high enough to hear but not to be overheard by anyone that wasn’t them.

      “…give me a sitrep,” a voice said. It was male and calm. Surprisingly calm, considering what had just happened.

      “Fuck me dead, man. The sitrep is that the whole fuckin’ marina’s gone,” someone responded. This one was also male, and Gaby had heard it before. Earlier, when it was shouting at the Mercerians to stop shooting at the Warthogs.

      I know that voice…

      “What do you mean, ‘gone?’” the first one said.

      “Gone. Vanished. All over, red rover,” the second one answered. “That clear enough for you?”

      “He’s right; they nuked the fucking marina and all our guys in the area,” a third voice said.

      “Clusterfucked is more like it,” the second one said. “As in, they dropped two cluster bombs on the place.”

      “Fuck,” the first one said.

      “I bet that’s what the poor bastards who were down there said just before they were turned into hamburgers,” the second man said, and Gaby thought, Clive. That’s the fucker who called himself Clive down in the tunnel.

      “Goddammit,” the first man said. “Garner, see if we can salvage anything.”

      The man named Garner, the third voice, laughed. “Are you shitting me? There’s nothing down there anymore, man. Everything’s gone, and everyone’s dead. There’s nothing to salvage.”

      “Fuck it,” the first one said.

      “You can say that again,” Clive said, and laughed.

      Peters turned down the volume on the radio and looked over at Gaby. “There were at least fifty or more Buckies down there. A dozen technicals, the last time I checked.”

      “Not anymore,” Jolly said.

      “How many technicals did you guys see throughout the night?” Gaby asked.

      “More than twelve, that’s for sure.”

      “How many more?”

      “At least two dozen that we saw,” Peters said. “That bombing just took out a whole mess of them.”

      “I guess when Lara said she had a plan, she wasn’t messing around,” Jolly said. “I knew I liked her for a reason.”

      I could have told you that, Gaby thought, smiling back at him. “Let’s keep moving.”

      “Roger that,” Peters said. He put the radio away and stood up.

      Peters continued leading the way, with Gaby behind him and Jolly with Jones in the back. They jogged across an alley with a good view of the street to their right at the same time that a Jeep flashed by, heading south toward the chaos. The vehicle was moving too fast for her to get a good look—and Gaby hoped, vice versa. A few seconds later and she still hadn’t heard brakes being applied, so she concluded they were safe.

      They were making good time, even though they had to stop constantly to let Mercerian patrols pass them by. The enemy were moving around frantically in vehicles, but there were also foot teams kicking in buildings and searching alleys. But the latter made a lot of noise, and Gaby and the others always heard them coming first, and were able to hide well ahead of their arrivals.

      Gaby was more concerned with ghouls, especially back here away from the lights. Their sudden absence was disturbing, to say the least. Were they gone for good, or were they somewhere out there, just waiting for orders to reenter Darby Bay? She had seen hundreds of them down in the tunnels, but she didn’t for one second believe that was all there was. Maybe a month ago she might have been persuaded, but not after Axton and not after everything Keo had told her.

      “There’s a lot of them out there,” Keo had said. “I don’t know how many, but more than I thought still existed in one state, never mind in one location. I don’t know how it did it—how it managed to keep everything under the radar—but that blue-eyed bastard’s been building up an army of ghouls in secret for years.”

      If she thought the idea of ghouls building a massive secret army was farfetched, all she had to do was think about that very first night of The Purge when the dead appeared out of nowhere. The truth was, they hadn’t come “out of nowhere”—they had always been there. Hiding, waiting, and preparing. Whatever this blue-eyed ghoul was, it had taken a page out of Mabry’s playbook.

      “…but that blue-eyed bastard’s been building up an army of ghouls in secret for years.”

      Keo. She kept thinking about him. Was he even still alive? What about Claire? What was happening in Fenton right now?

      But she couldn’t do anything for them. Heck, she was having trouble keeping herself alive.

      Get through tonight first, then you can worry about someone else.

      They were preparing to cross another alley with a wide open view of the street to their right when Peters stopped suddenly and went into a crouch. Gaby mirrored his actions, Jolly doing the same behind her. She didn’t actually see Jolly doing it, but she assumed he had. The man was as professional as they come. He had, after all, been trained by Danny himself. Jones, she thought, would just do everything Jolly did, so she wasn’t too worried about him.

      Gaby, her rifle in hand, leaned slightly forward to get a better look.

      There, the reason Peters had stopped: Two bodies, one sitting against the wall with its head resting on its shoulder. The dead man’s face was slightly visible, but Gaby didn’t recognize it, though there was no mistaking the patch on his shoulder with the two X’s of the Inguz rune on it. A Black Tider.

      The second body was lying on the filthy floor on its back with a ghoul crouched over it. The creature’s head was bent over the dead man, its face (mouth) buried in his neck. The slurp-slurp-slurp filled the alley; it wasn’t a very loud sound, but now that Gaby had seen the ghoul, she couldn’t help but hear the slurp-slurp-slurp as if they were coming through a speaker. Peters had seen and heard it right away, though, which was why he had stopped—

      No. Not one ghoul, but three.

      The other two were in the shadows behind the first one, and they were only now emerging, dragging a third victim with them. They let it go and immediately bent over it. There was the sound of tearing flesh, followed by more slurp-slurp-slurp as they suckled on their prize.

      Gaby’s stomach turned, but she refused to look away.

      Only the man sitting against the wall was a Black Tider. The other two were Darby Bay civilians. The third was a woman, and she might have been wearing jeans—

      Pfft! as Peters fired and the nearest ghoul, bent over the civilian, collapsed on top of its prey.

      Gaby waited for the other two ghouls to be alerted, but they were so consumed by what they were doing that they didn’t even notice the first one dying (again) nearby.

      Pfft! as Peters shot the second one in the head with his suppressed rifle. The creature fell on top of the dead woman.

      That, finally, got the final ghoul’s attention, and it lifted its malformed head, turned around in search of the cause, and when it saw Peters, bared its teeth at him. Bright red blood dripped from its devastated brown and yellow teeth, and it started to get up when Peters shot it in the chest. It, too, fell and never got back up.

      “I guess not all of them got the message to vamos,” Jolly said quietly behind her.

      I guess not, Gaby thought, getting up and following Peters as the man darted across the alleyway and onto the other side.

      They moved around the bodies, careful not to get the thick sludge of ghoul blood on their boots. She paid attention to the Black Tider a little longer than necessary as they passed him by. His name tag read: Patterson.

      “You know him?” Jolly asked.

      “No,” Gaby said.

      They stepped around the next two ghouls and their victim. One side of the woman’s face was covered in black and red blood, her eyes wide open and staring back at Gaby, almost as if she could see into Gaby’s soul.

      A slight shiver, followed by the thought, There by the grace of God, and Gaby hurried into the patch of shadows up ahead.
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      For the next twenty minutes, Peters maintained the same pace in front of her, neither moving too fast nor too slowly, but always cautiously. They were striking a balance between reaching Lara as quickly as possible while avoiding a gun battle doing it. There was no need to hurry because they didn’t figure into Lara’s plans. Right now, they were just potential collateral damage.

      “How much farther?” she whispered after a few more minutes.

      “Three more blocks,” Peters said. “The tricky part will be coming up.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A park. We’ll have to go through it.”

      “Why is that tricky?”

      “It’s a lot of wide open spaces. And lights.”

      “Maybe we can get one of those ’hogs to take out the lights before we get there,” Jolly said behind her.

      “We could do that,” Peters said, “or we could just be careful and make as little noise as possible while Lara’s got the rest of them running around on the other side of town.”

      “Sure, if you wanna be boring.”

      “I prefer boring over dead, Jolly.”

      “Of course you would say that. You’re old.”

      Peters chuckled. “Exactly. Keep that in mind if you want to live to be as old as I am.”

      Gaby found their back and forth amusing, especially since Peters wasn’t that old. He was probably younger than Jones in the back of their little pack, even if Peters did have more white hair around the temples.

      They continued on, moving behind buildings that looked identical to the last dozen or so they’d already passed. Gaby wished she could say she had a good idea of where they were within the Darby Bay city limits, but all the brick and walls were the same to her. Except for the occasional forays into town, she’d spent almost all of her time recovering in or around the school and barracks where Black Tide made their command post and hadn’t really mingled with the locals. Peters and Jolly apparently had, and they knew their way around the place.

      After a while, Peters began to slow down again, before finally stopping completely and sliding against the side of a building. Gaby did the same, looking over Peters’s shoulder at another alley in front of them. It appeared the same as all the others they’d already passed, except with one major difference: This one was awash in bright moonlight.

      They crouched in the shadows for a good minute without moving or speaking before Gaby finally tapped Peters on the shoulder and whispered, “What are we waiting for?”

      “I thought I heard voices,” Peters whispered back.

      “Where?”

      He nodded forward at the bright alley up ahead. There was a back door into a building to their right, but the left was just brick and mortar. Another thick patch of shadows awaited them about ten meters away, but first they’d have to go through the bright spot.

      Damn, it’s bright.

      “You sure?” Gaby asked.

      “Pretty sure,” Peters said.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “But you heard something.”

      “Yeah.” Then, with less conviction, “Maybe.”

      Gaby looked around them. There was the entrance into a side alley just behind them, but that was it. It was either keep going, or turn around and look for another route. The former would add a few extra minutes to their trek.

      They weren’t exactly in a hurry—according to Peters, they were already out of the danger zone vis-à-vis Lara’s plans—but she hated the idea of staying out here any longer than necessary. Especially after running across those three ghouls. How many other nightcrawlers hadn’t obeyed their master’s call to exit the city?

      “Peters,” she whispered, “we have to keep going.”

      He nodded and started to get up—

      “The fuck you guys doing, skulking around back here?” a voice said from in front of them, just before a man in jeans, wearing a vest with a circled M over one pouch, stepped out of the shadows across the alley and into the large bright pool of moonlight.

      The Bucky was holding his rifle, and he was lifting it when Peters shot him in the chest—two times, so fast that Gaby barely heard the pfft-pfft!—before the man collapsed to the filthy floor.

      “Go!” Peters hissed.

      Gaby thought, Go? Go where? Why?

      Then she understood the why part: Because the dead Bucky wasn’t alone, and three more were running out of the shadows behind him.

      Gaby was lifting her own rifle when a beam of flashlight hit her in the face. She turned her head as she went temporarily blind.

      I can’t see!

      She was vaguely aware of Peters shooting, the pfft-pfft-pfft! of his gunfire barely louder than the clink-clink-clink! of his bullet casings ricocheting off the wall to their right, then pelting the floor.

      Then someone grabbed her from behind and Gaby stumbled, fighting to maintain her balance, even as Peters shouted, “Goddammit, Jolly! Go, go, go!”

      Jolly must have been the one with the viselike grip on her left arm, pulling her back even as she struggled to see again. Her vision was temporarily blurred, and she could just make out Peters in front of her, his black form backing up even as he continued to shoot, moonlight gleaming off the smooth sides of his ejecting bullet casings as they spat out from his rifle one after another, after another…

      Then she was turning and running, Jolly and Jones somewhere in front of her. Slowly (Hurry up, goddammit!) her vision returned to her, and Gaby was finally able to make out where they were and where they were going.

      They were in the side alley, the one they had already passed, and running down it even as the pop-pop-pop of automatic rifle fire broke through the silent night behind her. That wasn’t Peters, because Peters’s rifle was suppressed and those shots clearly weren’t.

      She managed to shake loose from Jolly’s grip—she didn’t know how exactly; the man’s hand was like a bear’s claw—and glanced back, expecting to see Peters behind them. Except he wasn’t. Instead, she heard more shooting coming from the back alley.

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Finally, Peters appeared around the corner, his boots slipping and sliding against the slick floor as he made the sudden turn. He grabbed at the wall with one hand to keep from falling and slung himself into the alley behind them.

      “Go!” Peters shouted.

      Gaby was turning back around when she heard the squeal of tires coming from the street beyond the mouth of the alley they were running toward.

      Jolly and Jones were ahead of her, and they heard it, too. Both men stopped—Jolly on a dime while Jones kept going for another few feet—just as a vehicle began backing up until it was straddling the sidewalk directly in front of them, its large hulking frame filling up the alley opening.

      The first thing Gaby saw was the big white M painted on the driver-side door before her eyes were quickly drawn to the man in the back of the truck. He was wearing a balaclava over his face and was standing, manning a machine gun that he began swiveling around. There was a giant metal plate in front of him, the barrel of the MG jutting out of it near the top.

      Pfft-pfft-pfft! as Jolly fired. His suppressed gunshots were quickly swallowed up by the same rounds pinging! harmlessly off the shield in front of the machine gunner. Gaby opened her mouth to scream when the Bucky in the back of the truck opened fire.

      The brap-brap-brap was louder than anything she’d ever heard in her life, but even before she could react, someone tackled her from behind. She fell forward, the zip-zip-zip! of bullets piercing through the air above her head. Pek-pek-pek! as bullets slammed into the walls and flesh and concrete floor and chunks of the alley flicked into the air, landing on top of her as she fell to the trash-strewn pavement.

      She was flat on her stomach as she watched Jolly and Jones twitching violently against the torrent of bullets. Jolly, who was in front of the backtracking Jones, took the brunt of the gunfire. The rifle in his hand snapped in half as he collapsed in a pile, blood pouring out of every part of him.

      Oh, no. Jolly…

      The shooting didn’t go on for very long. In fact, it seemed to last only a few seconds but was enough for Gaby to find herself covered in garbage and blood. A lot of blood. Jolly’s and Jones’s, but not hers. She had made it through the gunfire in one piece, even if she didn’t know how exactly.

      Someone was shouting, “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!”

      She vaguely recognized Peters’s voice. He sounded desperate, screaming at the top of his lungs. It must have worked, because the machine gunner didn’t keep shooting.

      Booted footsteps filled the alley when Gaby raised herself up from the floor. She had lost her rifle on the way down, but there was still her pistol. She was reaching for it when she looked up and saw the eyes of the machine gunner in the back of the technical squinting at her. She thought she could make out his lips, behind his balaclava, forming a mischievous grin.

      Peters, behind her, hissed, “Put your hands up! Put your hands up, Gaby!”

      Gaby took her hand away from her side and raised both arms high into the air. She glanced back at Peters. He was on his knees, his own hands raised. One of his arms was bleeding, and he was grimacing.

      Peters looked back at her and nodded, as if to say It’s okay. We’re going to be fine.

      No, it’s not, Gaby thought as two figures approached them from the back of the alley. Mercerians. One was clutching his left arm, blood dripping down the length of it. When the man stepped into a pool of moonlight, Gaby saw that he was gritting his teeth through what was obviously a lot of pain.

      There was moaning next to her, and Gaby looked over. She was shocked to find Jones still alive and lying in a pool of his own blood. There was so much of the red stuff that it was still spreading like wildfire across the filthy floor. Was it possible for one man to bleed so much?

      Jones was gasping for breath, trying desperately to hold back the wetness pumping out of his stomach. Gaby slid over to him, her knees soaking in blood immediately, and pushed against the wounds with her hands. It wasn’t hard to find the bullet holes. All she had to do was look for where they were spurting out of Jones. While she pressed against his stomach, more came out of his arms and legs and his right cheek. Jones was a fountain, bleeding everywhere.

      It was too much. Too much…

      Jones screamed with pain, but she didn’t take her hands away, even though she knew that all of this was for nothing, that Jones was going to die anyway from all his other wounds. There was strangely not a lot of blood on his face despite the bullet hole in his cheek.

      She didn’t take her hands away. Maybe it was because of Jolly lying next to her. He had taken the brunt of the MG fire, and half of his face was gone. His black uniform was mostly red now, the circled M barely visible under all the blood. He lay in one spot while his right arm rested a few feet away from his body.

      “Don’t shoot,” Peters was saying as the two men approached them from the back of the alley.

      The Mercerians stood over them while doors opened and slammed shut behind her.

      “We surrender,” Peters said to the two in front of him. “Don’t shoot. We surrender.”

      “Who gives a fuck?” the wounded Mercerian said before he lifted his gun and pointed it at Gaby.

      “No!” Peters screamed, but it was mostly lost in the bang! of the gunshot.
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      I’m sorry, Lara, but I’m not going to make it.

      I tried. I really did.

      But I’m not going to make it…

      She was ready for it—after the night she’d endured, it was almost a welcome relief, really—but instead of a bullet entering her body and ending it all, Gaby felt a sudden splash of wetness against her cheek.

      What…?

      She opened her eyes and peered down at Jones, at the small hole in his forehead that hadn’t been there before. The Black Tider looked back up at her as if he were just as shocked as she was by what had happened.

      She was alive, but Gaby didn’t know if she should be happy about that. How long was it going to last? Or maybe the real question she should ask herself was, how much more pain and suffering was she going to have to endure tonight before she finally found some peace and quiet?

      “Don’t shoot!” Peters was shouting. “For God’s sake, don’t shoot!”

      She looked up and over just before one of the Mercerians hit Peters in the face with the butt of his rifle. Peters collapsed to the floor as the man took aim at him, his forefinger on the trigger. Gaby waited to hear the pop! of the rifle firing, but it didn’t come.

      At least, not yet.

      The two Mercerians glared at them. The one with the pistol that had shot Jones still had his weapon pointed at her. He was tall and lanky, and his uniform sagged against his droopy shoulders. But there was nothing wrong with the way he held the gun and looked down at her as if daring her to do something.

      The one with the rifle was rounder and shorter, and he looked ready to shoot Peters, who kept his hands raised even as he pulled himself up from the floor, blood dripping from his broken nose. He might have been hurt, but Peters wasn’t letting it keep him down.

      It took a quick glance for her to see that Peters still had his sidearm in its holster, along his hip. But like her own holstered Glock, she’d need to drop her hands to grab it. That would take a second at least. Then another second to draw it. That was a second and a half too many, because all it would take was half a heartbeat for Tall and Skinny to pull the trigger on his Beretta.

      “Don’t shoot,” Peters was saying, his words slightly slurred. He spat out a glob of blood and kept going. “We surrender. You hear me? We surrender!”

      “We don’t give a fuck about your surrender,” Tall and Skinny said.

      “The orders were to take prisoners,” Short and Fat said.

      “They just killed Ron and Floyd. I don’t give a shit what the orders are,” the Mercerian standing in front of her said, just before he thumbed back the hammer of his gun.

      “Wait!” Peters shouted.

      “Shut up!” Short and Fat said and turned his rifle around to hit Peters in the face again.

      Peters shrank back but still managed to shout out, “You don’t wanna do that!”

      Tall and Skinny glanced back at him, but he never lowered his gun from Gaby’s face. “Give me one good reason, dead man.”

      “Her name’s Gaby,” Peters said.

      “What?”

      “Gaby. Her name’s Gaby.”

      “Who gives a fuck what her name is?” Short and Fat said, and turned his rifle back around to point the muzzle at Peters’s head.

      “You don’t know who she is, do you?” Peters asked.

      The two Mercerians exchanged a quick glance. It was clear they didn’t by their expressions.

      “Who is she?” Tall and Skinny asked as he looked back at Gaby. He squinted at her as if he hadn’t really paid attention to her face before. His forefinger was still in the trigger guard of his weapon, rubbing against the trigger…

      “She can get you to Lara,” Peters said.

      What the hell are you doing, Peters? Gaby thought as she looked back at him.

      But Peters didn’t meet her eyes. He was too focused on the two Mercerians in the alley with them. “Call your superiors. They’ll tell you that you don’t want to kill her. She can be useful to you.”

      The two men didn’t say anything, but she could see the doubt suddenly flash across Tall and Skinny’s face. It might have been the same with Short and Fat, but Gaby wasn’t staring at him at the time.

      “Well?” a voice said from behind Gaby.

      She looked over her shoulder as another Mercerian walked away from the truck and toward them. A second one, the vehicle’s passenger, had appeared around the hood and joined the driver.

      “What’s the holdup?” the driver asked with his hands on his hips. “Kill them already, and let’s go. We got places to be.”

      “Get it over with. We ain’t got time for this shit,” the passenger added.

      Tall and Skinny motioned at Gaby with his gun. “You know who this is?”

      The driver and passenger came closer and peered at her.

      “Is this a trick question?” the driver asked.

      “Doesn’t look like anyone special to me,” the passenger said.

      “Her name’s Gaby,” Tall and Skinny said.

      “Is that supposed to mean something?” the driver asked.

      “He said it should,” Short and Fat said, while nodding at Peters, still kneeling with his hands raised in front of him.

      Gaby could see blood trickling down Peters’s left arm and pooling around his knees. If he was hurt, he didn’t show it. Either that, or Peters had amazing willpower.

      “Radio it in,” Tall and Skinny said.

      “What?” the driver said.

      “Radio it in, and find out who she is.” Then, when the other two still hadn’t moved, “We gotta be sure. I don’t wanna go in the doghouse for popping her if she’s important.”

      “Shit,” the driver said, before walking back to the truck. His passenger tagged along.

      Gaby looked after the two men before her eyes trailed over to the machine gunner in the back of the technical. The man was looking somewhere else, apparently having grown bored with what was happening in the alley. His MG, though, was still pointed at her general direction, but the muzzle was lowered to the floor.

      She turned back to the two Mercerians in front of her and Peters. Tall and Skinny was a mirror image of Peters and was also bleeding from his left arm, the limb hanging loosely at his side like some useless appendage. Short and Fat had his rifle aimed at Peters’s head, and it wouldn’t have taken very much for him to pull the trigger and end Peters’s life right then and there.

      And then there was the Glock in her holster. She still had it. So did Peters with his SIG Sauer. The Mercerians hadn’t bothered to disarm them. They hadn’t even wasted a second searching them. The only reason they hadn’t, she thought, was because they had intended on ending their lives immediately, but Peters had changed things.

      That was why he had done it, she realized now. Why he had given her up. He was trying to save her life.

      And then what? What happened after that? Even if they did spare her, they were going to use her to find Lara. To get to Lara.

      What was it that the Mercerian Clive had said to her in the tunnels?

      “I need you alive. After all, how am I going to get to Lara if you’re dead, Gaby?”

      Because the man knew—and others did, too—that she was important to Lara. Her friend had sent Becker and Goldman for her; then later, Peters and Jolly. Even now, Lara was waiting for her, and every action she had taken ensured Gaby wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire of their counterattack.

      And these men could use her against Lara…

      No. No way in hell.

      Gaby stared at Peters, willing him to notice her.

      Look at me, Peters. Look at me!

      He turned his head and met her eyes, and she thought he might have nodded, but she couldn’t be 100 percent certain. There was too much darkness in the alley, and Peters had only moved his head slightly. Had he even nodded at all?

      “He’s right,” the driver said as he walked back over to them. His passenger had stayed behind with the truck this time. “They want her alive just in case the operation goes sour. She’s insurance.”

      “Who confirmed it?” Tall and Skinny asked.

      “Clive.”

      Clive, Gaby thought. That name’s going to haunt me all night.

      “Fuck that guy,” Tall and Skinny spat out.

      “You can fuck him all you want, but he still confirmed it,” the driver said. “They want her alive in case the HVT gets away again.”

      HVT? Gaby thought.

      Then: HVT. High value target.

      Lara. They’re talking about Lara.

      Tall and Skinny looked down at Gaby and wrinkled his nose. For a second, she thought he might pull the trigger anyway. But he didn’t, and instead he put his thumb on his gun’s hammer and eased it back, then forward to uncock it. “Looks like that call to the warden came through for you.”

      She stared at him but didn’t say anything.

      He smirked. “Don’t be giving me the evil eye, little lady. A lot of things can happen between here and the way back to Clive. You know what I mean?”

      “They want her alive,” the driver said.

      “You already said that.”

      “Just in case you got wax in your ears. It’s an official order. We bring her back across town with us, and she gets to watch us take out the rest of her Black Tider buddies.”

      “They killed Ron and Floyd.”

      “Yeah, well, them’s the breaks. You want guaranteed safe working conditions? You join the Girl Scouts. This outfit ain’t for the faint of heart.”

      Tall and Skinny snorted. “Fucking orders.”

      “What about this asshole?” Short and Fat asked. “We need him, too?”

      “Clive didn’t say anything about him,” the driver said.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, you can make him your girlfriend if you want.”

      The truck’s passenger chuckled from somewhere on the other side of the parked vehicle. “Hey, you always did say you wanted someone to cuddle with at night, Benson.”

      Short and Fat grunted. “I like them younger. And with bigger tits.”

      “That’s what them Victoria’s Secret bras are for.”

      “Big and real tits.”

      “You’re so picky.”

      “Oh, shut up and just kill the fucker,” Tall and Skinny said just before the sound of jet engines filled the alley and a strong wind lifted the Mercerian’s hair slightly. The man’s eyes went up as the gray belly of a Warthog passed by overhead—

      Now, now, now!

      Even as the words flashed across Gaby’s mind, Peters was already moving, his right hand dropping while his left reached up and grabbed the barrel of the rifle pointed at his head. Like his partner, Short and Fat was glancing up at the sky when Peters made his move, but he instinctively pulled the trigger when Peters grabbed at his rifle.

      The shot went wide, striking the wall behind Peters, who had pushed the AR to one side even as he drew his SIG Sauer and fired from the hip. Gaby wasn’t the least bit shocked by Peters’s ability to do that. She’d seen him do it before in training when he wanted to show off. The man could fast-draw a gun and shoot from the hip with astounding accuracy. But training was one thing, and doing it during a real life-and-death combat situation was another.

      Goddamn, he’s good, Gaby thought as Short and Fat stumbled back even as Peters spun on his knees and, again with his SIG still at hip level, fired off two shots so fast that Gaby only heard one.

      The machine gunner! The machine gunner!

      Tall and Skinny was falling in front of her when she turned around, rising up from her knees even as the Glock came out of its holster at her side. She prayed that her fingers, still slick with Jones’s blood, didn’t let go of the pistol as she raised it. Unlike Peters, she had no chance of shooting from the hip with any accuracy, and she knew it.

      The driver of the truck was walking back to his vehicle when Peters made his move, and as soon as Peters’s third shot rang out, the man was turning, reaching down for his own holstered sidearm. Gaby shot him first in the chest, and as he began to fall, shot him again, hitting him in the neck this time.

      Blood sprayed the side of the parked technical even as the machine gunner in the back scrambled to get behind his shielding. The Mercerian had been looking in the other direction, bored, when the gunshots rang out. He was just now getting into position when she fired her third bullet—

      Ping! as the round bounced off the metal shielding in front of the MG.

      Shit!

      Gaby got up and ran toward the truck, pulling the trigger again and again, but she couldn’t shoot around the heavy plate. It was too big and wide and tall, and the damned thing was much too thick to shoot through. That was the point of the shield, after all. If it were easy to overcome, the technical wouldn’t be using it.

      Get around it! Get around it before—

      The MG was moving, swiveling up to take aim.

      No no no!

      Ping-ping-ping! as she continued firing and running at the same time, but she couldn’t see the Mercerian’s head. He was keeping it smartly hidden behind the shield as he moved it around, getting it into position to fire. With his head behind the plate, he wouldn’t be able to really see what he was shooting at, but she guessed he wouldn’t really have to. All he had to do was shoot in the general vicinity of the alley and she was dead. She and Peters—

      Ping-ping-ping! as Peters ran up alongside her, also shooting at the machine gunner and hitting only the shield. As good as Peters was—and he was damned good, even with just a handgun—he couldn’t get around the plating.

      Ping-ping-ping!

      Ping-ping-ping!

      Then the metal shield stopped moving, and Gaby stared at the muzzle of the MG as it stared back at her. There were five meters between them, and she remembered the sight of Jolly and Jones as the weapon sliced into them.

      I’m sorry, Lara. I’m not going to make it.

      I’m so sorry, but I tried.

      I really tried—

      Moonlight reflected off the chrome of a second vehicle as it appeared in the corner of her right eye. A split second later, the newly arrived truck slammed into the parked technical’s back bumper and sent it careening forward up the sidewalk.

      What…

      The impact had sent the machine gunner into the air like a rag doll, and Gaby watched as the man fell back down to earth, seemingly moving in slow motion, before smashing into the hood of the truck that had suddenly taken the place of the technical.

      …is happening?

      It took Gaby a few seconds to process the series of events: A second technical had rear-ended the first, knocking it up the sidewalk. It hadn’t been an accident, either, because Car No. 2 had clearly been speeding just before the collision. Speeding up.

      She was coming to grips with what had happened when the Mercerian, lying on top of the new technical, started to get up. There was a bang! from behind her—Peters!—and the man fell back down, before rolling off the hood and into the street.

      Gaby stared at the second truck. Or more precisely, at its driver.

      The man leaned out the open driver-side window, one bloodied arm dangling over the big circled M, while the other one was nonchalantly perched over the steering wheel. There was dry blood over half of his face, but that did nothing to hinder the stupid-looking grin.

      “Jesus Christ,” Gaby said. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “You wanna get in, ma’am, or would you like me to send an official invitation first?” Becker asked.
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      Becker. Joe Becker.

      He was still alive. How was he still alive?

      And if he’s still alive, that means I left him back there…

      Gaby walked over to the truck, still not quite believing what she was seeing. But there he was, smiling at her even if he looked like he should be lying in bed in a hospital somewhere being treated for…everything. The truck he was sitting in looked familiar—and she realized why seconds later: because it was one of the two technicals that had been parked outside the warehouse earlier.

      “You’re alive,” she said.

      “Last time I checked,” Becker said. “Where is everyone?”

      She looked back at Peters, who was stripping the Mercerians of their rifles. “It’s just us.”

      “Jolly?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “The other guy?”

      “Him, too.”

      “Damn,” Becker said, looking past her at Jolly’s and Jones’s bodies, lying among the dead Mercerians. “Sorry. I know you were friends with Jolly.”

      She pursed a smile at him. “You’re still alive.”

      “Didn’t we already go over this?”

      “How are you still alive?”

      “I got nine lives. Well, eight, now.”

      “I saw you get blown up.”

      “The door got blown up. I was behind it.”

      “Jesus.”

      “No, just Joe.”

      Something moved across the front seat from Becker. It was a shadow, rising up on the other side of the passenger door.

      Gaby raised her gun—

      “Hey,” Becker said when she fired.

      Her shot shattered the passenger side window, and the figure fell.

      Becker had wisely ducked his head when she pulled the trigger, and he raised it back up slowly. “Seven lives, now.”

      Gaby ran around the front of the truck. She got a good look at the front grill as she did so. The bumper was crumpled but somehow still clinging to the vehicle, and the hood was badly dented from both the collision and when the machine gunner fell on top of it. The man himself was crumpled on the sidewalk, and she had to step around him.

      The man she’d shot was lying on his back in the street. He was still alive, clutching his chest where blood pumped through his fingers and were spreading liberally across his vest. It took a second for her to register his identity: The passenger in the Mercerian technical, who had been standing next to the vehicle when Becker slammed into it.

      Gaby thought about putting the man out of his misery, but she decided to save the bullet. He was going to die anyway. She could tell just by looking at him.

      Instead, she glanced up the streets at the same time headlights flickered in the distance, coming toward them.

      She looked over at Peters, just now walking over to them. “We have to go. Someone’s coming.”

      “So let’s go,” Peters said. He had two rifles slung over his shoulders and a third in front of him. Then, seeing Becker, “Goddamn. You look like how I feel, kid.”

      “You don’t look so hot,” Becker said.

      “That’s what I meant.”

      Gaby stepped over the wounded Mercerian and opened the passenger side door. She climbed inside while Peters slid into the back seat and dumped the rifles next to him. He glanced back out the rear window at the approaching headlights. There were just two spots, which meant only one car.

      Becker glanced up at the rearview mirror. “Where to, folks?”

      “You know where the park is?” Peters asked.

      “Sure. Parks are my specialty.”

      “That’s where we’re going.”

      “Buckle your seat belts, because I don’t have insurance,” Becker said. He put the truck in gear and stepped on the gas.

      It lurched forward before rumbling off the sidewalk and onto the street. There was a loud grinding noise, and Gaby wondered which part of the truck was dragging on the road. Whatever it was, it wasn’t bad enough to stop them from moving.

      “How did you find us?” Gaby asked Becker.

      “I didn’t,” Becker said. “I was just driving around minding my own business when I saw that technical on the sidewalk. Heard the shooting and figured, what the hell, might as well go out with a bang.”

      She glanced at the headlights in her side mirror. “Can this thing go any faster?”

      “It used to be able to,” Becker said.

      “We’re dragging something,” Peters said.

      “We’re dragging a lot of somethings, yup.”

      For the first time, Gaby got a good look at Becker. He was in even worse shape than he’d looked initially. Besides the blood on one side of his face, his blue BDU was wet (More blood), and he had what looked like strips of clothing tied tightly around his right leg and right arm. His cheeks were bruised, as were his forehead, and a small trail of blood had dried along his temple. She couldn’t help but imagine him back there in the warehouse, alone, picking himself up and then wandering around looking for her.

      He glanced over and flashed a too-forced grin. “It looks worse than it really is.”

      “Is it? Because it looks pretty bad,” Gaby said.

      “I’m still alive. That’s all that counts.”

      She nodded, and thought, Barely.

      But he was right. He was still alive, and after what had happened to Jolly and Jones, it was more than she could have hoped for.

      “You’re right,” Gaby said. “That’s all that counts.”

      She turned around in her seat to peer out the back window at the same headlights. They were much closer than the last time she looked.

      Peters had been busy bandaging up his bleeding left arm and was swallowing a couple of pills when she looked past him. He followed her gaze down the street, and by the expression on his face, she knew he’d come to the same conclusion.

      “We can’t let them follow us to Lara,” Gaby said.

      “I know,” Peters said. He leaned between the two front seats and tapped Becker on the shoulder. “Stop the car.”

      “Why?” Becker said. “There are patrols all over the city. We’ve been lucky there’s just one car on our ass. You know how many I had to avoid just to find you guys?”

      “Where were they going?” Gaby asked.

      “Who?”

      “The patrols you had to dodge.”

      “A lot of them were heading south for some reason.” He glanced over. “Or is there a reason?”

      “Stop the car,” Peters said from the back.

      “You still haven’t given me a reason,” Becker said.

      “We have to ditch those headlights,” Gaby said.

      Becker sighed. “Hey, I don’t need to live to see morning anyway,” he said, before applying pressure to the brakes.

      Peters opened his door and was already outside before the vehicle had even come to a complete stop.

      Gaby grabbed one of the rifles Peters had tossed into the truck and opened her own door. “Stay here.”

      “I don’t think I can move anyway,” Becker said.

      Gaby looked down at the AR in her hands. It was painted with camo, and there was a red dot sight mounted on top. She flicked the fire selector to semiauto and glanced around them in case another Mercerian patrol had appeared nearby. There wasn’t, and it was just them and their tailgater in the streets. The rest, she thought, were heading exactly to where Lara wanted them to go right this moment.

      Peters, meanwhile, had climbed into the back of the truck and was settling in behind the machine gun. This one didn’t have the shield plating of the last technical, but Gaby didn’t think Peters was going to need it.

      The Buckies were getting closer, their truck’s headlights flashing across her face as they neared. If they saw Peters in the back, readying the MG, it didn’t slow them down until they’d gotten almost fifty meters, and by then it was too late.

      As soon as the trailing truck’s tires squealed to a stop, Peters pulled the trigger and the machine gun, an all-purpose M240, began spitting lead down the street. Empty bullet casings clattered against the truck bed around Peters’s feet while a dozen more bounced off the side and into the street in front of Gaby.

      The first twenty or so bullets that Peters sent downrange shattered the windshield of his target. The rest destroyed the front hood, the grill, and took out the headlights. Peters kept shooting until Gaby heard a tire explode, then another one, and soon a fire had begun near the back of the vehicle.

      Gaby wished she could feel sorry for the poor bastards in the truck, but she couldn’t even make them out. Even if they somehow managed to survive the first wave of bullets, they were probably wishing they hadn’t as fire began to engulf the vehicle.

      Peters looked down the side of the technical at her. “I’ll stay back here until we’re clear.”

      Gaby nodded and slipped back into the truck. She slammed the door and nodded at Becker. “Let’s go.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Becker said and put the technical back into gear.

      They continued down the street, but they hadn’t gone more than half a mile when the truck shook. Not just their vehicle, but the street it was traveling on, along with the buildings to the right and left of them. The streetlights that hadn’t worked for over five years rattled violently as they drove underneath them, the power lines swinging wildly on their poles.

      “Earthquake?” Becker said.

      “No,” Gaby said.

      She stuck her head out the broken window and looked behind them. There, plumes of red and orange fireballs in the distance. They were coming from the other side of Darby Bay. The south. She was looking at bomb detonations. More than one had just reduced what might have been an entire block—if not more—of the city to rubble. The sight was mesmerizing, and she imagined it would be more amazing up close. That is, if you weren’t one of the poor bastards caught in the blast.

      She could still feel the truck shaking slightly when she pulled her head back inside.

      “What was that?” Becker asked.

      “Those patrols you saw heading south earlier? That’s what that was. Lara letting Buck’s people know that tonight’s not over yet.”

      Becker gave her a questioning look.

      “The guys you crashed into?” Gaby said. “They were supposed to take me to where Buck’s people were amassing for what they thought was a final assault on our rallying point. Lara and the remnants of surviving Black Tiders were supposed to be there getting ready for a counterattack.”

      “Supposed to be there?”

      “The enemy has been monitoring our communications all night. They knew about the tunnels, the alternate OP, and a lot of inside protocol that no one except us is supposed to know.”

      “Spies,” Becker said.

      “Yeah. They’ve had spies in our ranks for God knows how long now.” She thought about Loman and Biden. “Buck’s been planning this for years.”

      “So back there…”

      Gaby glanced at the side mirror. She could still make out the orange and red cloud gathering over that part of the city. She imagined Buckies burning, vehicles on fire...

      “That’s us striking back,” Gaby said. “But it’s not over yet.”

      The truck trembled slightly as a Warthog appeared overhead and banked right. Another one followed behind it, moving in formation. For a second, Gaby was afraid they might fire on them, but they didn’t.

      “I’m glad those Hogs are on our side,” Becker said, leaning slightly to look after the A-10s as they disappeared into the night sky. “How long can they stay up there, anyway?”

      “As long as they can,” Gaby said.

      “Is that going to be long enough?”

      God, I hope so, she thought and said, “I guess we’ll find out.”

      She took out the radio that Peters had given her. It was the same one he’d stolen off a dead Bucky. Gaby powered it on and turned up the volume.

      Multiple voices were talking through the comm at once, others screaming back and forth. There was no mistaking the panic and fear that came through the speakers:

      “…how many…fuck…nuked…forget it, they’re dead…whole block’s gone…what was that…Warthogs…trick…goddamn Warthogs…shit…what now…get back here, get back…regroup…everyone regroup…fucking hell…”

      “Sounds like a party,” Becker said. “One that I’m glad I wasn’t invited to.”

      “Screw them,” Gaby said. She turned off the radio and tossed it to the floor.

      Becker chuckled. “Damn right.” Then, suddenly alarmed, “Heads up. Looks like not all of them were on the other side of the city when those bombs dropped.”

      Headlights had appeared in front of them about a block away. Instead of panic, Gaby found herself instead amused that people were still driving on the right-side lane even now, six years after the end of the world.

      I guess old habits die hard.

      She put a hand on Becker’s shoulder. “Keep going. Don’t slow down. We’re in the right vehicle, and Peters is wearing the right uniform back there, remember?”

      “Yeah, but the right vehicle’s all busted up.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Right now they’re responding to what just happened on the other side of town. Don’t give them a reason to stop, and they won’t.”

      “All right, but keep your finger on the trigger just in case.”

      It never left, Gaby thought even as she leaned back between the two front seats and rapped her knuckles on the rear windshield.

      Peters, manning the MG, crouched down and looked in at her. She pointed up the street and he nodded. She watched him stand back up and turn slightly around to eye the incoming truck. He hadn’t moved the machine gun, though, which made sense, because why would a Bucky take aim at another Bucky?

      The headlights were getting closer. There was just one vehicle, and it was in a hurry.

      “Don’t slow down,” Gaby said.

      She put the rifle in her lap and thumbed the fire selector to full-auto. She would have preferred three-round burst fire but wasn’t going to nitpick now. She could just barely glimpse the head of the Mercerian in the back of the opposing truck, manning his own machine gun.

      Then the other truck was driving past them, and as far as Gaby knew it hadn’t slowed down even a little bit. When she turned in her seat and looked after it, the technical was still flying down the street.

      Keep going. Just keep right on going.

      And it did, until she could barely see its rear red lights.

      “I think I’m down to six lives now,” Becker said.

      Gaby grinned before leaning across the seat and kissing him on the cheek.

      He looked over when she pulled back. “What was that about?”

      “I’m glad you’re still alive,” Gaby said. “Joe.”

      He smiled. “Took you long enough. I thought you were going to call me Becker all night long.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. It’s only been half a night,” she said.

      She glanced down at her watch. 2:16 a.m.

      “Is it morning yet?” Becker asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “It’s still taking its goddamn time, huh?”

      “Apparently.”

      “So what’s the plan? Are we taking back Darby Bay or what?”

      “You’re goddamn right we are,” Gaby said.

      She glanced at her side mirror, lingering on the glowing orange and red destruction on the other side of the city.

      I’m glad Lara’s on my side, Gaby thought with a smile.
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      They drove past the park without incident, but that wasn’t too much of a surprise. The park was located on the north side of Darby Bay, and Lara had purposefully drawn as many Buckies as she could to the south, where she had laid the trap for them. Despite that, they still had to skirt a couple of random vehicle patrols, but that was easy enough once they ditched their damaged technical in a dark alley and continued on foot.

      It was deathly quiet around them. The last gunshot Gaby heard was nearly ten minutes ago, and it had been a single shot from a pistol. She still wondered what or who had caused that; someone putting an end to something, perhaps.

      A lot of that going around tonight.

      The gun battle had died down, but fires from the bombs were still burning in the distance, creating a pulsating eerie glow in the sky that was visible all the way across town whenever Gaby glanced south. She wished she could have felt something for the men and women who were caught under the Warthogs’ ordnance, but she couldn’t summon the sympathy.

      “How many you think were over there when those bombs dropped?” Becker asked as he walked next to her.

      “Hopefully enough,” Gaby said.

      “Enough?”

      “Enough to get us to morning.”

      They picked up their pace to catch up with Peters, who was waiting up ahead. He had stopped to check on his bandages, and to look at him, Becker, and herself, Gaby wondered what kind of an image the three of them made to someone who didn’t know what they had been through tonight. Becker in particular was beat up and bloodied, and though she somewhat believed him when he said his injuries looked worse than they were, she didn’t completely trust him not to lie to her.

      “You okay?” she asked Becker now as they followed Peters around the corner.

      “Honest, it looks worse than it is,” Becker said. “Granted, my head is just pounding right now, but I think that’s just because there’s this little devil sitting on my shoulder hitting my skull with a hammer. Other than that? I’m good.”

      Yeah, right, you’re “good,” she thought but said anyway, “I really thought you were dead back there.”

      “The blast threw me pretty far down the hallway,” Becker said. “Don’t ask me how any of it worked. One second I was standing next to the door, the next I’m ten or so meters away and buried underneath two Buckies.”

      “I should have looked for you, just to be sure.”

      “You were in a hurry. I’m not blaming you.”

      “No, that wasn’t it.” Gaby sighed. “I didn’t want to see what you looked like. I thought that explosion would have…done a lot of damage.”

      “Oh.” Becker paused for a moment. Then, with a smile, “You were worried I wouldn’t be so handsome anymore?”

      She pursed a smile. “Something like that.”

      “Talk a little louder, why doncha,” a voice said from somewhere up ahead.

      Peters stopped and lifted his rifle as a figure stepped out of a dark corner in front of them. The man was wearing a Bucky vest, but his circled M wasn’t quite as white or glowing, and he was flipping night-vision goggles on top of his forehead as he emerged out of the darkness to greet them. If he hadn’t made himself known, Gaby thought they might have walked right by, oblivious to his presence.

      Peters lowered his carbine. “Jesus, Hanson. I almost shot you.”

      Hanson snorted. “Yeah right, old man.”

      “You alone?”

      “Just me and my pal here, waiting for you kids,” Hanson said, tapping his black M249 light machine gun. Gaby had seen plenty of those squad automatic weapons in the back of technicals all day, but Hanson had his slung in front of him as if it weighed no more than a normal rifle. It helped that he was a big man.

      “Where is everyone?” Peters asked.

      “Everyone is where they’re supposed to be,” Hanson said. He nodded at the rooftop of the building behind them. “Overwatch has been keeping tabs on you ever since you ditched that technical.”

      “They’ve been watching us?” Becker asked.

      “You and everyone else in the city. Wouldn’t be much of a secure location if we didn’t have snipers waiting to shoot people in the head from a mile away.”

      “Good thing I have a friendly face.”

      Gaby walked over and shook Hanson’s hand. “Good to see you again. It’s been awhile.”

      “Hey, kid,” Hanson said.

      “Lara’s okay?”

      “Last time I saw her. She’s anxious to see you, so let’s not keep her waiting.”

      Gaby and the others followed Hanson around the corner.

      “Just you three?” Hanson asked.

      She nodded. “Just us.”

      “What happened to Jolly?”

      “He’s dead,” Peters said.

      “Shit,” Hanson said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Speaking of which, you guys look like shit.”

      “Feel like it, too,” Becker said.

      Gaby looked over at the big man. “You look like you’re doing okay. Has it been bad?”

      “We lost probably more than we should have getting here, but it could have been worse,” Hanson said. “Getting out of that bomb shelter brought back some bad memories.”

      “Yeah. I was down there, too.”

      “At least it didn’t stink like Houston.”

      “There’s that.” Then, “What are you doing here anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be in Louisiana with Danny?”

      “I was until I wasn’t. I got in this morning, just in time for this little dog and pony show. How lucky am I?”

      “Not exactly the word I’d use.”

      “As to why I’m here, you’ll have to ask Lara that. Danny told me she ordered him to send me over. I was supposed to show up three days ago but had to wait for the last supply run to catch a ride.”

      “Lara ordered you here?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “She didn’t say why?”

      “No, and I haven’t had the chance to ask her. I’ve been meaning to all night, but, well, there’s a lot going on that takes precedence over my curiosity.” Hanson glanced over at her. “But I have a feeling you know why I’m here.”

      Gaby didn’t answer, but she did know. It had everything to do with what Keo had told them about a certain blue-eyed ghoul—the same one that had chased him all the way from Winding Creek to Axton and then to Cordine City.

      “It wants us,” Keo had told her and Lara. “Everyone who was down there, underneath Houston when Will took out Mabry. Me, Danny, Gaby, and Hanson. Everyone else who was there that day is dead. It’s just the four of us left.”

      “Gaby?” Hanson said when she didn’t say anything.

      “We should wait for Lara,” Gaby said.

      “So I was right. You do know, and there’s a reason I’m here, and it’s not because of my stellar personality.”

      Gaby smiled. “Maybe that has a little something to do with it, too.”

      “Yeah, right,” Hanson said. Then, to Peters, “Slow down, old timer.”

      Peters stopped walking and turned around. They were standing in a dark alleyway, one without any lights. “Here?”

      “Give me a hand,” Hanson said. “If you can. If not, I can manage. Wouldn’t want you to pop a joint.”

      “I got a finger if you want it,” Peters said as he flipped Hanson the bird.

      Hanson chuckled and slung his LMG. He walked toward a battered dumpster and leaned against one side of it. He started pushing, and the trash holder began sliding forward on its wheels. Peters helped out with a shoulder, and it didn’t take them long before they’d moved enough of the metal box to reveal a heavily scarred door previously hidden in the wall. Something else they would have walked right on by in the dark.

      Hanson rapped his knuckles on the metal door, producing three loud and solid thudding sounds. It opened quickly, darkness on the other side—along with two figures in blue BDUs and night-vision goggles—looking back out at them.

      “Home sweet home,” Hanson said. “For now, anyway.” The big man led them inside, saying to the two men who had opened the door for them, “You boys know what to do.”

      The two figures slipped out into the alley and closed the door after them. Gaby heard the sound of the large trash bin sliding back into place a few seconds later.

      Hanson led them through a large building separated in sections by empty metal shelves that were at least a story high. The aisles they walked through were crowded with dark figures huddled on the floor. Most of them were civilians—Darby Bay residents—but plenty were Black Tiders in dirty (and some bloody) blue BDUs. Not all of them were armed, but there were plenty who were. Gaby glimpsed tired and well-worn faces—some looking back at her, others too tired to even lift their heads. A few bloodied faces, others with bandages around various body parts. They all looked as if they had been through hell and back.

      Who hasn’t tonight?

      They were inside a storage warehouse, and there were so many people crammed inside that Gaby had to be careful about where she walked. If not for the chilly air, the smell of so many bleeding and bruised and battered bodies in one place might have been overwhelming. The scent of medical ointment was everywhere. The place was ringed with high windows along the top, natural moonlight keeping the place from being swamped in darkness.

      “So are we counterattacking, or what?” Becker was asking Hanson.

      “What do you think we’ve been doing the last hour, kid?” Hanson said. “The fun’s only beginning. Shit’s gonna get real, real soon enough.”

      Because it hasn’t been “real” before, Hanson? Gaby thought but kept that to herself. She knew Hanson well enough to know he was just trying to psych himself up for the fight ahead. He might not have had any outward injuries like the poor bastards scattered around the building at the moment (or like her, Becker, or Peters), but she didn’t believe for a second he had made it through the night completely unscathed.

      The number of civilians and Black Tiders thinned out as they reached the back of the warehouse, where a group of people were huddled around a table with a small light on top of a fold-out map. Black Tiders in full assault gear stood guard nearby, the Inguz on their shoulder patches glowing brightly. If the other side of the building looked like it was housing defeated people, this other half was the exact opposite. There was electricity in the air; a buzz pointing to something big in the works.

      One of those figures huddled over the table glanced over as Gaby and the others approached them.

      “You okay?” Gaby asked.

      Lara smiled. She looked as tired as Gaby had ever seen her. Or as tired as she felt right this moment.

      “That’s my line,” Lara said.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re hurt.”

      We’re all hurt, Gaby thought, but she pursed a smile and hugged Lara instead. They stayed that way for a while—maybe a little longer than either one of them had intended with the others around, most of them doing their best not to look—before they came apart.

      Lara held her at arm’s length and managed another smile, but Gaby had known her long enough to know that it was heavily forced and mostly for her benefit. “I’m glad you finally made it.”

      “Me too,” Gaby said. “Hanson tells me we’re getting ready to counterattack.”

      Lara nodded and turned to the map. It was Darby Bay, but heavily annotated with markers. “We’re going to take the city back in the morning.”

      “Do we have enough people for that?”

      “We have as many people as they do, now,” Lara said. She looked across the table at a man with white hair in his forties.

      Parrish nodded. “That last strike by the Warthogs took away any numerical advantage the Mercerians had over us. We’re getting reports of anywhere from sixty to eighty percent casualty rate.”

      “Jesus,” Becker said. “Those must have been some big bombs.”

      Parrish looked over at his man. “Glad to see you’re still alive, soldier.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Go get your wounds fixed up and grab some chow. You won’t get another chance for a while.”

      “I’m fine—”

      “That wasn’t a suggestion,” Parrish said.

      Becker nodded. “Yes, sir.” He gave Gaby a quick glance—she nodded back at him—before heading off. Or limping off. She hadn’t noticed that before, and wondered what else Becker was suffering through that he was doing his best to hide from her.

      He’s hurt. I’m hurt. We’re all hurt.

      So what else is new?

      Lara looked over at Peters, standing silently nearby. “Peters. You, too. Go see the medics. I’m going to need you on Overwatch.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Peters said and walked off after Becker.

      “How did you convince them to assemble their forces across town?” Gaby asked Lara.

      “The same way they’ve been taking advantage of us since they attacked,” Lara said. “Their spies.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      “Our communications were compromised. Even our backups. Even our backups for our backups. They knew everything. It was obvious they had people who had been among us for a long time. Maybe years. It didn’t matter what we did or how many times we switched frequencies; everywhere we turned, there they were.”

      “So you set them up.”

      Lara nodded. “I gave them what they wanted. A rallying point for our forces to counterattack. All of our forces. It wasn’t easy and it took a lot of patience, but eventually they were convinced and began allocating resources for what they thought was a final assault. While all that was happening, we rescued as many people as we could.”

      Gaby glanced back at the mass of people huddled behind them. “This is everyone?”

      “This is everyone we could find,” Parrish said. “There are still more out there. A lot more civilians hunkered down waiting for morning.”

      “That’s why the Warthogs had to be careful about their targets,” Lara said. “They had to be sure.”

      “Speaking of which,” Gaby said, “how long can they last up there?”

      “The pilots have been conserving fuel by landing on empty roads in the area until we need them. Right now, we still have two in play. The rest are either out of fuel or ordnance, and they can’t head to Larabie or Galveston to resupply.”

      “Two is more than I could have hoped for.”

      Her friend looked her up and down. “When was the last time you ate?”

      The question caught her off guard, and Gaby actually had to think about it.

      “Come on, we have another matter to discuss anyway,” Lara said. She turned to Hanson. “You too.”

      Hanson had been so silent since they arrived at the back table that Gaby had forgotten he was even there. “Yes, ma’am,” the big man said.

      Lara looked over at Parrish. “Start making the arrangements. We attack at dawn.”

      “Roger that,” Parrish said.

      Lara led them away from Parrish and the others and toward another smaller table in a corner. There was food spread out—MREs and bread, along with canned goods. Another small light sat in the middle providing some illumination, but not too much.

      “Any word from Larabie and Galveston?” Gaby asked as she grabbed a loaf of bread and pulled it apart with her teeth. It was old—at least twenty-four hours—but still tasted better than anything she’d ever eaten.

      Lara shook her head. “We finally heard back from some survivors. They’re all saying the same thing: A horde of ghouls came out of nowhere and swarmed the FOBs. I don’t think they even believed what they were saying. And I might not have believed it either, if everyone didn’t say the same thing.”

      “What about Louisiana?”

      “There’s been no activity in Louisiana since Danny left. The base is on high alert, but so far there haven’t been any attacks.”

      “And Danny?”

      “I don’t know. He left for Black Tide Island hours ago. I don’t know if he made it there or not. We still haven’t heard anything from the island itself.”

      “Nothing?”

      “There’s still some kind of storm over the Gulf of Mexico that’s making communications difficult. Danny should have reached the island by now, but…” She paused for a moment. “I don’t know what’s going on over there.”

      Gaby saw the misery on Lara’s face. They weren’t just talking about Black Tide bases anymore or Black Tide personnel, but friends.

      Danny, Carly, Little William…

      “Keo was right,” Lara said. “This thing—this blue-eyed ghoul—it’s allied itself with Buck, and they’ve been building their armies in secret for years. God only knows how many of them are out there that we haven’t even seen yet.”

      The thought made Gaby shiver. More that they haven’t even seen yet? The idea would have been ludicrous twenty-four hours ago, but it was very much a possibility now.

      “What about the ones that were in Darby Bay?” Gaby asked. “The ones in the tunnels? We saw a few of them in the alley while we were crossing through the city, but less than I thought there would be.”

      “A lot of them left the city. The A-10 pilots reported seeing them moving into the woods after we encountered them in the tunnels. It was almost like they were being called away.”

      “That’s what Peters said,” Gaby said. “Like something called them away.”

      Lara nodded and pursed her lips. They both knew what that something was, but neither one of them really wanted to say it out loud.

      “Called away how?” Hanson, standing behind them, finally piped up. “Who are we talking about here?”

      “I asked Danny to reassign you here for a reason,” Lara said.

      “I figured,” the big man said. “I just don’t know what that reason is.”

      “Houston,” Gaby said.

      “What about Houston?”

      “The black-eyed ghouls that were in the city—the army that attacked Larabie and Galveston tonight—didn’t show up out of nowhere. Someone created them. Some thing.”

      Hanson stared at Gaby in silence for a moment before turning to Lara.

      Finally, he said, “Blue eyes.”

      “Yes,” Lara said. Then, to Gaby, “Tell him what Keo told us.”

      Gaby nodded and focused on Hanson. “A lot of people went under Houston five years ago to help end The Purge, but only four came out. Keo, Danny, me…and you.”
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      “Well, damn,” Hanson said.

      Gaby smiled. “You’re taking this well.”

      The big man shrugged and spooned another chunk of SPAM out of a can. “Truth be told, I always knew Houston would come back to bite me in the ass sooner or later. After all, you can’t have all that glory without some of the poop, too, right?”

      “Glory?”

      “Hey, how many people can say they fought at The Battle of Houston? What, a handful?”

      “There were more than that, Hanson. If you’re counting the tankers and the pilots.”

      “Sure, but who counts those guys?”

      “They do, for one.”

      “Yeah, but no one else does.”

      “I guess that’s one way to look at it.”

      “Girls dig a hero.”

      “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

      Hanson chewed on his food in silence for a bit, looking across the warehouse at the throng of people gathered in front and around them. It seemed as if the numbers had dwindled, but that was probably just because Gaby had gotten used to how many lives were crammed into this one building. According to Lara, most of the local citizenry was still out there, trying to hide out the war.

      Lara was back at the table with Parrish and the others. She was pointing and talking, and the men—and they were all men, Gaby saw—listened intently. Lara taking control wasn’t an unusual sight, but Gaby had to admit there was something impressive about how her friend had managed to overcome all the losses and failures of the night and not even once let on that she was in pain.

      And Lara was in pain. Gaby had seen it when they were walking over to have their private conversation with Hanson. She was still suffering physically from the assassination attempt. She tried to hide it, but Gaby could see through the masquerade. Maybe because Gaby recognized all the signs in herself. Putting on a show for other people’s benefit had become a habit of Gaby’s, too.

      She reached into her pocket and took out the packet of pills that Jolly had given her earlier. She punched out a couple and swallowed them with a bottle of lukewarm water. Her belly was full and she couldn’t eat another bite, and sitting on the hard floor and just resting—doing nothing but just resting—was more than she could have asked for when this long night first began.

      Her watch ticked on. 3:11 a.m.

      Over three more hours before morning. Three and a half hours, give or take. It couldn’t get here fast enough for her. The faster the sun arrived, the faster they could launch the counterattack without worrying about stray ghouls giving the plan away. Even though the last known reports of large ghoul activity were over two hours ago, there was no point in risking an encounter if it could be avoided.

      “Just in case,” Lara had said.

      Just in case is right, Gaby thought as she put the pills away.

      “You all right?” Hanson asked.

      “I’m fine,” Gaby said.

      He was sitting next to her, their backs against the wall. His SAW leaned nearby while she still had the beat up but working carbine she’d been carrying since the encounter at the alley. They’d swapped the enemy’s circled M vests for their own blue BDUs to distinguish themselves for the fight to come. It felt good to be wearing the Inguz patch again.

      Gaby could feel it—that buzzing, that primitive surge of anticipation. She’d learned to control it a long time ago, but sometimes she was still surprised by how anxious she could get when she knew a fight was right around the corner. Anxious…and a little excited.

      “No word from him yet?” Hanson was asking her.

      “Who?” Gaby said.

      “Keyster.”

      She shook her head. “Our last contact with him was yesterday when he was inserting into Fenton. We’re not supposed to hear from him again until morning.”

      “You think we will?”

      Gaby didn’t answer right away, because she understood the real question Hanson was asking. It wasn’t about whether Keo would radio in, but rather, could he. Hanson was wondering the same thing she was: Was Keo even still alive out there?

      “If he can, we’ll hear from him,” Gaby finally said.

      “This Buck, he’s a smart motherfucker,” Hanson said.

      I wish everyone would stop calling him smart.

      Then: But they’re right. He’s turned out to be one smart motherfucker, all right. Smarter than any of us thought.

      “That appears to be the case,” she said.

      “He had this planned out. I heard the conversation between Lara and Parrish earlier. They underestimated him.”

      “We all did. Keo, me, Lara… We all did.”

      “Five years,” Hanson said. “He’s been planning this for five years. Holy shit. I can’t even remember what I had for breakfast yesterday, and motherfucker’s been planning it for five friggin’ years. Christ. Talk about a vendetta.”

      “Yeah,” Gaby said and thought, It’s a vendetta, all right. And it’s not just him. It’s Blue Eyes, too.

      Gaby looked over as Becker walked toward them. He was wearing new clothes and had bandages over cuts along his temple, chin, and forehead. He was probably just as bruised and scarred in places she couldn’t see, but he looked like a new man after the blood-covered visage she’d seen earlier. He’d found a helmet and a new carbine, but he still had a noticeable limp as he wandered over.

      “This a private party?” Becker asked.

      “Nah, take a load off,” Hanson said as he started to get up. “I gotta go stretch these legs anyway.”

      The big man picked up his M249 and headed off.

      Becker looked after him for a moment before turning back to Gaby. “Was it something I said?”

      “No, but you do reek,” Gaby said.

      Becker sniffed himself. “You should have seen what they put on my legs and arms. I almost lost consciousness from the smell. The medics didn’t want to give me back my gun, but I told them to screw their Hippopotamus Oath.”

      Gaby smiled.

      He sat down next to her. “So. How you doing?”

      “Better than I’ve felt all day.”

      “Is it the pills or the food?”

      “Both.”

      “I probably got you beat on pills.” He patted one of the pouches around his waist. “They gave me enough to tranq a rhino.”

      “Well, you do look like Frankenstein.”

      “Ouch.”

      “No offense.”

      “None taken. But you actually mean Frankenstein’s monster.”

      “Did I?”

      “It’s a common mistake. Frankenstein was the name of the doctor who created the monster in Mary Shelley’s book. The monster itself didn’t actually have a name. So, technically, when you’re referring to the monster, it’s Frankenstein’s monster, not Frankenstein.”

      “Hunh. I guess you do learn something new every day.” Then, “I thought you were on duty, Frankenstein’s monster?”

      He chuckled. “Boss gave me some time off to recover. It’s pretty quiet out there anyway. At least, until the big push in the morning. Most I’d do is limp around getting in people’s way.”

      Becker didn’t say anything else for a while and seemed content to sit next to her watching a couple of kids running around Lara’s table. Two girls, both barely four, which meant they were born after The Purge. Gaby envied their innocence. What she wouldn’t give to be oblivious to the ramifications of tonight…

      Becker finally spoke up. “If we survive this…”

      Before he could finish, she said, “We will survive this.”

      “When we survive this, then,” Becker continued, “how about you and me go on a date.”

      She looked over at him. “A date?”

      “You know, the thing people used to do before everything went to shit. They called it a date.”

      Gaby didn’t know how to respond. She hadn’t been on a date since…

      She couldn’t remember. It had been a long time. Since high school, at least. She’d never had time for it since The Purge. There were men, but they came and went. She couldn’t spare the requisite emotional investment that a relationship would have required, and she didn’t want to try. Not since Nate, anyway.

      “Well?” Becker was asking.

      “Well, what?”

      “You gonna go out on a date with me when this is over or not?”

      She smirked. “You make it sound as romantic as KP duty.”

      “But hopefully less messy.” Then, grinning mostly to himself, “Or is that, hopefully more messy?”

      “‘More messy?’”

      “More messier?”

      “I think just messier would work.”

      “You think so?”

      “Lara would know,” Gaby said, watching her friend focusing on the map on the table.

      “I heard she used to be a teacher,” Becker said.

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “It’s not true?”

      “She was pre-med.”

      “A doctor?”

      “She was studying to be a doctor.”

      “Wait. She was studying to be a doctor?”

      “Why do you sound so surprised?”

      Becker shrugged. “I dunno. I guess the things she’s done over the years just doesn’t seem like the kind of stuff someone who was pre-med could do.”

      “Lara is a woman of many talents. Leading the human race is just one of them.”

      “I guess so. Wow.”

      “You heard she was a teacher?”

      “Some kind of education field, yeah.”

      “You never asked her to be sure?”

      Becker gave her a look that told Gaby it’d never even occurred to him. “I’m just a bodyguard. Q&A with the asset is not really part of the job description.”

      “She would have told you if you’d asked,” Gaby said.

      “Good to know.”

      There was a flurry of activity, and Gaby looked over as a Black Tider ran down the aisle and toward the table where Lara and Parrish were gathered with the others.

      “Who’s that?” Gaby asked.

      “Don’t know,” Becker said. “Lots of new faces around here.”

      The newcomer must have said something that bothered Lara and Parrish, because they exchanged a quick worried look.

      Gaby got up. “Something’s happening.”

      “Way above my pay grade,” Becker said, standing up next to her. “But not yours.”

      She hurried across the warehouse, dodging the same pair of kids that had been running rings around the table earlier. The mood at the table had shifted noticeably after the soldier’s arrival. It was obvious in the glances and the worried look on Lara’s face.

      She heard Lara asking the newcomer, “How long ago?”

      “Five minutes, ma’am,” the man said. Gaby had never seen him before, but he had night-vision goggles perched on top of his forehead. Which meant he was one of the guys pulling security outside.

      “How many?” Parrish asked.

      “Two that we’re sure of, another that couldn’t be confirmed,” the soldier said.

      “Did something happen?” Gaby asked when she was closer.

      Lara looked over. “A couple of the snipers on Overwatch saw ghoul activity in the area.”

      “Are we talking individual ghouls or a group?”

      “For now, it looks to be just individuals. There might have been a third sighting, but that’s unconfirmed.”

      “Could they be back? The ones that left earlier?”

      “I don’t know,” Lara said. “It could just be isolated incidents like the three you ran across in the alley. It doesn’t have to mean anything more than that.”

      Even as Lara said it, Gaby could see the hope in her friend’s eyes.

      Captain Optimism, right, Lara? she thought about saying out loud, but didn’t because of the others around them.

      “I’m getting an update,” Parrish said as he cupped his right ear and listened to the earbud hooked to his Velcroed radio.

      Five seconds ticked by where the only sounds were someone coughing behind them.

      Gaby and Lara exchanged a long look. Or it felt long, anyway. It was probably just a few seconds.

      Ten seconds more went by before Parrish finally looked up. “We have confirmed ghoul contact.”

      “What happened?” Lara asked.

      “Snipers just killed two ghouls half a block from here. They were headed toward us.”

      “The same ones from earlier?”

      “No. Another—” He stopped in midsentence and cupped his ear again. Gaby watched his face closely and saw it paling.

      That’s not good.

      “Captain,” Lara said, barely able to contain her impatience as Parrish remained quiet.

      Parrish shook his head. “Overwatch says they’re seeing ghoul activity near the woods behind us.”

      “How many?” Lara asked.

      Parrish clicked his radio before speaking into his throat mic. “How many do you see, Overwatch?” He paused to listen. Then, “Give me an estimate.”

      Another five seconds.

      Seven…

      Gaby felt a presence behind her and glanced back to find Becker, standing very close and watching (and listening) silently. They exchanged a look, and if she could read minds, Gaby would guess something along the lines of Here we go again was running through Becker’s at the moment.

      “Too many,” Parrish was saying when Gaby turned back around to the table. “They don’t have a hard count, but there’s a lot of them, and they’re gathering at the edge of the woods.”

      “They haven’t moved toward the city yet?” Lara asked.

      Parrish shook his head. “They seem to be amassing, for now.”

      “It’s them,” Gaby said. “The ones that left the city earlier. They’re back.”

      “You don’t know that,” Parrish said.

      “Yes, I do.” Gaby locked eyes with Lara. “The ghouls that the snipers shot were just scouts. What they saw, the hive saw, too.”

      Lara stared back at her but didn’t say anything.

      “They know where we are, Lara,” Gaby continued. “They’re just building up their numbers before they attack. And if they’re doing something like that…”

      “Something like what?” Parrish asked.

      “Organization,” Lara said.

      Gaby nodded. She didn’t say it out loud—she didn’t want to—but she knew Lara was thinking the same thing: If the hive mind knew, then it knew.

      “It wants us,” Keo had said. “Everyone who was down there, underneath Houston when Will took out Mabry. Me, Danny, Gaby, and Hanson. Everyone else who was there that day is dead. It’s just the four of us left.”

      “Ma’am?” Parrish asked. “What are your orders?”

      Lara didn’t answer him, and Gaby could see her mind working, the gears back there turning, turning…

      Her friend didn’t say or do anything for five seconds.

      Ten…

      “What are your orders, ma’am?” Parrish pressed.

      Lara turned around to look at the huddled mass of people behind them. Men and women, civilians and Black Tiders, children and old people alike. They were sitting and standing around in groups; some were chatting in quiet voices, others stealing sleep on the floor. Someone in a corner was singing a lullaby in soft whispers and it was, Gaby thought, a fine voice that in another place and time could have become famous.

      “Ma’am?” Parrish asked. “What are your orders?”

      Lara turned back to the table. Her face was as resolute as Gaby had ever seen it. “The first priority are these people. We’re going to evacuate the warehouse and make our way to the secondary location.”

      “And the counterattack?” Parrish asked.

      “The priority are these people, Captain. We already lost their city; we’re not going to lose them, too.”

      Parrish nodded. If he was disappointed or disapproved, Gaby couldn’t read it on his face. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Contact the advance units we already have hidden across the city preparing for the counterattack. Their new assignments are to ensure the secondary location is ready to receive and to set up protection grids along the route between here and there. The security units will back up and support Overwatch. In the meantime, I want you to personally organize the evacuation and get everyone ready to move.”

      “Do we have enough Mercerian uniforms and gas masks to disguise everyone during the evacuation across the city?” Gaby asked.

      Lara shook her head. “Not even close.”

      “Lara, there are still Buckies out there. They’re not just going to let us walk everyone over to the secondary location.”

      “I know,” Lara said. She pursed a forced smile. “So we’ll do what we’ve always done. We’ll improvise.”
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      “It wants us. Everyone who was down there, underneath Houston when Will took out Mabry. Me, Danny, Gaby, and Hanson. Everyone else who was there that day is dead. It’s just the four of us left.”

      Keo was in Fenton, but she and Hanson were in Darby Bay. Danny was either still on his way to Black Tide Island or already there. Given how long ago he’d set out for the base, it was likely the latter. With the Gulf of Mexico surrounding him, Danny was probably the safest person right now. “Safe,” of course, was open to debate, considering none of them knew what he was going to find at Black Tide.

      Good luck, Danny, because I think we’re all going to need a lot of that tonight.

      Gaby looked around the warehouse, searching for Hanson as people picked themselves up from the floor, grabbing what little belongings they’d managed to salvage on the way here. The sudden burst of activity reminded her again just how many people were packed into this one location.

      “I gotta go stretch these legs anyway,” the big man had said before he left to give her and Becker some privacy. So where exactly had he gone to “stretch” those long legs of his? Trying the radio hadn’t done any good. Hanson hadn’t answered.

      Where the hell are you, Hanson?

      She gave up trying to locate him among all the moving bodies and turned around just as Lara walked over to her. She had a rifle slung over her shoulder—it was the first time in a long time Gaby had seen that—and four of Parrish’s men, including Becker, flanking her.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Gaby asked.

      Lara gave her a wry smile. Gaby knew that her friend hated it when people called her boss, and she liked it even less when Gaby and Danny did it.

      “Parrish will take care of everything that needs to be done,” Lara said. “I need you to come with me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Stop that.”

      Gaby smiled and fell in beside Lara as they walked across the building. She shot a quick look back and locked eyes with Becker for a brief half-second. He raised two eyebrows in acknowledgement but didn’t say anything.

      Like her and Lara, Becker and every other Black Tider in the room were no longer wearing the Mercerian vests. Those, along with the gas masks they’d been using to disguise themselves, had been handed out to the civilians.

      “They’re going to need them more than we will,” Lara had said when she made the order.

      They walked past a mother demonstrating how to put on one of those gas masks to her daughter. The girl was a skinny teen, and her Mercerian vest hung off her thin shoulders. The mother’s vest fitted a little bit better, but she still wouldn’t pass for a Mercerian if someone stared long enough or got too close.

      “Did you find Hanson?” Lara asked.

      “No luck,” Gaby said. “And he’s not answering me on the radio. He told me he was part of the security detail outside, but they don’t know where he went, either.”

      “He needs to stick with us, Gaby.”

      Gaby nodded. She didn’t need Lara to say the words to know the reasons why.

      “It wants us,” Keo had said. “Everyone who was down there, underneath Houston when Will took out Mabry. Me, Danny, Gaby, and Hanson. Everyone else who was there that day is dead. It’s just the four of us left.”

      And two of us are in Darby Bay right now, she thought. That fact had been going around her head for a while now, and she still couldn’t decide if it meant anything. Was that the reason the ghouls were here in the first place? Or was that just coincidental? Or was that the reason they were back?

      They were halfway through the warehouse when their radios squawked and a voice said, “This is Below, Overwatch. We’ve engaged ghouls in the streets.”

      Lara exchanged a quick glance with Gaby, and the two of them picked up their pace. Becker and the other three behind them had no choice but to do the same.

      “How many?” a voice said through the radio. Parrish.

      “A dozen, two,” someone answered. “More scouts.”

      “Keep them away from our location.” Then, “Overwatch. Give us an update on the ones in the woods.”

      “They’re still amassing,” a new voice answered.

      “How many do you see up there?”

      Overwatch didn’t reply right away. Then, after a few excruciating seconds, “Too many. There’s too many of them.”

      “Give me an estimate, Overwatch,” Parrish said.

      “Thousands,” Overwatch said. “There’s gotta be thousands of them out there.” Then, more to himself than to Parrish or anyone listening through the radio, “Jesus Christ. Where did they all come from?”

      No one answered him, because no one knew the answer. Gaby didn’t know where the thousands of ghouls had come from, just like she didn’t have a clue about the ones that had attacked her and Peters in Axton. The stories of Cordine City being overrun by “a horde of ghouls” stuck in her mind even now.

      They were always out there. Waiting for the right time to attack.

      Waiting for us to let our guards down.

      Waiting for Buck to make his play…

      They finally reached the side exit, where two Black Tiders opened the door for them. They stepped out into the alley where a half-dozen more soldiers with night-vision goggles were camped out watching the darkened sidewalk and streets beyond. They look wired, ready to go off at any second.

      Anxious and scared, is more like it.

      The sentries looked over as Lara appeared. She nodded back at them. “Monitor your radios, and get ready to move.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” one of them said. The leader, Gaby guessed.

      Instead of heading toward the sidewalk, they moved toward the rear and turned into a back alley. More Black Tiders hiding in pockets of shadows nodded as they passed. Not at Gaby or Becker or the others, but at Lara.

      “Get ready to move,” Lara said to them.

      “Yes, ma’am,” they repeated.

      Gaby didn’t have to ask where they were going. It was the tall apartment structure two buildings up the alley where Black Tiders were already opening the back door for them.

      “Get ready to move,” Lara said to them.

      They nodded back.

      There were more uniformed men and women in the long hallway. They, too, nodded and stood more upright when they saw Lara.

      “Monitor your radios and get ready to move,” Lara said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” they replied.

      The same scene repeated itself when they reached the lobby, then took a stairwell door and went up. Gaby wondered if this was what it felt like to take the last walk along the trenches of World War II with a general before a charge. There was a sense of finality to the way Lara talked to them, the way she put her hand on some of their shoulders, and in the way some of them smiled back.

      Gaby could tell that Becker felt the same way when she sneaked a look over her shoulder and met his eyes. He was somber, a soldier preparing for the fight of his life. Not scared, but just…ready. Did she have that same look on her face? She had no idea.

      They climbed all the way to the seventh floor and finally stepped out onto the rooftop above that. The dark skies and blackened canvas that was Darby Bay spread out around them greeted her. She breathed in the cool air and found herself disappointed it was still so dark. For some reason, Gaby had expected the time to have jumped, for night to have switched to day by the time they emerged out of the stairwell.

      Three more hours to morning…

      The building wasn’t the tallest in Darby Bay, but it was perfectly positioned next to the warehouse and near the edge of the city. That made it ideal for one of the major Overwatch locations. There were a half-dozen people scattered around them watching different sides of the city—two of them were on the south edge, two more on the east, and she could hear the occasional pfft! pfft! of their suppressed rifles as they fired down into the streets below. She didn’t have to ask what they were shooting at.

      Lara walked to the two Black Tiders at the north end. One was lying on his stomach, looking through his rifle’s night-vision scope, while the other one stood next to him peering behind night-vision binoculars at the nothingness beyond. It was too dark and Gaby couldn’t make out much of anything except a wall of black trees in the distance, and she only knew they were trees because she’d seen them in the daylight. At the moment they could have been anything, including the ocean itself.

      The man with the binoculars lowered his field glasses and turned around as they approached him. Peters. Gaby didn’t know why she was surprised to see him up here and already back in the thick of it, despite his injuries. After all, she and Becker were doing the same thing. No one was going to get any rest tonight.

      “I could use some good news,” Lara said to Peters.

      Peters shook his head and held the binoculars out to her. He had a rifle slung over his shoulder and was wearing a bandoleer with 40mm grenade rounds in every loop. If he was still pained from his arm injury, she couldn’t see it on his face.

      I guess he’s gotten his fill of pills and food, too.

      Lara took the glasses and looked through them.

      Gaby did her best to focus on the darkness in front of her, but all she could make out was…nothing. Not a damn thing.

      “They’re still out there?” she asked Peters instead.

      “I wish I could tell you no, kid,” Peters said solemnly.

      Behind them, the pfft! pfft! of suppressed gunfire had picked up noticeably. Which meant that while the ghouls in the woods were still building up, the ones already in the city were being very active.

      “Have you seen Hanson?” Gaby asked Peters.

      “He was up here a few minutes ago,” Peters said. “You didn’t run into him on the way up?”

      “No. And he’s not responding on the radio.”

      Peters looked across the rooftop at one of his Black Tiders. “Run downstairs and tell Hanson to get his ass up here.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man said and ran off.

      Lara finally lowered the binoculars and handed them to Gaby without saying a word.

      That bad, huh? Gaby thought as she took the glasses. She stepped closer to the edge and, her hand shaking slightly, raised the device to her eyes.

      Oh, Jesus.

      “It’s a fucking ghoul ocean out there,” the man peering behind his rifle’s scope next to her said. Gaby recognized his voice as the one who’d been answering Parrish’s question over the radio earlier. A man named Turner.

      He was right. It did look as if the Gulf of Mexico had made it ashore and was now gathering on land. She had no chance of telling one ghoul apart from another; it was one big wall of black flesh quivering on the other side of a vast mile-long field that separated Darby Bay from the woods beyond.

      Where the hell did they all come from? Jesus Christ, where the hell have they been hiding all this time?

      And then, as if on cue, the creatures began to move, coming detached from the trees in the background. Moonlight gleamed off their domed heads and pruned flesh, like sunlight reflecting off pearls on the beach. Moving pearls.

      “Here they come,” Turner said.

      “Fuck me,” Peters whispered.

      “Gaby?” Lara asked.

      “They’re coming,” Gaby said, her words barely audible to her own ears, maybe because she didn’t actually want to believe it.

      God help us.

      The blob began to dissolve, becoming jagged lines of individual sentient beings, their charred flesh colors made muted green against the night-vision as they poured of the woods.

      God help us all.

      Gaby lowered the binoculars and swallowed something that might have been a caterpillar down her throat. She handed the binoculars back to Lara, and neither one of them said anything because they didn’t have to. They had both been in this situation before—maybe a few too many times—and they recognized the horrific sensations racing up and down both their spines at the moment.

      “We could really use that air support right about now,” Gaby said.

      “They’re en route,” Lara said.

      “Soon?”

      “Soon.”

      Hopefully soon enough, Gaby thought but didn’t say out loud. No one needed to hear that right now, including herself.

      “Speak of the devil,” Peters said next to her, just before the roar of jet engines rippled across the Darby Bay skyline.

      It started as a small whine before getting louder…and louder.

      “Those are my kinds of devils,” Turner said.

      Gaby didn’t need the binoculars to see the two A-10 Thunderbolts as they moved across the darkness toward them, coming from the east.

      “Send in the clowns,” Gaby said.

      “The clowns?” Becker asked from behind her.

      She glanced back and smiled at him. “Mayfield. She’s one of the Warthog pilots. Clowns are her thing.”

      The planes began banking long before they reached their building, and were now streaking northward toward the field and the wave after wave of ghouls racing across it. Gaby could barely make out the creatures with the naked eye, but there was a reason the green grass that was still visible under the moonlight kept disappearing, as if some entity were swallowing them up meter by meter by meter…

      “Kick their ass!” Turner shouted just before the first couple of bombs dropped and ripped apart anything and everything that had the miserable luck to be underneath them.

      The world crackled and shook under the onslaught, and the loose gravel underneath Gaby’s boots trembled. A flush of triumph rushed through her as the night exploded in a wall of orange and red fire, the thunderous BOOM-BOOM-BOOM! of explosions rattling her eardrums and shaking her bones. Night became day in the blink of an eye, and seemed to last an eternity even though she knew that wasn’t the case.

      A second bomb struck, and the process repeated itself.

      BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!

      More glorious fires licked at the darkness and devoured swaths of grass and the black creatures moving on top of them. She thought she could hear screams, but maybe that was just her imagination. She was sure, though, that she could smell the thick stench of burning flesh and sizzling blood, carried across the plains by a sudden gust of wind.

      Everyone had gone quiet, including Becker behind her, Lara to her left, and the rest of Overwatch around her. If someone was still shooting at targets below them with their suppressed weapons, she couldn’t hear it. Then again, she could barely hear anything over the BOOM-BOOM-BOOM of smaller detonations rippling through the wide field of grass before her.

      Thank God there was no one out there. No one alive, at least.

      Then the Warthogs had overflown their target and were beginning to curve for a second pass.

      Lara handed her the binoculars, and Gaby peered through them.

      It was carnage out there. The field was on fire, large waves of flames flickering against the blackened sky. The sight was even more surreal against the green of the night vision than it had been against her naked eyes. There were bodies on the ground; too many, making it impossible to tell how intact they were. But as many figures littered the ground, just as many were still on their feet. There were dozens that were on fire but still moving, still charging toward the city…

      “They’re still coming,” Gaby said, the words deflating all that triumph she’d felt earlier. “The Warthogs aren’t going to stop them. There’s too many, Lara.”

      “I know,” Lara said. She unclipped her radio and took a breath.

      Gaby could see the weight of the world pressing down on Lara’s shoulders and thought, I could never do what she’s done. What she’s doing. Not in a million years. Not in a billion years…

      Lara finally pressed the transmit lever. “Parrish, this is Lara. Start the evacuation now.”

      “Roger that,” Parrish answered.

      Gaby glanced back at Becker, standing behind her. He didn’t say anything, and neither did the three others with him.

      Next to her, Lara said into the radio, “This is Lara, to all Overwatch teams. We need to give the evacuation as much time as possible to clear out. Get to your positions and acquire targets. You are clear to fire. I repeat: You are clear to fire at will.”

      Gaby looked up as the renewed sounds of jet engines ripped across the night sky just before the KRA-THOOM! of a massive bomb falling and striking the field in front of her shook the world one more time. The BOOM-BOOM-BOOM that followed rattled the building underneath her, and they were so much closer this time that Gaby almost lost her balance, but someone grabbed her arm from behind first.

      “Easy there, ma’am,” Becker said.

      She gave him an annoyed—but not really—look. He smiled back.

      Something flickered in the corner of her eye, and Gaby looked over in time to see an object arcing through the air. It had originated from a building about a hundred meters from their location and was headed for the open grass beyond. The object impacted the ground in front of a half-dozen or so ghouls that had broken free from the pack and were almost at the edge of the city. The resulting explosion sounded and looked insignificant against the death and destruction delivered by the A-10s earlier, but it still threw bodies into the air.

      “Damn, when’d those fuckers get so close?” Peters was saying mostly to himself as he unslung his rifle and took a grenade round from his bandoleer and slid it into the M203 underneath the carbine.

      She stepped closer to the ledge and peered down, and this time Gaby didn’t need night vision to see small individual ghouls racing between buildings, down streets, and through alleyways. It wasn’t the main force, but rather the faster ones that had managed to outdistance the wave still coming toward them.

      An unrelenting ocean of dead things…

      Gaby wasn’t the only person to see that some ghouls had made it into the city, because grenade rounds began launching to the left and right of her, the boom-boom-boom as they hit the streets below and jettisoning ghouls into the air echoing one after another. They would have sounded much louder, if not for the Warthog jet engines flashing across the horizon.

      She pulled back and glanced over at Lara standing next to her. Her friend looked so tired, as if she’d been running a marathon all day and still hadn’t stopped. Gaby always thought that Lara had aged ten years in the last five, but maybe she was being overly generous. It might have been more like twenty.

      “Lara,” Gaby said. “We have to go.”

      Lara nodded and turned to Peters. “Use up all the ordnance you have and then get your men to the secondary location.”

      Peters nodded, but for some reason Gaby didn’t completely believe him when he answered. “Yes, ma’am, we’ll be right behind you.” Then the older man stepped toward the ledge and looked for a second before pulling the trigger on his rifle.

      Ploompt! as his 40mm round sailed through the air and boomed! in the street below. There was an explosion and a burst of gray clouds.

      Gaby turned and followed Lara across the rooftop. Black Tiders were firing into the street around them, some raining grenade rounds but most shooting their rifles. The pfft-pfft! of suppressed gunfire were now being joined by the pop-pop-pop of unsuppressed weapons. It wasn’t just coming from their rooftop but also the ones around them. Muzzle flashes lit the darkness up and down the city, and Gaby thought about the last time she’d seen that, when all of this began not more than six hours ago.

      Another lifetime now.

      But just as with the Warthogs and all the firepower they could bring to bear on the battlefield, she knew that men shooting from rooftops wasn’t going to be nearly enough to help them win tonight.

      “It wants us,” Keo had said. “Everyone who was down there, underneath Houston when Will took out Mabry. Me, Danny, Gaby, and Hanson. Everyone else who was there that day is dead. It’s just the four of us left.”

      She glanced toward the field beyond—just as Peters fired again, the ploompt! of his M203 impossibly muffled against all the gunfire around them—and wondered if it was out there.

      The blue-eyed ghoul.

      It.

      The same one that had been chasing Keo since Winding Creek. It had pursued him to Axton and then underneath Cordine City.

      “It wants us…”

      Was it out there, she wondered, moving among the innumerable hordes coming toward the city right now? Or maybe it was already here, dodging 40mm grenades and bullets in the streets.

      “Everyone who was there that day is dead…”

      Her heart hammered against her chest as she turned around—

      “…It’s just the four of us left…”

      —and slipped through the stairwell door, thankful to leave the darkness behind…if only temporarily.
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      Where the hell is morning?

      She glanced down at her watch and cursed under her breath.

      Three more hours. Three more damn hours. She wondered if they were going to last just one more hour.

      Captain Optimism, remember? a voice that sounded very much like Will’s said from somewhere in the back of her mind.

      Sorry, Will, but I can’t even pretend right now.

      Lara was walking briskly in front of her and talking on the radio at the same time as they descended down the stairwell. “Parrish, how’s it going down there?”

      “We’re in transit,” Parrish answered.

      “Good. We’re coming down now.”

      “I’m sending a team to intercept you in the lobby.”

      “We’ll catch up to you as soon as we can. Don’t wait for us. The priority are those people.”

      “Understood.”

      Lara’s security detail consisted of two men in front of her and two more behind Gaby. They were wearing generic Black Tide BDUs and didn’t have names on their uniforms, but she had overheard Becker calling the big redhead up ahead Green. She had no idea who the other one was, or the one behind her with Becker. She hadn’t asked. Names didn’t seem all that important at the moment.

      There was also a part of her that didn’t want to know. She thought about Goldman, about Mueller and the others down in the tunnel. Knowing their names hadn’t done them any good. The next thirty minutes were going to consume more lives, and the chances of everyone in the stairwell with them surviving it was…slim.

      Captain Optimism’s definitely taken a hike tonight.

      They rounded the fifth floor. Unlike the last time when they walked up the seven floors, there were no Black Tiders to greet them at the landings. They were either all downstairs or already moving with Parrish’s evacuation. It was dark inside the stairwell, but not suffocating. The air was stale and clung to her skin, but she still preferred it over being out in the open.

      She could hear shooting through the walls—the soft pop-pop-pop of automatic gunfire and the recurring thooms of grenades exploding in the streets. It reminded her of sitting in a movie theater and listening to an action flick from the screen next door. It would have been easy to ignore if she allowed herself to, but Gaby didn’t, because as long as there was shooting, there was danger.

      “It wants us. Everyone who was down there, underneath Houston when Will took out Mabry. Me, Danny, Gaby, and Hanson. Everyone else who was there that day is dead. It’s just the four of us left.”

      Keo’s words and the way he had said them as they sat together in the room—just her and Lara and him—gave her goosebumps even now. She couldn’t forget them, and she couldn’t stop replaying them over and over in her head. Especially the last part. That, more than the rest, only got louder with time.

      “Everyone else who was there that day is dead. It’s just the four of us left.”

      Just the four of them left now. Her, Danny, Hanson, and Keo.

      And Keo was in Fenton. God only knew if he was even still alive considering everything that had happened tonight. Was Buck even there? Or was Fenton just another trap, like the last five years had been for Lara?

      She remembered talking to Keo about “sanctioning” Buck if he got the chance, and Lara disagreeing. Not just that, but ordering them not to even entertain the idea.

      Gaby wondered if her friend had changed her mind after tonight.

      As if she could read Gaby’s thoughts, Lara glanced over. “When we get downstairs, we need to locate Hanson. If it’s out there…”

      Lara let the rest go unsaid, but Gaby understood everything, even who it was. There was only one it that mattered tonight. It.

      “It wants us. Everyone who was down there, underneath Houston when Will took out Mabry…”

      She shivered slightly and hoped Becker and the other guy behind her didn’t notice. But they probably did, given how closely they were trailing behind her and Lara—

      The boom! of something exploding below them—either inside the lobby of the apartment building or very close by, echoed through the stairwell. Gaby and Lara exchanged a quick look before they took another floor landing in a rush.

      Lara’s radio squawked, and they heard Peters’s voice: “Lara, come in.”

      “What’s happening, Peters?” Lara said into the radio.

      “They’re at the warehouse. I repeat: They’re at the warehouse.”

      Already? Gaby thought as they all but jumped down onto the first floor and headed for the stairwell door.

      “We’re almost at the lobby,” Lara said. “Get down here now. We’re evacuating the building.”

      “Be right down, ma’am,” Peters said, but like last time, Gaby didn’t quite believe him. She didn’t know why, but the way he had spoken…

      What are you doing, Peters?

      But she had no time to worry about Peters as they pushed through the door and into the lobby. There was debris on the floor, and glass crunched underneath Gaby’s boots as she stepped over them and toward the front doors. An explosion had landed too close to the front of the building and shattered the glass walls, throwing shards all the way across the floor. Even without the wall, it was still difficult to make out the sidewalk and streets outside. The lights were gone, either blown away by the same explosion that had taken out the windows or by some other means.

      Two figures abandoned a patch of shadows near the front of the lobby and rushed over to them. Gaby recognized the lead man as Kennison, one of Parrish’s. He and his partner (Gaby didn’t know his name) were both carrying M4s with M203 grenade launchers attached. They had left two men behind near the blown glass walls, both men crouching with M240 machine guns.

      The distant roar of car engines managed to infiltrate the pop-pop-pop of small arms fire and explosions coming from all around them. The cacophony of different sounds reminded her of when all of this first began almost five hours ago.

      “Ma’am, we have to go now if we wanna catch up to the captain,” Kennison said.

      Lara nodded. “Then let’s go.”

      Kennison turned and shouted, “We’re moving, ladies!”

      The two at the front of the lobby stood up but never turned away from the exposed streets beyond.

      Behind her, Becker said, “Paul, Green, up front. Chambers, you’re with me.”

      The two men who had led the way down the stairwell rushed forward to join the two with the MGs. The one behind her and Becker stayed where he was.

      Kennison led their small party to the front doors, which were still intact despite the glass walls around them having been destroyed. Gaby stayed alongside Lara while Becker and Chambers, along with Kennison’s partner, followed closely behind them.

      “Captain left a truck behind for us,” Kennison said. “It’ll be a tight squeeze, but we should all fit.”

      “Should?” Lara said.

      “Should,” Kennison said with a shrug. “If not, then someone’s running.”

      “Swell,” Becker said softly behind her.

      A massive BOOM! echoed from outside. It was so close that the resulting aftershock nearly knocked them off their feet. Gaby grabbed Lara’s arm to keep her from falling—or maybe it was the other way around—even as the mailboxes on the wall to her left rattled uncontrollably, some of the lids flipping open.

      “What the hell was that?” Kennison’s partner asked.

      “That was a big ass bomb that someone dropped way too close to the city,” Becker said.

      It had to be one of the Warthogs. The fact that they had released a big ordnance this close to the buildings—so close to them—meant a large enough force of ghouls had made it into the city, whereas before there were just individual frontrunners.

      “They’re in the city,” Gaby said, almost gasping the words out.

      “Let’s go!” Lara shouted even as they began running across the lobby.

      The two men with machine guns, along with Paul and Green, were waiting for them up ahead.

      “Gaby,” Lara said as she looked over at her in midstride. “Don’t leave my side. Understand? Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Stupid? Gaby thought. What’s she talking about?

      But she was looking forward as they jogged and never got the chance to say her question out loud because one of Becker’s men, Paul, had just stepped outside through one of the broken windows when a black shape slammed into him and knocked him sideways, his rifle flipping into the air.

      Gaby slid to a stop, as did Lara next to her and everyone else around them. For the next few seconds, they watched as a ghoul picked itself up from the sidewalk and pounced on Paul even as the man screamed and opened fire, the bang! bang! of his handgun echoing loudly outside.

      Too loudly.

      The creature fell, but even as it did, two—three—a dozen appeared out of the darkness and swarmed Paul as he was struggling to get up. Bang-bang-bang! as Paul kept firing even as he disappeared under the pile of black flesh and clacking bones.

      “Here we go,” Gaby said. Then, louder (on the verge of shouting), “Here we go!”

      Brap-brap-brap! as one of Kennison’s men opened up with his MG. A second later, his companion was firing, too, the two men standing side by side, unleashing hell into the street outside. Green, the big redhead, started shooting with his own rifle, but his purposeful pop-pop was lost in the barrage of machine gun fire.

      Bullet casings flicked through the air and clink-clink-clinked off the smooth linoleum lobby floor in waves even as dark bodies on the sidewalk jerked and fell as silver bullets punched into them over and over again.

      Kennison turned and screamed at them, loud enough to be heard over the roar of machine gun fire. “Head for the back door! We can use the back alleys!”

      “What about the vehicle Parrish left behind?” Becker asked.

      Kennison shook his head in response, but Gaby was already looking past him and at the street beyond as the darkness came alive. Endless pairs of dark black eyes emerged one by one, dotting the wall of black outside. They raced forward, oblivious to the 5.56 rounds tearing into the ghouls in front of them, splattering thick, wet blood everywhere.

      “Back door it is,” Becker said behind her.

      Gaby turned with Lara, and even as they did, their eyes met and she wondered if her own face was as terrified as her friend’s at the moment. Lara had always had to put up a façade—not for herself, but for everyone around her. But at that very second, Gaby saw fear in Lara’s face for the first time in a long time.

      Then they were running back across the lobby even as the brap-brap-brap continued unabated behind them. There was so much shooting now that Gaby couldn’t make out any other sounds from outside the apartment. There was just the M240s firing nonstop behind them, and all she could think was, How long can they keep it up? How long before their ammo runs out and they have to change? How long—

      Pop-pop-pop! from in front of her, and before Gaby could ask what was happening, Becker and Chambers were suddenly standing instead of running, and firing at a stream of ghouls coming out of the back hallway.

      Coming out of the back hallway.

      Oh…

      The same corridor they were running for was now full of twisting black forms. They were crushed into the tight space and were crawling on top of one another’s heads and shoulders to get through.

      …fuck.

      “Changing!” Becker shouted.

      Gaby stepped forward until she was beside him and opened fire with her M4. She squeezed off one burst after another, sending three rounds at a time into the narrow confines of the back hallway with every trigger pull. Her rifle didn’t have lights, but she didn’t need them to see the deformed figures scrambling to exit the hallway. There was enough moonlight to see with, and where there wasn’t, her mind filled in the rest.

      They fell in rows against hers and Chambers’s bullets. One second they were on their feet and running, charging with wild abandon, and the next they were smashing into the floor, black blood splashing the tiles. And still the others kept coming. The only reason they weren’t already in the lobby was because there were so many of them that they were literally packed into the hallway like sardines.

      Sardines again. So many sardines tonight!

      Even as she fired, picking off the ones that had managed to break out of the corridor, Gaby could still hear the brap-brap-brap of machine gun fire behind her. The continuous MG blasting away back there was the most reassuring thing she could hope for—

      “Changing!” Chambers shouted as he stepped back and reloaded.

      Becker quickly took his place, his rifle spitting fire next to her. “Get her out of here, Kennison!”

      “Where?” Kennison shouted from somewhere behind Gaby. “There’s nowhere to go! They’re in the streets!”

      “Up!” Gaby shouted. The sound of her own voice surprised her but she was turning, looking back at Lara and Kennison, even as she ejected a magazine and groped for a replacement. “We have to go up back to Peters! It’s the only way left!”

      Lara was reloading her own Glock as she shouted back, “If we go up, there’s no way down! Not for three more hours!”

      Shit. She’s right.

      She’s right!

      Gaby looked past Lara at the ghouls appearing in the streets outside the building, as if the night itself was spitting them out one by one. The creatures were bounding up the sidewalk and rushing through the broken windows only to fall against the onslaught of silver bullets. More were dropping in the streets from rounds raining down from the sky. She was sure that was Peters and Overwatch.

      But it didn’t seem to matter how many rounds Kennison’s machine gun squad threw at the ghouls outside, or how much Overwatch contributed, because there was always one more to take the place of every fallen creature.

      Soon they would be inside the building. It was inevitable. They couldn’t stop that juggernaut forever, not with limited ammo.

      But for now, the creatures hadn’t won yet. Not yet.

      Gaby twisted around just as she heard the ploompt! of Becker firing a 20mm grenade round into the back hallway. It landed inside the tight space and exploded, shredding flesh and bone and decapitating everything within its frag radius. Black blood covered the walls and ceiling, and the corridor itself was suddenly open.

      That’s it. That’s it!

      “Go, now!” Gaby shouted.

      Becker was already moving along with Chambers even as the reassuring brap-brap-brap of machine gun fire continued behind them.

      But for how much longer? For how much longer?

      The closer they neared the back hallway, the more treacherous the ground under Gaby’s boots became. She had to fight to not slip on all the layers of rended flesh and bone and blood and bullet casings, but she managed. Lara and the others did, too, and the only saving grace was that Becker’s grenade round had taken out, if not all, then most of the ghouls coming from the back of the building. They shot the rest as they tried to crawl free from the rubble and piles of unmoving bones.

      Gaby glanced back to check on Kennison’s machine gun crew. The men were still on their feet, backing up slowly while shooting and swinging their weapons from side to side. Green was still there, still on his feet, the pop-pop-pop of his rifle barely audible against the brap-brap-brap of the M240s.

      The creatures continued to stumble and fall through the windows and squeeze in through the doors. They slipped and slid on layers of viscous liquids that coated the floor and crashed into the bodies piling up in front of them.

      And they kept coming. A forest of pistoning limbs and hives of black eyes and slobbering teeth.

      We’re not going to make it. Even if we get out of this place, they’ll just follow us through the hallway. We’ll never outrun them. As long as one of them can see us, the others will, too. That’s how their hive mind works.

      Then one of Kennison’s machine gunners stopped shooting.

      No, no, no, don’t do that, Gaby thought, but the man didn’t have any choice. He’d run out of bullets and he was dropping his M240 and reaching for his sidearm when one—two—five ghouls swallowed him whole. She heard the muted bang-bang-bang! of his handgun…and then there was nothing.

      The second machine gunner screamed something, maybe his partner’s name, but all of that was lost in the brap-brap-brap of his gunfire. He continued to back up while Green threw down his rifle and took out a frag grenade and threw it.

      Boom! as flesh shredded and limbs detached near the front wall.

      Something sailed over her head—a green bulbous object—and landed near the front of the lobby, where the ghouls were swarming over what was left of one of the machine gunner. The resulting boom! left a hole in the floor and sent shattered bones and decapitated heads in every direction. Green, who had been standing too close to the blast, turned at the last second as ghoul blood splashed his clothes.

      Then Becker and Chambers were standing on her right side, shooting, while Lara and Kennison did the same on her left. For some reason, Gaby couldn’t hear the clatter of their gunfire, even though they were right next to her. She had either gone temporarily deaf, or her mind was shutting the noise out for some reason…

      …so she could concentrate.

      Concentrate!

      Will’s voice came back to her, as reassuring now as it was when he was alive:

      “Buckle up, Buttercup. This is no time to wallow in your failures. Put on your big girl pants and focus. Stay alive and look for your windows of opportunity. And there will be opportunities; you just have to see it. So pay attention.”

      She couldn’t remember exactly if it was his real voice and his real words or something her mind had come up with. It was a good enough facsimile that she embraced them.

      Put on your big girl pants and focus.

      Look for your windows of opportunity. It’s there. You just have to see it.

      Do you see it?

      She turned around and saw the ghoul-less corridor in the back. The hallway was broken and devastated, but the ghouls that had been there earlier were now lying in sheets of torn flesh and pools of blood and pulverized bones. There had been none to replace them, the way the endless horde seemed to be doing at the front.

      They’re stupid. The black-eyed ghouls are stupid. They go where the action is. Like moths to the flame.

      In a flash, she saw it.

      The opportunity.

      Buckle up, Buttercup, she thought as she turned around.

      Lara was next to her, but Gaby hurried around her back and grabbed Kennison on the other side while he was reloading. He was pulling back his rifle’s charging handle when she shouted at him, “The back door!”

      “What?” Kennison shouted back.

      “They’re not coming in from the back anymore!” She pointed at the empty hallway. “They’re all coming in from the front! The back’s clear!”

      Kennison looked and saw it for himself.

      “Get Lara out of here!” Gaby shouted. “Fight your way to Parrish, if you can! Hide if you can’t!”

      “Gaby!” Lara said. “What are you doing?”

      Gaby turned to her friend, smiled, and grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her at Kennison. Lara wasn’t ready for it, and she stumbled and might have fallen if Kennison hadn’t caught her.

      “Gaby!” Lara shouted. She sounded shocked.

      Gaby ignored her and locked eyes with Kennison. “You have one job, do you understand? So do your fucking job, soldier!”

      She didn’t know if Kennison understood or not, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he grabbed Lara by the arm and began dragging her toward the back hallway. Lara fought him the entire time, but Kennison was bigger and stronger and he forced her across the slippery sludge of undead corpses toward the back whether she wanted to go or not. She didn’t—and Lara showed that by landing a blow against Kennison’s forehead with her gun. He didn’t let go. She hit him again, this time in the nose, but Kennison still refused to let go. Instead, he stared back at Gaby and clenched his teeth in determination.

      That’s a good soldier! Gaby thought as she grabbed Chambers by the vest and pushed him after Lara and Kennison. “Go help him!”

      The man gave her a shocked look, but only for a second or two before he chased after Kennison and Lara.

      Gaby turned to Becker, who was calmly reloading his rifle next to her. “You too! She’s going to need all the guns she can get!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Becker said. He looked confused, and for the first time since they met, Becker didn’t immediately understand what she wanted from him.

      Well, at least I can say there was this one time he couldn’t read my mind, Gaby thought even as she watched Kennison, now with Chambers’s help, pull Lara into the back hallway. Lara continued to fight against them, swinging wildly with both hands—she landed what looked like a painful punch to Chambers’s nose—but if she had no chance against Kennison, she now had none with both men.

      Then they were gone, vanishing into the darkness of the back corridor.

      Gaby slung her rifle and pulled out two frag grenades from her pouch and showed it to Becker. The light went off behind his eyes.

      “I’ll cover you!” she shouted. “Keep them from following you and Lara! Try to reach Parrish. If you can’t, hunker down until morning!”

      “Good idea!” Becker said, and before she could react, he dropped his rifle—the sling kept it from falling to the floor—and grabbed both grenades from her, turned, and pulled the pins on them one at a time before tossing them toward the hallway opening.

      Sonofabitch! Gaby thought as the first, then the second frag went off, the explosions tearing loose the walls and caving the already-weakened ceiling down on the passageway. Before the smoke had even cleared, Gaby knew that it had worked, that the grenades had sealed off the exit out of the building except for small slits to squeeze through. Even a ghoul, as razor thin as they were, would have trouble getting through those openings.

      She narrowed her eyes at Becker, but he looked past her and was already lifting his rifle again. She spun around at the same time that Kennison’s remaining machine gunner disappeared, and Green was turning, trying to flee, when a ghoul lunged forward and pulled his legs from underneath him. The man fell to the floor face-first, his hand stretching out for the handgun that had clattered away.

      Gaby locked eyes with Green just before he vanished into a pile of ghouls—

      —then someone was pulling her backward.

      Becker, dragging her across the lobby. “Time to go, time to go!”

      She turned, and he let her go. They ran by the now-sealed back hallway and toward the stairwell door. It was the only viable direction, with the front filled with ghouls and no other path left for them.

      Gaby sneaked a look over her shoulder and wished she hadn’t.

      They were coming. So many that they had swallowed up the lobby with their numbers. A big wall of twisting and pruned black flesh and hollowed dark eyes, like oceans of tar staring back at her. A few ran for the back hallway, but when they found they couldn’t go through it, they turned and joined the rest pursuing her and Becker.

      Even as she turned back around and ran stride for stride alongside Becker, Gaby’s only thoughts were of Lara, with Kennison and Chambers, hopefully making their way across the back alleys of Darby Bay while seemingly every creature in the city was pouring into the lobby of the apartment building behind them right this second.

      I did my best, Will. I did the best I could.

      …I hope it was enough!
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      Bam! as Becker slammed the stairwell door into place, and before Gaby could even suck in her second wind, the thoom-thoom-thoom! against the thin (God, why is it so thin?) slab of wood began from the other side.

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      “Hold it!” she shouted. “Hold it, Becker!”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” he shouted back, even as he leaned everything he had into the door while his gloved hands tightened over the doorknob as if their lives depended on it, because, well, it did.

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      Gaby immediately unslung her rifle and let it fall to the floor. It was empty, and she didn’t have any more magazines for it. The thought of keeping it as a blunting weapon registered briefly, but it was quickly countered with Who are you kidding? Did you see how many of them were out there? If you have to start swinging that rifle, it’s already too late and you’re already dead. Might as well just give up!

      But she wasn’t going to give up, then or now. She couldn’t, not even if she wanted to—which she didn’t. It wasn’t in her DNA. Gaby was no quitter and never had been. If she were, she would never have survived that first night of The Purge or all the other brutal and dark nights since.

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      She was tired, though. Her breath came out in loud gasps as she leaned back against the cold stairwell wall and pulled out her Glock and checked it. The magazine was full and she had two spares, but that was it. The gun along with the knife in her left hip. The blade was silver, of course, but if she had to go for that, she was already dead.

      Becker glanced back as thoom-thoom-thoom! echoed in the narrowed confines of the stairwell. “If you’re gonna do something, you should do it now!”

      Do something? she thought. Do what?

      Gaby looked for cracks along the door but didn’t see any. At least, not yet. But it was going to happen. Sooner or later, those rabid things outside were going to get in. It was just a matter of time. How long could such a piece of flimsy wood construction hold—

      Crack! as a jagged line appeared along the side of the door two inches above the doorknob. It spidered three inches toward the center before stopping. Becker jerked away from the door in shock before shoving his body back against it.

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      Then another one, this time along the bottom…

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      And another…

      Crack! Crack! Crack!

      She glanced up the stairs to her left. She thought she could still hear shooting from the rooftop. That was a good sign, because it meant Peters and the others would still be up there. For a second she thought they wouldn’t be, that somehow the creatures had found their way up the side of the building…

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      “Gaby!” Becker shouted. Then, when she looked over, “It’s not gonna hold for very long!”

      Crack! as a chunk of splinter flew across the room. Gaby ducked, even though she really didn’t have to, as the piece of wood lost steam and landed in front of her toes.

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      Crack! Crack!

      “Gaby!” Becker shouted as he leaned even more of his mass against the door, his boots sliding against the hard concrete floor. “If you have anything under your sleeve, now’s the time!”

      Something under my sleeve…

      She began looking around the room, her breath still coming out in loud, labored gasps. She was hyperventilating, her heart crashing against her chest, but instead of trying to calm herself down, she desperately searched the limited space around them.

      Thoom-thoom-thoom! from behind her, but she ignored it.

      Crack! Crack! and she tried to ignore those, too.

      It was dark enough inside the stairwell that she had to give her eyes time to adjust before she could really see what was around her. She didn’t know what she was looking for, but there had to be something that could help them, that could give them the extra time to run up the stairs. Because they needed it. As soon as Becker let go of the doorknob, the ghouls would be inside, and what were the chances they could outrun that horde up seven flights of stairs?

      Jack and shit.

      “Gaby?” Becker said just before there was another crack! This one was the loudest by far, like a Howitzer over her thundering heartbeat.

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      They were going to keep at it. All day. All night. But of course it wasn’t going to take them all day or all night. It wasn’t even going to take them another few minutes—

      There!

      Gaby ran to the back corner of the room, behind the stairs. It was an old yellow sign, folded up and lying on the floor. The words Caution on top of a black image of a man “slipping,” with Slippery When Wet underneath that.

      She grabbed it and ran back to Becker. The plastic was light in her hands, but it didn’t need to be heavy. All it needed was to be just the right size.

      “Are you serious?” Becker asked. He was bracing his body against the door, both hands clutching the doorknob.

      “It’ll give us a head start!” Gaby shouted back. “Get ready!”

      He may or may not have believed her, but he nodded and got into position to let go of the door.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “Sure, why not?” Becker said. “Who wants to live forever anyway?”

      I do, Gaby thought as she shoved the folded sign underneath the door. It resisted going in at first—the board was a little too big to fit—but she pushed anyway. When it still wouldn’t slide through, she sat down and kicked at it with the heel of her right boot. That did it, and the yellow board slid underneath the door and jammed into place.

      Gaby scrambled up to her feet and stepped away. Becker stared at her even as more cracks began forming around the door and splinters flicked more urgently into the stairwell around them.

      They didn’t say anything. They didn’t have to.

      He nodded—and she returned it.

      “Now!” she shouted and turned and ran up the stairs.

      Becker was right behind her even as the thoom-thoom-thoom! continued.

      Then it was below them: Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      They made it around the second floor, Gaby grabbing the banister and slinging herself around and up so she wouldn’t have to slow down as much.

      Thoom-thoom-thoom!

      The third floor appeared in front of them—

      BANG! as the door slammed into the wall from below them.

      “Here they come!” Becker shouted.

      “Shut up and run!” she shouted back.

      “I’m running, I’m running!”

      “Run faster!”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      Gaby was rounding the third floor when she sneaked a look down. She couldn’t see the gray of the concrete anymore. Instead, there was just a moving surface of black flesh as one ghoul after another poured into the stairwell.

      Oh, my God.

      The creatures were already on the second floor and rounding it, but there were so many of them trying to run up the same space that they were forced to jostle for position. Ghouls were knocked over the railing and plummeted down into the pile below. Not that that stopped the ones coming up. It was amazing how fast they moved, and if not for the brief couple of seconds she had bought them—

      Shut up and run!

      Run, run, RUN!

      She ran.

      So did Becker behind her, nipping at her heels. She didn’t know if he was lagging (slightly) on purpose, allowing her to take the lead so he could watch her back, or if she was just that much faster than him. Becker was taller and had longer legs, but he had been badly wounded tonight. Maybe that mad dash across the lobby had taken more out of him than he was letting on.

      Bullshit.

      When she glanced back, she could see him straining. Sweat flicked from his face, but he didn’t look to be in obvious pain. The pills he’d taken were clearly doing their jobs, just as the ones she’d taken were keeping her from remembering all the aches and pains and that still-fresh bullet hole in her left arm. The only reason Becker was “lagging” behind her was to watch her six.

      She didn’t know whether to thank him or be annoyed, but she gave up trying to decide when she looked past him and down the stairs and saw a couple of ghouls already around the landing just below them.

      Jesus. When did they get so fast? Have they always been this fast? Or were they just slow before because people were shooting at them?

      “Fire in the hole!” Becker shouted.

      Fire in the what? Gaby thought when the BOOM! of a frag grenade going off on the fourth floor just below them left her ears ringing.

      Thank God she was in mid-stride, otherwise Gaby might have stopped when the stairwell started shaking around her. But she didn’t even though she wanted desperately to, the thoughts, Becker, you idiot! Did you just throw a grenade in the same stairwell we’re in? racing through her head.

      When she glanced back, she had second thoughts about Becker’s idiocy. Maybe dropping a grenade into all of that wasn’t such a bad idea after all, because there were ghoul carcasses all over the landing and even more were plummeting down the open space to the first floor below.

      Not that all the death and destruction stopped the ones still on their feet. They were still coming, moving like one continuous blob-like entity up the steps.

      “Peters! Peters!” Becker was shouting. Gaby was going to ask why he was shouting out Peters’s name when she saw his hand on the radio Velcroed to his vest. “Friendlies coming up! I repeat: Friendlies coming up! Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!”

      Peters might have said something in reply, but Gaby couldn’t hear it over the pop-pop-pop! of Becker’s rifle firing. She was used to gunfire, but in the close confines of the stairwell, the rattle sounded more like thunder clapping over and over. Becker wasn’t even aiming and was just swinging the M4 back and forth while squeezing off shot after shot. But then he didn’t really have to aim because every bullet took out a ghoul, punched through its weak chest cavity, and took out another one behind it. Sometimes three went down with each shot.

      But it wasn’t going to be enough, and Becker probably already knew that. He was just trying to buy them some more time. A few more seconds.

      A few more precious seconds…

      Then the roof access door was in front of her (Wait. When did we round the seventh floor?) and it was swinging open even before she threw herself toward it—

      —and burst out into the cold Darby Bay night.

      The pop-pop-pop of gunfire greeted her. For a split second, she thought Peters and whoever else was still on the rooftop with him hadn’t gotten Becker’s message and were shooting at them, but if that were the case, then who had opened the door for her?

      And she was still alive despite gasping for breath against the cold night air that filled up her lungs like ice. There were indeed men in blue BDUs still on the rooftop, but they were either crouching or lying on their stomachs on the gravel floor, and instead of shooting at her, they were firing across the rooftop.

      There was a muzzle flash from one of the rooftops across from them just before something zipped! past her head, so close that she could feel the heat. Gaby dropped to her knees, the Glock in her hand. She didn’t remember when she’d drawn it. Had she had it out the entire time she was racing up the stairwell—

      The bam! of a metal door slamming shut behind her.

      She spun around to find Becker and Peters bracing their bodies against the roof access door even as something (“Something?” You know exactly what those “something” is!) began hammering at it from the other side. The bang-bang-bang was different from below, when there was only a flimsy wooden door between the ghouls and them. The door that Becker and Peters were pushing against now was heavy and metallic, but it was still moving, shaking each time the creatures banged against it. Becker was fighting to maintain his grip on the lever, keeping it horizontal as it struggled to go vertical on him.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “What the fuck!” Peters shouted. She wasn’t sure if that was meant for her or Becker or anyone within earshot.

      Gaby ran back to the two men and squeezed in between them. She turned and pushed her back against the cold metal door and could feel the thump-thump-thump from the other side, in tune to the loud bang-bang-bang!

      She glanced over at Peters on her left. “We had nowhere else to go!”

      “I can fucking see that!” Peters said, clenching his teeth. “I guess it’s better you than—”

      A bullet pinged! off the metal slab barely a foot above Peters’s head, and he ducked instinctively as the round ricocheted into the dark night.

      “Fuck me!” Peters shouted.

      “What’s going on?” Becker asked.

      “What do you think?” Peters switched up positions against the door, his boots sliding against the loose gravel. “Some assholes showed up on a building about half a block away and started taking potshots at us a few minutes ago. Got Miller before we knew where they were.” Peters nodded at a body lying on its stomach near the ledge to her right. “There’s at least one more still out there, but the fucker’s pretty good at hiding.”

      The pop! pop! of Peters’s men firing across the rooftop in front of them—they were using single shots, probably to conserve ammo—mingled with the bang-bang-bang! of ghouls smashing into the door behind them, along with their haggard breathing, created an odd symphony of noises.

      Gaby squinted across the skyline but couldn’t see anything that looked like a threat on any of the other rooftops. But she remembered the round that had almost taken her head off and knew that Peters’s men weren’t shooting at empty shadows.

      “Can we lock this thing?” Becker was asking Peters.

      “With what?” Peters said. “They don’t put locks on the outside of rooftop doors. The point is to keep people out.”

      “Now you tell me,” Becker said.

      There was a single purposeful pop!, and Gaby looked across the rooftops just in time to see a figure falling from the silhouette of a water tower across from them.

      “Goddammit, Turner, you finally got the fucker,” Peters said.

      One of the men lying on his stomach lifted his hand. “You’re welcome, boss.”

      Bang-bang-bang! behind them.

      Peters sighed. “As if things weren’t bad already, you guys had to bring this to me, too, huh?”

      “Sorry,” Gaby said.

      “Yeah, sorry,” Becker said.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      BANG-BANG-BANG!
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      Bang-bang-bang!

      Bang-bang-bang!

      They were striking the door over and over and over again, but they weren’t going to get out. The steel metal plate was already showing dents on this side, but it was holding, and it would continue to. It was too strong, too well-put together to collapse against even this kind of unrelenting assault. The ghouls were just flesh and bone. Even they couldn’t break down a metal door no matter how hard or long they tried.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Keep at it, boys, Gaby thought as she sat down and drank some water that Turner, the young man who had shot the sniper, offered to her.

      There were six people on the rooftop with Peters, and they took turns holding the door in place to give Becker and Peters some rest. With the Mercerian sniper on the other rooftop taken care of and no more threats looming among the buildings around them, the team had gone back to their ledges to watch the carnage in the streets below unfolding. They had stopped firing down because there was no point anymore. Even if they wasted every round they had—which was already limited—they wouldn’t make even a tiny difference in whittling down the number of ghouls.

      “Three more hours,” Becker said as he sat down on the gravel next to her. She handed him the bottle and he emptied it. “Give or take. We can spend all three hours up here. That door’s not going anywhere.”

      “Morning sounds good,” Gaby said. “I just wish it’d get here sooner.”

      “Amen to that.”

      Becker grinned at her, and she returned it. Gaby didn’t stop the sudden rush of good feelings. She thought she was going to die so many times in the last few minutes—and truthfully had prepared herself for it—but now that they had secured themselves on the rooftop with a strong door between them and the ghouls, there was a sense of euphoria. A sense that they might just make it after all.

      The bang-bang-bang continued behind her, but she didn’t pay any attention to it. Not really, anyway. Peters’s men were holding the door closed, and there were shooters around her watching the neighboring rooftops for more snipers.

      Maybe, just maybe, she could survive this terrible, never-ending night after all.

      Captain Optimism’s back, she thought, smiling to herself.

      “What’re you smiling at?” Becker asked.

      “Just looking forward to that date,” Gaby said.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Why not?”

      “I was hoping for more assurances than just a ‘why not,’ but hey, I’ll take what I can get.”

      Gaby looked over at Peters, standing at a nearby ledge looking down at the streets with his night-vision binoculars.

      “Did they make it?” Gaby asked. “Parrish and the civilians?”

      Peters lowered his binoculars and nodded. “They did. Had to slug their way to get there with ghouls at their backsides and Buckies at their fronts, but they got there. The forward teams did a good job of securing the route. Those Warthogs wasting all those Buckies at the fake rallying point earlier helped.”

      “Thank God.”

      “So how do we get down from here?” Becker asked.

      Peters made a face. “Get down?”

      “Yeah. How do we get off the rooftop?”

      “We don’t.”

      “We don’t?”

      “Kid, we’re seven floors up, and there are no ladders or catwalks to climb down. The closest building is that one behind us. Its rooftop is forty feet away with a twenty-foot drop. If you can survive that leap, I’ll write a book about you. It’s more likely you’ll break both legs and never walk again. That is, if you don’t die from the shock of breaking both legs and your spine snapping on impact.”

      “Captain fucking Optimism, this guy,” Becker said to Gaby.

      She smiled.

      Peters glanced over at the door. “The only way down was through there. And, well, you kids ruined that.”

      “Sorry, Peters,” Gaby said.

      “You did what you had to, kid. I’m not blaming you.”

      She watched Peters closely. He really didn’t look all that angry, almost as if he expected this. She wanted to ask him if he was ever going to leave the rooftop as Lara had ordered or if he and his men were always going to stay up here for as long as possible.

      “Where’s the secondary location anyway?” Becker asked.

      “A cement-making factory about five blocks from here,” Gaby said. “It’s got thick walls and an even thicker basement just in case they needed it.”

      She thought about the civilians, the mothers and the daughters, the fathers and sons that had lost their city. Who knew where they had come from to settle here, only to lose their home a second time. She wondered if, in the days and weeks to come, they would blame Black Tide. Or Lara—

      Lara.

      She turned to Becker. “Lara.”

      “Lara,” Becker said, immediately understanding her.

      “What about Lara?” Peters asked.

      Gaby exchanged a look with Becker before they stood back up. Becker pried his two-way radio from the Velcro and handed it to her before she even got the chance to ask for it.

      Peters walked over to them as Gaby clicked the transmit lever and spoke into it. “Lara, can you hear me? This is Gaby. Please respond.”

      She waited, as did Becker and Peters next to her.

      The bang-bang-bang! from behind her was the only sound on the rooftop for the next five seconds. Gaby didn’t think she was even breathing.

      She clicked the radio again. “Lara, come in. This is Gaby. Please respond.”

      Another second of silence.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Two seconds…

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Three…

      Bang-ba—

      The radio squawked, and she heard the voice she was waiting for. “I’m here.”

      Becker and Peters sighed with relief. Even Turner, crouching at a nearby ledge, glanced over and smiled. A couple of men whose names she didn’t even know also turned around to listen.

      “Gaby,” Lara said through the radio. Was she whispering? “I was afraid I wasn’t going to hear your voice again.”

      “Are you okay?” Gaby asked. “You’re whispering.”

      “We had to take shelter. The streets are cut off. Too many ghouls. They’re everywhere.”

      Tell me about it, Gaby thought and said, “But you’re okay. You’re safe.”

      “I don’t…” Lara paused. Then, “They’re inside the building with us. They’re searching…”

      Becker and Peters exchanged a worried look, but both men kept silent.

      “But are you all right?” Gaby asked.

      “For now,” Lara said. “The situation’s fluid. But for now, we’re okay.” Lara went quiet again. Then, just as Gaby was about to speak, “Don’t ever do that again, Gaby.”

      “Lara…”

      “I mean it,” Lara said, the anger in her voice unmistakable even over the radio. “Don’t ever do that to me again. I don’t care what your reasons were. I know you thought it was the right thing, but never, ever do that to me again. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Gaby said.

      “Say it.”

      “I promise never to do that again.”

      “Good.” Then, “Where are you?”

      “I’m on the rooftop with Peters.”

      “He’s still alive?”

      Peters chuckled. “Nice to be noticed.”

      “You’re special, old timer,” Becker said.

      “Mom always did say that.”

      Gaby said into the radio, “We’re all still alive and kicking.”

      “What’s that sound in the background?” Lara asked.

      “Ghouls. They’re in the stairwell. They followed us up from the lobby. We barely got away.”

      “But you did…”

      “I’m a fast runner,” Gaby said. She glanced down at her watch. “It’ll be morning in three hours. Can you hide for that long?”

      “That’s the plan,” Lara said. “Right now it’s just the black eyes. There’s a lot of them, but they’re stupid. We can—” Lara stopped in mid-sentence.

      Gaby waited for her to continue, but she didn’t.

      Five seconds…

      Bang-bang-bang! from behind her.

      Ten…

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Gaby pressed the transmit lever. “Lara. Are you still there?”

      She gave it another five seconds.

      On the sixth, “Lara. Please—”

      “I’m here,” Lara said. It might have been Gaby’s imagination, but she swore Lara’s voice was even lower this time. She was already whispering before, but now it sounded as if she was barely speaking at all.

      “What’s happening?” Gaby asked. “Are you in danger?”

      “I—” Lara started but stopped again.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “Gaby,” Lara whispered through the radio. “It’s here. It’s in the building with us.”

      “It?” What’s “it”—

      The answer came in a flash, striking her like a lightning bolt.

      “It’s here. It’s in the building with us.”

      She could see the look on Becker’s and Peters’s faces next to her. They wanted desperately to ask what “it” was, but they didn’t. Instead, both men stood still and waited anxiously.

      Gaby’s fingers were shaking when she pressed the transmit lever on the radio. “Lara, can you hide from it?”

      She waited for an answer, but it didn’t come.

      Bang-bang-bang! from behind her.

      “Lara…”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “Lara, answer me.”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      The radio squawked and they heard Lara’s voice, even lower than the last time (Is that possible?). “Gaby, I want you to promise me something else.”

      “Anything,” Gaby said. She wanted desperately to reach across the radio waves to her friend, to grab onto her hand and hold on tight. “Anything, Lara. What is it?”

      “When morning comes, I want you and the others to get off that rooftop and make your way to Parrish. Leave Darby Bay and regroup with our people. It can’t end here, Gaby. Do you understand? It has to keep going. We can’t let the sacrifices of the last five years be for nothing.”

      “Lara…”

      “You’ll have to lead them,” Lara continued. “You and Danny. You and Danny and Keo. The three of you can’t ever stop fighting. Do you understand? Do you hear me? Don’t ever stop fighting.”

      “Lara, what are you saying?”

      “Gaby,” her friend said. “You know I love you. And you’ve made me so proud these last few years.”

      “Lara, don’t do this…”

      “When you see him, tell Danny that I love him.” She paused again. But for just a second or two this time. “And when you see Keo, tell him… Tell him that I’m sorry. Tell him… If I could go back, I would have made different choices.”

      “Lara, stay away from it. Hide. Don’t let it find you. Do you hear me? Lara. Don’t let it find you.”

      She let go of the transmit lever and waited for a reply, but there wasn’t one.

      A second…

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Two…

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Five…

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Ten…

      “Lara,” Gaby said into the radio. “Can you hear me? Lara. Lara, goddammit, answer me.” Then, louder than she ever intended, “Lara!”

      But there was no answer. There was just the silence on the rooftop and the bang-bang-bang! from behind her.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Gaby ran to the ledge and looked down.

      They were still out there, darting in and out of the moonlight. Two here, ten there—a hundred more farther down the street. They were everywhere, and the ones in the building with them right now weren’t even all of them. It wasn’t even close to being all of them. They were scouring the city, racing in and out of buildings.

      Searching, searching…

      “It’s here. It’s in the building with us.”

      “Gaby.” Becker’s voice behind her, as if coming from the other side of the planet. “Are you okay? What just happened?”

      She didn’t answer him. She was too busy thinking, looking for that window of opportunity that Will always told her about.

      “Buckle up, Buttercup. This is no time to wallow in your failures. Put on your big girl pants and focus. Stay alive and look for your windows of opportunity. And there will be opportunities; you just have to see it. So pay attention.”

      The bang-bang-bang! from behind her took away some of her ability to concentrate.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      It was there, somewhere. She just had to see it.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      She just had to see it…

      Bang-bang-bang!

      She turned around and looked past Becker and Peters and at the door. Two of Peters’s men were holding it closed, but she could see it moving, trembling against their bodies.

      “Gaby,” Becker said. Then, when she still didn’t acknowledge him, he stepped in front of her until he was the only thing she could see. “Gaby!”

      She looked at him. “Joe.”

      He smiled. “That’s the first—”

      “We have to open the door.”

      “What? What door?”

      “The door,” she said, before walking around him and toward the roof access door.

      Peters stepped into her path. “What are you talking about, kid? Open what door?” He glanced over his own shoulder at where she was staring, then back at her. “That door? You want to open that door?”

      “Yes.” She fixed the older man with a hard stare. “It’s the only way.”

      “The only way for what?”

      “To save Lara,” Gaby said.
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      “Are you crazy? Is that it? Did you hit your head on the way up here?” Peters asked when she was done telling them what they had to do in order to save Lara.

      “It’s the only way,” Gaby said.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because it’s found her!”

      Peters didn’t respond to that. Maybe he didn’t know how to put his doubts into words. Or maybe he was still trying to figure out who it was.

      No, that last part wasn’t true. Peters had been around. He knew about blue-eyed ghouls. He had seen firsthand what they could do. And he was also in Axton when Blue Eyes attacked them.

      “Are you sure it’s the only way?” Peters asked. “Because you have to be sure, kid.” He glanced around at his men before returning to her. “You have to be sure. One-hundred percent, because this is a one-way street, kid. We’re not coming back from this. So I ask you again. Are you sure?”

      She nodded without hesitation. “It’s the only thing I’m sure about right now, tonight. That, and we don’t have a lot of time. It’s the same creature that’s been hunting Keo, and it’s in that building with her. Sooner or later, it’s going to find her. Did you hear Lara’s voice? She knows it, too. You know it, too, Peters.”

      “But you have to be sure, kid.”

      “I am.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      Yeah, that about sums it up, Gaby thought.

      Peters looked around at the faces of his men again. They stared back at him. All of them. They’d heard everything, listened intently, and no one had said a word. They were trusting Peters to put their doubts into words, and he had.

      And now she wondered if they believed her. Did Peters?

      “I’m not going to speak for everyone,” the oldest man on the rooftop by far said. “I can’t do that. I don’t have the right.”

      Bang-bang-bang! as the creatures on the other side continued their assault.

      “You know what this means,” Peters said. “You know what will happen if we go through with it. If this works the way she says it will. You’ve heard the stories. Some of you have even seen them for yourselves. I’m here to tell you that it’s all true. Everything you’ve heard about the blue eyes. They’re dangerous. More than you’ll ever know. But you will know if we go through with this, and, God help me, it actually works the way she says it will.”

      His men didn’t say anything. Gaby couldn’t read their faces; she didn’t know them well enough to know what each person was thinking at the moment.

      “But you also know what will happen if we don’t do anything,” Peters continued. “Having said that, I’m not going to make the choice for everyone—”

      “It’s Lara,” Turner said.

      He had said it so matter-of-factly that it caught Gaby off guard.

      The truth was, she was expecting more of a fight. Maybe not from Peters, who had seen what a blue-eyed ghoul could do with his own eyes, but with the others.

      “It’s Lara,” another one of Peters’s men said.

      “Yeah.” Peters nodded. “It’s Lara.”

      Becker, who had been standing quietly next to Gaby, finally spoke. “Are we being serious right now? You guys are actually considering this?”

      “She’s right,” Peters said. “If it’s in there with Lara, it’ll find her. This might be the only play we have left.”

      “Oh, hell,” Becker said. “You’re both nuts.”

      Gaby ignored him and pursed a smile at Peters. “It’ll be dangerous.”

      “Of course it will,” Peters said, turning around and looking at the roof access door as the ghouls on the other side crashed into it—bang-bang-bang!—over and over again.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Peters looked back at her. “All right, kid. It’s your play. So call it.”
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      Bang-bang-bang!

      “Ready?”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “No.”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “Well, you should be ready.”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “I’m not.”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “You know why you’re not?”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “Because this is stupid.”

      She grinned back at Peters. He had a point.

      “Okay,” Gaby said.

      “Okay?” Peters said.

      “Okay,” Gaby said again.

      “Okay?” Becker said.

      Gaby closed her eyes.

      One second…

      Lara.

      Two…

      No way I’m losing you.

      Three…

      Not anymore. I’m not losing anyone anymore.

      Four…

      “Gaby?” Becker’s voice. “You ready?”

      Five…

      She opened her eyes. “Do it!”

      And they did.

      Or Becker did. He was the one with both hands clutching the lever that kept the roof access door closed. Turner and another one of Peters’s men, Bannion, had their shoulders pushing against the steel plate. When she shouted “Do it!” Turner and Bannion pulled back slightly, while Becker let go of the lever and sidestepped out of the way.

      The door swung open but not completely. It was just enough of a sliver for one, two—five ghouls to slip through the crack.

      “Slam it! Slam it!” Peters shouted.

      Turner and Bannion tried, but there were too many ghouls on the other side pushing back against them, and they couldn’t get the door to swing fast enough—

      One—two—three more ghouls slipped through the crack.

      Shit. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.

      But there was no going back now, and Gaby tightened her grip around the handle of the knife even as the pop-pop-pop of gunfire rang out. Peters’s other men were shooting the first five ghouls that had made it out. It wasn’t much of a challenge. The creatures simply ran at the closest figure, which meant Daniels, Jerry, and the only woman in the group, Wasserman—all three of whom were standing between Gaby and the door.

      The ghouls fell when shot, and one of the bullets drilled right through a weakened nightcrawler’s body and almost hit Bannion as it pinged! off the door two inches above his head.

      The door!

      Peters had thrown himself into the door to help Bannion and Turner, and they pushed and pushed until—bam! as it slid into place. Peters grabbed the handle and yanked it down, putting all his weight on it, and was on his knees when the lever finally locked into place.

      “Gaby!” Becker shouted. He was standing next to her with a handgun, watching as the remaining two ghouls made it past Peters’s men and charged at them.

      “Remember the plan!” Gaby shouted back.

      Becker didn’t answer. He was too busy shooting one of the ghouls as it broke away from the other and lunged at him. The creature took the slug in the chest and flopped to the graveled floor.

      The last one was almost on top of Gaby when she sidestepped and lopped off its extended left hand at the elbow. The ghoul flopped to the floor next to her, but unlike Becker’s, it was already scrambling back on its feet. It was still very much alive, just as it was supposed to be. The blade of the knife she had gripped in her hand had no traces of silver, and all it did, from what she could tell, was piss off the monster.

      The ghoul was rising back to its full height—which was no more than five feet because of its deformed spine—when Gaby took a step toward it and severed its head at the neck with one arcing swing of the large combat knife.

      The head bounced across the rooftop away from her. Gaby started moving toward it, but she wasn’t going to be fast enough. It was ten feet from the ledge and rolling, rolling toward the empty air—

      “I got it, I got it!” Becker shouted as he lunged after the head.

      Gaby didn’t get a chance to see if he did “got” it, because the headless body of the ghoul she’d decapitated was still moving toward her. Gaby drew her sidearm and shot it, her bullet punching through the flimsy chest cavity and vanishing into the night air. That did it, and the creature dropped to the floor and stopped moving.

      She quickly sought out Becker. He was next to the ledge, with one leg dangling off it while holding the severed head in his hand.

      Gaby ran over and pulled him back to safety. Becker gave her a relieved look. He had one finger in the ghoul’s left eye, and black liquid oozed out of the socket and dripped on the rooftop floor as Becker stood up.

      “Jesus Christ, that was close,” Becker said.

      Gaby stared at the head, and it peered back at her with its one good right eye. Its jaw opened wide, revealing rows of jagged yellow and brown teeth glistening with saliva. It was very much “alive,” and it wanted her. Badly.

      “Here you go,” Becker said and held the head out toward her. “I bet this isn’t the first time you got head on a first date.”

      Gaby smiled. “It’s not our first date yet.”

      “Pre-first date, then.”

      She took the head from him, holding it with both hands, her palms against its cheeks and away from its snapping mouth. It tried to bite her, but it had no leverage and couldn’t turn its head. Gaby walked it over to a safer spot on the rooftop and held it at chest level.

      She stared into its remaining eye and tuned out the bang-bang-bang of ghouls slamming into the access door behind her.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      The creature peered back at her, jaw moving, viscous liquid dripping from its bottom row of teeth.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      “It wants us,” Keo had said. “Everyone who was down there, underneath Houston when Will took out Mabry. Me, Danny, Gaby, and Hanson. Everyone else who was there that day is dead. It’s just the four of us left.”

      She thought about that night at the farmhouse, over five years ago, and what had happened when Will and Danny killed the blue-eyed ghouls.

      “It wants us…”

      She leaned forward until there was only half a foot between her and the creature. Its slobbering increased and its jaw snapped harder, with more urgency. She imagined Peters and Becker and the others watching behind her, probably trying to decide if she was crazy and if all of this madness had been for nothing.

      Gaby didn’t let any of that stop her, and she locked stares with the creature’s remaining right eye—

      Its mouth stopped moving, and the ghoul’s face became placid. The change was sudden and complete, as if some invisible mask had fallen over it.

      Then the creature’s nose began twitching.

      It was sniffing her.

      Gaby smiled as she remembered something else Keo had said to her—and only to her: “It smelled it on me. The fact that I was there. Under Houston that day. I don’t know how; I don’t know how any of it works. But it knew I was there just by smelling me.”

      “Yeah, I was there,” Gaby said. Her voice was calm. Amazingly calm. “You can smell it on me, can’t you? Houston. The tunnel. The end of everything you hold dear. The end of him.”

      The ghoul’s face was almost serene as it stared back, and Gaby recognized something she hadn’t seen a long time in an undead’s eye: Intelligence.

      “I was there,” she said. “With Keo. With the others. We cut through hundreds of your kind, and you couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Where were you? Were you even there? Did you hear him scream at the end? I did. It was pathetic.”

      Gaby kneeled down and rested the head on its neck against the gravel floor. It continued watching her with that one remaining eye. The mouth moved as if it wanted to talk but couldn’t remember how to make words.

      “Come and get me…” Gaby said.

      She drew her gun, the one with silver bullets in the magazine, and pointed it at the creature’s eye.

      “…if you can,” Gaby said, and fired.

      The bullet struck the creature’s right eye and easily penetrated its skull and dug into the rooftop behind it. There was a burst of black liquid, but everything else was anticlimactic.

      “Did it work?” Becker asked, walking up behind her. He was wiping traces of black goo from his fingers.

      Gaby looked over. “Did it bite you?”

      He shook his head and made a “hook” with his fingers. “Got it in the eye socket.” Then, nodding at the unmoving head, “So did it work?”

      “It should,” Gaby said.

      “‘Should?’”

      “That’s how their hive mind works. The blue eyes can overtake the black eyes, control them like puppets. I’ve seen it before,” she added, remembering that night at an airport hangar five years ago. “And there’s just one blue eyes out there that we know of, in the same city as us.” She stood up and nodded, as confident as she’d been all night. “Yeah, it got the message. I’m sure of it.”

      Peters walked over. “Let’s hope you’re right, kid, because we took a hell of a big risk—”

      Gaby’s radio squawked, and before she could unclip it, Lara’s voice came through the speakers: “Gaby. Come in.”

      “Lara,” Gaby said into the radio. “Are you okay?”

      “It left. Gaby, it left,” Lara said.

      “What did?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer. Maybe she just needed to hear Lara say it to be absolutely certain.

      “Blue Eyes,” her friend said. “It was here—I swear it knew exactly where we were hiding—and then it was gone. It left, and it took all the black eyes with it.”

      Gaby exchanged a glance with Becker and Peters. Both men gave her shocked I can’t believe that worked looks in return.

      She hurried over to the nearest ledge even as she pressed the transmit lever. “Are you safe, Lara? What’s your situation?”

      “For now,” Lara said.

      “Can you move? Can you get out of there in case it comes back?”

      “I don’t know. It’s not just ghouls we have to worry about. Kennison says he’s seen multiple Mercerian patrols in our area.”

      Gaby stepped onto the ledge and looked down. She wasn’t quite sure what she was feeling as she watched the swarm of black flesh and domed heads appearing out of nearby alleys and converging toward their building. Toward her.

      I guess it really did work, she thought, even as she wondered if it was down there. The blue-eyed ghoul. It. The creature that had been stalking Keo since Winding Creek and was here now, in Darby Bay with them.

      “Gaby,” Lara said through the radio.

      “I’m still here,” Gaby said.

      “What did you do?”

      Gaby smiled. Of course Lara would figure it out. She was Lara, after all. The smartest, bravest woman Gaby had ever known.

      You’d be so proud of her, Will.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Gaby lied.

      “You’re a terrible liar,” Lara said.

      “I…”

      “Gaby, what did you do?”

      She sighed and didn’t answer right away. She was aware of Becker’s presence behind her along with the persistent bang-bang-bang against the door farther back.

      She clicked the radio. “I did what I had to, Lara.”

      “Oh, Gaby,” Lara said.

      Gaby smiled. It came naturally and she didn’t fight it, even as she watched the creatures continue to disappear one by one by one into the lobby below her. How many more bodies could they possibly squeeze into the seven floors, she wondered.

      “It’s not over yet,” Gaby said into the radio. “Peters and Becker and the others are still up here with me. We have one last card to play.”

      “Gaby…”

      “Stay safe, and I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Gaby, don’t—” Lara started to say, but Gaby switched the radio off before she could finish.

      Becker was standing behind her with his hands on his waist when she turned around. “So I guess it worked?”

      She nodded. “It worked. They’re coming. All of them. And it’s going to be among them.”

      “You know that for sure?”

      “Yes. I can feel it. It’s close.”

      Becker chuckled. “That…doesn’t sound very pleasant.”

      She looked past Becker and at Peters.

      The older man was holding his radio in front of him as he smiled wryly back at her. “You know she’s trying to get a hold of us right now, right? If I didn’t have this radio’s volume turned all the way down, I’d hear her telling me—ordering me—to put an end to this nutso plan of yours. You know that, right?”

      Gaby smiled back at him. “I know.” Then, “Can you get in touch with the Warthogs? It would be nice to have some air support.”

      “If any of them even has any fuel left.”

      “Find out.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Peters said and gave her a mock salute. He walked away, fidgeting with his radio before pressing the transmit lever. “This is Peters to any Warthogs still out there. Respond if you’re receiving this…”

      Gaby looked over at Becker, standing close to her. “You know what’s going to happen next, don’t you?”

      Becker nodded. “I’m not gonna lie. I would have liked to have that date somewhere else, but hey, this’ll do.”

      She glanced at the door. Turner and Bannion had been replaced by Wasserman and Jerry, with Daniels standing nearby, waiting to jump in if needed.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Bang-bang-bang!

      She thought it might have been her imagination, but she swore the creatures were attacking the door with more intensity than before.

      Gaby looked over at Peters’s men. Turner had taken up position next to the north ledge while Bannion had the east. They both looked back at her. Like the last time, she wasn’t sure what they were thinking. Were they having second thoughts?

      Too late for that, boys.

      “You understand what we just did?” she asked them.

      Turner nodded. “Doesn’t take a genius, ma’am.”

      Bannion’s face was more somber. “I could think of worse things.”

      “Like what?” Becker asked.

      “I could be down there. Instead I’m up here with you lot. If it weren’t for Lara, I wouldn’t be here at all. So the way I see it, all of this is just house money.”

      “Damn, remind me never to go to Vegas with you, Bannion,” Becker said.

      Bannion chuckled. “But I’m really good at Blackjack…”

      Gaby looked over as Peters walked back to them. “I’m hoping you have some good news,” she said.

      “There’s one left,” Peters said.

      “Who?”

      “Mayfield. She’s en route now.”

      “What does she have?”

      “Two Maverick air-to-surface missiles and just enough 30mm rounds to scratch an itch.”

      “We’re gonna have more than just an itch to scratch in a few minutes if what Gaby did worked,” Becker said.

      “That’s what the Mavericks are for.”

      “Oh,” Becker said.

      “Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Gaby said, even as she thought God, I hope it doesn’t come to that. She said instead, “But she’s on her way?”

      “I told her what was at stake,” Peters said. “But she’s running on fumes. Might not even be able to return to the highway she just took off from after this.”

      “She’s coming anyway?”

      “It’s Lara,” Peters said.

      Gaby smiled. “It’s Lara.”

      “Just to be sure, she knows our location?” Becker asked. “Wouldn’t want her buzzing the wrong building and burning up all that precious fuel.”

      “She knows,” Peters said. He glanced up at the dark skies. “I don’t think she’ll have any trouble recognizing us when she sees the shit that’s going to be all over us pretty soon.” He looked back down at Gaby. “So how are we gonna do this, kid? You got that part figured out, too?”

      Gaby looked across the rooftop at the access door. “It’ll come through that like it was made of paper. I know that much. And it’ll bring all of its friends along.”

      “Sounds like fun,” Becker said.

      “That’s your idea of fun?” Turner asked.

      “I was being facetious.”

      “Ah.”

      Gaby continued: “It’s not unkillable. If you can put a round in its brain, it’ll go down just like any black eyes.”

      “That’s the trick, isn’t it?” Peters said. “A headshot.”

      “Yeah, that’s the trick.” Gaby looked around at the faces on the rooftop with her. The wind had picked up, but she barely felt the cold. “You’ve probably all heard that the blue eyes are fast. Much, much faster than the black eyes. You’ll expect it to be fast, but you’ll still be shocked when it starts moving, because it’s so much faster. You won’t believe your eyes, and that’ll cost you precious seconds as you try to adjust to what you’re seeing. Don’t let it cost you your life, too.”

      “Go for the head,” Turner said.

      “Yes. Shoot the head.”

      “Sounds easy enough,” Bannion said.

      Becker chuckled. “Does it?”

      Bannion shrugged. “Shoot high. Spray and pray. Gotcha.”

      Gaby looked back at Peters. “You need to stay as far away from the door as possible. When it comes through, it’ll see us first. Me, Becker—the others. You need to be back there, waiting to take your shot.”

      “Why me?” Peters said.

      “You know why. You’re the best shot out of all of us here. Everyone knows that.”

      “She’s right, boss,” Turner said.

      “Lady’s on point,” Bannion added.

      Peters sighed but nodded. “All right, kid. I’ll stay back and wait to pick my shot if it gets through the rest of you.”

      “We have the advantage up here,” Gaby said.

      “We do?” Becker said.

      “We know how it’s going to approach us. Through that door.”

      “What about the others?” Turner asked. “Like you said, once it comes through, it’s not going to nicely close the door back up for us.”

      “No, it won’t,” Gaby said. She glanced up at the sky, searching the black canvas for signs of a plane. There was none. “Hopefully Mayfield will be here by then and can lend some covering fire.”

      “Doing an awful lot of hoping tonight,” Becker said.

      “Hope for the best, prepare for the worst,” Peters said, grinning at Gaby.

      She returned it. “We don’t have to kill every ghoul that comes up here. Only Blue Eyes. Take it out, and the others won’t know what to do. I’ve seen it. The blue eyes control them through that hive mind of theirs. Once we kill it, the rest will be easy to deal with. If we even have to deal with them at all.”

      “The bright side is, there’s eight of us and just one of it,” Becker said. “I like those odds.”

      “That’s because you’ve never seen one of these blue-eyed devils up close and personal,” Peters said.

      “Hey, first time’s always the best. Or, at least, that’s what they say.”

      “You guys have to trust me on this,” Gaby said. “Just kill the blue-eyed ghoul, and we can survive. Just kill Blue Eyes.”

      “Assuming there’s just one of them out there,” Peters said.

      “Keo thought so.”

      “Keo’s been known to be wrong.”

      “Maybe, but—” Gaby started to say but never finished.

      Someone screamed behind her, and Gaby spun around in time to see Turner rising into the air, legs kicking wildly underneath him. His rifle clattered to the floor, along with the handgun he had been reaching for.

      What…?

      A fist appeared out of Turner’s back, the bone-thin knuckles covered in blood.

      A second later, Turner’s body was thrown across the rooftop. It crashed into Daniels as he was readying his rifle to fire. The two men spilled to the gravel floor in a pile, but Gaby was too busy staring at the dark shape standing in front of her, where Turner had been.

      It peered back at her, blue eyes like twin orbs pulsating in the darkness, its razor lips curved into a grisly smile.

      “Tell me,” it hissed, “are things still going according to plan…Gaby?”
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      No…

      Someone had opened fire, the pop-pop-pop of gunshots so loud that Gaby couldn’t even hear the bang-bang-bang! of ghouls pounding on the door behind her anymore.

      No, no...

      The blue-eyed creature was standing in front of her one second, mocking her, and it had disappeared in the next breath she took. In a flash, she remembered what she had told the others not more than a few minutes ago:

      “You’ve probably all heard that the blue eyes are fast. Much, much faster than the black eyes. You’ll expect it to be fast, but you’ll still be shocked when it starts moving because it’s so much faster. You won’t believe your eyes, and that’ll cost you some time. Don’t let it cost you your life, too.”

      And that was exactly what happened to Bannion, who was trying to track the creature when it grabbed him by the throat, turned him around, and snapped his neck.

      No, no, no…

      How had the creature gotten behind them? How had it gotten up to the rooftop? It was supposed to come through the stairwell. It was supposed to burst out and bring its horde of undead with it, and they were going to shoot it in the head and survive this long, miserable night.

      No, no, no, no…

      Except it didn’t. It must have found another way up. Maybe it had climbed the side of the apartment building. All seven floors of it. Or maybe it had jumped from another rooftop.

      Maybe, maybe, maybe…

      But it didn’t matter how the blue-eyed monster had gotten to them without using the stairwell, because it was here.

      It was here.

      Then someone was shouting. “Gaby, get back!”

      Becker. That was Becker, behind her.

      She was already stumbling backward, her legs moving on their own accord as she reached for her holstered Glock, drawing it as—

      Blue Eyes leapt into the air toward Peters, who was firing at it with his M4 on full-auto. The creature jerked in midair and slammed into the gravel floor halfway to Peters. Black blood flicked from wounds along its chest and limbs as it lunged back onto its feet a split second later.

      “Gaby!” Becker again. She wished he would stop shouting her name. There was nothing he could tell her that she didn’t already know. She was seeing it all happen with her own eyes.

      Shoot it again, Peters, shoot it again!

      But Peters didn’t. Instead, he dropped his rifle (Shit. He’s out!) and reached for his holstered SIG Sauer instead of wasting the precious two or three seconds it would have taken to reload the carbine. Two or three seconds that Blue Eyes would have used to kill him.

      Gaby’s eyes snapped to the roof access door. Jerry and Wasserman were still there, Wasserman clutching the lever even as her eyes widened at the sight of Blue Eyes bounding across the rooftop toward Peters a second time.

      Gaby fired her Glock, as did Becker with his rifle next to her. She wasn’t sure if either one of them hit the creature as it launched into the air—

      Peters looked up, his gun at his hip, tracking it—

      The monster twisted in the air, changing its direction in the flicker of an eye, and landed on the roof access building with a loud crunch! Wasserman and Jerry reacted badly to its sudden appearance, and Jerry stumbled back, reaching for his slung rifle while Wasserman clung to the lever by herself.

      No, no, don’t leave the door! Gaby thought and tried to shout the words out, but before she could manage it, the creature had reached down and grabbed Wasserman by the hair and jerked her into the air.

      Jerry fired from almost point blank range, and the ghoul stumbled back as bullets slammed into its chest—and Wasserman, too, in its grip.

      Wasserman!

      Blue Eyes tumbled backward and off the other side of the roof access building, and Gaby was still trying to process what had happened (Had Jerry made the shot? Did one of his many bullets—the dozens of rounds he had just unleashed in one pull of the trigger, killing Wasserman in the process—landed a headshot?) when the metal door burst open.

      Oh…God.

      A black swarm of ghouls emerged onto the rooftop, their numbers swallowing up Jerry even as he continued to pull the trigger. He disappeared, the rattle of his gunfire fading into muted pop-pop-pops until…nothing.

      “Get back, get back!” Peters, shouting as he retreated toward them while firing from the hip at the horde of creatures flooding out of the small opening and fanning across the rooftop, like impossibly thick black carpeting.

      Daniels was struggling to his feet, looking dazed after his collision with Turner. He was looking around for his rifle when a ghoul leapt on top of him and knocked him down. The man punched the creature in the face and it reared back, but even before Daniels could scramble to his feet, two—three—ten ghouls were on top of him. And like Jerry before, Daniels disappeared in the blink of an eye.

      Dammit, dammit, DAMMIT!

      She was moving toward Peters, firing her Glock. She could feel the weight of the gun dropping at dizzying speeds and thought, I won’t be able to reload. Jesus, I won’t have time to reload!

      Becker was on her left, firing three-round bursts into the incoming wall of black flesh and clacking bones. It didn’t matter how many he dropped; more simply took their place, the new arrivals stampeding over the fallen ones and continuing their surge forward.

      “Is it dead?” Becker shouted. “Is it dead? Did Jerry get it?”

      He missed, Gaby thought but couldn’t get the words out. She was too busy sucking in every precious breath, the mass of black sentient beings crashing across the limited rooftop space toward her and Peters and Becker taking up all of her concentration.

      But she knew, without a doubt, that Jerry hadn’t gotten Blue Eyes in the head because the black-eyed ones were still coming. They would have stopped by now if it were dead. But they weren’t stopping, because it wasn’t.

      It wasn’t!

      Unless she was wrong about that. Could she be wrong? Maybe the black eyes didn’t need the blue-eyed ones around to command them anymore. Had something changed in the five years since The Walk Out? Since the incident at the farmhouse? Were they now autonomous and could act on their own?

      Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I was wrong about everything.

      There were no signs of Wasserman or anyone else besides her and Peters and Becker as they continued to back up toward the ledge behind them, firing everything they had. The rooftop was a mass of squirming and bounding and running death, their hairless domed heads reflecting off the moonlight above.

      So many. There’s always so damn many!

      Another few feet, and she and Becker and Peters would reach the ledge—

      They stopped.

      The black eyes. Every single one of them simply…stopped.

      What…?

      Who cares! Reload! Reload now!

      Gaby did, fumbling with the spare magazine even as her eyes remained fixed on the creatures before her. Becker was doing the same, snapping a fresh mag into his Beretta on her left. She didn’t remember when he’d dropped his rifle. To her right, Peters was also scrambling to reload his SIG Sauer even as his eyes, like hers, refused to leave the undead in front of them.

      How many were there? Hundreds? Thousands? No, it couldn’t be thousands. Thousands of ghouls on the rooftop were impossible. There wasn’t nearly enough space for all of them. So how many more were in the stairwell trying to get out?

      She shot a quick glance over her shoulder. The ledge was less than five feet away.

      And beyond that…

      Death. That’s what’s beyond that. Just death.

      She looked forward, lifting her gun, but didn’t pull the trigger. She couldn’t see the dead ghouls anymore. The standing ones had simply stepped over them to get to her, Becker, and Peters. The world was suddenly deathly quiet, and if not for her sledgehammering heartbeat, there would be no sounds at all, as if the rest of the universe knew what was happening and were waiting with bated breath to find out the outcome.

      “What’s happening?” Becker said. His voice came out in quick spurts, like he was having trouble breathing. “Is it dead? Is that why they stopped?”

      God, please let it be dead, Gaby thought, and she might have even begun to open her mouth to say the words when she saw it.

      It stood on top of the access building, just as it had earlier when it snatched up Wasserman. A lone figure, tall and proud, its elongated form like a stick man against the moonlit background. Sickly-looking branches for arms hung at its sides, a thin neck that reminded her more of a twig than something that was made of muscle and bones, and a head that was impossibly oval-shaped.

      But there was no mistaking its eyes. They pulsated blue. Bright blue. The color was so vibrant she imagined she might be able to see them even if she closed her eyes. They bore into her. Deep, deep down into her soul.

      She shivered.

      “Fuck me,” Peters whispered beside her.

      Gaby took aim at the creature. At its head.

      So did Peters to her right and Becker to her left.

      The monster remained perfectly still, even though it could see what they were doing. It had a perfect vantage point, high above the gleaming domed heads of the black eyes. Its children.

      So why did it look so damn amused?

      “Shoot it in the head,” Gaby whispered.

      “Shoot it in the head,” Becker repeated.

      “In the fucking head,” Peters added.

      Blue Eyes smiled. Or it did something with its lips that might possibly resemble a smile. She knew it had heard them. The blue-eyed ghouls had hyper senses. They weren’t just faster and stronger; they could hear and smell and feel at an almost supernatural level. She’d seen those things for herself. Up close and personal.

      Gaby looked away from the creature and at the wall of black eyes surrounding her and the men. The monsters had formed an almost half-circle around them, blocking any path to escape onto the other side of the rooftop. A few nightcrawlers balanced on the edge of the building, inches from falling off.

      They stared back at her with hollowed eyes that, if she peered at them hard enough, she thought maybe she could see right through and out the back of their skulls. She wouldn’t think there was life behind any of them if they weren’t standing in front of her, fidgeting, anxious to move again, to attack.

      But they didn’t have permission, because Blue Eyes hadn’t given it.

      Kill Blue Eyes and it’s over. That’s all it’ll take.

      One bullet…

      Her finger moved against the trigger, but she didn’t pull it. Neither did Becker or Peters, though she didn’t know why they weren’t. Gaby only knew that she was afraid to, frightened that the loud clap of a gunshot would start the black eyes moving again.

      And then what? There was nowhere to go. Nowhere but forward…or back…and down.

      Either option was undesirable.

      She thought about Will and what he always said about opportunities.

      “Buckle up, Buttercup. This is no time to wallow in your failures. Put on your big girl pants and focus. Stay alive and look for your windows of opportunity. And there will be opportunities; you just have to see it. So pay attention.”

      So she did that now, searching for the window.

      It was there somewhere. All she had to do was see it.

      So why couldn’t she see it? Maybe because there wasn’t one this time. Will was usually right about a lot of things, but not always. No one could always be right, even Will—

      The growing roar of jet engines from behind them, getting louder and louder—

      She glanced back as the gray mechanical beast appeared in the sky, approaching them at a thousand miles per hour.

      Mayfield.

      Blue Eyes saw it, too, and it glanced toward the approaching aircraft—

      Now!

      Gaby fired—and struck the creature in the forehead!

      No, not the forehead—her bullet had grazed its temple! Had the damned thing moved at the very last crucial millisecond? Had it heard the gunshot or felt the bullet ripping through the air and twitched just soon enough?

      No, no, no!

      She fired again, a split second before the blue-eyed ghoul vanished off the access building and the roar of Mayfield’s engines grew louder still behind them.

      Then Becker and Peters were shooting, too, because the ghouls to the sides of them were moving again—

      Brooooooooooorrrrttttttttt!

      The middle of the rooftop exploded under the onslaught of 30mm rounds, and the floor underneath Gaby began breaking apart at the seams. Debris showered her, thousands (millions?) of individual gravel that used to be around her feet now in the air and raining back down like hail. More than a few struck her in the head and face, even more ricocheting off her chest and arms and legs.

      Jesus! What did you do, Mayfield? What did you do!

      She fought to stay upright against the onslaught of pebbles and whatever else had been jettisoned into the air—severed heads, limbs, endless sheets of flesh, and gallons and gallons of thick black blood. She struggled to maintain her grip on the Glock (Don’t lose your weapon! Whatever you do, don’t lose your weapon!) while her other hand reached for and found Becker’s arm.

      “It’s coming apart!” she shouted over the roar of jet engine and screams.

      Screams? Who was screaming?

      The ghouls. The ones still intact and the ones that weren’t; they were screaming—or making screeching noises that sounded like screams—as they tumbled and fell through an opening that was forming in front of her.

      Oh, my God, the rooftop is disappearing…

      Becker was grabbing her arm in response, shouting, “Hold on! Hold on!”

      “Fuck me!” Peters shouted as he, too, scrambled to grab onto anything he could find—that turned out to be Becker’s other arm—as all three of them careened toward the middle with the sinking rooftop, threatening to fall through the widening hole with all the ghouls already slipping and sliding and falling.

      The rooftop. The sinking rooftop!

      In the years since she had become a member of Black Tide, Gaby had slowly become used to the sights and sounds of a Warthog fighting with her instead of against her. But she still thanked God every chance she got that she never had to go up against them again, or be in their crosshairs. She remembered those early days of The Purge when only the bad guys had airpower, and even though she knew Mayfield was trying to save their lives (or, at least, she hoped that was what the pilot had intended!), she couldn’t stop every inch of her being from shaking right along with the building.

      And then, just as quickly as it had begun pulling itself apart, the structure underneath her began steadying. She embraced the rush of exhilaration as she looked after the Warthog, now getting smaller in the distance.

      The pek-pek-pek of gravel sliding off the slanted parts of the rooftop and bouncing off the abandoned apartments underneath them drew her back to her situation. The echoing sounds of loosened chunks of brick and mortar and seemingly millions of pieces of glass pelting the streets seven floors below them filled the night air.

      But the rest of the apartment was still standing, and them right along with it.

      They were still standing!

      The roof access had disappeared along with Blue Eyes, but Gaby didn’t believe for one second that Mayfield had killed the bastard. Even if the pilot had spotted it and was aiming for the creature—that made sense because she had fired right into the middle, hadn’t she?—it had plenty of time to see the Warthog coming and to take action. And it was fast. It was so fast.

      Not that she stopped herself from hoping anyway.

      Be dead, you bastard. Be dead!

      Please, God, let it be dead!

      As she, Becker, and Peters stumbled backward, it allowed Gaby a moment to take stock of what had happened:

      The middle of the rooftop had come undone under the Warthog’s assault, leaving a trough-like crevice flanked by the remaining east and west sections, now islands on different sides of the rooftop. The western section they were standing on was slanted noticeably toward the middle, but there were enough spaces for them to move around without fear of falling into the gaping hole that wasn’t there just seconds ago.

      They backed up some more, even as ghouls launched themselves across the black opening to get at them from the eastern half. But the distance was too big, and they fell into the abyss one by one. A few almost made it, desperately grabbing for any handholds along the sloped areas but not finding any and sliding down into the dark apartments below along with the rest. She could hear them thrashing around down there and glimpsed dark shapes moving in the blackness as they desperately searched for some way back up. A few managed to somehow grab at the angled edges and tried to pull themselves up, but Becker and Peters stabbed at them with their silver-bladed knives.

      A wall of ghouls faced them from the other side of the trough. They fidgeted anxiously, shuffling their feet back and forth. They kept jostling for space, accidentally (or purposefully?) knocking the ghouls at the front off the edge and into the hole. Gaby eyeballed at least twenty meters of open space between them and the creatures.

      That’s enough. That’s more than enough…

      They bared their teeth at her, but she ignored them and instead searched for and found Mayfield’s Thunderbolt in the sky, only now banking to come back for a second pass.

      Mayfield. What was she going to do now? What could she do?

      For that matter, what could they do? They were trapped up here, with even less real estate to maneuver. They might have been temporarily safe from the black eyes—she imagined they could keep stabbing ghouls that attempted to climb up from the floor below or jump onto their side until morning—but what about Blue Eyes? If it was still out there—

      It’s not dead. You know damn well it’s not dead.

      Gaby turned to Peters. “Mayfield. She still has the Mavericks.”

      “So?” Peters said, eyeing the jagged ledge before him for another ghoul to kill.

      Gaby took him by the shoulders and made him look at her. They locked eyes. It was just a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity. “If it’s not dead…”

      “Blue Eyes?” Peters said.

      “If it’s not dead, and it’s still up here with us…” She paused. Then, “Mayfield still has the Mavericks.”

      “Yeah, she does,” Peters said.

      He took out his radio but didn’t press the transmit lever right away. Instead, he looked at her as if to say Are you sure about this?

      “It’s the only way to keep her safe,” Gaby said.

      “Yeah. It’s the only way,” Peters said, and was about to press the transmit lever when something flickered in the corner of Gaby’s eyes.

      She spun around just as something sailed over the gaping twenty-meter hole that kept them safe from the army of ghouls.

      No, no…

      Gaby lifted her Glock to shoot it, but it was too fast and it landed behind Peters, taking away her ability to fire.

      “Peters!” she got out.

      Peters spun, his hand with the SIG swinging up, and he got off a shot before the blue-eyed ghoul threw him off the edge.

      Peters!

      It had grabbed, lifted, and tossed Peters as if he were nothing more than a bothersome gnat not worth the monster’s time to toy with. One second her friend was there, and the next he was simply…gone.

      “No!” Gaby shouted and ran to the edge even as Becker opened fire behind her.

      She almost pitched right off the ledge but managed to stop herself in time by sliding to her knees. She looked down but couldn’t find Peters anywhere among all the piles of debris down there.

      First Jolly, now Peters. Everyone was dying around her.

      All her friends…

      Moonlight glinted off something next to her. Gaby turned and saw Peters’s radio. She lunged for it even as Becker continued to shoot at the creature, the bang-bang-bang! of his gunshots reassuring her that he was still alive, still giving her the precious few seconds she’d need to do what she needed to do.

      “Two Maverick air-to-surface missiles and just enough 30mm rounds to scratch an itch,” Peters had said.

      She grabbed the radio and looked back as Becker walked calmly toward Blue Eyes, firing the entire time with both hands on his gun for maximum accuracy. The creature was twisting its body and turning its head to avoid Becker’s bullets. Becker managed to hit it in the chest, the shoulder, but the closest he got to nailing the monster in the head was a round through its cheek, ripping loose a glob of flesh and exposing bone underneath.

      Then there was a very loud click as the slide on Becker’s weapon locked in place. Instead of reloading—did he even have anything to reload with?—Becker turned and looked back at Gaby, and she thought he might have smiled.

      Or tried to, before the creature shoved its fist into Becker’s chest and ripped out his heart.

      Gaby screamed, “No!” and scrambled to her feet, backing up even as Becker’s body slithered to the rooftop floor and Blue Eyes stood over him, a bloodied heart beating in its palm. Blood dripped from its fingers, and the monster smirked at her.

      A voice, coming through the speaker in Gaby’s hand. Mayfield. “Coming back for a second pass. You guys gotta get off the rooftop. I don’t know how, but you gotta get off that rooftop. There’s not going to be anything left if I hit it again.”

      Gaby stared at Blue Eyes as it let Becker’s heart drop, then lifted its hand to its lips and licked at the dripping blood.

      Becker.

      Joe…

      She was suddenly very calm. She wasn’t sure why or how she was so calm. Why wasn’t she more afraid? She should be, shouldn’t she? Peters was gone. So was Joe. Everyone was gone now, except for her.

      She should have been terrified—she was all alone—but she wasn’t. The calmness filled her up, allowing her to do what she had to.

      Gaby let the Glock drop from her hand. It was empty anyway. She didn’t remember when she had fired the last shot, but there was nothing left.

      The creature was still licking its fingers, enjoying the taste of Becker’s blood, when Gaby pressed the transmit lever and raised the radio to her lips and said very calmly into it, “Mayfield. This is Gaby. I want you to use your Mavericks. Both of them.”

      “Gaby?” Mayfield said through the radio. “Please confirm that last part. I need confirmation on the last part.”

      “Use the Mavericks,” Gaby said into the radio.

      “Gaby, are you sure?”

      “It’s the only way to keep Lara safe.”

      The creature stopped licking its lips and narrowed its eyes at her. Suddenly its twin blue orbs seemed to lose some of their luster.

      “Do it,” Gaby said. Then, shouting into the radio, “Do it, do it, do it!”

      The creature was suddenly standing in front of her. She managed a single step backward—

      “Do it, Mayfield! That’s an order!”

      —when it swatted the radio out of her hand and it vanished over the ledge. Her shouts turned into screams of agony as every bone in her fingers broke.

      She would have fallen to her knees against the unbearable pain if it had let her, but the monster didn’t. It was holding her up by the throat with one hand, long and delicate (and cold; so, so cold) fingers tightening against her flesh.

      Gaby gagged and struggled to breathe. Her vision began to blur, but not completely. That was unfortunate, because she would have liked not to see what was about to happen next.

      “So you were there,” it said. Hissed. Its words caressed her face in an impossible blanket of heat and cold. How could something be both at once? “You and Keo, and the others. How many more?”

      It leaned toward her, the brightness of its blue eyes returning—glowing even more marvelously than before, as if they had gotten a new breath of life. She couldn’t look away even if she wanted—

      A gray dot in the sky drew her eyes, and she focused on it.

      A small object, growing larger with every struggling heartbeat she managed.

      “Don’t worry about Hanson,” the ghoul hissed. “I already found him.”

      Hanson? Oh.

      Then: Focus!

      She shifted her eyes back to the creature. She couldn’t give it away. She couldn’t let it know what was coming. Not that it seemed to have even noticed where she was looking or what was approaching them, even though Gaby thought it had to have heard the Warthog’s engines, so loud against the silent night.

      It took time to sniff her instead, its sunken nostrils twitching. “I can smell them on you,” it hissed. “Keo. And the other one. They’ll both end up in the same place. They’ll both wish I had killed them. But I won’t. Oh no, I won’t. It won’t be that easy.”

      Gaby didn’t say anything. What could she say, even if she could still make sounds? Her throat was beyond constricted. The creature was crushing her windpipe.

      Instead, she looked away from the monster and down at Joe’s body. He had fallen on his stomach, the back of his head turned to her. That was probably for the best, because she didn’t want to see the frozen horror on his face and have it be her last image of him. She preferred the smiling Joe. The handsome, blond soldier who had saved her life so many times tonight.

      I’m sorry, Joe. I would have liked to go on that date.

      “Did you really think you could kill me?” Blue Eyes hissed. “Did you really think you could keep me from your precious Lara forever?” Bloody strings that could pass for lips arched in what it probably thought (wrongly) was a smile. “Oh, I know what you did. Or what you tried to do. After this, I’ll go back for her. I’ll tell her you tried your best, but that in the end, you’re just a sack of meat like all the others. You’re only…human.”

      Gaby could barely hear its taunts. She didn’t care anyway, because the Warthog was growing larger in the background. If Blue Eyes had convinced itself to ignore the increasing roar of Mayfield’s jet engines before, it couldn’t any longer.

      It glanced briefly over its shoulder, and when it turned back around, Gaby saw the realization in its eyes.

      It knew.

      “You can’t have her,” Gaby said, desperately grunting out each word with everything she had, which wasn’t much, but it was enough. It was just enough for one final moment of rebellion. “You can’t have Lara,” she said again. Then, shouting as loud as she could, “You can’t have my friend, you fucker!”

      There was a flash as something ignited underneath one of the approaching Warthog’s fixed wings. The plane was close enough now that Gaby imagined she could see a clown’s face grinning back at her.

      The blue-eyed ghoul turned to flee, but Gaby reached forward with both arms and wrapped them around its neck before it could. She sagged against the creature’s hot-cold flesh and let her weight pull it down to the floor with her. She held on even as the monster tried to pry her loose, tried to fling her off and escape.

      Bones broke, but she wasn’t sure it was hers or—Oh, who was she kidding? It was hers. She didn’t know which part of her body had broken, and it didn’t matter anyway.

      She held onto it and refused to let go.

      Wet blood splashed her chin. Also hers.

      An organ burst. There should have been pain, but she didn’t feel anything. She guessed she had only seconds left to live.

      They were moving across the rooftop, but she was slowing it down. She was too heavy. Gravity and her slackened body refused to let it move any faster.

      A second light flickered underneath the Warthog’s other fixed wing. Now Gaby was pretty sure she could see the clown’s face as the A-10 began to bank upward, exposing its magnificent gray belly to the ghouls suddenly going mad on the rooftop all around her.

      “No!” the creature she was clinging to hissed.

      Yes, she thought.

      There was intense heat, the kind that could melt flesh from bone in the blink of an eye, but all Gaby cared about was the sound of Blue Eyes screaming.

      It was music to her ears, and she let the triumph wash over her, and managed a smile at the very end.
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      “This is Keo to any Black Tide assets still out there. If you’re hearing this, please respond. I repeat: This is Keo to any Black Tide assets still out there. If you’re hearing this, please respond. Someone, anyone, please respond…”
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