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        For Billy Parker

        We’ve killed a lot of zombies in our day, and lived to tell the tales.
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        There may be aliens in our Milky Way galaxy, and there are billions of other galaxies. The probability is almost certain that there is life somewhere in space.

        Buzz Aldrin

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Uncivil War is an episodic six novel series where you’ll follow two brothers into the apocalypse. What makes our story unique is that I, B.T. Wright, will be writing Jake Maddox’s story, and Jonathan Dudycha will be writing Colt Maddox’s story.

      The advantage this gives us as co-authors is that each brother will truly have his own unique voice, because the authors have theirs. We believe the stories of the different brothers are much more authentic because of the way we have split the storytelling duties.

      As the reader, you get to see the apocalypse from two different perspectives along the same timeline. Jake lives in Kentucky and Colt lives in Colorado. They both confront their own obstacles along the way while trying to fight their way back to each other. Each novel in the series is from one brother's perspective, battling through a world that all of a sudden is nothing like it used to be.

      We hope you enjoy the ride. It has certainly been fun for us to write.
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      The hum of the boat’s motor was loud in their ears. The river was black in the dark of midnight, and the wind pushing against Jake Maddox’s face felt warm. Though his girlfriend, Jess, his best friend Tyler, and their VIP package—thirteen-year-old Amy—made it without injury, his heart was heavy. The short but hellacious run from the University of Cincinnati to the Rivertown Marina had already claimed the first member of their team. Jerry may have been their weakest link, but he was still part of the chain all the same. A mission is always a failure when a team member is lost. No matter if the desired outcome is reached or not.

      The infected had been everywhere on their trip to get to the boat, or at least that was how it seemed. Just four days ago, before they were infected, every one of those black-eyed aliens had been a normal human being just like Jake and everyone else on his team. Now they were all hunters. Looking to take everyone in their path down with them. For what reason, or to what end, was still unknown. But what was certainly clear was that they were getting smarter and more cunning by the day.

      Moving from the safety of the small compound under the library at the university at night had been the only thing that saved them. That and they were able to drive to Rivertown Marina with their lights off thanks to the night vision goggles Professor Reed had procured before the fall of earth. Jerry lost his life because a group of infected had been standing guard at the marina, waiting for anyone to come their way. They had waited until everyone was well clear of the RV to make their move. And they came fast. In the end, they had killed every one of the dozen infected that had jumped them, but not before they claimed one of Jake’s ten.

      Jake had gone over the risks with everyone who decided to leave the university for the emergency operations center in Mount Weather, Virginia. They knew the risks, but that didn’t make the loss any easier. However, just like any of his many missions with Delta Forces and in the Army, Jake knew the objective must still be reached. They had to keep their minds moving forward, and that was what he was doing now as he stood at the bow of the boat, staring at the black in front of him.

      The boat was stocked with enough weapons and ammunition for a small war. If the trek from the university to the marina was any indication of what was to come, that amount of weaponry still wouldn’t be enough. They had plenty of medicine. Yesterday morning Jake led Bryan Hall, the only other survivor with military experience, and two other men that were also on the boat now, out on a Beritrix run. Beritrix is the medicine Jake has been taking since he was an infant when he was diagnosed with WD17, a disease that completely strips the immune system, affecting approximately 1% of the world’s population. But more important for Jake and others that had this disease, it also just so happened to be the medicine that kept them from getting infected. The medicine had been created to restore and amplify the immune system in those who had WD17. Apparently, it restored the immune system in a way that whatever the aliens were releasing into the air to infect people, Beritrix kept those aliens from making hosts out of whoever had been injecting it. “A dose of Beritrix a day helps keep the aliens away”, Tyler had joked. So far, it had continued to be true. And everyone on the mission to Mount Weather would have to have that daily dose to keep from being turned.

      What the rest of the population had been turned into was still a point of contention, but with Amy being able to translate the alien conversation, and that conversation being all about taking over humanity, it was hard to argue, even for Jake, that it was anything other than an invasion. What they wanted, and why they wanted it, was still a mystery. And it would remain so, at least until Jake and company got Amy to Mount Weather, where they could begin investigating and running tests as to why she was immune from being infected even though she hadn’t taken Beritrix. The real reason to get her to Mount Weather, other than Jake’s carnal instinct to protect the innocent, was that the thirteen-year-old could actually understand these invaders. Whatever they were. Jake and Jess also believed Amy was what the aliens had referred to as Element Zero. In the conversation Amy was able to translate, these aliens mentioned Element Zero was their only weakness, and that they must find it. They both thought it too big of a coincidence that Amy was immune without medicine and could translate this alien language. Then, of course, there was also the fact that on multiple occasions, the infected, who had never spoken anything before, said the name Amy. One said it to Jake, and one said it to Dr. Emily Fraser at Mount Weather. The coincidence was too strong.

      So what did that mean for Amy? Jake had no idea. But if Amy was in fact this Element Zero, and it was the invaders’ only weakness, he was certain they would be coming for her. Therefore he had to get her to Mount Weather alive so maybe the small number of humans left on the planet could possibly learn how to survive this invasion, and in Jake’s mind, find a way to fight back.
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      Jake was just getting ready to leave the front of the boat when he felt someone grab hold of him. He looked back and saw Jess and unhooked his arm so he could wrap it around her.

      “Doing okay up here?” Jess said. Her voice was near a shout to be heard over the boat’s motor.

      “Just clearing my mind.”

      She nodded and gave him a squeeze. Jake was so happy to have her and Tyler with him. Other than his brother Colt and his nephews, they were the only loved ones he had left. He thought of Emily in Mount Weather in that moment. He thought about the spark they’d had when both of them were stationed in Syria a couple of weeks ago. How they had too much to drink one night and made love. Jake had told Emily it was a drunken mistake; that he loved Jess. He saw the hurt in her eyes, and though Jake knew he should never have slept with Emily, because he loved Jess with all his heart, something about her was special. He hated to think that way, especially with Jess on his arm, but he never meant to get to know Emily the way he had. Their bond over the mutual loss of their parents suddenly when they were younger was the catalyst for the close relationship they’d formed. Even though Jake had never meant for things to get physical, they had, and he hoped going forward it wouldn’t ruin what he had with Jess. They’d been together since high school—over fourteen years—and it was the most important relationship in his life. He didn’t know what he would do without her. If one mistake was enough to erase that, he supposed he would have to live with it, because he was the one who made the mistake. But a life devoid of his girl would be dark. Especially in this cold new world.

      Jake leaned over and gave her a kiss on the lips. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      It was dark, so he had to imagine her dirty blonde hair blowing across her sharp cheekbones and almond shaped eyes.

      Jess lifted Jake’s mood. The other thing that kept him in good spirits was the radio conversation he finally had with Colt yesterday. Colt and his two sons, after far more time than Jake would have liked, had finally made it to the Cheyenne Mountain complex outside of Colorado Springs and been able to radio him. Colt had mentioned they’d found trouble several times, but were able to make it alive. His wife—the boys’ mother—hadn’t been so lucky. Colt had also been able to corroborate what Jake had seen in Kentucky: that the infected were most certainly evolving, and getting smarter every day. That was ultimately why Jake had chosen to go as far as they could toward Virginia on the river––hoping their evolution had only made it to on-land skills.

      The idea had come when openly formulating a plan with the fifteen survivors at the professor’s university-funded End Of the World project’s underground safe haven. One of the members of the board and current captain of their little river vessel—TW White—was an admitted yachty. He suggested if Jake was so worried about the roads being watched by the infected that they try to make it to his boat at the marina. Jake’s plan had included the river ever since.

      TW had mentioned the main problem they would face with the river would be the dams. He said that without anyone running them, most likely they would be closed. And if they were closed, there was no bypassing them, and their journey would have to move to land right then and there. Without the dams, the river could take them as far as West Virginia, making their trek on land much shorter, eliminating a couple hundred miles of risk. But TW said there was no chance all the dams between Cincinnati and West Virginia would be open. In fact, the first major hurdle was supposedly just in front of them now, the first dam, Meldahl, only about thirty miles from Cincinnati. They very well could have gone through all the trouble of getting to the marina for only a thirty-mile boat ride. So everyone aboard the boat, no matter how exhausted, was waiting with bated breath as they approached the dam.

      TW said the only way the dam would have stayed open when things got crazy with the infected a couple days ago, was if the dam operator opened both doors just in case boats might need to pass in an emergency. He said the chances were slim to none, but Jake thought it was worth that chance. Because, if they made it through this dam, the next one wasn’t until Greenup County, Kentucky, saving them over a hundred some odd miles of potential run-ins with the infected.

      The boat powered down, slowing to an idle atop the water.

      “Okay everybody!” TW shouted. “I have to hit the lights. We should be coming right up on the Meldahl dam. Cross your fingers, otherwise we’re gonna have to send someone out to get a vehicle or two.”

      The thought of already having to jump ship in favor of a wheeled vehicle made Jake’s tension rise. He looked back over his shoulder and saw the lights of the dash glowing on TW, and he saw a few more people come up from the below deck cabin to see their fate.

      “It’s gonna be open.” Jess didn’t need to shout now that the motor wasn’t at full throttle. “I can feel it.”

      Jake loved her optimism. Tyler walked up the front of the boat to join them.

      “I feel like I’m in the sequel to the movie Deliverance right now, and when this dam is closed, a couple of redneck survivors are gonna trap us and do all kinds of weird shit to us.”

      Tyler, ever the unserious warrior.

      “They’ll eat you first,” Jake said. “All that fat on you makes your meat taste better.”

      Jake still couldn’t really see, but he imagined his curly headed friend shaking his pudgy belly under his Star Wars T-shirt, then flipping him the bird.

      “Whatever,” Tyler said. “I just really don’t want to get off this boat yet. Even though there’s an Army’s worth of weapons below deck, and we’re surrounded by strangers, this is the most normal I’ve felt in four days.”

      “Totally get it,” Jake said. “I feel the same way. Fingers crossed.”

      The boat was coasting over the water, and the spotlight on the hardtop above the stern cockpit came on and lit the water in its beam in front of them. The bounce of the light showed Jess literally crossing her fingers. She wasn’t going to take any chances. The moment of truth had come. The light moved from left to right on the water in front of them, then finally began moving upward until Jake could see the shadow of the dam in front of them. Not enough light yet to see if they were in luck and it was open.

      “As far as the light goes!” TW shouted. “Almost there. Cross your toes!”

      Jake imagined Jess did as TW asked, because he nearly did it himself. The air was humid, and what Jake could see of the surrounding riverbank was pitch black. A chorus of crickets could be heard just above the hum of the motor. His insides were humming as well, a nervous sweat trickling from his pores. This was a big deal. It could literally mean life or death for some or all of the people that Jake had convinced to go on this excursion. He was exhausted from nonstop training sessions with everyone, and when he wasn’t passing along his combat skills, he was helping to plan the mission. They had to pre-map out a road-route from every dam along the way on the river. They had no idea which one, if any of them, would be closed, so they had to be prepared. Jake was really feeling the weight of the last few days, and the weight of the status of this dam. If they were fortunate enough to pass through, he was going to get some sleep.

      “Any second now and we’ll know,” TW said.

      Jake felt Jess squeeze around him. Tyler moved up to the edge of the rail. As the excruciating seconds passed, Jake’s mind began to imagine what might be lurking just beyond that pitch-black riverbank. The infected—the aliens—would most assuredly be there waiting for them to make a mistake. To take their bodies and use them for their gain. He pictured himself blasting away at them with bullets but they just kept coming––swinging away with his axe after the bullets were gone, but the black-eyed monsters just wouldn’t relent. Too many of them to ever make it on land. He was sick with worry. He couldn’t wait a minute longer, good or bad news, he had to know.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” TW announced from the captain’s chair. “We have ourselves an opening!”

      Jake’s stomach fluttered. He looked back at the cockpit and in the glow of the dash lights, he could see TW with his arms raised in celebration. The dam was open, they were able to keep going by boat.

      Jess jumped into Jake’s arms, and Jake high-fived Tyler over her shoulder.

      “Take me downstairs and have your way with me, soldier,” Jess said. “Use the last of your energy for my greater good.”

      Jake smiled and carried her toward the back of the boat. Though he didn’t have the energy for what she wanted, he didn’t have the heart to tell her right then and there. Ten minutes later, he was fast asleep, the drone of the boat’s motor the sweetest of lullabies.
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      Jake shot straight up from where he slept on the floor of the boat. He didn’t hear the boat’s motor running, and he could have sworn he heard—

      Ding-Ding! Ding-Ding!

      This time he knew it wasn’t a dream. The sound of some sort of bell ringing loudly seemed to be  dinging right above them. Jake jumped to his feet and he heard someone in the cabin with him ask what the hell was going on. He jumped over the cache of weapons piled on the floor, shot up the stairs and into the morning light just dawning on the river. He turned his body toward the bow of the boat just in time to see TW punch Jeremy—another of the professor’s volunteers—so hard that it knocked him off his feet.

      “I didn’t say ring the bell, you stupid shit! I said grab hold of the rope!” TW shouted as he stood over his body.

      The gray concrete wall of a dam rose up into the sky behind him. The nose of the boat was resting against it. Jake rushed to the front of the boat, and he nearly tripped over a couple of loose life jackets on the deck.

      “What is going on?” Jake’s breath was hurried.

      Even though Jake knew it wasn’t, it felt like the sound of that bell was still echoing off the surrounding hills. When no other sounds exist, a loud one, like the ringing of the bell, seems as though it could be heard for miles.

      TW pointed at Jeremy as Jeremy writhed on the ground in pain. “This numb nuts rang the bell. Those aliens will be coming from everywhere!”

      “All right, calm down. Just remember your voice carries over water too.”

      TW nodded, took a step back and looked over Jake’s shoulder. Jess walked up behind them.

      She whispered, “What’s going on?”

      “Stupid mistake,” Jake said.

      Jess pointed at Jeremy. “He all right?”

      Jake grabbed him by the arm and helped him up.

      “Go with Jess. She’ll make sure nothing’s broken. If not, I might come down there and break it myself.”

      Jess shot Jake a look. “Still not a morning person?” Then to Jeremy,“Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      Tyler, Bryan, and a couple others walked up the back of the boat. Jake turned back to TW.

      “What’s going on?”

      TW adjusted his Gilligan hat. He was a fit man for his age, late sixties. He wasn’t very tall, but apparently, as Jeremy could surely attest, he was scrappy. “Dam’s closed. Our river run is over.”

      Jake looked up and down the wall of the dam. It only took him a second to recognize the surroundings. They were in Greenup County, Kentucky. Jake and his brother grew up just twenty miles down the road in Ashland, Kentucky. He’d been across the dam’s bridge at least a few thousand times in his life.

      “What’s with the bell?”

      TW shook his head in disgust. He was still fuming over Jeremy’s mistake. “I was simply telling that moron what the bell was for. That when everything was up and running four days ago, if you came down here on your boat and your radio was out and you didn’t have a phone, you could ring this bell and someone would come down. That’s how you got through the dam. I was only telling him the story ‘cause he was nervous. I didn’t mean for him to ring it. I guess he forgot that flesh eating monsters were the only dam operators left on earth these days.”

      Jake nodded and looked around. They were close to the riverbank. It was mostly just a rocky bank that led up to what Jake knew was open grassland. Then to a few small neighborhoods that surrounded Greenup County High School. He also knew they were just a street or two over from US 23, a major highway that ran North and South for hundreds of miles, and the beginning of the pre-plotted course they’d laid out in case the Greenup dam was closed.

      TW started to talk again, but Jake held up a finger for him to wait a minute. “Listen.”

      Tyler and Bryan had made it to them, and the four of them stood as quietly as they could. They could hear a quiet breeze rustling through the trees, the tiny splashes of the river lapping up against the bottom of their boat, but thankfully, nothing else.

      “You think they heard?” Tyler whispered. He was still wiping his eyes under his glasses, trying to remove the fog of sleep.

      Jake shrugged his shoulders and continued to listen. So far, it seemed they were in the clear. It wouldn’t make much sense for the infected to be hanging out near the river. Considering there were no people to turn or eat down there. But that didn’t mean they hadn’t heard that bell.

      “What do you want to do?” TW said.

      “Only thing we can do,” Jake walked over to the side of the boat closest to shore. “Go get a couple of large vehicles.”

      Tyler joined him looking over at the riverbank. “Well, hurry back, buddy.”

      Jake looked over and saw Tyler smiling. If he had no other skill, keeping things light was skill enough for Jake.

      “Guess that means you’re not going with me?”

      Tyler played back, looking down at his foot that he was sweeping back and forth, being coy. “I’ve, uh, got to go count bullets. Otherwise, I totally would.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Jake laughed.

      Jake turned around and looked at Bryan. He was a big guy, even compared to the 6’ 3” powerfully framed and athletic Jake. He had a bald head and shoulders like The Rock. He was the obvious choice to go along on the vehicle hunt, especially being a Marine. Jake would feel a lot more comfortable leaving the safe confines of the river with a jarhead alongside him.

      Bryan already knew he was going to be part of the crew. “I’ll go suit up.”

      Jake nodded. “Tell Mark and Jason to mount up, too. They are the most prepared. I’ll be right down.”

      Bryan walked away and disappeared below deck.

      TW said. “How do you want to play it?”

      “Just move out to the middle of the river. Let’s not take any chances. I’ll radio you when we find something. It will most likely be a truck or two from one of these neighborhoods nearby. But there is a picnic area just over the riverbank here. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “Luck,” TW said. “That still a thing?”

      Jake smiled and put his hand on Tyler’s shoulder. “Ask Tyler, he’s the luckiest son of a bitch in the world.”

      Tyler rolled his eyes. “This oughtta be rich.”

      “He gets to spend the end of the world with me.”

      TW laughed as he started toward the back of the boat. “That right? In that case, you’re welcome, ‘cause I make both of you lucky. Thank me later when I save the world.”

      Tyler and Jake shared a smile.

      Jake gave Tyler a pat on the back, then followed behind TW saying, “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      For the fourth morning in a row, Emily Fraser watched the sun rise over Mount Weather. As beautiful as it was, she wondered if she’d ever get to see it in person. The camera on the outside of the building that faced east had surprisingly high resolution. The flat screen television in her room that was buried deep below the earth’s surface had a quality picture as well, but it just wasn’t the same. Watching the sun rise on screen was almost a tease too torturous to bear when she knew she couldn’t surface anytime soon. That was when she moved her focus to the mass of infected that covered the landscape in every direction at the bottom of the camera’s view. There were more swarming there every day, and it was the reason they couldn’t get the helicopter to Jake. Having them all hovering above her made her feel suffocated—trapped—yet she was one of the lucky ones.

      At least she’d made it another day.

      That was more than she could say for probably more than ninety-eight percent of the world’s population. Of course that was just a guess, but with other underground facilities beginning to report all across the globe, and other survivors being reached by radio, there were certainly more survivors than they’d thought a couple of days ago. Whether it was because they were on Beritrix—the medicine taken daily by those with the WD17 virus that has acted as a sort of vaccine—or because they were lucky enough to have access to gas masks and other things that kept them from breathing the contaminated air, more survivors were reporting and being discovered by radio every day.

      But none of them were more important to Emily than Jake Maddox’s brother Colt and his two sons. Jake was the only person left in the world that she’d known pre-infection, and she was happy that his family was able to survive the initial infiltration, even though Colt was all the way in Colorado, and Jake was riding along the river somewhere in Northern Kentucky. That was a lot of space between them, but Emily would kill to have contact with her sister. She hadn’t heard from her since everything  had broken loose.

      Emily finished buttoning her white blouse and ran her fingers through her long dark hair a couple of times. She opened the door and started down the hallway to the conference room. The president had called an early morning meeting, and she still wasn’t sure why she was involved in it. She was only a doctor after all. It seemed President Miller enjoyed her council. Emily supposed being the first to deal with this outbreak in Syria, and the reason the president and the first lady had been spared from being infected was probably why he wanted her in on every meeting.

      Emily made a right and started down another long, hospital-like hallway. She counted five doors on her right as she had every day she’d been there, then walked in. Everyone was there at the table and ready to go. The president stood. He was surrounded by George Armstrong, the Secretary of Defense, CIA Director Jerry Wesley, FBI Director Will Dunning, General Terry Ratcliffe, and Susan Thompson on hand to take notes.

      “Good morning Doctor Fraser,” the president said.

      “Good morning Mr. President.”

      “Have a seat and let’s get started. I know you want to get right to your work Emily, so we’ll start with you so you can leave us to our plotting.”

      The work the president was referring to was with the three infected—aliens––they had captured and had been studying at the base. Karen was the infected woman that Emily had been working with the most. The evolution of her entire being since Emily had arrived three days ago was astonishing. Though she still wouldn’t talk, she was rapidly increasing her level of engagement with puzzles, shapes, and other exercises Emily and the lead scientist, Dr. Elaine Kendall, were putting in front of her. Emily and Elaine had grown a lot closer over the last couple of days. Especially after last night when they shared not one, but two bottles of a secret stash of red wine. It was the reason she was running a little late to the meeting, but it was worth it. Both of them had really opened up and found out they had a lot in common. For the first time in more than a week, Emily had found a way to laugh again.

      “Thank you, President Miller,” Emily said, then she gave a sweeping glance at the rectangular table. “Gentlemen. I was able to speak with Jake Maddox one final time last night before he and his team left for their attempt to start their way here on the river. I updated him on the mass of infected keeping us from surfacing and, as of right now, keeping any others from coming in from the surrounding areas. They are taking a radio with them. Whenever they come to a dam that is closed, they will use the boat’s power source to radio us and let us know their final plotted route. Hopefully by then we can send someone on their way to at least meet them and escort them in.”

      General Ratcliffe cleared his throat. He was a big-bodied man, buzzed gray hair in his late sixties. Even in the transformative state the country and the world were in, he still insisted on wearing his uniform as if it were a meeting at the White House. Emily supposed those habits would be hard to break. “I have had some men coordinating with other bases that are near or along their route. As soon as Jake gets word to you, I will have the nearest to them go in to help. If, that is, they are able to leave by then. As you know, they are having the same problem with mass amounts of infected surrounding their transportation as well. It’s as if these things know where our military is located all across the country, and they know they can’t let them leave or we will be able to mount an attack.”

      Emily nodded. “Thank you, General. I know that will help, if in fact they are able to leave their bases.”

      “Problem is, even if they are able to make it here, I don’t know how they’ll get through what is above us right now waiting for them. There are hundreds, maybe thousands of infected up there waiting.”

      The president spoke up. “We’ll cross that bridge when they get here. What’s important is that they keep Amy out of harm’s way. You think Jake will be able to do that?”

      “If anyone can, it’s a Delta Operator,” the General said. “None more skilled in all the world, even before this entire mess, than he is.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Emily said.

      “If I may?” CIA Director Jerry Wesley spoke up.

      “By all means,” the president said.

      “This is ridiculous. One, that everyone believes this teenage girl can talk to these infected. And two, that they are leaving a safe place just to get here. And do what? Risk all their lives so we can ask this kid a few questions? You ask me, it’s Jake that is the asset in that group. Not the kid.”

      Emily had had about enough of Jerry’s negativity. It had been nonstop since the minute she met him. Emily stood. “First of all, no one said Amy can talk to any of these things.”

      “Oh I’m sorry, she can understand them.”

      “Second of all . . .” Emily waited for Jerry to interrupt. When he didn’t, she continued. “It is clear they want to communicate with her too. You’ve seen the video, Jerry. All three of our infected here at the facility said her name. So the sooner we get her here, the sooner we can figure out why.”

      Jerry rolled his eyes.

      Emily continued. “Look, here’s the bottom line. Jake believes that Amy is this Element Zero that the aliens were conversing about on the intercepted transmission. The one where they also stated that this Element Zero is their only weakness. If you need more than that to convince you that she needs to be here ASAP, then I can’t help you.”

      Jerry shook his head. “Yeah, and my point is, you’re basing this entire thing on a ‘conversation’ that only one person in the entire world could supposedly understand. And we have no way of knowing if she made the entire thing up or not. Oh, and she’s only thirteen. You know their imaginations are wild at that age.”

      Emily was getting frustrated. “And she is immune to being infected without the help of Beritrix. And did we manufacture the video of the three captured infected that we have here all saying her name at the exact same time, in completely different rooms?” Emily turned to the president. “President Miller, this entire conversation with Jerry is a complete waste of time. We have already discussed this. Everyone but him has agreed we need to get her here so we can not only learn as much as we can, but to keep her safe until we can understand why she is the aliens’ weakness, and how we can use that weakness to get our planet back.”

      Jerry held up both of his arms, incensed. “Jesus, do you even hear yourself? Get our planet back? What is this, War of the Worlds for God’s sake?”

      Now the president showed his frustration and slammed his fist on the desk. This got everyone’s attention. “When are you going to wake up, Jerry?” he shouted. “If you don’t believe this is where we are as a society, then go up the elevator a few hundred feet, right now, and walk out of the building into the parking lot. Go on, I’ll make sure security doesn’t stop you.”

      The room was quiet.

      Emily felt validated. The President of the United States throwing his weight behind your argument tends to have that affect.

      The president took a breath and used a more even tone. “That’s what I thought. Whether it sounds like nonsense or not, it’s where we are. Emily knows this Jake, and if she trusts him, I do. And with the General speaking as highly as he has about Jake’s time in the military, then that should be good enough for all of us.” He turned his attention to General Ratcliffe. “That said, General, we need to get him help however we can. We’ve failed him by not getting him that helicopter. We can’t fail him if he runs into trouble on that river. We lose Amy, we may very well lose humanity. That’s the importance level we are putting on this. So tell everyone that we know of along that river to stay at the ready. When we call them, they need to go running to Jake’s location, however the hell they need to get there. Understood?”

      “Understood,” General Ratcliffe agreed.

      “Good. Emily, is there anything else?”

      “Yes, sir. Today I am giving Karen Beritrix for the first time.”

      “This is the first of the infected to be given the medicine?”

      Emily nodded. “It is.”

      “Any ideas what it will do?”

      “No, sir. But if it keeps us from becoming infected, I am awfully curious what it will do to someone who already is.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. Update me personally with any information. On that, and on Jake and Amy’s status.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Emily left the room, and her heart rate quickened at the prospect of what might happen. There was a buzz inside her. And she couldn’t wait to quiet the burning curiosity.
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      Jake gave the nose of the boat a shove, and it began drifting back out into the river. Jess blew him a kiss from the bow and mouthed the words “be careful” to him as she floated away. Jake readjusted the strap of his AR-15 on his shoulder. Instinctively he ran his hand over the butt of his Beretta tucked inside its hip-holster and brushed the handle of the compact axe that dangled from the loop on his go bag just for reassurance. He was going to go on the search for vehicles without the bag, but Jess had reminded him that if he were to get into trouble and had to run, he might need some of the things in it before he could get back to everyone. And she was right. Can’t be too careful in this new world.

      Jess also gave Jake, Bryan, Mark, and Jason their daily shot of Beritrix before they got off the boat. Aside from water, it was the most essential thing to their survival at that point. Jake had no idea what, or when, something would happen if he missed a dose, but he sure as hell didn’t want to find out.

      There was a tree just up the rocky bank which to Jake looked like a white oak. He pointed to it and Bryan and the others fell in behind him, gingerly walking across the rock-covered shore. Jake made it to the grass of the bank and took the longest of the green blades in handfuls, helping him quietly pull himself up until he was behind the tree. He wasn’t sure what he had expected to see before cresting the bank, but he hadn’t expected what he saw would give him such a tug at the heart.

      Jake hadn’t been back to his hometown since he left for the Army over ten years ago. Early on, whenever he came back stateside he crashed at Jess’s dorm or apartment in Lexington at the University of Kentucky. Then he eventually got his own place there when Tyler and Jess decided to move there for good. Looking out over the green picnic area in the golden light of the morning sun gave him a nostalgic feeling of a time when worry never entered his mind. A time before his parent’s fatal car accident, and a time when he and his brother Colt were the star players on their baseball teams. Many of their away games were held just a street over where Greenup County High School sat.

      “See anything?”

      Bryan brought Jake down from the clouds.

      “No,” Jake answered as he scanned.

      “What do you make of it?”

      Jake thought about it for a second. “I don’t know. Maybe the infected have moved on to more populated areas?”

      Bryan nodded. “Makes sense. Damn it’s quiet.”

      Just then, a breeze rustled the leaves on the branches above them. Jake’s hand jerked to his pistol. The last few days had made the usually calm and collected Delta Operator a bit jumpy. He didn’t like it. He took a deep breath and steadied himself.

      Across a grass-covered field there were a couple of covered patios with picnic tables underneath. Beyond that, there were a few cars. More than likely the cars of some people who had been coming for some sort of family reunion or something. People clueless of what was about to become of their world, gathering to enjoy each other’s company, to enjoy some barbecue together, and maybe play some games. Now they were all dead. Or undead. Jake still didn’t know which. Seeing the cars beside the picnic area made the memory of Jake, Jess, and Tyler fleeing the baseball field a few days ago flash in his mind. It was a beautiful day—a great day just like this one—until it wasn’t.

      Jake pointed to the cars. “There’s where we’ll start,” he whispered. “Looks like more than a couple of SUVs.”

      Bryan nodded. So did Mark and Jason behind him. Behind all of them Jake could see the boat as it had now drifted out to the middle of the river. The current was pulling it northeast back toward where they’d just come from. TW would have to restart the boat soon or they might be too far away if Jake needed them in a hurry. Jess gave him a wave as she stood watching from the front of the boat. Tyler had joined her.

      That was when Jake saw something move in the water over Tyler’s and Jess’s shoulders, about twenty yards away from their boat. Jake turned his attention toward the river and stood from his crouched position.

      “What is it?” Bryan said.

      Jake didn’t answer. He was too busy watching dozens of human bodies run into the water from the shore across the river. Bryan followed Jake’s gaze until he saw the same thing.

      “What. The. Fu—”

      “Jess! Behind you!” Jake shouted as he sprinted down the embankment. He slipped in the grass and slid halfway down on his ass. He stumbled on the rocks as he ran across them. “BEHIND YOU!”

      As Jake watched Jess turn to see what he was shouting about, He saw one of the infected pull himself up on the swimming platform at the back of the boat. Several more infected were right behind it, but too far away from the boat to climb aboard. The current had carried them away.

      When Jake reached the water, he had a decision to make. If he started swimming for the boat, he wouldn’t be able to shoot to help keep the infected from running at Tyler and Jess. But if he started shooting, he could miss. He was good with the AR, but the target would be moving, and it would also be close to Jess and Tyler, so his shooting would have to be even more precise. He watched as the infected man pulled himself up, then run toward Tyler. Jake’s instincts told him to pull his gun. He moved the rifle into shooting position, but he was too late. The infected man had already made it to Tyler. Jake’s stomach dropped as he helplessly watched his unarmed friend turtle into a defensive position.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      The sound of three gunshots echoed over the river. Jess was in a shooting stance, and the infected man dropped to the deck of the boat. Jess had pulled her sidearm and taken the alien down. Jake swung the muzzle of his rifle left toward the back of the boat. He saw another infected rising out of the water onto the swim platform.

      “Start the boat!” Jake shouted. “Start the boat and get out of there!”

      Jake squeezed the trigger on his AR-15 twice, and the infected dropped back into the water. Two more pulled themselves up. He fired five more times, but none of the hits were headshots, which was the only way to kill them. He was useless in actually killing them from that far away. Two men emerged from below deck, and one of them was immediately entangled with one of the infected.

      “You have to move. NOW!” Jake shouted again. His heart was thudding in his chest. Every ounce of him wanted to jump in that water to help, but the boat was too far. They had to get out of this on their own, and it was killing him to hang back.

      He continued to stare down the barrel of his gun and squeezed off some more shots, but the man that had become wrapped up in the infected man’s arms was a lost cause. Finally Jake heard the boat fire up just as Tyler and Jess made it to the back of the boat to help. Jess fired a couple more times and dropped one of the infected standing on the swim platform, but two more pulled themselves up in its place. That was when Jake saw something that nearly broke him. TW had started the boat and with the adrenaline he must have been feeling, he gave it full throttle all at once.

      “Jess!” Jake shouted as he launched himself into the water.

      The last thing Jake saw as the boat surged forward was Jess losing her balance and toppling off the side into the water. As Jake swam fiercely toward the dozens of infected in the water with Jess, the boat careened off the wall of the dam and bounced straight toward the shore. As he kicked and stroked with all he had, all he could see in the water in front of him was Jess’s head, and dozens of splashes around her, all of them getting closer to her by the millisecond.
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      “SWIM!” Jake shouted as he strained his neck to keep his mouth above the water. His arms and legs were propelling him forward as his heart raced at seeing what was happening in front of him. “Swim, Jess! This way!”

      After what seemed like an hour, but was actually only seconds, Jess began to splash about, but didn’t really move away from the infected that were right on top of her now.

      “Jess, you have to swim!” Jake coughed as he took in a bit of river water.

      Jake could hear shouting behind him, but none of the words were registering. He was almost to her when she finally began to move in his direction. Then she went under.

      “Jess!”

      Jake found another gear and rocketed forward. As he approached where Jess was submerged, he reached back as he dog-paddled and grabbed his axe. The infected woman that was right on top of Jess didn’t see Jake at all, and the splashing behind her looked like dozens of fish floundering around. But it was all too real to Jake that those were aliens trying to take his girl. And he wasn’t going to let that happen.

      Not today.

      He paddled in the water with his left hand and swung the axe down with his right. The blade landed on the back of the infected woman’s head. Jake pulled the blade free, used the axe to help him stabilize in the water by moving it back and forth, and he reached down with his left, desperately searching for Jess. Any part of her he could find. But there was nothing.

      He was forced to swing on the next infected that made it to them, and the blade sank into what used to be a man, right in his forehead above his coal-black eyes. Jake pulled the blade free and reached underwater once again. And again he found nothing. Panic began to seep into his nervous system, and his breathing was much too labored. He wasn’t going to be able to sustain a fight if he didn’t calm down.

      Just as he reached under the water again, a hand shot up toward his face. He was about to swing down on it, but he noticed the small rose tattooed on the wrist. Jake would never forget that tattoo as long as he lived. It was the one Jess got the weekend after Jake’s parents’ died. She told him it was so he would know that no matter how much time passed, she would never let him forget their wonderful memory.

      Jake swiped the axe at a different arm coming at his right side and cut it off, kicking madly with his legs to keep himself above water, then he grabbed the hand that was attached to that rose tattoo and pulled with all he had as he leaned his back onto the water. Jess’s terrified face surfaced from under the water, and she was immediately choking on what had made it into her lungs. He wrapped his arm around her waist, backstroked with the axe still in his right hand and then he felt something grab hard against the back of his neck.

      He dropped Jess and whirled around, wide-eyed, ready to thwart another attack, but instead, his eyes found Bryan’s big bald head. He had swum out to help. A pistol emerged from the water, and four loud bangs sounded by Jake’s ear. Jake let Bryan fend off the onslaught of swimming infected and retook Jess in his arms. She was still coughing up water, desperately trying to catch her breath. Jake found the loop at the bottom of his bag in the water and replaced the axe, freeing an arm to swim Jess to safety.

      His lungs were burning, but he fought against the pain. He had fought through pain like this many times in his training, so that didn’t bother him. It was what he saw on his left as he paddled for shore that brought the extra strain on his nerves. TW had run the boat ashore instead of being able to pull away back out into the river. They were going to have to come ashore eventually anyway, that wasn’t the problem. The problem was that there were dozens of infected moving in the water toward them, so getting their supplies from the under-cabin of the boat was going to be impossible.

      He decided to focus on one thing at a time, and continued swimming toward shore. Jess’s coughing had lessened, but the fear inside Jake only grew. He had the realization that if the infected came down to shore on this side of the river, like they had the other side, there would be no way out. None of them would survive. For the moment, he didn’t see any such thing running down the banks, but he knew how quickly things could change. Then his worry shifted again when he thought of Tyler and whether or not he would be able to get Amy off the boat.

      Jake looked back over to the boat. It had gotten a little farther away because Jake had been pulled north by the current. He didn’t see anyone on it yet. His feet found ground below him, and he was able to walk in the last several feet. He held Jess at his side, but let go when he noticed she was able to walk on her own. He turned to face her once they reached the rocky shore.

      “You all right?”

      She was breathing hard, but nodded.

      “Still have your gun?”

      She shook her head. “Lost it when I fell.”

      Jake removed the AR-15’s strap from around his neck. He reached back and took a spare magazine from the side pocket of his bag.

      “Change the mag just like I showed you. I have to get over to the boat.”

      “I’m right behind you,” Jess said as she put the rifle’s strap over her head.

      Jake removed his Beretta. He unscrewed the suppressor from the front and put it in his pocket. With this many infected about to run ashore, and all the other guns that would be shooting, the suppressor was useless. And it made his shots a little less accurate, so he decided it wasn’t necessary. He began walking the rocky shore to the boat. On his left he could see Bryan almost back to shore, the splashing of oncoming death not far behind him. In front of him Jake could now see Mark and Jason taking supplies being handed down by TW and Tyler.  Amy was there waiting beside Tyler on the boat. But before a wave of relief had a chance to rush over Jake after seeing her, he noticed that Amy wasn’t paying attention to everyone moving the supplies. She was solely focused on something off in the distance. Jake followed her gaze, hoping against hope that maybe it was an animal she was seeing. Beyond the boat, up on the riverbank, and just barely in Jake’s sight, he saw movement. It was far enough away that he strained his eyes to see what it was, but his eyes only told him what his gut already knew.

      It was the infected. And they were coming right for them.
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      As soon as Jake saw the mass of infected Amy was watching run toward them, his first thought was to shout for everyone to get back on the boat, shove off, and take their chances on the water. But the way the boat ran ashore, the props were most likely ruined so once they did make it out into the water it would only be a short-term fix. Eventually they would run out of ammunition and the infected would overrun them. And that was if they could even get the boat fully back out into the water. That was something they had no time to figure out.

      Jake knew the landscape around the dam. There wasn’t a lot around other than the high school, but it was back in the direction of the infected that were running toward them. He scanned his brain as he ran toward the boat. He remembered that directly down the road that ran across the bridge and over the dam they were beside was a BP gas station. He figured there would surely be cars there. Once this pandemic hit, one of the first things people would do would be to try to get gas. And the keys would probably still be in their cars. The gas station idea wasn’t much, and it was far enough away that it would be all but impossible to get to, but there was no other option.

      Amy finally registered the danger they were in, and she began making a scene, getting Tyler and the rest of the guys to look in that direction.

      “Jake!” Tyler shouted as Jake and Jess made it to the boat.

      “Amy, jump down to me,” Jake said. She did immediately. He caught her, sat her down on her feet, and looked over at Jess. She was soaking wet, heaving for air, and wild eyed. His first thought after seeing her so disheveled was that they were never going to make it to that gas station. “Jess, remember the old BP station by the highway?”

      Jess nodded.

      “You and Amy go there right now. I’ll catch up.”

      Jess looked over his shoulder. Jake’s back was to the oncoming infected, but he could see what she was seeing. The fear on her face only drove it home.

      “Now, Jess. You have to run the entire way. Don’t stop for anything. Go!”

      Jake shouting the last word jolted her to reality, and she grabbed Amy’s hand, yanking her toward the riverbank in the direction of the gas station.

      Brian had made it to them now. The rest of the swimming infected were pulling themselves out of the water and beginning to stumble over the rocks to get to them.

      Jake looked back up on the bow. “Tyler, get the Beritrix. Boys, grab a gun and let’s move.” He turned to Bryan. “Bryan, go try to catch up to Jess and Amy. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Bryan turned immediately and ran for the riverbank. Amy and Jess were just now at the top.

      Tyler came back to the edge of the boat. His face was red. “What about all our supplies?”

      “Supplies are no good if we’re dead.” Jake held up his hands, telling Tyler to toss him the bag full of Beritrix, the only thing that would keep them from turning into the things that were after them. If, of course, they could keep the infected from eating them first.

      Tyler tossed down the bag, and Mark helped Tyler off the boat. All that was left to do then was run.

      Jake put the strap of the bag of medicine around his neck, picked up a shotgun, and moved toward the riverbank. Tyler was out in front of him a few yards. Only a shotgun in his hands. With the physical shape Tyler was in, or lack there of,  it would be a miracle if he made it up the embankment on his own, much less all the way to the gas station. But as much as Jake was worried about his oldest friend, he had to put it out of his mind. He had to catch up to Jess and make sure she and Amy were safe.

      Jake got past the awkward footing of the rocks, sprinted forward past Tyler, and pulled himself up to the top of the bank. In front of him he could see that Bryan had caught up to Jess and Amy. To his left he could see that the infected were only about fifty yards away now. Below him Tyler was struggling to make it up, but Mark and Jason were helping him, with TW just getting to the bank. Right behind them, the infected were running from the water. Jake was horrified.

      “You’ve gotta get going, boys!”

      Jake brought up his Beretta and fired on the first two infected men that were running up TW’s back. None of the hits were headshots, so Jake’s bullets only slowed them for a second. But it was enough. TW was in much better shape than Tyler and he was already atop the hill.

      “Follow Bryan! I’ll be right behind you!”

      Jake had already gone against his instincts to hurry to Jess as he made sure the guys made it up the riverbank. He couldn’t save them all, and he knew it. He needed to get to Jess. No more fooling around. The infected were closing fast from their left side, but those were just the ones Jake could see. There could be more infected waiting anywhere ahead of them on the other side of the rolling hills. If Jess ran into an ambush without Jake, they were dead. And it wasn’t just the love of his life that would die, but Amy too—quite possibly the key to humanity’s survival. If that wasn’t motivation enough to run like he never had before, nothing ever would be.

      “Keep up! I can’t come back for you!” Jake shouted to Tyler. But he wasn’t sure Tyler even heard him. Tyler was too busy watching the horde of infected closing on them fast. There were dozens of them. There was little doubt in Jake’s mind that they had heard that bell ringing at the dam. And that was when Jake remembered the man who pulled the rope that rang it and realized he wasn’t with them. There was nothing he could do about it now. Jeremy was gone. But that didn’t make it any easier for Jake. What it did do was help him find top speed quicker than he ever had as he sprinted toward Jess. Jake didn’t want the same fate that became of Jeremy to fall upon him, but he would be more than willing to die before he let it happen to Jess.
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      Jake caught up to Bryan, Jess, and Amy just as they turned onto the road that led to the bridge behind them. The gas station was in front of them now. The road was littered with abandoned cars, but most of the shoulder was clear. That’s where they continued to run. Jake had to slow his pace to keep from running out in front of them. He glanced back over his shoulder and could see that for the moment, Tyler and company had beat the running infected to the road. Jake was running low on air; the weight of his go-bag and the bag of medicine were beginning to take their toll. But he imagined for Tyler, as the sun began to flex its summer muscle, it was all he could do to keep from collapsing.

      Jake would have been worried about his friend behind him, but there was an even bigger threat to captivate that attention now. As they crested the hill that led down to the gas station, there was more than just cars there waiting for them. Whatever the number of infected behind them, there was at least double that waiting in the parking lot that sat about football field’s length away from them. The golden sun was shining down on their worst nightmare. A crowd of infected—waiting for them. And now they were trapped. So much so that when Jess saw it, she stopped running and doubled over at the knees. Her shoulders slumped. Jess’s posture told Jake that she just realized what he had already understood back at the boat, that they weren’t going to make it.

      As soon as the infected saw Jake, Bryan, Jess, and Amy stop at the top of the hill, every last one of them began running toward them. They moved like a wave, and they were about to crash down upon them. There was nothing Jake could do. On instinct he got the shotgun he’d picked up on shore ready to shoot. He knew they couldn’t win, but Jake wouldn’t die without a fight. It was just who he was. Jess looked over at him—desperation on her face. She didn’t raise the AR-15. Instead, it swayed back and forth from the strap that rested over her shoulder.

      “No. No! We have to run!” Tyler had caught up to him. Through intensely labored breath he managed panicked words.

      Jake looked back at him. When Tyler saw the knowing look on Jake’s face, he began to cry. The infected behind Tyler ran up the side street and were racing right toward them from the back. Jake turned his head back in the direction of the gas station—to the infected in front of them. They were about the same distance away as the mass behind them. It would all be over in a matter of seconds.

      “I’m taking as many of these bastards with me as I can,” Bryan said.

      Jake pumped the action on his 12-gauge, brought it to eye level, and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “I love you, Jess. I always have, and I always will.”

      It was all he could think to say. Nothing else mattered to him in that moment. The infected were upon them.   He heard Jess begin to cry. Jake thought of his brother, his last wish on earth was that Colt could manage to do what Jake couldn’t do here: survive. And keep his boys safe.

      Jake heard everyone readying their weapons behind him, watched out of the corner of his eye as Bryan put his AR-15 to his shoulder, and just as he went to look as to why Amy hadn’t begun to panic, like any other thirteen-year-old in that situation would, he instead could only stare at the infected as they began to slow down in front of him. His finger caressed the trigger of his shotgun, but he didn’t shoot. Instead, he watched as the crowd of aliens in front of him came to a stop entirely, not more than ten feet from them.

      His heart was thudding in his chest.

      Dozens of black eyes were staring back at him, their bodies not making a move.

      The air was dead around them. Not even the wind managed a whisper. Every inch of Jake’s body was on fire, tingling with adrenaline and fear. Then the first sound made it to all of their ears when Amy dropped to her knees beside them. When Jake turned toward her, he saw her eyes roll back in her head. Her long blonde hair was matted to her with sweat, her face red as a beet. But her eyes were entirely white.

      Jess looked up at Jake.

      “Leave her,” Jake said.

      “What the hell is going on? What are they waiting for?” Tyler’s voice was trembling.

      “Quiet,” Jake commanded as he watched Amy. He looked back up at the wall of infected in front of him, and every single pair of their black eyes was now looking at Amy. It was as if Jake and the rest of them around Amy didn’t even exist.

      “She’s saving us,” Jess finally spoke.

      “Jake, what do you want to do here buddy?” Bryan had yet to lower his gun.

      Jake didn’t respond. He just moved his shotgun left and right along the crowd of infected in front of him. They were close enough now that he could smell them. The disgusting scent of their foul body odor, or their hosts body odor, however it worked. He glanced down at Amy, her eyes still rolled back, but she was starting to shake. Just as he was about to say something, a few of the infected in front of him began to move. He twitched his shotgun to the ready. Bryan did the same. But it was almost as if the infected were moving in some sort of trance. A few of them moved to the left and a few of them moved to the right, a gap formed in the middle of them, but their eyes never left Amy.

      “What’s happening?” Tyler walked up beside Jake. “Why are they making a path?”

      Jake looked down at Amy. She was shaking harder, and a trickle of blood began to run from her left nostril.

      “Jake, something’s wrong with Amy,” Jess said.

      Jake looked back up in front of him. Now there was a fully cleared path in between the infected. Dozens of them had moved aside, and Jake could once again see the gas station beyond them. He turned and looked behind his group. The infected there were standing in the same trance. Listening.

      “Jake?” Jess prompted.

      Jake looked down, and now the blood was gushing from Amy’s nose. Whatever she was doing to create this moment of opportunity for them, it wasn’t going to last much longer, because it was clearly killing her.

      “Okay.” Jake handed Tyler his shotgun, freeing up his hands. He moved over to Amy and scooped her up in his arms. Her face and eyes didn’t change, neither did the blood coming from her nose, and she was now shaking even more; almost to the point of a seizure. He continued in a soft, even tone. “Nobody make any sudden moves. Do not touch them. Don’t even look at them. We are going to walk right in between them, then we are going to find a truck and get the hell out of here before this kills Amy. Understood?”

      “We’re going to walk right in between them?” Tyler was visibly shaking.

      Jake held Amy across his arms. “Yes. Just follow me. When we get beyond them, all of you run for it and find two SUVs. Make sure they have plenty of gas.” Jake started walking toward the infected. “If I think I need to wake Amy up before we lose her, I will. Just be ready to have our backs if I need to come running.”

      No one responded, but he knew they understood. That was when he passed by the first row of the infected. The stench was almost unbearable. Jake’s eyes began to water, but he just kept his head down. He made no eye contact with any of them. He maintained a steady stride, but he didn’t know how much longer he could move slowly. Amy was bleeding so bad that he was going to have to try to wake her up.
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      Emily gave the white-walled lab a once over. The moment was more than surreal. A couple of weeks ago she was in Syria, giving soldiers routine check-ups while avoiding every one of their advances, now she was looking at three alien creatures dressed as humans all sitting beside each other—chained to their chairs. The fate of humanity was quite possibly hanging in the balance. Life had always seemed strange, how it could all change in an instant, but this was ridiculous. And how she got here, a syringe in her hand, six black eyes staring lifelessly back at her, was the craziest twist of all.

      “You two ready?” Doctor Kendall asked.

      When Elaine looked over at Emily, Emily could see the excitement on the doctor’s round face. She was thin as a rail, probably always had been, and the few lines on her forehead seemed to have deepened, even though Emily had only met her a few days ago. She was asking Emily and Doctor David Saunders if they were ready to inject the Beritrix into the infected that sat in front of them. All three doctors held their syringes in hand, and both Emily and David nodded that they were ready.

      Emily wasn’t sure she was ready, however. Injecting the infected with Beritrix could have any number of effects. It could do nothing, it could cure them, or it could kill them. The anticipation was clearly exciting Doctor Kendall, and her excitement was infectious. As Emily took a step toward her infected, Karen, her heart seemed as if it was going to beat right through her chest.

      “This is exciting,” Doctor Kendall stated. Then she spoke to the cameras. “9:00 am, July 3rd, 2019. This is Doctor Elaine Kendall. I am joined by Doctor Emily Fraser and Doctor David Saunders. We are about to proceed with our first injection of Beritrix on our three captured infected. We will be administering two CC’s of Beritrix, the same amount that Doctor Emily has been taking daily her entire life for the WD17 virus, and the same amount we survivors have been taking daily since the alien virus began to spread. We have no hypothesis on what might happen to the infected once injected, but all of us are hopeful that this will lead us to a way to remove the aliens and possibly bring the humans back to their original state.”

      All three of them were right in front of their subjects now. Karen’s midnight-black eyes stared straight ahead at Emily’s chest. No blinking, no emotion, nothing at all. The other two infected both shared Karen’s lack of enthusiasm.

      “All right,” Elaine said as she placed her thumb on the plunger of the syringe in her hand. “Let’s see if we can make history.”

      Emily placed her thumb on the plunger of the syringe in her hand as well. The same hand that was shaking with anticipation. Or maybe it was from the third cup of hangover-coffee she’d had. She would never know. Either way, she felt sweat pooling under her arms and glistening at her brow.

      The three of them moved forward, and then immediately took two steps back. The three infected in front of them, all at the exact same moment, tilted their heads upward, staring at the ceiling. Doctor Kendall held out both arms, silently telling Emily and David to wait and see what was happening. It was the first time since the three of them said “Amy” in unison, all while in different rooms, that they had done any other kind of synchronized activity. Emily’s mind was racing. Was it because the “collective” of the aliens knew that Beritrix was about to be injected, and they knew it would cure the infected? Were they receiving some sort of transmission from whatever was in charge of them somehow? Either way, it was excruciating just standing there watching the three of them stare up at the ceiling.

      David spoke first. “What should we do—”

      “Ssshhhh,” Emily said without thinking. “Just. Wait.”

      And they did.

      Finally, the second movement came. All three of the infected’s mouths opened at the same time and stayed open as they maintained their upward gaze. Their necks strained to tilt their heads parallel to the ceiling. Emily didn’t understand everything she felt in that moment, but she understood the fear. Absolute fear as she waited on what might happen next. Her hands were shaking badly, and the rest of her body trembled as well. She couldn’t shake the feeling that all three of the infected were hearing or seeing something. The same thing. Like they were tuned into some sort of live feed.

      “This can’t be good. Should we stop them?” David spoke again.

      Emily was about to shush him again, but she had just had the same thought. What if they were getting some sort of kill order? Or maybe they were going to be terminated remotely so that Beritrix couldn’t be tested on them? She thought they absolutely should stop them. But curiosity was winning. It was apparent that Doctor Kendall was curious as well, because she didn’t so much as flinch when David spoke she was so focused on the odd, seemingly cosmic show in front of her.

      The intercom speaker in the room beeped twice, and all three doctors nearly jumped out of their skin. Emily could hardly catch her breath she was so completely startled. The three infected maintained their pose and then they heard a voice through the speaker.

      “Doctor Kendall, we need the three of you immediately. There is something you all need to see.”

      Doctor Kendall walked over to the box on the wall. Emily recognized the voice. It was the doctor’s assistant, Shelley. Doctor Kendall pressed the button to speak to her. “Shelley, I told you we were not to be bothered unless it was an emergency.”

      A beep. “I’m sorry, but I think this qualifies.”

      “We can’t leave here right now. The subjects are all reacting to something. We cannot leave unless it is life or death.”

      The next thing Shelley said shocked Emily to the core.

      “I don’t know if it’s life or death, but without being able to see how your three subjects are reacting, I know that I can tell you exactly what they are doing.”

      Doctor Kendall gave a shocked look when she glanced over at Emily. “What? How? What do you mean?”

      Shelley was very matter of fact. “I know that they are staring straight up with their mouths open. Aren’t they?”

      Emily was floored.

      Doctor Kendall’s voice was shaking. “How . . . how could you possibly know that, Shelley?”

      “Because I’m watching the live feed of the parking lot outside the complex above us. And every single one of the hundreds of those things out there . . . is doing the exact same thing.”
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      As soon as Jake walked past the last of the infected he felt the wind from Jess, Tyler, Bryan, TW, Mark, and Jason as they sprinted by to find two getaway SUVs. Amy’s convulsing was growing stronger by the second. He was going to have to wake her from whatever trance she had put herself into to keep them from getting killed by the aliens.

      His group had made it to the gas station. All of them were checking different SUVs for keys and fuel levels. Jake glanced over his shoulder just in time to see every single one of the infected turn their attention from Amy in Jake’s arms to the sky. All of their heads moved in unison, looking straight up. Their faces parallel with the sky above.

      A cold chill ran down Jake’s spine. Though he had no way of knowing why they were doing this, he was still sure. Deep down he knew something was communicating with them, all at once, from somewhere in another space and time. He knew it as sure as the sun was shining, and it was a particularly sunny day. He looked back over his shoulder and he saw Tyler hopping into an SUV. He didn’t see anyone else, so he knew they had all made it into a working vehicle.

      It was time to run.

      It couldn’t have happened soon enough either, because Amy was in a full-on seizure.

      “Amy!” Jake shouted as he took the back of her head in his hand and gently shook her. “Amy, wake up! We’re safe! You can wake up now!”

      As he continued to backpedal, she continued to shake. In front of him the infected were holding their pose, only now, all of their mouths were open. Wide open. Like baby birds waiting for their food. He supposed something somewhere was in fact feeding them, but instead of food, it was information. And most likely that information involved some command to kill Element Zero, and all the people trying to help her. He looked down at Amy and the blood from her nose was pouring like an open faucet.

      “Amy, wake up!”

      She didn’t. So he did the only thing he could think to do and began blowing as hard as he could on her face as he continued to shake her head. All while backpedaling from the most terrifying thing he’d ever seen.

      Until he looked up at the infected again.

      Amy stopped shaking in his arms, and her body went limp. But that barely even registered to Jake. All of his focus was intent on the horde of infected in front of him. The infected that all moved their heads in unison once again. This time, their eyes were directly on him. Then they began to run.

      Jake’s backpedal turned into backward run. Before he could turn all the way around, the back of his left leg clipped the bumper of an abandoned car that was half on the shoulder of the road. This spun Jake around quicker than he was expecting, and the forward pulling weight of Amy, coupled with the bag of medicine and the backpack on his back, was too much for him and he couldn’t regain his balance. As he went down, he spun at the last second, landing on his backpack as Amy landed on top of him.

      “Jake, no!” he heard Jess scream behind him.

      Jake lifted Amy as he got to one knee, but the infected were on him. He pulled Amy all the way up, draped her over his left shoulder, and pulled his Beretta from its hip holster as he once again began back pedaling. He raised the gun just in time to meet the forehead of the first of the infected and pulled the trigger. As soon as the black-eyed man dropped out of sight, he was trampled by the infected behind him. This caused several of them to trip over the dead infected, and after Jake shot one black-eyed woman on his left and a black-eyed man on his right, he had his window, and he took it.

      Jake spun around—this time it was a successful turn. Standing outside of a gray Chevy SUV was Bryan, and he began firing to the left of Jake.

      “Run straight or I’ll hit you!” Bryan shouted.

      Jake did, digging for that extra gear. The adrenaline coursing through him from certain death lurking behind him accelerated him even further. Especially with an innocent young girl draped across his shoulder. The back door opened, and a hand began waving him in. Bryan continued to fire and Jake continued to run. The stench of deadly were infected hot on his heels. He was close enough now that Bryan stopped shooting, got back in the SUV, and slammed the door. Another black SUV’s tires began to spin and it sped out of the gas station parking lot.

      Jake made it to the SUV and with a hunched over dive, wrapping Amy in his arms, he flew through the open door, and slid on his side onto the leather of the bench backseat. The first line of the mass of infected began slamming into the SUV as it started to pull away when Tyler slammed the gas pedal. Bryan started to shoot out of his window, but one of the infected had a hold of the luggage rack above the door and his feet on the running board under the door.

      “It’s coming in!” Jess shouted from the third row.

      Jake dropped Amy to the floorboard of the back seat, grabbed the center console between the two front seats with his left hand, and the back of the back seat in his right hand for leverage. He squeezed both hands tight, and as he pulled back his right leg with a bend of the knee, he thrust himself forward and put his boot in the middle of the infected man’s chest. The monster went flying off the side of the SUV and took out several other infected that were running behind him on the way down. Bryan reached out of his window and pushed the back door shut just as Jake pulled himself back inside.

      “Which way? Which way!” Tyler shouted.

      Jake sat up and saw the black SUV that had left first with Mark, Jason, and TW inside waiting at the side of US Highway 23 for direction.

      “Left! Make a left!”

      Tyler wheeled around the waiting SUV and dodged a plethora of abandoned vehicles as he followed Jake’s direction. The road was so jumbled coming out of the busy intersection that Tyler was forced to drive along in the grassy median. Even then there was some maneuvering he had to do around abandoned cars. Jake looked through the back window, and the second SUV was right behind them. The angry mob of alien-infested bodies not far behind them, but they were able to go fast enough to put some distance between them. And to finally be able to take a breath.

      “Is she all right?” Jess asked.

      Jake squeezed between the front passenger seat and the backseat as he moved Amy onto her back up on the backseat bench.

      “I don’t know. The second they stopped looking to the sky, she went limp. I think she held them off as long as she could.”

      “You think she saved us too?” Jess said. She was still breathing hard and covered in sweat from the run. All of them were.

      Before Jake could answer, Jess gasped. “Jake, your bleeding! Are you all right?”

      Bryan and Tyler both turned in concern.

      “They didn’t bite you, did they?” Tyler said.

      “Watch out for that truck!” Bryan shouted. “Eyes on the road!”

      The SUV swerved, but they didn’t hit anything. Jake looked down at his left side where Jess was looking. He lifted his black T-shirt that was covered in blood. There was a nice size gash there just above his hip bone. In the midst of the adrenaline, he hadn’t felt a thing.

      “I’m fine. It’s just a cut.” That was when he felt something sharp poking his leg. He looked down and saw the blade of his axe resting on his calf muscle. He reached down, unhooked the axe, and held it up. “Must have fallen on this when I jumped in the SUV.”

      “You okay, man?” Tyler said.

      “I’m fine.”

      “It’s bleeding pretty good,” Jess said.

      “I’m fine. Can we focus on making sure Amy’s okay?”

      Jess reached over the back of the seat and felt at Amy’s neck for a pulse. “She has a heartbeat. I think she’s okay.”

      Jake felt a rush of relief as he glanced up at Jess. “To answer your question, yes. I do think she saved us.”

      “But how?” Jess brushed Amy’s hair away from her face.

      “I don’t know.”

      Tyler said, “What the hell were they doing back there? The aliens?”

      “That what we’re calling them now for sure?” Bryan said. “Aliens?”

      Jake understood the cynicism in Bryan’s voice, but he also knew what he saw back there. And Amy being able to understand them meant they were definitely speaking some alien language. If it looks like a duck, and walks like a duck . . .

      “How could we not?” Tyler was animated. “You saw those black-eyed monsters. They’re getting smarter. They were waiting for us.”

      Everyone took a moment to let that sink in.

      “Can we get some more AC back here?” Jess said. “Amy is on fire. Like, abnormally hot.”

      Bryan made an adjustment and the air blew harder out of the vents.

      “So?” Tyler asked the question again. “What were they doing? All of them looking up to the sky like that? So creepy.”

      Jake took off his shirt and wrapped it around his waist, tying it on one side to try and slow the bleeding from his cut. “Communicating,” was all he said.

      That was when Amy sat straight up and screamed at the top of her lungs.
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      When Shelley’s voice came over the intercom, telling the three of them that the infected up on the surface were all doing the same thing as the three infected in front of her, Emily’s theory about a “hive mind” instantly became a reality. She backed away from the three infected strapped into their chairs staring up at the ceiling, and so did Elaine and David. The thought that something somewhere was able to communicate with them, all of them, all at the same time was hard for Emily to process. It went against everything she knew about how beings of any kind could communicate. What could something possibly be telling all of them to do? Emily had to figure this thing out, and she knew she needed to do it fast. If not, everyone who actually survived this tragedy would fall to the same fate sooner rather than later.

      Emily was about to ask Elaine what the next move was when all three of the infected closed their mouths, lowered their heads, and violently began thrashing in their chairs. Karen let out an awful howling scream, and the two other infected men beside her did the same. Whatever information they just received, it made them more aggressive than they had been since Emily arrived in Mount Weather. And they were straining so hard to get free, it was as if they had somewhere they needed to be. Somewhere they had to be.

      The screaming was unbearable.

      “What do we do? I can’t listen to this much longer!” Emily shouted.

      The sound of her voice raised their aggression level another notch. They were slobbering at the mouth to break loose.

      “There’s Propofol in the lab, David!” Elaine told him.

      David rushed out the door and went next door to the lab. Emily and Elaine set down their syringes and followed him out of the room. They could still hear the infected screaming, even through the thick glass door.

      “What the hell was that?” Elaine said as she paced the hallway, rubbing her ears with her hands. “And what is that sound they are making?”

      Emily took a couple of deep breaths. The intensity of the situation reminded her of a few instances in Syria when they were first discovering this thing growing inside some of the soldiers. It was as if the three infected had just completely digressed from all of their evolution, back to the savages they were when first infected. Whatever happened while they were in their trance, it made them crazy.

      Emily collected herself. “Are we still going through with this? The Beritrix injection?”

      “Yes. Of course. As soon as we can get them calm enough to inject.”

      Emily nodded. It was what she wanted to hear. The only way they were going to get anywhere was if they started experimenting. She felt like they already had a massive head start with Beritrix acting as a vaccine. All they had to do now was see if it could act as a cure.

      David returned with three syringes full of Propofol, a sedative that should at least allow them to get the Beritrix injected into the infected in the next few minutes. The hard part would be getting them the sedative. The infected’s limbs were strapped, but their heads weren’t. That had been a major mistake. But there was no way to know they would digress as they had. All of them had been completely docile for four days straight. From the looks of their aggression now, they might break their own necks to snap their jaws on anything that got near them.

      “I think we’re going to have to restrain their heads somehow,” Emily voiced her thought.

      The three of them re-entered the room. The screeching sound coming from the aliens’ mouths had not subsided.

      “I think you’re right!” Elaine shouted over the noise. She turned to David. “Do you have a belt?”

      David unbuttoned his lab coat and revealed a thick brown leather belt. Elaine nodded when he gave her an inquisitive look, then he removed the belt.

      “Okay, David, you wrap the belt around Karen’s forehead and pull back with both hands. I’ll hold the upper arm steady, and Emily you get that needle into the vein. Got it?”

      “Don’t you think we should use a different chair, or maybe get Karen onto a gurney? That way we can make sure to strap her head down properly?” Emily said.

      “Wouldn’t we have to sedate her to get her on that gurney?”

      Emily looked over at Karen. Her black eyes looked as if they might pop out of her head she was straining so hard to break free. The veins in her neck looked more like the roots of a tree. Elaine was right. But getting close to these infected without making certain they couldn’t shake loose would be a mistake. Emily could feel it in her bones. But ultimately, this was Elaine’s lab, and Elaine’s rules. And though Emily would certainly have found a way to get Karen into a proper place to administer the Propofol, she wanted the screaming to stop so bad she was willing to take the risk.

      Emily nodded and took a syringe of Propofol from David. David walked over behind Karen and looped the belt around her forehead, right across her eyebrows. He pulled down and back, a hand on each end of the belt, and gave a nod.

      “You ready?” Elaine asked Emily.

      “No.” Emily was honest. But she followed Elaine over to Karen anyway. David wasn’t a large man by any means, so his stamina probably wouldn’t last very long. And they had two more infected to inject after her.

      Elaine grabbed Karen’s right bicep with both hands. Karen’s head lurched forward toward Elaine, but David was able to pull back. Elaine backed away for a moment and took a deep breath. “Let’s do this quick!”

      Emily took a step closer. Karen was fighting with all she had. Elaine held up three fingers, dropped to two, then one, then moved in. When she grabbed Karen’s bicep this time, she twisted, giving Emily a better angle on the vein at the bend in her arm. Emily moved in. Karen’s veins were popping up from the straining she was doing, so finding the vein wasn’t an issue. She slid the needle inside, depressed the plunger, and she and Elaine jumped back out of the way before David finally let her head go.

      “Let’s just keep this moving,” Elaine said. “Karen should start to really calm down by the time we are finished with these two.”

      They moved on to the second infected, who they were calling John Doe One. Not original, but unlike Karen, the other two infected captured had no ID. So they kept it simple. This infected man was no bigger than Karen really. He was skin and bone, dark hair, a look that Emily could imagine maybe was that of an accountant. Especially the dark parted hair, pocketed short-sleeve shirt, probably a couple pens always tucked there. Now of course the alien inside the poor guy had made him look more like a veiny, black-eyed Halloween-costume-gone-wrong.

      David wrapped the belt in the same place on John One that he had on Karen and leaned back. Elaine gave Emily the countdown again, and Emily jumped in, plunged the Propofol, then backed away. John One was actually easier than Karen.

      “Two down, one to go!” Elaine shouted.

      It was hard to tell, because Karen was still moaning, but it seemed as though the volume of her screams had come down a notch. They moved on to John Doe Two. This guy looked like he used to be a football player, with big broad shoulders, probably six-foot-two, 230 pounds. His head was the size of a watermelon, and Emily could see the strain on David’s face when he began trying to pull back on John Two’s forehead with the belt. Elaine gave the same fingered countdown, then clamped onto John Two’s bicep.

      Just as Emily moved in and was about to sink the needle through John Two’s grayish skin, John Two jerked his head forward and the belt slipped off his head. Emily, who was standing in front of John Two, saw this before Elaine. In fact, she saw his teeth sink into Elaine’s right arm before Elaine even noticed anything was wrong. The three infected had been making a lot of noise, but the scream that Elaine let out trumped them all.

      Out of instinct, Emily grabbed Elaine by the left sleeve of her lab coat and yanked her away from John Two. There was no resistance, because he had already bit all the way through the outside of her shoulder.

      “Elaine!” David shouted. “I’m so sorry! I couldn’t hold him!”

      Elaine was white as a ghost. When she looked over at her shoulder, Emily had to catch her when she fainted. David rushed over to help lay her down on the floor, but they couldn’t stay there. Because when Emily looked back up at John Two. As he chewed on flesh and muscle like a cow chewing cud, he yanked so hard toward the three of them that the leather strap holding down his arm ripped in two.

      He was about to break free.
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      Amy’s scream was so loud that Jake thought his eardrums might rupture. Everyone in the SUV jumped, then held their ears, because her shriek lasted a good four or five seconds. Jess moved her hands from her ears to Amy’s shoulders, and Amy nearly jumped out of her skin. She started breathing way too fast, and she was about to hyperventilate.

      “You’re okay now, Amy,” Jess said. “You’re safe in the truck with us. Everything is okay.”

      Amy was still breathing heavy, but in between she tried to speak. “No,” She panted. “I’m not okay.” Three more quick breaths. “None of us are.”

      “I know it’s scary,” Jess continued in a soothing voice. “But we’re okay now. We’re on our way to Virginia. The infected are behind us.”

      Amy shook her head emphatically. She gained control of her breathing to form a full sentence. “No they’re not. They’re all around us. And they know where I am.”

      Jess flashed a look of concern to Jake. Jake knew she was thinking what he was. But he wanted to hear what Amy meant.

      “Amy, did you keep them from attacking us back there?” Jake asked.

      Jake saw Bryan turn around in the front seat, and Tyler did his best to drive while glancing back. They both were eager to hear.

      Amy nodded. “I didn’t really mean too, I just started praying, and then I felt something flow through me. Almost like a current. I could see all of us on that road through their eyes.”

      “What?” Tyler said. “That’s amazing! Now we can always know where they are and avoid them!”

      Jake watched as Amy immediately shook her head no.

      “Is that not what it means, Amy?” Jake asked.

      “No. Well, yes . . .” She stopped for some more air. Her face wasn’t nearly as red as it had been back on the road.

      “It’s okay,” Jess told her. “Take your time.”

      Amy continued, “Yes it is true, I can see them. But they can also see me. There are a lot of them, and every single one could see where I was when I did that. Like, our exact location.”

      “Unbelievable,” Tyler said. “We are living a movie right now. How the hell is this possible?”

      Jake asked, “Do you know what they were doing when they all turned and looked up at the sky?”

      Amy didn’t hesitate. “Listening.”

      “Listening? To what?” Jake said.

      Amy tucked her hair behind her ear. “Not to what. To who.”

      Jake already knew what she meant. “By who, you mean the things we heard talking on the radio transmission that the professor recorded back at the university?”

      “Yes. They are the leaders. And when I tapped into whatever their communication line is, they told everyone, all of the infected, that I was Element Zero. That they must terminate me.”

      The SUV went quiet. Tyler had managed to pull back onto the road, but every few hundred feet he was forced onto the shoulder, and the buzz from the tires rolling over the rumble strips in the pavement made all of them jump every time. Jake and Jess shared a knowing glance. He was right earlier when he knew Jess shared his feeling. That if Amy could see through their eyes, they could see through hers. Jake wasn’t sure of how far the repercussions would extend, but if all of them knew where Amy—Element Zero—was, it could be catastrophic. He imagined if Element Zero was the alien’s only weakness, they would send everyone anywhere near Amy to end the threat. That in and of itself was scary, but the thought that the infected were much smarter now––and they might not show their hand before they attacked––made Jake shudder with worry.

      “I’m not going to let that happen,” Jake finally said to her. “No one is going to hurt you.”

      Amy looked deep into his eyes, searching for comfort. But she didn’t find it. How could she? He was just one man. And no matter his level of skill in combat or otherwise, there was no way he could stop them. Not with the numbers the aliens had. All he could do was try to keep her alive long enough to get to Virginia, where they might actually have some help.

      “Amy.” Jess rubbed the back of her head. “Do you have any sense for who, or what, They are?”

      The confidence with which Amy responded surprised them all. “I know everything about them now. That’s why they want me dead.”

      The words hung in the air like a like a cloud of thick smoke, choking them all into silence. The hairs on the back of Jake’s neck stood on end. Not because he was afraid—that ship had sailed—but because for the first time since he’d watched that crazed man chew on the throat of the little boy on the baseball field four days ago, Jake had hope. If Amy knew everything about them, then they could find a way to fight. And he knew that if there were enough uninfected humans left to put together something remotely formidable, they might just have a fighting chance. Especially if Amy was truly their weakness. What that meant, and how it made the aliens weak, would take some exploring.

      Tyler started to ask a question, but Jess asked him to give Amy a while to rest. Jake knew his friend was chomping at the bit to know more, because so was Jake. But Jess was right. Amy had just been through a lot, and she really needed time to get some of her energy back. And they really needed some new clothes. Amy’s white T-shirt was soaked in the blood from her nose. Jake’s was bloodied from the gash on his back, and everyone else was going to smell soon. But on the scale of things that mattered, clothes were about as low on the totem pole as something could get.

      Jake took the moment of quiet to check on the dry ice in the bag of Beritrix vials. It seemed as though it was staying cold. All of their food and water was still back on the boat. That was the more immediate concern. Other than staying alive of course. He slid back up from the floorboard and sat in the back seat. He looked out the window. He could see the Ohio River in the distance across the lanes of abandoned cars. He’d made this drive thousands of times when he was a kid. His parents would take him and his brother to visit their grandparents in South Shore, Kentucky. A tiny little town only twenty minutes in the opposite direction they were going.

      They were headed toward Ashland. It wasn’t a large town, but with the metro population, there would be hundreds of thousands of potential infected. There was a pit in his stomach. Not because of the situation they were in, but because he was thinking about his childhood. Driving down that road brought hundreds of memories down on him, most of which hadn’t touched his senses in over a decade. After moving away from Ashland, Jake had managed to compartmentalize his childhood. He’d been able to almost forget about it altogether––not because it was bad––because it was so great. Thinking about his life with Colt and his parents made him sick with longing when he thought about it. But a longing feeling was almost an escape from the desperate feelings the last few days had brought.

      He wanted so badly to go by the neighboring town of Flatwoods—to the house he’d grown up in. But it was out of the question. Life wouldn’t be yielding any time for side-trips down memory lane. It might not yield much time at all, for that matter. The horrors they would face in the days ahead, if they made it that long, would be unimaginable, and Jake knew it. Just like every day since society had collapsed under an alien virus had been. It was hard to fathom how it could get worse, but one glance over at Jess behind him told him it still could. He could lose her.

      Jess had her eyes closed and her head leaned back on the headrest. Even through all the horrible things they’d just seen, nearly dying more than once, she still looked beautiful. And it wasn’t just that she was fit and gorgeous. Jake saw much more than that when he looked at her. Though this new world was as unromantic as it could get, he still thought romantic thoughts when he looked at her. He saw her in a white dress, laughing as a photographer snapped pictures and Jake smashed cake in her face. He saw her with a round belly, beaming with pride as she carried their child. And he saw her old and gray, rocking away on the front porch, watching their horses frolic in the green grass-covered field.

      All of those romantic thoughts were gone in an instant when his mind stuck on the thought of horses. His brain froze on the fact that not only were there no horses around at the moment, but he hadn’t seen an animal, not one, since this entire thing broke loose. And before he knew it, his thoughts were vocalized.

      “Where the hell are all the animals?”
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      Karen and John One had almost completely stopped screaming while they struggled to break free of the restraints on their chairs. But as Emily hovered over Elaine, trying to wake her up, she noticed that big John Two was more than making up for it. His rage had gone up another level after taking a chunk out of Elaine’s arm. One strap was broken, and he had begun tearing away at the one holding down his right wrist.

      “David, we have to get out of here! John Two is going to break those restraints!”

      The veins in John Two’s neck were bulging, and so were his eyes. Emily couldn’t help but think of the Incredible Hulk when he was turning from Bruce Banner into the big green monster. And she couldn’t help but feel like John Two would be able to bust those restraints the same way the Hulk would, too.

      “The restraints will hold. We need to sedate him!” David answered.

      “What?” Emily couldn’t believe what he was saying. The complete lack of common sense in his words threw her off entirely. “He’s gonna break those restraints. We have to leave this room!”

      Emily watched David look back over his shoulder at John Two. He had turned just in time to watch him pull his right arm free of the second restraint. A bolt of fear flashed through Emily. If he managed to get his feet free, the two of them were dead.

      John Two turned toward them, and with one kick of his right leg, the strap broke free. It occurred to Emily that they had made a massive mistake the way they had gone about the injections. But at the same time, she realized that it might not have been a coincidence. Maybe the docile way the three infected had been acting was just that . . . an act. Maybe all this time, the aliens had been biding their time, waiting to pounce when their captors’ guards were down. If they had been hostile the entire time they’d been prisoners, more stringent measures would have been taken to secure them. Something more than a few leather straps and a chair fastened to the concrete floor. Either way, it didn’t matter. Emily, Elaine, and David were all dead if they didn’t move, right then.

      “Get the door!” David shouted. He put both hands inside the back collar of Elaine’s lab coat and began to turn her so he could pull her through the door. Emily jumped up, and as soon as her hand hit the handle of the door, John Two snapped the restraint on his left ankle and lunged at David. It happened so fast that by the time Emily had opened the door and stepped through, John Two had bitten down on David’s neck and blood sprayed all the way to the windowed wall.

      Emily screamed. It was pure reflex. She had never seen something like that in all her life. A man so easily snatched up and in one chomp, dead. David hadn’t even had time to scream. Emily’s second reflex was more productive than the first. She ran four steps back inside the room and grabbed the first thing on Elaine she could, her ponytail, and pulled it with her left hand as she managed a grip on the right shoulder of her lab coat. As soon as she began to pull, David’s lifeless body dropped in a thud to the floor, and when Emily looked up, her eyes locked onto John Two’s alien-black-eyes. He was ready for his next kill.

      With a surge of fear-ridden adrenaline, Emily managed to pull Elaine all the way to the opening of the door, but it wasn’t going to be enough. John Two rushed forward. He was going to take Elaine, and there wasn’t a damn thing Emily could do about it. The infected monster reached down and wrapped his oversized hand around Elaine’s right leg. All Emily could do was scream. John Two lifted Elaine up like a rag doll and as he went to sink his teeth into her thigh, his head exploded.

      Bang! Bang-Bang!

      Three more shots followed into the alien’s chest. Emily rushed forward when Elaine dropped to the ground and pulled her out of the room. Two armed men moved into the lab where John Two was now a lifeless body on the floor. Emily laid Elaine on her back in the hallway, but she was distracted by the men inside.

      “What do we do?” one said to the other. Both of their pistols were aimed toward Karen and John One in the chairs.

      “I think we shoot them. If they break loose, it could be a disaster.”

      “No!” Emily shouted. “You can’t!” She rushed into the room. “Put your guns down. They are sedated. Don’t shoot!”

      Both men looked at Emily, then looked down at David’s bloody body. Neither of them put his gun away. The moment was so intense that Emily’s heart was pounding. She was drenched with sweat and shaking all the way to her toes. Between the pressure of injecting the rabid infected, Elaine getting bit in the arm, David’s slaughter, and these men about to shoot dead the only viable options they had to possibly find a cure, she was completely overwhelmed.

      “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      The room began to spin. Karen and John One had become completely still. “Please,” Emily managed. “Please don’t shoot . . .”

      Emily tried to take a deep breath, but one wouldn’t come. The last thing she saw was one of the armed men rushing over and grabbing her by the arms. Then everything went dark.
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      “Animals?” Tyler said from the driver’s seat. “We have an army of alien humans chasing after us, communicating through the heavens, with the one goal of killing us all, and you’re worried about animals?”

      Amy instantly began to cry.

      “Nice,” Jess said. “Mister Sensitive.”

      Jake watched Tyler roll his eyes in the rearview mirror.

      Jess consoled Amy. “It’s all right. None of this is your fault.”

      Her blue eyes were red with tears, and her face flushed. “Yes it is,” she cried. “It’s all my fault.” She looked at Jake. “If you hadn’t saved me from those things outside your house a couple days ago, none of you would be in this situation.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Jake’s response caught Jess off guard. Jess eyed him with a confused stare. He knew she was worried he’d say something to make things worse. He had never been much of a sensitive man. That was especially true when it came to kids, because he was never around them. Amy looked on, inquisitive.

      Jake continued after a short pause. “Amy, if it wasn’t for you, every single one of us would be dead. Regardless of if you were with us or not, we would still be trying to make it to Virginia. But if you weren’t with us, what happened back there, they would have killed us. All of us. You are the only reason we are even in this truck having this conversation. You stopped them from killing us all.”

      Jess’s face was half bewildered, half infatuated. Jake was sure she was surprised he hadn’t fumbled that up. Because he too was surprised he hadn’t. He could tell it had hit home with Amy as well by the half smile she was wearing on her face.

      Amy sniffled once and let out a sigh. “You mean it?”

      “I mean it.”

      He held her eyes for a few seconds. He had finally given her the comfort she’d been searching for over the last few days. And then, just like every other time he’d tried to talk feelings with a woman, something went wrong. Amy began to cry.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Jess asked.

      Amy glanced at Jess, but looked back at Jake. “Jake? What is wrong with me?”

      Before he could answer, Amy wriggled across the seat and buried her head in his chest. She began to sob. He looked up at Jess and watched as she began to cry as well. If either of them were hoping for a round two of comforting words from Jake’s mouth, they were going to have to wait a while. He had nothing left in the tank. But he did manage, this time without a nudge from Jess, to wrap his arms around Amy and just let her cry. He didn’t ruin the moment with words. He knew the only way it could go after his last statement was downhill.

      By the grace of God, Jess spoke for him. “Nothing is wrong with you, Amy. Nothing at all.”

      Amy looked up. “Then why is this happening to me? Why can I understand them? Why do they want me? Why do they keep calling me Element Zero? Am I one of them?”

      No one in the SUV had an answer for any of those questions. Not one. And Amy knew it; that was why she was so upset. Jake had been wondering all of those same things as well, along with several others. Was Amy one of the aliens? How far back did this thing go? Had the aliens been monitoring humans since the day she was born? Was this how they knew they could survive here on earth? Was watching her and living through her how they came to know they wanted to take earth over?

      Jake was a man who was used to getting answers, so not being able to get them had begun to drive him mad. That was why he’d pushed all of those questions aside for the last two days and focused on something he could control—their attempt at making it to Virginia. But now that was completely out of his control as well. After what happened by the dam—after Amy said that all the aliens now knew where they were—any plan they had was rendered useless . . . wasn’t it?

      Jess finally ended the silence. “I don’t know these things, Amy. But you do, don’t you?”

      Jake’s entire process of doubt shifted. How had he not thought of that? Amy just said she knew everything about them now. Wouldn’t that mean she knew the answers to those questions too? He waited for Amy to respond.

      “I—I . . . I think so.”

      “Didn’t you just say you knew everything about them?” Tyler snapped from the front seat.

      “Relax, Ty,” Jake snapped back. “You think this is easy for her?” Then to Amy, “What do you mean, Amy?”

      She thought about it for a moment. “I mean, you know how sometimes when you are talking about movies with someone, and someone asked who starred in the movie, and you can see the actor’s face, but can’t quite recall his name?”

      “That happens to me all the time,” Jess said. “So frustrating.”

      “It’s like that with this. Like I can see those answers, but I can’t explain them . . . even to myself.”

      Amy seemed much older to Jake than thirteen as she tried to explain what she was going through. He couldn’t imagine what she must be feeling. To know she was quite possibly the only person in the world that had some sort of connection to what was happening had to be scary as hell.

      “Listen,” Jake said. “Let’s just take a break from this. We’ll be in Russell in just a few minutes. The town that butts up to Ashland. There is a grocery store there. We can get some food, some water, and then we can all figure this thing out together. That sound okay?”

      Jake didn’t know where this sensitive side was coming from. But judging by the look on Jess’s face, he was doing okay at it.

      Amy nodded.

      Bryan spoke up. “You think that’s a good idea, Jake? I realize we need food and water, but so close to where these aliens caught a glimpse of our location?”

      “You’re right, it might be too soon. But I know that shopping center like the back of my hand. We can pull up around back and get in and out in just a few minutes.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Look, this isn’t a dictatorship. If you think we should do something else, say so.”

      “No . . .” Bryan softened his tone. “You’re right. You know the area. That gives us an advantage over anywhere else we might stop.”

      “So,” Tyler said. “Back to the animals. Now that you mention it. I haven’t seen any. Not a single one.”

      “Not even a bird?” Bryan said.

      “I mean, my attention has been elsewhere for the last few days, but I can’t remember so much as a fly. Can you?” Tyler looked in the rearview searching for eyes. “Any of you?”

      “I can’t say I have,” Jess said.

      “So what does that mean?” Jake asked. “Amy, you have any ideas?”

      “Maybe they’re scared?” she said. “Maybe their instincts were better than ours, and they went into hiding.”

      It was as plausible as anything Jake could think of.

      “Maybe so.” Jake found Tyler’s eyes. “We’re almost to the grocery store. I’ll tell you when to turn. It’s right up here at the Taco Bell.”

      “Good lord I would kill for a Cheesy Gordita Crunch right about now,” Tyler said.

      “You’re more likely to get killed while you are trying to get one these days, my man,” Bryan laughed. “Whole new world, brother.”

      Tyler took the turn and everyone was quiet. The prospect of food gave them visions of grandeur. The definition of luxuries had changed in a hurry. A can of soup was worth a thousand times more than a diamond ring now.
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      Jake had Tyler pull the SUV around the back of the shopping center. Kroger was the anchor store in that section of the center. It was your typical suburban shopping area: A big box grocery store, a tanning salon, a Chinese restaurant, a nail salon, and the Dollar Store. At the other end of the parking lot there was a Lowe’s. Across the street was a Shoe Sensation and a Hobby Lobby, and it still looked the same as when he last was there with the exception of a few restaurant changes. There wasn’t much in the small town, but in a family-oriented place where time with loved one’s was the top priority, Jake always figured not having a lot to do wasn’t as big a deal.

      TW followed around to the back side of the store in his SUV. Jake knew it would be smarter to go around back because there was only a wooded area behind the shopping center. He remembered roller blading back there as a kid, doing jumps off the ramp used by the delivery trucks. Before he exited his SUV, he told everyone but Bryan to stay in the car. And he told Bryan to shut the door as if a sleeping baby were inside. They needed to take every precaution to keep from alerting the aliens. Jake made it over to TW’s SUV and was able to tell him, Mark, and Jason to keep quiet as well.

      The next thing he was going to do was a perimeter check. Jake was finished underestimating the aliens. It was clear that they had begun to master their host bodies, and it seemed as though they might even be tapping into their individual host’s skill sets. Or former skill sets as it might be now. That was more of a hunch; Jake didn’t have too much to go on as far as actual data yet.

      The five of them made a sweep of the area outside the back of the store. Everything was quiet, and everything looked clear. Jake walked up the bank to the wooded area. It was the middle of the summer, so the dense foliage made it impossible to see very far, but the peek he took made him feel better. If aliens were moving in those trees, Jake would easily have heard them snapping branches and shaking leaves.

      He walked back down the bank and gave everyone a nod. He went over and opened the door for Amy.

      “Looks clear, but that doesn’t mean it is,” Jake whispered. “You can’t stay in here. Follow me, and be as quiet as you can.”

      He held out his hand for Amy and helped her down. He let Jess and Tyler go in front of him and the eight of them gathered by the back door. Jake moved to the front and tested the door. It was pulled shut, but the handle was busted. Someone had already been there and broken in. The door pulled right open, and he turned back to the group.

      “All right. When we get inside, move to the middle of the store. Bryan, you, me, and Mark will do a quick perimeter check. Every isle. Tyler and I made the mistake of not being thorough in a Walmart a few days ago and it almost killed us. When your sweep takes you by a shopping cart, grab one, and grab a handful of grocery bags when you pass those too. We’ll meet back in the middle and all of us will grab essentials. Jess, you, Amy, and Mark will go grab water—get gallon jugs, they will be easiest to carry—and get some essential grooming supplies . . . deodorant, toothpaste and tooth brushes, feminine needs, first aid, etcetera. We may not get a shower for a few days, so let’s at least try to cover up our smell.

      “TW, you, Tyler, and Jason hit the canned food section. Make sure you get meat and beans as well as vegetables. We’re going to need the protein. Bryan and I will continue to watch the entrances as you do so.”

      Jake handed Bryan the second of the three hand radios. “These are all set. If you see anything funny, radio me immediately.” Then he spoke to the entire group. “I want one of you in your group to be a lookout the entire time. Gun in hand, head on a swivel.”

      Jake made eye contact with everyone, making sure they understood.

      “Okay . . . move fast, grab fast, and let’s get out fast. Four minutes tops. If at any point you hear me shout ‘run’, get right back to the trucks. Got it?”

      Everyone nodded. Jake opened the door and walked inside. The back of the store was dark, but lit enough to see, and it was a mess. Pieces of boxes were everywhere—food, cans, and carts strewn about. They would be lucky if there was much left. It looked as though the store had already been raided. Jake moved quickly past the mess and through the door into the store. The smell of rotten food and spoiled milk that had spilled all over the floor was immediately apparent. It even drew a few groans of displeasure from the group.

      Jake moved them to the middle of the store and immediately he, Bryan, and Mark split up to check the perimeter.

      “Be right back. Stay ready,” Jake said to Jess. She tipped up the nose of her shotgun to signal she would.

      The front wall of the building was all windows, so the light of the sunny day filled the store. Everything was quiet, and Jake grabbed a handful of bags and a shopping cart on his pass by the registers. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, and the three roaming the store made it back to the group at the same time.

      “All right. When your cart is full, get to the cars. Let’s do this, and let’s make it quick!”

      They dispersed to perform their tasks like ants fleeing their hill. Bryan went to the front of the store, and Jake moved to the back. He let the AR-15 rest on its strap and pulled his Beretta. He had refit it with the suppressor in the car. Everyone was busy gathering supplies, and all looked good in the main area of the store, so he pushed through the door into the back. He felt the seven of them could hold it down inside. He wanted to make sure everything was still quiet outside by the trucks for when it was time to exit.

      His eyes were focused forward, which was why he didn’t see the piece of cardboard box under his foot. And when his foot landed on it just right, it sent him flying down on his ass. His immediate reaction was to make sure nobody saw. He turned back to the door that led out into the store, then laughed at himself for caring. He got up, and his right ass cheek was throbbing. He shook his head with a smile and made sure the path in front of him was clear.

      There was a noise outside by the SUVs.

      Jake’s smile was wiped away in a flash, almost as quickly as he raised his Beretta out in front of him. His stomach dropped as he imagined a mob of infected running around the back side of the store. He moved over to the door. There were no windows, so he would have to rely on his ears. He leaned into the door, his ear hovering over the crack. He heard shuffling. It was faint, but it sounded like shoes scooting over blacktop. He listened for a moment longer and heard the shuffling stop.

      Jake didn’t remember the back door making a creaking sound when they’d opened it to go in, so he slowly began to pull it inward. He opened it just enough to where sunlight began to squeeze through the crack. If there were infected out there, they were being very quiet. And if he made a mistake and made too much noise, he and his group were in trouble.

      Jake moved his eye to the crack. The first thing he saw was the right headlight of TW’s SUV. When he moved his line of sight to the left, a chill ran down his spine. Just a few feet from him, peering into the back of their SUV, was a shirtless man. Or what used to be a man. Human’s didn’t have a black tint that ran down his spine. This was an infected. An alien. And he was scouting their SUV, like a normal human being would. Even shading his eyes with his hands from the sun so he could get a better look inside.
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      Jake stared at the alien looking in the window of the SUV. With slow and deliberate movement, he removed his axe from the loop in his go bag, and moved it to his left hand. He readied the Beretta in his right. With the tip of his boot, he started to pull the door inward, but quickly stopped after only an inch of movement. He froze when he noticed two more infected beyond the one peering in the SUV. They were standing amongst the trees about twenty yards away, just close enough to the edge where Jake could see them. He swore they were looking right at him. The alien at the SUV moved one more time to the very back window on the driver’s side.

      Jake did a quick scan of everything he could see through the small crack, and then decided he had to make a move. It was the only option. Whether there were just these three aliens, or three hundred, he believed they had evolved enough to know that if there were new SUVs parked at the store, humans would be inside. That meant the aliens’ next move would be to come inside after them. One of the many lessons Jake’s dad taught him before he died was that the best defense is a good offense. This had always worked for Jake, because he had never liked defense anyway.

      He pulled the door open and extended his Beretta until the tip of it found the first alien in the trees. Jake squeezed the trigger twice, aiming for the neck up. Whether it was a kill shot or not, he didn’t know, but he knew he had hit the alien man, so he moved on. He squeezed the trigger two more times at the alien woman in the trees on the right, but couldn’t tell if he was successful. Though his gunfire was suppressed, it still made enough noise for the alien at the SUV to turn around. Jake moved fast, but rustling in the trees behind the alien threw off his aim, and the two shots he got off both missed. The alien ran right for him.

      At the same time, an alien woman came bounding out of the trees. Jake jumped to his right just in time to avoid the alien man’s grasp, and it fell to the blacktop beside him. Jake moved his pistol to the right and lined it up with the alien female running at him. She was fast, so he made sure he fired enough times to hit her and put her down. Three squeezes later, she faceplanted onto the ground. He moved the gun over just in time to beat the one who lunged at him from getting up, putting two in the side of its head. The slide locked back on his gun; his magazine was empty. When he reached for an extra magazine from his go bag, he was shocked to see two more aliens coming from around the back of the SUV. They must have been hiding there—waiting—in case the others weren’t successful at getting Jake.

      There was no time for Jake to reload, so he dropped his gun and took the handle of his axe in his dominant right hand. Both of the male aliens were screaming at the top of their lungs as they ran at him side by side. Jake tossed the axe at the alien on the right. It made two full revolutions and was moving right for the alien’s head. Jake couldn’t believe it when he watched the alien move its head to the side and his axe went skidding across the blacktop behind them. He never suspected the alien might dodge it. If he had, he never would have thrown it.

      The two aliens were on him before he had the split second he needed to pull up his AR-15, so he front kicked the alien on the right and grabbed for the throat, just below the gaping mouth of the second alien. The one he kicked stumbled backward, but the second one ran right through Jake’s outstretched hand, and the momentum knocked Jake off his feet. The worst position you can be in when taking on multiple assailants is on the ground. If Jake didn’t get up before the second alien came down on him, he was dead.

      Jake used the momentum of his fall to somersault backward and kick the alien man off of him, sending it flying toward the cinderblock wall. Jake popped up and slammed the second alien in the jaw with a powerful right elbow. The elbow hardly fazed the alien, and it grabbed Jake by the shoulders, pushing him, and drove him back toward the side of TW’s SUV. Just before his back slammed against the door, Jake gripped the alien under its arms, turned his hips hard to the right, stuck out his leg, and used a Judo throw to turn the tables and slam the alien’s head into the side of the door.

      Jake took a bounce-step back on the balls of his heels, ready for a retaliation. The alien he’d flung toward the grocery wall was already close, and when Jake watched the alien plant its right foot, Jake front kicked it in the kneecap, popping the knee out the back side of its leg. Its leg snapped like a broken matchstick, and the alien dropped to the ground. It didn’t make a whimper and gave no sign that it was in any pain. Instead, as soon as its stomach hit the pavement it began clawing its way toward Jake like a snake with arms.

      Jake backpedaled when the alien he’d slammed into the truck screeched and raced toward him. No recovery time needed––Jake was almost back to his axe when out of the corner of his eye he saw two more aliens sprinting toward him. He really didn’t want to use the AR-15, because he knew the noise it would make would have any and all nearby aliens running his way. But he didn’t have a choice.

      Jake push-kicked the alien away that was closing in on him from the SUV as he grabbed the AR-15 by the stock. He turned and fired multiple bullets at the two coming at him until both of them dropped, then moved the gun back toward the SUV and put two in the head of the last alien standing. The third bullet struck the alien in the jugular vein, and it opened up like a fire-hydrant, spewing all over Jake’s upper body. He managed to shut his eyes in time, but some of the blood made it into his mouth. As he spit out as much as he could, he couldn’t help but gag as he doubled over at the knees. That was when he felt a tug at the front of his boot, and with a forearm swipe at his eyes, he watched the crawling alien try to climb up his leg.

      Jake stumbled back, reached down for his axe, and swung so hard his hand stung when the blade went through the alien’s neck and clashed with the pavement below it.

      The back door of the grocery store flew open and Bryan and Jess came running out. Both of them had their weapons extended, searching for something to shoot. The look of horror on Jess’s face told Jake everything he needed to know about what he looked like. He imagined it was something like Carrie in the Stephen King novel when the students dumped the bucket of pig’s blood on her head.

      There was no time to let Jess know he was all right. His fear about using the noisy AR-15 had been valid. Evidence of that had just run around the corner of the grocery store in the form of three more aliens. Jake’s attempt at a simple supply run had just turned into a complete disaster.
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      Outside the back of the grocery store felt like a sauna in the early afternoon sun. Especially on the blacktop that seemed to be soaking up the heat like a sponge. But Jake didn’t have time to worry about the weather, and he didn’t have time to worry about the strangers’ blood running all over him either. Tyler and the rest of the group filled in behind Jess and Bryan, full shopping carts and all. When he saw the worry on Jess’s face as she watched the three aliens dressed as humans run around the corner, it focused him, and combat Jake kicked in.

      “Bryan, step up with me and let’s hold them off. Jess, get everyone out and unload the carts into the trucks. Fast! There could be more of them on the way!”

      Bryan stepped around Jess and aimed his AR-15 at the oncoming enemies. Jake turned from Jess and did the same, putting the butt of his rifle against his right shoulder. With a couple of shots between the two of them, Bryan and Jake easily took down the three infected. But just like waves moving toward the shore, when the aliens they shot went down, another round came right in behind them. This time there were five.

      Jake glanced over his shoulder and saw his group filling up the back of the two SUVs with supplies. A fleeting moment of relief hit him when he saw Amy jump into the backseat. When Jake put his focus back on the incoming aliens, he and Bryan took the five of them out straight away.

      A shotgun sounded off behind him.

      Jake whirled around and watched Jess fire at several infected running at her from the trees.

      “Watch my back!” Jake shouted to Bryan.

      “Copy!”

      Bryan began firing immediately. More aliens must have rounded the corner of the grocery store behind Jake. But Jake didn’t turn to look. His eyes were trained on the end of his AR-15 as he began to fire on the infected running at Jess. He began to jog as he fired so he would be close enough to intervene if she became overrun. Mark and Jason stepped out from behind the SUV—beside Jess—and began defending with shots of their own as Tyler and TW continued tossing bags of groceries into the SUVs.

      Then Jake heard a man scream. Not an infected man, but one of the members of his group. There was so much chaos surrounding them that it wasn’t immediately clear who’d been hurt. Jake took down two more aliens at the tree line and rushed forward. When he rounded the back of the SUV, Mark was putting a bullet in the head of a large infected woman that was chewing on Jason’s throat.

      “No!” Mark shouted. He shot twice more, but it was too late. Jason was hemorrhaging blood from the side of his neck.

      “Jake!” Tyler shouted. Jake could hear the panic in his friend’s voice.

      Three more infected were running around the side of the building, opposite where Bryan was continuing to mow down aliens.

      Jake stepped around his friend and fired at the three aliens. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he watched them begin to run in a zigzag pattern, clearly attempting to make it more difficult for him to shoot them.

      Evolution.

      “Close up the SUVs and let’s get the hell out of here!” Jake shouted. He ejected the magazine from his rifle, pulled a spare from the side pocket of his bag, and snapped it in place. “Do it now!”

      Jake pulled and released the charging handle, loading the first bullet into the chamber, and began squeezing the trigger. Despite the infecteds’ efforts, Jake was able to shoot them down before they made it to the SUVs. Like clowns out of a circus car, more of them came running around the corner. The only difference was that this time there were far too many to shoot.

      “Let’s go! Go, go, go!”

      Jake turned, and everyone but him and Bryan were back in the SUVs. Nobody had taken the time to pick Jason up off the ground and help him in a vehicle. When Jake hurried past him to pick up his axe, Jason’s vacant stare told him why. He was already dead.

      Jake fired a few shots at some more infected running behind Bryan to give him time enough to jump in the SUV. Amy opened the back door for him, and Jake jumped in. As soon as he did, Tyler threw the SUV in reverse, and the tires smoked as he backed up. Jake looked to his left and watched Bryan fire a few shots before he got in the SUV with Mark and TW. They were down a man, so Jake was happy to see him lend them a defensive hand.

      “Keep your head down,” Jake told Amy. She laid down in the backseat beside him. Jess and Tyler were in the front.

      The tires squealed against the blacktop as Tyler floored the gas pedal. The SUV raced forward, and Tyler swerved to avoid hitting two infected running at them. He clipped the third in the group—the thud of its body slammed against the right side of the hood. Tyler swerved again, going around three more aliens. There was a break in the onslaught of infected as they approached the end of the building. Jake glanced back and saw TW and company right behind them. Even though they had just escaped a horrible situation, and had plenty of supplies in tow, the mission had been an absolute failure. One of them didn’t make it.

      “Make a left at the end of the building,” Jake said. “Go through the parking lot and make a right. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Jake’s heart was heavy. He didn’t know Jason well—didn’t even know his last name—but he seemed to be a stand-up guy. He didn’t deserve the death he was dealt, but neither did any of the humans that had been infected with these aliens. Even the one that killed Jason.

      Just before Jake was able to let out a sigh of relief that his girl, his friend, and maybe the most important one of them all—Amy—made it out of there safe, there was another surprise. When they reached the side of the front parking lot, his breath was stolen entirely. What he saw in that parking lot, amongst the smattering of abandoned cars, was the most terrifying thing he’d ever seen. Hundreds of infected, maybe more, had flooded the lot. It was an ocean of what used to be people there, covering the area entirely. It looked like a football field after the home team won the big game and the entire crowd of fans rushed the field. The exception was that when their SUV became visible, every single one of the aliens turned its head in his direction.

      Then they started to run.

      Jess screamed.

      Tyler gasped, unable to make a sound.

      Amy watched in horror. Then she placed the palm of her hand against the window.

      “Turn right! Turn right! Cut through the Lowe’s parking lot!”

      Jake was able to see that up ahead, the wave of infected was going to cut them off before they made it to the road. Their only shot was a shortcut through the empty parking lot on the right. He remembered the other side would spit them out right back onto US23.

      Tyler yanked the wheel to the right. The infected were so close. Jake looked back, unsure if TW would be able to make it.

      “Amy,” Jake said as the SUVs turn pinned him against her. “Whatever your thinking, don’t do it. We’re going to make it.”

      Jake didn’t want her to try to stop the aliens with her mind. He didn’t think her body would be able to survive it—at least not this soon after the last episode. Jake looked back again, and TW’s SUV had made it into the parking lot with them.

      “Turn right up here and follow the road through town.”

      Tyler did as Jake said, and TW followed right behind them. The highway ahead looked clear. They had made it. Amy began to cry softly beside him. Jess turned around to see what was wrong. It was the first time Jake had noticed over the last four horrific days that Jess truly looked weary. Her normally bright eyes were heavy, her hair was a mess, and dirt clung to her sweaty face as if it were glued on.

      “It’s all right, Amy,” Jess said. “We’re okay now.”

      “No we’re not!” Amy shouted. She wiped tears from her cheek with the back of her hand and sat up straight. “I could have saved him. But I didn’t!”

      Jake placed his hand on hers. “Saved who, Amy? Jason? There was nothing you could have done about that.”

      Amy turned and looked him right in the eye. “You know that’s not true. You know I could have stopped them!”

      “Amy, you can’t save everyone,” Jess said. “It’s not your responsibility.”

      “Why?” Amy sat forward. Her breathing was rapid. “I’m the reason everyone is in this mess, aren’t I? Aren’t I one of . . . them?”

      Jess hesitated. Jake understood why, because he had never really thought of it that way himself.

      “N-no. No, Amy, you are not one of them.”

      “Then how do you explain all of this?” Amy shouted. “They’re saying my name, I can understand them, hell, I can even communicate with them! Can you do that, Jess?” She turned to Jake and said, “Can you Jake?” Then she looked up at the rearview mirror. “What about you, Tyler? Can you talk to the things that are trying to eat us? No! None of you can! Just stop the car and let me out. They will leave you alone then!”

      The vehicle went quiet. Amy was about to pass out she was breathing so hard. Jake put his hand on her back, but for the first time, Amy rejected it. She scooted as far away from him as she could and laid her head against the inside of the door. Nothing any of them could say was going to help her, so they all left her alone.

      Jake’s radio squawked and startled all of them. “Go ahead, TW.”

      “Jake, uh, we have a problem.”

      Jake’s stomach did a somersault. “What now?”

      “It’s Mark . . . he’s been bit.”
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      Emily shot straight up in her bed. When she looked around, frantic, she realized she wasn’t in her room at all. She was in what looked like an ordinary hospital room, and she was sitting up in a hospital bed. She jumped when she felt a hand on her arm.

      “It’s all right. You just passed out.”

      Emily whipped her head to the hand on her arm, then to its owner’s face. The woman staring back at her wore a caring smile. Her skin was mahogany, and her black hair was pulled back into a ponytail.

      “Who are you? What’s going on?”

      “Try to stay calm, Dr. Fraser. Everything is fine.”

      “Fine?” Emily was shaking. “Everything is not fine! What happened to the patients—to the infected? Please tell me they are alive!”

      “Take a deep breath,” the woman said. She was using a calm and even tone, but it was ineffective at soothing Emily.

      “Stop telling me everything is fine!” Emily’s voice echoed. The woman took a step back. Emily realized she was taking out her fears on an innocent woman. “I—I’m sorry. Just unhook this thing. I have to get out of here.” Emily glanced down at the IV in her right arm.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t do that, ma’am.”

      Emily ripped the IV from her arm and slid off the bed.

      “You aren’t ready to be moving so fast!”

      Emily ignored the woman and took a step forward. Her brain felt as if it was swimming, and it made her entire body wobble. She caught herself by grabbing the mattress. The woman moved in behind her and helped keep her upright. The room did a dizzying spin, but Emily was determined. She shook her head a couple of times, hoping to clear the cobwebs, then she not-so-gently brushed the woman’s hands away and started for the door.

      “Please, just finish the IV . . .”

      That was all Emily heard of the woman’s sentence before the door shut behind her. She blinked hard when the sign in front of her in the hallway was blurry. After a moment, it cleared, and she made her way down the hall to get back to the room where all hell had broken loose a while ago. On the way, she wondered how long she’d been out and what they had done with Karen and John One. She remembered the two men with guns debating whether or not to shoot them, and Emily prayed someone had been able to stop them after she passed out.

      Emily made a couple more turns and finally was in the hallway that led to the infected’s room. At the end of the hall she could see a few people gathered in front of the door. As she got closer she could see that it was the president himself, along with Elaine’s assistant, Shelley, the secretary of defense, and the two men she tried to keep from shooting the aliens.

      “Please tell me you didn’t kill them!” Emily shouted halfway down the hall. She jogged forward and looked the president in the eye.

      “Emily,” the president said. “You shouldn’t be here. You should be resting.”

      Emily made it to them, out of breath and feeling weak. “Just tell me they are still alive.”

      The president looked to his right. Through the glass door Emily could see both of them were strapped to gurneys. The way they should have been before they attempted to inject them.

      Emily let out a sigh of relief. There was still hope. Then she remembered what happened before she passed out. “And Elaine? Is she all right?”

      The president nodded. “I watched the surveillance. You were very brave. You saved her life.”

      Another sigh of relief. David being rag-dolled by John Two played in her head. She already knew the answer, but she still had to ask. “And—and David?”

      The president’s face turned sorrowful. “I’m sorry, Emily.”

      Emily began to sob. Not cry, not whimper . . . she was full-on weeping.

      “Get her a chair, please,” she heard the president say.

      Emily inhaled deeply and shook her head. “No, I’m fine.” Then her mind began to spin forward, assessing what needed to be done next. “How long was I out?”

      “About an hour,” Shelley said. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “An hour?” Emily couldn’t believe it. “Get me two syringes, both with a dose of Beritrix inside.”

      “Emily, I don’t think—”

      “I didn’t ask you to think, Shelley. Did I?” She didn’t wait for a response. “I’m not going to let what happened to David and Elaine happen for nothing. Karen and John One’s Propofol will be wearing off any time now. Get me those syringes.”

      Shelley left for the lab adjacent to the room with the infected inside.

      “Emily—”

      “All due respect, Mr. President, but this needs to be done right now.”

      The president gave a faint smile and nod. “I admire your fortitude.” Then he turned to the two military men beside them. “Stay in the room with her, but stay out of her way.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. President.”

      “Thank you,” Emily told the president. His gray hair seemed grayer than the day before, and the lines on his face seemed deeper. She imagined that the end of the world was probably having the same effect on her.

      “You’re in charge for now, Emily, while Elaine is out of commission. See if you can’t find us a way to stop this mess.”

      The pride Emily felt surprised her. She was never one to contemplate her standing in life, but when the president of the United States makes a statement like that to you, it’s hard not to feel some type of way.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      The president smiled and Emily walked past her two armed guards and inside the room. A flashback of the terror that occurred an hour ago pulled at her fears, but she wouldn’t let them win. What she was doing was too important. She walked over to the two infected. Both of them seemed to still be in a state of sedation. She thought once again about David getting his throat ripped open, and she took a step back from John One on the gurney. She closed her eyes to center herself. She didn’t know why, but she thought of Jake. She wondered where he was at that moment—wondered if he was okay. Though what she saw was horrific, she imagined Jake had seen far worse being on the outside for so long. She needed a friend. Especially if Elaine was going to be out of commission.

      Shelley walked into the room with two syringes in her hand. “You sure you want to go through with this right now? We can always sedate them again later if you aren’t up for it, or if you would rather wait and see if Elaine is able to offer any suggestions.”

      Emily took both syringes. “Thank you, Shelley, but this can’t wait. We have to get started on finding something that can stop this thing. I’m only doing what Elaine and I already agreed was the best next move.”

      “I agree. I just wanted to make sure. What if these things go nuts when you inject them?” Shelley’s eyes watered. “We can’t lose anyone else.”

      “It’ll be fine, Shelley. Feel free to leave the room. These boys back here are already itching to shoot both of these infected, so don’t worry about me.” Emily flashed a smile. She hoped it looked more believable than it felt.

      Shelley smiled and nodded. “I’ll stay right here if you don’t mind. Make sure you don’t need anything.”

      “Thank you, Shelley.”

      Emily removed the plastic cover from the needle, then walked around to the left of the two side-by-side gurneys. She gave Karen a once-over. Her skin was a very pale grey, and her black eyes were staring off into the distance. The vein in her right arm was just as visible as the one in her left had been an hour ago when Emily injected her with Propofol. She didn’t hesitate in stepping forward and sliding the needle into Karen’s skin. Karen gave no reaction. It was as if Emily didn’t even exist.

      Emily depressed the plunger, and Beritrix coursed from the syringe into Karen’s system. Still no reaction. Emily wasn’t sure what she expected, but she could only hope that the lack of response didn’t mean it wouldn’t work. She finished with Karen and administered the same dose to John One. Now all she could do was wait.

      Patience was not one of Emily’s best attributes.

      Especially when what she was doing was so unequivocally important.
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      “Would you please just radio him again?” Tyler said.

      It was the sixth time in the last half hour he had asked Jake to check on Mark and see if the bite he sustained had turned him into a monster. Jake was curious too, but he was fairly certain a bite would do no such thing. With the help of Amy, they had already established that they weren’t actually in a zombie apocalypse, so the rules of such a thing didn’t apply in Jake’s mind. If it was truly an alien inside each of their fellow humans, he doubted that alien could splice and turn into two. But Jake also had no idea, because they were right smack in the middle of uncharted territory.

      “Relax, Ty. If he turned, we would know, don’t you think? I think TW would either radio us, or at least swerve off the road when Mark’s eyes went black and he attacked him.”

      “Relax he says.” Tyler looked over at Jess while shaking his head. “The end of the world is here and your boyfriend tells me to relax.” He found Jake’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Sir, yes, sir!”

      “Don’t be an asshole, Tyler,” Jess said. “How many times has Jake saved your life this week? Better yet, how many times has he saved your life since you’ve known him?”

      “Rah, rah, says the cheerleader. Now I remember why I hated you two together. It was always two on one.”

      “All right, Ty. We get it,” Jake said. “You’ve had a bad day. Wittle baby need a nap?”

      “Shut up, Jake. I’m not a soldier—I’m not used to this shit.”

      “And you think I am? People running around trying to eat me?”

      Tyler found his eyes again, furrowed his brow, and said, “Oh that’s right, I forgot, you wouldn’t be used to war at all would you? You were too busy trying to sleep with your doctor.”

      Jake’s stomach dropped.

      Jess whirled around in her seat. “What the hell is he talking about?”

      Jake didn’t take his eyes off Tyler’s in the mirror.

      Jess turned to Tyler. “What the hell are you talking about, Tyler?”

      Tyler looked over at her, then back to Jake in the mirror, then back to Jess. “Nothing. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just running my mouth.”

      Jess looked at Jake. “That what he’s doing, Jake? Just trying to piss you off?”

      Jake didn’t respond.

      She looked over at Tyler. “Well, is it? You just trying to get back at Jake, Ty? Next time why don’t you consider someone else’s feelings other than your own.”

      Finally she looked back at Jake. “If you’ve got something to say, say it. I don’t need the only fucking people I have left in the world lying to me. Not while we’re all trying so hard not to die.”

      “I’m sorry, Jess,” Tyler spoke up. “It was an asshole thing to say, and it didn’t mean anything. Okay?”

      Jess faced forward and didn’t say another word.

      “Sorry, Jake,” Tyler said.

      Jake didn’t feel like accepting the apology, and he didn’t feel like talking either. So he didn’t.

      They had already driven through Ashland, the town where they’d all grown up. They had already turned onto I-64 and crossed over into West Virginia. Jake pulled the small Moleskin notebook the professor had given him from his go bag. Inside was the map with the highlighted directions they’d plotted in case the Greenup County dam happened to be the dam that stopped their river run. They were going to be on I-64 for quite some time, especially as slow as they were being forced to drive in order to dodge all of the abandoned vehicles in the road.

      They had been lucky not to have run into any complete blockages on the drive. There were a few tight spots going through Ashland, but nothing their Chevy Tahoe didn’t handle with ease. Jake was still stinging from Tyler’s comment. It just wasn’t something a friend should say. Jake could tell how scared and how stressed Tyler was, but that was no excuse to lash out like he had. Especially with Jess in the car. He didn’t want to have to tell Jess about the night with Emily yet. He just wasn’t ready to hurt her like he knew that revelation would. There had been enough pain going around lately, and the last thing he wanted to do was pile on. But he was going to have to tell her what happened. Jake’s father died young, but he had been around long enough to teach Jake that when a man makes a mistake, he owns up to it and pays the consequences. Better than living the life of a liar. No life is worse than that. Of course if his dad had been around to see what life was like after the invasion, he might have worded that lesson a little differently.

      The next few hours were more of the same. At times they were able to drive fairly fast, as the abandoned cars would clear up, then some moments were like driving through a maze. Tyler was doing a good job navigating the obstacles, and TW was keeping up behind them. TW also radioed that Mark seemed to be doing fine. He was in some pain, but the bite wasn’t turning him into an alien. Silver linings, Jake thought.

      Jess and Amy had slept most of the way, and Jake hadn’t said a word to Tyler. Instead, he pulled a different Moleskin notebook from his bag and began writing in it. He used to write a lot when he was growing up. Before his parents died he’d mostly played around with fiction. He would sit in his room and write short stories, poems, and sometimes the occasional song—only the words, not the musical accompaniment. After his mom and dad died, his writing became darker. Stories of anguish and heartache as opposed to the adventurous tales of the past dominated his efforts. Since the pandemic, it had been somewhat cathartic for him to pull out the pad and pen and drift off into another world. He had written a few poems, but mostly it was his account of all that had been happening around them. He wasn’t doing it to document this terrible time in human history, more so to help make sense of it. It had yet to work.

      As they drove along I-64—they had just passed a sign to exit for the city of Covington, Virginia––Jake stopped writing. The sun was plummeting fast behind the surrounding mountains. If he’d been on that drive at any other time in his life he would have been thinking about the beauty that surround the road they were traveling. Instead, he could only continue to worry what might await around the next bend. Jake had never heard of Covington, Virginia, but the Attractions sign showing that there was an historic downtown to visit, and even a place called Falling Spring Falls, made him wish they were on this road trip for entirely different reasons. A pleasure trip instead of one of survival. It was only a brief respite from his current writing, but it was nice to take a breath.

      He put his pen back to paper and continued sketching out a plan for moving forward. A half hour more passed, and his thoughts turned to how they could fight back against the aliens rather than just how to survive them. Jake was trying to think long term. Once they made it to Mount Weather, the only logical next step in his mind was to fight back. He wasn’t the type to just roll over and die, but if there wasn’t a lot of the military left, the prospect of getting earth back from billions of black-eyed invaders seemed dismal. It was a constant battle in his head to fight thoughts of that nature. His main hope moving forward was that Emily and whoever else was at the facility with her had made some strides the last few days in studying the infected. He needed to talk to her—to see if his brother had made it there yet, and to tell them about what was happening with Amy. Maybe Emily could help him figure out how to leverage Amy’s abilities to gain advantage over the aliens. Either way, he wasn’t going to solve anything in that SUV, and he knew it. So he placed the notebook back in his bag, just before Tyler laid on the brakes.

      “Ho . . . ly . . . shit.” Tyler said.

      Jake leaned forward in between the front seats. Their worst fear from even before they started their journey was staring him right in the face. It was the entire reason he wanted so badly to stick to the river. The road stretched in front of them, visible for a least a mile, just before it wound to the right up a mountain. And every single lane, and the entire median in between, was packed full of cars, going nowhere, which was now exactly what they were doing.

      Tyler was forced to stop the SUV when they came to the beginning of the end of their journey on I-64.

      There was no way around it—the road was completely impassible.
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      Jess had woken from sleep when she felt the brakes and heard Tyler gasp. “What’s going on? Where are we?”

      “Stuck in the middle of nowhere, with no place to go,” Tyler answered.

      Jake picked up his AR-15 and exited the Tahoe. He left the door open so Amy could see what was going on. Jess and Tyler exited with him, and he heard the guys getting out of the SUV behind him. He placed his gun’s strap over his head, grabbed the luggage rack atop the Tahoe, and pulled himself up. The cut from the axe earlier stung his side from the stretch.

      “See anything?” Tyler said.

      Jake watched as he fidgeted his leg.

      “Go ahead and take a piss if you need to,” Jake said. Then he took a long look in front of him. The golden light was bright enough to see that there was no end in sight of the bumper-to-bumper vehicles. He did a 360 spin, taking in the mountains around him on all sides. “No. Nothing but cars and trees.”

      “What are we going to do now?” Tyler’s voice went up an octave. His leg was still shaking.

      “We’ll have to walk.”

      “Walk?” Jess said, looking up at him. Bryan, TW, and Mark walked up beside her.

      “How’s the arm?” Jake said to Mark.

      Mark was the quintessential country boy. He looked strong and stocky under his John Deer T-shirt, and his face underneath the Miller Lite hat seemed young to Jake. They hadn’t had the conversation, but he couldn’t have been a day over twenty-one.

      Mark shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll live.”

      “What do you think?” Bryan asked Jake.

      “I think it’s going to be dark soon and we need to find a safe place to crash for the night.”

      “Shit,” Tyler said, walking off the tension in circles.

      “Any ideas?” TW asked.

      “I looked at our map notes a second ago. Lexington, Virginia isn’t far. But we can’t get there on foot before nightfall.”

      Tyler walked up to the Tahoe. “What if we walk up to the top of the hill there and the cars aren’t blocked anymore? Then we can drive on out of here.”

      Jake thought about it for a minute.

      “I saw a sign for a motel just about a half hour back,” Mark said.

      “I saw that,” Jake said.

      “No way,” Tyler said. “We can’t stay out here in the middle of nowhere. Not when the aliens could be anywhere.”

      “We might have to.”

      “So I guess it makes no sense to even try what I said?”

      “It does, Ty, I just don’t think it’s smart.” Jake turned and looked off into the valley that stretched to their right. “I’d say we have about an hour of daylight left. Maybe less here in the mountains. If we walk up to the bend there—about a mile, mile and a half—and there’s nothing but more cars, we won’t be able to find a safe place for shelter. It’ll be dark by the time we walk back this way.”

      Tyler walked away from everyone.

      “He’s right,” Jess said. “I don’t want to stay out here either, but I for damn sure don’t want to be caught out in the open on this road when it’s dark.”

      Jake strained his eyes down the valley. He couldn’t be certain, but it looked as though there was a small sliver of white amongst all the green trees.

      “See something?” Bryan said.

      “Maybe.” Jake pulled his rifle up and put his eye behind the scope. He could just make out a dormer on the right side of the white thing he’d seen. “Looks like a house.”

      “Nope.” Tyler stomped back over to the group. “No fucking way. I’m not trekking through that valley to some abandoned house. And then what? Try to sleep there? Hmm-mm. Nope. I’ll stay right here in the car.”

      “Seems smarter to me than going back to the motel,” Bryan said. “Might be more infected population back that way.”

      “Seriously? Am I the only one that thinks staying out here is crazy?”

      “No, Ty,” Jake answered. “We all know it’s crazy. But you seem to be the only one that thinks we have a choice.”

      Jake hopped down from the roof.

      “I’m not going in those woods. I’ll stay right here in the truck.”

      “Suit yourself,” Jake said, then popped open the back gate. “But it’s going to get awfully lonely out here by yourself.”

      Tyler didn’t answer. Jake tugged open a couple of the grocery bags in the back. “Let’s eat now,” he said to the group. “It will be less we have to leave behind, and less we have to carry.”

      The group gathered around, and Jake passed them some bread and some lunch meat he’d found. TW opened a can of beans with his knife, and Mark opened a bag of barbecue chips someone managed to pack along. Jake looked around and was happy with the group of people that had come along. He was sad that they had already lost a couple men, but overall it could have been so much worse.

      Tyler had finally come over and started to eat with the rest of them. Even though he’d said what he said in front of Jess earlier, Jake loved the pudgy bastard. When he looked over at Jess, he could see the storm behind her eyes. He knew it wasn’t because they had to abandon the SUV to walk—it was because of Tyler’s words. Jess was about the most easygoing woman in the world, but there was one thing she hated more than anything: a liar. Jake and Jess had been together long enough for her to know what his silence meant earlier when she asked him what Tyler meant. That silence, to her, was as good as a lie. It was eating away at Jake as he chewed on his ham sandwich. He was going to have to talk to her about it before the night was over. Sleep was difficult enough at that stage, but it would never come at all if he didn’t unload his conscience. More importantly, he wanted to unload hers. He always thought that trouble with the one you love most was the most unbearable burden in life, and Jake didn’t want to be the cause of that for her any longer. She deserved better.

      Everyone finished eating, and all of them changed their clothes. Jess checked Jake’s cut before he put on a fresh V-neck T-shirt she had grabbed for him in the clothing aisle of the store. Then she handed Amy a can of Coke. Amy smiled, and Jake couldn’t help but smile with her as she took a big gulp. They all packed up as many of the essentials as they could, stuffing things in backpacks and anywhere else they could. Jake hated leaving behind most of the water, but there was no choice. They would have to ration until they came across a gas station or grocery store that still had some bottles.

      Everyone gathered around Jake—ready to go. Jake strapped on his go bag and looked back at Tyler. “Still staying in the Tahoe tonight?”

      “No, Jake. I’m not. Can we just get going before it gets dark? I really don’t want to enter the haunted house in the hills without some light.”

      Amy spun around and looked up at Tyler. “You think it’s haunted?”

      “Don’t listen to him, Amy,” Jess smiled. “He’s always been a big pussy.”

      Everyone laughed at Tyler’s expense.

      Tyler snapped back. “Oh, yeah, because ghosts are scarier than the aliens that are following us, right?”

      TW scoffed. “Don’t you know when to just shut your mouth, son?”

      Tyler put his hands on his hips. “Oh, so now stating the obvious makes me an asshole? Maybe I should just stay in the truck.”

      TW stepped forward. “Maybe you should.”

      They glared at each other, but Tyler didn’t back down.

      Jake looked at the two of them, then glanced up at the sky. Darkness was closing in. “Okay, that’s enough. No one is staying behind. The house won’t be haunted. And the aliens are nowhere near us.”

      That last sentence being about aliens didn’t give anyone any confidence about the night ahead. How could it when they had literally watched as everything around them turn into a living hell?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness began to creep in all around them. The trees had mostly shaded the last of the golden light once Jake and everyone had stepped off the road. The hill down into the valley was steep, and few of them had lost their balance and fallen, but no one had been hurt. Amy was doing a better job than most of them at navigating the terrain—she said it was due to the years she’d spent in the woods behind her grandparents’ farm. Tyler had the toughest time. Being front-heavy as he was, his belly pulled him forward down the hill. After Jake offered the advice of leaning back a little farther on his heels, things had gotten a little easier for him.

      A few of them still had some battery left on their phones, so they were the ones leading the group with their flashlights. Jake had taken point because he had an actual flashlight. The dense foliage encapsulated them, and the sound they made as they moved through fallen leafage seemed to echo through the hills. Every step made Jake nervous, and he wasn’t a nervous man. The snapping of tree branches and their feet rustling the fallen leaves sounded like symbols crashing to him.

      There were other worries on Jake’s mind as well. He could no longer look at Amy without thinking of her as a beacon for the aliens. They knew nothing about the aliens’ capabilities, so his fears had continued to grow after she made contact with all of them down by the river. It was terrifying to think that all of the aliens could see where she was all the time because of it. Like a window into her mind had been left open. Though the aliens had moved in on them at the grocery store, since then, there had been no other reason to believe they could see their every move. Unless of course they were waiting until Jake and crew were vulnerable. But weren’t they always easy targets? There were only seven of them now. If the aliens knew enough about where Amy was at all times, they could have just clogged the road earlier and stopped them. The numbers were so massively in the aliens’ favor that a fight wouldn’t last long.

      Jake’s fears on that subject subsided a bit as he thought it out. He felt better about the aliens not knowing exactly where Amy was, because he did believe they would already have tried to stop them if they did. So, then it was on to the next concern. They weren’t but a couple hundred yards from the house in the woods. What would be waiting inside? A survivor that will fight to the death to save his property? People that live rurally didn’t take too kindly to strangers wandering around. Would the people that lived there be aliens at that point? If so, how many would there be? And if they had to shoot them, would they attract more aliens that could be nearby?

      Just as in a combat situation, every step was a new concern. Jake had ventured with his men into many similar situations where they had to enter foreign territory in the Army and as a Delta operator, with no real idea of what awaited them. He would handle this in the same manner by securing the perimeter, then secure the house one room at a time. It was a blessing to have Bryan there with him. Jake felt as if he could clear the house on his own, but having someone with military experience watching his back would make things much less nerve-racking.

      Jake heard someone move up next to him. He turned and saw that it was Bryan.

      “You and me secure the house first? Then bring them up once it’s safe?”

      Bryan had been having the same internal conversation.

      “That was my thought,” Jake said. “Gunfire is a last resort.”

      “Copy.”

      Jake stopped and let everyone catch up to him and Bryan. All of them gathered around. With no one walking, the woods were still, and the silence was total.

      Jake spoke softly. “Bryan and I are going to secure the house and make sure it’s safe. The rest of you stay right here. Form a circle and face outward, that way you’ll have a 360 degree view. We won’t be long. Either Bryan or I will come back down and walk you up.”

      “What if we see something out here?” Tyler said.

      “Shoot as a last resort. If you see something, all of you get to the house so we can fight together.” Jake gave everyone in the group a look until each of them gave him a nod of understanding. “We’ll be right back.”

      “Be careful, boys,” TW said. “Hard tellin’ what could be up there.”

      Jake took his axe from its loop and held it up. “Don’t worry about us.” Then he winked at Jess. She only gave him a faltering smile. There was a storm brewing between them—one he hoped would pass without catastrophic damage.

      Jake turned and started the walk up toward the house. It was nestled into the hillside and completely surrounded by the woods. It was a miracle that he had seen it from the road. The sun had been hitting just right on the white siding. He shined his flashlight forward. They were still a couple hundred feet away, but Jake could make out a wraparound front porch and a black roof. One thing was certain: if there was something inside that house, whatever it was would have no problem hearing Jake and Bryan coming. There was just no way to keep from making noise with all the foliage underfoot.

      Jake took his axe in his left hand and pulled his silenced pistol from its holster. He and Bryan started up the hill. It was no use watching where he stepped, because no path to the house would be a quiet one. Instead, Jake pricked his ears and focused forward. The steep incline rose quickly, and Jake slowed his pace as he made it to the steps of the porch. Whatever road lead to the house was obviously around back. Jake wanted to see that before he went in, and he wanted to check if there was a vehicle.

      Bryan moved in behind Jake as he walked around the house. There were a couple of rocking chairs on the back porch, a pair of old work boots by the back door, and a few potted plants hanging over the rail. There was no sign of movement, but that didn’t mean the house was empty. Jake turned the corner and saw a row of bushes which lined the side of the house. There was a window about halfway down, but the curtains were drawn, so nothing could be seen. A slight breeze rustled through the trees and raised goosebumps on Jake’s sweat-covered skin. The smell of rain wafted along with it. A thunderstorm was normally something he would welcome, but tonight it would only make things harder.

      Jake made it to the edge of the house. A driveway twisted up the hill in front of him. His flashlight found what looked to be a fairly late-model pickup truck in front of a one-car garage. Worst case scenario, they could pile in the back if they had to make a quick exit. As the two men walked to the front of the house, there was no sign of life. Jake tried the door of the truck, and it opened. The keys were dangling from the ignition, which wasn’t much of a surprise to him. The people that lived here didn’t worry much about neighbors. As far as Jake could tell on the way in, there weren’t any. He pocketed the keys and moved on. The driveway was gravel, and the front porch mirrored the back. It was time to go inside and see what the immediate future held.

      Jake hoped their first night away from the university wouldn’t be nearly as eventful as the day had been. He looked at Bryan, then over at the front door. Good or bad, it was time to find out.
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      Emily could feel some sort of vibration affecting her body. But it was dark—zero light whatsoever. Where was she? Where could she have gone that was completely pitch black?

      Emily felt the vibration again. A low rumble beneath her arms. Why only beneath her arms?

      “Where am I? What’s going on?”

      Emily wondered if she’d heard that correctly. It was extremely muffled. It sounded like a woman’s voice but like it was coming from the bottom of a well. Then the vibrating returned, only this time it was even stronger.

      “Help me!”

      Emily’s eyes shot open and she raised her head. She stared at Karen, the infected woman—alien—that she had injected with Beritrix some time ago. Karen was thrashing inside of her restraints. Emily had fallen asleep with her head resting on her hands at the foot of Karen’s gurney.

      Then it registered that no one else was in the room, but she swore she had heard a woman’s voice.

      Karen’s voice?

      Emily jumped to her feet just as Karen shouted “help me, please!” and hovered over her. Emily was in shock, or maybe she was still dreaming. Nothing about what she was experiencing made sense. Karen’s skin wasn’t nearly as gray as it had been, and the black of her eyes had gone covering her eyeballs entirely to only the outer edges of the white sclera. It had to be a dream.

      “Don’t just stand there staring at me! Get me out of here!” Karen shouted.

      Out of instinct, or just complete fear, Emily took a step back. “How—How are you able to talk?”

      “What am I doing here? Who are you?” Tears were building in Karen’s eyes. She looked . . . human.

      Emily had no idea what to do. Her mind wanted to ask questions, but her body was paralyzed. Was this because of the Beritrix?

      “Why aren’t you unstrapping me from this bed? What is wrong with you?”

      Karen truly had no idea what was going on.

      “You—You don’t remember? You really don’t know how you got here?”

      Karen looked around the room as a tear fell from her eye. She took a deep breath. “What the hell is going on? Who is that man?”

      Karen was referring to John Two, who as of yet was still lying on his bed staring blankly at the ceiling.

      “Karen, I am Doctor Emily Fraser. If you take just a second and calm down, I promise I can explain everything. Okay?”

      “Undo these straps.”

      “I can’t do that. Not yet.”

      “Undo the straps!” Karen shouted as she thrashed around, desperately trying to get free.

      Emily couldn’t believe what she was seeing. This woman was an entirely different being now than she was—Emily checked her watch—three hours ago. Karen was lucid, she was communicating, but she didn’t seem to know anything about how she got there and why.

      “Please, Karen, just let me explain.”

      Karen fought against her restraints one last time before sighing a breath of surrender. “Just tell me what’s going on.”

      “What is the last thing you remember?” Emily said.

      “I—I was getting ready to check out at the grocery store. What happened? Did I have a heart-attack or something?”

      “No . . .” Emily started to elaborate, but she didn’t have a clue where to start. After a moment, she just went with the truth. “There has been . . . an invasion.”

      Karen raised an eyebrow and her face morphed into confusion. “You mean, like . . . terrorists?”

      “More like aliens.”

      Karen closed her eyes and was quiet. It was not the reaction Emily thought she would have to those words. The room was so quiet that Emily could hear her own heartbeat.

      “Karen?”

      Karen’s eyes shot open, and they were back to pitch black. Emily’s stomach dropped as she felt the sting of panic. She didn’t want to lose Karen. Not yet.

      “Karen, I know you’re in there. Come back. Talk to me!”

      Emily had no idea what to say. The words just came out. Karen, or the alien inside of her, just laid there perfectly still.

      “Karen!”

      When Karen didn’t move again, Emily ran over to the door. The two men that had served as her protection when Emily first injected Karen were there. She opened the door. “Can you two please come in here? Something’s happening and I’ll feel safer if you are.”

      The two men rushed in, and Emily hit the COM button on the pad by the door, calling Shelley to come in and help her. Emily didn’t know what kind of help she needed, but she knew she definitely didn’t want to be alone.

      “If you need us, we’re right here, ma’am,” the first guard told her.

      Emily nodded and rushed back over to Karen. “Karen? Can you hear me? It’s Doctor Fraser.”

      Nothing.

      “If you can hear me . . . fight whatever it is that is trying to overtake you. Fight it and work your way back to my voice.” Emily took a breath to calm herself. Her adrenaline was surging, and it was causing her mind to race. She needed to focus on pulling Karen back to her if it was remotely possible. Emily was flying blind and her ever-racing mind was getting the best of her. She began to question what else she could do when the door opened to the lab. Emily looked up, and a wave of relief rushed over her when she saw Shelley pushing Elaine inside in a wheelchair.

      “Doctor Kendall! You’re okay!”

      Shelley pushed Elaine over to Emily. Elaine looked like she had been through it, but it didn’t seem as though the vicious bite from John Two was going to turn her into one of them.

      “I’m not sure okay is the word,” Elaine said. “But I wasn’t about to miss this. Shelley told me you injected the Beritrix. I’m assuming the urgent call means something happened?”

      “She woke up,” Emily said. She looked back over at Karen—her black eyes still staring at the ceiling—then back to Elaine.

      Elaine looked confused. “You mean the Beritrix made her sleep?”

      “No—no I mean she woke up . . . from the alien state . . . She was Karen the human again for a moment.”

      Elaine’s mouth dropped open. “What? You mean . . . the Beritrix . . . it works?”

      Emily shrugged. “Worked. It worked for a minute. Her eyes only had a little black at the edges and she didn’t understand how she got here or anything that was going on. When I said something about aliens, she instantly shut back down. I think the alien is inside her, fighting for her consciousness with the Beritrix or something.”

      “She was talking?”

      “Yes. Fighting the restraints and clueless as to what happened. The only thing I managed to get from her was the last thing she remembers is being at a grocery store.”

      Elaine rose from the wheelchair. She stumbled a bit, but Emily caught her arm and steadied her. Emily watched Elaine as Elaine watched Karen lying on the table motionless.

      Emily walked over closer to Karen again. “She was just right here with me as her old self. I was so shocked it was hard to think what to say . . . or what to ask.”

      “Of course. Well, it was still a major win, even if she doesn’t come back. Emily, there is now a chance that we can free the infected from the alien parasite inside them. We just have to find a way to make it stick.”

      “Karen? Can you hear me?”

      Karen’s eyes were still black. She made no movement at Emily’s call.

      Emily looked back at Elaine. “What should I do?”

      Elaine shook her head. “I don’t know. Tell her how much we need her help?”

      Emily looked back at Karen and thought about it for a moment. She thought about the words that Elaine had said to Karen the first time after Emily had just arrived at Mount Weather. Karen had reacted to emotional words—words that stir every human’s emotions. Emily thought about how every human being could relate to love, and how she still believed that every person, deep down, wants to help others. She thought she would couple those things together and just see if she could get a reaction.

      “Karen,” Emily said softly. She let her feelings about Jake being out in the wild with all the infected wash over her. She wanted Karen to be able to hear the honest emotion in her voice. “Karen if you can hear me, I really need your help.” Emily let the moment take her, and she placed her hand on Karen’s arm. Elaine moved to stop Emily, probably out of the fear that she could be hurt, but she caught herself and stepped back to let Emily work. “Karen there is a man, his name is Jake, and he is trying to get to me. He is out there right now and I don’t know where. I’m scared for him. Karen, I love this man and I’m afraid he isn’t going to make it here because the thing that is inside of you, the thing keeping you from talking to me––I’m afraid they are going to kill Jake and I will never see him again.”

      Emily paused for a moment. Her words had brought emotions strong enough to choke her up. She stared down at Karen and watched as the black covering her entire eye slowly moved to only the edges. Emily took a deep breath as Karen blinked twice and turned toward her.

      Then Karen spoke. “I’m sorry, Emily.”

      Elaine gasped from the foot of Karen’s bed. Emily held her breath, not sure she wanted to hear what was to follow. The black returned to Karen’s eyes. Emily watched Karen close them, clench her fists, and even grit her teeth. She was fighting the alien. She was fighting against it because she had something to say. Karen turned her head back to Emily and opened her eyes. Once again, she was human.

      Emily said. “Why are you sorry, Karen?”

      “Because Jake is with Amy. And . . . and they want her.” Karen’s voice was strained. Her words were coming out as if there was someone sitting heavily on her chest.

      “Karen, is Jake all right? Can you see him?”

      Karen shook her head back and forth. She was violently fighting for her own consciousness. “They—”

      Karen began to convulse.

      “Karen!” Emily shouted. “Karen, they what? They what? Talk to me!”

      Karen was still shaking. She forced her eyes open and gave every last bit of her energy for her final conscious thought. “They’ve been tracking her. And they think they’ve found her. They have the entire house surrounded.”
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      Jake walked up to the front door. The last of the dying light had faded, so his path was dark. The trees shaded the house from any embers the sun might have left. He had his axe and his flashlight in his left hand and his suppressed Beretta in his right. Bryan was on his heels, his AR-15 at the ready. Jake looked at the door in the yellow glow of his flashlight. A few days ago, entering a strange house in the middle of the woods without knocking would have seemed a ludicrous thought. However, four days into an alien apocalypse, the crazier thing would have been to announce they were there at all.

      “Let me shoot if we have to,” Jake whispered. “Let’s keep things as quiet as we can, as long as we can.”

      Jake saw Bryan nod in the glow of the flashlight. It was then that Jake noticed a familiar sound, one that almost brought tears to his eyes. The cicadas had begun to spin their tune, and the crickets added to the melody. It was as sweet a sound as he could remember hearing in a long time. It gave him a sense of normalcy. It was summers in Kentucky—playing sports and chasing girls that smelled just like the honeysuckles that blossomed all around them. His insides panged for those simpler days. Days when he wasn’t at war—with himself, or anything else. Just hearing the insects hum gave him a hope he wasn’t sure he possessed any more. But it was there, and the sounds that surrounded him were like a ripple in a pond, permeating all through him. He didn’t know what lay beyond that wooden door of the house in front of him, but whatever it was, he was ready to face it.

      Jake reached for the knob with his gun-hand and gave it a twist. As was to be expected, the door gave an awful groan as he pushed inward. As soon as his flashlight found a hallway in front of him, he heard another sound he hadn’t heard in a while—a dog—and it sounded like a big one. And its growl didn’t sound like it was too happy someone had just opened his door. Jake froze and jerked the flashlight around, trying to find the source of the growl.

      Jake knew he had a decision to make, and he had to make it fast. The last thing he wanted to do was kill that dog. He had always been an animal lover, but he had a special place in his heart for dogs. His golden retriever—Sandy—had almost singlehandedly got him through that first month after his parents died when he was just fifteen. It was when Sandy died two years later that Jake’s notion of joining the Army had turned into a reality. She was his very best friend.

      However, right then, there were bigger things to consider. One: the dog could come out of nowhere and be ready to bite him. If Jake wasn’t prepared to shoot, or use the axe, the dog could do some serious damage before Jake could subdue it. Two: what Jake feared even more than that was that the dog might start barking. This would not only put Jake’s life in danger, but everyone else’s too.

      Jake stepped forward, still searching the dark for a set of eyes. The growling drew closer. Jake didn’t want to, but he was going to have to try to talk to the dog before it jumped him or started to bark. Talking was the last thing he wanted to do, but if it worked, it would be much better than a barking dog or him screaming after it sank its teeth into him.

      “It’s okay. No one is going to hurt you,” Jake said, his voice just above a whisper.

      The dog growled again.

      Finally, at the far end of the hallway, Jake’s flashlight caught the dogs reflecting eyes. Its body was shadowed against the white wall behind it.

      “There you are. It’s okay. Are you hungry?”

      The dog took a step forward, only slightly lowering the volume of its growl.

      Jake crouched down, placed his gun on the hardwood floor, then reached for the side pocket of his bag on his back.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got some food for you. Are you hungry?”

      Jake continued to try to speak in a calm and even tone. He felt the protein bar, grabbed it, and began to unwrap it. When the dog heard the crinkle of the package, it stopped its growl.

      “That’s it. You know this sound. I’ve got a treat for you. You can have all of it.”

      Jake pinched off the top third of the bar and tossed it down the hallway toward the dog. The dog didn’t hesitate. It gave a small whimper and leaped forward, nosediving at the piece of bar. Jake wasn’t sure if the dog chewed it at all, but he couldn’t have cared less.

      “You want some more? I’ve got plenty. Come here. Come get another treat.”

      The dog was close enough now that Jake could see it was a black Labrador Retriever. Big for its breed. The dog hesitated, sniffed the air, then slowly made a move Jake’s way.

      “That’s it. Come on.”

      The dog ran the last few steps, but instead of taking the bar from Jake’s outstretched hand, the dog ran right into him, knocked him down, and licked every inch of Jake’s face. It would have been impossible for Jake to describe how the love from the strange dog made him feel. But as he wrapped his arms around it and scratched behind its ears, the world at war faded away, and memories of him and Sandy in the backyard flooded over him.

      “Good dog. You were just hungry, weren’t you?”

      Jake sat up and rubbed on its head, and that’s when Bryan’s hand clamped down on the dog’s collar. Jake had been caught up in the moment and hadn’t realized that the tag had been making a not-so-soft clanking sound. Jake quickly undid the cloth collar and let the dog finish it’s snack. He picked up his flashlight and shined it on the gold tag that read, ‘Ginger’. The dog was a girl. He then shined the light on her and could see that she was actually a chocolate lab, her coat a shimmering brown.

      Jake got to his feet as Ginger finished what was probably her first piece of food in a while. Then she darted down the hall and into another room. Jake gathered his things and began walking down the hall. He was moving slowly at first, but when Ginger’s whimper became more pronounced, he moved quickly to where she was. When he made it into the dining room, lying on the other side of a round table on the ground beside Ginger, Jake noticed a pair of legs.

      Jake turned to Bryan and handed him his flashlight. “Check the rest of the house, I’ll see what we’ve got in here.”

      “On it,” Bryan whispered.

      Jake holstered his gun and took out his phone, turning on its flashlight. He walked forward and sat his axe on the table. “It’s okay girl.” He patted her head. “I’m here now, you’re all right.”

      The whimpering became a little softer. It was now more like Ginger was crying. Jake already knew that the owner of the pair of legs was also the owner of the dog, he just hoped whoever it was, was still alive.

      Jake shined the light down on the body. It was a woman. She was on her back, in a pair of jean shorts and a short-sleeved flannel top. Her face looked peaceful, but she was missing half of her neck. Ginger’s mom was most certainly dead.

      Jake took a knee beside Ginger, shined his light on her mouth, checking to see if there were remnants of blood on the fur of her lip. There weren’t. Jake felt of the dead woman’s legs—cold. She had been there a while. And so had the wound on her neck, because the blood was dry all around the fringe. The dog was hungry, that much was apparent by the way she’d let a stranger in her house once he brandished a snack. But her loyalty was stronger. Jake had the feeling Ginger would have died before she nibbled at her master.

      Jake gave her a hug and rubbed behind her ears. “Sorry, girl. But it’s okay. You can stay with us now.”

      Ginger licked his face, then she went and laid down beside the woman on the floor. Jake knew the feeling. Ginger didn’t want to let her go.

      Bryan came walking back into the room. “Looks like we’re clear,” he whispered. “It’s a single-story house, so not many surprises.”

      Jake breathed a sigh of relief. At least they might be able to get a good night’s sleep. “All right. Let’s go get the others. Tyler’s probably about to shit his pants now that the dark has settled in.”

      Bryan smiled. “You two make an odd pair. You all have anything in common?”

      “Yeah, neither one of us has any parents.”

      Bryan nodded. “Sorry.”

      Jake bypassed the apology. “That, and when you rescue a nerdy kid from getting his brains beat in at lunch a couple times, he tends to follow you around. God love him.”

      “Well let’s go get him then,” Bryan laughed. “I doubt he has an extra pair of underwear.”

      Jake laughed, then turned to Ginger. “We’ll be right back, okay, girl?”

      Ginger raised her head, then cocked it to the side as if to say, Don’t be long.
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      “What a day, huh?” Jake whispered to Jess as he rubbed the soft hair atop Ginger’s head.

      The two of them were taking a quiet moment for themselves. Everyone else was gathered in the living room of the old abandoned house. There was carpet there, so it was much more comfortable.

      Jess saw through his opening line. “What do you want, Jake? I know you didn’t pull me away from everyone to recap the day. We were both there. No need to discuss it.”

      There was a chill in her tone––one Jake hadn’t heard since the day he told her he was leaving to join the Army. She was hurt then, and clearly she was hurting now. It was as if she knew exactly what was coming, so he didn’t delay the inevitable any longer. Beside him the flashlight was on. He had covered it with a thin cloth to dampen the light. The sweat on Jess’s face gave her a glow. She was so beautiful. He loved her beyond the scope of words, and that was why it was killing him to have to hurt her. But she deserved the truth.

      “It’s about what Tyler said in the car.”

      Jess’s eyes shot up from the floor to his. Even though she knew what he was about to say, it was clear she still needed to hear him say it.

      “I’m not going to make excuses, Jess. You deserve better. I slept with Emily once in Syria.”

      Jess’s jaw clenched and her eyes narrowed.

      “It didn’t mean anything. I know that’s a total cliché, but it’s true. And I told her that it was a mistake. That I love—”

      “Just stop, Jake. You’re right . . .” Jess stood. “I do deserve better.”

      Jake reached out for her hand, but it was too late. She had already walked away. He wanted to go after her—to make her understand—but he knew she needed her distance from him right now. The hurt on her face was a scar that wouldn’t soon heal. For her, or for him. Tyler must have seen Jess leave the room, because he walked in and sat down next to Jake.

      “Listen, I’m really sorry about saying that in the truck earlier. It was a really shitty thing to do.”

      Jake nodded. “Yeah, Ty, it really was. But it forced me into doing the right thing—telling her—so at least something good came out of it.”

      “Still . . . you’re my best friend. It was bullshit to say something like that, no matter how frustrated I was.”

      Jake placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. If he’d said what he said a week ago, Jake probably wouldn’t have been so forgiving. However, there in that abandoned house in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by danger, it was much easier to let petty things go.

      “Unfortunately, buddy, we have bigger things to worry about.”

      “That’s the other reason I came in here,” Tyler said. “Everyone is wondering what we are going to do next, now that the road is blocked.”

      Jake had been pondering that same question since they’d walked away from the SUVs. He opened up his bag and took out the map he’d been using to navigate. He supposed whatever backroad led to the abandoned house they were in probably stretched farther in the valley. The concern was being in the backwoods that entire time, but if it connected to Highway 81 on the other side, it really didn’t matter. That was the road that would take them north to Mount Weather.

      Tyler grabbed the flashlight and held it over the map. Jake traced his finger along I-64 until he found Lexington, Virginia. That was where I-64 and Highway 81 merged. He then traced back to what he thought was the bend in the road where the interstate had been impassable earlier. He found the valley, then found the secondary road where they were. He ran his finger along the line on the map and sure enough, it dumped out onto Highway 81. Jake looked up at Tyler and nodded.

      “The road leads out to the highway on the other side,” Jake said.

      “You think we can all fit in that truck?”

      “I think we don’t have a choice.”

      Jake and Tyler walked into the living room where everyone was sitting in the floor whispering to each other. Everyone but Jess and Amy. When Jake found Bryan’s eyes, Bryan nodded down the hallway. Jake looked to his left, and through the open door of the bedroom he could see Amy consoling Jess on the bed. Jake felt horrible.

      “What’s the plan, Stan?” TW looked up at Jake.

      Jake wanted to go get Jess and Amy, but he had done enough to her for the evening. He could at least let her be upset in peace. He would just fill her in as they were leaving.

      “The road that leads to this house dumps out onto Highway 81 to the east. 81 will take us in the direction we want to go. It’s going to be a really tight squeeze in the truck, so gather up some blankets to keep the people warm that will be riding in the truck bed.”

      “What, right now?” Mark said.

      “I don’t think it’s smart to stay here tonight. We have no way of protecting ourselves if they come for us.”

      TW stood. “You’re probably right, Jake, but everyone is exhausted. It’s been a hell of a day.”

      “That’s no reason to rest on our laurels,” Jake said. “We can rest when we’re safe. Staying here would be a mistake.”

      Tyler said, “But Jake—”

      “Jake’s right,” Bryan cut Tyler off. “Even if it was daylight and we could see them coming, staying here isn’t smart.”

      “We don’t have that far to go,” Jake said.

      “Yeah.” TW didn’t back down. “Unless 81 is just as blocked as I-64 is. Then what? We’re stranded again.”

      “Doesn’t matter, TW. We can’t stay here.”

      “Now I know you’re a big shot soldier and all, but this ain’t a dictatorship here. We are at least gonna put it to a vote.”

      Bryan stood next to TW. “No we’re not. Jake’s right. We can’t stay here.”

      Mark was next to stand. He held his bitten arm tight against his body. “Now hold on a second guys. Who made you the chief and the warrior?”

      “Fine,” Bryan turned toward Mark, towering over him. “You don’t want to leave, stay here. But just remember, stupid is painful.”

      Mark bowed up. Jake quickly moved in between them. “Hold on a minute.” Jake looked at TW, then Mark. “Nobody made us anything. We’re just trying to keep everyone safe. I happen to know a little bit about that. What line of work were you in that you learned tactical maneuvering?”

      Neither of them said anything. Even if they were about to, they weren’t going to get the chance. The sound of glass breaking in the bedroom startled all of them. But the blood-curdling scream that followed had them scrambling for their guns.
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      Jake rushed for the bedroom where the broken glass and the terrified scream had come from. Though it was only a few steps away, he had plenty of time to imagine the worst. Thoughts of infected pouring into the bedroom overwhelmed his mind as he ran for the open door. His eyes found something unexpected, and it was a hell of a relief.

      Jess and Amy were standing by the bed looking down. The shards of a shattered lamp scattered across the floor at their feet.

      “We’re okay,” Jess said. “I heard the discussion you all were having and I got up too fast. Lost my balance.”

      Jake took a much-needed breath. His heart was racing.

      “Sorry I screamed,” Amy said. “I had my back turned and thought something was coming in through the window.”

      “It’s okay. Everyone is all right.” Jake gave Amy a hug. It felt a lot more natural to him now to show her affection. To comfort her. “Go ahead to the living room.”

      Jake went to hug Jess, but instead, she walked right around him and ushered Amy into the hallway. He deserved the cold shoulder and then some, so he just followed them into the living room where everyone else was gathered.

      “I guess we should take this to a vote, then,” Mark said.

      “We aren’t voting.” Jake was short. “We’re leaving.” The scare of thinking aliens were entering the house through the window was enough to make him assert what he knew was best.

      Jess whirled around, and Jake saw something on her face he’d rarely seen—no emotion at all. “We’re voting, Jake. We are all in this together.”

      The circumstances of his conversation with Jess a few moments ago made him tread much more lightly than he normally would. He knew in his gut it was a mistake to stay in that house. But if he took a hard stance against Jess here, it might send her over the edge. He knew better, but Jake relented anyway.

      “Fine,” Jake said. Now it was he who was void of emotion. “Take a vote. But I’m telling you right now that staying here is a huge mistake.”

      “I second that,” Bryan said.

      “Good, then your votes are already cast,” Jess said. “TW, what do you say?”

      “Gotta go with the soldier on this one. He’s knows better than all of us. I vote we leave.”

      Jake breathed a momentary sigh of relief.

      “Okay,” Jess said. “That’s three votes to stay. Mark?”

      “Stay,” Mark said.

      Jess turned to Tyler. Tyler looked at Jake. “I’m sorry, man. But I just don’t want to go back out there already. Not tonight. I vote we stay.”

      Jake shook his head back and forth, disappointed.

      “All right, Amy, what is your vote.”

      “Amy doesn’t get a vote,” Bryan said. “She’s just a kid. She doesn’t know what’s good for the group.”

      Jess put her hand on Amy’s shoulder. “I beg to differ, Bryan. Can you talk to these aliens? Do you have the ability to know where they are? I could argue she’s more qualified to vote than any of us.”

      “You could argue that, but it would be a stupid argument,” Bryan said. “Did she check in to see where the aliens are right now? If she does that, and they aren’t near here, I’m good for staying.”

      “Now you know she can’t do that. They’ll know where we are.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s his point, Jess.” Jake wanted to hold his tongue, but he couldn’t. Jess was being ridiculous. “She can’t help with that part, so we have to protect her from the things she doesn’t understand.”

      “Oh, and you understand all of this?” Jess’s jaw was clenched. Jake looked down to see her fists were as well.

      “No, Jess. But I do understand keeping a group safe from possible attackers. I understand the weaknesses of staying here in the woods out in the open, without the ability to see our enemy. I don’t think you understand that this is exactly what I know how to do, and I am an expert at it for God’s sake. Probably more qualified than anyone else left in the world to keep you all safe. Do you understand that? That is all I’m trying to do is keep you safe!”

      “Let the kid vote,” TW said.

      “I agree,” Tyler chimed in.

      “Jesus,” Bryan huffed and walked a few steps away.

      Jess patted Amy on the shoulder. “What do you say, Amy. You want to stay or leave?”

      Amy took Jake’s hand. Her eyes were pleading when she looked up at him. “Jake, I know you know better, but I’m scared of going back out there in the dark. Can’t we please stay here tonight?”

      “Is that your vote then, little girl?” Bryan stepped back into the circle.

      Amy looked down at the flashlight on the floor in the middle of all of them. The only light in the room. Then she nodded her head.

      “Okay,” Jess said. “That’s three votes to stay, three votes to leave, so it’s settled. We’re staying. That’s my vote. It is too dangerous to go out in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night. Combat experience or not.”

      Jess fired a look at Jake that was cold as ice. Entirely defiant. Then she started to walk away. Jake snatched her by the wrist to try and stop her.

      “Why are you doing this, Jess? Just because of what I told you earlier? Just to go against me? You’re going to let something personal between us put everyone here in danger? This isn’t like you at all.”

      Jess yanked her arm free. “Yeah? Maybe this is exactly me, Jake. Maybe it’s who I should have always been. Worrying about myself, and not you or what you think.”

      “Jess, stop. We’re talking about people’s lives here. Not a mistake I’ve made. Please don’t confuse the two.”

      “Oh I’m not confused, Jake. I’m seeing things clearer than ever.”

      Jake had never seen Jess like this. She had always been very level headed. He was beginning to regret the timing of having the conversation about Emily tonight. He’d thought it was the right thing to do. But if he’d known it would affect her like it had, he would have waited until they were safe in Mount Weather.

      Jess pushed the hair clinging to her face back behind her ear and took a deep breath. “I’ll take the first watch. Everyone get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.” She then walked over to the kitchen counter and found a shotgun. She pumped the action and began checking the windows, making sure they were locked, and she proceeded to do the same with the doors.

      Everyone else seemed content to let it die, except for Bryan.

      “Jake, you know we can’t stay here. We have to make them leave. This is insane.”

      Jake had already resigned himself to the fact that he wasn’t going to fight Jess anymore that night. “What do you want me to do, Bryan? Tie the people up that don’t want to go and throw them in the truck?”

      Bryan held his arms up out form his sides. “Yeah, Jake. If that’s what it takes . . . yes.”

      Jake knew where Bryan was coming from, but after hearing Jess be so adamant against him, he wasn’t willing to take it any further. Against every fiber of his better judgement.

      “Get some rest. We’ll keep an eye out and leave at the first sign of light.”

      Bryan hung his head, then went to make a place to sleep without saying another word. In fact, no one had another thing to say, and they all went to bed themselves.

      Fifteen minutes later, Jake was lying on his back on the floor next to Tyler. Everyone else was already asleep. He could see Jess’s silhouette in front of the window behind the headboard in the bedroom. The moonlight had crept up enough to shower her in a shimmering white glow. Jake didn’t mean to, but a minute later he had fallen asleep.
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      Jake felt a tap on his shoulder. When his eyes shot open, he saw Bryan leaning over him. In the moonlight filtering in through the sheer curtains he could see that Bryan was holding his index finger to his lips. Then he nodded in the direction of the window above the kitchen sink. Jake turned his head just in time to see a shadow pass across the light.

      As his heartrate surged, his first thought was of Jess.

      Before Jake could jump to his feet, Bryan nodded at the large window off to his left. Two body-shaped shadows were hovering there. Jake slipped his hand to his Beretta and pulled it free of its holster as he rolled up to a knee. Everyone else in the room was sound asleep.

      Bryan leaned in. Jake could feel Bryan’s hot breath against his ear when he whispered, “How do you want to handle this?”

      Jake hadn’t meant to fall asleep. He’d laid down to think about this very scenario and to come up with a plan in case it happened. Now, they were going to have to improvise. The next thought that entered his mind was one of hope. Right now there were three aliens visible. He hoped that these were just scouts, and they came ahead of the pack to check things out. If this was the case, they had a chance. If it wasn’t the case, they were all dead. The exact scenario which had made Jake so adamant about leaving early was upon them.

      Jake leaned around Bryan to look down the hall. The bedroom door was open, but not enough to see the entire bed. Jess wasn’t in his line of sight. That made him nervous.

      “Jake?” Bryan prompted.

      Jake leaned in. “Let’s wake the others slowly, and quietly. One at a time. Maybe these are the only aliens.”

      Bryan looked at the two shadows and watched as they began to move around the perimeter of the house.

      “I doubt it is, but I agree. If we make a lot of noise, we are dead for sure.”

      Bryan was on the same page. Jake went back over beside Tyler and grabbed his axe. Tyler was snoring—oblivious to the nightmare that surrounded them. The floorboards on the back porch groaned under the weight of the alien that had passed in front of the kitchen window. Fear had no place in a situation like this––the soldier in him wouldn’t allow it. But concern for Jess, who he couldn’t currently see, was something he couldn’t dismiss.

      Then Jake saw Amy asleep on the couch. It was then that the bigger picture forced its way into his growing plan. No matter what happened to any of them there in that house, he knew he couldn’t let the aliens have Amy. She could be the only thing that would one day help them to fight back.

      Jake handed Bryan his silenced pistol. Then he showed him his axe, letting him know that was how he would fight. “I will go out the back and come up behind them. You go out the front door and shoot them right between the eyes.”

      Bryan nodded.

      “But I have to hide Amy first. They can’t find her.”

      Bryan nodded again. “I’ll get TW up while you hide her. He can get in the truck and be ready to drive.”

      It was Jake’s turn to nod as he handed Bryan the keys to the truck. When Bryan went over to TW, Jake went to Tyler and Mark. The floorboards of the old house, even though they probably weren’t that loud, sounded like fireworks going off to Jake as he tried desperately to be quiet. He tapped both men on the shoulder, and they both had the same startled reaction. The fear on their faces when Jake pointed out the shadows of the aliens brought the danger of the situation home even further. They both gathered their weapons and waited as Jake had instructed them to.

      Jake set his axe down on the kitchen table, then crept over to the couch, placed both arms under Amy like a forklift, and began walking her over to the kitchen cabinets. For a moment, he thought about asking her to help get them all out of there. To distract the aliens with her mind until they were on the road in the truck. But he couldn’t. If these were in fact just scouts, he and Bryan could easily handle them. However, if Amy used her ability to communicate with them, then every one of the aliens would know where she was. And no matter what, he couldn’t risk that.

      Amy’s eyes shot open.

      “It’s okay, I’ve got you,” Jake whispered. Her eyes remained wide as she darted her head around the house. “We’re in trouble here, and I have to hide you, okay? Just for a few minutes.”

      Amy vehemently shook her head back and forth. She did not want to be left alone.

      “It’s just for a few minutes,” he whispered. “No matter what, though, you can’t do that thing you did back at the river. You cannot let them in your head, okay?”

      “I’m not sure I can stop them,” Amy whispered. “But maybe I can. I think they’ve tried to get in a couple of times.”

      Jake couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be Amy. Poor thing must be terrified. He remembered Jess telling him about how Amy passed out in the RV on the way to Cincinnati. How Jess told him Amy had said that they were in her head. Jake didn’t think it was possible that the aliens could enter her head whenever they wanted. If they could, they would have already done it.

      “I need you to keep them out, okay? Do your best?”

      Amy nodded. “Jake, I’m scared.”

      “I know you are. But I won’t let them get you.”

      Amy wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed. Jake squeezed her back. The petrified girl was trembling. He opened the cabinet under the sink. Amy reluctantly crawled inside.

      “I’ll be right back. I promise.”

      Then he shut the cabinet door and turned toward Bryan, who was ready at the front door. Jake stepped over and strapped his bag onto his back, grabbed his AR-15 and slung it around his neck, then picked up his axe. Jess walked into the room rubbing her eyes, and then was startled when she saw everyone standing—ready to go. But she was so shocked when she noticed the shadows moving outside the windows that she dropped her shotgun, and it made a loud clang when it hit the floor.

      The shadows outside the window began to move around to the front of the house.

      “Get your things, we’re leaving,” Jake told Jess. Then he took the handle of the back door in his hand. It was time to see if they could escape the aliens one more time.
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      Slow and steady, Jake opened the back door, but he didn’t step out. His subconscious was screaming at him. He couldn’t keep Amy safe if he left her in the cabinet. If more aliens came out of the trees, there would be no way to get back to her. They only place to hide her was the truck. He stepped back inside and pulled her out from under the sink. The look of relief on her face was enough to make him feel good about the decision, whether it was a good one or not.

      “Keep your hand on my bag. Don’t make a sound. Even when I kill the alien outside. Understand?”

      Amy nodded. She gave no sign of fear. She looked happy just to be staying with him.

      Jake walked toward the open door and poked out his head. He looked first to his right––nothing––then to his left. The alien that had passed the kitchen window a moment ago was standing at the corner of the house. Jake stepped out but paused when he heard something from the front side of the house. Though the Beretta he’d given Bryan was suppressed, he could still hear the two shots Bryan had just fired into the dead quiet of the night.

      So did the alien in front of Jake.

      The alien moved forward around the corner. Jake rushed after it. He heard two more suppressed shots fired. They sounded almost like a pellet gun. Jake hoped that with those four shots Bryan had been able to take down the only other two aliens they had seen through the windows. Jake turned the corner, brought the axe back with two hands like a baseball bat, and swung so hard the blade went clean through the alien’s neck. Amy let out a yelp behind him, but was able to keep her emotions in check.

      Jake stepped over the decapitated alien and moved forward to the next corner of the house where Bryan would be. He pushed the blade of his axe out where Bryan could see.

      “Clear!” Bryan whisper-shouted.

      Jake took Amy’s hand and walked around the corner. Bryan was waving TW out to the truck in the light of the moon. The lights flashed on the pickup truck when someone hit the unlock button on the key fob. TW went running by, and Jake rushed forward and handed her off. “Keep her out of sight!” He watched as the two of them jumped inside the car, and just as he looked over to see Bryan take a step back toward the front door, a window breaking shattered the quiet that engulfed them.

      Then there was a scream.

      Jess.

      Bryan squared up, clearly taking aim. Jake ran up beside him and watched as an alien reached right through the glass of the bedroom window. Jake jerked his arm up, knocking Bryan’s shot off its mark just in time to keep a bullet from possibly hitting Jess as the alien yanked her out of the house through the window. It hooked its right arm around her neck and held her in place. Jess was fighting against its grip, but it was squeezing her so tight that she could hardly make a sound.

      Jake stepped forward, and the alien held up its left hand—wagging its human index finger back and forth—to let Jake know not to come any closer.

      Jake froze. “Let her go!” He hooked his axe back on the loop of his bag, trading it for the AR-15 strapped around his neck, and took aim.

      He heard Tyler and Mark gather behind him. Tyler’s gasp when he saw the alien holding Jess sent a chill all through Jake. Two more aliens walked around the corner of the house up behind Jess. Then three more. In the trees beyond the aliens and Jess, at least a couple dozen more stepped out of the shadows.

      Jake jumped when he heard the truck start up behind him, so much so that he nearly squeezed the trigger. They were surrounded. Jess still struggled in the alien’s arms.

      The alien-infected that was holding Jess was large. He towered over her, her head only coming to about halfway up his chest. He was as thick as he was tall. His tattered t-shirt was plastered to his muscles, his arms bulging out from under the short sleeves.

      “Bryan,” Jake whispered. “Get everyone out of here.”

      Out of the side of his eye, Jake saw Bryan look at him, astonished. “I’m—we’re not leaving you.”

      “Tyler,” Jake said. “You and Mark get in the truck, right now.”

      Tyler stuttered, “Jake, w-we—we aren’t leaving—”

      “Please,” Jake interrupted. “Please do what I tell you before they kill her.”

      Jake heard Tyler and Mark’s feet atop the gravel driveway as they slowly moved for the truck like he’d asked. At the same time, the aliens at the trees’ edge took a few steps closer. Jake didn’t know what to do. He had no leverage in the situation. Though he knew what the aliens wanted—Amy—Jake couldn’t leverage it, because no matter how important Jess was to him, Amy was far more important to the mission. If Jake didn’t take emotion out of the situation, they were all going to die. Including Amy, the girl they called Element Zero. The one who could possibly save the world. Or at least save what was left of it. But looking into Jess’s horrified eyes, how could he walk away from her? The only woman he’d ever loved, and the rock that had held him together since he was teenager.

      The short answer was that he couldn’t walk away. Wouldn’t walk away. Bryan could get Amy to Mount Weather without Jake, couldn’t he?

      The swirl of emotions, feelings, and hard decisions was literally making Jake sick. He took a deep breath as he continued his stare down the barrel of his gun. He could take out the six of these aliens, get Jess, and get back to the truck before the others made it to him. He knew he could.

      The door of the truck opened and shut behind him. Mark and Tyler had climbed inside. “Bryan, go.”

      “I’m not leaving you, Jake. If this is where it ends, so be it. But I’m not—”

      “Take me instead,” Jake’s words interrupted Bryan. And they surprised even himself.

      The alien didn’t react.

      “Take me instead of her,” Jake said. At the same time, he began lowering his gun until it was lying on the ground. Then he put his hands in the air. “Just let her go and take me.”

      “Jake, what are you doing?” Bryan said.

      Jake didn’t respond, instead he maintained his focus on the alien and took a step forward. He was willing to do whatever it took to save Jess. Anything but hand over Amy. As much as Jake hated it, it was how he’d been wired. The mission had to come first. Especially when so much was riding on the possibility that Amy could turn the tables on the invaders.

      The alien man cocked his head to the left and opened its mouth. “Amy.”

      Though Jake knew that was what they wanted, hearing the alien say her name caught him off guard. He couldn’t make a quick response.

      The alien man spoke again. “Amy. Amy. Amy.” Each time it said her name it was louder.

      Jake was shocked. He peeled away at the layers of his mind for a response. The only thing he could think to do was stall. “She’s not with us. We left her a long time ago. We had to. We knew she was going to get us killed.”

      The big alien man straightened his head, then slowly shook it back and forth.

      “I’m telling you, we left her. She was a liability. You’ll have to find her back in Kentucky.”

      The alien didn’t respond this time, except to tighten its grip around Jess’s neck. At that point, her feet were no longer on the ground. Jake felt desperation reaching for him. He didn’t want to make a rash move that might get them all killed, but the longer he stood there and watched that alien choking the woman he’d loved his entire adult life, the more he could feel a terrible decision creeping up in his consciousness. Jake’s right arm slid back toward the axe looped at the bottom of his go bag. It wasn’t a conscious effort; it was a reflex.

      “Let. Her. Go,” Jake said, but this time it didn’t sound like himself. He was losing his cool.

      He felt the rough of the Micarta handle in the palm of his hand. For the last several years, one of the ways Jake and a few of his fellow soldiers had passed the time was tossing that axe. They would spend hours competing to hit the bullseye better and spend hundreds of dollars betting on themselves in the process. Jake had become so good at it that at the end of his last tour in Syria, he could no longer find any challengers. Throwing that axe accurately had become as easy as breathing to him. His hand was begging him to pull it from its holster.

      Jake looked at Bryan out of the corner of his eye and watched his eyes as they followed Jake’s arm down to the grip of the axe. Bryan could feel the tension rising in Jake and knew what that hold on the axe meant. Jake could see him retake aim with the suppressed Beretta.

      Off in the distance, the dozens of aliens disguised as humans held their stances at the tree line. The six black-eyed monsters surrounding Jess were ready to pounce if given the word. And the night was so quiet the only noise Jake could hear was his own heartbeat thudding in his ears.

      Just as a breeze blew through the tops of the trees, Jake pulled the axe from its loop and gave it an underhanded toss straight toward the head of the infected man that was strangling Jess. He snapped his wrist at the end, giving it some velocity. It traveled in what seemed like slow motion—end over end toward the massive alien man.

      One heartbeat later, the blade whipped over top of its handle and sank into the left side of the alien’s head that was holding Jess.

      The next couple of minutes were a complete blur.
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      Just as Jake’s axe was sinking into the head of the alien, Bryan began to fire on the aliens to the left of Jess, and Jake, who had already dug the toe of his boot under the trigger-guard of his AR-15 on the ground, kicked that foot up, caught the rifle in his hands, and shot the three aliens on his right.

      But the heroics weren’t enough.

      The alien that had been standing directly behind the massive alien man holding Jess immediately pulled her into him and began backing up toward the edge of the house. As if the entire thing had been pre-coordinated, half a dozen more aliens shot around the corner and helped drag Jess toward the trees. It dawned on Jake at that moment that it didn’t have to be coordinated: they all could speak to each other collectively. They shared one consciousness, so their movements were like a well-oiled machine without the need for planning.

      Jess screamed so loud that it rattled Jake’s bones even as he fired his gun until the magazine was empty. He tossed the gun to the ground, stepped on the chest of the dead alien, and pulled his axe free from its head. There were now over a dozen aliens surrounding Jess. As they carried her off, it looked like ants converging on the same piece of food before they took it back to their queen.

      Just as Jake surged forward to give chase, he felt a tug on the back of his bag. It was strong enough to completely stop his momentum. He jerked forward, trying to break free, but he was yanked back again. He looked back in horror only to see Bryan using his bulk to keep Jake from going after her.

      “Let me go!”

      Bryan maintained his hold as he leaned back for extra leverage. Jake pinched the clip that secured the bag around his waist, the bag went flying off his back, and it sent Bryan crashing to the ground.

      “Jake, no! She’s gone!”

      Bryan’s baritone shout echoed off the trees. The other aliens that had been standing guard at the tree line tightened their formation around Jess. They were putting a barrier between her and anything that might be going after her as they disappeared into the shadows.

      Though Bryan and the others at the truck were shouting at him, Jake continued forward. Their efforts to stop him fell on deaf ears. Jake sprinted into the foliage, his axe cocked back in his right hand. But his flashlight was in the side pocket of his bag, and once he ran into the trees, he could no longer see by the light of the moon. Only three or four strides inside the darkness, he ran headfirst into a tree trunk. His forehead took the brunt of it and it knocked him on his ass. He could hear the footfalls of the aliens rustling the leaves on the ground, but they were moving away quickly, and the shadows that he’d run into were growing darker and darker . . . until there was nothing but black.

      

      Jake felt rumbling beneath him as his body vibrated. He tried to open his eyes, but they wouldn’t oblige. He heard what he thought were tires over a dirt road, but the state he was in—swimming somewhere below consciousness—he couldn’t be sure of anything. Until he watched the replay of the aliens carrying Jess away in his mind’s eye. Then his eyes shot open.

      Above him he watched an endless sea of glittering stars, sandwiched in between what looked to be the tops of trees. He opened and closed his eyes several times in an effort to clear the cobwebs.

      “Jake? Jake, can you hear me?”

      He recognized Tyler’s voice immediately and started to sit up. He felt a hand on his chest.

      “Easy,” Bryan said. Jake could just see the top of his bald head come into view above him. “You have a nasty gash on your forehead. Don’t try to do too much.”

      But all Jake could think about was Jess and where she could be. He sat up and put his back against something hard. When he looked forward, he saw the bed of the pickup truck in front of him, and dust flying in the red of the taillights just beyond the tailgate. Ginger was lying at his feet, and as soon as she saw Jake open his eyes, she sprang forward and began to lick at his face.

      “She’s the one who found you in the woods,” Tyler said.

      Jake was happy to see the dog, but his mind wouldn’t let him embrace her. He gently pushed her to the side. “Where’s Jess?”

      Tyler hung his head. A surge of anger rushed through Jake like he’d never felt before. He reached forward, took Tyler’s shirt in his hands, and shook him. “You left her? You left Jess with those . . . things?”

      Tyler didn’t make eye contact.

      “Answer me! She was supposed to be your friend!”

      “She’s gone, okay, Jake?” Tyler’s eyes were wet with tears. “She’s gone! They took her! By the time we followed the dog to you, she was nowhere around!”

      Jake shoved Tyler away, and he landed hard on the bed of the truck. Then he turned to Bryan. “Why didn’t you help me stop them? How could you just let them take her!”

      Bryan shook his head. “If there was anything I could have done, I would have done it. You saw the way they swarmed her.”

      “Stop the truck!” Jake turned and pounded on the window of the back of the cab. “Stop the fucking truck!”

      TW applied the brakes, and the truck slid on the dirt-covered road. Ginger whimpered when she was tossed sideways, and Jake was over the side before it came to a full stop. As soon as his feet hit the ground, his head swam and he nearly fell over. Bryan reached over the side of the truck and caught him under the left arm to help hold him up. Jake ripped his arm away and pulled the passenger door open.

      “Turn the truck around right now. We’re going back for Jess.”

      Mark was in the passenger seat, and Jake watched as TW leaned around him from behind the wheel.

      “Everything all right back there?” TW said.

      “Is everything all right?” Jake’s voice went up an octave. His blood was boiling. “All of you leave Jess to die and you ask me if everything is all right?”

      “Bryan didn’t tell you?” Mark said.

      Before Jake could inquire, Bryan hopped over the side of the truck and sidled up to Jake. “I haven’t had a chance. He just woke up, he was incensed, and understandably so.”

      “What’s going on? How long was I out?”

      “‘Bout a half hour,” Bryan said. “Let’s get back in the truck and I’ll explain.”

      “Okay, but only if we are turning around to get Jess.”

      “Jake, we’re not turning around, but I do need your help to come up with a plan. Get in the truck so we can keep moving while we talk about it.”

      “I’m not going anywhere but back to Jess. TW, turn the truck around right now or I’ll yank you out of the truck and drive myself.”

      “Damn it, Bryan, just tell him so we can get moving,” TW said.

      Bryan let out a sigh. The crickets serenaded from the trees and a warm breeze pushed through the quiet night.

      “Well someone better say something. And it better be good.”

      Jake was breathing heavy. The chance to save Jess had been taken away from him by getting knocked unconscious, then dragged away from her, and wasn’t sitting well.

      “Look . . .” Bryan walked over beside Mark and nodded toward the back seat. “Amy is the reason we aren’t still back there looking for Jess.”

      “What? I—I don’t understand. You mean to keep her safe?”

      “No. I mean because the aliens spoke to her.”
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      If Jake had been angry before, hearing that everyone had let Amy communicate with the aliens and they left Jess behind, now he was seeing red.

      “You let her show all the aliens where we are? And you left Jess to die?” Jake walked away from the truck, kicked a cloud of dust into the air, then returned.

      “Jake, they already knew where she was. They—”

      “Bullshit!” Jake interrupted. He stalked over to Bryan, grabbed him by the shirt, and slammed his back against the truck. Bryan pushed him away, but Jake came right back at him.

      TW came around the front of the truck and stepped in between them. “Cool off, Jake! Let him talk. We have got to get moving!”

      “Cool off? Am I the only one using my head?” Jake looked back and forth between Bryan and TW. “If they knew where Amy was, they wouldn’t have worried around with Jess. There were enough of them back there to overrun us with ease. The only reason they didn’t is because they need to know where Amy is! Apparently they were smart enough to know if they killed us all, we wouldn’t be able to tell them. They obviously took Jess to torture it out of her or something.”

      “That’s what we are trying to tell you, Jake. And you aren’t entirely wrong,” Bryan said. “I wasn’t there, I was busy running after you. But TW was.” Bryan shifted focus to TW. “Go on, you tell him. Then we have to go.”

      Jake had nothing left to say, so he let TW speak.

      “When Bryan went running after you and the dog, Amy sat up in the back seat and told me they were trying to get inside her head again.”

      “And you didn’t stop her?”

      TW paused for a moment. “Well, like you, I wanted to save Jess. Hell, save all of us. But I wasn’t gonna let her until she told me it felt different than the last time.”

      “Different?” Jake’s head was still swimming. “How?”

      “She said the other times they were trying to get in her head to see where she was, it felt like the aliens were forcing it. Threatening, I think that was the word she used.”

      “And this time?”

      “She just said it felt friendlier.”

      “And you believe that the aliens that had descended upon earth by overtaking our human bodies and savagely ripping our friends and families apart, that what, they all of a sudden wanted to play nice?”

      “Watch yourself, Jake. You weren’t there. She said she thought she could keep them from knowing her location. Said she was going to make believe she was back in her bedroom in Kentucky. Amy was going to do it whether I let her or not. She thought it could help Jess, and by God I think she was right.”

      Bryan cleared his throat. “TW, get to it. We need to leave here now.”

      “Right, anyway . . . Amy let them in—scary as hell to watch by the way—and she did her whole eyes-roll-back-in-her-head thing. Just about a minute later she came to. She said at first they were just trying to locate her. Just like you were worried about, Jake. But she said she just pictured her bedroom while they probed her. Amy said she could feel them getting frustrated because they knew she wasn’t all the way back in Lexington. So they told her they would exchange Jess for Amy if that’s what it took. Told her it was the only way Jess was going to live. Well, Amy’s pretty fond of your lady, I guess, so she told them she would do it.”

      “What?” Jake was at a loss. “You mean she agreed?”

      “Yeah, that’s why we are in such a hurry. We have to be in Woodstock, Virginia before dawn.”

      “How the hell do you know that, TW?”

      “Well, before Amy fell asleep in the back seat, she told us it was like they dropped a pin on the location. Like how you would on an iPhone. I had no idea what she was talking about, but I have a map from our planning back in Cincinnati. I opened it and asked if she could show me, and she didn’t hesitate. Pointed right at Woodstock. Said they would have ‘the woman’ there by dawn. If Amy wasn’t handed over by then, they would kill her.”

      Jake didn’t have time to ask any more questions about what they said or why they let Amy talk to the aliens again. His mind was only on the fact that if there was a chance—though he felt there was no way they would actually keep Jess alive—they had to act on it. His mind was already spinning on a plan. He pulled out his phone; the time read 1:23am.

      “Where are we right now?”

      “Almost to Highway 81.” TW took the map from his back pocket, unfolded it, and pointed. “We have to get to here.” He moved his finger north on the map a couple inches. “That’s Woodstock.”

      “How far do you think that is?” Jake said.

      “No clogged roads? Hour and a half. But the road may be impassable by car just like I-64 was. That’s why we’re in a hurry, son. We’re just trying to get to your girl.”

      Jake shook his head as he took a deep breath.

      TW continued, “So, if we make it to Woodstock before dawn, what are we going to do? We can’t hand Amy over, but I know you want Jess back.”

      “Let me worry about that. Let’s get out of here.”

      Jake climbed back inside the bed of the truck. The gears in his mind were turning on how to make something happen. And though it was far too premature, a trickle of hope leaked into his system. TW hit the gas, and the truck started down the road. Ginger nuzzled up next to Jake, and as he rubbed her head, he began to plot a way to save both Jess and Amy. No matter how impossible that prospect seemed.
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      Emily had been staring at the same spot on the ceiling for more than an hour. She looked over at the clock—1:30 in the morning. She should have been exhausted, but her mind was relentless. Thoughts of Jake and if he were alive swirled, and Karen’s words about a house being surrounded rattling in her brain. She was also constantly filing through her mind for any clue as to what might make the Beritrix stick in Karen’s system. All these things were working to keep her wide awake.

      After Karen briefly came back to being herself, her eyes had returned to complete black and she went back to her blank, sedated stare. John Two had yet to become lucid. Emily’s theory was that it was because he was a man, and maybe more Beritrix was needed to bring him around. Either way, for the moment, pushing aside the alien inside of them had been only temporary, or it hadn’t happened at all. After considering it for hours, she could only come to the conclusion that the Propofol given to sedate them wasn’t strong enough. Maybe something more potent that completely shut off their systems would be more effective in letting the human in them fight through.

      It made sense to Emily that if they shut off the brain while the Beritrix flooded the system, it could help keep the alien from fighting for the host’s consciousness. That was what they would need to try next, and the idea was so profound that Emily was up and out of her bed. The days of waiting until morning to try something new were gone. Every second meant far more than it used to. And every minute was a lifetime in the fight for saving the world.

      Emily finished tying her shoes and throwing a t-shirt over her head and picked up the receiver on the phone by her bed. A directory of numbers on a laminated sheet of paper had been placed in her room at some point during the day. She flipped on the lamp and ran her finger down the list until she found Elaine. She hesitated for a moment before pressing the last number that would dial the doctor’s room. Elaine had been through a major trauma earlier and she probably really needed her rest. A second later, Emily pressed the button. If Elaine wasn’t up to it at this hour, Emily would certainly understand, but she had to at least give her the respect of asking before she went looking for answers.

      “You can’t sleep either?” Elaine answered Emily’s call.

      Emily breathed a sigh of relief. She was happier than she thought she’d be to bounce her ideas off of someone. “Not even for a second.”

      “You must have something, otherwise you wouldn’t have called at this hour.”

      “I do—well, I have an idea that is—Are you sure you’re up for it?”

      “Well, I do have to be up early for yoga . . . Of course I’m up for it. There’s nothing else to do under this mountain. Might as well try to save the world. What are you thinking?”

      Emily told Elaine about her idea for upping the dose of Beritrix and coupling it with a much stronger anesthesia. Twenty-five minutes later, Emily, Elaine, Shelley, and two men from security were sitting in the meeting room.

      “You want to do what now?” Derek, a skinny man with a buzzed haircut said to her. He was holding the cup of coffee as if it were a lifeline.

      “Before all of this happened, before the . . . invasion”––it still felt strange to talk about an invasion with a straight face––“did you have someone that kept the wildlife at bay?”

      “Yeah, Roger here.” Derek looked over at the burly man beside him.

      The man had a full but well maintained dark-brown beard. His shoulders were stout, but his hat was so low Emily could barely see his eyes.

      “Why do you ask? No offense, but it seems like the days of worrying about mountain lions are long gone.”

      Emily didn’t acknowledge Derek’s statement. Instead, she looked at Roger. “Did you kill the animals that got too close to the facility, or tranquilize them?”

      “Ma’am?” Roger’s deep voice grumbled.

      “Just—I need a tranquilizer. Do we have any here in the facility?” Emily was tired, so she was shorter with the men than she normally would’ve been.

      “Sure, we have some carfentanil. Strong stuff though, I don’t recommend it.”

      Elaine said. “Could you bring some down to the lab please?”

      “What?” Derek said. “I have to get approval. You can’t just be taking drugs from the supply room.”

      “That is precisely what we can do. I am giving you that approval.”

      “But I don’t report t—”

      “How much do you want?” Roger interrupted.

      “Just bring what you’ve got.”

      “You’re the one’s experimenting on the aliens, right?” Roger said.

      “That’s right,” Emily said.

      “Anything we can do to help. I think you should just kill ‘em both, but what do I know.”

      “You might know what it takes to cure them soon if you get us what we are asking for.”

      “You actually think you can bring people back?”

      Emily stood and shook her head. “No, Roger, I don’t think I can bring people back . . . I know I can.”
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      It had taken almost two hours to get near Woodstock. Jake was still having a hard time believing that Jess had been taken. And an even harder time wrapping his mind around the fact that the aliens actually had evolved enough to demand a trade for Amy. Highway 81 was pretty jammed up, but not nearly as bad as I-64 had been. As soon as they made it off the backroads, Jake found an SUV that he, Tyler, Bryan, and Ginger got into. TW was right in front of them in the pickup with Mark and Amy—who was still asleep in the back. Jake tried to keep his focus on what he was going to do when they got to Woodstock, where the aliens were supposedly going to be waiting with Jess, but he was constantly interrupted by worry of how she was doing. It was terrible that she had been taken; even worse for Jake was that their last conversation had been a fight. It just wasn’t sitting well with him, but he had to let it go. He needed a hundred percent of his focus to be on how to get everyone out of their situation alive.

      “You know what you want to do yet?” Bryan asked from behind the wheel.

      Tyler was asleep with Ginger in the back. The dog had been a much-needed comfort since leaving the house.

      Jake rubbed his two-day-old stubble as he stared at the back of TW’s pickup truck their headlights were shining on. “I realize they have evolved, but our only real weapon against them is to outsmart them. There are way too many of them just to smash in and try an extraction. We need the element of surprise.”

      “Got any ideas?”

      Jake picked up the map in his lap. “Maybe.” He traced one of the lines of a side road that went around Woodstock with his finger. “Problem is, we have no idea where they’ll be.”

      “I’m assuming they’re gonna block off the highway, wouldn’t you?”

      “You’d think so. Otherwise we’d never be able to find them.”

      Jake hated the entire scenario. Apart from the obvious––his girlfriend being held captive by monsters–– everything else was wrong. He didn’t know the area, he had no idea how many infected there would be, and it was impossible to negotiate with them in any way. They were going in blind, and that was certainly not something a Delta operator was used to. He’d been in a lot of tough spots over the years, but nothing like this. Especially with the stakes being so personal.

      Jake’s radio chirped. He reached down and unclipped it from his bag, and as he brought it up, TW’s voice came through the speaker. “Jake, we need to pull over for a minute.”

      “Copy.”

      The taillights on the pickup lit up in front of them, and TW pulled it over to the shoulder.

      “This can’t be good,” Bryan said as he opened the door of the SUV.

      Jake got out and walked up to the truck. TW came around, and Mark helped Amy out of the back seat. Her face looked worried. Everyone glowed red in the taillights.

      “Everything okay?” Jake said.

      TW walked up. “Amy needs to talk to you.”

      “Amy, you okay?”

      She looked up at Jake, hesitant. “They—they are trying to communicate with me again.”

      For a moment Jake let her statement permeate his thoughts. The humid summer air was heavy around them. Jake wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead on the sleeve of his t-shirt. He was trying to weigh the importance of the aliens being able to see their location if Amy let them make contact. If they were already waiting in Woodstock for some sort of exchange for Amy, if they were able to see Amy’s current location, was that actually a good thing? If they were going to attempt to find a back way in, maybe it was good that the aliens saw Amy on the main road. Or, maybe they are already watching and none of it really mattered. Either way, Jake thought it would probably be best to have more information, regardless of the consequences.

      “How bad does it hurt you?” Jake said.

      “The first time was really bad, in the RV with Jess and Tyler. At the dam was bad, too, just ‘cause I held it for so long. But last time I just felt tired. Maybe I’m getting used to it?”

      “Maybe.” Jake looked around at everyone. “I think we should let her communicate.”

      “They’ll know where we are,” Mark said.

      “I know. And I think that’s a good thing. There’s an exit a couple miles up. The road we exit onto loops around the backside of Woodstock. If we come in from an angle they aren’t expecting, maybe we have a chance.”

      TW said, “A chance to do what, Jake? Pass through? Rescue Jess? We aren’t swapping Amy for her, so what’s the play here?”

      “Amy communicates with the aliens now. We show them she is here on the main highway. Maybe what they say to her helps us in some way, maybe it doesn’t, that isn’t really my concern.”

      “What the hell is your concern?” Mark said. “It’s time to make some tough decisions here, bud. If there is a way around Woodstock, we have to take it. I’m sorry, but we can’t put all of us in danger.” Mark pointed to Amy. “Especially her—our only shot at maybe fighting these things long term.”

      “I agree, Mark. But, I’m not leaving Jess with them.”

      “And I’m not going to commit suicide.” Mark put his hands on his hips.

      “And I’m not asking you to.”

      TW said, “I don’t get it.”

      “We are going to show the aliens Amy is here. Then all of you are going to take the SUV, take the back roads the rest of the way to Mount Weather, and make sure Amy gets there safe.”

      “You’re not going cowboy and trying to save Jess yourself,” Bryan said. “We need you.”

      “No, you need to get Amy to Emily in Mount Weather. Jess and I are insignificant. If we don’t make it, at least there is a chance someone in Mount Weather can make sense of how to use Amy to fight the aliens.”

      “Bullshit, Jake.” Bryan squared up. “You are just as important to this entire war we’re in as Amy. You think there are a lot of Delta operators left? You might be the only one that can help us form some semblance of a counterattack.”

      “I’m not leaving Jess. No shot. Amy is the priority. Get her to Mount Weather and find out how to use what she knows.”

      “We’re putting the cart before the horse,” TW said. “If we’re gonna let Amy communicate, why not let her see what they say before we plot our next move? Maybe the aliens can help make up our minds for us on what we should do.”

      TW was right, but Jake knew no matter what, he was going in after Jess. No matter what that meant for him.

      “I agree,” Bryan said.

      Jake placed both his hands on Amy’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. “You sure you’re up to this?”

      “I’m sure. If there’s a chance it can help Jess, I’m doing it.”

      Jake leaned down and kissed Amy on her forehead. The bravery she was showing was immense. The little girl he’d found screaming on his street a few days ago was nowhere around. Amy was a different person, and Jake couldn’t have been more proud of her.

      “All right, then. Let’s see what they say.”

      Amy nodded, then she sat down on the pavement and crossed her legs beneath her. A few seconds later, Jake watched helplessly as her eyes rolled back into her head.
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      The sun had yet to rise, but Jake knew it wouldn’t be too much longer. The moon was bright behind them––the only source of light in all the world at that point. After Amy communicated with the aliens, they all found the backroad, and Jake sent her, Mark, and Tyler on their way to Mount Weather. He was running out of time and needed to get going if he was going to be able to meet the aliens’ deadline for making the trade for Jess by dawn. Jake had been adamant that he would go it alone, but Bryan had been even more insistent that he wanted to stay and help. So now they were both hiding at the back of a gas station, peering around the corner, staring at the diner in Amy’s vision.

      Moments after Amy’s eyes rolled back into her head out on the highway, she’d begun shaking, just like the other times she’d communicated with the aliens. But when she came around, she’d explained that the experience was very different. Instead of seeing a sort of void while hearing the aliens speak to her, and speaking back to them into the void, Amy said this last time they’d communicated with her by showing her a vision. She said no words had been spoken, simply that a vision had come to her of a building with a red neon sign on top that read “Diner”. Amy said specifically that it was in cursive writing, and that she could see Jess sitting alone inside.

      However, one part of Amy’s vision was very different than what Jake and Bryan were seeing. When Jake asked if Amy had seen any infected humans in her vision of Jess and the diner, she’d given a definitive no. But looking at the diner now, Jake could see a sea of aliens to the left, right, and back of the diner. All of them were just standing there, like they had by the dam earlier when Amy froze them, waiting for someone to make a move or tell them what to do.

      “Shit, now there’s even more of them,” Bryan whispered. “What the hell are we going to do?”

      Jake brought the scope of his AR-15 to his eye, and his stomach dropped when he saw Jess sitting at a booth by herself in the diner, the moon shining on a face full of worry. She looked frightened, but Jake knew it was probably much worse than that for her. On the walk down the large hill where Bryan and Jake had left the truck to get closer without drawing attention, Jake had had time to think about what he was going to do. Bryan was right: from up on the hill, it looked like there weren’t as many of them. But Jake knew it didn’t matter if there were more. There were hundreds of them; what difference would a couple dozen more make? His plan, though probably not the most sane, was either going to work or it wasn’t. A few more alien-filled humans wasn’t going to matter.

      Jake had also counted on there being a lot of aliens around. That was why before he let Mark and Tyler drive off with Amy, he’d told Amy to make contact with the aliens and show them one last time where she was—far away—but not before they were well clear of Woodstock and the aliens.

      “We have fifteen more minutes.”

      “What are you talking about?” Bryan said.

      “Amy has Mark’s watch. I synced mine with his. Right now they should be pulling up to the on-ramp to Highway 81. Two exits north of here.”

      “Okay . . .”

      “In fifteen minutes, Amy is going to make contact with the aliens.”

      Bryan shot a look at Jake. “What? The whole point of separating was so they wouldn’t know where Amy is—wait, I thought we outlined the route to Mount Weather avoiding all major roadways. Only the backroads. Why would they be at the on-ramp of the highway?”

      “Easy . . . right when Amy makes a short contact with the aliens, showing them where she is while pleading for them not to hurt Jess, Mark will be driving onto Highway 81. As soon as Amy snaps out of the communication, they are going to turn around and go right back down the on-ramp, and follow the backroads we highlighted all the way to Mount Weather. The aliens will see her getting onto the highway when she connects. If they send others after her, they’ll send them where she won’t be.”

      Bryan smiled. “That’s some high-level shit, soldier.”

      Then Jake could see Bryan’s smile turn to worry in the light of the moon. “But how are we going to get to Jess?”

      Jake removed the AR-15’s strap from around his shoulders and leaned it against the wall of the gas station. Then he undid his hip holster, unscrewed the suppressor from his Beretta, and put the gun in his pocket.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Bryan said.

      Then Jake removed the go bag from his back, axe and all, and held it out toward Bryan. “Hold onto this for me.”

      “What? Why? Where are you going?”

      Jake nodded toward the diner as he made sure the safety was off on the AR-15, then he leaned it back against the building.

      “Without weapons? What good will that do?”

      “I’ve thought about this a lot, Bryan. There is only one way I believe I can get to her.”

      “You want me to create a distraction?”

      “No. That would have worked a week ago. But now, as we saw back at the abandoned house, they would just send a few aliens to check it out first if you made some sort of explosion. They wouldn’t all just go running. Those days are over.”

      “What then? How does you leaving your weapons behind help anything?”

      “I’m going to be one of them.”

      Jake said it like it made all the sense in the world. The truth was, he had no idea if it would work. There had been no time in the last week that he had seen any human be able to interact with them. Much less walk amongst the aliens to know if they could tell the difference between an alien and a human. It was an entirely ridiculous idea, but it was the only one he had. And for a chance to save Jess, he was willing to do anything.

      “That is ridiculous.”

      “What choice do I have, Bryan?”

      Bryan raised his rifle’s scope to his eye, surveyed the diner and all the aliens surrounding it, then let out a long sigh. “None.”

      Jake nodded. “There’s a small stream of newly arriving aliens continuously walking up to the horde on the other side of this gas station.”

      “I noticed that from back up the hill myself,” Bryan said. “What are you going to do?”

      “Wait till there are only a few stragglers in the back, then try to fit in behind them. If they balk at me being there, at least I only have to fight off a couple before I make a run for it.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but that kinda makes sense. Especially since I can cover you from here.”

      “And TW will be ready with the truck.”

      TW had insisted he help get Jess back any way he could. Jake hadn’t dared turn him down. Tyler was willing to do the same, but Jake thought it would be best if TW came instead. He wasn’t as emotionally attached to Jess as Tyler was, so his mind would be clearer when it came time to make a tough decision.

      “Okay. That’s a good backup plan if they catch on to you. But what if what you’re going to try actually works? Then what?”

      “No idea, my friend,” Jake said as he shrugged his shoulders. “But it doesn’t matter. I’ll either get her out of there, or die trying.”

      “It has to be said . . .” Bryan turned toward him and held out his hand for Jake to shake it. “I don’t agree with any of this.”

      Jake smiled, took Bryan’s hand, and gave it a firm shake. “I really don’t give a shit.”
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      Before walking to the other side of the gas station from Bryan, Jake radioed TW back at the truck and told him to be ready.

      “Ready for what exactly, Jake?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Jake handed the radio to Bryan. “Don’t get yourself killed for this, you hear me?”

      “That what you always tell your Delta operators before a black ops mission?”

      “No,” Jake said.

      “Then don’t you dare say it to me. The mission will dictate what happens to me, you, Jess, and TW. The way I see it I don’t have anything else to live for but you sorry sons of bitches anyway.”

      Jake nodded. “Okay. Then be ready to shoot, Marine. I’m not sure what’s going to happen, but I’m certain that no matter what, I’ll be coming in hot.”

      “I would expect nothing less.”

      Jake took the hat he’d confiscated from the back of the pickup truck from his back pocket, put it on, and walked to the opposite corner, but still behind the gas station. In front of him was a main road, a CVS pharmacy, and a McDonald’s on the corner. It occurred to him then, even through all that was going on, that he would probably never have a quarter pounder with cheese from there again. Jake peered around the dumpster to the left of the McDonald’s, toward the diner where Jess sat, and saw the tail end of the mass of aliens. To his right, around forty yards from him, a few infected were walking toward the diner, then twenty yards behind them, a couple more. After that, the road that wrapped around the hill looked clear as far as he could see.

      Jake assumed, of course, that the human bodies walking along the road were also aliens. However, at this distance, with only moonlight providing visibility, there was no way to actually tell if they were aliens or not. And that was why the idea had come to him earlier. He’d had the same thought when he noticed them walking up when he was up on the hill. If he couldn’t tell they were aliens, how would they be able to tell he wasn’t? It was a thin hypothesis, but again, it was all he had. And for him, it was enough.

      Jake pulled the John Deer ball cap down low over his eyes. According to everything he knew, other than behavior, the black eyes were the only real giveaway. His hope was that if he kept his head low, and walked slow, that none of them would notice. He waited patiently for the last two bodies to walk by him. With one last look down the road showing no signs of more walkers, he took his first couple of steps out from behind the cover of the dumpster.

      Jake didn’t look to his left to see if any aliens had noticed him. He didn’t look up either. He simply watched his black boots go one in front of the other until he was on the right side of the road. Then he turned left and maintained his slow walk toward the crowd.

      Toward Jess.

      He didn’t have to look up to know he was getting close to the aliens. The smell grew stronger with each step. It was like someone opened the door to a truck-stop bathroom, and the closer he got, the more body odor, urine, and shit he could smell.

      Until the back of a pair of legs appeared just under the brim of his hat.

      For a moment, he froze. It wasn’t intentional; just a reflex. Millimeter by millimeter, he raised his head until he could see that so far, none of them were paying him any mind. He was standing in something like a line for a roller coaster. Aliens stood two by two for about twenty yards, then the crowd was more like a mosh pit at a concert, all spread out.

      Jake took a step to his right and took his first real chance at getting caught. Some of the aliens were still moving, but he was moving right by most of them. It’s impossible to realize how hard it is to walk slow when the heart is thumping and adrenaline is rushing. But it was all Jake could do to keep his feet from moving faster. The adrenaline had nowhere to go, so it started pouring out of his body in sweat. He didn’t dare wipe his brow, and he did his best not to make any movements he’d not seen these things make themselves in the last week.

      Low grunts and groans from the aliens surrounded him as he began closing in on the mosh pit. Now things were really going to get tricky. In order to get to the door of the restaurant, he either had to walk around them, or through them. He didn’t feel like walking around them was an option. He would look out of place to every eye in the vicinity. If he walked through them, slow as molasses through a half-tipped jar, then only a few at a time would notice him. That, if nothing else, made the decision easy.

      Jake had his right hand down by his side. Feeling the bulge of the Beretta there in his pocket gave him some comfort. Though he only had eleven bullets in the gun, and one spare ten-round magazine, he at least felt a little better knowing he had a fighting chance.

      Jake took that small amount of comfort and pushed inside the mosh pit. It was the first time he’d touched one of the aliens outside of when he was killing one. He was moving so slow, he thought there was no way he would make it to Jess by dawn. The contact he made as he slothed his way in was minimal, and so far, none of them had turned to look.

      His skin was on fire—crawling like a thousand spiders were walking across his entire body. The stench was almost unbearable. What made it worse was he couldn’t help but smell it. The adrenaline flowing through him was making him breath harder, letting all that terrible smell in. But he just kept his head down, and his eyes on the toes of his boots as he slithered through the dozens of aliens blocking his path like a python sliding toward its prey. Only he was the prey in this situation. And so was Jess.

      Body by body, inch by inch, Jake was closing in on the door to the diner. Just about ten feet now. He was so close he could feel his body yearning to run for it, to just plow right through these things and shoot his way out with Bryan’s help back by the gas station. But he couldn’t. And so far, his slow and methodical pace hadn’t tipped any of them off. His painful pragmatism was working.

      As Jake was moving his foot past a man with a large shoe, he misjudged the length and tripped over him. He was going so slow that he didn’t knock the body over that he’d plunged into, but it was enough to warrant a hiss. The large woman he’d run into squared up and lunged for him. He was forced to push-kick her in the stomach to move her back. That was when the circle of aliens that was surrounding him all turned to take notice. Jake reached inside his pants for his Beretta. The infected alien man on his right lunged at him. Jake threw his right elbow and knocked the thing in the side of the head as he brought his gun forward. The last thing he wanted to do was pull the trigger. If he did, there was little chance any of them would survive all of these aliens. He slid his index finger around the trigger as the alien moved forward, and just before he squeezed, the alien’s head shot up toward the sky and its mouth gaped open.

      Jake swung the gun to his left where two more aliens were approaching, and their heads did the exact same thing—turned toward the sky. All the rest of the aliens then followed suit. Jake glanced down at his watch. The fifteen minutes he’d told Bryan they had before Amy tried to communicate with the aliens was up. And without knowing it, she had just saved his life.

      For now.

      Jake only had a matter of seconds and he knew it. The only instruction he’d given Amy was to make her communication with them as short as she could.

      His time to make this happen was right now.
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      As the hundreds of aliens surrounding all sides of the diner looked up to the heavens to receive Amy’s communication, Jake sprinted through the last two rows of them like a running back blasting into the end zone. He raised his Beretta and shot out the large panel window on the right side of the building and jumped through the falling glass as Jess’s scream met his ears. She stood, startled, then glanced to her left, behind a wall that blocked Jake’s view of what she was looking at. When something walked around the corner, Jake skidded to a stop on the slick tile floor.

      The same alien that had dragged Jess into the woods outside the abandoned house earlier reached out and grabbed her by the throat as it looked right into Jake’s eyes. There were a lot of things that Jake didn’t understand in that moment, not the least of which was how that one particular alien was able to keep from being frozen by Amy’s communication. But it wasn’t time to ponder the new world’s problems, and the alien holding Jess by the neck had made a terrible mistake by not already killing her.

      Now it was going to die.

      The alien opened its mouth, but before it could make a single sound, Jake squeezed the trigger twice and half of its head disappeared in a bloody mist. Jake sprang forward, and just as he reached Jess he heard consecutive bangs of bullets outside the diner. When he hooked Jess’s arm, he looked toward the front entrance and could see that the aliens were no longer looking skyward––they were looking at him. The bullets were from Bryan’s AR-15, and he was taking out a line of aliens just outside the entrance in an attempt to clear a path.

      Jake raised his gun once again as he pulled Jess along behind him. He shot seven times through the glass door at anything he could hit. He slid to a stop, ejected the empty magazine, and replaced it with a fresh one, then immediately fired in front of him as several more aliens moved toward the entrance.

      “Keep your hands on my shoulders and hold on tight. Don’t let go!” Jake shouted.

      When he felt Jess’s hands on him, he rushed through the door where the glass used to be as he fired at any head he could find. Bryan was still trying to make a hole for them, but he couldn’t fire directly in Jake’s path for fear of shooting Jake. That was going to be up to Jake, and he continued firing straight ahead as the wave of aliens collapsed around him. He was almost at the last of them when he felt Jess’s hands rip from his shoulders.

      “Jake!”

      Jake kicked the alien woman that was clawing at him on his left, turned, saw a large man pulling Jess backward, and let out a breath as he raised his gun and pulled the trigger. The alien man’s forehead exploded, and two more aliens grabbed at Jess from the left. Jake shot twice more and hit the first one, but the slide locked back on his Beretta. His gun was empty.

      Jess rushed forward, narrowly escaping two aliens that had moved in from the left and the right. Jake shucked one alien man’s grip on his arm, push-kicked another on his right, and the two aliens that were about to grab Jess once again both dropped to the ground as Bryan rained a string of bullets their way. Jess reached out for Jake, and he punched the alien man on her right so hard that he thought his hand had broken. Jess made it to him, but when they turned to run, several more aliens had moved in onto the main road to block their path to the gas station.

      What made things worse was that Jake had no ammo. And judging by the silence from the gas station, Bryan was also empty.

      “Run, Jake!” he heard Bryan shout. “Run!”

      Then he heard shots being fired from a pistol. Bryan must have switched to his side arm. But that wasn’t going to be enough. The screeches and moans of angry aliens on all sides filled the otherwise quiet night. There was nowhere to run, and nothing to kill these things with. Jake saw an alien woman grab Jess just as he felt two hands around his left arm. The group of aliens in the street started to move forward. They were trapped. Jake had come close, but in the end, he’d failed to save Jess.

      “Jake! No!” Bryan cried out.

      The aliens in front of him were ready to attack.

      Then in an instant, all five of them were gone. The front end of a pickup truck slammed through all of them, knocking them right, left, up, and down. The crunch of bones and cracking of infected skulls woke Jake from his near-death trance, and he threw his left elbow back and up into the jaw of the alien that had a hold on his arm. Bryan had jumped up into the back of the pickup truck and fired twice, dropping the alien that’d had a hold on Jess. Jake grabbed Jess’s arm and slung her forward toward the truck. He push-kicked an alien man away on his left, put his head down, and bull-rushed an alien woman attacking on his right, then took three long strides and a jump. He tumbled over the side of the truck and landed hard on the fiberglass bed below.

      The truck’s engine screamed and the tires smoked beneath them. As the truck moved forward, an alien man jumped into the truck bed on top of Jake. Without stopping its momentum, the alien gnashed his teeth together and came forward. Jake was just able to get a defensive forearm under its chin, stopping it from biting his face. Before Jake could mount any offense, the alien man was lifted off of him. Jake looked back and watched as Bryan almost effortlessly tossed it over the side of the truck. When he sat up, the diner, and the horde of aliens in front of it were getting farther and farther away.

      Jake turned around and got up to his knees. Before he could thank Bryan for saving his ass, Jess threw her arms around him and squeezed him like he’d never felt before. He wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. Emotion swelled inside of him as he felt her sobbing against him. He hadn’t been sure that he would ever have her in his arms again, and now that he did, he didn’t ever want to let go. The love he felt for her began to overwhelm him. The thought of her not being in his life––no matter how long or short the rest of it might be––nearly broke him.

      Jess pulled back and just looked at Jake. He placed his hand on her jaw and wiped the tears streaming from her eyes with his thumb.

      “I thought I was never going to see you again,” Jess shouted over the truck’s loud engine and the howling wind. “I didn’t think you would come back for me.”

      Those words broke Jake’s heart. He knew exactly why she felt that way. And it was all his fault. He didn’t have any words for her, he just pulled her back in and held her. He’d said enough that day. Any words now would be meaningless. Whatever Jess felt like doing about their relationship thereafter was up to her, but right now, he was going to make sure she felt his love. Other than his brother and nephews, her love was the only thing he had left.
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      Emily looked around the room. The right wall was all glass, and she saw no movement in the hallway. She saw no movement because it was somewhere around five in the morning. The hall would be bustling soon enough, but for now it was quiet. So was the lab. The two aliens breathing, the occasional beep of their monitors, and the slight snore of Elaine with her head resting on her arm at the desk next to Emily were the only sounds.

      Emily’s eyes were heavy, but her mind racing through the thoughts of what might be when the two infected humans lying on gurneys in front of her woke up. It was too important. It had been a few hours now since Elaine and Emily had given Karen and John Two double doses of Beritrix, with a carfentanil chaser. Emily had studied carfentanil and its effects on the elephants that were tranquilized by it, and the humans who had actually been using it as a recreational drug. The study she had read consisted of a story showing the doses used by humans and how it affected them. That’s how she had decided on just how much to administer with the Beritrix to completely shut down the system without shutting it down for good by killing them.

      So far, Karen’s, and John Two’s vitals were holding up, but they were completely out of it. Which was exactly the goal. Put the mind to sleep, the human, and the alien, while the Beritrix supercharged their immune systems. Hopefully, and Emily did literally cross her fingers, it would be enough to kick the alien out of their systems entirely. If that was even a possibility, of course. She had a million questions about what would happen to the alien if it did get bounced out of its host. Did it turn to particles in the air until it found a new host? Did the supercharging of the human immune system somehow kill it like the immune system would kill a virus, or a cold?

      Emily stood from her chair and walked over to Karen like she had done at least a hundred other times over the last couple of hours. She looked peaceful. Her eyes were closed, which helped. No matter how sedated the infected were, with their ugly black eyes open, they never looked at peace. Only like death itself. Which was exactly what these black-eyed monsters had been to an estimated ninety-eight percent of the population.

      Over the course of the week, Emily had often wondered why they came to earth. Even more so, why they came the way they did. What was their goal? Was it like in the movies, and their planet was dying so they were looking for a new one? Then, like hundreds of times before, she thought about Amy. Emily had obviously never met her, but Jake had said she seemed to be a normal teenager. But what was she really? If she could talk to the aliens, and they thought of her as their only weakness, wasn’t she really one of them? And if so, how long had the alien been inside her? Emily knew this was a rather large leap in logic, but logic seemed out the window at that point.

      A knock at the door derailed Emily’s train of thought. She looked up and was surprised to see the president standing there. He gave a warm smile and waved for her to come outside. She took one last look at Karen, then moved toward the door and opened it.

      “Mr. President, do you need something?”

      Though it was early, he looked refreshed. More so than Emily had seen in days. His gray hair was neatly combed to the side, and the lines on his face didn’t seem as deep.

      “I just wanted to check in and see how things are going before everything gets busy today. Any news?”

      Emily explained to him what had happened overnight. How Karen had come back but then gone back under the alien trance.

      “This is amazing news, Emily. Why didn’t someone wake me?”

      “It was early and we didn’t want to create any false alarms.”

      “So you’ve done it? You’ve found a way to remove the aliens?”

      Emily looked back over her shoulder at the aliens on the table. The ones that looked so human at the moment.

      “I—It’s—I can’t say that yet. But it’s definitely promising.”

      “Listen, I want to be the first to know when something happens. Contact me directly. There is nothing more important here in this facility than the work you and Dr. Kendall are doing.”

      Emily nodded. “I will. And thank you for believing in me this week. It has made the ups and downs more tolerable.”

      The president smiled. “Have you heard from your soldier friend?”

      Emily felt her bright face falter. That was the other thing that had so easily kept her awake without any sleep. Jake. It had been far too long since he’d checked in. He was supposed to use the small generator he had with him on the boat to power the radio and check in before he had to leave it. But she had heard nothing.

      “No. I haven’t gotten any word from the radio room that he has checked in.”

      Emily could tell that the president was trying not to show his worry, but she could see it in his eyes. Emily knew the president thought their work in the lab was important, but she was also aware that getting Amy to Mount Weather safely was an equal priority. It was killing her that they hadn’t been able to get a helicopter out to try and find Jake. She knew how much they would need help out there. But she couldn’t help but think there was no way Jake would be able to survive with all of the aliens between him and Mount Weather.

      “Well, that is actually one of the reasons I came down to see you.” The president smiled.

      Emily’s heart raced. “He checked in?”

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that.”

      Emily’s racing heart sank.

      “What I mean is we found a pilot that has a helicopter. A man named Bill Burd radioed in a few hours ago. He’s been holed up in a hangar at the Capital City Airport just outside of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. He said there are no infected—aliens—that he can see at the airport. Says he has a helicopter fueled up and ready to go, he just hasn’t been able to find anyone on the radio until now to have a destination. When they told him about the situation with Jake, he jumped at the chance to help. Said he’d been waiting for an opportunity to fight back. The aliens killed his entire family.”

      “So he’s going to try and find Jake?”

      “He has been trying. He’s already in the air. But we have no idea where Jake is. All we know is that he should be in Virginia by now, but we don’t know what his route might be. Bill was told to scour a few of the main highways. If he doesn’t find Jake before the sun comes up, it’s going to be much harder to spot him. Right now, headlights would shine like a beacon with no other lights in working order. I was just hoping we missed something, which is why I asked if you’ve talked to him.”

      “I haven’t. God I hope this man can find him.”

      “We all do.”

      The president noticed some commotion through the window to the lab. His eyes widened, and he pointed over Emily’s shoulder. “She supposed to be awake?”

      Emily turned around, expecting to see that it was Elaine that he was pointing to, but it wasn’t. It was Karen. And her head was turned toward Emily and the president. And she was smiling.
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      Jake, Jess, Bryan, and TW had been driving the backroads for about an hour. It wouldn’t be long before the sun said hello to the morning, and Jake didn’t know if there was anything he’d ever wanted to see more. Enough had happened since the sun went down to make him pray there was never another sunset again. And Jake wasn’t much of a praying man.

      They hadn’t seen any signs of life––human, alien, or otherwise––since they pulled away from the diner. The roads wound up and down the Virginia mountains, and there was rarely a straight stretch to take a break from total concentration. Bryan had relieved TW a while ago, and Jess was fast asleep, her head in Jake’s lap. The entire ride he had done his best not to worry about Amy, Tyler, and Mark. There was nothing he could do about it at the moment, so he just had to let those thoughts die. Though he had pretty much been able to do just that, it didn’t really matter, because those thoughts were quickly replaced with worry about his brother Colt and his two sons.

      The last thing he’d heard from Colt, was that everything was okay. He said he and the boys should be at the Mount Weather facility by the time Jake and company got there. But though it hadn’t been all that long since they spoke, Jake knew just how much could happen in a day and a half. The things they’d overcome since leaving the university were enough to fill a lifetime of tragedy. So the concern for his brother held fast to his conscience. All he could do was hope he would see the three of them soon.

      Jake gently rubbed Jess’s hair. Even though they’d been through hell and back, he couldn’t help but feel lucky. He imagined if Vegas had odds on whether or not they would be able to get Jess away from the aliens, they would have been astronomically long. But they’d managed it. A true team effort. Jake wouldn’t have made it without Bryan, and Bryan wouldn’t have made it without TW. He was grateful they had come along. They could have easily waited back in Cincinnati and hoped for the best. Without them, Jake new that all of them would be dead. Including Amy—the apparent chosen one.

      The radio squawked from where it sat on the console and it made everyone in the car jump. It even woke Jess from her nap.

      “Jesus H,” TW said.

      Jake realized that the only reason the radio would sound off was if Tyler was close. A bad feeling washed over Jake as he reached for the radio and pushed the button.

      Beep.

      “Tyler? It’s Jake. Everything okay?”

      Beep.

      “Jake!” Tyler’s voice sounded like it did a few days ago in Lexington when he’d gone out to the car and gotten trapped by the infected. Sheer panic. Ginger was barking like mad in the background. “I’ve been radioing for five minutes! It’s Amy, she’s dead! I think she’s dead!”

      Beep.

      Everyone in the car shifted to look at Jake, and they all had the same look of panic on their faces. Jake pressed the button.

      Beep.

      “Tyler, I need you to calm down. Is Amy okay or not?”

      Beep.

      “Didn’t you hear me? She’s not breathing! There’s blood everywhere!”

      Beep.

      “Tyler!” Jake felt the panic creeping up on him as well. He swallowed hard and tried to focus.

      Beep.

      “Tell me what’s happening. What do you see?”

      Beep.

      “Mark knows CPR and he’s trying to revive her, but I don’t think it’s going to matter. They’re coming. Lots of them. There’s nowhere to hide!”

      Jake took a breath and let what Tyler was saying sink in. The thought that flashed in his mind was that if Amy was struggling, she must have tried to communicate with the aliens again. And the only reason she would do that would be to save herself, Tyler, and Mark from them. And that made sense if Tyler was saying they’re coming.

      Beep.

      “Jake! Are you still there? I’m telling you that we ran into a wall of them. We turned around to come back your way, but Amy was panicking and she opened the back door. I had to pull over and I ran us into a ditch!”

      Just as Tyler radioed again, Jake’s truck was coming around a bend. Up ahead, Jake could see headlights pulled off to the side of the road. Tyler’s SUV was facing the wrong way just like Tyler had said.

      Beep.

      “Hang on, Ty! We’re coming up on you now!”

      Beep.

      “It’s no use, Jake. The last thing Amy said before she went into convulsions was that they were right behind you guys, too. There isn’t a side road for miles. Mark looked. We’re trapped . . . It’s over.”

      Jake tossed the radio to the floor of the truck and immediately picked up his AR-15, rifled through his bag for a fresh magazine, and locked it in. He didn’t have time to think about just how in the hell the aliens could be right behind their truck, too. Speculation on just how far they had evolved served no purpose right then.

      “Mount up. You heard him. Sounds like we’re in for another fight. Bryan, pull around the front of their car and try as best you can to block the road. I have a feeling we’re going to need every second we can get to make something happen.”

      He sounded confident and ready for a fight. However, he was actually anything but ready for another battle. Beyond that, he knew if there were very many aliens out here in the middle of nowhere, they didn’t stand a chance. No matter how much firepower they had left, it was over for them if it was even a fourth of as many aliens as there were back at the diner.

      Bryan steered the truck around the right side of the car, drove ahead about a hundred feet, then parked it sideways in the middle of the road. Jake squeezed Jess’s hand, but he could tell by the look on her face that she had the same thoughts about their chances as he did.

      “I love you,” he said.

      Jess nodded. She knew what Jake meant by the tone in his voice. That it was the last time they would ever say it to each other. “I love you.”

      She leaned over and kissed him.

      “We’re already too late.” Bryan was standing behind the open door of the truck, looking straight out in front of him.

      Jake didn’t have to follow his stare to know that it was the aliens.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t save us,” Jake told Jess.

      She racked the slide on her twelve-gauge shotgun. “If this is really it, let’s take as many of these motherfuckers with us as we can. We owe them that much.”

      Jake pulled back the charging handle on his rifle, and when he released it, the first bullet in his thirty-round magazine locked into place. He didn’t say it, but he couldn’t have agreed with Jess more. He gave her a solemn nod and stepped out into the muggy night air. TW was in front of him, his door open, and his AR resting in the V where the door and the body of the truck met.

      Jake backpedaled quickly. If there was a chance for them to make it out of there, he needed to know what kind of shape Amy was really in. But the nagging voice in the back of his head told him that it just wasn’t going to matter.
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      Emily rushed inside the lab the moment she saw Karen’s smile. As soon as she opened the glass door, she noticed John Two was forcefully trying to break free from his restraints. Elaine had made it to her feet and she and Karen both were trying to calm him down.

      “You have to stop fighting against it, man,” Karen tried to tell John Two. “They are here to help us.”

      But he kept fighting. Much like Karen when she’d first woken up, he had no idea where he was and what the hell was going on. Emily noticed the president walk into the room with her, and the two guards followed as well.

      “Should we sedate him?” Emily said.

      “No, let’s just give him a minute,” Elaine said.

      “Let me out of here!” John Two shouted. “Who are you people? What the hell is going on? You can’t do this!”

      Emily walked over beside his bed. The entire gurney was shaking beneath him. “Sir, we are only trying to help you. Sir!”

      Emily looked up and saw that Karen’s eyes were as blue as the sky. She was sure she’d probably seen eyes that pretty before, but in that moment, with the black nowhere to be found, she knew they were the most gorgeous set she would ever see again. “Karen, are you all right? How do you feel?”

      “I’m okay. I think I’m okay.”

      “I can’t undo the restraints just yet, okay? Not till we are sure.”

      Karen nodded frantically. “No, I get it. Just tend to him. It’s scary as hell waking up strapped to this gurney in this cold room.”

      John Two continued to shout.

      “Sir,” Emily tried again. “Sir! My name is Emily Fraser. You are at the Emergency Operations Center in Mount Weather, Virginia. There has been a pandemic and we are trying to keep you from being sick.”

      “Get me off of this table, right now! Now!” He continued to fight the restraints.

      Emily looked back over her shoulder at the president. Then back to John Two. “Sir! Do you know our president? President Miller of the United States of America?”

      “Get me out of here! Don’t talk to me about the president! There’s nothing wrong with me! Cut me loose!”

      Emily backed away and walked over to President Miller. “Mr. President, would you mind just stepping over here? I think if he sees you and recognizes you, he will calm down.”

      The stocky guard stepped forward. “Mr. President, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “It’s fine. The man is restrained. I want to help the doctors get answers.” Then he looked at Emily. “I’ll do it.”

      Emily nodded and walked back over to John Two. “Sir, I want you to talk to the president. He’ll confirm what I’m telling you.”

      John Two started to shout again, but he cut his tirade short as the president stepped into his line of sight. John Two’s eyes widened and his mouth stayed open without sound.

      “Son, what Dr. Fraser is telling you is true. You’re safe here.”

      “President Miller? What the—I—”

      “I know it’s hard, but just try to relax. What’s your name, son?”

      John Two’s body relaxed, and he stopped fighting the restraints. “Joe . . . Joe Christmas.”

      “Nice to meet you, Joe. I wish it was under better circumstances, but you are okay here.”

      Emily smiled to herself; her idea had worked. She wanted to give Joe more time to chat with the president, but she had to talk to Karen. She had to see how she was doing. Elaine was already over at the monitors.

      “How are her vitals?” Emily asked Elaine as she walked around Joe’s gurney and placed her arm on Karen’s.

      “Looks good. Good BP, solid heart rate.”

      “How are you feeling, Karen? You’re doing great.”

      “I’m okay, I guess. My stomach is a little queasy, and I have one hell of a headache, but I’m okay.”

      Joe turned his head toward Karen. “Yeah, same here. Upset stomach and a banger of a headache.”

      “All right, we’ll get you something for the pain.” Emily took her pen flashlight from her lab coat lapel and shined it in Karen’s eyes. “No sign of black. Her eyes look normal.”

      “That’s good, right?” Karen asked.

      “So far so good.”

      Emily couldn’t believe it. There were no signs of the alien whatsoever. Once the relief passed over her, her next thought was of Jake. Moreover, her thought was of the last time Karen had managed to briefly overcome the alien’s influence thanks to the Beritrix.

      “Karen,” Emily took her hand and squeezed it. “Remember what you told me last time I saw you?”

      Karen was already pale, but her face went even more white. Hesitant, she nodded. “About your friend being trapped at the house?”

      Emily’s stomach turned. “Yes. Is he . . .”

      “They made it out of there. He even managed to get the girl back . . . but . . .”

      Emily felt her knees get weak. She wouldn’t be able to handle it if Karen said Jake was dead. She could feel her palms fill with sweat, and the saliva rise in her jowls. She was going to be sick.

      “But they are stuck out on a back road. The aliens are closing in on both sides.”

      Emily felt a panic rising up her spine. The president walked over and looked down at Karen. “Did you see a helicopter?”

      “No. Not—not before I came to. I’m sorry.”

      Emily began to cry. She looked up at the president. “Bill was too late. He didn’t find them.”

      The president stepped over and took Emily in his arms. All of the emotions she’d felt over the last week came out all at once and she began crying hysterically. She might have just found a way to wipe the aliens from their human hosts, but all she could do then was shed tears. Of course for Jake, but also for Amy.

      Without Amy, all that they had been working on might not even matter.
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      Tyler had been right. There was blood everywhere on Amy. Not only was it running out of her nose and mouth, but it was even trickling out of her ears. When Jake made it back to Tyler, Mark, and Amy, Tyler was shining a flashlight on Mark as he was still performing CPR. He was covered in blood as well. Ginger was growling at the dark woods in front of her.

      “Keep trying to revive her, Mark! We’ll keep these bastards off of you as long as we can!”

      Jake moved back toward the truck where TW and Bryan had already begun firing at the oncoming aliens. As far as Jake could tell, they didn’t have any vehicles. It was as if they had been waiting in the woods for Jake and everyone to come along.

      The gunfire was forcing the aliens to scatter from the road. It seemed they had learned their lesson: that bullets made them dead. If Amy had been right when she told Tyler they were closing in from both sides, Jake had to do something about protecting their back. Though he knew anything he did would be futile, he wasn’t built to quit. It wasn’t his personality, and it wasn’t the way he was trained. He wasn’t going to give up until one of those things had chewed out his heart.

      As the screeches and screams of the aliens died off and they filed left and right off into the surrounding woods, the gunfire seemed even louder. Jake ran up behind Bryan.

      “Bryan, I need the truck. I have to at least try to keep them from running free up our asses.”

      “Copy!”

      Bryan moved to his left away from the truck and continued to fire on the aliens escaping into the trees. Jake jumped inside and put it in reverse. He hung his head out the window and got Jess’s attention.

      “You up for one last ride?”

      Jess smirked, then ran around the back and hopped in when TW moved away from the truck. Jake hit the gas and turned back toward Tyler. He drove the truck straight toward them.

      “Get him a gun if there’s one close,” Jake told Jess.

      As she reached back for the backseat, Jake hit the brakes and pulled up right beside Tyler. He shouted across the front of the truck through the passenger window.

      “Ty!”

      Tyler raised his head and looked at him.

      “How is she?”

      No words; Tyler just shook his head. The last bit of hope for an escape seeped out with the sweat that was running from Jake’s pores. Jess leaned back up, handed a rifle out the window to Tyler, and looked forward.

      Jake said. “I’ll hold them off as long as I can.”

      Tyler didn’t respond. His blank stare said it all.

      “I love you, Ty. You’re the best friend I ever had.”

      Jake released the brake and put the gas pedal to the floor. The tires screamed against the pavement, and the truck moved forward.

      “You have to know it meant nothing, Jess. You are the only woman I have ever loved.” Jake’s throat caught and he choked back his rising emotion.

      Jess was quiet for a moment.

      Jake drove a little farther, then slammed on the brakes when his headlights found their first alien. Jess and Jake watched in amazement. Not only were they driving cars, but they were driving without headlights. It never occurred to Jake that their black eyes could possibly help them see in the dark. But it made sense in some odd way.

      When the caravan of vehicles the aliens were driving saw Jake’s headlights, they all slowed to a stop.

      “How did we get here?” Jess broke the silence.

      Jake didn’t know if she meant we as in Jake and Jess and their relationship, or we as in the two of them staring at a bunch of trucks driven by aliens, awaiting certain death. Either way, Jake didn’t have an answer. Jess knew he wouldn’t.

      Jake looked over and she was looking right at him, seemingly staring straight into his soul. A warm breeze moved through the open windows, and in between the blasts of gunfire, Jake thought he could actually hear the crickets singing again. As crazy as it seemed, for the briefest of moments, he felt like he was back in Kentucky, driving out to the woods to be alone with Jess like he’d done a hundred times when they were young.

      “Got a plan, Hotshot?”

      He didn’t. And it burned all the way down to his core that he couldn’t find a way, any way, to buy them some more time.

      “I’m afraid I’m fresh out of those.”

      Jess looked down and nodded. Then looked back up. “I love you too, Jake. You’re the only man I’ll ever love.”

      Jake’s next move would have been to reach across the cab of that truck, pull her close, and kiss her beautiful lips one last time. But he never got to make that move, because something familiar came to his ears. It wasn’t close, but for anyone who has spent any amount of time in combat, it didn’t have to be.

      It was a helicopter.

      Jake threw the door open and jumped out of the truck. He scoured the sky for a sign that his mind wasn’t playing tricks on him.

      “What are you doing?” Jess said.

      Off in the distance, dotted amongst the stars, Jake saw a light. He wasn’t going crazy––there actually was a helicopter heading his way. His mind went a thousand directions in the matter of a second. But the last ten years of his life spent going through pure hell to keep his country safe paid off. All the noise in his head disappeared, and his training kicked in.

      “You hear that?”

      Jess cocked her head to listen. Then Jake nearly burst with joy when he watched her face light up in the glow of the trucks dash.

      “No way. . .” she said.

      “Yes way. Jess, run! No matter what you hear, or what you see, just get everyone inside that helicopter, and make sure you save Amy!”
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      When Jake told her to run, Jess didn’t hesitate. She threw open the door and jumped out of the truck, and as Jake was pulling his go bag from the back seat, he saw her sprinting in Amy’s direction. He knew the only thing that mattered now was time. They needed enough time for the helicopter to actually find them, and enough for everyone to climb in safely.

      There wasn’t a lot Jake could do about how long it would take his group to get in the helicopter, but there was definitely something he could do about the helicopter finding them. Jake reached down to the bottom of his bag for the one little trick he’d been saving for a situation just like this. He felt the raised metal of the hand grenade and pulled it out of his bag. He strapped the bag on his back, made sure his axe was still attached, then started walking toward the aliens and their idle cars.

      As soon as he felt he was close enough, he stopped and pulled the pin on the grenade. It wasn’t a moment too soon either, because as soon as he did, he heard the aliens hit the gas in their vehicles. They were coming his way.

      Jake took one step forward with his left foot as he cocked his right arm back. Like a center-fielder throwing from the outfield to make a play at home plate, he twisted his hips and whipped his arm forward, launching the grenade through the air. He didn’t stick around to watch what happened when it hit. He knew the explosion of twisted metal and fire would let him know all he needed to know. Instead, he turned and began a dead sprint back toward his friends.

      Jake knew the grenade wouldn’t come close to killing all of the aliens, but he knew the chain reaction of explosive gas tanks would at least slow them down. Would it be long enough to get everyone out of there? That he didn’t know. But he knew it would give him enough time to set up a perimeter with Jess and Bryan and give them the best chance possible if there was a chance at all. Until the rest of the aliens made it around the grenade, he had to get back and fight off the ones that had made it into the woods. If he wasn’t already too late. He hopped in the truck, spun it around, and drove back toward his friends.

      The explosion was great, and it wasn’t singular. Just as Jake had thought, the grenade exploded, then a chorus of other cars booming from the chain explosions of their gas tanks. Jake’s focus was forward. But in the rearview mirror, the ball of fire reached toward the sky. The light from the blasts behind him lit the entire road. If there was any question left whether the person flying the helicopter had seen it, it was dispelled when Jake saw the light in the distance dip a few inches. He knew the helicopter had just gone nose down to speed toward them.

      As he continued to drive, closing in on his friends, he brought up his rifle and began searching out the window to his left for any aliens that might be running at them from the trees. Up ahead, Bryan and TW continued to fire. Jake could see Jess bent over Amy, while Mark and Tyler fired their weapons into the darkness beside them. Ginger was still holding her ground around them. He couldn’t let his concern for Amy’s life and the consequences of her death enter his mind. He had to stay focused on getting everyone out of there alive.

      The helicopter had moved right in front of them now. It was getting ready to land in the open road. It was too dark to tell exactly what kind of chopper it was, but it definitely wasn’t military. Best case scenario, the helicopter would have been throwing down a rope ladder to help avoid being overrun by the aliens, but Jake was happy to have a scenario at all at that point. The mission now was simply to protect his friends, and the helicopter, long enough to get everyone on board.

      Jake stopped the truck and shouted out the window. “Mark! Grab Amy! It’s time to go!”

      The helicopter landed, and Jake stopped and got out of the truck, raising his gun to help keep the aliens back. The white light on the chopper’s nose and the red one on its tail illuminated the trees that surrounded the woods. Jake saw movement on his right, raised his AR, and squeezed until the two aliens running at him hit the ground. Bryan and TW ran to the left side of the helicopter and kept firing into the woods on that side. Jake put his back to the helicopter and for the second time he took in the scene behind him. Fire was still raging, but now several vehicles had begun driving around the blaze, headed directly for them.

      Jake looked right. Jess was on her way with Tyler, and Mark was behind them scooping Amy up into his arms. Jake looked off to what was now his left side and again fired at a couple of aliens running toward him.

      “Bryan!” Jake shouted over the noise of the helicopter’s rotors. “I need you to watch this side! I have to help Mark!”

      Bryan moved over immediately. Jake jogged toward Mark as Jess and Tyler ran by him. He was now staring at several cars coming right at him. They were still a good ways off, but it wouldn’t be long before they were on them. All he could see in his mind were the cars continuing without stopping, all the way to the helicopter. If that happened, no one was getting out of there alive.

      Jake turned and shouted at the top of his lungs. “They’re not going to stop! Everyone on the helicopter, now!”

      He turned back toward the oncoming vehicles, then did the only thing he could think to do to slow them down. He ran over to the pickup truck, jumped in, and put it in drive, ready to head straight for them.

      Just before he hit the gas, he heard Jess shout. “Jake! No!”

      He couldn’t hesitate. The small window of opportunity they had to get out of there was closing—fast. He mashed the pedal to the floor and spun the tires as the truck shot forward. The plan for when he got close to them formed as the aliens in their vehicles were bearing down on him. They were only about a hundred yards from him now.

      Jake quickly swapped in a fresh magazine that he’d put in his pocket. He pulled and released the charging handle—ready to shoot.

      Seventy-five yards.

      Jake tightened the strap on his go bag and prepared for a jarring exit.

      Fifty yards.

      Jake pushed open the truck door and jumped out away from it. As soon as he hit the ground, he rolled once, twice, then dragged his foot on the pavement to slow himself down. Every bone in his body felt the pain from the impact, but he twisted around onto his stomach, brought the rifle to his eye, found the back left side of the his pickup truck, and fired until he punctured the gas tank. The back end of the truck lifted toward the sky in a ball of fire just as the front end slammed against the first vehicle in the alien caravan.

      Jake was already on his feet, sprinting back toward the helicopter. He heard a couple more explosions behind him as he noticed up ahead that there was still one figure silhouetted in the light of the chopper. He assumed it was Bryan, and he was still firing off to the left and the right.

      “Go! Get on the chopper!” Jake yelled. But amongst the whooshing of the rotors and the gunfire, there was no way he heard him. Jake still had a substantial amount of ground to cover before he made it there.

      Jake glanced to his left and didn’t see much. On his right, he saw movement, and he fired at the shapes coming near him. When he looked over his shoulder, there was a car that had just driven around his blazing pickup truck. The aliens on his right were closer now. He slowed enough to get them in his sights, and he fired a string of bullets until they dropped. He was about a hundred yards from the helicopter and he could see that another figure had come back out to help the other. The sparks from their guns were blasting into the night.

      If he could have told them to get in and take off, he would have. He would be able to find a way out of there himself. If he needed to he could get lost in the woods until they could come back for him. But there was no way to communicate—

      Jake’s thought was interrupted by his left hand feeling the handheld radio in his pocket. He didn’t slow down as he punched the button. “Go! You have to get out of here now, or we all will die! I’ll lose the aliens in the woods. Come back for me when it’s safe!”

      That was all he could manage. He didn’t even have time to hear a response. He jammed the radio back in his pocket, stopped running, turned around, and squared his sights on the windshield of the oncoming car. If it hit him, it hit him, but he couldn’t let it get to the helicopter. He fired on the driver’s side until the charging handle locked back and the magazine was empty. But the car was still coming.

      Jake pulled his Beretta from his pocket, and just as he was about to start shooting—ready to take the car head on—it slowly began to veer off to his right, enough so that Jake could tell it wasn’t going to hit the helicopter. One of his bullets had found whomever, or whatever, was driving that car.

      The sound of the helicopter changed. He looked back over his shoulder and saw it starting to lift off the ground. Once again he ran in its direction. They were still firing from inside the helicopter, so he knew they weren’t going to leave without him.

      Something slammed against him, and before he knew it, he was sliding across the pavement on his side. An alien human was clawing at his face, and it was all he could do to push it off of him. His Beretta skittered across the pavement. He put his right foot into the alien’s hip and pushed away, then another one jumped on top of him. Jake could hear gunfire from the helicopter, but he knew he was going to have to take the aliens next to him out on his own. It would be too dangerous for Bryan and TW to fire that close to him in the dark.

      Jake drove his right elbow into the jaw of the alien woman on top of him, then pulled it by its long hair off of him. Another alien man jumped at him, but Jake was able to roll to the right and pop up to his feet. He slid his hand back, grabbed the handle on his axe, and shouted at the top of his lungs.

      “Come on motherfuckers! Come and get me!”

      The adrenaline was shooting through his veins. The shout wasn’t even a conscious effort. Jake was running on rage and fear. He made the first move forward and hacked at the woman alien first. As soon as he removed the blade from her skull, he swung backward on the man alien coming at his side. The back tip of the axe’s blade tore into its right eye. He freed his axe once more, just in time to swing on the first alien that had knocked him off his feet, and the blade went clean through its neck.

      Jake didn’t stop moving. He made it to his Beretta just in time to pick it up, turn around, and fire five times, dropping two more aliens that were charging him. Instead of shooting at the three that were still coming behind the ones he just took down, he turned and sprinted for the helicopter. The landing skids were about ten feet off the ground.

      With the axe in his left hand and the gun in his right, Jake raced to make it before more aliens could reach him. The cabin lights were on up in the chopper. Inside he could see Bryan firing off to Jake’s right, and Jess frantically waving Jake in. Jake fired on two other aliens that were about to cross his path, but he only managed a kill-shot on one of them before his magazine was empty.

      Jake tossed his Beretta and took the axe in his right hand. Just before he jumped to grab the helicopter’s landing skids, the surviving alien’s head exploded from one of Bryan’s bullets. Jake hurled himself into the air and managed to wrap his left hand around the metal bottom of the helicopter. He held on for dear life as it began to lift, but he felt something wrap around his leg and weight his grip almost to the point of dropping. He looked down to see one of the alien men had grabbed his leg and was holding on with both hands. Jake swung his axe and sliced right through the alien’s left arm. It couldn’t hold on without both of its hands, so it was forced to let go. Jake was free from its grip.

      As he hooked his axe back onto his bag, grabbed the landing skid with both hands, and floated up into the breaking dawn, he watched as every single one of his friends was jumping up and down in the cabin, cheering at the top of their lungs. They were all hugging, and clapping for joy as they looked down at Jake.

      That was when he saw Amy behind them. Sitting up on her own. Her eyes open. Ginger was nestled up beside her, giving her some much needed comfort.

      They had made it.
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      The sun was peeking out over the mountain as the helicopter floated toward the Mount Weather Complex. Jake had hardly had a moment to catch his breath. The minute they pulled him up into the cabin, he and Jess shared the longest embrace of their lives. There were several times when he felt like she might have been ready to let go, but he wasn’t. And he didn’t.

      When he did finally give Jess a second to breathe, and after he checked on everyone in the cabin personally, Jake slid up into the cockpit and said hello to the man who saved their lives. He was an older gentlemen with a bald head and a white goatee, but as fit as someone half his age. His smile was wide. Jake could tell he was as happy to see new people as Jake was to see him. Well . . . almost.

      Bill explained how he too had taken Beritrix all his life. But it wasn’t till the moment Jake told him it was acting as a vaccine that he found out it was the thing that had saved him. As they came up on the facility, Bill also explained what they were about to see. He of course hadn’t been there, but the man on the radio had instructed Bill that when he did make it to Mount Weather, he was going to have to land on the roof. Bill said when he asked why he would need to do something so dangerous, the man had told him there was nowhere else to land. That the entire land area surrounding the underground facility was covered with aliens.

      Jake was skeptical that it could be that bad. Until their helicopter came down over the mountain and he saw a literal sea of aliens covering every inch of ground around the buildings. It was the most astounding thing he’d ever seen, and he’d seen a lot in his short time on earth. The last week alone was off the charts. But the sheer number of them below nearly took his breath away.

      The roof they were to land on was marked with a red X. Jake could already see that there were people there waiting for them. Bill had also mentioned that the crew at Mount Weather had cleared it of aliens and had installed metal on the backside of every window of the building in the last twenty-four hours. All so Bill would be able to land and they would be able to get through the building to the underground facility safely.

      As the helicopter lowered onto the roof, Jake realized there was a mountain of questions that needed answering once they got inside: how Emily’s research on a cure was going, and how much military power they had left around the world. And all the questions that would come once they finally sat down with Amy and picked her brain about what she knew about the aliens. Jake had to shift his focus from keeping his group alive to figuring out how to take the country back from this invasion, and he knew Amy was the place to start.

      But all of those things, no matter how important they were, paled in comparison to how much Jake wanted to see his brother. And how much he wanted to wrap his nephews in a big bearhug. He hadn’t seen the three of them in a long time as it was, but all the loss in the last week had monstrously compounded it.

      As soon as Bill shut down the engine, Jake and company began to pile out of the helicopter. They were ushered inside through the roof access door, down a flight of stairs, then down an elevator. Jess took Jake’s hand as the elevator passed underground and they were on their way to safety.

      The armed guard in front of Jake turned around and gave him a salute.

      “At ease,” Jake said.

      “Sir, I just want to say that it is an honor to have you here with us. I hope to fight alongside you and win this war.”

      Jake smiled. “Soldier, I just want some bourbon and a pizza.”

      The guard’s face lit up. “We can definitely take care of that.”

      The elevator door slid open, and a host of people were waiting in an all-white lobby to greet them.

      Jess squeezed Jake’s hand. “I know she’s going to be in here, waiting to see you.”

      “Jess, she doesn’t—”

      “Stop.”

      Jake nodded.

      “It’s not okay what you did, Jake. But I’m past it. I love you and I know you love me. That’s my focus. Don’t give me a reason to think otherwise.”

      Jake nodded again. He was just hoping that Emily wouldn’t come running for a hug. Things were going to be awkward enough. He didn’t want it to start out on that note.

      All of them exited the elevator. The man front and center to greet them was none other than the President of the United States. Jake tousled the hair on Tyler’s head as they approached. It was good to see Tyler smile again.

      “Jake Maddox, I’m President Miller. It’s damn good to see you.”

      Jake shook his hand. “It’s an honor, sir.”

      The president smiled. “I assure you, the honor is all mine. We have plenty to talk about, but no offense, you need a shower.”

      Jake laughed. He couldn’t fathom what he must look like to these people. All of the people that traveled with him from Cincinnati had been to hell and back over the last day and a half. And Jake was sure, what with all the blood spilled around him, that he certainly looked it.

      The president stepped aside, and that was when Jake saw Emily. He would never tell Jess the feeling that tugged at him when he saw her, because it was powerful. But it wasn’t something romantic––by that point he knew he would never feel anything like romance for a woman other than Jess for as long as he lived. But it was something akin to love. Maybe it was because of all that they talked about in Syria. Maybe it was all they both had fought through in order to get back to Mount Weather. Whatever it was, it was palpable. But mercifully, Emily was smart enough to know that she needed to keep whatever feelings she did have in check. Because Jess deserved that, and Emily knew it.

      “I’m so glad all of you made it. Jake, it’s good to see you. Jess, I’m assuming?” Emily reached out her hand.

      “That’s right.” Jess took Emily’s hand and shook it. “It’s nice to meet you, Emily. Thank you for helping to get all of us here.”

      Jake was already madly in love with Jess. But the courage she showed to not only stand there and face Emily so soon after what Jake had told her about them, but to also thank her, was something beyond his comprehension. He would live the rest of his life trying to make right the wrongs he’d done to her. No matter what she decided to put him through. Because if any woman in the world was worth it, it was Jess.

      “You both will be happy to know that just a couple of hours ago, we were able to bring our two infected patients around. There is still no sign of alien life inside them. No blackened eyes . . . nothing.”

      Jake wasn’t paying attention.

      “Jake,” Jess said. “Honey, did you hear what Emily said? They may have found a cure.”

      The word cure got his attention, but still not his focus. He was busy scouring the room for his brother and his nephews. It was just like Colt to hang back and make Jake wait. Jake looked at Emily. “Where’s my brother and the boys?”

      The big and hopeful smile that Emily was wearing faltered immediately, and it fell about as far as a frown could fall. Jake’s heart dropped, and he instantly felt sick.

      “Just spit it out, Emily. I’ve been through enough. I just want the truth.”

      Emily pulled Jake and Jess away from the crowd, into a room where they could have some privacy.

      Emily said, “When you left, Colt told you he was getting on a helicopter bound for Kansas City, right?”

      “Right. Then straight on to here with maybe one other stop. He wasn’t sure of the exact route. Did he not get on the helicopter?”

      “No, he did get on the helicopter. But . . .”

      Emily hung her head.

      “For God’s sake Emily, what is it? Are they all right?”

      Emily looked up, tears filled her eyes, and her bottom lip was quivering. “We don’t know. You were the last person to speak with him. But Cheyenne did hear from the pilot.”

      “So they landed? Where?”

      Emily shook her head. “It was a mayday call, Jake. The chopper went down. They aren’t sure where, and they aren’t sure who survived.”

      Jake didn’t know why the thought that Colt and the boys might not make it had never crossed his mind, but it hadn’t. Now that they weren’t there at Mount Weather with him, Jake couldn’t help but feel that all he’d been through over the last week had been for nothing.

      Everyone at the Mount Weather facility had a war to prepare for. And all the higher-ups were going to be looking to Jake to put together the plan. But the only thing Jake felt like doing in that moment was taking the elevator back up to the helicopter and going to find his family himself.

      “They’re going to be okay, Jake,” Jess said. “I promise.”

      Jake knew the odds of surviving a helicopter crash weren’t great, even in the fully functioning world they lived in just one week ago. But the odds of surviving it now, even if the crash didn’t kill them, with all those things that were running wild down on the ground? That surely would finish them off. Jake had no way of knowing if the aliens had gotten to his brother and his nephews, but Jake did know one thing . . . that he had become damn good at killing them himself. And whether his family made it back to Virginia or not, it wouldn’t change what he was going to do next.

      Jake was going to take back his country from the things that had come there and caused so much heartache. Whether it was alongside his brother, or in his brother’s memory, the outcome was going to be the same.

      All of them were going to die.
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      Chapter 1

      Air Force Academy

      
        
        Colorado Springs, Colorado

      

      

       

      
        
        Three days ago

      

      

      
        
        Cassandra Craft was a fourth-class cadet at the Air Force Academy. She was fresh-faced, and wide eyed as her first week of school was coming to a close. On that day, that very specific day, she was in a hurry, and inside a building she hadn’t visited often and was turned around. Her next class was starting soon, and just as she turned the corner, she bulldozed an officer who was carrying a stack of folders. Papers. No, orders, flew through the air and Cassandra to her butt.

      

      

      “Damnit, cadet,” the officer hovered above her and scowled. “Watch where you’re going.”

      “Sorry, sir,” She said from the floor.

      When the papers came to a sliding rest, she quickly moved her hand along the floor to gather as many pieces as she could. The officer bent down as well, scooping up as many as he could. She did her best to refile them in exactly the same order they were set, at least from what she could see. 

      While shuffling the papers together, she noticed a marking across the center—a ‘Classified’ watermark. She shooed her eye, away but curiosity got the better of her. Especially when the officer who dumped the papers to begin with was preoccupied with the call he received on his cell phone.

      Peering closer, the note was an executive order from the president himself. She glanced up briefly. The officer continued talking on his cell and wasn’t aware she’d seen anything. The president? She thought. It wasn’t everyday she’d seen an executive order. Not ever in her case. What could it hurt? she wondered. She read furiously but stopped only after the first line as one word stuck out in bold.

      Beritrix.

      Most would’ve glazed over this word without a second thought. Maybe thought it was code for something, or had another meaning, but she in fact, knew precisely what it meant. And as she continued to read, something else stuck out. The president of the United States’ official order was to find Cassandra Craft and her supply of Beritrix.

      She fell hard against the ground holding the order and once her butt hit the floor the wind escaped her lungs.

      “Give me that.” It appeared the officer had finished with his phone call and swiped the paper from her grasp. “Pick yourself up off the ground and get to class.”

      But she didn’t move, not then. She was frozen in place. Her eyes blinked but felt out of place. When she let go of that breath, she had a sinking feeling, deep in her gut.

      Her life was in danger.

      Once she found her footing, Craft didn’t proceed to class. Instead, she ran back to her barracks. When she’d arrived, she threw open the door and burst inside without a greeting and moved to the dresser in the corner and began to pack her belongings into her pack. After stuffing her clothes inside, she reached for the mini fridge and ripped every vile of Beritrix out, then jammed them into her pack.

      “Uh, what the hell are you doing, Craft?” Barbara Keith, her bunk mate asked.

      But she didn’t answer. She was too busy scanning the room for the next thing to fill her bag. There had to be more there. She couldn’t forget anything.

      “Was it Jackson? I knew that bastard was going to try something on you, he’s a perv.”

      “No. Nothing like that,” Craft said.

      “Then what?” Keith reached for arm to spin her around.

      “I don’t know,” Craft was scatterbrained and unhinged in that moment.

      “What do you mean, you don’t know? You’re going crazy. Stuffing all your clothes in a bag. Like you’re quitting the academy. Walking out on me after a week.”

      She dropped her head. Then said. “The president. He . . .”

      “The president? What do you mean, the president? He what?”

      “I saw some papers I wasn’t supposed to. I literally ran into this officer and the files he was holding went flying in the air.” She was using hand gestures to make the story more realistic. “My name was on an order. A classified order.”

      “What did the order say?”

      “Get Cassandra Craft and her Beritrix.”

      “Beritrix? You mean that stuff you have to take?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why would the president want the Air Force to ‘get’ you?” she used finger quotes. “And your medicine?”

      “I don’t know, Keith, but I’m not sticking around to find out.”

      “Whoa, whoa, what a minute. Calm down and take a breath. I think you’re overreacting a bit, don’t you?”

      Before Craft could answer there was a knock on the door. “Cadet Craft. The Colonel needs to speak with you. Could you come out and follow us please?”

      I’m not here, she mouthed to Keith. Then Craft, spun and stared to the window. She walked over to it, spun the latch, and lifted. She looked down from the second story. This is gonna hurt. She talked herself up before popping out the screen. The men at the door knocked again.

      “Craft. Don’t make the Colonel wait. He said, your presence was urgent.”

      “I’m sorry,” Craft whispered. “I can’t let them take me.”

      She walked to the window and chucked her bag to the ground below. Then she pushed her torso through the opening held on as she spun around, so her legs dangled below the opening and she stared back into the room.

      Keith walked over to the door and opened it slightly. “She’s not in here. I’m trying to do my—” But the men wouldn’t allow Keith to finish her sentence. Instead they burst inside just as Craft let go and fell to the sidewalk below.

      She landed hard, but nothing her fit eighteen-year-old body couldn’t recover from. Instantly, she jumped from the hard concrete, and scooped up her bag as she ran away from the dorms.

      Every single cadet who strolled on the sidewalks at that hour stared as she sprinted. Her lungs burned and lungs ached as she held onto her pack that was slung around her back. She didn’t see the men giving chase behind her and there was nothing in the way of cover—not where she was running—not until she’d made into the thick tree line of the Rocky Mountains. But they were far in the distance and that was wishful thinking in that moment.

      The men were barreling down on her position and would soon catch her. When they did, they wrapped her into a tackle. Sitting atop her back, one of the men pushed her face into the grass and threw his knee into her spine, as they locked her wrists into handcuffs.

      “Why’d you run, Craft? You could be court-martialed for this.” One of the men stood, ripping her from the ground with her arms stuck behind her.

      She faced the two men as they stood, both of their jaws were clenched, upset she had the audacity to run. But she offered no quarter.

      The airman led her away and everyone who’d seen her run, looked on with a concerned eye. Perhaps wondering what she could have possibly done.

      The men lead her through a building, one Craft didn’t know well. But in fact, the very same one she ran into the officer. An office waited at the end of the hall. The door was open, and the colonel waited behind his desk and refused to look up, even though he had to hear the commotion as they led her down the hall.

      As the airmen lead, both men gripped her arms tight, one on each side. It’s not like she could rip free and make another run for it, but at that point, deep down, she couldn’t help but wonder what the president wanted with her and her medicine.

      The door to Colonel Patterson’s office was wide open. The men led her inside, dropped her bag onto the office floor, then took a step back and waited for dismissal.

      “Thank you, Johns, Matson.” Colonel Patterson nodded. “You’re dismissed.”

      Colonel Patterson looked up from his desk and removed his reading glasses from his eyes and stared up at Craft from behind his desk. She stood with her chin high but was reluctant to look him in the eye.

      “Why did you run?” he said.

      She didn’t answer, not at first.

      He rose from his desk, walked around the side, then sat on the edge only a foot from where Craft stood. “I’ll ask again, why did you run?”

      But she remained silent.

      “You know, I can court martial for this?” He tried to strike fear in her.

      Go ahead, she thought. But then maybe figured it’d be best to ask a question of her own. “What does the president want with me? With my Beritrix?”

      “Ah. So, you did read it?” Colonel Patterson stood from the edge, walked around his desk, then grabbed a folder. He opened the flap and returned to his position in front of where she stood. “I figured as much. When I finally received this from Petty Officer Warren, the stack of papers was out of order. Warren was disheveled and loaded me up with some nonsense about running into a cadet. I assume you were that cadet?” He nodded to her. Finally, she answered with a nod of her own. “He told me you read through some of the orders. Ha.” He chuckled to himself. “Imagine that. You, of all people, read an executive order to come and find you. I can’t imagine that cruel irony. Especially when that order came directly from POTUS.”

      Colonel Patterson held the paper in front of her, almost taunting her to look. Against her better judgment she did.

      “Read it.” Colonel Patterson nodded to the paper.

      Shocked, she reached for the paper and read, slower this time.

      Eyes Only: Colonel Kirk Patterson United States Air Force

      An executive order has been brought down by the President of the United States. Find Cassandra Craft and her supply of Beritrix. 

      “Yeah, I read that already. That’s why I ran.”

      “You ran because you were scared,” Colonel Patterson said.

      Craft wished to speak. But he was right, that’s exactly why she ran.

      “What you didn’t read, was this.” He lifted another piece of paper, resting it on top of the other. “The second part of the order.”

      Scientist have discovered Beritrix is what will stop this apocalypse from taking over the entire human race.

      Her face went white at one word. “Apocalypse, sir?” she asked.

      “Now you want answers.” Colonel Patterson laughed. “I’m afraid that’s above your clearance level, cadet. Tell me, where is your supply of Beritrix?”

      Instinctively, Craft looked down. “Back in my dorm.”

      “Liar. You wouldn’t have left it there, not since you knew the president was looking for you and the medicine.”

      Quick. Think of something. But before she could speak, he walked around the desk again, and stepped toward her bag.

      No. She wished to say, but she couldn’t, he wouldn’t believe any lie she’d spout at that point, not until he looked on her person.

      He had two steps remaining, but just as he bent over to reach for it, an alarm rang out from overhead. A loud reverberating alarm. A tone Craft had never heard before. Colonel Patterson stopped in his tracks and stared toward the door, as if he knew someone would be entering at any moment.

      “Sir, it’s unit 26, sir. “I’ve just received word, sir, they’ve gone . . . they’ve started attacking other airman, sir,” cadet Duncan said.

      “Where?” Colonel Patterson said.

      “The airfield, sir. Men, sir. They’re . . .  they’re.”

      “Spit it out, man!”

      “They’re killing one another.”

      That was the distraction Craft needed. “Stay with her.” Patterson nodded to the scrawny man.

      Duncan entered the room and stood by the door. Craft stared at him and wouldn’t drop her gaze. It didn’t take but a moment for him to become uncomfortable. “What? Why are you staring at me?” He yelled.

      Craft didn’t make a sound. Even if she did, it wouldn’t likely be heard over the piercing scream of the alarm. Duncan avoided eye contact with her, which is precisely what she wanted. She knew as soon as he turned around, maybe felt too uncomfortable, she could make her move. He did. He reached for the door and closed it. In that moment, she rushed him. He didn’t even see her coming. She dipped her shoulder and sent him flying face first into the thick oak door. His head smacked the wood and he crumpled like a tin can.

      Feverishly, Craft searched the room for any sign of a key ring. Her head went up, down, all around. There was nothing, not until she stepped behind the Colonel’s desk and pulled open his top desk drawer.

      Jackpot, she thought seeing a ring of keys. She lifted them and immediately began to feel for the opening of the handcuffs. Finding the hole was much harder than she thought it would be. It took her over a minute, but after she freed herself, she ran to lift her bag.

      After opening the door, she peered into the hallway to see a multitude of men and women scattering in the halls like ants in the hot sun. Inside the panicked scattering, there was pained screams that echoed over the piercing alarm.

      She swallowed hard, knowing the one word that stuck out on the page aside from her name and Beritrix: apocalypse. Could Armageddon be on the doorstep of the Air Force academy? She didn’t want to believe it. But then she thought about Duncan’s first words to the colonel after the alarm.What did Duncan mean, men attacking men? Like a fight?

      She had no idea but was about to find out.   
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        B.T. Wright and Jonathan Dudycha are the authors of the Uncivil War series. They found common ground in 2016 because they discovered they are adults still playing make-believe, and they had a similar background playing college baseball. Because they have penned novels in similar genres, it made sense to collaborate on a project just for the sheer fun of it. B.T. lives in Lexington, Kentucky with his wife and son. Jonathan hangs his hat in Ponte Vedra, Florida with his wife, son, and daughter. Though they are “blue steel” in the photo, in reality, serious is a rare occurrence.

      

      

      

      
        
        Join the online family:

        www.wrightanddudycha.com

        author@wrightanddudycha.com
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        Both B.T. and Jonathan write thrillers under different names.

      

        

      
        If you enjoy espionage and crime thrillers B.T. writes under the name Bradley Wright. Here are his other novels:

      

      

      
        
        Bradley Wright

      

        

      
        Xander King Series:

      

      

      Whiskey & Roses

      Vanquish

      King’s Ransom

      King’s Reign

      Scourge

      Vendetta (prequel novella)

      

      
        
        Lawson Raines Series:

        When the Man Comes Around

        Shooting Star

      

      

      If you enjoy espionage and sea adventure thrillers Jonathan writes under the name J.D. Dudycha. Here are his other novels:

      
        
        J.D. Dudycha

      

        

      
        Gage Finley Adventures

        Scavengers

        Dark Descent

        Buried Secrets

        Deep Blue

        Hurricane

      

        

      
        Niki Finley Thrillers

        First Shot

        Second Best

        Third Degree

        Baseball Stories

        Paint the Black

        Sitting Dead Red

        Chasing the Dream

        Inside the Dugout: A collection of Baseball Stories
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        For information on upcoming releases, contests, freebies, and deals on future novels, head over to-

        www.wrightanddudycha.com

        -and join the reader team. We don’t write often, and we will never spam you or share your information. Thanks for being a part of the team. Talk to you soon!
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