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  Chapter 1
 Detection


  The red laser filled the room. Mercy froze.


  It’s a DARPA hunter killer robot. It’s scanning me—


  Mercy blinked.


  Move—


  She dropped to the floor, rolling right. She brought up her HK45 pistol and shot twice. Her rounds bounced off the machine’s armor. Mercy’s eyes narrowed.


  NSA markings on its side. It’s a beefed up version of the bots we saw in Annapolis. It’s read my biometrics. They know I’m here. Shit—


  The machine stepped into the room and advanced on Mercy. A panel on the robot opened, revealing a nozzle.


  Christ. Flamethrower—


  Mercy rolled left and fired her pistol at the sensory array on top of the hulking machine. She grabbed a combat jacket from the floor and hurled it at the robot. The jacket landed on the array’s revolving drum, partially covering it. Mercy grabbed an M16 from the floor, ran to the open window and threw herself out onto the fire escape. A few drops of liquid fell from the flamethrower’s nozzle. An explosion of flame filled the room with incandescent rage.


  Fuck—


  Mercy scrabbled back under the tongue of flame as it burst through the window, searing the night air. The flame vanished and she threw herself down the fire escape steps to the level below.


  Get away. The NSA will be here in minutes—


  Mercy rolled over and pulled herself up using the railings. The machine appeared at the window and tried to climb out. Mercy scrambled down the fire escape toward the night-shrouded street. She glanced back.


  You’re too big, you bastard. You’ll not get through that—


  The machine rammed itself against the window frame and the surrounding wall. The brickwork bulged then disintegrated.


  Jesus—


  Mercy looked onto the dark street below. She clambered to the end of the fire escape, reached down, and released the sliding ladder to the ground. The fire escape grated and shook as the DARPA robot stepped out onto the metal platform above. Mercy climbed down the ladder and jumped the last few feet to the sidewalk. She glanced around.


  Clear—


  A distant siren pierced the night air.


  The bastard’s called for reinforcements. I need to get out of Dodge—


  Mercy cradled the M16 and ran across the road, she ducked down an alleyway and glanced back. The DARPA robot was stuck on the fire escape. It fired a burst of flame after her, lighting up the surrounding buildings with an eerie glow.


  Fucker’s too big to get down. You need wings you bastard—


  Mercy’s eyes darted to the sky overhead.


  Shit, don’t forget they’ve got drones—


  The sirens drew near. Flashing blue and yellow lights lit up the next street. Mercy shot down the alley and turned left at the end. An IAV Stryker and an M113 Armored Personnel Carrier raced by fifty yards to her right, heading towards the building she had just escaped from.


  The net’s tightening—


  Mercy entered another alley and slowed down, to avoid tripping in the dark. She picked her way through the next few blocks, stopping finally at an overgrown residential complex. She leaned against the wall breathless, her eyes taking in the building.


  I could hole up in there. Wait until the heat’s off—


  She glanced back. The sirens had stopped. The street was dark behind her, she shivered. A light drizzle filled the night.


  They’re in stealth mode—


  Mercy stared at the building ahead.


  Hide or run? Stay or go? Make your mind up, dammit—


  A high pitched buzz broke through Mercy’s thoughts. Her eyes flicked to a building in the next street. A small red light flashed twice above its roof.


  Shit, their drones are out. They’re doing a sweep, widening the search area. Keep moving—


  Mercy turned and ran along the side of the fire-damaged building, through a car park and into the next street.


  Stay dark, keep going, get to Stadium-Armory Metro Station; that was the plan. Barnes and Rose will figure it out. They’ll be there, they have to be—


  Mercy pulled out the Washington DC map from her pocket. She ducked into a covered doorway and crouched down, turning away from the street. She pulled her jacket and hood over her head and switched her torch on, using its red filter.


  Rose said we were just south of Lincoln Park… just off 11th Street—


  Mercy found the area on the map and traced the surrounding streets with her finger.


  Shit, it’s not good enough. I’ve no idea where I am—


  She slapped the wall in frustration. She felt a metal plate, her eyes narrowed. She peered at the words engraved on the sign: RUSH ELEMENTARY SCHOOL.


  Hell yeah, I saw that somewhere on the map—


  Mercy returned to the map, scrutinizing the streets and avenues. A few seconds later she breathed a sigh of relief.


  Gotcha. D Street Southeast. So… Stadium-Armory Metro Station is just a klick and a half away. I’ll keep to D Street, head east and make it to 19th Street then head north. I’m back in the game—


  Thirty minutes later Mercy reached the junction of D Street Southeast and 19th Street Southeast. Moonlight bathed the city in a stark monochrome. A huge concrete building blocked her view on the far side of the road. A large part of the building was fire-damaged. Some levels showed blast damage. A lone army truck sat in the middle of the junction, its tyres were flat and its loose canvas covering flapped in the breeze. Mercy checked her map and watched the road.


  It’s the old jail. It looks deserted enough but there’s something not quite—


  Mercy frowned, unease creeping through her bones. She retreated, back along D Street Southeast. She headed north up 18th Street Southeast and reached the intersection with Massachusetts Avenue. She stopped. Her skin crawled as she glanced back. Weeds and long grass rustled in the breeze, a distant crow called out, an old plastic bag rustled in an overgrown bush.


  Something’s back there—


  She waited, watching, her M16 in the low-ready position.


  It’s not showing itself, whatever it is. Maybe it’s my imagination. Keep moving—


  Mercy backed across the intersection, her eyes glued on the road behind. Without warning a large shape burst out of an apartment block garden and charged at her.


  What the fuck—?


  Mercy raised her M16 and fired a short burst. The wild boar squealed as three 5.56 mm rounds tore through its chest and two more rounds caught it in the rump. It collapsed to the tarmac in a quivering heap. Mercy held her ground, her eyes scanning the area for more of the beasts. Nothing came. The dying animal made a choking sound, shuddered, then was still. Mercy took a step forwards and stared at the boar. She pulled a face.


  What the hell are you? Some kind of souped-up pig?


  She leaned a little closer, examining the dead animal’s squat, powerful body.


  It’s a pig alright, a damn hog, except—


  Mercy squinted, tilting her head. She jerked back, a look of disgust on her face.


  It’s got two snouts. A second mouth on the side of its head. Christ, it’s some kind of freak, a mutation—


  Mercy stepped away from the dead animal, her eyes returning to the surrounding buildings.


  Get away from here, it’s some reject NSA lab experiment. Move, someone could’ve heard my shots—


  Mercy turned and ran north, up 18th Street, her eyes scanning the houses on either side of the road. The next two blocks passed in a moonlit blur. Mercy arrived breathless at the junction of 18th Street Southeast and A Street Southeast. She leant against a utility pole and listened to the night. An owl hooted somewhere nearby, otherwise the city was quiet. A drop of sweat ran down her nose and onto her top lip. She shivered in the chill night air and scanned the area. She waited for the rumble of an engine, the buzz of a drone or the metallic footsteps of a DARPA robot.


  Nothing—


  An urge to laugh… to scream, filled her. Rage surged through her veins.


  Keep it in, keep the lid on. Don’t let the madness out. Not yet—


  Mercy glanced up at the moon then stared at the silver world around her.


  Flynn? I wonder if you can see the moon where you are. I hope you can. I will find you. I promise—


  Mercy turned around and recognised the arched building at the end of the street.


  DC Armory. I’ve found you—




  Chapter 2
 Blood and Iron


  Mercy crept to within thirty yards of the Stadium-Armory Metro street entrance. She concealed herself in tangled undergrowth on a raised bank overlooking the station. She checked her watch; 3:47 am.


  Come on guys. I’m here. Where are you? You need to be here. Come on, come on—


  She lay shivering on the ground for the next two hours. A dreamless sleep finally claimed her just before dawn.


  Wind chimes? Wind chimes in the breeze. Where’s it coming from?


  Mercy reached out to the bright light, her body felt heavy.


  Why can’t I move?


  She tried to speak but her tongue would not respond. She was trapped in silence. The wind chimes grew louder. Her fingers touched the light and she woke up. Her eyelids fluttered, letting in shards of early morning light.


  Stiffness. Disorientation. Confusion. Memory.


  Mercy blinked, the real world came into sharp focus.


  Hell, that was one rough night—


  She wiped the corner of her mouth and rubbed her eyes. Her stomach ached with hunger, making her gasp.


  Christ. I need something to eat—


  Mercy took a drink from her water bottle.


  That was one strange dream—


  Movement interrupted her thoughts. A blur in the shadow under the station’s canopy. Mercy froze then reached for her M16. She looked through the scope and adjusted the focus.


  Come on baby. Show yourself. Show your… self—


  Ten seconds later a familiar profile filled the scope.


  Rose. You made it—


  Relief swept over Mercy, she lowered her head to the gun stock and took a deep breath. She looked up a moment later and saw more of Rose, standing just inside the shadow. She watched for a few more minutes and, satisfied Rose was in the clear, she called out. “Rose. It’s Mercy. You good? Everything OK?”


  Rose turned in Mercy’s direction. “Mercy? Where are—?”


  Mercy stood up and raised a hand. Rose stepped out from the canopy and ran towards Mercy. Mercy scrambled down the overgrown bank and met her friend half way. They embraced in the middle of the road.


  “Mercy, I thought I’d lost you—” Rose blurted out. “We made it back to 11th Street. The place was crawling with NSA. The building was on fire.” Rose held Mercy at arm’s length, “Are you OK? Are you hurt? What the fuck happened?”


  “I’m good,” Mercy replied. “It was a close call though.”


  They walked back to the station shelter.


  Barnes was waiting at the top of the steps. He held his hand out to Mercy and smiled. “Glad you made it Dawes. You sure as hell had us worried. You stirred up a hornet’s nest back there. You clean? You’ve not been followed?” His eyes strayed over her shoulder to the street behind.


  “I’m pretty sure I’m in the clear,” Mercy answered.


  A groan came from the shadows at the bottom of the metro steps. Mercy reached for her rifle and stepped back. “What’s down there?”


  Barnes glanced over his shoulder, “Mission accomplished. We got us our two decoy tropes. Scrawny bastards but they’ll do the job—”


  Mercy descended a few steps to get a better view. Two semi-clothed tropes stood tied to the steel gates at the bottom of the steps. One was wearing a motorcycle helmet, the other was missing its lower jaw. Mercy let out a low whistle. “Good job.”


  Barnes spat on the ground, “So, what happened with you?”


  Mercy filled them in on her encounter with the DARPA hunter killer robot, her escape from the apartment block and the attack by the mutated boar. She finished and slumped to the ground, exhausted. “Have you got any food?”


  “Sure, sorry… I should’ve asked you before,” Rose said. She pulled an MRE from her pack and handed it to Mercy.


  Mercy read the label, “Chicken with noodles and vegetables. Nice. Not had chicken in a long time.” She tore the MRE open and scooped out a handful of food, cramming it into her mouth.


  Rose smiled, “Do you want the good news… or the good news?”


  Mercy looked up, raising an eyebrow. She stopped chewing and shrugged.


  Rose reached into her cargo pocket and pulled out a chocolate bar. “Me and Barnes scored some candy. I kept this for you—”


  Mercy swallowed and rubbed her hands on her jacket. She reached out, her hand shaking, and took the bar. “Rose, I’ve not had chocolate since… the ship. I thought I’d never see chocolate again. I can die happy. You’ve made my day girl.” Mercy sniffed the chocolate bar and traced her fingers across its faded label. “This, this right here… is magic.”


  “Yeah, that’s what the world used to be all about. You’re holding a piece of history right there, enjoy it,” Barnes said.


  Mercy put the chocolate into her jacket pocket and returned to her chicken and noodles. She ate in silence. Barnes kept a watchful eye on the street. Rose sat beside Mercy and lit a cigarette. Mercy finished her food and took a drink from her water bottle. Rose handed her the cigarette. Mercy took a drag. She closed her eyes and rested her head against the concrete wall.


  Rose sighed, “So… what do you wanna do? You could probably use some rest—”


  Mercy exhaled smoke and shook her head. “No Rose, they’re getting closer each time. This might be our last chance, this happens now, today—”


  Barnes glanced down from the top step, “I agree with you on that one Dawes. We’re on NSA turf here. It’s only a matter of time before they find us. Our luck won’t hold out much longer, not with all the resources they’ve got.”


  Mercy closed her eyes, “Yeah Barnes, on that cheerful note you and I both agree. So, we’ll go in now. We all know the plan; use those two tropes to trigger the laser alarm in the metro. We’ll sneak in and hide, the NSA patrol will find the two tropes and think there’s been a breach further up the tunnel. They’ll investigate, leaving us free to infiltrate their facility. We could hitch a ride on one of those body bag carts… or not. We’ll just have to wing it, see what happens—”


  Rose frowned, “Not so sure about the cart idea. I’d prefer to advance on foot but yeah, we’ll see—”


  Mercy nodded and turned to Barnes, “You happy Barnes? Got any other ideas?”


  Barnes grunted and reached into his pack, “Me and Rose came across an ambulance and found a couple of space blankets.” He threw a small packet down to Mercy.


  “The NSA will do a sweep in the tunnel. They might have thermal imaging goggles. If you pull that around you it’ll hide your heat signature. Just a precaution—” Barnes tapped his BoPET-lined ghillie suit, “Me, I’m OK, I’ve got this.”


  Mercy nodded, “Good call Barnes, thanks.”


  Mercy and Rose sat in silence for a few minutes, lost in thought. The captive tropes shuffled and moaned in the stairwell below. Outside, birds chattered in the early morning sun. Mercy shut her eyes and tried to empty her mind.


  A lot can happen in twenty-four hours. I wonder where we’ll be in twenty-four hours—


  She stiffened.


  There is no past, there is no future. There is only this moment, this now, this breath, this heartbeat. Do it. Live as long as you can… and when it’s your time, it’s time—


  “OK, ladies, saddle up. I reckon we need to get the show on the road,” Barnes picked up his pack and stepped out into the light.


  Mercy helped Rose with the captured tropes and together they emerged from the shelter into the sunshine. Mercy looked at Barnes, striding ahead, and at Rose beside her. Doubts grew in her mind. She slowed down, almost stopping.


  Rose noticed and halted, “What’s up Mercy? Something wrong?”


  If it’s stupid, but it works, it isn’t stupid—


  Mercy blinked, her resolve returning. “No, I’m good. We’re good. It’s just… such a beautiful day—”


  Rose smiled, “Yeah, I know what you mean. I was just thinking that myself—”


  Such a beautiful day—




  Chapter 3
 Infiltration


  They used the fire department access hatch as before and fifty minutes later they were underground, approaching Eastern Market Metro Station. Mercy raised a hand and crouched beside the wall. She turned to the others.


  “Lights out from now on. We’re a few minutes away from the laser wall. It gives off just enough light to see by. There’s a slight curve in the tunnel coming up soon.” Mercy paused and rubbed her face. “Does everyone know what they’re doing? Are there any last minute questions?”


  Barnes grunted, “We breach the laser wall, activate the alarm, leave these stiffs for the NSA to find… then we find us a place to hide.” He shrugged, “It’s all good, what could possibly go wrong?”


  “That’s about it. Just don’t forget; keep away from the third rail. You’ll be no use to us if you’re electrocuted,” Rose said, gripping Mercy’s shoulder. “Otherwise it’ll be fine, see you the other side of this shit.” Rose held up a fist.


  Mercy returned the fist bump and turned to Barnes. “Let’s do it, keep those tropes on a short leash,” Mercy said, jerking her head at the two bound tropes.


  They switched off their torches and moved on in the dark, feeling their way. The tunnel curved and soon the red laser lattice became visible thirty yards away. Mercy advanced, her eyes glued to the laser barrier ahead. A distant booming reverberated from the side tunnel a few yards beyond the laser wall.


  That’s the NSA’s sonic tower in Lincoln Park. Fine, situation normal, as it should be. Just ignore us, nothing to see here you bastards—


  Mercy approached the red lattice and examined the laser apparatus surrounding the tunnel.


  Yeah, this was the only call we could’ve made. There’s no way we could’ve hacked these electronics. We have to walk through it, set it off on purpose—


  Mercy turned to the others, “Ready?”


  Barnes nodded. Rose gave a thumbs up. Mercy waved Barnes forwards. He stood up and shoved the two captive tropes through the laser wall. Its red light fragmented, flickering across their shuffling bodies. Yellow flashing lights lit up the metro tunnel ahead and a shrill alarm sounded in the distance. Barnes followed his charges through the laser wall, leading them on with the rope. Mercy checked her watch and followed with Rose.


  Two to four minutes until the NSA comes to investigate—


  They made it to the side tunnel and started searching. Barnes stopped just inside the entrance and pointed to an air duct recess running along the ceiling. “I’ll hide up there and cut the stiffs free when I’m out of reach. They’ve got my scent so they’ll stay below me. You’re OK with your biotech… they won’t follow you—”


  Mercy looked back at the main metro tunnel, her heart racing. She checked the space blanket under her jacket. “Do it—”


  Rose had gone further up the side passage and was just visible beyond the reach of the main tunnel’s flashing yellow light.


  Rose has found somewhere to hide. It’s everyone for themselves—


  Barnes began climbing a stanchion under the air duct apparatus. Mercy watched as he concealed himself in the recess behind the air ducts.


  He’s in. Find somewhere—


  Mercy frowned.


  Alarm’s gone silent—


  She glanced at the metro tunnel ten yards away. Green laser lights were dancing on the tunnel wall.


  Shit, they’re here—


  Mercy moved further up the side passage, her eyes darting ahead to where Rose had ducked down. Her right foot stepped into dead air and she stumbled forwards. She threw out a hand and caught hold of the side wall, managing to steady herself.


  Jesus. What the hell—?


  She stooped down and looked into a hole between the tracks.


  What the hell is this? Some sort of maintenance pit for the carts?


  Voices reached her from behind.


  In, get in—


  Mercy held onto the sides of the pit and lowered herself. Her feet scrabbled on loose earth, she dropped down and crawled to the far end of the pit. A large oily tarpaulin lay over a stack of wooden planks. She crawled under the tarp, squeezing herself in between two massive beams.


  Goddammit. It’s like a coffin—


  Mercy curled up, just managing to conceal herself. Her cheek and forehead pressed against the damp ground. She swore and closed her eyes.


  Damn, if they decide to put a few rounds in here I’m fucked. I can’t even fire back. No wonder Rose gave this a miss. Just breathe—


  Mercy’s heart pounded. Voices reached her from above.


  “Contact—”


  Shouts. A burst of suppressed gunfire in the passage above. A heavy thump near Mercy’s feet. Scraping, groaning in the pit, nearby.


  Shit—


  Footsteps. Torchlight. Voices, closer now.


  “That one’s wearing a helmet, it’s still squirming. Give it another couple of rounds—”


  Two shots from the rim of the pit.


  “Nice. They really do have shit for brains, don’t they?”


  A spitting sound from above.


  More footsteps. A new voice, “Where the fuck did those two tropes come from?”


  “There must be a breach east of here, sir.”


  “Hell, that’s all we need. You two, check down there, make sure there’s no more of the fuckers. I’ll radio this back to base. The rest of the squad will do a sweep down the main tunnel. Catch up with us when you’ve covered this section. Lincoln Park are sending down a crew so you should meet them half way, so no blue on blue fire got it? Use your comms.”


  “Roger that sir, on our way—”


  Footsteps. Torchlight.


  Mercy held her breath and closed her eyes. Her hand tightened around her HK45. She fought the urge to shoot through the tarpaulin.


  They’ll see me. They’ll see me. They’ll see me—


  Voices. Distant booming. A rumble in the passageway.


  “Carts coming. Stand aside.”


  The torchlight pulled back and danced across the ceiling as the NSA men stepped away from the rail tracks. Seconds later the ground shook as six heavily laden mining carts trundled overhead. Mercy swore to herself.


  Fuck. Carts full of body bags. Body bags full of dead alphas. NSA above me. You couldn’t dream this shit up—


  The carts moved into the main metro tunnel and turned west, their sound receding into the distance. Silence returned to the passage. A trickle of sweat ran down Mercy’s neck, she let out her breath.


  Wait for them to make the first move—


  Footsteps. Torchlight.


  “Come on Lopez, the sooner we get this job done the sooner we get some chow. I can’t stand that guy, someone’s gonna frag his ass one day. Just sayin’…”


  “I hear that. The fucker had Sherman up on a charge last week for too much facial hair. What is it with that shit—?”


  “His trouble is he thinks he’s back in the old world—”


  The voices receded up the passage and disappeared. Mercy’s right leg stiffened, she swore and gritted her teeth.


  Cramp. Hold on a minute longer just in case—


  “It’s alright Mercy, you can come out now. They’ve gone,” Rose’s voice came from above.


  Mercy straightened her leg and stretched.


  Thank Christ—


  Mercy pushed back the tarpaulin and clambered out from between the planks of wood. She looked up at Rose.


  “Jesus, you’re covered in dirt,” Rose grinned. She extended a hand, “It was worth it though. I think we pulled it off—”


  If it’s stupid, but it works, it isn’t stupid—




  Chapter 4
 Deeper


  They moved cautiously down the metro tunnel and came to an empty guard post in a recess.


  “This is where those soldiers are stationed,” Barnes said, searching the area.


  Mercy tapped her map, “We’ve got three metro stations to go before we reach the Smithsonian. Come on, let’s go. Keep your eyes open for any hiding places. We need to stay sharp, they’ll send more men sooner or later—”


  They continued down the metro tunnel. The flashing emergency lights had been replaced by dim LED strip lights, loosely attached to the walls. The tunnel was straight and they made good progress, reaching Capitol South Metro Station twenty minutes later. The platform was littered with broken crates and trash. Water dripped from the high vaulted concrete ceiling and part of the tracks were submerged. They pressed on through the ghostly space and followed the strip lighting into the far tunnel. The next twenty minutes passed in a blur as they moved on to the next station. Mercy wiped sweat from her forehead, her eyes following the lights ahead.


  It’s like a treadmill. No real point of reference, no horizon. Focus, the next station is Federal Center Southwest. There could be more soldiers there, take it easy—


  A draft from behind, followed by a low rumble.


  More carts coming, pull in—


  Mercy pointed out a maintenance recess on the left and they piled in. Two minutes later six mining carts trundled by, filled with body bags.


  What was I thinking? There’s no way to catch a ride on those things. We’d easily be spotted—


  They watched as the carts receded into the distance. Mercy stuck her head out of the recess and looked up and down the tunnel.


  Clear—


  “Come on guys, next stop Federal Center Station—” Mercy stepped out and moved on, quickening her pace with each step.


  “Hey Mercy, slow it down girl, we’ll get there soon enough. Now’s not the time to make mistakes—” Rose said, catching up.


  Mercy gritted her teeth and reduced her speed, “Yeah, you’re right. I just want to get there and get it on.”


  Get it over. One way or another. End it—


  They staked out Federal Center Station, watching the platform from the relative safety of the tunnel.


  It looks deserted, same crap as before—


  Mercy stood up. Rose touched her on the shoulder and raised a hand. Barnes loomed in the rear. Mercy raised her eyebrows at Rose. Rose picked up some gravel from the ground and threw it at the station platform, five yards away. The small stones skittered across the platform creating tiny echoes across the station. Mercy crouched down, her eyes darting across the area ahead.


  Nothing. Nice touch Rose—


  They passed through Federal Center Station and continued along the damp tunnel to the much larger L’Enfant Plaza Metro Station. Here, the platforms were littered with desiccated corpses. Bullet holes pockmarked the station’s concrete walls. The smell of old death lingered in the air. Some of the bodies were half-eaten. Something scuttled past Mercy’s feet, she looked down bringing her HK45 to bear. She raised her eyes in surprise.


  Rats? Rats? But how come?


  Rose sidled up, “Rats, we’re in a no-trope zone, so the rats have survived here.”


  Wherever the living are, there’s rats. We’re getting closer, next station is the Smithsonian—


  They picked their way over the tracks and were out of L’Enfant Plaza Station a few minutes later. Mercy pushed ahead then stopped twenty yards into the new section of tunnel.


  What’s that—?


  A breeze and metallic rumble filled the confined space.


  Shit. It’s coming from ahead—


  Two bright lights materialized around a corner in the distance. A hand grabbed Mercy’s shoulder pulling her back.


  “Back this way,” Rose hissed in Mercy’s ear.


  They backtracked to the tunnel entrance and out into L’Enfant Plaza Station. Barnes jumped onto the platform and reached down to help Rose up. The rumbling grew louder. Mercy climbed onto the platform and ran after Barnes and Rose.


  Shit, there’s nowhere to hide—


  Rose dropped to the platform. The rumbling reached a crescendo. Mercy and Barnes fell to the ground. Light shone from the tunnel behind. Mercy landed face down on the polished concrete floor beside a dry corpse. The rumbling continued for a few seconds then diminished as the rail car disappeared into the far tunnel.


  They didn’t see us—


  Movement caught Mercy’s eye, she focused on the corpse’s fingers. A cockroach emerged from the dead woman’s sleeve and advanced towards Mercy. A heavy boot appeared, crushing the insect.


  Barnes reached down to Mercy, “You do a pretty good stiff. Even had me fooled for a minute—”


  Mercy grimaced and ignored his hand, “Thanks Barnes. It’ll take more than that to get a rise out of me. Let’s get back to it—”


  Too close to the bone Barnes—


  Barnes winked at Rose who was dusting herself off. “We’re all good here. They missed us. We blended in with the skinnies, there’s just so many of them. We were lucky—”


  Barnes stood up, “Yeah, reckon we were. There were about twenty soldiers in that carriage. They’re obviously gonna do a thorough search of the area. Looks like we’ve got the jump on them though.”


  Mercy stood up and checked her M16. “Come on then, no more delay. Let’s get this job done—”


  Mercy turned and jumped back onto the tracks. The tunnel beckoned.


  Our next stop: the Smithsonian—




  Chapter 5
 Smithsonian


  Thirty minutes later they arrived at the tunnel entrance to the Smithsonian Metro Station. Mercy raised a hand. They crouched down and waited, listening. A row of stationary carts extended along the platform and into the far tunnel. Muffled voices and the sound of machinery came from the station. Mercy glanced back at Rose and Barnes. She pointed to her eyes and signalled ahead.


  This is on me. It’s funny how Barnes is the Navy SEAL and yet he’s taking my directions. Guess I’ve earned my stripes—


  Mercy’s eyes narrowed.


  Yeah, it’s all on me. Don’t think about it—


  She crept forwards, keeping line of sight with Rose and Barnes. The mining carts provided effective cover. She reached a gap between the last two carts and peered through to the well-lit platform. She spotted a security camera at the end of the platform and changed her position. Keeping low, she crept another fifteen yards along the track and peered between the carts.


  A conveyor belt was running from the carts to an open steel hatch in the station wall. Black body bags were moving slowly along the conveyor. The smell of rotting flesh filled the air. Six technicians in yellow Hazmat suits were opening the body bags, checking on the motionless alphas within. Mercy wrinkled her nose.


  That stench—


  Her eyes strayed to the platform floor. The polished concrete was stained with bodily fluids.


  How long have they been doing this… processing?


  Mercy looked at the five armed guards standing in blue Hazmat suits behind the technicians.


  Automatic weapons, gas masks, gauntlets. They’re taking no chances—


  Her gaze returned to the technicians.


  Hang on, there’s something different about those yellow suits. The hands and sleeves… looks like butcher’s chainmail. Shit, maybe they’ve had incidents with these alphas… maybe they’re just stunned or sedated. But why on earth would they take such a risk in the first place?


  Her eyes went to a separate set of double doors behind the armed guards.


  That’s the way in. It’s either that way in or inside one of those body bags, but they’re checking each and every one of them. Shit… and the platform is covered by CCTV, goddammit. We’re sure as hell not getting in here, not without giving ourselves away. Think, think—


  Mercy glanced back at Rose and Barnes and shook her head. Rose waved at her and pointed to the distant tunnel. Mercy turned around and looked down the tracks. She nodded at Rose and crept forwards behind the row of carts. She reached the open tunnel entrance and stared into darkness beyond.


  OK, no strip lighting in there. So… they don’t use the tunnel beyond this point or what? Well, at least we could hide in there until they’ve finished processing those body bags—


  Mercy looked at the platform on her right. A second camera was facing up the platform, covering the technicians and armed guards.


  That makes two cameras up there. They’re focused on the processing operation and the platform. No cameras down here, not that I can see anyway—


  Mercy turned around and stared at Rose and Barnes in the distance. She bit her lip and frowned.


  Yeah, OK. Come on you guys—


  Mercy raised her arm and beckoned at Rose and Barnes to join her. Five minutes later they were together in the mouth of the dark tunnel. The processing was still under way behind them on the platform. Mercy nodded at Rose and began to edge forwards into the new tunnel. There was just enough light from the platform for her to see the first twenty feet of the rail track. Beyond that lay darkness. Mercy moved forwards, one hand touching the wall on her left, her other hand held out in front, searching dead air. The noise of the platform machinery receded as she went deeper into the tunnel.


  I need light but there’s no way, not with the NSA so close—


  Mercy stopped and reached back, searching for Rose. Mercy felt Rose’s breath on her hand.


  “What are you thinking?” Rose whispered.


  A shadow leaned in from the left. Mercy detected Barnes’s stale sweat. She reached out and pulled him closer.


  “You’ve seen what I’ve seen. I reckon we hide in here, maybe go a bit further and wait it out. Once they’ve finished processing this batch they’ll go back into their facility. We might be able to get in through that hatch somehow. We need to get a closer look to figure something out—” uncertainty laced Mercy’s voice.


  “Yeah, agreed, but there’s those two cameras watching the platform—” Barnes replied. “I could knock them out with my rifle. Easy. But they’re bound to come and investigate—”


  Mercy closed her eyes and tried to ignore the tension building in her shoulders. “Yeah, I know. So let’s not do anything now, let’s wait a bit—”


  “I’m all for a rest. I could use a drink,” Rose squeezed Mercy’s arm and sank to the ground, she pressed her back up against the tunnel wall.


  “Don’t forget the third rail,” Mercy whispered, as she joined Rose.


  Barnes remained standing, his weapon ready. A new noise filled the confined space. Mercy looked back. The first cart had been emptied and was advancing into the tunnel. The second cart took its place. Two men in Hazmat suits climbed out of the first cart and into the second cart and started lifting body bags onto the conveyor belt. Mercy’s blood ran cold.


  Christ, I didn’t even see them. Shit, we were damn lucky we weren’t discovered—


  It took just over an hour for the six carts to be emptied of their loads. The row of carts edged deeper and deeper into the tunnel. Finally, the noise from the machinery stopped. The main platform lights dimmed, leaving a faint yellow glow from the station’s strip lighting.


  “Looks like they’ve gone,” Rose whispered to Mercy.


  “Yeah, let’s give it a few minutes though. I’ll creep down there and check it out. You guys stay here. I’ll be back. I won’t do anything without letting you know—” Mercy replied.


  Yeah, like I know what I’m doing—


  Mercy crept back to the station and stared out at the platform. A red LED light flashed on the nearest CCTV camera. A similar LED flashed on the camera at the far end of the platform.


  Dammit. The cameras are still live—


  She stared at the platform doors and the now closed conveyor belt hatch.


  Steel double doors and yeah, the hatch is secure. Shit there’s no way in, not even ventilation grilles. It’s sealed tight. Christ… what are we going to do? We’ll have to wait until the next batch of body bags arrive and shoot our way in when the doors open. That’ll be suicide—


  Mercy glanced back into the tunnel. She swore.


  What the hell, guys—?


  Torchlight flickered in the tunnel.




  Chapter 6
 Hidden


  Mercy made her way back to Barnes. Rose was twenty yards away, moving down the tunnel, her torch on.


  “What the hell does she think she’s doing?” Mercy hissed.


  Barnes grunted, “She’s convinced she felt a breeze. She went to explore, said she’d be back before you—”


  “Christ, OK let’s go get her,” Mercy replied.


  Rose, I hope you’re right—


  Rose was standing in front of a pile of rubble, searching the ground with her torch. She turned around at Mercy’s approach.


  “What are you doing Rose? We discuss stuff first, that way shit doesn’t happen—” Mercy said, trying to keep her voice under control.


  Rose nodded, “I’m sorry but I had to check it out. They’ve blocked this tunnel off. The next station would’ve been Federal Triangle, and that’s outside the wall. I felt a breeze, it’s coming from somewhere around here—”


  Rose continued to shine her torch along the ground. Mercy took a deep breath and gave Barnes a look. “Even if there’s a breeze we’re not going to be able to break through this rubble. Looks as if they’ve used an excavator to block the tunnel off—” Mercy took her torch out and switched it on. She swept the beam across the tunnel roof confirming the extent of the blockage.


  Yeah, rubble… floor to ceiling. Totally sealed—


  Some yellow paint on the tunnel wall caught Mercy’s eye. She directed her beam at the spot.


  What’s that? Part of a word—?


  Mercy squinted at the grimy letters, trying to make them out.


  N-L-Y? What the hell is N-L-Y supposed to mean?


  She went over to the wall and lifted her torch to illuminate the area.


  O. There’s an O in there… so… ONLY. What’s that about?


  She felt a breeze on her cheek.


  OK. Rose was right. There’s something behind here—


  Mercy waved Rose and Barnes over. “Here, help me with this, there’s something behind all this crap—” Mercy clambered onto the rubble and began moving some of the loose rocks.


  More yellow letters became visible: A-C-C-E-S-S. The breeze grew stronger. Barnes took over from Mercy and after twenty minutes of hard lifting he had exposed part of a steel door. The letters E-N-C-Y had been revealed by his efforts. Barnes sat down exhausted.


  Rose shone her torch on the steel door. “Emergency access only,” she said, her voice full of hope. “Emergency access only. That’s it, that’s gotta be it, you know it—”


  Mercy nodded, “It looks promising Rose.” She looked back along the tunnel towards the station platform. “We need to keep going while luck’s with us. You have a go, then I’ll take a turn—”


  They spent the next thirty minutes removing more rubble from around the door. The work was dirty and soon their faces and hands were covered in dust and grime. Finally, Rose stepped back on shaky legs and made a flourish at the door. A yellow triangular warning sign proclaimed: DANGER ELECTRICAL HAZARD.


  “It’s got ventilation holes in it, that’s where the breeze is coming from. It must lead outside. There’s a padlock, I could try and pick it… if I had some lock picks,” Rose said, patting her pockets.


  “No need,” Barnes replied. “Hold on, I’ve got this.” He turned and walked to the other side of the tunnel. He bent down and picked something up. He returned with a long iron bar in his hand, “We’ll try this on the door. It’s probably something to do with the track. It’s better than a crowbar. Here, let me have a go.”


  Rose stepped aside allowing Barnes access to the door. He placed the iron bar through the padlock and against the steel door. He levered it back, using his full weight. Nothing happened. He turned to Mercy, “Come on, give me a hand.”


  Barnes took up position again and Mercy stood behind him, gripping the bar.


  “On three. One, two… three—” Barnes said.


  They pulled together, wrenching the pole against the padlock. The padlock held out but the door bolt snapped and fell to the floor.


  “Result—” Barnes whispered.


  Rose stepped up to the door and placed her hands on the handle. She looked at the others and twisted the handle. The door opened. The breeze grew stronger. Mercy smiled.


  One step closer—


  “It’s definitely leads to the surface, that’s fresh air,” Rose said.


  Rose stepped through the door and Mercy followed. They entered a low corridor filled with electrical cabling and fuse boxes.


  Barnes ran his fingers along a fuse box covered in duct tape. “Looks recent… looks like a hook up between the old DC Metro electrics and some new secondary power system. Some components have been cannibalised from other systems. This stuff wouldn’t pass any safety standards back in the day. This is new work, probably to do with keeping this stretch of the line open—”


  “Yeah, whatever. I just want to see where it goes. So long as it’s up and out of here, that suits me fine,” Mercy replied.


  They squeezed their way through the narrow corridor for thirty feet then came to a spiral staircase in a concrete shaft. Rose stood aside to allow Mercy through.


  “Your call,” Rose said.


  Mercy breathed in, “Yeah, yeah, yeah. We all know I want this shit to be over, period—”


  Thanks Rose. I’m just so glad not to be alone. You didn’t have to come with me but you did, we’re in this together—


  Mercy climbed the steps two at a time, shining her torch up the shaft. Their boots gave rise to a weird metallic sound as they ascended the steel staircase.


  We sound like an army of robots—


  Mercy frowned.


  Not an army of alphas—


  A few minutes later the staircase ended, delivering them into a long concrete tunnel. A shaft of daylight was visible in the distance.


  That’s what I’m talking about—


  Mercy’s pace quickened. She neared the end of the tunnel and looked out into a green space. Weeds and long grass rustled in the mid-morning light. Birdsong filled the air, somewhere the sound of an engine hummed. A dog barked in the distance. Mercy took a step backwards and swore.


  Fuck, another camera—


  “What is it?” Rose whispered.


  Mercy pointed at the pole-mounted camera twenty feet away. “It’s got a direct line of sight on this tunnel entrance. If we go out there it’ll see us. We’re OK in here but outside… we’re toast—”


  Goddammit—


  Barnes edged close to the tunnel entrance and peered out, “That’s the National Mall out there, for sure. We’re in, we’re inside. What do you wanna do? Wait until dark? Go in now? I can knock that camera out with my rifle—”


  Mercy lifted a hand, “No wait, let’s think it through. If you shoot the camera there’ll be a noise, even though your gun is silenced. Someone could hear the shot. I heard a dog a second ago. Let’s just take a moment, consider our options—”


  Mercy sat down and stared out at a patch of blue sky. Rose paced up and down, a frown on her face.


  “Yeah, we can’t just waltz out there in broad daylight. We need to wait until dark, then we can knock out that camera, then we can infiltrate—” Barnes said, he set his rifle against the wall and sat down opposite Mercy.


  “I’m with you on waiting until dark,” Mercy said. She held a hand up, “I don’t think we should shoot the camera though.” She looked around, “There’s lots of mud in here, could we throw some mud at it? Blind it? Much quieter, less risk—”


  Barnes pulled a face and looked out at the camera, “It’s about twenty feet away. That’s a long throw, it’d be better with a slingshot or a hunting catapult—”


  “Which we don’t have,” Mercy sighed.


  A scraping sound came from further back in the tunnel. Mercy turned to see Rose on tiptoes, her hands in amongst the electrical conduits running the length of the tunnel. Rose gave another tug. She held up a fistful of cordage.


  “Bungee cords, they’ve used bungee cords to support these power cables. Bungee cords will work as a slingshot. Say thank you Rose—” Rose beamed, revealing her yellowed teeth.


  Right now Rose you look like a clown, but you’re beautiful—


  Mercy tilted her head and smiled, “Thank you Rose, thank you fabulous Rose—”




  Chapter 7
 Knockout


  The day was long, they rested and finished the last of their food and water. Rose made a catapult from the bungee cord and a T bracket she found in the tunnel. She fashioned the catapult cup from a section of plastic hosing.


  We’re ready—


  A fly buzzed beside Mercy’s ear. She stirred and checked her watch; 10:37 pm.


  Nice and late—


  Outside, the lights in the National Mall had gone out.


  Good… even the mighty NSA need to ration their power. Good news for us—


  “So, you wanna do the honors?” Mercy asked Rose.


  “Yeah, I’ll give it a shot, literally,” Rose grinned. “I’ve been practising all afternoon with this bloody thing, so we should be sweet… sweet as—”


  “Yeah, and the camera is only about twenty feet away so… no pressure,” Mercy walked towards the tunnel entrance.


  “Yeah, no pressure,” Barnes echoed.


  “Yeah, no sweat,” Mercy added.


  “Enough already,” Rose said. She picked up a mud ball from the pile she had made earlier in the day.


  Mercy whispered, “You’ve got this Rose… nothing can possibly go wrong.”


  Rose squared her shoulders and adjusted her stance. She stretched her neck and brought the catapult up, aiming at the camera. “The trouble with you Dawes, is you always gotta have the last word—”


  “Truth—” Mercy said, her voice barely a whisper.


  Rose closed one eye and pulled back the bungee cord with the mud missile in its plastic cup. She breathed out and steadied the catapult hand. She released the bungee cord. The mud ball flew true and struck the top of the camera, covering half the lens.


  “Awesome shot Rose, now repeat that for the rest of it,” Mercy urged.


  A dull rumble filled the air. A flash of lightning lit up the sky. A few drops of rain struck the ground outside.


  “Quick Rose, do it again before the rain washes it away—” Barnes edged forwards, his voice tense.


  Rose swore and grabbed another mud ball. She aimed and let her missile fly. It struck the camera housing, splattering the rest of the lens.


  “That’s the money shot. Go, go, go—” Mercy said. She hefted her M16, ran out of the tunnel and past the camera, into the open space beyond. Her eyes darted left and right.


  It’s wasteland. No electric light. Good—


  Rose and Barnes ran up behind her. Lightning flashed overhead, briefly illuminating the surroundings with intense light. Mercy blinked in shock, the National Mall stretched out in front of her. The Washington Monument stood bleached and stark against the bruised sky. A gust of wind whipped Mercy’s hair, she turned and looked east to the Capitol Building. Another flash of lightning lit up the sky. Mercy gasped. The great dome was in ruins and much of the west front was fire-damaged.


  Oh my god—


  “So much for the New American Dominion,” Rose said. “Look at what they’ve done, the bastards.”


  “Keep people in the dark, feed them shit and they’ll believe you—” Barnes said. “All empires crash eventually, this virus called time on the old world—”


  “Come on, we need to call time on President Mitchell,” Mercy said, pointing towards the buildings on the southern side of the National Mall. “The Smithsonian is up there somewhere—”


  “There’s a whole bunch of museums along here. How do we know which one he’s in?” Rose asked.


  “Easy, it’ll be the one with the most activity. There’ll be lights, vehicles, guards and shit. Come on let’s go—” Mercy took off through the long grass.


  They emerged from a stand of trees into a cultivated area. Rows of raised beds stretched into the distance. Makeshift greenhouses and long poly-tunnels took up much of the Mall to the north. Basic tools lay on the tilled soil where workers had left them. A horse drawn plough stood in the next field, upright in the mud. A small fenced area on the right housed cattle and sheep. Mercy stopped and stared at the ploughed land and the livestock.


  It’s almost medieval, I wasn’t expecting this… here, in the National Mall—


  Rose shook her head, “The only thing separating us from the Stone Age is what little fossil fuel there is left.”


  “Pretty basic, ain’t it? Think they’ve got peasants and serfs?” Barnes spat on the ground. “So this is the New America—”


  Mercy pursed her lips, “Eyes and ears guys, we’re drawing level with some of the main buildings. We need to get close to get a measure of what’s going on. Remember… a big slice of the NSA operations will be underground—”


  They worked their way over the cultivated areas, passing more open air livestock enclosures.


  Goats and pigs. Well, the NSA ain’t gone vegan, that’s for sure—


  They crossed over an irrigation channel and picked their way through a stand of trees to an imposing brick building. The rain beat on Mercy’s bare head. Her hair hung in wet strands around her face. She looked at Rose and Barnes.


  Drowned rats, that’s what we look like. Three drowned rats, stowed away on this sinking ship. Hah… just go with it, until you no longer can—


  Rose jabbed Mercy’s shoulder and pointed to a grimy sign on the nearby sidewalk: SMITHSONIAN CASTLE. “It kinda looks more like a church than a castle. No lights, no vehicles… just some carts—”


  “Look over by that wall there,” Barnes pointed to the right. “Looks like stables—”


  “Yeah, this feels… agricultural. Come on, let’s continue up the Mall. We’ll know our target when we see it,” Mercy walked through the trees and onto the sidewalk. A street sign declared: JEFFERSON DRIVE SOUTHWEST.


  New signs pointed to more buildings: THE SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART. THE HIRSHHORN MUSEUM.


  No sign of life, goddammit. Just that huge perimeter wall lurking behind every building. It’s the world inside the wall and the infected world outside. Talk about siege mentality. It’s like Noah’s Ark in here—


  They crept across 7th Street Southwest and stopped on the corner. In the distance two vehicles turned off Jefferson Drive Southwest and disappeared to the right. Mercy blinked and rushed forwards, keeping to the trees. She came to a gap and peered through. Lights blazed from a grand, glass fronted entrance in the distance. A group of uniformed men left the building and climbed into the two vehicles. A few seconds later the vehicles pulled away and headed back up Jefferson Drive, towards the Capitol Building.


  This is it. This is it. I know it—


  Rose leant forwards, “It’s the Smithsonian all right… the National Air and Space Museum. It’s where they keep all the rockets.”


  “It figures, with the ego that prick has this would suit him fine,” Mercy replied.


  Mercy’s come a calling Mitchell… you bastard—




  Chapter 8
 Crack


  “Come on, we’ve gotta recon this building, it’s huge,” Mercy said, withdrawing through the trees.


  “Yeah, well, the front is obviously a no go,” Rose said.


  Barnes was crouching in the rear, looking through his night scope. “Hold it, I’ve got something… round the side of the building. Can’t make it out properly. Movement—”


  Mercy waited beside Barnes. She squinted over his shoulder. She bit her lip, her body tense.


  It’s all come to this. We need to get in there. What if we’re running out of time?


  Finally, Barnes lifted his head from the scope, “It’s a Clydesdale horse, it’s partially obscured by a wall… looks like an old coach park. We need to check it out—”


  “Agreed, let’s go,” Mercy said. She led the way through the trees and long grass lining 7th Street Southwest.


  They moved fifty yards. Mercy stopped when they had drawn level with the horse.


  Barnes used his scope to check the area, “Yeah, it’s a horse and cart. The horse is facing us. The cart’s parked on a downward slope, looks like a ramp. It’s an entrance to a basement level. There’s pallets of food lying around, this must be where they bring in the crops from the Mall—”


  Mercy checked her watch, “Yeah, but it’s late. Can you see any people?”


  Barnes looked through his scope again, “Negative. Could be just a skeleton crew as it’s night. We won’t know unless we get closer.”


  We’re inside the walls. They feel safe. This is probably as good as it’s gonna get—


  “It’s worth checking. Everyone good to go?” Mercy asked.


  Rose nodded, “Right behind you.”


  Barnes grunted and stood up. Mercy went forwards through the weeds and long grass. She stopped ten yards from the Clydesdale horse and scanned the area for people.


  Nothing, no cameras that I can see. Keep going—


  Mercy crouched and edged forwards, being careful not to startle the horse. Pallets stacked with crates of vegetables lay in a neat line on the downward sloping ramp.


  Nobody around. Keep going—


  Mercy gave the horse a wide berth and descended the ramp. She pulled out her knife and the HK45.


  Wish I had a silencer about now. Go with the knife first—


  The ramp led down to a large set of double doors.


  Christ, they’re huge. Steel plate, they probably used to bring the exhibits in this way—


  Dim light filtered out through a narrow crack in the doors.


  They’re unlocked. Keep moving, no point being caught out here in the open—


  Mercy pressed her face close to the crack and peered inside. The area behind the doors was dimly lit by three storm lanterns resting on the floor. A vast space opened up before her. Stacked crates lay in neat rows.


  There’s enough food here to feed an army—


  Rose peered over Mercy’s shoulder, she gasped, “I ain’t seen so much food in one place since before the Fall. It’s like Thanksgiving and Christmas all rolled up into one—”


  You got that right Rose. This is it—


  “We’re going in,” Mercy said, her pulse quickening. She squeezed through the gap in the heavy doors.


  “Wait… I thought this was just a recon,” Rose whispered.


  Mercy moved ahead, not answering. Rose shrugged and followed Mercy inside. The storage room was quiet, a forklift truck was visible down one of the aisles. The smell of vegetables hung heavy in the air. An area off to one side was occupied by tables laden with hundreds of jars and lids.


  They’re preserving food for the winter. An organised operation—


  Mercy glanced around. A schematic map on the wall caught her eye. She went over for a closer look.


  It’s a map of this level—


  Mercy peered at the schematic and found a red dot. The words: YOU ARE HERE were beside the mark.


  This is from before the Fall. Probably for delivery people, visitors—


  A series of corridors and rooms were detailed on the map. Mercy’s eyes widened.


  This place is huge—


  Her eyes moved to another part of the schematic. A room was outlined in red on the map, the spot grimy with fingerprints.


  Rose pressed in and indicated the smudged area on the map, “So, what do you think? That room looks… important? Admin area? Mitchell’s quarters?”


  Barnes spoke up, “Makes sense for Mitchell to be underground, this whole area of the museum has been repurposed. There’s likely to be labs, barracks, briefing rooms, a kitchen and a mess hall. That area could be the kitchens, it would make sense seeing as we’re in the food warehouse—”


  Mercy nodded. “Well, it’s all we’ve got to go on and it could be important seeing as it’s the only room highlighted in red, so let’s check it out. Barnes, this place is big… can you figure out a compass bearing to make sure we’re heading in the right direction?”


  “Will do,” Barnes answered. He took out his compass and used the schematic to estimate a general direction of travel.


  Mercy lowered her voice, “Remember, we’re wearing NSA uniforms, so we look the part. If we meet anyone, brazen it out. If it fails… we take them out—”


  “Seems fair,” Rose said. She glanced around, “Damn, why isn’t there anyone around? This place gives me the creeps.”


  “There must be someone, that horse and cart looked fresh in from the fields,” Mercy answered. “It’s after midnight, maybe they’re between shifts. Who cares? We’re in. Let’s go, safeties off.”


  Mercy led the way down the nearest aisle to the back of the warehouse. They came to a clear PVC strip curtain. Dim floor lighting was visible beyond the strip curtains. Mercy glanced at the others then pushed her way through the vinyl strips. The corridor was noticeably warmer than the food storage area. Mercy transferred her pistol to her right hand and racked the slide, chambering a round.


  At least we look like NSA—


  They walked down the dimly lit corridor, passing unmarked doors on either side. The floor lights flickered in places, creating a sense of foreboding. Mercy came to a window, fronting a large room full of laboratory equipment and computer screens. Workbenches ran along one wall, large wall screens flickered at the rear of the room. Her eyes were drawn to three rows of large glass tanks filled with a green liquid. Streams of bubbles filled the tanks, rising from below.


  What the hell—?


  Mercy stopped and pressed her face to the window. She stared at the glass tanks. Rose mumbled something beside her.


  “What did you say?” Mercy said.


  “There’s people in there, in those glass tubes,” Rose said.


  Jesus. We need to check this out. Wait, no… this isn’t the objective. Mitchell is our objective. Move on—


  Voices came from further up the corridor.


  Shit—


  Mercy went to the door and tried the handle. The door was unlocked, she entered the laboratory.


  This feels… familiar—


  She looked at the machines lining the wall and the instruments on the workbenches. She shivered.


  It’s like the labs in Cheyenne Mountain and on the North Victory gas platform. Goddammit, this is Cobalt Biotech stuff—


  Goosebumps puckered Mercy’s skin.


  Heavy footsteps passed in the corridor outside. Mercy turned and saw two men pushing a large trolley down the corridor towards the food warehouse. They were wearing overalls and carried side arms.


  Close shave—


  A voice came out of the darkness at the rear of the laboratory, “Can I help you, officer?”


  Mercy froze.




  Chapter 9
 Past Life


  Mercy spun around. A man in a white lab coat stood a few feet away.


  Where the hell did he come from?


  She stared at him, the moment drawing out.


  Think—


  Mercy stepped forwards, “Negative. We’re running random spot checks, increased internal security. There’s been suspicious activity outside the wall—”


  The man nodded slowly, “I see—”


  Mercy’s eyes went to his name badge: DR DAVID REYES, BIOPATHOLOGY.


  OK—


  Mercy noticed the surgical mask around his neck and the bloody rubber gloves on his hands. Her eyes flicked to the rear of the laboratory. A cadaver lay on a metal table, a wide incision in its abdominal cavity.


  Christ, he’s doing an autopsy—


  The man muttered something.


  “What was that?” Mercy said, playing for time.


  “I’ve not been outside the wall in… over two years. Is it that long? It must be—” the man said.


  Mercy’s eyes narrowed.


  He looks pale, wasted. Unhealthy—


  Movement caught Mercy’s eye. She looked at the nearest glass tank. A naked body floated in the murky green liquid. She stepped up to the tank and stared at the glass. A corrupted face appeared out of the opaque liquid. Long wispy hair floated around the female alpha’s skull. Tubes seemed to run from every orifice, a series of leads covered the alpha’s chest and head. A small red LED flashed near the alpha’s sternum. Mercy swore.


  It’s her—


  The alpha’s eyes snapped open.


  Jesus—


  Mercy stepped back.


  Annapolis. It’s the alpha queen from the Naval Academy. They’ve captured her—


  Mercy glanced at Reyes.


  “Pretty, isn’t she? Quite… eloquent this one; the others in her pack follow her unquestioningly. She’s definitely the queen bee among them. She’s been GPS tagged, we’ll know where she is at all times. We’ve submitted her to the new process, we’ll have to see if she responds to the implants. It’s not easy controlling their urges… but it can be done. Look, she’s watching you—”


  Mercy turned back to the alpha and shuddered. The alpha queen’s eyes were black, it reached up and pawed at the glass.


  “What’s happened to her eyes?” Mercy said, stepping back.


  Reyes let out a low whistle, “Mmmm… she definitely likes you. Yes, that’s a new phenomenon, we’ve not encountered the eye thing before. I have a theory… but it’s just a theory at this point—”


  “Yes?” Mercy asked.


  “Well, when her eyes go black, her pack’s eyes do the same. I think they’re communicating with each other—”


  Mercy glanced at the other murky tanks occupying the room.


  They must’ve captured her whole pack, brought them in, experimented on them—


  “You mean like telepathy?” Mercy said.


  The man raised his hand to make a point, “Yes, and no. Telepathy is certainly a possibility but I think they also can read each other’s eyes like we can read emotions. Most communication is non-verbal after all.”


  “Where’s she going after you’re done with her?” Mercy asked.


  Rose closed in behind Reyes, a hard glint in her eye.


  Reyes raised his eyebrows and frowned, “You people were briefed on this a few days ago—”


  Mercy flashed a warning look at Rose.


  “We’re new, assigned this morning from outside. No doubt we’ll be brought up to speed—” Mercy replied.


  Reyes relaxed, “Yes, I heard they had some reinforcements up from Charlottesville. Command are expecting that Constantine woman to make an appearance soon, with her Resistance.” He walked over to a large screen on the wall and flicked a switch. The screen lit up. Mercy blinked, not understanding what she was seeing.


  Reyes smiled, “They are beautiful aren’t they? The most efficient killing machines ever produced. Each and every one of them is like a heat seeking missile for human flesh. Constantine’s forces won’t stand a chance—”


  Understanding gripped Mercy. The screen was a collection of ten video feeds.


  Ten camera links. That’s ten warehouse-sized pens somewhere near here. Christ, it’s like battery farming, there must be thousands of alphas in there—


  “Yes,” Reyes continued. “She’s number thirty. Our thirtieth queen. We command the queens and they command the others. It’s a beautiful thing to see. We will destroy Constantine and her forces, it’ll be a righteous harvest that will put the past behind us and at last open up the future. Like the President says: New America can rise once the old America is fully laid to rest. It’s been a long time coming—”


  A blur flashed behind Reyes. Rose brought the butt of her pistol down hard on his skull. He crumpled to the floor, unmoving.


  “Didn’t think you’d last that long Rose, well done,” Mercy said, her voice flat.


  “Bastard was getting on my nerves, I thought he’d made us but you saved it,” Rose bent down and dragged the doctor’s body to the back of the room.


  An army of alphas, tens of thousands of them. Jesus—


  The alpha queen snapped its head up and stared after Rose. It moved, becoming agitated.


  What’s up with her?


  Mercy gripped her HK45.


  “So basically we’re fucked,” Barnes growled from behind Mercy.


  “It’s not over until it’s over. You know that Barnes—” Mercy pointed her pistol at the alpha queen.


  “You don’t want to do that. At least not yet. It’s not mission priority. Mission priority is President Mitchell,” Barnes drawled.


  His words penetrated Mercy’s thoughts.


  Barnes is right. If I shoot this bitch, that’ll bring down the whole place down on us. I’ll come back afterwards and finish her and the rest of her pack off—


  Mercy lowered her gun and stepped away from the tank. Rose reappeared.


  “Dr Bastard-face is all trussed up, he’s going nowhere. Ready to rock?” Rose avoided looking at the alpha queen. “I need out of here—”


  “Good to go,” Mercy turned and made for the door.


  They left the laboratory and proceeded along the corridor. They passed a darkened lecture theatre and a number of locked doors. Another window appeared on their right. Mercy slowed and looked through the glass. The room had a high vaulted ceiling and was lit by overhead spotlights. She moved closer to the glass and peered through.


  What’s that at the back? There’s a couple of guys in there. It looks like… scaffolding?


  An intense light burned for a few seconds and a cascade of sparks fell to the floor from the structure.


  They’re welding something—


  The welding flashed again, longer this time. The extra light reflected off a large metal shape beneath the scaffolding. Mercy’s eyes widened.


  My god, that’s one of those DARPA robots, but this one… it’s huge—


  Rose pressed close to the window, her breath fogging the glass. “I figured they’d have some shit like this after I saw the bots in Annapolis. That thing’s fresh out of a Hollywood movie. Some kind of militarised robot, it’ll be tooled up and armoured—”


  Hunter killers—


  The second man started welding on the other side of the colossus, shedding more sparks. The room extended far back into the distance. Rows of hulking robots stood, unmoving, their arms bristling with weaponry. Small blue LED lights pulsed on the raised sensor arrays on top of the hulking machines.


  Barnes swore, “This is what trillions of dollars of government research into new weapon systems can do. This is the legacy of the arms race from before the Fall. That there is the future of warfare, mechanised autonomous soldiers; mechs. No doubt their heads are filled with AI. No… scratch that. The AI will be in the cloud, it’ll control those things from on high… like—”


  “God,” Mercy whispered.


  “What about power? Those things are only as good as their batteries, and batteries always run out, like bullets,” Rose said.


  Barnes looked away and kept silent.


  Rose frowned, “How come I’m feeling like I’m clutching at straws? You know something Barnes, level with us—”


  Barnes glanced back at the window, “There were rumours back in the day. Rumours that DARPA had discovered a new power system. The holy grail of power generation. It was always laughed at because it was impossible—”


  Mercy stared at Barnes, “What are you saying Barnes? Spit it out—”


  “Fusion… nuclear fusion cells. Those things in there would need vast amounts of power. Where’s the power coming from? Hey, I’m just joining the dots here, I could be wrong.” Barnes paused, then continued, “For years people said it was impossible, but once the government cracked artificial intelligence a lot of the old problems melted away and advances were made, crazy advances.” Barnes pointed at the window, “Those mechs in there and those weaponized alphas in that lab are the result of AI.”


  Knowledge is power—


  Mercy placed her hand on the glass, “Forget god, once you’ve got AI on your side you’re the winner.”


  In AI we trust—


  Mercy frowned.


  Don’t say it Rose, don’t say it—


  Rose raised her face to the ceiling, “An army of weaponized alphas, drones… giant robots. Constantine’s fucked, we’re fucked, everything’s—” Rose shook her head and fell silent.


  Fucked—




  Chapter 10
 The Approach


  Mercy moved on, up the corridor. They passed a section of flickering strip lights which made her blink.


  Shit, stupid headache starting again—


  They passed a series of electronically locked doors. Mercy frowned.


  He’s not here, he’s not here. Mitchell would have a security detail outside his quarters. Goddammit, what if he’s not here?


  They rounded a corner, an air vent hummed softly overhead. The smell of cooking filled the corridor.


  We must be nearing the kitchens, my sense of direction’s not failed me yet—


  Mercy turned to check with Barnes. He was holding his compass, he nodded at her.


  OK, so we’ve left the lab area, we’re in the kitchen area. The next stop should be the sleeping quarters, barracks and hopefully the President’s quarters will be in the mix somewhere—


  Mercy came to a junction and paused. A green stripe ran along the corridor wall on the right. The lighting in the new area was different. In addition to the floor lighting, back-lit ceiling panels let out a diffused glow onto the corridor below.


  New lighting? Green stripe? Come on, come on, let’s end it—


  Mercy gripped her HK45. A trickle of sweat ran down her upper lip. She brushed a wayward strand of hair from her face.


  Alone, alone. I’ve never felt so alone. God Flynn. I know you’re dead. Maybe I’ll be with you soon after all. It won’t be so bad. We won’t have to wake up to this shit every day—


  Mercy clenched her teeth and turned the corner into a new corridor. She had gone thirty feet when a grey haired woman in a white lab coat emerged from a door ahead.


  You’ve got this. Own it. Bluff it to the hilt—


  “Halt. Show me your ID,” Mercy demanded.


  The woman blinked, surprised. “What the hell? Don’t you know who I am? Get out of my way—”


  Mercy blocked the woman and brought her pistol up. “New orders ma’am, tightened security from the top down. Show me your ID please—”


  The woman glanced up the corridor, her face flushed. “This is ridiculous. Mitchell’s getting more paranoid by the day. He’s got us working nineteen hour shifts, people get tired and miss things. It’s intolerable, this is how mistakes are made.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out an ID card attached to an electronic key card.


  Mercy took the cards and examined them. “You know you should be using the lanyard to wear these around your neck. ID is to be visible at all times.”


  The woman’s face crumpled and her irritation was replaced by fear. “Look, I’m sorry. You’re not going to report me, are you? You’re right officer, security is paramount. You’re doing your job. I understand. It won’t happen again.” She held out her hand for the ID card.


  Mercy read the biometric ID card: PROFESSOR MAXINE VAN VAERENBERG; IN-VIVO CELLULAR AND MOLECULAR IMAGING LABORATORY.


  Mitchell’s near. Her body language. She just gave the game away. He’s close. I know it—


  “Right Professor, you’re coming with us,” Mercy said. She grabbed the woman and spun her around, restraining her in an arm lock. She pressed her pistol to the woman’s head and kept her voice low, “If you scream or make any noise I’ll put a bullet in your brain. Got it?”


  The woman’s legs buckled and she started shaking. She nodded, making a supressed choking sound. A trickle of urine ran down her leg to the floor.


  Sorry bitch, but this is the way it has to be—


  “On me,” Mercy said to Rose and Barnes.


  “Affirmative,” Barnes growled.


  “Roger that,” Rose added.


  Breathe—


  Mercy shoved the professor down the corridor.


  Human shield, it’s where we’re at. Well, there’s a first time for everything I guess—


  The professor stopped in her tracks, fifty feet from the next junction. “The President’s quarters are around that corner. He’s got armed guards out front 24/7. They’ll shoot first if you pitch up like this.”


  “Good intel,” Mercy hissed back. “So, we’re gonna do it differently. You’re going to go in first. You’ll do all the talking. Make up some science shit, something urgent that you have to talk to Mitchell about. Don’t take no for an answer. And know this, I’ll be right up your ass and if you try and warn them… you’ll be the first to stop a bullet. Understand?”


  The professor nodded and let out a strange whimper.


  “Pull your shit together, do as I say and you’ll be fine, got it?” Mercy softened her tone but tightened her grip on the professor’s arm. “When we reach that corner I’m gonna let you go. Keep walking towards them. Don’t stop. Keep talking, all the way. Here’s your ID back, wear it. Let’s go—”


  The professor took the ID card and put the lanyard around her neck. They moved forwards and reached the corner. Mercy released her prisoner, the professor straightened her clothes and took a deep breath. Mercy jabbed her with the HK45. The professor winced then walked around the corner. Two armed NSA guards stood outside a set of electronically locked doors at the end of a thirty foot corridor. They stiffened as the professor, Mercy, Rose and Barnes advanced down the corridor.


  “I’ve got to see the President,” the professor said, her voice shaky. “It’s urgent. We have a priority report in from the immunology team in Philadelphia. It’s time sensitive, take me to him now—”


  One of the guards put a hand out and raised his HK MP5 submachine gun. “Stop right there. Identify yourself.”


  The other guard touched his earpiece and spoke using his throat microphone, “Contact sitrep: one white coat and escort outside. Status pending. Await update, over—”


  The professor raised her ID card for the guard to see, “Professor Van Vaerenberg; cellular and molecular imaging—”


  The guard lowered his gun and brought up a scanning device to check the ID card. Mercy’s eyes narrowed.


  Situational awareness—


  Mercy registered the electronic key card on the guard’s belt.


  This is it. Relax, breathe, it’s like a dance. Timing is everything—


  The nearest guard looked down at the hand held scanner as he waved it over the professor’s ID card. Mercy brought up her HK45 and leaned in over the professor’s shoulder.


  The professor screamed—




  Chapter 11
 Penetration


  Mercy squeezed the trigger. The professor’s shoulder knocked against Mercy’s gun hand. The shot went wild, missing the guard.


  The professor dropped to the floor. Mercy threw herself at the guard, slamming her gun arm against his chest. Shots exploded behind Mercy.


  Impact. Movement. The smell of stale sweat.


  The guard grappled with Mercy, breaking her hold. He brought his MP5 up and squeezed the trigger. Mercy felt a tug at her waist. Her pistol went off. The guard jerked and fell to the floor.


  Muffled voices. Screaming. Blurred vision.


  My leg’s wet. What just happened?


  Mercy’s breath returned in a rush. She looked down at her waist. Her water bottle had taken a round, her trousers were soaked. Mercy took a deep breath and shuddered. Her vision focused.


  Calm down. It’s not blood—


  Rose’s face came into focus. “You’re OK Mercy. You’re not hit. I checked. Your canteen took a hit is all, he got a burst off, most went into the wall. I finished him. Barnes got the other guy, the woman caught a round, she freaked out, she didn’t make it—”


  Mercy looked at Barnes and Rose, “We’re OK, it’s still on.” She reached down and grabbed the key card from the dead guard’s waist. “On me—”


  Mercy swiped the key card in the electronic lock. The red light changed to green and a metallic click came from the door. Barnes and Rose stood to one side. Mercy pressed her back into the corner and opened the door.


  Silence.


  Mercy unslung her M16 and dropped to the floor. She made eye contact with Rose, pointed to her chest then at the door. Rose nodded. Mercy counted to three then rolled in front of the open door.


  Clear. A foyer—


  A white, marble antechamber lay ahead. An inner set of double doors faced Mercy. A camera looked down onto the foyer from the corner.


  They’ve got eyes on us. Keep moving. There’s no time to waste—


  Mercy stood up and pulled a fragmentation grenade from her webbing. She rushed forwards and opened the inner doors from the side. She pulled the pin and threw the grenade into the next room. She ducked to the side. Rose and Barnes pressed in behind her. Mercy counted.


  One, two—


  An ear shattering explosion tore through the room beyond.


  “Watch our six,” Mercy yelled to Barnes. “Rose, with me—”


  Mercy crouched low and rushed into the room, her M16 blazing. She stopped and stared.


  It’s empty—


  The room was lit by a green banker’s lamp on a large desk near the back wall. A drinks counter lay on the right and a huge lounge area opened up ahead. Sofas and chairs filled the space. A large TV screen dominated one wall, above an imitation fireplace. A map of the United States filled another wall. A corridor extended behind the desk. A set of double doors lay ahead and a second set on the left. The grenade had destroyed a luxurious chandelier which lay shattered on the floor.


  Shit. Too many doors. Move—


  Mercy ejected the empty magazine from her M16 and inserted a fresh one. She rushed to the end of the room, passing the large desk. Three single doors were visible in the corridor. Mercy stood to one side of the nearest door. She kicked at some broken glass. Three shotgun blasts came through the door.


  Mercy reached out, pointing the M16 through a gaping hole in the door and emptied a whole magazine into the room. She inserted a new magazine and gave Rose a nod. “Open it—”


  Rose kicked the door and Mercy burst in, her M16 at the ready. A young woman lay dead on the floor, her body riddled with bullets. Mercy took the Mossberg 500 from her still-warm hands and threw it to one side.


  Shit. Where are you Mitchell?


  Mercy left the side room.


  Rose was outside shaking her head, “The other two rooms are empty.” Her eyes returned to the two sets of double doors on the other side of the lounge area.


  A loud electronic wailing erupted throughout the underground complex. Red LED lights flashed in the ceiling, creating a strobe effect.


  Christ, the alarm. We’ve probably got seconds. A minute or two if Barnes can hold them off at the door. Do it, it’s all been for this one minute—


  “Give me a fresh mag,” Mercy held out her hand.


  Rose gave Mercy two magazines.


  Mercy reloaded. “Be ready with your frags. On me—”


  Mercy ran through the flashing red lounge to the first set of double doors. She rolled across the broken glass and fired a whole magazine into the doors. A second later two magnum rounds burst through what was left of the doors. Mercy cursed and shouted, “Now Rose—”


  Rose leant in and lobbed a grenade through the shredded doors. A vicious series of shotgun blasts came from the room.


  One, two, three—


  A heart stopping explosion followed, silencing the shotgun.


  Result—


  Gunfire erupted from the front entrance.


  Barnes—


  Mercy rolled away from the blasted doors to the wall beside the remaining set of double doors. Rose rushed across the room and joined Mercy.


  “Last room, we’ve got to be sure. We need to nail the bastard, we need to see his face—” Mercy shouted above the gunfire.


  Without warning the double doors opened and something heavy landed on the floor ten feet away.


  Christ—


  Mercy turned away and embraced Rose, shielding her friend. A pop and a harsh hiss followed. Smoke billowed into the room.


  Thank Christ, it’s only a smoke grenade—


  Movement. Shoes crunching on broken glass. Thick smoke. Flashing red lights.


  They’re breaking out—


  Automatic weapons fire filled the room. Three muzzle flashes were visible through the swirling smoke.


  Yessss—


  Mercy and Rose opened up on the muzzle flashes, their M16s on full automatic.


  Eat this—


  Mercy’s rifle clicked on empty. She reached for her HK45. A cough followed by strangled gurgling came from a few feet away. Glass crunched. Mercy crouched low, the smoke making her eyes water. A cough rose in her throat. Without warning a hand gripped her ankle.


  Mercy pointed her pistol at the figure on the floor and shot five times. The hand on her ankle fell away. She covered her mouth and coughed, her breathing laboured. Rose appeared beside her, holding a lit torch. Rose muttered something and pointed to the shape on the floor. Mercy frowned, not understanding what Rose had said.


  Rose grabbed Mercy’s shoulder and pulled her down to the body. Rose grabbed the man by the hair and shoved the torch in his face. He looked unkempt, his hair long and ragged, his face gaunt and covered in sores. A long beard reached almost to his chest. But still he was recognisable.


  President Mitchell. It’s him. We got him. Shit, he looks… like a crack addict—


  Rose’s voice boomed beside Mercy, her words coming into focus, “It’s him, it’s Mitchell. We’ve nailed the bastard—”


  Mercy slumped to the floor, overwhelmed.


  It’s over. How come it feels like … nothing?


  The gunfire at the entrance stopped. Silence gripped the room. Rose’s hold on Mercy’s shoulder tightened.


  A strangled scream came from the foyer.


  Barnes—




  Chapter 12
 Gone


  Choking sounds.


  “It’s coming from behind the drinks counter,” Rose whispered to Mercy. “Barnes is either wounded or someone’s got him—”


  “It’s difficult to see through all this smoke,” Mercy responded. “We’re gonna have to rush them, they’ll have him at gunpoint—”


  “This is turning into a bad day,” Rose muttered through gritted teeth.


  “Ready to do this? I’ll go over the counter, you go in under the hatch,” Mercy said.


  “Yeah, you’re the diversion. I’m the assassin,” Rose gripped her pistol.


  “On three. One, two… three—” Mercy whispered.


  Mercy vaulted over the counter, her gun extended. Rose was a blur, a few feet away. Broken glass crunched under Mercy’s boots as she landed on the other side. The smoke swirled around her.


  A grunt of pain then a scuffle a few feet away.


  Mercy stepped forwards, her HK45 at the ready. A figure threw itself at her from under the counter. She shot twice without thinking. The alpha dropped to the ground its skull blasted apart by two .45 ACP rounds. More scuffling ahead. A groan and a scream. Mercy flinched and brought her pistol up.


  Why aren’t they shooting at me?


  Movement. A figure lurched out of the smoke. Mercy’s eyes widened as the smoke parted. Barnes stood in front of her, an alpha’s arm around his neck. Barnes’s eyes were bulging, his face bloodied. Mercy pointed her pistol at the alpha behind him. Her finger twitched on the trigger.


  I’ll hit Barnes, dammit—


  Mercy hesitated.


  Barnes gasped, “Take the shot—”


  Do it—


  More figures. Movement in the smoke beside the alpha. The smoke shifted. Mercy’s eyes widened. Her breath faltered.


  Rose—


  The alpha queen’s eyes met Mercy’s for a fleeting moment as it dragged Rose’s inert body over the counter.


  Mercy hesitated. A heartbeat passed.


  Choose dammit—


  Another alpha burst across the counter blocking Mercy’s line of sight. Mercy fired two shots. The alpha collapsed onto the counter. The queen was gone.


  Barnes jerked, struggling against his captor. Mercy swung her gun towards his head. She fired a single shot, screaming in anguish as smoke covered up the scene.


  Movement. Scrabbling sounds. Crunching glass. Silence in between the wailing electronic alarm and the flashing of the emergency lights. The stench of death in the air.


  Mercy jumped over the counter and moved through the foyer, stepping on spent bullet casings. She peered into the corridor outside. At least twenty NSA bodies littered the floor; some with bullet wounds, others with their throats slashed and, a few with their faces missing.


  Shit, Barnes got some of them but that alpha bitch and her pack got the others. They must’ve escaped from that lab. She wanted Rose all along. Why the hell does she want Rose?


  Mercy’s legs buckled, she sank to the floor, shaking.


  What the fuck just happened? Rose is gone. Shit, what about Barnes?


  Mercy coughed and waved her arms at the smoke. Visibility improved as the smoke dissipated into the outside corridor. Mercy crawled back to the bar area. Three inert figures lay on the floor. She ignored the two dead alphas and crawled over to the third, unmoving body.


  Barnes—


  Mercy lifted Barnes’s head, cradling him in her lap.


  “Barnes. I’m so sorry, I fucked up. I’m sorry—” a strange sensation welled up inside her. Her eyes stung, making her blink. Something broke and she screamed, her whole body convulsing. “You bitch, you fucking bitch. I’ll find you. I’ll track you down however long it takes—”


  Barnes’s hand twitched. Mucous dribbled from his mouth. Blood trickled from his nose onto his beard. He coughed then started choking.


  Mercy blinked. “Barnes? Hey Barnes, stay with me, breathe, breathe—”


  Mercy rolled Barnes onto his side, supported his head and lifted his chin, opening up his airway. Barnes coughed again, bringing up more bloody mucous. He jerked twice then he blinked. His breathing came in gasps.


  Barnes sat up and pressed his back against the wall. He stared at Mercy, “Am I bit?”


  Mercy shook her head, “Not that I can see. You took a beating though—”


  “You took the shot. I felt it,” Barnes said, his hand going to his head. He felt his skull, then his neck. He glanced at the dead alpha on the floor. “I guess you got the bastard… and you let me keep my good looks. I owe you for that. Rough day. Did you get Mitchell?”


  Rough day—?


  “Barnes you’re one tough sonofabitch. Yeah, we got Mitchell. He’s back in there,” Mercy nodded at the room.


  Barnes coughed. “That’s good, real good. I wasted some of those NSA bastards but then that alpha queen appeared with her pack. They finished off the rest of the guards. They were fast. They grabbed me, took me in here, did that thing, playing me off against you…” he broke off.


  Mercy stared at the floor.


  Barnes looked around. Understanding crossed his face, “It’s Rose, isn’t it? They were after Rose all along. Rose said the alpha queen was… grooming her for some weird shit, didn’t she?”


  Mercy remained silent.


  “We’ve accomplished what we set out to do. This is called mission success. We can kick back and wait for the NSA to find us or we can end it ourselves.” Barnes pointed at the HK45 still in Mercy’s hand. “I’ll do it for you… if you want to go first—”


  Game over. We won. How come it doesn’t feel like we won? Rose? Flynn? Tawny?


  Mercy’s eyes flicked to the dead alpha on the counter. She frowned.


  That’s a flashing LED—


  Mercy clambered up and ran her finger over the LED under the alpha’s skin.


  The lab guy said the queen was GPS tagged. The NSA know where they are at all times. We can track them. We can find Rose—


  Mercy’s head snapped up, “Barnes, look.” She pointed at the flashing LED in the alpha’s body. “If we find a tracking device back in the lab we can follow that alpha bitch and her pack. We can hunt them down and find Rose—”


  Barnes grunted, “You sure are one tough sonofabitch yourself. You could even be SEAL material. That there… what you said, that’s the forty percent rule in action—”


  Mercy raised an eyebrow, “Forty percent rule?”


  Barnes heaved himself up and rubbed his neck, “Yeah, when your mind’s telling you you’re finished, you’re only really forty percent finished. You’ve still got sixty percent left in the tank… that’s SEAL mentality—”


  Mercy picked up her M16 and handed it to Barnes. “Forty percent rule? I like that. Come on, let’s tool up and get back to that lab. The guy Rose tied up, he’ll know about the GPS tracking devices—”


  Sixty percent left in the tank? Rose, we’re coming to get you—




  Chapter 13
 F&T


  They scavenged ammunition and grenades from the dead NSA soldiers in the corridor outside Mitchell’s quarters. The alarm was still wailing throughout the complex, red warning lights flashed at every turn.


  Where are the other people? Surely this place is full of personnel? Unless they have some sort of evacuation protocol in place for this kind of breach—


  They ran down the final section of corridor and found six bloody corpses; three soldiers and three lab staff. All had their throats ripped out and their faces destroyed.


  These lab alphas, they’re like a whirlwind. It looks as if they left the way we came in. We just need a tracking device to follow them. I hope this guy is still alive—


  Mercy pushed open the glass doors and entered the laboratory. Most of glass tanks were shattered. Pools of green fluid glistened in the dim light.


  That alpha bitch was stirred up by seeing Rose. She figured a way out, broke her pack out too. Clever—


  Mercy picked her way through the broken glass towards the back of the laboratory. Three tanks in the furthest corner were still intact. She frowned.


  OK… so why are those three not broken—?


  Mercy stopped and pointed the three intact tanks out to Barnes, “I’m just gonna check those out, you go and see if our friend is still alive. Ask him about a GPS tracking device. I’ll be with you in a minute—”


  Barnes grunted and continued to the rear of the laboratory. Mercy crossed the wet floor and reached the three remaining tanks. She peered into the nearest one, trying to see through the murky green fluid inside. She placed her hand on the cool glass.


  Maybe the ones in here didn’t make it—


  A hand reached out from the murk and pressed against the glass beneath Mercy’s fingers. Mercy flinched and pulled away.


  Jesus, a live one—


  Mercy raised her pistol and pointed it at the glass tank. She examined the hand on the other side of the glass and frowned.


  Shit. Looks in good condition, no decay—


  The hand twitched and the green liquid swirled, illuminated by lights beneath. A swirl of hair appeared out of the liquid, followed by a young woman’s face. Mercy cried out in shock as recognition coursed through her.


  Tawny. My god. It’s… Tawny—


  Tawny’s chest and head were covered in wires. Tubes infested her body. Columns of bubbles streamed upwards, shimmering in the molten light.


  It’s like a fish tank. My god, what have they done to her? Hang on, maybe, maybe—


  Mercy moved to the next tank and placed her hand on the glass. The murky fluid was a darker green. She tapped the glass.


  Nothing. No response—


  She looked down. A decayed foot was just visible in what looked like thick sediment at the bottom of the tank.


  Oh… no—


  Mercy moved to the last tank and placed both hands on the glass. She waited, every muscle in her body tense.


  Are you? Are you here?


  A fist struck the tank from inside. Mercy watched as it opened and pressed against the glass beneath her hand.


  Movement. Sediment swirling up from below.


  A magnified face appeared on the other side of the glass. Mercy’s legs buckled. She fell to the ground.


  Flynn. Oh my god, Flynn it’s you, you’re alive—


  Flynn’s eyes snapped open, his face was blank. A tube was in his mouth and leads protruded from his chest. Mercy stared at him in shock. She saw the NSA tattoos on his chest.


  NSA flag, bar code, serial number—


  Mercy took a ragged breath.


  Christ… Flynn, what have they done to you? I don’t care. If those alphas smashed their way out… I can get you out—


  Mercy stood up and pointed her HK45 at the glass. Reason prevailed and she lowered the pistol.


  No, I could hit him. Get the lab guy to do it—


  Mercy pressed her face up to the glass, making sure she had eye contact with Flynn. “It’ll be OK Flynn, I’ll get you out, give me two minutes—”


  Mercy turned and ran across the laboratory. She found Barnes standing over Dr Reyes, who was rubbing his wrists and coughing. Barnes gave him a bottle of water from a nearby bench.


  Mercy bent down and snatched the water from Reyes. “You’ve got two of my friends in tanks back there, you bastard. You’re gonna release them right now or else you die. It’s that simple.” She pressed her HK45 to his forehead and stared, unblinking into his eyes.


  Reyes nodded and gasped, “Yes, yes, sure. I can do that. Don’t shoot me. I have family—”


  Barnes took a step back and glanced at Mercy, “He’s got GPS trackers for the alphas, and he knows where there’s a sat phone. It’s like Christmas and New Year all rolled up into one, I nearly wet my pants with the excitement—”


  Mercy handed the water bottle back to the man. She read the name tag on his white coat, remembering it from before: DR DAVID REYES, BIOPATHOLOGY.


  “OK Reyes, let’s go and free my friends. Then you can show my buddy here how to use the GPS tracker. Then you’re going to get some clothes for my friends and get us the hell out of here—”


  Reyes nodded and took a gulp of water. Barnes pulled him up and shoved him towards the three remaining glass tanks.


  This day’s on fire, this day is on fire—




  Chapter 14
 Resurrection


  Reyes switched on the bank of screens at the rear of the laboratory. He logged onto the life support programme for the three remaining tanks. “They’re… incubation tanks, we’re incubating the new biotech in their bodies, allowing it to bed in—”


  Barnes looked at Mercy, she shook her head.


  What the fuck? I’ve got too many questions. Now is not the time, just get Flynn and Tawny free then we can bail—


  Barnes glanced back at the laboratory door, “Where is everyone? Surely there’s more of your people down here?”


  Reyes’s fingers worked the keyboard, “Yeah, there’s loads of staff in this building. They’ll be in lockdown by now, it’s security protocol… when the alarm’s triggered.” He paused and licked his lips.


  “And?” Barnes growled, pulling out his knife and slamming it into the table beside Reyes’s hand.


  Reyes paled. “They’ll be in the safe rooms in the level below here. The AI will sweep the building, find the problem and send in bots to neutralise the threat—”


  Barnes stiffened, “Bots? Yeah, we know all about those critters. Met them in Annapolis. Get a fucking move on before I cut you.” Barnes pulled his knife out of the table and held it to Reyes’s neck.


  Reyes trembled and punched more commands into the computer. A series of hissing sounds came from the three intact glass tanks. Mercy tore the plastic curtains down from around the autopsy table. She rushed over to Flynn and watched as a curtain of bubbles fizzed up through the green liquid. She pressed her hands against the glass and whispered Flynn’s name.


  Flynn—?


  Valves opened at the base of the tank and the liquid started to drain away. Seconds later the tank was empty. Flynn lay slumped at the bottom. Mercy clutched the plastic curtains she had taken from the autopsy area. She looked across at Tawny, concern etched on her face.


  Incubation, hibernation, whatever… they’ll be cold, hungry, weak. They’ll need to rest up for weeks. I’ll have to leave them again to go find Rose—


  Mercy looked away.


  Stop overthinking dammit, just focus, get them out and away—


  The glass tank disengaged from its metallic base and rose up on hydraulic pistons. Some residual liquid spilled onto the floor at Mercy’s feet. Flynn was naked, his skin covered in a jelly-like substance. Mercy swore, not knowing what to do. She wrapped the plastic curtains around him and embraced him whispering his name over and over.


  Flynn, Flynn, Flynn—


  To her surprise Flynn stood up. He pulled the tube from his mouth then the leads from his arms and chest. He wrapped the plastic curtain around him and jerked his head up, glancing over at Tawny. Tawny had removed her tubes and leads. She stepped down and stood, shivering in the dim light. Tawny’s eyes flickered an electric blue colour.


  Flynn nodded, “We’re good Mercy. We’re strong, let’s get out of here. There’s trouble coming.”


  Mercy, Flynn and Tawny joined Barnes and Reyes at the rear of the laboratory.


  “Meet Commander Barnes, Navy SEAL with Constantine’s forces. Barnes, this is Flynn and Tawny, my people from back in New York—”


  Barnes grunted and nodded at Flynn and Tawny. Flynn’s eyes flicked to the screens behind the computer terminal.


  Mercy followed his gaze. She frowned, not understanding what she was seeing. Various camera feeds flashed across the screens relaying images from outside the National Mall’s perimeter wall.


  What’s going on—?


  “Oh my god,” Reyes said, his voice carrying clearly across the room. “They’ve executed the Deadfall Protocol—”


  Mercy looked at Barnes.


  “What the fuck is the Deadfall Protocol?” Barnes spat.


  “They’ve released the enhanced alphas from their pens into the city. The AI will control them via their commander queens.” Reyes’s hands flashed over the keyboard and more camera shots came into view. Image after image of trap doors opening on city streets, filled the screens. All around the capital streams of undead burst forth, released from their underground pens.


  My god, they were everywhere. They were under the streets… we were walking over them the whole time. Constantine’s land forces will be overwhelmed. This was all for nothing—


  One of the monitors flickered and a different sequence of images flashed in a loop. Mercy tilted her head and pointed at the screen, “Reyes, what the hell is that?”


  The answer dropped into her head just as Reyes spoke.


  “That’s the destroyers, they’ve activated the destroyers too. We must be under attack, the Resistance must be close—” Reyes shouted.


  Destroyers?


  Mercy stared at the giant screen. Her eyes narrowed.


  Fuck—


  “Mechs—” Flynn said.


  “They look like fucking dinosaurs,” Tawny said. She walked over and took the other set of curtains from Mercy. She covered herself and looked up, “That Deadfall Protocol is looking pretty intense, we’d better get moving then—”


  Mercy looked up, “But you guys must be tired and hungry? Can you keep up?”


  Flynn glanced at Tawny, “Yeah, we’re good to go, believe me.” He looked across the room at Reyes. “Can that guy get us out of here?”


  Mercy’s jaw hardened, “Yeah, well, he’s not got a choice.”


  Mercy marched over to Reyes, “Right Reyes, you’re still alive. That’s a bonus for you. You’re gonna find us a way out of here avoiding bots, mechs and alphas and all the other shit you’ve got stashed down here. Oh, and you’re gonna come up with some clothes for my friends here before we leave.” She chambered a round and held her HK45 to his forehead, “Any double cross and the last thing that will cross your mind is this 9mm parabellum right here. Understood?”


  Reyes nodded and closed his eyes, “There’s a tunnel to L’Enfant Plaza VRE station. The president has a train there on standby for the Charlottesville redoubt. We can take the tunnel, there’s personnel lockers on the way. We should be able to get some clothes and shoes—”


  Barnes was fiddling with the GPS tracker. His face was illuminated by light from the screen. He frowned and looked up at Mercy.


  Rose—?


  Mercy felt her chest tighten, “Barnes—?”


  Barnes looked down at the screen, “I’ve found the alpha queen.” He held up the tracker’s screen to show Mercy. Twelve red dots flashed on a digital map of the city.


  Mercy stepped forwards and grabbed the tracker. She examined the screen, “They’re outside the wall. How in hell did they get outside do quickly?”


  “Could be they left the same way we came in, maybe found another passage. Who knows? They’re clever bastards. They’re south of the wall, on 12th Street Southwest,” Barnes said. “There’s one of them underground pens opened up under Maryland Avenue Linear Park. Maybe they’re heading there to join up with the other alphas?” He looked up at one of the monitors, his eyes searching. He pointed, “See camera sixteen, that’s labelled Maryland Park. It’s lit up by spotlights from the pen—”


  Mercy examined the monitor. Her face crumpled. “Christ—” she said, her voice a whisper.


  Maryland Avenue Linear Park was teeming with alphas.


  Flynn edged close to the screen following Mercy’s gaze, “Shit. There must be ten thousand of them at least—”


  And Rose is being dragged into the middle of that shitfest—




  Chapter 15
 L’Enfant Station


  Not on my watch—


  Mercy grabbed Reyes by the shoulder and shoved him across the laboratory, towards the door. “Time to move Dr Death, get us the fuck out of here.”


  They entered the corridor. Flynn and Tawny each took an M4 carbine and a Glock 19 pistol from the dead NSA soldiers outside the laboratory. Reyes led them down the corridor to a locked door. He took a key card from his pocket and opened the electronic lock. Strip lights flickered on as they entered the new corridor. They continued to a set of double doors. A sign on the doors read: ACCESS TO LOWER LEVELS: AUTHORISED PERSONNEL ONLY. Reyes went through the doors. They found a broken elevator and a staircase.


  Mercy checked her watch; 3:19 am.


  It’ll be dark outside. Just concentrate on finding Rose. Flynn and Tawny seem strong enough. We can catch up and regroup once we’re through this next layer of shit—


  Reyes took them down the stairs, two steps at a time. The alarm receded as they descended into the lower levels. Mercy started counting the steps but stopped when she reached sixty.


  A short while later Reyes slowed and stopped beside a new set of double doors. He turned to Mercy, “We’re here. The escape tunnel is just up ahead. There’s a corridor with lockers through here. Some staff use the lockers to store bug-out bags and clothes, so we might be lucky. Follow me—”


  Reyes opened the doors and led them down the sloped floor. Rusting full length lockers stood on either side. The corridor was damp and the floor lights were broken in places. Mercy pulled out her torch and switched it on.


  Reyes began opening random lockers, he let out a cry of triumph at the fifth one he tried. “Here… there’s a coat, hat and a pack.” He pulled out a parka and a waxed cotton trail hat.


  Barnes lifted an old fire extinguisher from the wall. “Stand back,” he ordered. He smashed the locks off six of the lockers with the extinguisher. Tawny opened three of the lockers and let out a whoop on the fourth.


  “Boots, socks, jacket and trousers in here… there’s a shotgun, some shells and a pack,” Tawny scooped out the clothing and began pulling the trousers on.


  Flynn found a stained boiler suit and boots in another locker, “Got me some fancy duds.” He pulled on the boiler suit and struggled with the boots.


  Reyes changed his lab coat for the parka and trail hat.


  Barnes lifted a bloodstained alloy baseball bat from another locker. “This has seen some action, got some miles left in her I’d guess. Light enough… and silent.” He handed it to Tawny, Barnes turned towards Reyes, “Shit, what about the sat phone? Reyes where’s the sat phone?”


  Reyes shook his head, “Comms is based in internal security. That’s back where we came from, near the president’s quarters. We’d have to go back—”


  Barnes pulled a face, “Goddammit—”


  Mercy hefted her M16 and checked her watch; 3:57 am.


  This is all taking too long. We need to speed up for Rose—


  “It’s too late. We’re not going back. Come on, every second counts. Let’s go—” Mercy said. She pointed her M16 at Reyes and waved him on.


  Barnes cursed under his breath.


  Reyes nodded and moved down the corridor. They passed more lockers then came to a set of fire doors.


  “We’re here,” Reyes said. “The tunnel is on the other side, it leads to a siding near L’Enfant Station. I’ll come with you… to show you the way. My family are being held in Charlottesville… in the redoubt, I want to get to them—”


  Without warning the doors behind Reyes burst open. He stopped mid-sentence, his body jerked as a bayonet was thrust into his back. Blood stained his shirt around the blade. A hulking figure in a Hazmat suit appeared in the doorway behind him. Mercy took a step back and raised her M16.


  What the hell—?


  The bayonet disappeared from Reyes’s chest and he slumped to the floor, a glazed look in his eyes. Mercy fired at the Hazmat-suited man, her high velocity 5.56 mm rounds slammed into his chest, stopping him in his tracks. Her rounds passed through the first figure into a second, similarly suited figure behind. The two NSA soldiers collapsed to the floor, dropping their bayonetted M4s.


  Mercy squeezed off another controlled burst into the dark tunnel. Something jerked and flailed backwards. Her magazine ran dry and she brought her torch to bear on the tunnel ahead, illuminating a scene of carnage. Three NSA soldiers were dead in the narrow passageway, riddled by her bullets, their bayonetted M4s lying beside them.


  Christ, a rearguard?


  Mercy looked down at Reyes, who lay slumped, unmoving at her feet.


  Dammit, we’ve lost our guide—


  Mercy leaned against the door frame.


  Shit Reyes, I had questions to ask you. Guess I’ll never know now, it’s not every day I run into a Cobalt Biotech operative. Perhaps it’s for the best though—


  Flynn leant over her shoulder and surveyed the scene, “You’ve not lost your touch Dawes. That’s a sweet kill zone right there—”


  Four more lives gone. And for what—?


  Mercy discarded the empty M16 and took one of the bayonetted M4 carbines. She searched the NSA bodies for ammunition and found nine magazines which she shared with Flynn and Tawny.


  Mercy entered the tunnel, her M4 at the ready. She kept up a steady pace. Three minutes later the floor started sloping up. She reached a blast door, held her breath and turned the handle.


  It’s open—


  Relief flooded through her. The door opened into a shaft occupied by a spiral staircase. She went up, taking two steps at a time.


  Hang in there Rose, we’re on our way—


  Mercy’s breath came in ragged gasps as she staggered up the final steps. Her torch flickered briefly.


  Shit, the batteries are running out—


  She shook the torch and the beam rallied, pushing back the darkness.


  A door—


  The others followed her, their breathing laboured.


  Mercy stepped up to the door and turned the handle. She pushed and swore as the hinges grated. Cold air washed in from outside, light rain shimmered in her torchlight. Mercy pointed the torch down, covering its beam with her fingers. She stepped out into the night, her breath misting the air.


  Voices. Shouting. The smell of soot. Mercy frowned.


  What in god’s name?


  She ran along the ivy-festooned concrete passage, emerging seconds later onto a railroad siding.


  Flynn ran up behind her and put a hand on her shoulder, “Wait up Mercy, you can’t take on the whole world—”


  A shrill whistle pierced the night.


  Mercy cursed and pointed at a steam train pulling out of the station a hundred yards away. “Looks like some of the NSA are getting away—”


  “Yeah… Reyes said they had a redoubt in Charlottesville—” Flynn replied.


  A high-pitched beeping came from behind. Mercy swung around and raised her eyebrows. Barnes was fiddling with the GPS tracking device.


  “What? What is it?” Mercy asked, her voice tense.


  Barnes looked up, confusion on his face. He pointed at the departing train, “The tracker… that alpha queen and her pack…” Barnes looked down at the screen, “it says they’re on the train—”


  Mercy stared at the departing train.


  Rose is on that train—?


  The steam train’s whistle went again. Smoke enveloped the train as it gathered speed, leaving the station behind. Mercy sank to her knees, the rain glistening in her hair.


  No, no, no. Rose—




  Chapter 16
 Chase


  “A steam train?” Tawny said.


  “Yeah, old school, so steampunk,” Flynn muttered.


  Mercy lifted her head, “The alpha queen’s on that train… which means Rose is on that train—”


  “Which means we go after it,” Barnes growled. “Charlottesville… that’s close to a hundred miles away.”


  “That thing’s an antique but it’ll be fast, barring any obstructions on the tracks—” Mercy stood up.


  “I doubt the NSA know they have those alphas on board. They’ll have stowed away somewhere—” Tawny said.


  “Stowed away? How intelligent are these alphas? Do they really have a plan? What the hell do they want with Rose?” Flynn sounded exasperated.


  Several distant shrieks pierced the night.


  We’re not safe—


  “I smell diesel fumes,” Flynn said.


  “Me too,” Barnes agreed.


  “Where’s it coming from?” Tawny asked, looking around.


  “From over there,” Mercy pointed at an engine shed in the distance. “Come on, let’s take a look.”


  They reached the engine shed a minute later. The fumes were stronger.


  “I can hear an engine in there,” Tawny said.


  Mercy nodded, “On me, safeties off.” She led the way around the side of the shed to the front entrance. Dim light spilled out onto the wet tracks. Mercy stood to one side of the entrance and listened.


  No voices, no sign of life, just the engine noise—


  Mercy glanced at the others then turned the corner and entered the shed. She stopped in her tracks and stared at the yellow track-maintenance train.


  There’s no one here. They’ve left in a hurry, the engine’s still running—


  Footsteps behind.


  “The place is deserted, wonder what they were doing with that thing?” Flynn said, he walked forwards to peer into the driver’s cabin.


  Mercy followed him.


  They could’ve used it to push the steam train into position if they were in a hurry. It’d take the steam engine a while to build up a head of steam—


  “Reckon they’ve used this thing like a tug to get the old train out of hiding. There’s a large siding shed back there where they could’ve kept it hidden—” Barnes said, stepping up beside Mercy.


  “Yeah… maybe, whatever,” Mercy said, her mind racing.


  Wait, could we—?


  Flynn climbed up onto the diesel engine and disappeared into the driver’s cab. He popped his head out a few seconds later, “Hey, it looks pretty straightforward. I reckon I could drive this thing. Jump aboard—”


  Mercy raised her eyebrows. A smile ghosted her lips.


  It’s good to have you back Flynn. So good—


  They squeezed into the driver’s cabin and watched as Flynn explored the controls. He pushed a large button on the control panel. A loud horn sounded on the train’s roof.


  Flynn swore, “No… that’s was not what I wanted—”


  Shit, that will bring the dead down on us—


  Mercy kept quiet.


  Don’t say it. Give him time—


  Flynn’s hands hovered over the control panel. “Here, press this to forward and—” Flynn pressed a knob and pulled a lever back. The engine responded and the train moved forwards.


  “Good job Flynn, keep it up,” Tawny said.


  The train left the siding shed and merged with the main track.


  “Shit,” Mercy said, her voice tense. “Trouble ahead—”


  A flood of undead was pouring onto the platform from the station building. “How fast can this thing go Flynn? Those stiffs will reach the tracks in—”


  Mercy stopped talking. The undead spilled over the platform and onto the tracks ahead.


  “Christ,” Flynn muttered. He pulled the power lever back. The train responded, gathering speed.


  We’re doing about… twenty miles an hour—


  Barnes opened the door, “I’m going to make sure none of those things grab onto us. I could use some help—”


  Barnes and Tawny stood on the narrow walkway on the right side of the train. Mercy went to the walkway on left side of the train. The train struck the leading alphas, they disappeared under the engine wheels. Mercy struggled to see in the dark. She had one hand on the guard rail, the other clutched her M4 carbine. A series of gunshots came from the far side of the train.


  Stay put… Barnes and Tawny are old hands, they’ll do it right. Keep your eyes peeled. It just takes one alpha to get on board to turn this into a Class A clusterfuck—


  Mercy moved up and down the walkway, her eyes glued to the side of the train and the tracks below. The seconds ticked by as they pulled away from the station. Behind them more alphas spilled out over the platform onto the tracks. They ran after the train.


  Come on Flynn, give it more juice, push the pedal to the metal—


  Mercy’s eyes widened.


  Jesus, there’s… hundreds of them—


  The train started slowing.


  Shit, Flynn what’s wrong—?


  Mercy raced back to the driver’s cabin and wrenched the door open. “Why are we stopping? They’re behind us—”


  An electronic alarm was sounding from the control panel.


  Flynn was frantic, his hands hovering over the controls. “What the actual fuck? What did I do? Shit—”


  Gunshots came from outside.


  Mercy stared at the control panel, a look of concentration on her face.


  Remember that TV programme? About the railroads? That… yes, the dead man’s switch—


  Mercy leaned in through the door and yelled, “Flynn, look for the dead man’s switch... it might be a pedal on the floor. It’s a safety thing… stand on it to keep the train going, you might need to keep hitting it—”


  Flynn stamped on the floor, “Found it.”


  The train shuddered and started to gain speed again. Relief swept over Mercy.


  All the crap I used to watch on TV, thank you Documentary Channel—


  Flynn adjusted the controls, “I think this is as fast as she’ll go… twenty, maybe thirty miles an hour.” He glanced back at Mercy, “I’ve got this, leave it to me, watch yourself—”


  Mercy turned back to the narrow walkway, her eyes focusing on the tracks behind. They were pulling away from the undead horde. She stood at the handrail, her eyes on the side of the train. They passed under a footbridge, shapes fell from above. Mercy counted three alphas landing on the tracks behind them. She looked up, three more alphas were rising to their feet on the mid-section of the train.


  It’s raining the bastards now—


  The nearest alpha turned towards Mercy, its form just visible in the dim light.


  Mercy yelled, “Barnes, Tawny watch your backs—”


  The alpha launched itself at Mercy. She lifted her bayonetted M4 carbine and squeezed the trigger firing a burst into it. Three rounds hit the alpha before it crashed on top of her, impaling itself on her bayonet. Mercy’s back ground against the handrail, the alpha’s weight compressing her chest. She struggled for breath, trying to push the alpha away. The train juddered and slowed, then picked up speed. Gunfire erupted on the other side of the train.


  Oh. My. God—


  The alpha’s stench was overwhelming. Mercy held onto her M4 as the alpha squirmed on the bayonet, its fingers raking her chest and arms.


  Get. It. Off—


  The alpha craned its neck forwards and snapped at Mercy’s face, its yellowed teeth inches away. Mercy extended away from the alpha, leaning out over the handrail into the speeding darkness. A blur reached out beside her. Mercy jerked her head to avoid the swift movement.


  “Look away—” Flynn’s voice.


  Intense light erupted in front of Mercy’s face. She closed her eyes and turned away. Flynn thrust the burning emergency flare into the alpha’s mouth, up through its rotten hard palate into its brain. The flare lit up the alpha’s skull from the inside. Its eyes burst, exploding in a wet spray of blood-filled light. Its body jerked as its mouth spewed sparks and flame.


  Mercy felt the alpha’s weight leave her chest as Flynn lifted it by the legs. He threw it over the handrail. The impaled M4 was wrenched from Mercy’s hands as the incandescent alpha disappeared over the side of the train.


  “Mercy move—”


  Flynn—?


  Mercy’s eyes snapped open. The tunnel wall raced towards her head.


  What—?


  Mercy froze.




  Chapter 17
 Barboursville VA


  Mercy blinked.


  This is it—


  A distant scream. Pulling at her waist. Her legs buckling. Her hair brushed by the dark stone of the tunnel. Falling. Her cheek pressing against the harsh cold of the engine walkway. Wet. Tears.


  I’m still alive. Why am I still alive? I should have died. I wanted it all to end. I wanted to die—


  “Mercy, it’s OK. It’s OK, you made it, you’re all right. We’re through the tunnel—” Flynn’s voice in her ear.


  Mercy turned her head and looked up into the eyes of the man holding her.


  Flynn, it’s you. How the hell did you do that?


  “Flynn… I…” Mercy mumbled.


  “Come on babe, you’re freezing. Let’s get you inside, there’s a heater in the cab. We’ll get you warmed up,” Flynn said, helping Mercy to her feet.


  They entered the train driver’s cabin.


  Tawny was standing beside the driver’s seat. “Nice work dude,” she nodded at the fire extinguisher Flynn had wedged against the dead man’s pedal to keep the train going.


  Flynn grunted, “Here, help me with Mercy, she had a close call back there.”


  They manhandled Mercy into the driver’s seat and turned the wall heater on. Flynn took off his jacket and placed it around Mercy’s shoulders.


  Mercy turned to Tawny, “Where’s Barnes? Is he OK?”


  “Yeah, he’s fine, he’s riding shotgun up top. We wasted two of those jumpers from the bridge, close shave but it worked out. I saw part of what happened on your side. Flynn busted some sweet ninja moves, impressive—” Tawny said.


  “Yeah, just lucky I guess,” Flynn replied.


  Luck? I wonder if—?


  Mercy turned to face Flynn. “I should be dead… I only had a second or two. You made those moves super quick, I mean you were fast—”


  Flynn frowned, “What are you saying?”


  Mercy shrugged and looked at Tawny, “You’ve both been enhanced by Cobalt Biotech. God knows what they had in mind for you. We have to assume you’re GPS tagged… like the alpha queen and her pack on that steam train. You’ve both got the NSA tattoos on your skin so—”


  Tawny interrupted, “Good point. Wait, I’ll get Barnes to see if he can locate us on the tracker—”


  Mercy nodded, “Sounds like a good idea.”


  Tawny disappeared outside.


  Mercy looked at the driver’s console. “How fast are we going?”


  Flynn glanced over Mercy’s shoulder at the numbers on the screen, “About thirty miles an hour—”


  Mercy stared out of the rain streaked driver’s window. “A hundred miles to Charlottesville, thirty miles an hour. So it’ll take us about three hours twenty to get there—”


  Flynn grunted, “I guess. Provided there’s no shit on the way.”


  “Provided there’s no shit on the way,” Mercy repeated.


  Tawny entered the cabin holding the GPS tracker. “Barnes had a go, he couldn’t find me or Flynn registering on this thing. He told me to double check, so…” Tawny pulled a face and held the tracker up, scrolling through the search function.


  Mercy glanced at Flynn.


  “Nothing,” Tawny said, “nada—”


  “Well ain’t that a surprise?” Mercy said. “I wonder why? What were they going to use you guys for?”


  “Maybe they hadn’t finished the process,” Flynn replied. “Maybe they were going to tag us at the end—”


  Mercy frowned, “Or maybe you’ve got a different tag? Something that requires a different tracker?”


  Tawny frowned, “I guess we’ll never know.”


  The cabin heater had steamed up the windows.


  Mercy shrugged off Flynn’s jacket and handed it to him. “Well, you both know what I have to do… just in case?”


  Tawny rolled her eyes. Flynn grinned.


  “I’m going to check you both for tracking devices,” Mercy said. “Tawny, can you give us a few minutes? I’ll check Flynn first—”


  Tawny shook her head and pulled a face. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll be outside keeping that hairy-arsed Sasquatch company. Give me a shout when you want me—”


  Twenty minutes later Mercy sent Flynn out and called for Tawny. She checked her friend for tracking devices.


  “Nothing. Not a thing,” Mercy announced. “The two of you are clear. Unless they’ve done something else—”


  Maybe I’m just being paranoid—


  “I guess we’ll just have to go with that then,” Tawny said, putting her shirt back on.


  “We’ll have to keep a close eye on your… performance,” Mercy said. “Rose noticed some time back that her night vision had improved with her biotech. I seem to heal quickly and my pain tolerance has gone up… so you two might start to notice some weird stuff pretty soon.”


  “Yeah, well. You said Flynn had super-fast reactions or reflexes… saving you back there like he did—” Tawny said, pulling on her boots.


  “Super-fast,” Mercy smiled. “I like your choice of words. We could call him Broadband. What do you think?”


  Tawny stopped doing up her laces and looked at Mercy, “Broadband? Why not just call him WiFi? We could call him WiFi Boy—”


  Mercy laughed, “A helmet name? Like in the military? I like it—”


  Oh my god, I just… laughed—


  Mercy looked at Tawny and couldn’t stop smiling.


  I missed you guys. I really did. You are family—


  
  


  Mercy opened her eyes. Tawny was in the train driver’s seat.


  No sleep but at least we’re warm and dry… and moving—


  She checked her watch: 5:37 am.


  Getting closer to Charlottesville—


  Mercy sat up.


  Charlottesville. Billy-Ray’s daughter—


  The flashback was vivid, Billy-Ray’s voice filled Mercy’s head: “I need to get to Charlottesville, my daughter… she’s hiding out in Shenandoah, we’ve got a cabin there… my daughter, she’s like you. I saw how you walked through those tropes and they ignored you, she’s like you… and Rose. The NSA, they did something to her before I got her out of Richmond eighteen months ago. They were rounding up kids and young people, she’s fifteen, she can walk through tropes. She’s all alone up in the mountains, I need to get to her… if I don’t make it, once you’ve finished your business in D.C. find my Annalise and give her this—”


  Mercy blinked.


  I lost that envelope a long time ago. What was the address? What was the—?


  She took a deep breath.


  Annalise Young, Mission Home Road, Free Union, VA 22940. There it is, how in hell’s name did I remember that?


  “You OK?” Tawny was staring at Mercy from the driver’s seat. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost—”


  Mercy shook her head, “No… not a ghost Tawny. I think I’ve just discovered another Cobalt Biotech enhancement—”


  Flynn stirred and sat up rubbing his eyes, “What’s going on?”


  Mercy shrugged, “I just remembered my conversation with Billy-Ray, about his daughter, Annalise—”


  Flynn glanced at Tawny.


  Mercy nodded, “I promised I’d try and find her once we were finished in DC. I never thought we’d get out of DC alive, but we have and now we’re chasing Rose. Annalise is like us, she’s got Cobalt Biotech in her, they experimented on her too—”


  “Yeah, but how are we gonna find her?” Flynn stretched his arms.


  “I’ve got her address up here,” Mercy tapped her head. “Tawny pass me that pen and some paper from that clipboard—”


  Tawny passed Mercy the clipboard and pen from the driver’s seat pocket. She pulled a face, “This Annalise, if she’s like us she could be useful… maybe we should try and find her—”


  Mercy tore off three pieces of paper and wrote the address down. “Here, take the address so we’ve all got it. Mission Home, it’s in the mountains—”


  “Yeah, it’s Appalachian Trail country up there,” Flynn nodded. “Bears and shit—”


  “Bears and shit—” Mercy repeated, a smile on her face. “You’ve just condensed the whole outdoors to three words. Nice touch Flynn—”


  Flynn raised his eyebrows, “Hey, it’s early and I need coffee… and I’m hungry—”


  “Yeah, and I need a new rifle,” Mercy said, her voice hardening.


  Flynn grimaced, “Yeah, sorry about that… I threw it off the train. In fairness you had stuck that alpha pretty good with your bayonet—”


  Mercy shook her head, “No… I didn’t mean to blame you—”


  Flynn pulled a dazzling smile, “Gotcha, right there, gotcha—”


  Mercy laughed, “Yeah, I guess you did. Well, you are right, it was embedded in that thing’s chest, so it was difficult not to throw it over the side.”


  “I’ll take that,” Flynn replied.


  The sky lightened with cold morning light. Trees, interspersed with rolling countryside, sprawled on either side of the railway tracks as far as they could see. They sat in silence.


  Barnes is still outside. I hope he’s OK. I should go and check on him—


  “Does anyone have any idea where we are?” Tawny yawned.


  Without warning the diesel engine spluttered and died, the train juddered and started to slow.


  “What the fuck?” Tawny turned back to the driver’s console. “It wasn’t me, I didn’t touch a thing—”


  Flynn stood up and examined the control panel. He tapped a dial, “I wasn’t sure earlier… I didn’t want to say anything but there it is. We’re out of fuel—”


  The train’s speed dropped rapidly. Mercy watched the treeline on either side of the train.


  “Shit, there’s a lot of trees out there,” Tawny said. “I hate trees, give me the city any day—”


  Easy to get lost in there. At least Barnes has a compass and navigation skills—


  The train slowed to a walking pace then ground to a halt.


  “We’d better get away from here. Any local stiffs will be drawn by the sound of the train—” Flynn said, picking up his rifle.


  “You don’t need to tell us. Come on let’s ditch our ride—” Tawny jumped out of the driver’s seat and made for the cabin door.


  Barnes was outside on the walkway, staring at the trees. “It’s time to move out,” he said, his voice flat.


  Mercy looked at Barnes. The breeze ruffled his tangled hair.


  He looks like a down-and-out. Hah… that’s rich, we’re all down-and-outs now—


  Barnes lowered himself to the tracks and reached up to help the others. He took a bearing with his compass and waved them on. “You go ahead, I’ll take up the rear.”


  Mercy nodded, “I’ll take point, keep your eyes on our flanks.”


  The grey early morning light revealed the trees in a dull monotone. A cold damp gripped the air, misting their breath. They trudged along the tracks for an hour, the trees thinned, revealing overgrown fields beyond. Mercy’s eyes darted right and left. Overgrown vineyards replaced the fields. Rows of abandoned vines were just visible above the weed choked land.


  Wine country, where the hell are we?


  They continued for another half an hour and came to a railway bridge over a road. Mercy stopped and crouched down. Crows were circling above the tracks two hundred yards away.


  Not a good sign—


  She turned to the others and pointed at the crows.


  “That’s got bad news written all over it,” Tawny said.


  Barnes was checking the tracks ahead with his rifle scope.


  Mercy stepped up to him, “What do you see?”


  Barnes grunted, “Just the crows, nothing on the tracks, no movement, no nothing—”


  “What do you wanna do?” Flynn asked.


  Mercy paused, “Well, that’s Charlottesville in that direction. That’s where the train’s gone. We need to keep to the rail tracks otherwise,” she looked down at the road, “we’ll get lost.”


  Tawny nodded, “Agreed, I guess we proceed with caution. We should slow down and scope things out as we go.”


  Mercy nodded, “OK, let’s go.”


  Barnes stood up, “Man, I’m hungry, we’ve really gotta get some food, we can’t go on much longer without a break.”


  Mercy looked at Barnes.


  He doesn’t normally complain. He’s sweating and he looks wired, anxious even. Shit, he was using speed and god knows what else… maybe it’s early drug withdrawal. We need to find food and shelter quick, if he’s gonna crash it could be bad—


  Mercy reached into her pocket and pulled out a stick of chewing gum, “I know it’s not much Barnes, but have this, I took it from one of those NSA soldiers back in the Smithsonian. You look like you could use it—”


  Barnes’s eyes lit up, he took the gum and grunted, “Thanks.”


  Mercy turned and continued walking along the rail tracks, her eyes on the circling crows in the distance.


  What’s the difference between a raven and a crow? And a rook? Is it a murder of crows… or a parliament of crows? Or is that owls? What’s a jackdaw? What’s a magpie? Never mind, focus you idiot, they’re circling for a reason—


  They advanced a hundred yards. Buildings became visible in the distance. A heavily overgrown railroad siding appeared alongside the main track. Mercy stopped and turned to Barnes, she raised an eyebrow waiting for his verdict.


  Barnes knelt on one knee and peered through his rifle scope, “Abandoned train carriages on the siding ninety meters ahead. Old rail signals and some buildings in the distance. Hang on—” Barnes adjusted his scope and held his breath. “I see a sign. Bar…Barbour… Barboursville, VA. We’re in Barboursville—”


  Barnes looked up at the blank faces around him. “Well, don’t look at me, I ain’t from this neck of the woods. I couldn’t tell you how close we are to Charlottesville—”


  “We need intel, a map. We need to get our bearings. We need a plan—” Tawny said.


  Barnes let out a low whistle, “Hold on.” He pulled off his pack, reached inside and took out the NSA GPS tracking device. “There’s some extra functions on this I didn’t get to explore back at the Smithsonian. I wanted to save the battery. Maybe, maybe—” Barnes switched on the device. The screen lit up and he scrolled through a variety of displays. He stopped and looked up, holding the screen for them to see. “That’s what I’m talking about—”


  Mercy focused on the image, “It’s a map, and that’s… us, the flashing red dot?”


  Barnes nodded, “It sure is. It’s a you-are-here signal. So according to this, we’re about twenty klicks northeast of Charlottesville.”


  “Twenty klicks,” Mercy repeated. “That’s doable on foot, after a rest and some food—”


  Flynn pulled a face, “What’s the range of that thing?”


  Barnes raised an eyebrow, “Well it’s GPS, so the range is global… satellites permitting. Hold on… I see where you’re coming from.” He returned his attention to the device and fiddled with the settings. “Holy fuck—”


  “What?” Mercy said. “What is it Barnes? Barnes?”


  Mercy pulled at his sleeve so she could see the screen.


  Green dots—? Wait—


  Mercy looked up, “Those green dots, that’s the alpha queen and her pack isn’t it?”


  And Rose—


  Barnes nodded, “It sure is… and they ain’t in Charlottesville—”


  Tawny brought her rifle up, “What the hell? Where are they then?”


  Mercy glanced around, her voice quiet, “They’re here, somewhere up ahead. In Barboursville—”


  Hunter killers. These alphas aren’t feral anymore… they’re NSA-modified hunter killers—


  “Those crows, the alphas… they could be linked,” Flynn said.


  Mercy pulled out her HK45 pistol and racked the slide. There’s no sign of the NSA train up ahead. There’s no sign of NSA at all… it can only mean the alphas jumped off somewhere along here. Why, is anyone’s guess—”


  “These things ain’t dumb,” Tawny said.


  “OK, so we haven’t been rumbled yet. We’ve still got that advantage—” Mercy lowered her voice.


  “And we’ve got this,” Barnes held up the GPS tracker.


  “We’re close,” Flynn added.


  “So the hunters could become the hunted,” Tawny hefted her M4 carbine.


  Mercy rubbed her forehead and closed her eyes, “Maybe if we had some frags, some stun grenades, more firepower, but there’s just the four of us… and those fuckers are fast. No… we need a plan, we need intel, we need—”


  Barnes collapsed to the ground his arms and legs jerking. His eyes rolled up and he started foaming at the mouth. A second later he vomited and began choking.


  Christ—




  Chapter 18
 Crash


  “What the hell? Barnes—? Has he been bit?” Tawny exclaimed, levelling her M4 at Barnes.


  Mercy knelt beside Barnes, she examined his neck and arms, “No, this is different… he’s been acting strange. It’s drug withdrawal, he’s been using speed and probably some other shit to get himself through the last few weeks. Here, Flynn, help me roll him on his side, we need to protect his airway. Don’t stick anything in his mouth. Tawny, eyes out, three sixty degrees—”


  Flynn and Mercy managed to roll Barnes into the recovery position. Mercy extended his neck by lifting his jaw. The seizure lasted twenty seconds then subsided.


  “Shit, do you think his lips are blue? Where in hell was he getting speed from anyway?” Flynn said.


  Mercy leant in to check Barnes’s breathing, “Wherever there’s people there’s drugs. The NSA’s been using speed to keep their own troops going. Remember Deadstick and the Professor, back in Norfolk? They were supplying the NSA with drugs weren’t they? Barnes has been looting meth and pills from every NSA soldier we nail. He’s got a habit—”


  “Our very own Navy SEAL junkie… Christ,” Flynn responded.


  Mercy looked around, “Yeah, well, he needs help, and we’re not going to get very far with him in this state. I don’t know about this kind of stuff. Tawny? Have you any idea?”


  Tawny glanced at Barnes, “Yeah, it depends on what he’s been taking. But we’ve limited options out here, so it’ll have to be cold turkey or else—”


  Mercy frowned, “Or else… what?”


  “Or else we get more drugs for him,” Tawny finished.


  Mercy closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead.


  Christ, not another headache, not now, not—


  Flynn stirred, “Rose’s gonna have to wait. We need to get the big guy to safety. Someone’s gonna need to stay with him for the next twenty four hours; watch his breathing, keep him hydrated and warm.”


  Rose—? Barnes—? Don’t make me choose—


  “Come on, you and me Mercy. Help me lift him, we’ll take him to that abandoned train in the siding over there. I’ll stay with him, you and Tawny can go find food and water. We needed a rest anyway. We’re in no fit state to engage with the alpha queen at the moment—” Flynn said, shouldering Barnes’s sniper rifle and kit.


  Thank you Flynn. Thank you for making the decision for me—


  Tawny checked out the first few abandoned carriages and returned minutes later, “Train’s empty. Looks like someone used it as a shelter a long time ago. There’s old gas canisters and rusty tins. It’ll do as a shelter, we can make it secure—”


  Mercy and Flynn carried Barnes to the nearest carriage and lifted him up the steps. They placed him carefully on the floor, rolling him on his side up against the wall.


  Mercy checked her watch, “It’s 11:37 am; we’ve got the afternoon to find some food and water. You’re right Flynn, Rose will have to wait. We can do a recon and make a plan—”


  “And we’ve got this,” Tawny tapped the GPS device. “We can use the tracker and Barnes’s scope to spy on the alpha queen and her pack. See what’s going on—”


  “Yeah, intel is everything,” Mercy said. She gave Flynn a look.


  I don’t want to leave you. Not again, we’ve just found each other—


  Flynn gazed into her eyes, “We’ll be fine. I’ll stay with Barnes, you go, use the remaining daylight to get supplies. When you come back knock three times on the side of the train so I’ll know it’s you. Here take this—” Flynn handed Mercy his M4 carbine.


  Mercy shook her head, “No, you keep it, I’ve got my pistol. Anyway, we’re going to try and avoid trouble and we’ve got the biotech for normal tropes—”


  Stop drawing things out. Go, just go, do it, leave—


  Mercy embraced Flynn then turned away before he could see the tears in her eyes, “Yeah, understood. Stay awake Flynn, for him and us. I want no more crap today. Come on Tawny let’s rock—”


  Tawny nodded at Flynn and followed Mercy to the door, she glanced back. “Lock up after us, there’s stuff you can use to jam against the doors. The windows are intact in this carriage apart from the small one at the end, you can block it off with some of this trash,” she kicked at some of the garbage on the floor.


  Flynn smiled, “Go on, get out of here. Look after Mercy. I’ve got this—”


  “Later Flynn,” Tawny turned and went through the door.


  
  


  Mercy led the way. She checked the GPS tracker and continued along the railroad to the nearest buildings. She showed the tracker to Tawny.


  “The green dots have moved to the western edge of Barboursville, do you think they’re leaving?” Tawny asked.


  “Who knows? Who can imagine what’s going through the mind of that alpha bitch?” Mercy replied, the anger unmistakable in her voice.


  She’s going to get away again—


  “I’m not sure those things have minds,” Tawny replied. “We can search the buildings on this side of the town, we should be OK there,” she tapped the tracker’s screen.


  Mercy put the device away and looked ahead, “Let’s do it. Remember, we don’t know what your biotech is capable of yet. You should be invisible to normal tropes, unless you attack them… then they’ll wake up to you. But we don’t know for sure, so follow my lead. We go in stealthily and we only attack if we’re attacked—”


  “Understood,” Tawny replied.


  They walked down the main road. A road sign proclaimed: US ROUTE 33.


  We’re headed the right way—


  The breeze rustled the long grass on either side of the road. Birds sang in the trees, crickets chirped in the weeds, honeysuckle scent laced the air.


  Everything seems normal… except for those damn crows in the sky—


  Mercy halted at the first building.


  Looks like some kind of small school or something—


  The building was set back from the road on its own plot of land, the driveway winding through an overgrown front lawn.


  Mercy looked at Tawny, “You ready to do this?”


  “You bet,” Tawny answered. “We’re gonna get us some nice steaks and beer in this place.”


  “Yeah, right. Always think positive. Aim high—” Mercy walked through the open gate. She stood in the driveway and waited, listening.


  Tawny closed her eyes, “This smells like… old death—”


  Mercy glanced at Tawny, “Is that just you… or is it your biotech talking?”


  Tawny shrugged, “I dunno, a bit of both maybe? This place feels… undisturbed, it’s from the time of the Fall—”


  “Jeez Tawny, you make it sound like an undiscovered tomb from the Valley of the Kings in Egypt or something,” Mercy replied. She pulled out her combat knife. “Let’s keep it quiet—”


  Mercy went up to the nearest window. Drapes obscured her view. She moved to the front door, it was locked by an iron bar and a heavy padlock.


  “Someone’s gone to a lot of trouble to make this place secure,” Mercy said, peering in through the stained glass panels on either side of the door.


  Tawny let out a low whistle, “Look, over here—”


  Mercy joined Tawny in front of the next window. A piece of cardboard had been taped to the inside of the window. Faded words were scrawled on the card, the message still clear.


  “PLEASE HELP US—” Mercy read out.


  “Shit… this doesn’t feel right,” Tawny said.


  Mercy tensed, “What? You think it’s a trap?”


  Tawny shook her head, “No, not that. It feels like some bad shit went down here, like some kind of crime, CSI stuff—”


  Mercy looked through the window. “There’s a stroller in there and some kids’ toys on the floor,” she hesitated. “Come on, let’s go check round the back—”


  They pushed their way through weeds and brambles to the back yard. A climbing frame and a set of swings stood in one corner.


  “You know what?” Tawny said, “This feels like a nursery or a day care centre or something, but I didn’t see a sign out in front—”


  Mercy drew near to a large rear window and peered through the glass, her hand shielding her eyes from the sun. “Jesus—”


  Kids, they’re just little kids. Shit. What the hell happened here?


  The large playroom was full of wasted trope children. Their faces were gaunt, their bodies painfully thin.


  Tawny looked through the window and let out a long sigh, “Old death… like I said. They locked their kids in here. This shit is from the Fall—”


  Mercy pulled away from the window, “Yeah, look… the back door and the fire door further along, they’ve both been barred and bolted—”


  “Maybe they were trying to protect them or—” Tawny said, stopping abruptly.


  Use them as food? No—


  Mercy nodded, “I saw something like this once… back in New York. Parents can’t kill their kids when they’ve been bitten. There was this place I came across… a five-story brownstone on the Upper East Side… 61st Street I think. It was a crèche, looked like there was a few adults looking after all these kids. But the kids had turned, every last one of them, there were locks on all the doors. I stopped counting after forty six kids—”


  Tawny pulled a face, “What? You mean the parents got together and put all their infected kids in one place?”


  “Yeah, maybe, I don’t know. Maybe they were holding out for a cure, you know… in the early days there was talk of a cure. They sure as hell weren’t gonna put a round through their own kid’s head… no such thing as mercy killing back in those days—”


  Tawny stared through the window at the group of wasted trope children. “Right, I guess we’ll give this place a miss then—”


  Mercy straightened up, “What are you talking about? Wherever there’s kids there’s food and supplies. Parents always make sure their kids have everything. I got some good supplies from that place on the Upper East Side. I bet this place is no different.”


  “Parents are parents wherever you go. It’s the toughest job on the planet, raising a kid. I’m glad we ain’t got one with us, especially not now. Beats me why anyone would want that responsibility—” Tawny turned her attention to the rear door. “We’re not gonna get in through here, that’s for sure. What about forcing a window?”


  Mercy examined the window frames, “No, there’s a risk of breaking the glass, that would make too much noise. There has to be another way in—”


  Tawny pointed at a conservatory further along. “There’s hatch in that day room’s roof… we could climb up and check it out.”


  “Come on then, I’ll give you a boost,” Mercy answered.


  Five minutes later Tawny was on the conservatory roof. She pried open the rusted hasp lock and dropped down to the floor inside. She unlocked the external conservatory door and let Mercy in.


  “Good job Tawny,” Mercy whispered. “Let’s see what we can find—”


  They pressed up against the internal glass door and peered into the adjoining room.


  “It’s the dining hall, looks empty. You ready?” Mercy asked.


  Tawny hefted her M4, “Always—”


  Mercy pulled on the handle, the sliding door moved along its rail with a slight grating noise, then it stopped.


  Good enough. Just wide enough to squeeze through—


  Mercy stepped through the gap. The sun emerged from behind the clouds at the same time, illuminating the dining hall through the glass conservatory roof. The floor was coated in a thick layer of dust.


  No footprints, no one’s been in here—


  Mercy stepped aside letting Tawny in. She pointed at her chest then at the serving counter. Tawny nodded.


  No broken glass—


  Large double doors were on the left. Mercy pressed up to them, listening.


  Nothing—


  Mercy slid the top and bottom door bolts home. She edged her way closer to the serving area, a large serving hatch took up space in the wall. Dishes and cutlery were neatly stacked on shelves behind the counter.


  Tawny stepped around the counter to check on the far side of the room. She waved at Mercy giving the all clear signal. Mercy turned her attention to the serving hatch.


  There must be enough tables and chairs in here for about fifty kids. They’d either have prepared the food on site or used a local supplier. So, there should be a kitchen behind here—


  Tawny joined Mercy at the hatch. “Nice and easy, slide it open—”


  Mercy gripped the handle and opened the hatch six inches. A stale, musty smell wafted out. She shone her torch through the gap, her light reflected off dusty stainless steel surfaces.


  Good… the kitchens. What is it with the dust in this place? Where the hell does dust come from anyway?


  Mercy tapped the hatch with the barrel of her HK45 pistol and waited.


  Nothing—


  She glanced at Tawny then fully opened the hatch. Kitchen worktops lined both sides of the room. A large island with cookers and burners occupied the centre area. Mercy pointed her torch at the rear of the kitchen, illuminating a further set of doors. She raised an eyebrow.


  Could be the food store—


  Mercy climbed up onto the bench and swung through the hatch into the kitchen. Tawny followed. They made their way through to the back of the kitchen and reached the rear doors.


  Mercy read the sign on the first door: FREEZER ROOM.


  No use—


  The ghost of a smile crept across her face as she shone her torch on the second door: KITCHEN STORE ROOM.


  OK, so this’ll do… here’s hoping—


  Mercy gripped the handle and listened. Satisfied, she opened the door and shone the torch inside.


  Hell yeah—


  The store room’s shelves were laden with tinned food and bottled water.


  Tawny let out a low whistle, “You can say what you like about what they did to their kids, keeping them undead, but they sure knew how to prepare for the end. There must be enough food here for months—”


  “Not to mention what they had in those freezers next door—” Mercy said.


  Tawny pressed into the room, she brushed against a shelf. Her jacket caught on the frame and jerked her back. A glass jar fell to the floor and smashed, spilling a quart of pickled gherkins all over their boots. They froze.


  Goddammit Tawny—


  A sharp bang came from the other side of the kitchen doors. Others followed and soon the whole building was alive with shouts and wild screams.


  “Quick, grab what you can and let’s get the hell out of here. That sound will carry outside, it’ll attract others—” Mercy said. She unslung her pack and began filling it with food.




  Chapter 19
 Entrapment


  Mercy lifted up her food laden pack and passed it through the serving hatch to Tawny. The double-hung half door at the other end of the kitchen splintered and the top lock gave way. The upper half swung inwards on its battered hinges and a spiderlike child-trope crawled over the lower door. It was followed by others, surging up and over the partial barrier, a tide of death.


  “Mercy, move, like fucking now—” Tawny yelled. She reached through the hatch and grabbed Mercy by the shoulder, wrenching her across in one swift movement.


  Mercy landed on the floor and sprawled beneath the counter.


  Tawny slid the serving hatch shut, “Go on, get the bags into the conservatory. I’ll hold this shut—”


  Mercy grabbed the two packs and ran to the conservatory door. She shoved the bags through then squeezed herself into the gap. A burst of gunfire came from behind, she turned to see Tawny emptying a magazine through the open hatch.


  “Tawny get over here—” Mercy shouted through the gap.


  Tawny turned and vaulted over the counter. She ran towards Mercy. Three childlike figures burst through the hatch and collided with the counter. Tawny slipped, nearly losing her balance, she staggered, crashing into a table and chairs. Mercy took aim and fired her HK45 pistol through the gap at the closest undead child. Its head burst open like a rotten melon.


  Mercy fired at the two other sprinting figures closing on Tawny. One of her rounds hit the second trope child in the knee, flooring it. Tawny picked up a chair and swung it wildly, hitting the third trope child in the chest, spinning it around. Tawny dropped the chair and charged at the gap in the conservatory door. More figures emerged from the serving hatch in a blur. Tawny pushed herself through the gap and fell to the conservatory floor gasping.


  Mercy slid the door closed and engaged the lock. She stood over Tawny and pointed her pistol at the rapidly filling room on the other side of the glass door. Tawny grunted and stood up panting. The group of ragged trope children pressed up against the glass door, their eyes full of mindless hunger, their teeth snapping at the air.


  “It’s OK Mercy, it’s OK. Thank Christ for toughened glass. It’ll hold—” Tawny said, pressing Mercy’s gun hand down. “You did good, that thing would’ve got me. I owe you—”


  Mercy lowered her gun and stared at the frenzied trope children, slamming their undead bodies at the glass. “Trope kids, I get it… I get it. But there must be alphas among them, how else do you explain them attacking us?”


  Tawny shook her head, “Yeah, it sucks. I guess it just takes one alpha to twig and it activates the rest of them. That explains the NSA’s plan for weaponizing the feral alphas. The alpha queens in particular… they can control the dumb ones, use them like a mindless army. They’ll smash through Constantine’s forces like a hot knife through butter—”


  “Yeah… the alpha queen,” Mercy mused. “I wonder if they’re developing into a primitive matriarchal society. It’s like what we saw on Grand Cayman—”


  There’s something about Rose. Maybe her biotech is sending out alpha queen signals—? What do these alphas want? Where are they going? What’s it all about?


  Tawny pulled a face and lifted up her pack, “Woah there, Einstein… or is it Darwin? Society? That’s a strong word, a bit of a leap don’t you think? Let’s not credit them with that much intelligence—”


  Mercy tore her eyes away from the hungry crowd of undead children on the other side of the glass. “Come on Tawny, let’s get away from here… while we can—”


  “Shame, we won’t be able to get more of that food. It’s a busted flush now—” Tawny sighed.


  They retraced their steps and made it back to the railroad. Mercy climbed the steep embankment and peered over the top towards the abandoned train in the siding.


  Holy shit—


  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me—” Mercy swore.


  “What is it?” Tawny crawled up beside Mercy. “Oh, OK, I get it—”


  “It’s a clusterfuck, that’s what it is—” Mercy said, she lowered her forehead to the ground.


  A crowd of at least a hundred tropes had gathered around the front carriage. They were slapping their hands against the side of the train and trying to climb the entry steps. Somehow Flynn had managed to block the steps with a couple of food service carts.


  “That barricade won’t last long, we need to get down there and help them. It’ll be Barnes’s scent, he’s sweating like a pig with his damned drug withdrawal. He puked up on the tracks too, that wouldn’t have helped. Shit, this is all we need,” Mercy shrugged off her heavy pack. “We’ll need to stash this food and get it later. I guess we’ll have to draw that lot away. We can get in position then grab their attention, risky but—”


  Tawny tapped Mercy’s shoulder, “Can you remember if there was a skylight in the train carriage? I think there might have been one… covered in dirt—”


  Mercy stopped talking and looked at Tawny, “Skylight? Yes, I think so… why? Wait, what are you cooking up Tawny?” Mercy looked out over the tracks at the abandoned train, she smiled. “OK, so… the footbridge, at the other end of the train. You reckon we could drop down onto the roof there, without them seeing us?”


  Tawny nodded, “It’s possible, if we can get away without firing a shot we might be able leave the horde behind without them following us. It’d be dependent on Barnes being strong enough to move though—”


  Mercy thought for a few seconds, “Right, let’s hide our packs and get to the footbridge, it’s worth a try. We’ll bring some water for Barnes, he was pretty dehydrated when we left him. Christ, it’s only been a few hours, it feels like days. For once it’d be nice to get a little down time. Come on, let’s go—”


  They made their way along the overgrown embankment and stashed their packs in a bramble thicket. They drew even with the steel footbridge and climbed its rusting steps. A minute later they were looking down on the last few train carriages.


  “It’s about a seven foot drop, if you hang from the bridge… not too bad,” Tawny said.


  “Yeah, and look on the bright side; the train’s not moving,” Mercy replied.


  They climbed over the bridge’s side panels and dropped down to an external ledge. The stench of corrupted flesh wafted to them from the undead horde sixty yards away.


  Mercy glanced at Tawny, “You go first, I’ll be right behind you. Watch your landing, we don’t want a broken ankle… try and roll with the impact.”


  Tawny lowered herself over the ledge and hung for a second before dropping to the train carriage below. She hit the roof and rolled onto her side.


  Nicely done Tawny—


  Mercy followed suit and landed beside Tawny.


  “You OK?” Tawny asked.


  Mercy grunted, “Fine, let’s get moving, keep low. Don’t let them see you—”


  They crouched and made their way along the length of the train, jumping between the carriages. They reached the front of the train a few minutes later. Mercy examined the grimy skylight.


  Shit, I can’t see a thing—


  She rubbed the glass with her jacket sleeve and peered into the carriage below. Flynn was at the side door, reinforcing his makeshift barricade with a couple of large fire extinguishers. Mercy tapped the skylight three times with the butt of her knife. Flynn looked up and froze, then he smiled.


  Good, at least he didn’t shoot me—


  Mercy pointed at the skylight and jerked her hand up.


  Come on Flynn, pop the hood—


  Flynn climbed onto a chair and straddled the aisle. He reached up and pushed the skylight open with his rifle stock.


  “Boy, am I glad to see you babe, what took you guys so long? These fuckers came from nowhere. It’s either me or Barnes that’s drawing them, my money’s on Barnes—” Flynn’s shoulders collapsed. “Sorry, I’m rambling. What do you wanna do?”


  “How is Barnes? Do you think he could make it up through here?” Mercy said, handing a water bottle down to Flynn.


  Flynn shrugged, “He’s tall. He could easily get up there using these chairs. Except that he’s sick.” Flynn pulled a face, “He’s had a rest and his colour’s improved. Hold on, I’ll try and rouse him and give him some water. If you could find something up there to tie under his arms then you could haul him up and I could push him from below—” Flynn dropped to the carriage floor and went over to Barnes in the corner.


  Mercy turned to Tawny.


  “I heard, I’m on it—” Tawny said, she started crawling back up the train.


  Where’s she going?


  Mercy looked around for anything useful.


  Nothing—


  Two minutes later Flynn appeared below the open skylight, supporting a pale looking Barnes.


  Barnes looks wasted. Shit, how are we gonna do this?


  The tropes had become more agitated along the side of the carriage, their screams and bangs intensifying.


  They must be able to see movement through the windows. We’ve gotta get this thing done. Come on Barnes, it’s up to you—


  Flynn passed up Barnes’s pack and rifle. Mercy lifted them through the skylight and placed them on the roof. She looked up, Tawny was on the next carriage. She was hanging over the left side.


  Tawny, what the hell are you doing?


  Flynn jumped down from the seat and gave Barnes another drink. Barnes splashed some of the water on his face, blinked, then looked up at the skylight.


  He looks dazed, unfocused—


  Mercy made eye contact with Barnes, “Barnes you hairy-arsed bastard, come on… you can do this shit. Remember the forty percent rule you told me about? Well, this is it… show time. Give me the sixty percent you’ve got left in the tank—”


  Barnes straightened up, rubbed his face then shook his head.


  He looks like shit. Hell knows what else he was taking on top of that methamphetamine—


  Barnes stood on an aisle seat, swayed and reached out to steady himself. He climbed onto the top of the seat and straddled the aisle as Flynn had done.


  Movement. Mercy looked up. Tawny was crawling towards her, a long length of rubber in her hand.


  “Tawny, what’s that?” Mercy said.


  “Rubber seal from the carriage window, you can tie it under his arms. It might stop him from falling,” Tawny replied, her breathing laboured.


  “Nice work Tawny,” Mercy grabbed the rubber seal and passed a loop down to Barnes. “Barnes, wrap this around you… under your arms. This’ll be a combined effort, you pull up and we’ll pull up. When you’re ready—”


  A smashing, rending sound filled the air. Sunlight streamed into the carriage below. Mercy’s eyes flicked to the carriage door behind Flynn. Undead hands were prying open the damaged door. Flynn turned and ran back to the door to try and shore up his barricade. Mercy swore.


  Oh no. No, no, no. Flynn. This is where it all gets fucked up—




  Chapter 20
 Respite


  Barnes reached up and grabbed the skylight frame. He tensed then pulled himself up. Mercy braced herself, keeping the rubber seal tight under Barnes’s arms. Tawny held onto Mercy’s waist, adding her weight to the effort.


  Barnes grunted then yelled as he hoisted himself up, through the skylight. He pushed his elbows out on either side. Mercy tried to look past Barnes to see how Flynn was faring.


  Shit, shit, shit. Flynn—


  Barnes gasped, his head lolled to one side.


  Christ, has he passed out—?


  Mercy kept the tension on the rubber seal. “Barnes, come on big guy, get your ass in gear soldier—”


  Barnes yelled again and hauled himself the rest of the way through the skylight. He rolled to one side, gasping for breath.


  Tawny stepped forwards, “I’ve got this—”


  Mercy returned to the skylight and looked down. The carriage was swarming with undead, their hands reaching up towards her. Mercy’s eyes widened in shock, a searing pain gripped her chest. She screamed, her fingers clawing at the skylight.


  Flynn. No, no, noooo, you bastards… you bastards—


  The heaving mass of undead ten feet below groaned and snapped their teeth in response. Mercy lay on her stomach and gripped the skylight frame. She stuck her head and shoulders through the opening and searched the sea of decayed faces below her. “Flynn? Flynn? Flynn—?”


  More tropes were pushing through the carriage door from the outside. They surged forwards bringing a new set of ghoulish faces. Mercy screamed again, her voice hoarse, “Flynn? Flynn?”


  A rifle jerked out of the crowd, two hands holding it aloft. Mercy stared, uncomprehending. The rifle inched closer to the seats below the skylight. Flynn’s face materialised out of the seething mass of tropes. He looked up at Mercy, her heart soared.


  “Flynn. Oh god, Flynn—”


  Mercy pulled the rubber seal from under Barnes and thrust it down through the skylight towards Flynn. The jostling around Flynn was intense, he tried to climb onto the nearest seat but was knocked back twice. He tried a third time and succeeded. After a heart stopping moment he managed to straddle the aisle under the skylight.


  The tropes are ignoring him, his biotech’s working. No alphas in there, thank goodness—


  Flynn passed his rifle to Mercy then reached up to grab the rubber seal. He stood above the worst of the jostling and was able to steady himself by pressing his hand against the ceiling.


  “Ready?” Mercy yelled. “Come on—”


  Flynn pulled himself up and thrust a hand through the skylight. Tawny appeared, straddling the gap. She reached down and grabbed Flynn under the arms, hauling him up. Flynn emerged through the opening, his eyes bulging with the effort. Five seconds later he lay stretched out on the roof, gasping beside Barnes.


  Mercy and Tawny collapsed and looked at each other. Mercy shook her head then pumped the air with her fist. Tawny gave an exhausted smile and responded in kind. Flynn rolled over and started checking his arms and legs.


  “Am I bit? Am I bit? I don’t think I’m bit. Can you check me?” His speech was pressured.


  Mercy tapped him on the arm, “Hey, calm down babe. You made it. We’ll check you out. Take off your shirt, let’s have a look—”


  Mercy inspected Flynn, “You’re clean, there’s no bites. They were after Barnes not you. Looks like you’ve got the same biotech as me and Tawny.”


  Flynn put his shirt back on.


  Tawny picked up Flynn’s rifle and inspected it, “Funny, your body rejected the biotech when they tried it on you back in Cheyenne Mountain. They must’ve made some improvements in the process.”


  Flynn shrugged, “Well, they didn’t have those incubation tanks back in Cheyenne Mountain. Maybe that helped—”


  Mercy looked down at the tracks, “This is hopeless, look, there’s even more of them now. They’re coming from further away. We’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest—”


  “Yeah, their blood’s up, they can smell Barnes, he was sweating like a pig in there… serious cold turkey. We have to get out of here, find a place to lie low—” Tawny said.


  Lie low?


  Mercy looked back along the train roof towards the footbridge, “Right, let’s get our shit together. I’ve got an idea—”


  It took thirty minutes to make their way along the carriages to the footbridge. Tawny dropped down between carriages and smeared her hands with thick grease from the train buffers. She smeared the grease on Barnes’s skin. She collected more grease as they went and applied it to his clothes. By the time they had reached the footbridge Barnes was unrecognisable.


  “That should help cover his scent for a while,” Mercy said, wrinkling her nose. She looked back along the tracks. “They’re not following us, they’re still gathered around the front of the train. We’ll drop down here and get up that embankment—”


  Mercy and Tawny clambered down to the carriage coupling and reached up to help Barnes as he lowered himself from the roof.


  Flynn glanced back along the tracks before he climbed down. “The grease seems to be working, they’re still head banging around the first carriage.”


  “So what’s the plan?” Tawny asked Mercy.


  “I saw a sign on the road when we were back at that school. There’s a lumber yard not far from here, I’m hoping we can hide out there. There’ll be shelter and hopefully no trope activity, seeing as they’re all down here—” Mercy answered.


  Tawny nodded. “Sounds good. Our very own GI here,” she patted Barnes on the shoulder, “needs some serious rehab time.”


  They climbed up the embankment, leaving the train behind. Tawny and Mercy crossed the footbridge and retrieved their scavenged food from the other side of the railroad. Mercy pointed out the lumber yard to Tawny from the footbridge. They returned to Flynn and Barnes and set off into open country. Long grass, trees and undergrowth made progress difficult. Finally, after almost an hour they came to a chain link fence which they followed to an entrance.


  “Barboursville Lumber… well that’s original,” Flynn said, reading the sign above the wide gates.


  “The entrance is locked, that could be a good sign,” Mercy said.


  Tawny pressed her face up against the chain link, “I can’t smell any of them in there. I think it’s clear. Good call Mercy.”


  “Let’s hope your biotech’s correct Tawny. I’d like to keep this gate locked. Let’s find a way in without breaking the defences,” Mercy answered.


  Mercy and Tawny went looking for a way in, leaving Barnes and Flynn at the gate.


  Tawny returned first, carrying a piece of old carpet. “Found this in a ditch, there’s a lot of crap back there, it must’ve been an illegal dump back in the day. If you give me a boost I can throw it over the top of the fence,” Tawny said.


  Flynn stood up, “Sure, let’s do it.”


  Seconds later Tawny was up and over the fence, leaving the carpet straddling the razor wire on top. She disappeared into the yard office a short distance away and emerged a few minutes later clutching a set of keys.


  Mercy appeared from the opposite direction, empty handed. She spotted Tawny and ran up to the gate, “Nice work Tawny, go for it.”


  Tawny opened the gate’s padlock on the fifth attempt. The others piled in and she locked the gate behind them.


  “Let’s get out of view and lie low,” Mercy said.


  They searched the yard office, then secured the building. Barnes lay in a corner and curled up against the wall. Mercy and Tawny unpacked the food and water and collapsed to the floor.


  Flynn examined a large wall map of the area behind the desk. “This map could come in pretty useful. I’ll take it down later. We should check outside before it gets dark. Make sure it’s secure out there.”


  The exhaustion in the room was palpable.


  Mercy looked up, “You’re right Flynn, but you know what? I’m going to trust Tawny’s biotech when she says this place is deserted. We’re all shattered. We need to eat and rehydrate… and sleep.”


  Rose, you’ll have to wait, there’s no way we can come to you just now. Not the way Barnes is—


  Tawny gave Flynn a look.


  Flynn nodded, “Yeah, well, it’s been another day of days, ain’t it? A real day of days—”


  Mercy tapped the GPS tracking device beside her pack, “At least we’ve got this. We can find Rose. We’ll get her back, don’t you worry—”


  They ate, and drank their water in silence. Barnes slept, his breathing slow and even. The stink of axle grease filled the room. Flynn and Tawny made a final round of the building, checking doors and windows. Mercy watched over Barnes.


  His colour is returning. I’m glad we got him to drink some fluids, he’ll have to eat something tomorrow—


  Barnes started mumbling in his sleep. Mercy leaned forwards to listen.


  Without warning Barnes opened his eyes and stared at Mercy, “Mitchell’s done it, the mind cipher, it’s been executed—”


  Mercy pulled a face.


  What’s he going on about—?


  Mercy held Barnes’s hand, “Hey Barnes, calm down, it’s OK, you’re safe. We’re with you, it’s all good, you’re just going through cold turkey. It’s pretty shit but you should be OK soon. I reckon you were taking other drugs you didn’t tell us about. What about it? What else were you taking? Opiates? Benzos? Tell me, what was it?”


  Barnes slumped back, his forehead glistening with sweat. He closed his eyes and his breathing deepened. Mercy took a paper towel from the stash they had found in a utility cupboard. She mopped his brow.


  What the hell Barnes? What’s “mind cipher”? Is this just some delirious withdrawal ramblings or what?


  Flynn and Tawny returned from their security check and sat on the floor. Tawny checked her M4 and lay down, her head on her pack. She was asleep in minutes. Flynn slid over to Mercy and put his arm around her. Mercy nestled her head against Flynn’s shoulder and closed her eyes.


  Mind cipher—?


  Mercy fell asleep surrounded by the smell of stale male sweat and axle grease.




  Chapter 21
 Mind Cipher


  Footsteps. Rustling.


  Mercy opened her eyes and focused on the figure standing beside the table.


  “Barnes?” Mercy said, rubbing her eyes. Early morning light filtered through the closed window blinds. Tiny motes of dust shifted like snow in the shafts of light.


  Mercy checked her watch; 6:47 am.


  Christ, I’ve been asleep for ten hours—


  She shifted her position, a sudden stab of pain shot through her neck.


  Shit—


  Mercy reached up to rub her tight muscles.


  Barnes turned to look at her, a tin of meatballs in his hand, “Hey—”


  Mercy yawned. Flynn was asleep beside her, she stood up. Tawny stirred in the corner.


  “Hey yourself, Barnes. How you doing? You were pretty flaked out yesterday. Do you remember what happened?” Mercy reached for a bottle of water on the table.


  “Yeah, no… I mean I remember some stuff. The rest is blanked out. All I know is I’m starving and my mouth is dry.” Barnes finished opening the tin of meatballs, scooped some out with his fingers and wolfed them down. “Fill me in on what’s happened. Looks like you lucked out with this food… and where the hell are we anyway?”


  Mercy sat down at the table beside him and recounted the previous day’s events.


  Barnes listened in silence. He stopped eating. Mercy finished her monologue and sat unmoving, drained.


  Tawny joined them at the table, “Glad to see you up, big guy. You won’t be firing on all cylinders for a while yet but you’re looking a lot better than yesterday.” She wrinkled her nose, “I’m sorry but you do stink though—”


  Barnes grunted, “You should’ve left me. I mean, thank you, I’m grateful… but you’ve lost your window to rescue Rose. The alpha queen will be long gone by now—”


  There was an awkward silence.


  Flynn sat up rubbing his stubble, “What does the tracker say?”


  Mercy brightened, “It’s GPS so as long as we’ve still got satellites overhead we’re good. Let’s give it a go.” She retrieved the tracker from Barnes’s pack and handed it to him.


  Barnes shook his head, “Best use it outside, maybe on the roof, there’s a better chance of a signal outdoors.”


  “There’s a forklift truck parked along the back wall, we can climb onto the cab and reach the roof that way,” Tawny said.


  “Sounds good,” Mercy said, standing up.


  Five minutes later they were on the roof of the building.


  Barnes switched on the tracker and adjusted the settings, “Nothing, nothing, wait, wait… there.”


  Barnes showed the device to the others. A cluster of green dots flashed at the centre of the screen.


  “So where are they then?” Mercy said, her voice strained.


  Barnes peered at the tracker, “38° 17′ 49″ North, 78° 26′ 22″ West. Hold on.” He scrolled through the screen and found what he wanted. “Standardsville, Virginia. They’re… thirteen and a half miles away from here, you can get there by… US-33 West.”


  Flynn squinted at the readout, “They’re heading to the mountains, that’s the Shenandoah National Park to the west of there. That’s some rugged territory—”


  “Hikers’ paradise; the Appalachian Trail. We’ll never find them in there,” Tawny said, frowning.


  “We’ll not catch up with them, but we have this,” Mercy tapped the tracker. “And—” She paused.


  “And what?” Barnes asked.


  “We have Billy-Ray’s daughter. The girl I told you about before. Annalise. Billy-Ray said she was holed up in Shenandoah. Mission Home, he gave me the address—”


  “Wait… we know nothing about this girl. This Billy-Ray… what do you know about him?” Barnes asked.


  “He helped us get to Annapolis. Without him we wouldn’t be here. An NSA gunboat finished him off—” Tawny said.


  “Yeah, he was a good, ex-bad guy,” Flynn added. “Salt of the earth, not the kind to pay taxes though—”


  “OK, so what are you saying? You want to go find his daughter… on the off chance she might know her way around the mountains?” Barnes said, disbelief in his voice.


  Mercy nodded, “The way I see it is… we’re only going to get one chance at rescuing Rose. There’s a whole lot of variables in the equation. A lot of shit could happen. This alpha queen bitch has been chasing Rose ever since she laid eyes on her. The bitch’s got some kind of fixation on our girl. Who knows why? We’re gonna need all the aces we can muster and having someone who knows this country is potentially a game changer—”


  Barnes shrugged, “So, that’ll be a yes then. We’re going to… where did you say she was?”


  “Mission Home, Virginia,” Mercy answered.


  Barnes punched in the name to the GPS tracker. “Mission Home, Greene County, Virginia.” He squinted at the screen, “Well, that’s 25.7 miles from here… by US-33 West and State Route 633.”


  “Twenty five miles… that’s doable in a day,” Flynn said, looking at the information on the screen.


  Mercy slapped Barnes on the shoulder, “Let’s do it… we’ll take our time. It’s a marathon, not a sprint—”


  Barnes grimaced, “Yeah, you can only invoke the forty percent rule so many times.”


  “So, I reckon we feed up and rehydrate, then rock out of here within the hour,” Mercy said. “We’ll take the wall map from the office… use it to get us to Mission Home. We’ll need to conserve the battery on the tracking device.”


  Tawny slapped Barnes on the back. “Let’s look on the bright side, there’s a rain barrel over there,” she pointed to the rear of the building. “It looks as if it gets the run-off from this roof. We can boil up some water and make some coffee before we head off—”


  Flynn pulled a face, “Where are we gonna get a stove and coffee?”


  Tawny gestured at the lumber yard. “We’re in a lumber yard, yeah? So, no end of fuel and…” She pulled a fistful of instant coffee sachets from her pocket, “look what I found in the office kitchen drawer last night.”


  Barnes’s eyes lit up, “Forget drugs, man, I haven’t had a good cup of joe in weeks. I would quite literally kill for some hot coffee. Lead on you angel—”


  Tawny caught Mercy’s eye, a wry smile on her face.


  If only you knew Barnes, Tawny is, correction, was, an Angel back in Hell’s Kitchen—


  “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get this show on the road,” Flynn said.


  They boiled up water from the rain barrel and brewed fresh hot coffee. Barnes had a second breakfast and tried to clean up his fatigues.


  “I’m gonna need some new clothes. These rags are now officially a health hazard, just putting people on notice,” Barnes said, shouldering his sniper rifle.


  “Noted,” Mercy said. “OK people… we’re good to go.”


  They left the lumber yard and returned to the railroad. They gave the train a wide berth, crossing the tracks beyond the footbridge. They entered Barboursville and stuck to Spotswood Trail, avoiding the buildings on either side of the road. Two bloody deer carcases lay on a garage forecourt at the centre of town. Six crows were perched on the dead hind and her young fawn, picking at the remaining flesh. More crows called from the nearby trees, their caws harsh and menacing.


  Tawny shuddered, “These must be the ones we saw circling yesterday.”


  Mercy gave the carcasses a wide berth then stopped. She looked back.


  Wait a minute—


  Mercy doubled back, putting her hand over her mouth and nose. She reached down and pulled a bunched up headscarf from under the hind’s neck.


  Rose—


  “This belongs to Rose. I recognise it. She’s… alive, she was here. This was the alphas’ kill. They need fresh meat, if they can’t have human flesh… they’ll eat anything with a pulse—”


  “They’re mindless bastards,” Barnes growled.


  Mercy raised an eyebrow.


  His tone… mindless bastards—


  Mercy frowned. She continued walking, her eyes focused on the road ahead. “Hey, Barnes? Yesterday… when you were going through cold turkey—”


  She paused.


  “Yeah, what about it?” Barnes replied from behind.


  “You were out of it, delirious maybe, but at one point you came to and snapped out of the shit. You sat up and said they’ve done it, you said something about… mind cipher? What’s that about?”


  Barnes said nothing.


  There’s more to this—


  Mercy stopped and turned around. She stared at Barnes, reading his face. He turned away. Tawny and Flynn looked on, curiosity on their faces.


  “Go on Barnes, spit it out,” Mercy said, her voice low.


  He’s holding something back and it’s not going to be good—


  Barnes hesitated, looking up at the sky. He frowned and started to speak but then stopped. He kicked at the ground then turned to Mercy. “Mind cipher… it’s a code word for a project Cobalt Biotech were working on. It’s classified. Constantine got wind of it, she briefed me, said if I found out it had been executed I was to tell her. We didn’t get a sat phone back at the Smithsonian so she doesn’t know yet. But when her forces encounter those weaponized alphas and mechs in DC she’ll know—”


  Mercy gave the others a puzzled look. “Woah, back up big guy, you’re all over the place. What are you talking about? What’s mind cipher?”


  Barnes spat on the ground then looked at Mercy, “Whole brain emulation, mind upload… mind transfer.”


  Mercy’s face was blank. She shrugged her shoulders and frowned.


  Barnes continued, “When you were sorting out Flynn and Tawny back in the Smithsonian lab… I was talking with Reyes. He filled me in on the GPS tracker and he also told me about mind cipher. It’s the NSA’s… Cobalt Biotech’s code word for their mind transfer programme—”


  Mercy took a step towards Barnes.


  Mind transfer—?


  “For Christ’s sake Barnes, speak in plain English, spill it,” Tawny said, frustration in her voice.


  Barnes kept eye contact with Mercy, “President Mitchell. They’ve copied his mind, his consciousness… and transferred it,” Barnes pointed to the sky, “to the cloud. It’s a computer facsimile of his consciousness, his being, his thought patterns… in AI form. He has become the AI that the NSA use to control their organisation. He’s gone digital, he’s in the network, in the satellites and the remaining computers down here on earth—”


  Barnes paused.


  Mercy closed her eyes, processing Barnes’s words.


  “What the actual fuck—?” Tawny said, her eyes wide.


  How come I know there’s more—?


  “Where is this leading Barnes?” Mercy said, her voice flat.


  “Any electronic device… Mitchell might be able to track it… shit… maybe he could find us through this,” Barnes held up the GPS tracker. “Reyes told me this new AI-Mitchell entity thing can track the alpha queen… he, it, can give her instructions via her neural implants. Reyes said when the queen’s communicating with her pack, her eyes and the pack’s eyes, turn black—”


  Yeah, I remember what he said about the eyes—


  “Is that thing switched off?” Mercy pointed at the tracker.


  Barnes nodded, “Yeah, it’s off. I suggest we only use it when we really have to.”


  Mercy nodded slowly then stopped, “Wait… me and Rose… we killed Mitchell. We riddled him with bullets. I saw his face and—”


  She broke off, staring into space.


  Flynn was in like a flash, “And—? You saw his face and… what?”


  Mercy ran a hand through her hair, “It was him… me and Rose, we checked. But he looked different, older, like an old man. He looked like he was in his eighties, nineties a shadow of his former self—”


  “That doesn’t fit,” Tawny said.


  “Yes, it does,” Barnes interjected. “Reyes said the mind transfer, this whole brain emulation takes its toll on the body, so what you say absolutely fits. It was Mitchell you killed, it was his physical body, aged, decrepit but his mind has escaped and now exists in the digital world.”


  Tawny shuddered, “You make him sound like—”


  “God,” Mercy whispered.


  God. Help. Us.


  Flynn threw his arms out, “So, what are you saying? Is this alpha queen and her pack leading us into a trap? Are we being played? And what the hell has Rose got to do with all of this?”


  Mercy nodded, “I’ve learned it’s healthy to be paranoid when it comes to the NSA and Mitchell. Yes, maybe we are being played. Maybe we’re not. Do I think Rose is integral to this? Yes, maybe not in Mitchell’s plans but yes in the alpha queen’s plans. Maybe she’s carrying out her own agenda and Mitchell is along for the ride or maybe he’s controlling her fully… we just don’t know—”


  Mercy stopped and turned to look at the distant mountains. She pointed west, “All I know is Rose is a prisoner and she’s being taken somewhere by this bitch. I intend to find her. This mind transfer thing has just confirmed my belief that we need every advantage we can get. So yeah, we’ve got to find Billy-Ray’s daughter, we need local knowledge if we’re to stand a chance of getting Rose back—”


  And there it is—


  “We’re getting Rose back,” Tawny echoed.


  “That alpha bitch had better watch out,” Flynn said.


  Barnes shook his head and closed his eyes.


  We’re getting Rose back—




  Chapter 22
 US-33 West


  Mercy examined the map Flynn had taken from the lumber yard office.


  Twenty five miles via US-33, then Route 633, then Route 810… then Route 628 and Route 601 to Mission Home—


  “I wish we had transport,” Tawny said, as they trudged along US-33.


  “Like that Chevy Camaro back there,” Flynn replied.


  “Yeah, well, I was thinking more of a Jeep Wrangler, that beast would eat this road,” Tawny said.


  “What about you Barnes? What would your ride be?” Mercy asked.


  “1968 Ford Mustang 390 GT 2+2 Fastback,” Barnes said, without hesitation.


  Flynn nodded, “Nice… if it was good enough for Steve McQueen it’s good enough for us, right?”


  Mercy looked at Barnes, “I thought your ride was a Harley-Davidson? Route 66 and all that—”


  Barnes nodded, “Sure is, that’s the dream… for that trip. Rest of the time it’s the Mustang. What about you Dawes? What’s your dream ride?”


  Mercy shrugged, “I dunno. I read about the Paris-Dakar Rally in a magazine, the photos were amazing. I liked all the 4x4s… I guess it’s a tie between the Hummer H3 and the Toyota Hilux Dakar—”


  Tawny let out a low whistle, “Get you. You like the real mean machines. It’s a pity, we’re spoilt for choice but there’s the one recurring problem… there ain’t no fuel.”


  “Yeah and the tyres are mostly flat,” Flynn added.


  “Yeah, welcome to the Stone Age,” Mercy said.


  They continued on foot, sticking to the centre of the road, avoiding buildings. They went around the smaller settlements and towns by taking to the fields. Barnes used his compass to navigate the route.


  “There’s a distinct lack of road signs,” Flynn commented.


  Mercy nodded, “Yeah, you’re right, we’ve not seen any signs for a long time—”


  Barnes grunted, “The National Guard removed a lot of road signs in some areas around the time of the Fall. It’s old-school; try and throw people off the track, avoid the population moving around in the great panic. It’s instinctual… at the time of world meltdown people head for the hills. They go to their holiday homes, their hunting lodges… to shelter from the storm, hide it out, hibernate, back to the woods and all that shit—”


  “So, they wanted to prevent people from running to safety?” Flynn said. “Well good luck with that, everyone had GPS on their phones back then—”


  “Like I said, old-school,” Barnes replied.


  “Yeah, anything to prevent the infection from spreading. They’ll have seen what was happening in the cities, all those roads gridlocked. Yeah, it makes sense to remove the road signs. Well, we’re good with this map and your compass, we’ll get to where we’re going old-school,” Mercy said.


  “Yeah, there’s a lot to be said for analogue as opposed to digital,” Tawny added.


  “There’s a lot to be said for being off grid,” Flynn said.


  They pressed on, filling their water bottles whenever they came across a stream. The day wore on. Mercy could feel sweat running down her back. Her legs and feet began to ache from walking on the hard road surface.


  We’ll get there when we get there—


  Seven and a half hours later they passed through a small settlement.


  “There… a sign,” Flynn pointed into a ditch. He leant over, peering down, “It says Boonesville… we’re in Boonesville—”


  “Are we nearly there yet, mom?” Tawny said.


  Mercy checked the map, “We’re on the money, just a few klicks out from Mission Home.”


  “OK kids, it’s hard, we’re all tired but we’re close. We don’t know what the setup is in Mission Home, there may be this one girl… there may be others with her. So we all get to stay extra frosty… the most dangerous part of the mountain climb is the descent. People get tired, complacent… they relax, they make mistakes, they die—” Barnes said.


  “Thanks for those cheery words Barnes,” Mercy replied. “But yeah I agree with you, and when we reach Mission Home, maybe I should go in first… alone?”


  Flynn stiffened, “No way Mercy. Me and you can go in together, Barnes and Tawny can hang back and watch us.”


  Barnes sighed, “No children, none of that’s going to happen. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’ll stake the place out before any of you go in. I’ve got the scope and the training. We’ll go in when I say so, end of—”


  Mercy nodded and pointed at Barnes, “Yeah OK, what he said—”


  An hour later they were on the outskirts of Mission Home.


  Mercy checked her watch; 6:27 pm. She turned to Barnes, “So all I’ve got Barnes is: Annalise Young, Mission Home Road, Free Union, VA 22940. Will you be able to find the house?”


  “Don’t sweat it, look at this place, it’s sparsely populated. There’s just a handful of properties here. I’ll work through them, softly softly, one at a time. I’ll be back in a couple of hours tops, wish me luck—” Barnes turned to go.


  Mercy took a step after him, “Hey, wait up big guy.”


  Barnes turned to face her. Mercy threw her arms around him and gave him a hug. “OK, now you can go, be safe.”


  Barnes stood nonplussed for a second then looked at Tawny and Flynn.


  Tawny pulled a face, “Not a chance buddy… you still stink to high heaven.”


  Flynn shook his head and raised his eyes, “I’m afraid she’s right dude, you really are rank.”


  Barnes shook his head then walked away. They watched him disappear around a bend in the road.


  “Feels kind of lonely all of a sudden,” Tawny said.


  “Yeah, it’s like your mom or dad just walked out on you,” Flynn replied. He blanched and closed his eyes, “Shit, sorry Mercy, I didn’t mean—”


  Mercy raised her hand, “It’s OK, that shit’s ancient history… besides your old man walked out on you, so you know what you’re talking about.”


  Flynn nodded but still looked unhappy.


  “Hey, over there, a stream. We can get a wash and a drink and shoot the breeze, wait for our guy to come back.”


  “Yeah, time for some R&R, I’ll take first watch,” Mercy said.


  
  


  Two hours later Barnes appeared on the road.


  “Hey, it’s our hero,” Tawny said.


  Mercy peered at Barnes, frowning.


  He’s alone—


  They walked towards him.


  He’s tired, we’re all tired—


  Barnes stopped in the middle of the road and waited for them to reach him.


  Mercy spoke up, “So, what did you find Barnes?”


  Barnes reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. He gave it to Mercy. She opened it and stared at the crumpled page.


  38°15'14.6"N 78°39'55.7"W—


  Mercy pulled a face, “They’re co-ordinates, where’d you get this from?”


  Barnes scratched his beard, “Last house I checked. I found the mail box. It was marked YOUNG… and that was inside. I searched the house. It checks out. I found names on documents, old mail, it’s the right place. That’s your girl’s home alright. Annalise Young. Looks like she’s a regular survivalist, an outdoors gal. There’s hunting, shooting, fishing pictures of her with her dad from back in the day—”


  Tawny tapped the paper in Mercy’s hand, “So we’ve got co-ordinates. She’ll have left that for her father to find. So that’s good, right? We can find her? We can use the GPS tracker—”


  “No need, I found a bunch of maps inside the house. I’ve worked out where she is,” Barnes said with a tired smile.


  “Go on, don’t keep us in suspense,” Mercy said, her voice tense.


  Barnes pointed at the tree covered high ground to the west. “She’s up there in the mountains, it’s a campground beside the Appalachian Trail. It’s about three klicks from here over some rough ground—”


  Mercy looked at the sky, “OK, that’s a better result than I had hoped for. I suggest we rest up in the house overnight and head out at first light. We’re in no fit state to take on that hike just now. Besides, if I was her and saw a bunch of strangers approaching her camp in the dark… I’d shoot first and ask questions later—”


  “Yeah, there is that—” Tawny said.


  “Oh, and I saved the best bit till last,” Barnes added. “There’s food and the house is hooked up to some propane cylinders. They’re not empty so—”


  “Oh my god,” Tawny said, “are you saying we—?”


  “Can have showers?” Flynn finished off for her.


  “That’s affirmative,” Barnes said, spitting on the ground as if to seal the deal.




  Chapter 23
 Campground


  “I feel as if I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Tawny said, she emerged from the shower towelling her hair. “There’s even shampoo—”


  “Barnes will need to spend an hour in there. Hey Barnes, you go next, you’re in more need of it than me,” Flynn said.


  They had drawn straws to see who would shower first. Mercy had won and wasted no time. After her shower she wandered around the house taking in its atmosphere, she looked at the framed pictures of Annalise Young and her father.


  I don’t see any pictures of her mother. Another life… another story. Another time—


  Mercy joined Tawny in the kitchen. Barnes had left the map from the lumber yard out on the kitchen table. Tawny was studying it by candlelight. Flynn was on the porch outside, keeping watch.


  “So, what route do you think we should take tomorrow?” Mercy said, looking over Tawny’s shoulder.


  Tawny pointed at the map, “There’s two options, the fast, ankle-breaker direct route that looks good on paper or the slower, safer route by road—”


  “Yeah, well, I think we’ll avoid the ankle-breaker route, so what’s the road route like?” Mercy asked.


  Tawny traced her finger across the map, “Mission Home north to State Route 601, then turn left here onto Simmons Gap Road then continue on to…. Simmons Gap Fire Road here… which takes us up to Simmons Gap and Skyline Drive. Then it’s three miles southwest to the campground along Skyline Drive. It’s a tad over ten miles and just over a two thousand foot climb—”


  “So… about a four hour hike. Nice work,” Mercy said, following the route.


  “Barnes figured it out, it looks manageable. It beats having to use the tracker. I don’t trust that thing. I don’t want a disembodied President Mitchell knowing where we are,” Tawny answered.


  Mercy nodded, “Yeah, there is that… that would uber suck. We’ll have to use that GPS tracker at some point though, and the moment we switch it on it’ll plug us right back into the grid. We might as well wave a big flag and shout: We’re over here boys. The problem is our Rose is out there with that alpha bitch and her pack… and we need to locate them.”


  Mercy sat down. Tawny stared out the kitchen window.


  “Hey, I found these,” Tawny pulled two cheroots from her shirt pocket. “There was a box of them in the dining room,” she handed one to Mercy.


  “Tawny, you’ve earned your stripes for the day. Nice one, let’s kick back,” Mercy lit her cheroot with Tawny’s lighter.


  They sat in their chairs smoking the cheroots. Soon the room was full of fragrant cigar smoke. Mercy closed her eyes and felt her shoulder muscles relax.


  “So, what did you find out about our girl?” Tawny said, blowing smoke rings across the table.


  Mercy blinked, “Annalise? She seems like a regular Daniel Boone character… there’s pictures of her hunting, trapping and fishing. Lots of bushcraft, rock climbing, diving… all that good stuff—”


  Tawny considered Mercy’s words, “She’s gonna be pretty useful then, us city types are out of our element here. No steel and glass. No concrete, no trash, no gangs—”


  “Yeah, and that was before the Fall. God, I miss New York City. Do you think we’ll ever get back there again?”


  Tawny smiled, “Hell yeah, we’re young, we’ve got time… anything’s possible.”


  Mercy shivered and looked away.


  Shit, I’ve got a bad feeling about this one—


  They spent the rest of the evening preparing for the next day. They cleaned their weapons, they ate and rehydrated. Barnes and Flynn ventured out and returned with new clothes from a neighbouring house.


  “It’s weird, there’s no tropes around here,” Tawny said. “It’s as if all the people of Mission Home have vanished.”


  “Like the Mary Celeste—” Mercy added.


  Flynn stirred, “No… they’ve had their share of the pain. Me and Barnes found a whole burial ground at the back of that last house we turned over. They had the same shit here as everywhere else—”


  “Makes sense that Annalise left for the hills. There’ll be food and clean water up there and hopefully less trope activity—” Mercy said.


  Tawny pulled a sceptical face, “I guess we’ll find out—”


  The sound of snoring interrupted their conversation. They looked over at Barnes, asleep on the sofa.


  “Who ever heard of a snoring Navy SEAL? Don’t they train that shit out of you?” Flynn smiled.


  “Yes, I’ve heard him snoring before. You’d have thought SEAL training would’ve covered that one, wouldn’t you?” Mercy shook her head in mock exasperation.


  Roll on tomorrow. Rose, we’re on our way—


  They set sound traps, secured the house, and turned in for the night.


  
  


  The next day dawned misty and dull. They set off at first light down Mission Home Road and joined Simmons Gap Road forty minutes later. They continued along their route for another few miles until the asphalt ran out.


  Barnes stopped and consulted his map, “This is the Simmons Gap Fire Road, it’ll take us to the Skyline Drive… there’s a Ranger Station up there. We’ll see how it goes. There’s only four of us, so we should stay close. I’ll take point, Mercy you’ve got our six. Everyone, eyes and ears big time from now on. Let’s go—”


  “The mist is pretty grim, I can hardly see a thing. It wasn’t like this yesterday,” Tawny complained.


  Barnes spoke over his shoulder, “Welcome to the misty mountains, yeah, it’s pretty thick alright. We’re good with the map and compass though. The mist should burn off late morning, noon at the latest, visibility will improve then.”


  Mercy smiled to herself.


  Good to have you back big guy… that was some fucked up shit you went through back there. I’m glad you made it through—


  The fire road climbed the hillside, weaving through the lush forest. Birds called out from the branches above. The cool breeze rustled the leaves in the canopy. They fell into a steady rhythm and covered the ground in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The breeze intensified the higher they went. Mercy caught glimpses of the land falling away beneath them.


  Trees everywhere. Beautiful country, just beautiful. God’s own country—


  They reached a clearing and Barnes stopped to consult the map. He drew near to the others and lowered his voice, “We’re near the Ranger Station, it’s off down that track. What do you want to do?”


  Mercy shook her head, “We’re good, we should head straight to the co-ordinates Annalise left. There’s no point going off-grid. I say we press on—”


  Barnes grunted, “I agree. OK, quick water break… then we’re Oscar Mike.”


  Tawny looked at Barnes, “Oscar Mike?”


  “Sorry, that’s on the move to you—” Barnes said.


  Flynn looked around, “Hey, I just realised… we’re in bear country here aren’t we?”


  “We sure are.” Barnes said, “Shoot first and ask questions later—”


  “Yeah, like I’ll probably fill my pants first,” Flynn answered. He looked at his M4 carbine, “Will this even stop a bear?”


  “No, but you’ll piss it off and it’ll come after you. We can then bail while it’s occupied ripping your head off,” Barnes kept his voice deadpan.


  Mercy gulped down some water and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “OK, let’s quit the small talk and push on—”


  No bears, please, no fucking bears—


  They joined Skyline Drive and headed southwest. The road was riddled with potholes in places. They had to climb over fallen trees twice. Barnes slowed as they approached their destination. He raised a closed fist and knelt down to examine something on the road. He beckoned Mercy forwards.


  “What is it?” Mercy whispered.


  Barnes indicated at a pile of animal dung on the side of the road. He pointed at his eyes then at a collection of huckleberry bushes low on the left. Mercy peered through the bushes and saw movement. Barnes passed her his binoculars. She focused on the spot and let her breath out.


  Longhorn cattle. Jesus, I didn’t think there’d be any of them left alive. Looks like they’re doing OK. They’re roaming free—


  The sound of horses followed by the cocking of a lever-action rifle made her drop to the ground.


  “Throw down your weapons, all of you. Anyone who fucks with me gets dead… fast—” a man’s voice.


  Goddammit—


  Mercy dropped her pistol and raised her hands. The others hesitated then followed her lead.




  Chapter 24
 LGM-25C


  “Turn around, real slow. Don’t do anything stupid, I’ve got a real itchy trigger finger—” the man drawled.


  Mercy turned to face a man on a horse. He was flanked by two others; another man and a woman. Three more men emerged from the undergrowth, all armed.


  “Who are you people? What do you want?” the man asked.


  Barnes glanced at Mercy.


  Mercy straightened her shoulders, “My name’s Mercy Dawes. I’m from New York City. These others are with me… that’s Barnes with the beard, then you’ve got Tawny here and that’s Flynn. We’re looking for an Annalise Young, I knew her father, Billy-Ray… he sent me here to find her.”


  Mercy let her words sink in.


  A young woman carrying a crossbow stepped out from behind a tree. “I’m Annalise Young. I’ve never seen you before, how do you know my father?”


  Mercy turned towards the woman, “I’m not going to sugar-coat it. I met your father in Norfolk, he was working for a drug dealer called Deadstick. Your father was an explosives expert. Deadstick found him useful. Long story short… your father stowed away on a truck that me and my friends used to get across to Hampton. The NSA chased us. Your father helped us escape and we used some safe houses and a lighthouse he knew about from his drug running days. He helped us get to Annapolis… but he didn’t make it. He took an NSA bullet in the leg near Buckroe Beach, outside of Hampton. We patched him up, he was desperate to reach you. He gave me a letter to give to you, but I lost it… sorry. An NSA gunboat killed him somewhere off Oyster Harbor, south of Annapolis. There were three NSA boats… our helmsman steered the RIB we were using into one of their gunboats. Your father was on the RIB, he didn’t make it—”


  Mercy stopped. She watched Annalise’s face. Annalise showed no emotion.


  “Some story,” the man on the horse remarked.


  “Yeah, some story,” one of the women echoed.


  Annalise took a step back and looked away. She hesitated then started talking, “Yes, my father was an explosives expert. He completed two tours in Iraq, when I was a kid. He suffered from PTSD. Did he tell you that? Turns out there’s not much work for an explosives expert in peacetime… for a veteran with PTSD. Bridge demolition was his specialty. We needed money for my mother’s cancer treatment, he went east and found work. He sent cheques through the mail. He’d come home every month for a few days. Mom had her treatment… dad provided for us, said he’d found work at Norfolk Naval Station, on the docks. I believed him, mom believed him, all that mattered was her treatment. The money kept coming, she had her treatment, twelve months of it… but the cancer got her in the end. I knew deep down that dad wasn’t working on the docks. You don’t get that sort of money working for the government—”


  Annalise broke off.


  “I’m sorry Annalise, there’s more… but maybe we should talk alone?” Mercy shrugged her shoulders.


  Annalise turned to the man on the horse, “It’s OK, their story rings true. I’ll vouch for them.”


  The man on the horse nodded, “OK Annalise… it’s your call.” He turned to Mercy, “I’m Brody, this here is Jade,” he indicated the woman on his left, “my daughter. You and your people are welcome to stay at our camp for a few days. You’ll have to hand over your weapons though, that’s non-negotiable. You’ll get them back when you leave—”


  Shit, I guess that makes sense. Well, at least we passed the interview without a shot being fired—


  Mercy caught Barnes’s eye then nodded at the horseman. “Agreed. We could use some shelter and also some… local knowledge. You see I have a friend, Rose. She’s been captured by some NSA-controlled tropes… weaponized tropes. The NSA have been conducting biotech experiments on selected tropes in DC. They call them alphas, they’re evolved, much more intelligent tropes. Vicious bastards, they’re GPS tagged and seem to be remotely controlled by the NSA somehow, maybe by some sort of cloud AI—”


  Mercy looked at the riders’ blank expressions.


  Too much information—


  She turned to Annalise, “We need to talk—”


  
  


  They arrived at the campground forty minutes later and were brought to a lodge complete with wood burning stove, table and chairs. Fresh coffee was made and passed around.


  Annalise sat beside the stove and stared at Mercy, “So talk.”


  Mercy sipped her coffee, her mind agitated, “OK. I can see how maybe you don’t know about alphas and what was going on in DC.” Mercy looked at the people gathered in the room. “Look Annalise… what I have to say, you might want to process it first. Do all these other people have to be in here?”


  Annalise looked at Brody.


  Brody stood up, “OK, everybody out. Give us some space, we’ll be done in a while.”


  The room emptied leaving Mercy, Barnes, Tawny, Flynn, Annalise, Brody and Jade.


  “OK, let me have it… all of it,” Annalise said.


  Mercy shifted in her seat, “Your father wanted me to tell you he loved you and he was trying to get back here. He gave me your address in Mission Home. We found the co-ordinates you left in your mail box—”


  Brody frowned but remained silent.


  “Your father told me you were fifteen and had been rounded up by the NSA with other kids. You were experimented on in Richmond by Cobalt Biotech. Just like me and my friends here. “Your father said you can walk through tropes. He got you out of Richmond eighteen months ago, he said you were all alone, up here in the mountains…”


  “I’m not alone anymore,” Annalise looked at Brody and Jade.


  “So… what do you want?” Brody asked.


  Mercy waved her hand in the air, “We need help, up here, in these mountains. Local knowledge, a guide, call it what you want. We’ve used an NSA GPS tracker to follow the alphas and we know they’re somewhere in these mountains. We’ve not switched on the tracker for a while as we don’t want it to lead the NSA to us. The problem is we’re running out of time for my friend Rose, we need to get to her fast, rescue her, get her away from these alpha tropes. We thought… I thought Annalise could give us a steer… after all, this is your back yard—”


  Jade gave Brody a look. She turned to Mercy, “There ain’t nothing in this life for free no more, you’ve gotta earn our help—”


  Brody raised a hand, “We could help you out, like you say these mountains are treacherous if you don’t know what you’re doing, especially when bad weather comes in. And then there are the bears—”


  Tawny flinched and muttered something under her breath.


  “But we would expect something in return,” Jade said.


  Annalise put her hand on the table, “The NSA militia in Charlottesville are holding some of our people in the prison. They’re using them as slave labour… and worse, if you’re a woman. The militia have tropes chained to the perimeter fence as part of their security. I could deal with one or two of them but if you and your friends here are the same as me, we’d stand a better chance to break through the fence—”


  Brody leaned forwards, “So, you see… you have a need and we have a need. We can help each other, it’s a win-win. Would you be prepared to help us out?”


  Mercy glanced at Tawny and Flynn, “Sure we would, but we need to rescue my friend first. These alphas… I’ve no idea what they’re going to do with her. Our time is short—”


  Brody stood up, “It’s settled then, I’ll get one of my best scouts, he’ll take you away from here so you can use your tracker and see where they’ve taken your friend. That way they won’t get a fix on our camp. Then we can organise a trip to go and get her back. What’s her name again?”


  Mercy stood up, “Rose—”


  Brodie held out his hand, “Let’s shake on it.”


  Shake? That’s so… twentieth century—


  Mercy shook his hand, “You’re old school… I mean, with the old customs. I haven’t shaken anyone’s hand in like… forever—”


  Brody grinned, “Not everything has died out, at least not yet. The old world did have some redeemable features, despite what happened in the end. I’ll be a few minutes. I’ll go get your guide—”


  Brody left the room.


  Mercy looked at Annalise and Jade, “So, how many of your people are prisoners in Charlottesville?”


  Jade reached into her breast pocket and pulled out a wallet. She opened it and pushed it across the table to Mercy, “They’ve got my mother and my younger brother and sister. Also some other of our families are in there. They ambushed us on a scavenging trip. They shot three of us, two died, we came back here. We’ve been planning a raid for a while but their fence and the tropes tied to it are a big deterrent. We knew about Annalise’s ability, but she’s only one person. With your help it’ll be different—”


  Annalise tapped the table, “They’ve got twelve of our people in all. There’s others in there, being held against their will. They’re being forced to do farm work and to scavenge high risk sites with sniper back up. We’ve watched a few of the militia’s operations from a distance. They send prisoners in as bait, drawing the tropes away. Then they go in and take what they can from wherever it is—”


  Tawny glanced at Mercy and nodded, “I’ve seen that done before. It sucks. We’ll need to do a recon of this prison and see where the weak spots are. We’ll be able to come up with something—”


  The door opened and Brody stepped in, accompanied by an older man. “This is Sledge, he’s a tracker. He’s the closest thing you’ll get to Sasquatch around here. Sledge, these are the people I told you about. We’re going to help them out and in turn they’re gonna help us spring our people from Charlottesville.”


  Sledge took in Barnes, Tawny and Flynn. He approached Mercy, “You’re the one Annalise vouched for. Brody filled me in.” He glanced at the window. “I hear you’re up against the clock, so let’s go now. I’ve got a place in mind where you can dial up that thing,” he pointed at the tracker on the table.


  Mercy pursed her lips.


  Shit, this guy reeks of booze. Don’t say anything though, this is a means to an end—


  “Yeah, let’s go—” Mercy stood up.


  Sledge made for the door, “It’s quicker if we go on horseback. You people can ride, can’t you?”


  Shit, well, we did train on the horse simulator on the aircraft carrier—


  “Yeah, it’s been a while, but we’re good,” Flynn piped up, eyeing Mercy.


  They went outside. Seven horses were waiting for them.


  “A horse each,” Brody said. “Annalise and Jade will go with you. Sledge will lead the way, you’ll switch that thing on and find out where they’re holding your friend. We’ll see you back here when you’re done—”


  Tawny pressed up to Mercy, “What could possibly go wrong?”


  Mercy grimaced.


  
  


  Fifty minutes later they were on a subsidiary peak, away from the campground. They tethered the horses and gathered around the NSA GPS tracker. Sledge had brought a map of the area which was spread out on the ground.


  “Ready when you are,” Sledge said, his rheumy eyes looking Mercy up and down.


  His hands are shaking, I wonder if he needs a drink? Maybe he distils his own moonshine up here?


  Barnes stood under a red oak tree and switched the tracker on. He waited while the device connected to the satellites above.


  Mercy chewed her lip.


  Come on, come on—


  Flynn put his arm around her.


  Not now Flynn, not—


  “I’ve got her, I’ve got a signal. It’s them, they’re at… 38°25'28.4" North, 78°30'17.5" West,” Barnes said.


  Sledge bent forwards to examine his map, “OK, OK, OK… give me those co-ordinates again.”


  Barnes checked and repeated the location.


  Sledge traced his finger across the map. “That’s just west of the Oaks Overview, near Naked Creek.” He paused and looked up, “It’s about twenty klicks from here.” He shook his head, and frowned.


  “What is it?” Annalise asked.


  “I don’t understand. Why would they go there?” Sledge muttered.


  “What is it?” Mercy repeated, trying hard to keep the exasperation from her voice.


  Sledge looked up, “It’s one of the old Titan II silos—”


  Mercy shook her head, “Sorry, what? Titan II… what’s that?”


  Barnes frowned, “Nukes. Nuclear missile silos. Uncle Sam has thousands of silos all over the country. Some decommissioned, some mothballed… some very much active. The Appalachians have their fair share—”


  Mercy’s face was blank.


  Nukes—?


  Tawny looked at the map, “Christ. They’ve taken Rose to a nuke missile base? What the hell for?”


  It’s Mitchell… it’s got to be him. His digital consciousness, the NSA Command AI… whatever you want to call it—


  “It’s Mitchell, isn’t it?” Flynn blurted out. “He’s gonna nuke the Resistance—”


  Jesus Christ—


  They fell silent and stared at the map in disbelief. A skylark burst into song overhead and somewhere, deep in the forest, a woodpecker began tapping on a hollow tree.




  Chapter 25
 The Oaks Overlook


  Sledge stood up and pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket. He wiped his neck then walked over to his horse. He produced a hipflask from his saddlebag and took a long swig and stared at the others. “My brother-in-law, Marty, he used to work there… back in the day. He was called in to repair the water filtration system… he used to talk about the place. Those silos were upgraded, all the old cold war gear was taken out and replaced with state of the art tech. He said there were four silos in these parts… all of them run by machines and a skeleton crew of humans. The machines were supposed to be better than people. The silo crew were just there as… insurance—”


  “Machines?” Tawny asked, her voice taut.


  Sledge looked up, “Yeah, machines and robots, he said those things could walk and talk. Just like us. He was freaked out by the whole thing. They made him sign all sorts of security documents to stop him from talking. We used to smoke the shit and shoot the breeze, it all came out… he told me about it. Now he’s dead, he didn’t survive the Baltimore riots—”


  “Wait, what about power?” Jade said. “Surely those silos need power? The grid’s been down for over two years—”


  “All these military installations have back-up power,” Barnes said.


  Sledge nodded, “Yeah, they used power from the grid but they also had back-up power… fusion reactors, Marty said. Can you believe that shit? Fusion reactors—”


  “Oh yeah, we can believe that shit,” Mercy said, the bitterness clear in her voice.


  “So, the silos have been in standby mode, all this time?” Flynn said. “Ready to be reactivated—”


  Barnes flinched, “Yeah, the American Military thinks of everything. These missiles were to be kept mission-ready, even after the apocalypse—”


  “The human race is just so fucking—” Tawny hissed.


  “Predictable,” Flynn finished for her.


  “I was going to say stupid,” Tawny said, shaking her head.


  They headed back to the campsite in silence. Sledge briefed Brody in the lodge. Mercy watched Brody’s reaction.


  “God, we thought our predicament with the prison was pretty bad. You guys, your friend is holed up in a fully automated nuclear silo protected by robots… and now these alphas you mentioned. You sure got your work cut out. Annalise, Jade… you still want in on this shitshow?” Brody said, pacing the floor.


  Annalise nodded, “Yeah, I do, if it means getting our people out of Charlottesville.”


  Jade looked up, “Yeah, what she said—”


  Brody stroked his chin and looked at Mercy, “Well then, if you still want to go ahead, you’ve got Annalise and Jade. Sledge will take you there. We can spare some ammo and guns if you need them but something tells me you’re going to need stealth not guns—”


  Barnes spoke up, “These robots… they use thermal imaging to detect living things. We’ll need to use the same BoPET film or space blankets to hide our heat signatures.” He turned to Brody, “You don’t happen to have any of that stuff lying around, do you?”


  Brody sat up, “Actually, we’ve got a silver weather balloon that we came across a few months back. We keep everything, you never know when something will come in useful. The balloon is reflective and light, like a space blanket—”


  “That’ll do,” Barnes said. “That should give us enough material to make reflective suits for everyone. It’ll buy us some time… maybe.”


  “OK, fine. I’ll get someone to bring it to you,” Brody said.


  Jade put her palms face down on the table, “Mercy, you said you were pressed for time on this. When are you thinking of setting out?”


  Mercy checked her watch; 11:37 am. “It’s still early, could we get to the silo by nightfall?”


  Sledge rubbed his hands, “Sure, we can go along Skyline Drive for most of it. Then there’s a bit of hiking from the Oaks Overlook… about a klick or so. We could get there, on horseback, in four or five hours easy—”


  Mercy stood up. “OK, let’s get a bite to eat and make us some of those thermal suits. Then we’re… Oscar Mike,” she looked at Barnes.


  Barnes raised his chin and smiled.


  
  


  They had a light meal and checked their weapons. Mercy found a replacement M4 carbine. They took extra ammunition from Brody’s armory. Barnes and Mercy fashioned six thermal ponchos from the weather balloon that Brody provided. They were ready to leave at 1:30 pm. Seven horses were saddled up for them and a group of the camp occupants had come to wave them off. Mercy looked at the small gathering of people.


  Young, old, kids and teens. A motley bunch, tight though… and they’ve made it this far. They must have some fight left in them to want to raid that prison. Well, good on them. First things first though, Rose, hang in there girl, we’re coming to get you—


  Sledge led them along Skyline Drive to the east. They rode in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Sledge kept going until they arrived at the Oaks Overlook. Mercy watched as Flynn and Tawny dismounted their horses. She swung her leg up and over and jumped down from her mount, her whole body ached.


  “Christ, I’m walking like John Wayne,” Flynn said, rubbing his legs.


  “Ditto,” Tawny said, in obvious discomfort.


  Mercy checked her watch; 4:47 pm. “At least we’re here on time. Sledge, can you stay here with the horses? Barnes will take us in from here, we’ve got the map and bearings. We’ll be OK. Give us twenty four hours, if we’re not back by then—”


  Sledge nodded, “Yeah, if you’re not back by then I’ll know you’ve had your ticket punched.”


  “Yeah, well, I wasn’t actually going to say that. But thanks for your… clarity—” Mercy replied.


  “Don’t mention it,” Sledge replied, spitting on the ground. He gathered up the horses and watched as they made their preparations.


  When they were ready Mercy gave Sledge a final wave. She turned to follow Barnes as he headed west, picking his way down the slope through the trees.


  Here goes nothing—


  The next hour and a half was full of rough, ankle-twisting terrain. Barnes took his time and they descended towards their destination in silence. The sounds of nature surrounded them; birds sang overhead and the breeze rustled the leaves. The scent of honeysuckle and wild garlic filled the air and a collection of red butterflies fluttered along beside them. Mercy concentrated on the terrain and forgot the aching in her legs and back.


  This could actually be enjoyable, under different circumstances—


  Barnes stopped and raised his hand. Mercy halted and listened to the sounds of the forest. Barnes knelt on one knee and brought out his binoculars, he focused on the valley below.


  Mercy drew near to him, “What do you see?”


  Barnes grunted, “Two hundred meters ahead… the clearing in the valley. There’s a road leading up to a perimeter fence. Everything’s overgrown, but if you look closely you can make out silo hatches, and some concrete structures above ground. There’s a radio-camera mast in the centre. The cameras will have 360 degree coverage—”


  Barnes handed Mercy the binoculars. The others kept their positions on the hillside behind. Mercy looked at the site, processing what Barnes had told her.


  “The perimeter fence looks overgrown in places… which would give us some cover. That camera though, that’s a headache. If there’s working AI in there, it’ll be linked to those hunter killer bots, like back in Annapolis. If they spot us, they’ll be on us in a flash. Shit—” Mercy handed the binoculars back.


  Barnes narrowed his eyes, “We could probe the perimeter, make it look like wildlife, see what the response is—”


  Mercy chewed her lip then shook her head, “We could… but then we’d lose our one ace… surprise. No, I’m not prepared to lose our one advantage. There has to be another way—”


  The sun was dipping to the western horizon, its red rays sending out a burst of warmth and colour over the hillside.


  Barnes looked at his watch, “It’ll be dark soon. What do you want to do?”


  Mercy closed her eyes, her mind spinning.


  We’ll only get one shot at this. We can’t afford to blow it at the first hurdle. We need to get underground undetected. Shit, shit, shit—


  “Hey, one of the hatches is open,” Barnes hissed, passing the binoculars back to Mercy. “Southeast corner, see the white concrete wall? Well, just in front of there—”


  Mercy focused on the spot. The light was fading fast. “Yes, got it. Do you think that’s where they got in?”


  One piece of the jigsaw—


  A footfall. Mercy turned to see Jade inspecting the site with her own binoculars.


  “We should go in at first light… in the morning mist. It’s thick as pea soup in these parts. If we wear our thermal suits under our clothes and go in under cover of the mist we should make it to that hatch. I’ve got wire cutters, we can cut through the chain link in that corner, it’s thick with ivy there which will give us some additional cover. What do you say?” Jade said, putting away her binoculars.


  Mercy stared at Jade, then nodded.


  Second piece of the jigsaw puzzle—


  Mercy glanced at Barnes, “I like it—”


  Game on. Game on—


  
  


  The night was cold but uneventful. They woke at first light to a thick mountain mist.


  “Have something to eat and drink. We’ll stash our packs here and just take our water bottles and weapons,” Mercy said to the others. “Barnes can lead, I’ll take over once we’re underground. Me, Tawny and Flynn… we’ve got the biotech. So has Annalise, but this is our fight. Annalise can you hang back and watch our six?”


  Annalise loaded her shotgun with slug rounds and nodded, “No problem—”


  Twenty minutes later they were ready.


  Barnes led them through the trees to the ivy laden perimeter fence. He found a gap in the ivy. “Well I can’t see the camera or the mast through the mist. So if I can’t see them, they shouldn’t see us,” he whispered.


  Mercy clenched her fist.


  Yeah, and here’s hoping the foil blocks our heat signatures—


  “OK, let’s do it—” Mercy said.


  Jade produced the wire cutters and started working on the fence. Ten minutes later they had an opening big enough for them to squeeze through. Barnes led the way, crawling slowly over the weed infested gravel. Mercy followed.


  Patience, patience, he knows what he’s doing, he’s going slow for a reason. Who knows? There could be listening devices as part of the security system. I just hope this mist holds out—


  Barnes took thirty minutes to crawl to the open hatch. He turned to Mercy and pointed into the shaft; a yellow ladder beckoned.


  Yeah, I got this. Rose, we’re coming for you—


  Mercy crawled past Barnes and lowered herself down the ladder and through the blast door. She blinked in the dim interior, waiting for her eyes to adjust. A spiral staircase descended below her, she looked up and beckoned to the others. They followed her in. Mercy took out her silenced HK45 and moved down the staircase. She began counting the steps.


  Eighty three, eighty four, eighty—


  A scuffing sound came from further down.


  Shit—


  Mercy froze and peered into the dimly lit level below.


  It’s pretty dark down there… just emergency lighting, I can’t see… wait—


  Movement. A flash of white. A fleeting glimpse. A mottled blue face glanced up at the shaft.


  Christ, what the hell is that thing?


  The ruined, heavily veined face squinted at the spot of daylight far above.


  It’s some kind of trope, it’s bald… wearing a white coat. A trope… left over from before the Fall? Christ… don’t move, wait for it to go, best not to engage unless we have to—


  Mercy held up her hand for the others to see. She crouched down on the stairs and watched the creature below. Five minutes later the thing moved away from the light and disappeared.


  Good enough. No alarm raised. Was it blind? Did it hear us? Can’t do anything about it, we’re committed now—


  Mercy stood up and started descending again. The staircase creaked in places, she forced herself to slow down.


  Not as silent as I had hoped but no sign of that thing. Keep going—


  They made it to the lower level and fanned out across the open space. Dim emergency lighting glowed in the walls and ceiling. A narrow luminous strip ran in the centre of the floor.


  OK, emergency power is good. No need for torches and enough shadows to hide in, for us… but also for them—


  Mercy switched off her pistol’s safety and worked her way down the narrow concrete corridor.


  Just wide enough for one person—


  She stopped and listened. A distant hum came from somewhere deep within the complex.


  There’s a slight draft, the life support systems are on. This place is fully automated, don’t forget the AI—


  Mercy looked up at the ceiling. An air conduit lined the passageway above.


  Are we being watched?


  Goosebumps rose on her arms.


  You’re just paranoid. Keep going—


  Mercy pressed on, and slowed as a new room appeared ahead. She peered through its open door into a high ceilinged room.


  Gurneys, strip lighting, clear plastic curtains, old blood stains on the floor. It looks like some kind of medical station—


  Mercy crept into the room and raised her hand. A figure, wearing a bloodstained white coat, stood in the corner. Its hands hovered over a table full of medical instruments. A stethoscope hung from the thing’s neck.


  Is it a normal trope or an alpha? Its hands… What is it doing? It looks like it’s trying to remember something—


  Mercy crept forwards, her pistol held out in front of her. The trope tilted its head, as if listening. Mercy froze and took aim.


  Has to be a headshot—


  The creature stepped sideways, to a bench in the shadows on its left. Mercy’s eyes widened.


  Wait, what?


  Mercy took a step forwards.


  Shit… it’s glowing—
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  Mercy aimed her silenced HK45 and squeezed the trigger. The trope’s head vanished in a mist of blood and bone fragments.


  No time to investigate why it’s glowing. Press on—


  Mercy brushed past the plastic curtains and entered the next corridor. It was dark, she peered ahead, moving slowly. Brighter lights shone at the end of the corridor and a lone silhouette stood in the distance. Mercy stopped and stared, her heart pounded.


  Human or trope?


  A slight scuffing came from behind.


  Dammit guys, no noise—


  The figure’s head jerked up, its body stiffened. It spun around and stared in Mercy’s direction. With a shriek it raced towards her.


  OK, so not human—


  Mercy took aim, waiting until the creature was at close range. She squeezed her trigger twice, her first round caught the alpha in the neck, the second round entered its right eye. It dropped to the ground at her feet.


  Mercy turned to the others, “We’re making too much noise, these things can hear as well as smell. That one was an alpha. I’m going to take off my boots and walk in bare feet. It’s quieter on the metal floor. I suggest everyone else does the same—”


  They removed their boots and progressed to the next room. Computer screens lined the walls. The monitors were alive with images and data.


  Barnes drew close to Mercy, “This looks like some kind of security hub, there’s camera feeds from inside and outside the silo.” He gestured at the nearest computer, “That one’s got information on air filtration and temperature regulation… it looks like the AI’s running the place pretty well. Some of the systems seem to be in standby mode—”


  “Which means?” Mercy asked.


  “Something’s… pending?” Barnes searched for the correct word.


  “Something’s in progress?” Mercy said, examining one of the monitors.


  “Hey, what the fuck?” Flynn exclaimed. “That’s Rose’s picture… on this screen, it’s similar to the files they had on us in Cheyenne Mountain. Look… it’s got all her biometric data; fingerprints, iris and retinal recognition, DNA, you name it—”


  Mercy joined Flynn and peered at the screen, “It’s not similar, it’s the exact same file. The NSA’s got files on you, me, Tawny and Rose. Why have they accessed her biometrics? What the hell’s going on here?”


  Tawny looked around the room, “It’ll be Mitchell… or his mind upload, he’s merged with the AI, he’s up to something.”


  “He’s not going to—” Jade said.


  “I didn’t want to go there… because it’s unthinkable—” Mercy interjected.


  “He’s going to launch a nuke? Against who?” Annalise asked.


  Mercy chambered a round in her pistol, “Against Constantine and the Resistance. Come on, let’s go, we don’t know how much time we’ve got left.”


  Mitchell’s here, he’s the ghost in the machine, he’s directing the alpha queen through her biotech. I’ve got to reach her before he carries out his plan—


  Mercy ran to the next door and pushed it open. Another long corridor opened up before her. The metallic walls were splattered with old blood. She ignored the gore and pressed on, her silenced pistol held out in front of her. Her bare feet made no noise and she reached the end of the corridor a few seconds later. The hum of machinery was louder, a palpable vibration came up through the floor.


  A T-junction. Which way? Shit, Rose… where are you?


  Mercy turned left and approached the room at the end. The door was open, she listened at the entrance then burst in.


  Empty—


  A collection of radiation suits and respirators hung on the wall. Rows of lockers lined both sides of the room. The others piled in behind Mercy.


  No, no, no, there’s nothing here from Rose. Move on—


  Barnes beckoned to Mercy from the corner of the room, “Here, look, an internal CCTV feed from the other rooms in the silo. It’s on a loop. Wait for it, it’s coming up… there, see—?”


  Barnes jabbed his finger at a fleeting image.


  Mercy tensed, “That was Rose, top right hand corner… hang on, what was that? Looks like a… control room. That bitch is standing beside Rose—”


  The image disappeared, replaced by flashes from other rooms in the silo.


  “Wait for it again,” Barnes said. “It’s coming—”


  The image flashed up on the screen a few seconds later.


  “Shit, the rest of her pack’s in there with her, five of them… and did you see that DARPA robot in the corner?” Mercy gripped the sides of the screen. “It looks more human than the ones in Annapolis, it’s not moving. Shit, I don’t like the look of this—”


  “The queen’s using Rose’s hands on that control desk. Did you see her? Rose is in that fixed chair, the alpha’s standing over her. She’s manipulating Rose’s hands—” Barnes said, his hands clenched.


  The image disappeared then returned again.


  “There, on top of the screen there’s a label… it’s the launch room,” Jade’s voice came from behind.


  They stared at the image again.


  Christ—


  “Her hands, the alpha has tied her own hands to Rose’s hands,” Mercy said. “They’re using Rose’s body and biometrics… it makes sense. They’re all dead… that desk, those controls, it needs a flesh and blood, live human to input the launch code. The queen took Rose for herself but Mitchell’s now taken control of the queen for… his missile launch. We’ve got to get in there and stop this, we’ve not got enough time, we have to do something now—”


  The right turn back at the T-junction, the machinery sound was louder back there. Computer servers need cooing. Maybe we’re close—


  Mercy faced the others. “There’s only room for one at a time in these corridors. I saw three doors into the launch room on that screen, we won’t know which one we’ll enter through. I’ll go first.” Mercy paused then looked at Barnes, “No, Jade, you go first and blast the five alphas with your SMG. Don’t worry about head shots, just stagger them, aim centre mass. Barnes you go for the head shots with your rifle. Annalise, are you good with that thing?” Mercy pointed at Annalise’s shotgun.


  Annalise chambered a slug round and nodded, “Good enough—”


  Mercy grunted, “Right, well, I don’t like the look of that DARPA robot in the corner. Most of its body seems armored. See if you can send a slug round into its head… judging from the robots we encountered in Annapolis all their sensory input is through there. Try and knock it out—”


  Flynn stepped forwards, “Yeah and hello? What about me and Tawny?”


  Mercy shook her head, “There’ll be a lot of shooting in there, a good chance of catching a stray round, and there’s not that much room. Me, Barnes, Jade and Annalise will be in there. You and Tawny need to watch our six. Once the shit hits the fan more of those tropes or DARPA bots might show up behind us. Your job is to watch our back and keep the corridor clear—”


  Tawny nodded. She pulled a stick of gum out from her shirt pocket. She put the gum in her mouth and started chewing.


  “Makes sense,” Flynn said.


  “We ain’t got no frags, so make every bullet count,” Tawny said to Flynn.


  “We ain’t got no frags, so make every bullet count… that’s good, I like that. If we get out of this alive I want a T-shirt with that printed on it,” Flynn replied.


  Mercy led the way back to the T-junction. She took the right turn and followed the long dimly-lit corridor to another room at the end. The door was open, two vertical columns were just visible. A few steps led up to a raised dais, the room was lit by ceiling strip lights.


  That’s it, I recognise it from the CCTV—


  Mercy beckoned Jade forwards. “OK Jade, you’re up first, remember focus your SMG on the pack, centre mass shots, stagger them. Leave the queen to me. Barnes has got your back. Annalise’s job is to knock out that DARPA bot. You got it?”


  Jade checked her MP5 submachine gun, “Sure… I’m good—”


  “You can do this—” Mercy whispered.


  Jade climbed the steps, her submachine gun at the ready.


  The girl’s got guts—


  Jade reached the top step and opened up on full automatic, hosing the five alphas in the middle of the room. Mercy followed close behind, running towards the alpha queen and Rose in the far corner. Gunfire filled the room behind Mercy, her eyes fell on a second DARPA robot hidden in the near corner. She swore.


  A second robot… for fuck’s sake. Focus on the queen. One of the others will see it—


  Mercy blocked out the noise, all her attention was on the alpha queen. The queen grabbed Rose and spun around to face Mercy. Mercy aimed her silenced HK45 at the queen.


  It’s using Rose as a shield. Shit, I don’t want to hit Rose… I can’t see its head—


  Mercy lowered her pistol and fired at the queen’s leg. Her round slammed into the queen’s left calf, making the alpha stagger forwards. The queen pushed off with its good leg, throwing itself forwards. It sliced through the wrist bonds with its long nails. Mercy crouched low, tripping the alpha queen. Rose sprawled to the floor like a rag doll. Mercy turned and fired, emptying her magazine in the queen’s direction. One round punched through the queen’s jaw and into its spine, another round shattered the top of its skull, pulverizing the brain matter beneath. The alpha queen collapsed to the floor, unmoving.


  Got you, bitch—


  Movement. A blur.


  Mercy swung to the DARPA robot in the near corner. Its head lifted, a row of green LED lights flickered on the side of its head.


  Shit—


  Mercy lifted her pistol and squeezed the trigger. Her gun clicked on empty.


  Oh, come on—


  The robot brought its right arm up, its wrist flipped back revealing a narrow tube. A red glow came from a filament at the end of the tube. Recognition flooded through Mercy.


  Flamethrower—


  A tongue of flame flashed across the ceiling from behind. Two shotgun blasts rocked the room. A burst of rifle fire slammed into the DARPA robot from over Mercy’s shoulder pitching the robot back into the wall.


  Do it—


  Mercy rolled across the floor slamming into the robot’s legs, she ejected the empty magazine from her pistol. She reloaded and fired up twice. Her .45 ACP rounds entered the robot’s head behind its armor, shredding its visual array and destroying the inner core. Sparks flew from under its facial plates, its legs buckled, and it crashed to the floor.


  Did I just do that—?


  A burst of rounds followed by a scream.


  Mercy turned to look across the room. Jade was on the floor, an alpha straddling her. Jade was pushing against the alpha’s chest as it tried to savage her face and neck.


  Get up—


  Mercy pushed herself to her knees and aimed.


  I could hit Jade—


  The alpha raised its head for a split second, its shoulders tensing for the strike. Mercy squeezed her trigger.


  Please—


  Mercy’s round slammed into the alpha’s neck shattering its spine. Barnes’s silhouette appeared on the far side of the room, his rifle raised. Mercy registered his muzzle flash and blinked. The alpha’s head disappeared in an explosion of gore and bone. The gunfire stopped. Mercy’s ears rang. She pulled herself up and crossed the room to Jade. Barnes picked his way through tangled alpha corpses and knelt beside Annalise. Mercy glanced up from Jade.


  Annalise too? No, goddammit—


  Mercy’s eyes went to Rose who was slumped on the ground, her back against the rear wall.


  “Rose—?” Mercy jumped up then staggered.


  Dizzy, ringing, hold on… It’s OK. I just got up too quick—


  Mercy’s vertigo settled and she lurched over to Rose.


  She’s still breathing—


  “Rose? Rose? It’s Mercy, are you OK? Hey, it’s me Rose, you’re gonna be fine. Here, let me check you out—” Mercy said, keeping her voice level.


  She’s out of it, they’ve given her something to make her compliant. Shit, I hope she comes around—


  Mercy checked Rose for bites and other injuries.


  Nothing, thank Christ—


  Mercy placed Rose on her side then put her rolled up jacket under Rose’s head.


  She’s flushed, her lips are cracked, her eyes are sunken. She needs water—


  Mercy sat down beside Rose, she looked across the room. Relief washed over her. Flynn was helping Jade.


  He’s OK—


  Jade stirred beneath the remains of the dead alpha. Flynn bent down and lifted the bloody corpse away. Jade’s face and hair was covered in gore. He helped Jade to a sitting position. “Jade, are you OK? Did it bite you? Here, let me take a look—” Flynn did a visual inspection of Jade’s arms and neck. “Wait, we’ll wash some of this crap off.” He took his canteen and poured water over Jade’s exposed skin. “No, you’re good, there’s no bites, check your legs. Here, take this, take a drink, I need to see to Mercy.”


  Jade took the canteen and began examining her legs. Barnes was still bent over Annalise. Mercy frowned.


  Flynn crossed the room and knelt beside Mercy, his eyes flicking to the downed DARPA robot. “You capped that one just in time,” he said, wrinkling his nose, “I can smell the fuel from here.” He looked at Mercy then at Rose, “How is she?”


  Mercy snapped out of her daze, her ears were still ringing.


  “She’s alive, they’ve drugged her. They were using her to operate the control panel,” Mercy’s eyes met Flynn’s. “Shit, we need to check it out. What if there’s a launch been initiated—?”


  “I’m on it,” Flynn said, jumping to his feet. He rushed over to the control panel and examined the screen.


  Mercy joined him seconds later. “There, that must be coordinates and… what’s that? Wind speed and—”


  “There,” Flynn jabbed his finger at the top right corner of the screen. “Abort, it says abort—”


  “Go on, press it,” Mercy said, her fingers gripping the console.


  Flynn jabbed the flashing icon at the top of the screen.


  “Nothing, try again,” Mercy said, desperation in her voice. “Wait—” Mercy looked back at Rose. “It’s her, we need Rose’s hand, it’s programmed to recognise her biometrics. Come on help me get her over here—”


  Flynn and Mercy carried Rose over to the launch console and pressed her fingers on the flashing abort icon on the screen. The screen changed colour, a new message appeared in green: LAUNCH SEQUENCE ABORTED. CURRENT INSTRUCTIONS DELETED. SYSTEM DEFAULTED TO FAILSAFE MODE. LAUNCH SYSTEM IN LOCKDOWN.


  Mercy hugged Rose’s inert body, “We did it Rose… you did it. You shut down this piece of shit—”


  Mercy’s legs buckled and she slumped against the console. Flynn reached out to her, concern on his face, “Hey, stay with me babe. Are you OK?”


  Mercy nodded, “Yeah, just post-fight jitters.”


  Flynn held onto Rose, “Rose ain’t going nowhere until she sleeps this off, whatever it is—”


  Barnes crossed the room and took in the situation. “Nice work,” Barnes jerked his head at the downed robot in the corner, “I thought that fucker had us there. Annalise nailed the other one with a slug round to its head but one of the alphas knocked her to the ground. She’s unconscious, we can’t move her. We’re gonna have to secure this room and hunker down, give her some time. You can never tell with head injuries, hopefully she’ll come around… maybe it’s just a concussion—”


  “What if she doesn’t come around?” Flynn asked.


  Barnes looked at Mercy, “We ain’t got no medical facilities here, she could have anything from a fractured skull to internal bleeding. We’ll just have to wait—”


  Mercy nodded, “Agreed, Rose too. She needs to sleep this drug off. We’ll make them comfortable and secure the room in case there’s any more hostiles. How’s Tawny?”


  Barnes grunted, “She’s OK, you were right Flynn and Tawny took care of a couple of alphas creeping up on our six. She’s keeping watch back in the corridor—”


  Barnes handed Mercy his water bottle, “Here, use this for Rose. I saw a leaking pipe back in the first room we checked. I’m pretty sure it was water, we can refill our canteens on the way out—”


  Mercy looked at Rose, “I’ll stay with Rose. Flynn can you watch over Annalise, and keep an eye on Jade, she looks a bit shaken? Barnes, can you buddy up with Tawny? She’s solid but I want no one alone while we’re down here—”


  Barnes nodded his agreement and moved off. Flynn helped Mercy to place Rose on the floor. Flynn embraced Mercy, burying his face in her hair. Mercy threw her arms around him.


  “I know,” Mercy said. “I know, I know, I know—”


  “We can’t think about this stuff, we just have to ride the wave and not let it drag us under—”


  “I know,” Mercy repeated.


  Riptide. Ride the wave of chaos—
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  “Water,” Rose said, stretching her hand out to Mercy three hours later.


  Mercy sat up. “Rose, you’re back. Here, drink,” she handed Rose her water bottle.


  Rose took a tentative sip then gulped the water down. It trickled down her chin as she drained the bottle. She came up for air and slumped back against the wall. “Is it… over? Are they gone?”


  Mercy nodded, “Yes Rose, they’re dead. They’re gone. You made it. Me, Flynn, Tawny and Barnes are here. We’ve got two new friends; Jade and Annalise. It’s all good. Once you’re feeling better we can think about getting out of here.”


  Rose closed her eyes. “They’re gone,” she whispered. Her breathing deepened and she fell asleep.


  
  


  An hour later Annalise stirred. She was disorientated, her memory of the attack was blurred but she could walk unaided.


  Barnes crossed the room to Mercy, “OK, I think we need to move out now, this is as good as it’s gonna get.”


  “Agreed, let’s get everyone up and ready to bail,” Mercy said. She turned to wake Rose.


  They left the missile launch room and retraced their steps down the long corridor, Mercy in the lead. Movement caught Mercy’s eye in the doorway at the end.


  Something’s up ahead. Shit, we can’t go back, we’re committed—


  Mercy ran towards the door. A familiar figure stepped into the corridor.


  Shit, a flamethrower robot. Nail it before it gets me—


  Mercy ran towards the DARPA hunter killer robot, her HK45 raised.


  No time to aim. Just fire, get its sensory array on the top—


  Red laser light erupted from the robot’s turret, scanning the corridor and Mercy. Her rounds hit the robot’s armoured panels, raising sparks. Mercy counted her rounds, her trigger finger a blur.


  Five, six, seven—


  A panel opened in the thing’s chest and a dripping tube appeared.


  Eight, nine, ten—


  Her tenth round struck the narrow laser slot in the robot’s sensory array, smashing its delicate optical network. Sparks and smoke erupted from the robot’s turret. It slumped to the floor, the smell of gasoline heavy in the air.


  Shit, if it catches fire. Don’t think, just move—


  Mercy turned to the others behind, “Quick, climb past it—”


  Mercy reloaded and held her breath as everyone clambered over the destroyed robot. A minute later they were all through. They passed the security room and made it down the next corridor to the first room they had encountered.


  “Here,” Barnes pointed at the dripping ceiling pipe. He held out a hand and let some of the liquid fall onto his skin. He tasted it and nodded, “It’s water… we should stop and rehydrate then move on—”


  Mercy looked at Rose, “Yeah, makes sense.”


  Tawny collected everyone’s water bottles. Flynn and Jade watched over Rose and Annalise. Mercy caught Barnes’s eye and stepped over to talk to him. Without warning a figure lurched out from behind a cabinet and threw itself at Barnes.


  Oh—


  Mercy dived forwards and extended her gun hand over Barnes’s shoulder. A mottled blue trope face appeared beside Barnes’s neck, its mouth gaping. Mercy thrust her HK45 into the trope’s mouth and squeezed the trigger. Its head flew back as the bullet tore through its throat and brain stem. The gunshot reverberated through the room.


  Barnes dropped to the floor, his hand covering his ear. Mercy stood over the trope and shot it a second time through the forehead.


  Should’ve taken you out the first time I saw you, you bastard—


  Barnes knelt on the floor, his eyes closed.


  Mercy dropped down beside him, “Christ Barnes, I’m sorry, that thing almost had you.” She touched his shoulder.


  “It’s OK. I’m OK. I can’t hear you though, my left ear’s dead. It’ll come back, give me an hour or so. Thanks for nailing that fucker… it’s my fault for not seeing the bastard—” Barnes said, his voice raised.


  Mercy nodded and held a finger to her lips. She leant into his good ear and spoke, “Copy that Barnes. Just keep your voice down—”


  Barnes stood up. He dragged the dead trope into a corner and covered it with a bloodstained sheet from one of the gurneys. They rested for an hour and rehydrated using water collected from the dripping pipe. Rose and Annalise continued to improve. Mercy checked her watch; 7:37 pm.


  Jesus, we’ve been down here most of the day, it’ll be getting dark outside. We’ve got to get back to Sledge and the horses—


  Mercy spoke to the others, “OK guys, I think we should move. It’ll be getting dark outside. I don’t want to stay any longer down here than we have to. Is everyone good to go?”


  Flynn looked at Tawny and Barnes, “Yeah, let’s get out of here—”


  Jade patted Annalise on the shoulder, “We’re good—”


  Rose stood up and racked the slide on the pistol Jade had given her, “What are we waiting for people?”


  Barnes tapped his ear and gave Mercy the thumbs up, “It’s mostly just ringing now, the hearing’s coming back. I’m good—”


  Mercy slung her rifle over her shoulder and pointed to Annalise, “Annalise, I reckon it’d be good to have silenced weapons up front. You handy with that crossbow?”


  Annalise flashed a smile, “You could say that—”


  Mercy checked her silenced pistol, “You’re with me Annalise. I want Barnes watching our six. Everyone else, just try and keep it quiet—”


  Mercy led the way up the spiral staircase to the open hatch on the surface. The light was fading fast outside. Mercy stopped short of the hatch and crouched low, listening. Fresh air cooled her skin. The aroma of pine trees and grass wafted down the shaft. Mercy took a deep breath, closing her eyes.


  Outdoors at last—


  She wrinkled her nose.


  Undead—


  Mercy shrunk back and waited.


  Shit, they’re out there—


  Mercy turned and signalled to the others to stay put. She pointed at Annalise and pointed up. They ascended the last five steps and looked out over the silo compound. Six figures wearing stained Hazmat suits were standing in the weed infested compound.


  Shit, six of the bastards, probably triggered by the security system. They could be regular tropes or alphas—


  Mercy stared at the figures in the dying light.


  Think. They’ve got oxygen tanks strapped on their backs. If a round hits one them it could explode, that’ll send shrapnel everywhere, not good for us. We could crawl out the way we crawled in, but they’re too close… they’d be on us in a flash if they saw us. A frag? We could throw a frag away from here, the sound would draw them… no, the frag could hit their oxygen tanks—


  Annalise tapped Mercy’s shoulder. She pulled a road flare from her webbing and handed it to Mercy.


  Perfect—


  Mercy dropped down the shaft and explained her plan to the others. Once they were ready she got in position and ignited the road flare. She threw it out, over the swaying figures, away from the hatch. The flare landed beside the radio mast, burning bright red. The six figures lurched towards the flare, turning their backs on the hatch.


  Right… now—


  Mercy gave the signal to the others then climbed out of the hatch. She led the way in a half crouch, to the hole in the fence and pushed her way through. The others followed her. Mercy held the chain link flap open. Two minutes later Barnes was the last to climb through.


  We made it—


  Mercy lowered the chain link and looked at the six Hazmat-suited figures in the distance, still gathered around the bright flare.


  I don’t want them getting out—


  Mercy turned to the others, “Anyone got rope? Wire? Anything to seal the fence?”


  Barnes pulled a few cable ties from his webbing, stepped up to the fence and secured the hole. They turned away from the silo compound and began hiking up the hillside. Twenty minutes later they found their stashed back packs.


  Mercy sat down, her back against a tree. Barnes rummaged in his pack and pulled out some tins and MREs. He handed them to the others. Mercy took a swig of water and looked at the faces of the people around her. The light was fading fast.


  They’re wasted, they’ve nothing left. I’m wasted, I’ve got nothing left. This is where mistakes are made. This is my call—


  Mercy raised a hand, “OK everyone, listen up. Skyline Drive and the horses are just over a kilometre away. We could make it tonight but it’d be risky in the dark and this is ankle breaking territory. I suggest we stay here for the night and move out at first light. I know that’s not ideal but does it work for you guys?”


  Exhausted, blank faces stared back at Mercy.


  “No objections then,” Mercy said. “I’ll take that as a yes. We’ll stay here for the night. Eat and rest. I’ll take first watch—”


  Mercy caught Barnes’s eye. He nodded and returned to his MRE.


  Flynn scrambled up the slope to sit with Mercy, he handed her a tin. “Ham and beans, it just don’t get any better,” he said.


  “You sure know how to treat a girl,” Mercy replied.


  “Living the dream… we’re all living the dream, this is the stuff memories are made from,” Flynn said, he smiled but his eyes were dead.


  Mercy stared at the others’ faces as they ate their cold food in silence.


  They’re empty, used up, this is not the kind of memory anyone of us wants. They look… dazed, that’s the thousand-yard stare right there. PTSD city—


  Mercy opened her tin and scooped out some beans with her fingers. She chewed her food, staring into the darkness between the trees. When she had finished she turned to Flynn. He was on his back, his eyes closed, his breathing deep and regular.


  She touched his hair, the ghost of a smile on her lips.


  We’re still alive, we’re still here… against all the odds—


  Somewhere deep in the forest an owl hooted.


  Mercy shivered and lay down beside Flynn. She closed her eyes.


  
  


  “Wake up, it’s that time again—” Tawny said.


  Mercy’s eyes snapped open. She stared up at Tawny’s drawn face.


  “OK… just give me a few minutes,” Mercy replied. She looked at the others readying themselves around her. She checked her watch; 5:37 am.


  Shit, I feel like twenty kilos of shit in a ten kilo bag. Nothing good ever happens at 5:37 am—


  Flynn reached down, offering a hand, “You ought to see your face. It’s a picture. You look like you’ve just smelt something rank—”


  “Nothing a good coffee and bacon bagel wouldn’t fix,” Mercy responded.


  “Yeah, with extra ketchup and scrambled eggs on the side,” Flynn said, helping Mercy to her feet.


  Mercy hugged him, burying her face in his neck. She smelled Flynn’s stale sweat.


  Jesus, I bet I stink as much as he does. Normally this would be gross, but right now? I’ll take it—


  “You smell of fresh lavender and cinnamon, babe,” Mercy released Flynn.


  Flynn smiled, mock surprise on his face, “I slept on wild garlic and damp moss so actually that’s pretty amazing feedback, thanks—”


  Nearby Annalise pulled the charging handle on her M4 carbine, chambering a round.


  Mercy stiffened at the sound, “OK, let’s move out.” Her muscles protested and her back ached from sleeping on the uneven ground.


  Suck it up. Plenty of time for rest when you die—


  They moved uphill, Barnes leading the way. It took forty minutes to cover the kilometre back to the road. They were relieved to find Sledge waiting with the horses at the Oaks Overlook. Jade brought him up to speed with what had happened. He listened in silence, nodding at intervals.


  When Jade had finished Sledge turned to Rose, “You must be one special lady for these folks to put out this much for you.” He held out his hand.


  Rose pulled a face, “I ain’t nobody’s special lady but I am glad these people put out for me. I’ll remember it well. Rose never forgets. You’re part of this crew, so thanks for helping get me outta there.” She looked at his hand, then, remembering the old custom, she shook it.


  Mercy raised an eyebrow and suppressed a smile.


  Old generation meets new generation. My, how things have changed—


  They mounted their horses, Rose doubled up with Annalise. They set off along Skyline Drive and made good progress to Baldface Mountain Overlook. Without warning a bright light flashed across the sky, lighting up the trees and hillside ahead.


  What the—?


  The horses reared their heads, their nostrils flaring. Sledge calmed his horse and swung around in his saddle, staring northeast. A tall, thin plume of smoke rose high into the sky, flattening out at the top into a mushroom shape.


  Fuck—


  “Jesus—” Rose said.


  “That’s—” Jade whispered.


  “Oh my god—” Annalise exclaimed.


  “That’s DC,” Sledge declared. “Someone’s nuked DC—”




  Chapter 28
 Rubicon


  “That’s a tactical nuclear weapon,” Barnes said, his voice steady. “A low-yield, 5 kiloton nuclear warhead, probably a W76-2… about a third of the size of the Hiroshima bomb. They were deployed on US submarines before the Fall. I heard Constantine had access to some… that one probably came from the aircraft carrier. That’ll take care of Capitol Hill, the National Mall… basically DC central—”


  “But why would they want to pull out the nukes again after what happened in Atlantic City?” Tawny said.


  “You saw what was going down in DC, on those screens in the Smithsonian. The NSA released tens of thousands of weaponized alphas onto the streets. They released those mechs we saw, god knows how many of them there were. If Constantine’s forces had encountered that lot they would’ve been wiped out. The Resistance would’ve had eyes on the city, it was a calculated decision… a tactical nuclear strike was their only option against that much threat—” Mercy said, her voice loud in the shocked silence.


  “Yeah, but a nuke? That whole area’s off limits now—” Annalise said.


  “Well it ain’t our problem, it’s just as well DC’s a hundred miles away from here. We’ve stopped Mitchell’s AI launching a much bigger nuke, so let’s hold on to that—” Mercy said.


  “It’s a pity we don’t have a sat phone to communicate with Constantine, she probably thinks we’re dead,” Barnes said.


  Flynn pointed at the distant mushroom cloud, “Yeah, she’ll think we’ve been vaporized. We’re totally off grid out here—”


  Cut off. That might not be such a bad thing—


  They sat in silence for a minute longer then Sledge turned his horse and started moving away from the vantage point. Soon they were heading south on Skyline Drive, back towards the campground. They arrived five hours later, tired and hungry. Brody met them at the lodge and listened to their account of events over a hot meal of beef stew. The room fell silent once the food was finished. The fire crackled in the grate sending sparks up the chimney.


  Finally, after packing and lighting a pipe, Brody spoke up, “You’ve all had enough for today. You look about done. Get some rest, there’s hot water from the fire for washing, no showers though… those days are long gone up here. We’ll meet in the morning, we’ve got things to discuss, plans to make. I’m just glad you all made it out of that place alive.” Brody stood up and went to the door, “Sleep well, I’ll see you all tomorrow.” He left the room.


  Annalise turned to Mercy, “I can tell from his tone; we’re not going to get much of a break. I’ll bet the attack on the prison is coming soon. We’ll see what he’s put together, we tried once before but the prison’s too big, its garrison is too strong… and they’ve got hundreds of tropes chained to the outer fence as an extra deterrent. We lost some good people the last time… there’s only sixty or so of us left now. I didn’t think he’d have the heart to try again—”


  Mercy stretched and stifled a yawn, “We’ll see what he has up his sleeve tomorrow morning then.” She glanced at Jade then back at Annalise, “I want to thank you two for coming with us, we couldn’t have done it without you guys—”


  Rose turned her head and held up her mug of coffee in salute, “Yeah, I really second that. I owe you and, as far as I’m concerned, I’m in on this prison assault to bust your people out. You can count on me one hundred percent—”


  Annalise nodded, “Yes, we need your help, all of you… with your biotech, that should give us some advantage… maybe.” She leant forwards and gripped Mercy’s shoulder, “For now though, I’m dead… my head and body ache, I need my bed. I’ll catch you in the morning.” Annalise stood up to leave and turned to face the table, “Just one thing though, you guys need to work on your riding skills, your technique was… grim. If you need some painkillers I think there’s some aspirin in the storeroom. Ask for Maggie, tell her I sent you.” Annalise gave a faint smile and left the lodge.


  Mercy stood up and winced, “Christ, my legs, my back—”


  Tawny grimaced as she swung her legs over the bench, “Forget legs and back, my tailbone and hips are burning—”


  Flynn took a few steps towards the door and let out a groan, “Right now, this moment, I wish I was dead. I’m walking like a pissed penguin, this is not OK—”


  “Bunch of wimps,” Barnes grunted and stood up, he frowned, a flicker of doubt crossed his face. “On second thoughts if there’s aspirin on offer count me in—”


  They left the lodge in search of Maggie and the aspirin, the offer of hot water forgotten.


  
  


  The next day dawned cold and grey. Fresh coffee thawed Mercy’s mood. She sat at the table in the lodge picking at a scab on her hand. Her hair was wet from the bucket bath she had just endured. At least the water had been hot. She sighed, the bunk beds were comfortable but could only accommodate one. Her mind wandered, she drank her coffee and thought about better days.


  The door opened and Flynn walked in. He came over to Mercy and kissed her, “That bed, that sleep… was awesome.”


  “I was thinking the same. Jesus, we sound like… old people,” Mercy said, recoiling in mock horror.


  “Yeah, ain’t that so?” Flynn said. He poured himself a coffee, “I wonder what the old man’s gonna say this morning—”


  “It’ll be about the attack on the prison,” Mercy replied. “I’m good with that, we’d never have got Rose back without these people.”


  “Yeah, they’ve got a good set up here. Away from the tropes, a hideout in the mountains, fresh water, long horn cattle… and a community. I saw vegetable plots out there, they grow some of their own food—” Flynn said.


  Mercy shook her head, “Can’t be much fun in winter. It’ll get pretty cold up here that time of year, but then there’s enough wood to use as fuel. Yeah… and they do their own preserving so maybe… maybe it’s a way of life for the long term. Who knows?”


  Flynn sat down, “Do you ever think of, you know… the future? You, me, us?”


  Mercy stared at the glowing embers in the grate, “No, no, I don’t let myself think of the future. It’s never there, it’s always just now, you know, living from minute to minute, day to day. There’s just too much bad shit around to plan for… a future. What even is that? The word itself no longer makes any sense—”


  It has no meaning—


  The door opened, Tawny and Rose appeared, their hair wet and faces pink.


  “I scraped and scrubbed a ton of crap from my skin,” Tawny said.


  “The water was black after I’d finished,” Rose seconded. “What’s to eat?”


  “There’s bread, cheese, and some beef over there,” Mercy indicated the table on the side.


  “Great, I’m starving,” Rose said. She marched over to the table and grabbed a plate.


  “Brody’s outside, mustering the troops. They’re coming in here for a meeting, you ready for this?” Tawny asked.


  “Yeah, absolutely. We promised to help out. They were true to their word, they helped us, took us in, we’ve got Rose back. I’m in—” Mercy eyed Tawny, “What about you?”


  “Sure thing, Annalise and Jade put their necks on the line for us so I’m in—” Tawny replied.


  “What do you think’s going through Barnes’s head? Reckon he’s on board?” Flynn asked.


  “He was pretty silent after we saw that nuke go off in DC. I’m not sure what’s going through his mind, who knows? Maybe he was thinking about returning to Constantine’s forces? Maybe he’s got other plans, we’ve not had much time to decompress, to talk to each other—” Mercy said.


  “To do normal stuff, to chew the fat,” Rose said, putting a plate piled high with food on the table. She sat down beside Mercy and started to eat.


  The door opened and Brody, Jade and Annalise walked in, accompanied by six others. Mercy nodded at them and raised a hand in acknowledgement. Brody sat down at the head of the table and gestured at the others to do the same. He poured himself a coffee and looked around the table.


  “Good morning everyone. I hope you’re all rested and ready for the day ahead,” Brody took a sip of his coffee and continued, “As you know the NSA militia have our people held in Charlottesville prison.” He looked around the room. “Our families, our wives, husbands and children, every one of you here will know who I’m talking about. My own wife Jessica, and my son Luke… they’ve been in there for six weeks now,” Brody paused and rubbed his chin.


  “I know we tried before… and failed. But that’s all about to change, we have new people amongst us, new blood, new talent. We’ve had Annalise for some time with her gift, as many of you know she’s able to walk through tropes unmolested. Well, now we have these good people,” Brody turned to indicate Mercy, Rose, Tawny and Flynn, “and they can do the same—”


  The door opened and Barnes walked in, he raised a hand in greeting and nodded at Brody.


  “Not to mention this fine gentleman here,” Brody said, pointing at Barnes. “He works for the Resistance, which I must admit I thought was a rumour until I met our newcomers. And we all saw what happened to DC yesterday—” Brody paused, letting his words sink in. “There’s a power struggle going on in the world right now, there’s big players and small players and others. Well, I don’t care about the big players, all I care about is getting our people out of that stink hole and bringing them back home. It’ll be risky and no doubt some will die… but we have a better chance now than before.”


  Brody turned to a ruddy faced, bearded man on his left, “Everyone, I’d like to introduce you to Dimitri Remner. Dimitri is a pilot, he’s worked up in the Yukon Territory and also worked dusting crops out west. As you know one of the reasons we failed to bust into the prison before was the fortified main gate inside the perimeter fence—”


  A voice piped up from the back of the room, “Yeah, we lost some good people last time, learnt the hard way—”


  Mercy turned and caught a glimpse of a tall man with striking tattoos on his arms. Her eyes narrowed for a second.


  He’s hurting bad… and he’s angry—


  Brody nodded, “Yes we did Seth, yes we did. And we know about the militia’s farms around the city… they are using slave labour to bring their crops in. We know they use the captives in the prison as leverage to force the rest of their families work in the fields. It’s medieval and brutal and it’s got to stop—”


  Dimitri lifted a satchel from the floor and rummaged inside, he brought out a handful of maps and papers. He spread them out on the table.


  Brody cleared his voice, “Anyhow, we now have a way to blast the inner and outer gates open. We plan to raid the militia airfield north of Charlottesville, steal one of their biplanes, fly it to the prison and hand-drop their own ordnance on them. They’ve used the same technique on us before, it’s a blunt but effective tool.” Brody turned to Remner, “Over to you Dimitri.”


  Dimitri coughed and stood up, “The NSA militia have a hangar at the airport with a few planes as you know. They have fuel and aerial bombs, we can surprise the guards and steal a plane. I will fly it and we can drop bombs onto the prison to breach the gates.” He stopped to let his words sink in.


  Silence cut through the room. A dog barked outside. Mercy looked at the faces around the table.


  He’s not won them over—


  Dimitri continued, “We’ll need someone with military skills to organise the attack on the airfield and to come with me in the plane to drop the bombs—”


  Mercy frowned.


  OK—


  “And I’m glad to say that I’ve found a volunteer,” Dimitri turned and raised a hand at Barnes standing at the back of the room. “Commander Barnes, from the Resistance has agreed to lead the operation on the airfield and to fly with me in the plane. He will drop the bombs by hand—”


  Wait, what—?


  Barnes stepped forwards. All eyes turned to him, he cleared his throat, “Dimitri has used this airport in the past and has drawn me a detailed map. The garrison, I am told, is maintained at about twenty men. Subject to a fresh recon and adequate resources, I can put together a raid that will take out this garrison and allow us to capture a plane. We’ll also need to destroy any remaining aircraft to stop the militia coming after us—”


  “What about these bombs? They’re not exactly RPGs are they? I mean… dropping them by hand, that’s a bit… primitive isn’t it? And dangerous—?” Tawny spoke up.


  Barnes raised a hand, “It is a bit retro… I’ll give you that, but it was a technique used in the World War 1; hand-dropped aerial bombs and flechettes were dropped by both sides on each other. The hand-delivered bombs are generally around 20 lbs in weight and, when positioned correctly, can be effective. Dimitri tells me he can fly in low, we’ll have the element of surprise, and it’s one of their own planes with their markings. They shouldn’t fire on us, at least not on the first run, so we can get a couple of bombs in before they realise it’s an attack—”


  “And dangerous—?” Tawny repeated.


  Barnes nodded, “Yes. It’s dangerous. There are two types of bombs; ones with pistol-type detonating mechanisms and others with time fuses. With such a low attack on the gates we would use the ground impact, pistol-detonating ones. We could carry about ten on the plane. From what I gather the militia planes are also fitted with a wing-mounted machine gun over the pilot’s cockpit which should prove helpful.” Barnes stopped speaking, allowing the room to digest the information.


  A few heads nodded around the table.


  Nice one Barnes. You’re getting warmer. They’re taking it in—


  Barnes continued, “You’ve got about sixty people in this camp. I’ll need twenty fighters to take the airfield. That’s probably overkill, but it’s crucial we wipe out that garrison and get that plane. We’ll have comms, so we can co-ordinate and keep the rest of you up to speed on our progress for phase two of the mission—”


  Mercy raised an eyebrow.


  Phase two—?


  Brody stood up and took over, “This is where our gifted newcomers come into the equation. We’ve looked every which way at our options of breaking into the prison. There’s about three hundred militia and two hundred prisoners in there. They’ve chained tropes to the outer prison fence all the way around. The militia have horses and vehicles, fuel and supplies, and they outnumber us… so a siege is out, infiltration by stealth is out, someone even suggested parachuting a team in at night onto the prison roof… all these have their pitfalls. The one idea that stands up is this: we create a horde of tropes in Charlottesville and lead them to the prison. Barnes and Dimitri will then blast the gates open with the plane, then we let the tropes into the prison to cause maximum chaos. We do this by day, as Barnes needs to be able to see where to drop the bombs… and Dimitri needs to fly safely. There should be a good number of prisoners exercising in the prison yard. We stand a chance of freeing those prisoners. We stand less of a chance of freeing the other prisoners stuck in their cells. So… best case scenario, we might be able to free up to a hundred prisoners—”


  “Well, what about the others? The ones in the cells? What about them? Are you just gonna forget them?” The same voice as before rang through the room.


  Brody closed his eyes and took a breath, “I know it’s hard Seth, but there’s only sixty of us, twenty of whom will be tied up at the airport, leaving forty to take on the prison… you do the math—”


  All eyes turned to Seth at the back of the room. His face was flushed with emotion.


  There’s no telling him—


  Brody spoke again, “So, our newcomers: Mercy, Rose, Tawny and Flynn, we have a map of Charlottesville here and a schematic of the prison, which is just outside the city.” Brody nodded at a man at the far corner of the table, “Joshua over there, used to be a cleaner at the prison, the diagram here is from his memory. He worked there for twenty years, so I’d say it’s pretty accurate. The population of Charlottesville pre-Fall was around fifty thousand people. If you could gather a horde of a few thousand and Pied Piper them to the prison gate using noise, a ghetto blaster is what we were thinking, then after the gates are blasted open you can lead them into the prison grounds. That should keep the militia busy, they may even retreat indoors and lie low, maybe use up their ammo on the horde. It all depends on what their leadership is like. Either way, we’ll have one hell of a distraction… a window to get our people out. You can walk among the dead, Annalise too, she can go with you. You can bring extra guns to give to the prisoners when you’ve freed them from the exercise yard—”


  Barnes interjected, “Once you’re in and at the exercise yard, we can fly back in and drop more bombs to draw the tropes away, create a diversion, so you and the prisoners can escape. We can also strafe any militia resistance using the wing-mounted machine gun—”


  The room fell silent.


  Finally, Brody stood up, he rubbed his chin, “What do you say Mercy?”


  Mercy looked at Rose, Flynn, Tawny and Annalise in turn. “We’re in. We’ll do it. We’ll have comms with you and Barnes, so we can co-ordinate the time of the attack.” She paused then continued, “What about the prisoners? Is there any way of letting them know this is happening, to prepare them?”


  Brody shook his head, “We considered a Trojan Horse plan where we’d allow one of our people to be captured so as they’d be imprisoned but there’s just too many variables. They might be interrogated for days, they might break or die under torture. They might not be held in the prison, they might be taken straight to one of the militia slave farms. No, we’d just lose one of our own on a gamble. We’ve ruled it out—”


  Mercy nodded, “Understood. So… just let me recap. Barnes is going to deal with the airport, we’re going to deal with the horde, and the rest of your people are going to be positioned outside the prison to provide backup, troubleshoot and exfil the prisoners as they come streaming out? Is that basically it? Have I missed anything?”


  Brody looked at Barnes and Dimitri, “You’ve got it, pretty much, that’s it. You’ll all need to discuss the details among yourselves; fine tune your strategy, what to take with you, back up plans, escape routes and so on. I’ve got maps here for you all to familiarise yourselves with the city and landmarks, and Joshua’s schematic for the prison. We’ve got enough radios, guns and ammo for this one last push to get our people out but yeah, that’s the gist of the plan—”


  Mercy nodded and looked at Rose. Rose pulled a face.


  I know, I know, I know Rose. Oh, here we go—


  Rose stood up, “I’m with you all the way Brody. I’m sure grateful for you and your people helping to get me out of that silo. I owe you my life. I just want to say one thing, this plan of yours stands up, I agree. It stands up pretty well, but it all hinges on the plane being able to blast the gates open. I’m not sure how well that’s going to work out, it could be pretty hit or miss. It would’ve been good if we had some RPGs instead but we don’t… so all I’m saying is we’ll have to be able to adapt, change our plans if things go wrong because people will die otherwise—”


  Harsh, but it needed to be said—


  Mercy looked around the room. There was an uncomfortable silence.


  Here it comes, the final word to seal the deal—


  Barnes grunted, “You’re right Rose. We’ll have to adapt if things go south because no battle plan ever survives first contact with the enemy. They ain’t my words, they’re Von Moltke’s words; every army worth its salt has understood that lesson of war. Prepare, adapt and survive—”


  Barnes, who the hell was… Von Moltke?


  “Wait,” Tawny stood up. “What about alphas? In Charlottesville? If we try and gather a horde, if there’s any alphas in there, they’ll be on to us. Alphas can see through our biotech and they’ll attack. The biotech just allows us to walk through regular tropes—”


  Annalise shifted in her seat. “I’ve been into Charlottesville quite a bit, scavenging. I’ve covered a lot of ground in there, on my own and with others,” she looked around the room. “I’ve never encountered any of these… alphas. In fact, the ones in the silo were the first ones I’ve seen—”


  Brody nodded, “Yes, we hadn’t heard of these alphas until you told us about them—”


  “Maybe they’re more of a big city thing, bigger populations… more chance of viral mutations or maybe the few feral ones that were in Charlottesville were hunted down by the militia and either destroyed or sent by train back up to DC for their experiments—” Flynn said, breaking his silence.


  Tawny chewed her lip, “Yeah, maybe, maybe not… I just think we should all take silenced weapons with us in case we come across one. We’d need to nail it before it got a chance to turn the horde against us—”


  Good point Tawny, sharp. Jesus… that was almost an afterthought. I wonder what else we’ve not thought of, what we’re missing—


  Brody nodded, “You’ve got it, silenced pistols will be provided for your team. If you think of anything else let me know.”


  “When is this operation happening?” Seth’s voice rang out from the back of the room again.


  Brody straightened up, “First light tomorrow. The airport team moves out this afternoon, they’ll have to recon the airport. They’re the ones to get the ball rolling, everything else follows on from then. So, we’ll all be leaving here today and in position by first light tomorrow morning—”


  Rose glanced at Mercy.


  Christ, this is getting real—




  Chapter 29
 The Gathering


  “So who was this Von Moltke dude?” Mercy asked Barnes after the meeting.


  “Von Moltke? Helmuthe Von Moltke was a Prussian field marshal in the 19th century, he was chief of staff of the Prussian Army for thirty years. He knew a thing or two about battle planning and strategy—” Barnes replied.


  Mercy’s face was blank.


  “Well, you did ask,” Barnes said.


  “Yeah, no, sorry. I got it, he was a military commander,” Mercy said. “No, I just remembered… a useful bit of kit to bring would be some road flares, they seem to distract the tropes. A single road flare got us out of having to fight those six Hazmat tropes at the silo. The rule of thumb is to avoid noise where possible, so yeah, road flares and glow sticks. I’m gonna see if I can track some down.” Mercy said. She paused, “What about you Barnes? You obviously spoke to Brody and that Dimitri guy before the meeting. Are you OK with the airport plan?”


  Barnes shrugged, “That type of stuff is my bread and butter. It’s what I was trained for. We’ll recon it and improvise. Granted, Brody’s people are not military… they’re more outdoor survivalists, but they know how to handle their weapons and can obviously take orders, so yeah, I think we can get the job done. I only hope our fly-boy Dimitri is a kick-ass pilot. If he flew a crop duster his low flying skills should be honed and anyone who’s worked up in the Yukon is OK by me—”


  Mercy held out her hand, “OK Barnes, if you’re happy with your side of the deal I’m happy. Just be careful, I didn’t expect you to be dropping bombs by hand from a biplane like some World War 1 flying ace. I have my reservations, this shit is nuts, Tawny’s instincts are right. Then again, sometimes the nuts shit works and the logical stuff wipes out. Sorry, I’m rambling, what I meant to say was be careful out there, up there… whatever—”


  Barnes looked at her outstretched hand and shook his head. He opened his arms and gave Mercy a hug. “Yeah, me too Dawes. I don’t fancy your task of gathering a few thousand tropes together. At least you’ve got Rose, Tawny, Flynn and Annalise with you. That’s some crew. Yeah, keep your eyes and ears open and watch out for any of those alpha bastards—”


  “Yeah, Roger that,” Mercy replied.


  
  


  Barnes released Mercy, “Oh, and this is for you.” He pulled out a silenced Glock 17 pistol. “I spotted a couple in Brody’s armory, got this one for you. Your 45’s all well and good but you can’t argue with the stopping power of a 9mm parabellum.”


  Mercy took the Glock, “Thanks, I’ll pay a visit to the armory too.”


  Barnes went to find Dimitri. Mercy chewed her lip and watched Barnes walk away


  Yeah, they might have road flares… and Brody said a ghetto blaster? Jesus, what music do these people have here? Some thrash metal would do the trick—


  Mercy set off towards the bunkhouse to find Annalise.


  
  


  “Bluegrass? Blue… grass? You’re kidding me—” Mercy said, eying the cassette tapes Annalise handed her.


  “Well, it’s either that or… show tunes or… hang on… pan pipes—” Annalise replied.


  Really—?


  “Really? I mean… really?” Rose said, frowning.


  “Well, we are talking a ghetto blaster here, and cassette tapes… hello? So, yeah, quite retro. It’s all I could find at short notice. Most people use battery powered CD players for their music so we’ll just have to suck it up. So then… what’s it to be?” Annalise replied.


  Mercy looked at Rose.


  “Bluegrass it is then,” Mercy said, her tone one of despair.


  “Oh, and I got the road flares and binoculars you asked for. I couldn’t find any glow sticks, sorry,” Annalise indicated the items on the table.


  “And we found suppressors for our pistols in the armory, so we’re good. And Annalise has her crossbow, she was showing me how to use it. It’s a thing of beauty. I declined the William Tell practice shot though… just couldn’t work myself up to that one—” Rose said, eyeing Annalise.


  “Chicken,” Annalise responded.


  Mercy checked her watch, “It’s 3:35 pm… almost time for the off. I’m not looking forwards to all that time in the saddle. I still haven’t recovered from the other day.”


  “So, how far are we from Charlottesville anyway?” Rose asked.


  “Twenty five klicks, as the crow flies,” Tawny replied.


  “I hear Sledge is taking us into Charlottesville, then we’re on our own. Is everyone clear on the route from Charlottesville to the prison?” Mercy said.


  “Yeah, it’s burned into my consciousness,” Flynn replied, “but we’re bringing a map as well, aren’t we?”


  Mercy tapped her pocket, “Yeah, me and Tawny have maps. OK guys, good to move out? Let’s go and find our torture instruments… I mean horses—”


  They left the bunkhouse and found Sledge nearby, saddling the horses. They watched him in silence, all need for conversation slipping away.


  It’s sinking in. We’re heading into the abyss again… to do what? Not to avoid tropes… oh no… but to fucking recruit them, gather them. We must be crazy, these people are desperate. Desperate times, desperate measures. We’re at the sharp end, Barnes is at the sharp end, Brody’s at the sharp end… there’s no slackers in his outfit. Well, we might as well go out in a blaze of glory. The success of this mission is probably less than 50:50—


  “Twenty-four hours,” Flynn said. “A lot can happen in twenty-four hours. Here’s hoping—” Flynn held Mercy tight and whispered in her ear, “I love you girl, let’s do this once and do it right. We’ll get out together… on the other side—”


  Mercy said nothing, she returned Flynn’s embrace. She nodded, her hair spilling across her eyes. She squeezed Flynn’s arms and kissed him on the lips.


  “Saddle up, all aboard, let’s get this crazy train on the road,” Sledge called out.


  Mercy mounted her horse and fell in behind Sledge.


  I wonder how Barnes is getting on with Dimitri and the others. At least he seemed happy with the people he got. He’s under a lot of pressure but that’s what he’s trained for so it’ll work out. Just like it’ll have to work out for us too—


  Sledge took them down the mountain to Mission Home, then Boonesville. They continued on through the evening, passing Free Union and Inglecress. Four hours later they passed the outskirts of Charlottesville, negotiated a large shopping centre, and then entered the inner suburbs.


  OK Sledge, when are you gonna cut us loose? It’s getting pretty spooky here, maybe you should think about making yourself scarce right about now. No, take it easy on him, he knows what he’s doing—


  A few minutes later Sledge stopped in the middle of the road and held a hand up. He sat still for a few seconds, his head raised.


  What’s he doing? Is he… smelling the air? He’s smelling the air—


  Sledge turned his horse around and pressed a finger to his lips. “You’re two klicks from the centre of town. Just follow the stink, this is Barracks Road, it’ll take you to Preston Avenue, which will take you downtown. That’s where the smell is coming from. Lie low for the night, stay in radio contact. Your friend Barnes will keep us updated on his progress at the airport. Once you get the green light just make a ton of noise… believe me, you’ll get some trope interest pretty quick. You’ve got the map and directions to the prison, it’s about two klicks southwest from the centre of town, just off Interstate 64. There’s signs, you can’t miss it—”


  Mercy dismounted and handed the reins to Sledge. He collected the horses from the others and watched as they unhitched their packs. Mercy glanced up at the sky, the light was fading. Sledge waved and headed back the way they had come, he rounded a corner and disappeared. Mercy looked at the others around her.


  Flynn, Tawny, Rose, Annalise and me. Five of us with this “gift”—


  “Are you OK Mercy?” Tawny asked.


  I’m surrounded by these people, these friends, so how come I feel so alone—? Snap out of it. Get real, focus—


  Mercy nodded, “Yeah Tawny, I’m peachy. Let’s get into the city centre while we’ve still got light left. We’ll find some place to lie low… remember, keep it quiet and watch out for alphas—”


  Mercy led the way, her silenced Glock 17 drawn, her eyes roving the streets ahead. They continued along Preston Avenue, then High Street, and 7th Street Northeast. They passed through old road blocks and negotiated old battlegrounds. Bullet-ridden cars and vans littered the way. They came across a downed aeroplane, embedded in the side of a building, an upside down fire truck, and a row of rusting artillery pieces.


  Same old shit repeated across every city and town across the land. All the fire power in the world couldn’t stop the advance of this invisible virus. David and Goliath, shit never changes, there’s nothing new under the sun—


  The last rays of sunlight bounced off the windows of the City Hall. Mercy stopped in her tracks.


  Sledge was right, follow the stench. Well, here’s pretty goddamn awful. What better place to hunker down than the City Hall? The fire escape to the roof and a night under the stars sounds like a reasonable plan—


  Mercy pointed the City Hall out to the others and they fell into step behind her. Twenty minutes later they were on its roof, looking out over the dead city. Rose, Flynn and Annalise did a sweep, checking the dark corners. Tawny and Mercy looked for escape routes, they found a ladder to a lower level overlooking a side street.


  “There’s a fire escape there too, we can get down to the street. Not bad,” Tawny said. “As good as it gets—”


  “It’ll do us. A one night stand on the roof of City Hall in Charlottesville. Who would’ve thought—?” Mercy said.


  Tawny smiled, “Who would’ve thought indeed—”


  “Sounds like a title for a country and western song,” Rose commented, sitting down.


  “Yeah, in another time, another place,” Flynn said.


  “So, is this where we get to tell ghost stories and toast marshmallows?” Rose said.


  “I wish,” Mercy replied.


  Annalise pulled out a six pack of beer from her back pack. “No marshmallows, but I thought I’d smuggle this into dead central for a bit of light relief. Seeing as I had a horse to carry it, it seemed like a good idea until we started walking, then I regretted it a bit—”


  “Oh, you beauty,” Rose’s eyes lit up. “Here, throw me one of those bad boys—”


  Nice one Annalise, it’s difficult to get to know a new crew. You just earned a major stripe… at least in Rose’s books—


  “Outstanding,” Flynn said, taking a beer from Annalise.


  Mercy opened her can and sipped the foam from the top. She held it in the air, “Let’s toast Barnes and his team: to their efforts tomorrow morning. Everything hinges on that… outstanding, hairy arsed, badass reformed junkie Navy SEAL—”


  Rose smiled and raised her can, “To our very own outstanding, hairy arsed, badass reformed junkie Navy SEAL—”


  “To Barnes,” Flynn said.


  “To Barnes,” Tawny and Annalise echoed.


  They drank the rest of their beer in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The sun sank below the horizon and the temperature plummeted. They had a hasty meal of MREs and bottled water, then huddled together under their blankets.


  After some desultory conversation Rose stood up, “I’ll take first watch, then Flynn, then Tawny then Annalise. Two hours each. Mercy, you get to sleep the whole night through because it’s your job to keep us right tomorrow. No… don’t object, we’ve discussed it and it’s non-negotiable—”


  Mercy pulled a face then relented, “OK, thanks guys… I think.”


  So, no pressure then. I’m guaranteed not to sleep a wink now—


  
  


  “Wake up Mercy, it’s time to shake a leg,” Annalise’s voice penetrated Mercy’s dreamless sleep.


  Mercy blinked and rubbed her eyes, “Yeah, yeah, OK… just give me a minute. What time is it?”


  “7:30 am. Do you want the good news or the good news?” Tawny said, waving the hand-held radio in the air.


  Mercy stared at Tawny, “Barnes? He’s done it? The hairy arsed bastard has done it?”


  Tawny nodded, “He’s done it. The airport is ours. He’s got the plane and the bombs, it’s game on. It’s going to take them an hour or so to get everything ready, so we’ve gotta forget the coffee and waffles for now—”


  Barnes, you beauty—


  Mercy stood up, “OK guys, check weapons and ammo, only bring what’s needed. Are you ready to raise the dead and kick some NSA militia ass?”


  “Hell yeah,” Rose said, racking the slide on her pistol.


  “Bring out your dead, bring out your dead,” Flynn mimed ringing a bell.


  “Bring it on,” Tawny growled, “I’ve got enough payback for a lifetime to give those NSA militia bastards—”


  “OK then,” Mercy said, slinging her M4 carbine over her shoulder, “Let’s go and share the love. Annalise have you got the music ready?”


  Annalise looked up from the ghetto blaster at her feet. “Actually, you’re going to love me,” she waved a cassette tape in the air then loaded it into the cassette player.


  Mercy frowned. “Wait, what?” She caught sight of the cassette case, “No way—”


  Annalise smiled, “Hey, I can’t deny a fellow rock chick her true music. Shall I—?”


  Mercy strode over to the edge of the roof, “Come on, bring it over here. I picked this place for the acoustics, let’s see what this city has to offer—”


  Annalise placed the ghetto blaster on the roof ledge, turned the volume up to maximum and pressed play. A wall of sound blasted across the city streets echoing from building to building. A few minutes later the first few lurching figures emerged from the dark recesses of the city.


  A grim smile spread across Mercy’s face, “This music has literally woken the dead.”


  They watched as the trickle of undead grew into a group of about fifty or sixty, then a crowd of two hundred or so.


  “OK, I think we should drop down to the street and do that Pied Piper shit. We’ll attract others along the way, look… they’re still coming,” Rose said.


  Mercy checked her watch; 8:05 am.


  “Yeah, that works. Turn the music off, we’ll get down the fire escape and flank them,” Mercy said, checking the map. “We’ll follow Ridge Street to 5th Street Southwest, that’ll take us to Interstate 64, then it’s less than a kilometre to the prison.”


  Annalise switched off the music and they descended the fire escape to East Market Street at the rear of the City Hall. They made their way around the Postal Services building to East Main Street.


  Mercy looked back towards the City Hall, “Jesus, we’ve only been off the roof for about ten minutes, now there’s loads more of them, looks like about five or six hundred now. They’re making their own noise, attracting each other.”


  Rose spat on the ground, “Yeah, fuckers like a party. They’ve probably not heard any decent music for ages, who can blame them for reliving their mosh pit years?”


  “Thanks for that thought Rose, that’s deep… real deep,” Mercy said, checking her map. “Right, I’ve got this; East Main Street, West Main Street, West Water Street then Ridge Street… then it’s the main drag all the way to the Interstate. Come on Annalise, let’s crank out the tunes again—”


  Annalise took off her pack and turned on the ghetto blaster. A shredding guitar solo blasted out across the street followed by a chorus of snarling vocals accompanied by thumping drum and base. She shouldered the pack again and they watched as the crowd of tropes turned as one and staggered towards them.


  This is working… almost too well—


  “This is surreal,” Tawny said, “normally we’re trying to avoid these things, now we’re like… socialising with the fuckers—”


  “Who said the dead can’t boogie? Just watch this shit,” Flynn said.


  “Music adds a different dimension, this feels like… being in a movie. Ever notice when you turn the sound down on a horror movie? It loses the fear factor. Well, this is the reverse, the music makes it seem… safer—” Rose said.


  “OK, let’s stop the philosophy, they’re getting closer. Everyone on me, I want your eyes everywhere and weapons on silent. Remember, they’re following the music, not us… we’ve got the biotech to thank for that, but one slip and that’ll change, then we’ll have blown the whole thing. Pep talk over. Annalise, crank that thing up to eleven—”


  Mercy adjusted the hand held radio on her webbing and inserted the tactical earpiece into her left ear.


  Come on Barnes, let’s do this—


  Annalise reached back to her rucksack and turned up the volume on the ghetto blaster. The music reverberated off the buildings. They kept to their route, maintaining fifty yards between them and the lurching dead. Fresh tropes emerged from alleys and buildings as they moved along. After half an hour the crowd stretched back as far as they could see.


  Most look pretty wasted, probably original Fall vintage, but that works, that’s all we need to bust into the prison—


  Mercy saw a sign for a supermarket. She checked her map, then her watch; 8:27 am.


  5th Street Southwest still. It seems to go on forever. No… we’re OK, we’ll be at the Interstate soon—


  The radio crackled in her earpiece, its red LED light flashing. Barnes’s voice came through loud and clear, “This is B-man calling M for Mandy, come in Mandy—”


  Oh, for fuck’s sake, we never agreed on call signs. Well, I guess I’m M for Mandy… it’s just as well the others can’t hear, they’d have hysterics—


  Mercy spoke into her mouthpiece, “Acknowledged B-man, receiving you. What’s your status? Over—”


  Crackling, static, then, “Yeah, all good. Packages on board, ready to go, should be in position over delivery area in two zero mikes. Over—”


  Twenty minutes… Jesus Barnes, less of the military speak—


  Mercy checked her watch and glanced at the map again to make sure. “Negative B-man, make that three zero min— I mean three zero mikes. Over—”


  More static then, “Copy that. Understood. Three zero mikes. Hurry up and wait. Over—”


  Hurry up and wait—?


  “Acknowledged B-man. Out—” Mercy replied, her mind racing. She set the timer on her watch, counting down thirty minutes.


  Rose sidled up to Mercy, “All good?”


  Mercy nodded, “Yeah, sounds as if Barnes has his end ready. It kicks off in half an hour. We’re doing OK, let’s deliver this lot on time—”


  Mercy looked back at the seething mass of undead that had gathered behind them.


  “That sure is one hell of a horde of misery—” Mercy said.


  “Yeah, the NSA militia are just gonna have to embrace the suck,” Rose answered.


  Mercy sighed.


  Not you too Rose, dealing with Barnes’s military-speak is hard enough. Embrace the suck… actually, that’s not bad—


  “Yeah Rose, let’s hope—” Mercy said, quickening her pace.




  Chapter 30
 Silver Flame


  OK Barnes, your thirty minutes is up, where are you?


  Mercy hid in the trees across the road from Albemarle-Charlottesville Regional Jail. She scanned the sky, her whole body tense.


  Horde, check. Interstate, check. Prison, check. Biplane, no show—


  Annalise had turned the ghetto blaster off. They were sheltering in the trees, surrounded by thousands of shuffling tropes. Some had spilled out of the trees onto the interstate and were wandering aimlessly along the outer prison fence. Mercy could see the scores of tropes the NSA militia had chained to the perimeter fence as a deterrent to intruders.


  The outer and inner prison gates were clearly visible from Mercy’s vantage point. The sky was an azure blue with a scattering of high clouds in the west. Mercy gripped her silenced Glock 17, conscious of the sweat trickling down her back. She rubbed her neck and checked her watch.


  He’s ten minutes la—


  The growl of an engine interrupted Mercy’s train of thought, she searched the sky. A yellow speck appeared from the north, she brought the binoculars to her eyes and adjusted the focus. Relief washed over her.


  “It’s him,” Mercy whispered to Rose. “Get ready, pass it on—”


  The biplane grew bigger, its NSA markings clearly visible on the fuselage and wings.


  Will he do a fly-by to get his bearings or will he attack straight away?


  The biplane swooped low and fast over the trees and the interstate. Barnes was leaning out of the co-pilot’s cockpit, a finned bomb in each hand. Mercy waved the others forwards and yelled at the milling tropes, the others joined in but their voices were obliterated by two explosions.


  Go, go, go—


  The horde, enlivened by the sound and activity, surged through the trees onto the interstate. They spilled out over the slip road and down the approach road to the prison. A dust cloud hung over the site of the first explosion. Mercy strained to see beyond the rows of tropes that had lurched ahead of her.


  Did Barnes hit the outer gates—?


  Confusion. Shouts from the prison roof. A doleful siren rising in the air. The dust cloud thinning.


  Sweet Jesus, yes, he’s blasted the outer gates—


  The trope horde pushed and lurched its way towards the shrieking prison siren. The militia men on the jail roof were pointing at the sky. Mercy looked past the fallen outer gates, the dust had settled. Her shoulders slumped.


  Shit, the inner gates are still standing—


  Mercy struggled to stay upright against the tide of undead bodies pressing in from all sides. Rose and Tawny were on her right.


  Shit, where’s Flynn and Annalise?


  “Over here. On me. Stick close, don’t get separated,” Mercy yelled.


  A hand tugged at Mercy’s elbow, she turned to see Annalise with Flynn not far behind.


  Thank Christ—


  The biplane flashed overhead, its engine roaring. Automatic gunfire erupted from the prison roof and the guard tower behind the inner gates. The plane’s engine stuttered and a plume of thick smoke erupted from the cockpit. The plane dipped then recovered, just clearing the inner gates.


  Oh—


  Two bombs dropped from the biplane, landing behind the inner gates. The guard tower windows shattered outwards, spraying the courtyard. Shrapnel sliced through the first few ranks of the horde, shredding flesh and bone. Some tropes fell to the ground, most staggered forwards, towards the smoke and flames. The horde continued its inexorable advance into the prison grounds. Mercy looked right and left trying to spot the others.


  One, two, three… four. Thank goodness we were shielded by the front ranks. Where’s the plane? Did they make it?—


  Mercy looked up at the sky.


  I don’t see them—


  She turned her attention to the inner gates.


  The gates are damaged but they’re not down, goddammit—


  Two militia men appeared in the guard tower and levelled an M249 light machine gun at the horde.


  Jesus, they’re going to—


  The machine gun opened up on the horde’s front rows. Men appeared at the lower section of the guard tower and began pulling a dumpster towards the listing gates.


  They’re trying to shore it up—


  Bullets ripped through the heaving mass of undead tropes, scoring dozens of headshots. The first two ranks fell to the ground but were replaced almost immediately by those behind.


  Shit, we’re getting closer to the machine gun—


  The militia men pushed the dumpster up against the sagging gates, stabilising them. They turned towards a second dumpster. Another machine gun appeared at the guard tower window and started firing hundreds of rounds at the horde.


  Christ—


  Mercy pushed back against the tropes behind her. Rounds slammed into tropes five feet from her, their skulls bursting like ripe fruit under the steel rain. The horde pressed towards the gates, drawn by the noise.


  A roar. The loud chatter of twin .30 caliber M2 Browning machine guns overhead. A flash of yellow and a trail of smoke.


  The biplane’s hail of bullets tore through the guard tower, shredding the two militia machine gunners, their weapons fell silent. The biplane disappeared from view over the prison roof trailing smoke, its engine coughing and stuttering. Automatic weapons fire continued to sound from the top of the building.


  That’s it, they’ve got Barnes and Dimitri. Shit—


  The horde seemed to find new strength with the sound of the frenzied gun battle. It pushed forwards, surging against the bomb damaged gates. The first row of tropes were crushed against the metal bars, their shattered bodies falling to the ground to be trampled by those behind. The dumpster was shoved back and the gates sagged further, under the weight of the horde. Seconds later the gates burst open with a rending sound. The horde spilled forwards like pus bursting from a ripe abscess.


  Jesus, they’ve done it. Keep upright, keep upright—


  Mercy rode the wave of chaos, allowing herself to be swept through the inner gates. The horde filled the open space behind the entrance. Mercy glanced up at the prison roof.


  Are they going to shoot us from above? They’ll just waste their ammo—


  She cast around, looking for the others.


  There’s the exercise yard enclosure ahead. Get over there like we planned, the others will be there—


  Mercy pushed and wormed her way through the seething horde. The prison’s siren continued, its wail echoing throughout the entire complex.


  That alarm’s not such a bright idea, it’ll inflame the tropes, keep them agitated. Somebody’s bound to shut it down soon—


  Mercy neared the exercise yard gates amid the throng. The stench of rancid, undead flesh filled her nose.


  There they are—


  Tawny and Rose were at the entrance to the exercise yard, their hoods pulled up. Tawny held a crowbar and was trying to break the gate lock. Flynn and Annalise were speaking to the prisoners behind the chain link fence. The tropes had smelled the prisoners in the yard and were clawing at the fence, snapping their teeth.


  Don’t make it look too obvious Tawny. There’s bad guys looking down on us—


  Mercy pushed in, between two leering tropes, she leaned in close to Rose, “How’s it going? We may need to use the slug rounds if the crowbar doesn’t work. What do you think?”


  Rose nodded and spoke directly into Mercy’s ear, “Yeah, the prisoners know what we’re doing. The plane was shot down, so our exfil trope-diversion plan is gone. We need something else to draw them away to allow the prisoners out. Can you radio Brody to see if he can come up with something?”


  “On it. Keep the prisoners in there until I get the tropes away,” Mercy said, stepping back from Rose. She pulled the radio from her belt and lifted it up to her chest. She hesitated.


  I don’t want to draw unnecessary attention with the radio—


  Mercy shuffled along the fence, past Flynn and Annalise, to the corner of the exercise yard. She lifted the radio to select the new frequency. She pressed the earpiece back into place and spoke into the microphone.


  “Brody… this is Dawes, do you read? Over—”


  Mercy held on to the chain link, trying to resist the buffeting on all sides. Static hissed in her ear.


  Come on, come on guys—


  A voice exploded in her ear, “This is Brody’s team, we read you, over—”


  Relief washed over Mercy.


  “Dawes here, put Brody on, over—”


  “Roger that, hold on—”


  A pause.


  Come on, come on, come—


  “Brody here, Dawes. What’s your status?” Brody’s voice erupted in Mercy’s ear.


  “Brody, we’re at the exercise yard gates. We’re working on the lock. We need you to find a way to draw the horde away… anytime now would be good. We need the tropes distracted to get the prisoners out—” Mercy said, glancing up at the prison roof.


  “Copy that Dawes, I’m on it, out—” Brodie’s voice broke up and the connection went dead.


  A tall trope shoved past Mercy, reaching for the fence behind her. A shot rang out from above. A high velocity round hit the trope’s head, shredding bone and brain. Black blood and gore splashed across Mercy’s face and neck.


  Sniper. That was meant for me—


  Mercy ducked down and looked up to the right.


  There’s movement on that roof. Move… move away from the others. He mustn’t see the others—


  Mercy dropped to her knees and crawled through a forest of trope legs towards the sniper’s building. Three more rounds slammed into the horde, felling more tropes close by. The tropes pressed in around her, their legs and knees pushing and battering her. She gasped, winded by a knee to her side.


  Keep… keep going, you’re nearly there, there’s a door ahead—


  Another shot rang out from above and another trope collapsed to the ground, a foot away. Mercy looked up, an arm appeared over the roof and dropped an object into the jostling crowd. Adrenaline surged through Mercy.


  Grenade—


  Mercy threw herself forwards, through a gap in the trope legs. She reached the open door and rolled through. She counted.


  One, two, thr—


  An explosion shook the ground feet away, the blast was absorbed by the densely packed tropes. Gore splattered against the door and her jacket. She lay sprawled on the floor, stunned. Her senses returned after a few rapid breaths.


  I’m… still here. I’m still alive—


  Mercy looked up at a dimly lit, long room, lined with tables and chairs. A handful of shuffling tropes had entered the room from outside, they were milling around the entrance beside her.


  Looks like a canteen. Sniper’s on the roof, the bastard. If he saw me he could see the others and once the prisoners bust out he’ll target them. Shit—


  Mercy crawled further into the canteen, away from the door. She stood up and ran the length of the room looking up at the ceiling.


  There has to be a way up to the roof; a hatch, a ladder, a fire escape out the back?


  She reached a kitchen area at the rear of the canteen and spotted a collection of fire extinguishers beside a row of full length lockers and an emergency exit.


  Try out back, there might be a way up—


  Mercy pressed the panic bar and pushed the doors open, stumbling out into a narrow alley behind the canteen. A score of tropes occupied the space outside. Mercy looked right, more tropes were spilling around the corner. She poked her head around the door and looked left. An NSA militia man was emerging from the next building, wearing a silver fire suit and protective headgear. Two red cylinders were clearly visible on his back, in his hand he carried a long, gun-like device. His eyes locked onto Mercy and he raised the dripping nozzle.


  Flame thrower—


  Mercy flung herself back, through the doorway into the canteen.


  Shit—


  The walkway erupted in flames behind her. She scrabbled along the floor beside the lockers. Flames licked in through the open emergency doors at head height, blistering the ceiling paintwork. The tropes inside the canteen staggered towards the emergency doors.


  Shit, shit, shit—


  Mercy reached up, her hand landing on a wall mounted fire extinguisher. A flat, waist-high box caught her eye.


  Fire blanket—


  The words registered in her brain. She pulled the blanket from its housing and wrapped herself in it. A jet of flame burst through the emergency doors into the canteen igniting the lurching tropes.


  My god, think—


  Mercy crawled along the row of lockers, tugging at the handles.


  Please, please, plea—


  The fifth locker opened and she piled inside, slamming the door shut. She crouched low and pulled the fire blanket over her head and body.


  The silver suited man stepped through the smoking emergency doors and unleashed another jet of fire into the handful of flaming tropes inside. The long blast of white hot flame burned flesh from bone, incinerating the undead in their tracks.


  The jet of flame stopped and the flamethrower man surveyed the scene of devastation before him. Acrid smoke filled the air. The man started humming to himself. Sweat poured down Mercy’s face as she hid, crouched inside the locker.


  He’s… he’s humming. Humming… the sick bastard—


  Smoke seeped through the locker’s vents. Mercy felt her throat constrict.


  Don’t cough—




  Chapter 31
 Overkill


  What’s he doing—?


  Mercy brought a hand to her mouth and stifled her cough. She was hot, her clothes were damp with sweat, more smoke entered through the locker’s vents. She held her breath and stood up, her legs shaking. She looked through the vents and saw the flamethrower man, his back to her. She brought up her Glock 17, its suppressor scraped against the locker door.


  Shit—


  The man swung around, the nozzle of his flamethrower dripping liquid.


  Oh—


  Mercy squeezed the Glock’s trigger twice and the pistol kicked in her hand. Her 9mm rounds punched through the locker door and found their mark as the flamethrower man squeezed his trigger. Mercy dropped down, turning away from the locker door. She pulled the fire blanket over her head and body. A wall of flame burst from the flamethrower’s nozzle bathing the lockers in liquid fire.


  Mercy tried to scream but the breath was sucked from her lungs, her consciousness wavered. She fell back against the glowing locker door. It swung open depositing her on the floor, she gasped and blinked, clinging to the fire blanket. The smell of burning flesh filled her senses, she rolled onto her side and saw the silver suited man on the floor, the flamethrower gun at his side.


  Mercy stood up, dropped the fire blanket and went to the downed militia man. She stared, disbelieving, at the bullet holes in his visor and chest.


  Solid hits. Thank Christ his fuel tanks didn’t explode—


  She looked at the charred remains of the tropes on the floor.


  There’s still the sniper on the roof. Flynn and the others outside… shit, if he sees them. I need to nail the bastard—


  Mercy’s eyes went to another door, on the far side of the canteen.


  Hello. Didn’t clock that one before. Maybe there’s roof access out there—?


  She stepped around the dead militia man, crossing the room to the side door. She opened it a crack and peered out onto a narrow lane running between the canteen and the next building.


  OK, let’s just have a look—


  A diesel engine roared in the lane and Mercy ducked back inside. She craned her neck to see through the narrow gap in the door. An armoured vehicle passed the door and stopped a few yards away, its engine idling. She drew near to the gap and peered through.


  Shit, an MRAP with a turret gun. They’re going to blast the horde. They could hit my guys outside—


  The turret hatch opened and a militia man appeared. He started speed loading the .50 caliber M2 Browning machine gun.


  No, not if I can help it—


  Mercy stepped through the door, crept down the lane and squeezed herself between the building and the MRAP. She pulled a fragmentation grenade from her webbing and jumped up on the vehicle’s rear wheel. The gunner swung around and shouted in surprise.


  Mercy pulled the pin and threw the grenade into the turret hatch then rolled off to the side. The gunner howled in fear and tried to pull himself free. The grenade went off inside the vehicle and he screamed, falling back into the smoking interior. Mercy looked down the lane into the square. Tropes were shuffling towards the vehicle, attracted by the explosion.


  Shit, grenades are trope magnets. Get the hell out of here—


  Mercy stood and turned to retrace her steps to the side door. A heavy weight landed across her shoulders, pressing her down.


  What the—?


  She focused on her arms and hands, trying to figure out what was slowing her down.


  It’s a cargo net. It came from the roof. The sniper, he’s still up there—


  Mercy pulled away from the net, trying to free herself.


  Goddammit, it’s caught in my webbing—


  Liquid splashed onto her from above, saturating her hair and tunic. She blinked and inhaled.


  Christ, gasoline. Oh my god. Move, move—


  Mercy dropped to her knees and crawled under the net which had snagged on the MRAP. She managed to free herself and roll towards the side door. A lit Zippo lighter flew down from above, landing on the cargo net. The gasoline ignited, turning the vehicle into an inferno. Flames raced towards Mercy along the gasoline-soaked ground.


  Oh—


  Mercy’s eyes widened.


  This is it—


  A hand gripped her shoulder and wrenched her back through the side door into the canteen. She sprawled onto the floor.


  Movement, a blast of heat and flame. A figure kicked the door shut.


  Adrenaline surged through Mercy, she rolled over and vomited onto the floor.


  The figure crouched down beside her. Mercy’s head spun, her vision blurred then settled. She spat on the floor, trying to rid her mouth of the foul taste. A man’s hand holding a water bottle appeared in front of her face. She reached up.


  “Thanks, I owe you my—” Mercy croaked.


  Her rescuer’s bare arms were fully tattooed.


  That’s—


  Mercy looked up at the hooded figure leaning over her.


  “Seth? Is that Seth? You were at Brody’s briefing. You’ve got family in here?” Mercy dragged the details from her memory.


  The figure pulled back his hood, “You’ve got a good memory Dawes, you need a little work on your situational awareness though. I could’ve been militia. I could’ve nailed your ass. But I guess you were due a break… I saw what you did to that flamethrower guy. He was stopping me from getting into the main block. So, my way’s clear now. If you help me bust some prisoners free we’ll call it quits. What do you say?”


  He’s obviously disobeyed Brody’s orders. This was not part of the agreed plan. He’s on his own rescue mission—


  Mercy glanced towards the main canteen entrance, “My friends are out there, at the exercise yard gates. They’re still there, we’re waiting for Brody to come up with something to draw the tropes away. I can’t leave them—”


  Seth stood up and extended his hand, “Sure you can. Like you said, they’re still there, Brody’s not delivered his diversion yet… so there’s nothing you can do anyway. You’re free, you might as well help me, like you just said, you owe me—”


  He’s got a point—


  Mercy grabbed his hand and hauled herself up. She caught a glimpse of the antique mace and Spanish rapier attached to his belt. “You know how to use those… things, right?”


  “Silence is golden, these weapons whisper death… they don’t attract attention. Come on, let’s go—” Seth said, gesturing for his water bottle.


  Mercy rinsed her mouth out and took a long drink before handing the bottle back to her new ally.


  OK, let’s get this done—


  They used the rear emergency doors to enter the alley behind the canteen. Incinerated tropes littered the ground. Mercy stepped over the blackened corpses, following Seth.


  Mercy reached out and grabbed Seth’s shoulder, “Stop, there’s a camera up there. I don’t know if it’s live or not but I’m not taking any chances. ”


  Seth froze and crouched down. Mercy unslung her rifle and aimed at the camera. She fired twice, hitting it with her second round. They reached the adjoining building, a steel plate door blocked their way.


  Seth tried the handle, “It’s locked, goddammit. This is the way into one of the main prisoner blocks. We have to find a way in—”


  Flamethrower man—


  “Wait, I’ll be back in a minute—” Mercy retreated down the alley and ducked back into the canteen. She stooped over the flamethrower man’s body and tore open the long flap on his fire suit, finding the main zip. She opened the suit and searched his body. A few seconds later she let out a small cry of triumph.


  There they are—


  She wrenched a set of keys and key cards from the lanyard around his neck then stood up. She made for the door then turned back to the body and pulled out her knife.


  Don’t want this fucker turning—


  “I don’t ever want to meet you again mister, in this life or the next,” Mercy said, she pierced the man’s temple with her knife and twisted.


  She was back with Seth a minute later and they tried the keys on the steel plate door. It opened on the third try and they stepped into a darkened corridor. Seth crept forwards and stopped at the first door. A stained sign proclaimed: BLOCK D OFFICE.


  Seth reached for the handle. Mercy put her hand on his arm and brought a finger to her lips. A low murmur of voices came from inside the room. Seth pulled the mace from his belt and looked at Mercy.


  Sounds like three, maybe four militia in there, door could be locked. Then again… Either way, we need to neutralise them to get anywhere—


  Mercy leaned in close to Seth’s ear and whispered, “You try the handle, go easy, be quiet, see if the door’s open. If it is, open it a crack and I’ll throw a frag in, then you close it—”


  The door opened, an armed militia man stared out at them, surprise etched on his face.


  Shit—


  Mercy reached for a grenade on her webbing. Three other figures in the room turned towards the door.


  The militia man raised his assault rifle and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened.


  Safety’s on—


  Mercy pulled the pin. Seth brought his mace down hard on the man’s right arm, crushing flesh and bone. The man crumpled under the blow, letting out an agonised scream. Mercy threw the grenade into the room and shoved the man back in. She grabbed the handle and pulled the door shut.


  “Down,” Mercy screamed at the top of her voice.


  Two, three—


  Rounds burst through the door peppering the wall opposite.


  Four—


  An explosion ripped through the room. For a second after all was quiet then a single scream tore through the air. Mercy unslung her rifle and nodded at Seth, he kicked the door open and she entered the room. The air was thick with dust and the smell of death. Three of the militia men were dead, a fourth was holding his thigh and trying to drag himself into a corner. Sparks were flying from a damaged control desk near the wall. A row of destroyed screens hung above the desk. A single monitor flickered at the end of the room.


  Seth crossed over to the wounded man, looking at him with cold contempt.


  The man cringed, he released his leg and held his hands up in surrender. “Please, no—”


  “That’s what the people in here say to you fuckers every single day and you bastards just laugh at them—” Seth growled, he brought the mace down on the man’s skull, killing him instantly.


  Mercy pulled a face.


  Jesus, I’d prefer a bullet any day. But each to their own—


  She went to the one remaining intact monitor and leant forwards to examine it.


  “It’s a video feed from outside the prison. It’s cycling around different cameras. The horde is… massive, look, they’re still coming through the gates. There’s another view, wait, look… that’s Brody and his horsemen. They’re—” Mercy’s words were cut off by a huge explosion outside the prison.


  Mercy ducked instinctively then looked back at the screen.


  “The screen’s died. What the fuck was that?” Seth said.


  Mercy ran her fingers through her hair, “I saw a fuel truck and an armoured vehicle. I’m guessing Brody’s just taken out the fuel truck. That should draw the horde away from the gates. I’ve got to get back to the others.” She turned to go.


  Seth grabbed Mercy by the shoulder. “Wait, it’ll take a few minutes for the horde to move, here… help me out,” he pointed at rows of keys hanging on the wall. “You fried the control desk with the frag so the automated door release system is useless but we’ve got the cell keys. If we release some of the prisoners they can go on to release others. We’ve got to try. My family are in here somewhere—”


  Seth grabbed a handful of keys from the wall and shoved them into Mercy’s hand. He took the rest. Mercy stared after him as he left the office, he ran down the corridor towards the cells.


  He’s right, he’s right, he’s right—


  Mercy gripped the keys and ran after him.




  Chapter 32
 Freedom


  Mercy fumbled with the first set of keys.


  Come on, come on, come on—


  The cell door opened on the fifth try. Four frightened faces peered out at her.


  Two women, two kids—


  “I’m here to help you, this is a breakout. Don’t be afraid. Here, take these keys and free the others, release as many as you can—” Mercy said, pressing a set of keys into the nearest women’s hands. Their eyes were sunken, their bodies thin.


  Looks like they’ve been through hell—


  Mercy moved on to the next cell and repeated the process. She stopped after liberating the prisoners in the third cell. She handed over the remaining keys to the freed prisoners. Seth shouted at her from across the hall, “Go… go help your people. I’ve got this—”


  Mercy waved, “Good luck.” She turned and ran down the corridor towards daylight.


  A thick pall of smoke rose in the sky outside the prison. The air was tainted with the smell of burning gasoline. Mercy brought her hand to her mouth and coughed.


  That’s coming from the north side of the perimeter. That ties in with the fuel truck I saw on the monitor. Here’s hoping—


  Mercy ran back to the canteen and through the rows of tables towards the entrance area. She reached the double doors, pushed them open and stared out into the square.


  It’s working, the horde is thinning. We can bust open the exercise yard gates. I can’t see the others—


  Mercy eased her way out of the canteen into the milling trope horde. She tried to squeeze through their ranks. Despite her best efforts she felt herself being dragged away from the exercise yard by the sheer number of undead.


  Go along by the wall, get around them, there’s less of them on the side—


  She fought her way back to the canteen wall then worked her way along the edge of the horde, flanking it. She paused, scanning the exercise yard gates.


  There they are—


  Mercy continued around the horde towards the exercise yard gates.


  There’s Annalise and Rose and… Flynn—


  The crack of a high velocity round tore through the air. Annalise’s head disappeared from view.


  Goddammit, the sniper’s still up there. Annalise… shit—


  Mercy swung around and raised her assault rifle, her finger on the trigger.


  The tropes might get the wrong idea if I shoot… but there’s no choice. Where is he—?


  A crouching figure emerged from behind an air vent, his sniper rifle aimed at the exercise yard gates. Mercy’s finger tensed on her trigger.


  The sniper clutched something at his chest and dropped his rifle.


  What the—?


  He fell forwards, off the canteen roof and into the milling trope crowd below. A feeding frenzy ensued seconds later. Mercy took her finger off the trigger and turned around. Annalise was at the gates, the crossbow in her hands. Mercy shook her head in disbelief.


  Boy, can she shoot that thing—


  The horde in the square was thinning, as more and more tropes squeezed back through the main prison gates to the burning inferno outside. Mercy pushed her way past the remaining tropes, towards the exercise yard. Seconds later she reached the others. Tawny had the crowbar at the lock again and was pulling it with all her strength.


  Rose slapped Annalise on the back, “We have a crack shot here. Ace in one. We couldn’t bust open the gate, that sniper was on our case the whole time. We hid from him, we acted like we were tropes, but once they started to thin out he saw us. I was going to try the shotgun on him but Annalise here beat me to it, a silent kill too. Nice one girl—”


  Automatic weapons fire erupted from outside the prison. Mercy looked up at the jail roof. “Come on guys, if the crowbar isn’t working use some slug rounds on the lock. We’ve got to get these people out—”


  Flynn stepped in to help Tawny, they repositioned the crowbar and pulled together. A metallic snap followed as the gate lock broke. The prisoners pushed the gate open and emerged into the square. Rose started giving out the spare handguns they had brought with them. A few prisoners emerged from the canteen and rushed towards the exercise yard, recognising familiar faces.


  Mercy shook her head and looked at Tawny and Rose, “There’s no time for reunions… we’ve got to get these people out of here before the roof guards start noticing. Brody has bought us some time with that diversion but our luck could change at any moment. I’ll go ahead and draw more tropes away from you lot. You guys rally the prisoners, there’ll be more coming out of the main blocks, Seth’s in there, freeing them—”


  Flynn shook his head, “No, Mercy stay with us, we stand a better chance together—”


  Mercy was already walking away, her mind on the massed tropes ahead. She moved along the side of the horde and reached the inner fence gates. She squeezed her way into the crowd and allowed herself to be swept up in the maelstrom.


  Breathe, just breathe and keep upright. If you fall you’re dead—


  Mercy passed through the inner gates. A minute later she was through the outer gates. The pressure lessened once she was outside. She leaned against the fence and glanced back, into the prison square. More prisoners had emerged from the exercise yard and the canteen.


  So far, so good. No shooting from the prison roof—


  Mercy watched the mass of tropes stagger towards the burning fuel tanker, a hundred yards away.


  Get to the head of the horde and lead them on. I wish I had the ghetto blaster and the music. I’ll have to improvise—


  Mercy kept to the road edge and ran along the side of the horde until she reached the burning tanker. The smoke stung her eyes. She saw a group of horsemen further down the road, keeping their distance.


  Looks like Brody’s men. What are they doing way out there?


  Mercy reached up to her ear for the radio’s earpiece.


  Dammit, it’s gone—


  She reached down for the radio on her belt. It was missing.


  Shit, must have lost it in the horde—


  The growl of a diesel engine came from the trees along the roadside twenty yards away.


  What the hell—?


  A Lenco BearCat armored vehicle pulled out of the trees and swung onto the road to face the horsemen. It stopped, its engine idling.


  Sonofabitch. It’s going to attack Brody’s people—


  Mercy ran towards the rear of the vehicle. The horsemen held their ground, jeering at the vehicle. Its engine coughed, black smoke belched from the exhaust.


  It’s burning oil, there’s something wrong with it, maybe it’s been damaged. If I can reach it I might be able to do something—


  Mercy ran to the rear of the vehicle and jumped onto the running board. She placed her foot on the door handle and pulled herself up using the roof rail. A metallic clank came from the top of the vehicle.


  Hatch opening—


  Mercy hauled herself onto the roof. The hatch was open, a militia man had his back to her. He was bringing an M72 LAW anti-armor weapon to his shoulder, aiming at Brody’s riders in the distance.


  For fuck’s sake. No, you don’t get to do that shit—


  Mercy pulled out her silenced Glock 17 and shot four rounds at the militia man. Three of her rounds missed, her last round clipped the rim of the hatch deflecting upwards and into the base of the man’s skull. His body fell through the hatch together with the unused LAW. The BearCat shuddered, its engine roaring, it moved forwards, gathering speed. Mercy jerked backwards, almost falling from the roof. She grabbed the roof rail with both hands letting her Glock 17 fall to the road below.


  Goddammit—


  A hand reached up from inside the BearCat and slammed the hatch shut. Mercy regained her balance, her mind spinning. She clambered forwards across the BearCat’s roof.


  The bastard’s going to ram Brody’s men. He’s gonna deny them the road, he’ll block our way and wait for reinforcements. Wait, he’s going slow. Engine trouble? A frag rolled down the bonnet might work—


  Mercy’s hand went to her webbing.


  Shit, no frags, dammit—


  Her fingers brushed against a road flare.


  Flare, that might work—


  Mercy crawled to the front of the roof and peered down onto the windscreen.


  Jam it under the riot shield, it might blind the driver—


  Mercy lit the road flare and pushed it under the driver’s side of the metal windscreen guard. The BearCat slowed. She lit a second road flare and shoved it under the same section. The BearCat veered to the left.


  He can’t see, he’s losing control—


  The BearCat tyres left the road and caught the lip of a culvert.


  He’s going over—


  Mercy jumped off the moving vehicle. The BearCat rolled over the embankment. Mercy’s feet struck tarmac, she rolled with the fall, shielding her head. She came to a stop on the other side of the road, her eyes closed.


  Any moment now—


  She gritted her teeth in anticipation of the searing pain from broken bones.


  Nothing. Am I good—?


  Mercy blinked, opened her eyes and stared at the long grass, inches from her face. Gunfire erupted nearby followed by an explosion. She curled into a ball and waited.


  No more. Christ, no more—


  Crunching gravel. Men’s boots. A hand reached down to her. Mercy blinked and looked up.


  “You kicked ass back there, nice moves Dawes,” Brody’s lined face grinned down at her. “Come on, let’s get out of here. That truck’s finished, the rest of my men are helping the prisoners. We’re going to the rendezvous point. We’ve got a horse here for you… if you feel up to it—”


  If you feel up to it—


  Mercy latched onto Brody’s words. Her body ached. She moved her arms then her legs and sat up.


  Nothing new… nothing broken. Nothing I can’t handle—


  “Let’s go—” Mercy replied, she took Brody’s hand and pulled herself up.


  Mercy staggered over to Brody’s horse, she nodded at the riders grouped around her. A horse was brought to her and she was helped up by one of Brody’s men. The man handed her a silenced Glock 17.


  “Found this on the road, figured you’d like it back,” the man handed her the gun and returned to his own horse.


  Mercy glanced back at the burning oil tanker and the prison. “That was some diversion you managed to find, Brody. The tropes sure took the bait, it drew them away real good—”


  Brody nodded, “Piece of luck is all, one of my men spotted it coming up the road with that armored car. We waited as long as we could, until it was close enough to the prison, then we hit it—”


  “Yeah, sweet—” Mercy said.


  “The militia have other strongholds throughout Charlottesville, they’ll send reinforcements. Let’s make ourselves scarce—”


  Mercy nodded, “Yeah, sounds good. My people… have you heard? Are they OK?”


  Brody took his reins, “Yes, they made it out of the prison. Annalise radioed in… your buddies are OK—”


  Mercy closed her eyes and settled herself in the saddle. She breathed out, “That’s good news—”


  But what about—?


  The radio on Brody’s waist crackled to life, “Mayday, mayday… Barnes to Brody. Barnes to Brody. We’ve crash landed near a river, there’s a lake, we’re somewhere east of the prison. Mayday… they’re coming for us. Militia forces on horseback. Help—”


  Mercy’s eyes met Brody’s. “They’re alive, he said we… Dimitri’s alive too. We need to get to them before the militia does—”


  Brody turned to his men, “Forget the rendezvous, we’ve got a downed plane to find. Our people are alive—”


  Hang in there Barnes—




  Chapter 33
 Crash Site


  The ground in the dense forest was damp and yielding. Brody had split his riders into three groups to cover more ground. Mercy stuck close to Brody’s horse, she cursed at the tree branches which scratched her face as she passed.


  These trees are too close together, I can’t see a bloody thing—


  Brody seemed immune to the branches and pushed on through the mire.


  No further contact from Barnes, that could be good, they could be lying low. It could be bad—


  Distant gunfire echoed through the forest. Mercy sat bolt upright in her saddle.


  Shit, shit, shit. That’s not good—


  Brody stopped and looked towards the sound of the shots. The radio on his belt crackled.


  “Cousins to Brody, come in, over—” a raspy voice came from the tinny speaker.


  Brody spoke into the radio, “Brody here, over—”


  “We’ve found the plane near the Rivanna River, Island Creek direction. One of my scouts saw a militia patrol heading south east, he scoped two prisoners… likely our guys. My guess is they’re being taken to Lake Monticello, over—”


  Brody shook his head, “The island? Christ.” He looked at Mercy then brought the radio to his mouth, “Copy that. We heard gunfire Cousins. Was that you? Over—”


  A pause then, “Negative boss, the militia are spooked, probably by the raid on the prison, they’re shooting at ghosts. My scouts are under orders not to engage, over—”


  Brody nodded and spoke into the radio, “Good, keep it that way. Tell your scouts to keep eyes on the prisoners until we reach your position.” He looked at his watch, “Our ETA Boston Creek… an hour and fifteen, meet you there. Out—”


  “Roger that boss. Cousins out—” the radio went dead.


  Brody looked at Mercy, “You got all that?”


  Mercy nodded, “Sounds like they’re both alive. So what’s the deal with this Lake Monticello anyway and aren’t you worried the militia will intercept your radio signals?”


  Brody returned the radio to his belt, “It’s possible yes… but unlikely. They’re not as flush with gear as the NSA, besides we don’t have much choice… look around you, there’s a lot of country to cover—”


  Mercy nodded, “And the lake? You mentioned an island—?”


  Brody frowned, “Yeah, the militia have a number of slave farms out that direction. They work the slaves on the land by day and return to the island in the evening. They’ve got a compound there. There’s only one way onto the island; a narrow footbridge and it’s heavily defended—”


  Mercy’s shoulders sagged, “Of course it is. We need to get there, get eyes on… there’s always a way. There always is, there has to be. Let’s go—”


  Brody looked sceptical but he nodded, grunting, “There’d better be.” He kicked his horse and moved on through the trees.


  Two hours later they met up with the rest of Brody’s riders at Boston Creek. Brody dismounted and spoke to Cousins and his scouts. After a few minutes Brody gathered everyone around. He knelt down and spread a map out on the ground.


  “OK, so the six man militia patrol found the downed plane here. They’ve taken Barnes and Dimitri prisoner and have headed east to their island here, near Van Buren Cove on Lake Monticello,” Brody stopped to let his words sink in.


  A ruddy faced man frowned, “That’s a fucking fortress chief, how in hell are we gonna bust them outta there?”


  Brody looked up, “You said it Nate, we’ll not catch them before they get there neither.” Brody checked his watch, “We’ve got a few hours of daylight left, enough time to do a recon of the island from the lake shore, there’s enough cover there to keep us hidden. As some of you know the militia compound is on the south of the island and the bridge is at the north. We’ll scout out the bridge first then decide what to do. Any questions?”


  Mercy stepped forwards, “How many militia are on the island? And farm workers?”


  “Slaves,” Nate corrected.


  Brody nodded at Nate, “You answer that one Nate, you knew someone who escaped from there—”


  Nate raised his eyebrows, “Sure did… a fella I met on the road before I found you guys. Ex-cop… went by the name of Stinger. He said they had around thirty to forty prisoners in the compound and ran the place with ten to fifteen militia. There’s another eight to ten guys guarding the bridge at the north end of the island—”


  “How’d he escape?” Mercy asked.


  “He broke out of a work detail and ran into a marshy area. The militia wouldn’t follow him on horseback. They sent a few men in with dogs but he was able to evade them, they tried to burn him out but that didn’t work out for them, the ground was too wet. He stayed low and waited them out, they gave up after three days, then he came out and took to the road—”


  “Resourceful guy,” Mercy said. “Did he tell you about the compound itself?”


  Nate shrugged, “Not much, except the prisoners are kept in a separate block and locked in overnight. The militia use leg irons on the prisoners at night to prevent escape attempts—”


  Mercy shuddered, “Yeah, I’m familiar with that shit—”


  Brody checked his watch again, “OK everyone, saddle up, let’s move out. I want scouts on our tail and flanks. I’ll take us in—”


  Fifty minutes later they were moving through the trees along the northern shore of Lake Monticello. Brody stopped after a further ten minutes and dismounted his horse. He picked a handful of men and pointed at Mercy.


  “Dawes, come with us. We’re on foot from here. The others will stay put and watch the horses,” Brody said.


  Mercy slid off her horse, her back and legs stiff and aching. “Sure, lead on.”


  Brody took them along the lake, using the trees as cover. He took his time, stopping frequently to listen and wait. Birds called out in the canopy above, crickets chirped and the water lapped against the rocky shore a few feet away. Five minutes later he crouched down and pulled out a pair of binoculars. He beckoned Mercy forwards and handed her the binoculars.


  “Over there, that’s the north tip of the island. You can just make out the footbridge across the water. We’ll move closer for a better look but get your bearings first—” Brody whispered, his face expressionless.


  Mercy peered through the binoculars and adjusted the focus.


  Yes, there’s the bridge, there’ll be defences on the island side. Shit… it’s exposed. The defenders have a good field of view across the water. Maybe climbing under the bridge at night might work—?


  Mercy sighed and handed the binoculars back to Brody, “Yeah, I see what Nate means. It looks like a tough nut to crack. A defender’s paradise—”


  “Water’s deep enough too; twenty, thirty feet in places. They’ve got dogs on the island and they patrol the shore at night, in case you were thinking we could just all just swim across—” Brody said.


  “Good to know, the thought had crossed my mind,” Mercy replied.


  They crept forwards through the undergrowth until they were twenty yards from the bridge. Brody hunkered down and pressed the binoculars to his eyes again, concentrating on the bridge. Mercy scanned the island and its shoreline.


  From the map it was about a quarter of a mile long and a couple of hundred yards across. The compound lies at the southern end… hey, what the hell—?


  Mercy tapped Brody on the arm, “Give me those for a moment—”


  Brody handed over the binoculars and Mercy pressed them to her eyes. The water sparkled in the low sunlight making it difficult for her to discern the shapes floating in the lake.


  Wait, what—?


  She gripped the binoculars, her knuckles white.


  “Fuck,” Mercy whispered.


  “What?” Brody said.


  Mercy lowered the binoculars and blinked, “There’s tropes, loads of them, just floating in the water around the footbridge—”


  Brody looked through the binoculars and swore, “Clever bastards, they’ve made it like a minefield. There’s at least sixty tropes floating there. Probably more laced under the water, they’ll have used chains and cargo nets to keep them in place—”


  For fuck’s sake—


  “Well, we’re not going to get your men across under the bridge… even at night,” Mercy said, sighing.


  “A full frontal assault is out too, any charge across that narrow bridge would be suicide. They’ll have a machine gun position no doubt, on the other side,” Brody replied.


  Goddammit—


  “It’s like a moat and a minefield put together,” Mercy said.


  Think, think, think—


  Mercy rested her forehead on her arms and closed her eyes.


  Brody is right, the bridge is too well defended. What if they’ve got random tropes in the water around the whole island? They patrol at night, they’ve got dogs. Wait, what about the south of the island? The compound end—


  Mercy lifted her head and looked at Brody, “I’ve got an idea—”




  Chapter 34
 Incursion


  “I’ll swim across at night. Not here, not at the bridge. This is where they’d expect an attack. No, I’ll swim over to the island at the southern end, the compound end. Just me. Not you or your guys. I’ll bring a radio, so I can keep in touch. You and your men stay up here at the bridge, wait for my call. Think of it as a recon mission. I won’t engage them… I’ll just find out information. If there’s any tropes floating in the water I’ve got the biotech so they shouldn’t attack me—”


  So long as there’s not any alphas in there, but Annalise said there were no alphas in Charlottesville… so hopefully none out here—


  Brody nodded, “Well, yes, the more intel we have about their set up the better. Even if you could create a diversion on the other side of the bridge that would help us get across. We’ll need to think it through. We’ve got a few hours of daylight left, we’ll pull back from here and go and check out the southern part of the island—”


  “Let’s do it,” Mercy replied.


  They withdrew and returned to their horses. Brody ordered his men to keep a discrete eye on the bridge. He then brought Mercy and three others inland and approached the island from the south. They left their horses with a guard and walked the last fifty yards to the lakeshore. Brody took out his binoculars and lay down in the long grass. He watched the island for a minute then handed Mercy the binoculars.


  “You can see the compound from here. You can’t make out everything but you can see the foundation wall and the palisade running along the top. What do you think?” Brody asked.


  Mercy squinted through the binoculars and processed what she saw, “Remind me how many men we’ve got here.”


  “Fifteen, not including me and you,” Brody replied.


  “Roughly the same as them over there, give or take, according to Nate. But that’s old intel. It might be a fair fight but they hold all the cards; the bridge and the island and those floating tropes.” Mercy paused. “You’re right, your men would be slaughtered if they rode across the bridge and the tropes rule out a sneak attack from under the bridge, so—”


  The buck stops with me. Go on say it, it’s me. It’s always me—


  “I’ll go over,” Mercy said. “I’ve got the biotech, I’ll swim across at night, if there’s any tropes in the water they’ll not be interested in me. I’ll evade the militia shore patrol, get to the compound… and gather intel. I’ll find out how many of them are over there and where they’re keeping Barnes and Dimitri. I’ll have the radio and keep you updated. You and your men stay up near the bridge and don’t move until I call you. You’re right, I might be able to pull off a diversion… draw some of their men away from the bridge… something. I’ll figure it out but I need to get over there first, check that compound and see their defences up close—”


  If it was me in there Barnes would come and get me—


  Brody nodded, “Everything you say makes sense, I can’t fault the logic, but you’ll be alone and you’re a woman… if they capture you… those bastards… it won’t be pretty.”


  Mercy looked away, “I know Brody. I’ve lived with that shit every day since all this craziness happened. Women and men, men and women… it’s all changed. Civilization is only skin deep. Nothing will ever be the same again but I’ll be damned if I let men like those take over what’s left of the world. We need men like you, Barnes and Dimitri. Men prepared to take a stand and fight—”


  “OK,” Brody said, nodding. “I get it, I don’t like it… but I get it. Their island is a fortress and they know it. The only way off and on is the bridge. The only thing going for us is your biotech… you can sneak in—”


  “Not just that Brody, you’re right, the island is a fortress. They may feel safe, secure in their fortress… but that sometimes leads to complacency and complacency is a chink in their armour—”


  That’s all I need… a little carelessness, a chink—


  Brody’s men gave Mercy a waterproof bag to protect the radio and her silenced Glock 17. She took extra magazines for her pistol and three grenades. One of the men found an old lifebuoy on the lake shore. They left Mercy just after sunset. Mercy secured her M4 carbine to the lifebuoy and pushed it ahead of her in the water as she waded out into the moonlit lake.


  They’ve gone now, everyone’s gone, I’m alone… it’s just me. Like the old days in New York. I should like this, this should be my element… but it feels different. Shit, pull your act together, you survived alone for nearly two years in the city… you can do this—


  The water was cold, it took her breath away as it reached her chest.


  Breathe, allow your heart to settle before you start swimming—


  Her breaths came in small ragged gasps as her body adjusted to the cold shock of the water. She waited, her feet still on the bottom and a minute later her breathing steadied and her heart rate dropped.


  OK, now—


  Mercy eased herself out into deeper water. The lake bed shelved away steeply and her feet lost contact with the bottom. She struck out, heading towards the island in the distance.


  Sound carries at night. Try not to splash—


  Fifteen minutes later she reached the island without encountering any tropes. She hid in reeds and listened to the sounds of the night; water lapping on the rocks, wind rustling the long grass and a blue jay calling in the distance.


  Wait a bit longer. Watch for any patrols—


  Mercy checked her watch; 10:17 pm. The water was at her waist. She started shivering in the cool breeze.


  Shit, I need to get moving—


  Mercy untied her rifle then pushed slowly through the reeds and made it to solid ground. In the distance she saw the outline of the militia compound.


  We’re good, we’re good. OK, move on out—


  She crouched low and crept through the undergrowth towards the compound. She stopped thirty yards away beside a weeping willow and concealed herself in its drooping foliage.


  That’s close enough for the moment. Watch and learn—


  Ten minutes later a scuffing sound came from the compound. The foundation wall was constructed of stone and rose to waist height. The rest of the palisade was made from wood and sheets of corrugated iron. She tensed and focused on the top of the palisade.


  Movement. The glow of a cigarette.


  One guard—


  A dog started to bark inside the compound, a second dog joined in.


  Two dogs, maybe more—


  The guard reached the end of the palisade and passed from view.


  On his rounds, seems alone, time him—


  Mercy timed the guard’s circuit of the compound twice.


  Fifteen minutes for him to do a circuit, give or take—


  She looked over her shoulder towards the lakeshore.


  Where’s the shore patrol? No sign of them yet. There’s dogs inside the compound but no sign of any activity outside. Maybe they don’t feel the need. They feel secure, well, keep it that way, remember this is only supposed to be a recon mission—


  Mercy watched the guard disappear from view for the third time.


  Right, now… move in—


  She stole forwards and made it to the compound wall. She listened then climbed up the stonework to the wooden corrugated iron section. She stepped up on a protruding piece of timber and peered over the top of the palisade.


  A walkway, all the way around to the front gates, two buildings, candles and storm lamps in the far building. Near building… its door looks bolted, no lights. Jeep and caravan to the left. Lean to and van over by the far building and a… woodshed over on the right—


  A storm lamp lit the open-sided woodshed. Dogs were barking inside the shed. A man’s voice cut through the dogs’ noise. A thumping sound followed. Mercy strained to see what was happening but her line of sight was blocked by the near building. She glanced across the compound, the lone guard had completed his circuit on the far side. He was beside the front gates.


  Just enough time—


  Mercy dropped down from her vantage point and ran around the corner of the compound to midway along the wall to where she estimated the woodshed was. She took her time and carefully climbed up the stone foundation to the wooden and corrugated iron palisade. She paused.


  Should be OK—


  She stepped up onto a horizontal section of corrugated iron and pulled herself up. She peered over the top of the palisade and looked down onto the rear of the compound. The open sided woodshed was clearly visible on the right. Mercy’s eyes widened.


  Jesus… that’s Barnes and Dimitri—


  Barnes and Dimitri were hanging upside down from a crossbeam inside the woodshed. Both men were naked, their battered bodies were covered in blood and bruises. Two fierce looking Dobermans were chained to an upright post and a burly looking man with rolled up shirt sleeves was pacing around Barnes and Dimitri. Mercy flinched and her lip curled.


  He’s got a whip, he’s been flogging them. What is it with these bastards and whips?


  Mercy closed her eyes and shuddered. A wave of nausea gripped her.


  What did that Kindred bastard, Brother Bastion, say? I’m gonna put bullets on your grave. Breathe, let it go, it’s in the past. He’s in the past. He’s gone. One, two, three—


  Mercy opened her eyes and watched as the torturer put his whip down and lit a cigar. Blood dripped from Barnes’s hands onto the ground. The militia man turned sideways, his face catching the light from the storm lamp. His skin glistened in the lamp’s glow. Mercy’s jaw clenched.


  He’s sweating from the exertion. Fuck him. This changes things, this changes everything—


  Movement. Mercy’s eyes snapped over to the palisade walkway.


  Shit, the guard’s coming back, get out of sight—


  Mercy ducked down and dropped to the ground. She slunk back to the bushes and crouched low. Her mind spun with what she had seen.


  Torture. Fucking torture… they want to find out who was behind the operation at the prison today. Barnes will hold out, he’s got the training. Dimitri on the other hand… who knows? A fucking whip? Anyone would cave under that. No… I can’t afford to waste time with a diversion up at the bridge defences. I need to do something here, now, before they kill Barnes or Dimitri. But there’s only me, dammit—


  Mercy checked her watch; 11:07 pm.


  OK, OK, dial it back. Think it through… let the militia settle down for the night in their safe compound on their safe island. Hopefully they’re lulled into a false sense of security. In a while most of them will be asleep, leave it until then… then I can make my move. If I can neutralize the guard, climb in over the wall and free Barnes and Dimitri. Shit, there’s the dogs, but dogs bark all the time… I’ve got my silenced pistol and they’re chained to that post, so I can take them out. Shit, there’s too many variables in there. A lot of shit could hit the fan… but I’ve got no choice. Call Brody, give him a sitrep but just enough, don’t mention Barnes or Dimitri. Keep Brody at arm’s length otherwise he’ll charge in and lose his men for nothing—


  Mercy withdrew from the compound and radioed Brody, telling him about the compound but omitting the details on Barnes and Dimitri. “Am continuing surveillance, will give you update in a couple of hours—”


  Brody’s voice crackled down the line, “Understood Dawes, be safe. Brody out—”


  A couple of hours? A lot can happen in a couple of hours—


  Mercy waited for half an hour. She timed the guard and returned to the wall when he had passed her chosen spot. She clambered up and peered over the palisade again, memorising the compound layout.


  Porch in front of the far building, two windows, wood smoke… so a stove. The other building’s dark, no windows, no light, its doors are bolted. That’ll be the prisoner block—


  The front door of the main building opened and three men appeared, two were carrying a large steaming pot. The third man held a shotgun and a set of keys. The smell of hot food carried across the compound, the dogs in the woodshed started howling. Mercy lowered her head and watched as the men walked across the compound to the unlit building. They stopped in front of the door and unlocked its sliding bolts. Shotgun man entered first, switching on a torch to light the way. The men with the steaming pot followed.


  They’re feeding the prisoners. OK, so this must be the night time routine. There’s still too much activity. Give them more time to settle down—


  Mercy dropped down from the wall and returned to the trees. She waited another half an hour, again timing the guard manning the palisade. The wind rustled the leaves above, water lapped on the nearby shore.


  Maybe now—?


  She tensed, preparing to move in again.


  A man’s voice carried on the wind, “I’ve had enough of this shit. We’ll get back to it in the morning. Fucking losers—”


  Silence, followed a minute later by a slamming door.


  OK, go—


  Mercy returned to the wall, she crouched in the shadows below. She listened, waiting until the guard on the palisade above had passed. She climbed up, positioning herself on the same piece of corrugated iron as before. She readied her silenced Glock 17 and waited. Her clothes were still wet from the lake swim and her muscles were stiff. Her breath misted the cool night air. She looked down at her jacket.


  My clothes are steaming. It’s my body heat. Christ, the guard will see the steam. Shit, can he see the steam—?


  Mercy’s shoulders tensed. She prepared to drop to the ground. She heard the scuff of a boot above. She froze.


  Wait. Maybe he won’t—


  Nothing.


  Another scuff a few feet away. The strike of a match then a cloud of cigarette smoke appeared over the parapet.


  He’s within reach, on his way back around the circuit. Odds on he’s facing away from me. Go—


  Mercy stepped up onto the protruding corrugated iron section. She pulled herself up and peered over the top of the palisade. A guard in a sheepskin coat was facing her, four feet away. Their eyes met and the cigarette dropped from his mouth.


  Mercy’s gun hand flashed over the parapet, her index finger squeezed the trigger, executing a double tap. The gun spat, sending two rounds into the man’s head. A cone of blood and bone flew out from the back of his skull. He dropped to the walkway then toppled to the ground below. The two dogs started barking and howling. Mercy shrunk back, below the palisade.


  Goddammit—


  She listened and waited. The dogs continued to howl, straining at their chains. A few seconds later a man’s voice yelled, “Shut the fuck up or I’ll come over there and whip your asses, you mangy mongrels—”


  The dogs’ barking was replaced with whining and whimpering, then silence. The door slammed again. Mercy froze, waiting. She counted and stopped at twenty.


  Nothing. A reprieve? No choice, I need to go in now before they discover the body—


  Mercy pulled herself up and peered over the wall. The compound was shrouded in shadows. Soft candlelight spilled out from the far building’s front windows. Barnes and Dimitri’s suspended forms shivered in the cold night air.


  Do it—




  Chapter 35
 Stealth


  Mercy hauled herself up and over the palisade. She landed on the walkway with a soft bump. She froze and listened. The wind rustled the trees outside the compound, her heart thumped in her chest.


  So far so good. First, silence those dogs. The breeze is in my face, so I must be downwind of them, here’s hoping—


  Mercy crawled along the walkway then dropped down to the ground. She listened to the sounds of the night and checked her silenced Glock 17. Wood smoke blew across the compound from the far building.


  Warmth for the militia but none for the slaves. Figures—


  Mercy moved closer to the open sided woodshed and crouched beside a hitching rail. The two dogs were chained to a post inside the woodshed. They were lying on the ground together, their flanks rising and falling with each breath.


  Your job is to kill me, my job is to kill you. I’m sorry about this guys—


  Mercy took aim with her silenced pistol and held her breath. She squeezed the trigger twice. One of the dogs let out a high pitched yelp then there was silence. Mercy released her breath and waited. The dogs did not move.


  Good—


  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


  That’s the first step done. I’m still here… with over ten of those militia bastards—


  Mercy moved towards Barnes and Dimitri in the woodshed. They remained still, their eyes swollen and shut.


  OK, let’s get you down—


  She went up to Barnes and whispered in his ear, “Barnes, it’s Mercy here. I’m going to lower you to the ground, use your arms to protect your head if you can.”


  Barnes grunted without opening his eyes, his face was covered in dried blood. Mercy repeated her message to Dimitri, he opened his mouth trying but failing to speak.


  Water, they’ll want water. It’ll have to wait, I’ve got to get them down first—


  Mercy found the pulley system suspending the two men. She untied the rope from its cleat hook and started to lower them to the ground. They jerked as they descended, their combined weight too much for her, even with the pulley. They fell to the floor in a heap, their groans rising in the night air.


  Fuck—


  Mercy ran over to the two crumpled figures. She checked their breathing and cut the rope from their legs.


  “Christ, I’m sorry guys, the rope slipped through my hands,” Mercy whispered, her voice desperate. She looked around and spotted a bucket beside the two dead dogs, “Hold on—”


  The bucket was half full of water.


  Water for the dogs but not for the prisoners—


  Mercy brought the bucket over to Barnes and Dimitri then scooped up water in her hands. She encouraged them to drink. They remained silent, their breathing laboured. They were shivering and had difficulty moving their arms and legs. Mercy checked them over, ignoring the bruising, instead looking for deep lacerations and limb deformities.


  No obvious broken bones, but there could be fractured ribs and internal injuries. Christ, they’re not gonna be able to move anywhere in a hurry. A hobble is the best they could manage. Dammit, it’s just me here, and they can’t move much, and I’ve not got the keys to the front gate. This is truly fucked up—


  “Barnes, keep drinking. Here… I’ll leave you my rifle—” Mercy paused. “One second, the guard I shot… he had a shotgun… wait—”


  Mercy crouched low and went over to the compound wall. She found the dead guard then searched nearby and found his Browning Citori 725 shotgun a few feet away. She found a pistol and ankle knife on his body. She brought the weapons back to Barnes and Dimitri.


  Dimitri was drinking from the bucket, his lips were cracked and his tongue swollen.


  Jesus—


  “Dimitri, look at me,” Mercy said.


  Dimitri glanced up, his eyes sunken and dull.


  “Do you know how to use a shotgun?” Mercy asked, holding up the Browning.


  Dimitri shook his head but pointed to the handgun and nodded.


  “The pistol?” Mercy said. “OK, yes, good, you take the pistol and here, these magazines.” She handed him the weapon and ammunition.


  “Barnes you get the rifle and the shotgun. Listen guys, stay here don’t move, it’s just me in here. I’m all on my own. This is not going to be easy. I’m going to have to figure something out. Finish the water and lie low, check your weapons and be ready. I’m going to have a look around—”


  Mercy crept over to the camper van and listened to the sounds coming from the guards’ building. The cooking smell had dissipated and all was quiet. She checked her watch; 12:07 am.


  OK guys, time to settle down for the night—


  She was about to move when the door to the building opened and an armed man stepped out. He stretched then belched then wandered over to the nearest palisade ladder. Mercy watched him from her concealed spot.


  Changing of the guard—


  He stopped at the top of the ladder, lit a cigarette then called out, “Drake… I’m on, you can turn in now—”


  Shit, he’s calling to the other guard. Should I answer? No, just leave it… he doesn’t seem too bothered. There’s at least two ladders down from the wall so it’s not as if they have to meet each other to hand over—


  Mercy waited until the militia man had passed from view on the walkway behind the guard house, then she crept forwards to the side of the porch, listening. Candlelight spilled out from inside the house.


  Keep it quiet, get a closer look through the window—


  Mercy crept up the steps onto the porch and picked her way through fallen chairs and around an outdoor table. A barbeque with a small propane tank stood beside the front right window. She checked its pressure gauge.


  It’s reading full, that could come in useful—


  She peered through the window’s frayed insect mesh. A table and chairs were visible. A man was sitting on a winged chair in front of a wood stove. A shotgun lay across his lap and a liquor bottle stood on the floorboards at his feet.


  He looks asleep. This window’s open, it’s just the insect screen… maybe I could pry it off with my knife and lift the gas bottle through. There’s probably more than ten guys in this building. I’ll need maximum chaos, maximum mayhem. What else is out here—?


  Mercy crept over to the far side of the porch and found a discarded toilet bowl, a tool box and a roll of barbed wire.


  OK, the wire I can use for a grenade trap—


  Footsteps on floorboards.


  Shit—


  Mercy pulled back into the shadows. The front door opened and a man stepped out reaching for his fly. He stopped on the top step and unzipped his trousers.


  A chair scraped inside and a slurred voice rang out, “Barnabas, close the fucking door for Chrissakes—”


  The man swore and turned around. His eyes widened as he registered Mercy crouching in the shadows. She squeezed the silenced Glock’s trigger once, her round entered the man’s chest shredding his heart. He crumpled to the ground and sprawled down the steps.


  Shit, shit, shit—


  Mercy held her Glock 17 at the ready and stepped over to the open front door. The man at the wood stove was reaching for the liquor bottle, his back to her. She raised her pistol and took aim.


  No, I’m not ready yet—


  She closed the door and listened.


  Nothing—


  Mercy looked out across the compound, towards the wall.


  The guard up on the palisade? We’re good… hopefully his eyes are on the outside—


  She cut a length of barbed wire, using wire cutters from the tool box. She set up a trip wire attached to a grenade in front of the door.


  They’ll come out from the front and back of the building when the shit hits the fan—


  Mercy returned to the propane tank and the window. Using her knife she cut the frayed insect screen away from the open window. Next she turned off the gas valve and removed the tank from the grill. She looked through the window, checking on the militia man inside. He was snoring softly in his chair, the whiskey bottle in his hand.


  Good, stay exactly like that for a couple minutes longer—


  Mercy removed the regulator and lifted the propane cylinder through the window, placing it on the floor inside. She reached in and opened the valve then pulled herself back outside.


  Maximum chaos, that’s the only way out of here—


  She started counting, aware of the propane cylinder’s soft hiss inside the room.


  Twenty four, twenty five—


  Mercy stood up, pulled the pin from her second grenade and lobbed it in through the open window. She threw herself over the side of the porch, landing behind an old sofa and a discarded mattress. A second later a huge explosion ripped through the building. Sheets of flame burst through the windows. The front door was ripped from its hinges and thrown half way across the compound.


  Christ—


  Mercy ducked low and let the flaming debris settle around her. Her ears rang, she reached up to touch them. Her right hand came away glistening with blood.


  Should’ve covered my ears, goddammit—


  The screams started, she looked up and saw four men pile out of the front door, their clothes on fire. The lead man tripped on the barbed wire and the second grenade went off, sending shrapnel into flesh and bone. Mercy looked up, more muffled screams came from the rear of the building. Movement caught her eye on the far side of the compound, she turned to look. A man and woman were emerging from the caravan near the prisoners’ building.


  Shit, I should’ve known there’d be someone in there. They’ve got guns—


  Another two men came stumbling out of the burning building and staggered down the porch steps onto the ground outside. They rolled in the dirt desperately trying to put out their burning clothes. The couple from the caravan ran over to them, the man took off his jacket and used it to smother the flames on one of the writhing men.


  Mercy stepped up, her Glock 17 raised. The woman saw her and brought her rifle up. Mercy fired twice, her first round entered the woman’s stomach, the second round shattered her right shoulder. A sharp pain slammed into Mercy’s side and she collapsed to the ground, dropping her pistol. She struggled to breathe, she looked up, her vision blurred.


  A heavily tattooed woman stood over Mercy with a baseball bat. She grinned, her gold teeth glinting in the flames from the burning house. The camper van’s door was open.


  Shit, I forgot about the camper van—


  The woman spat in Mercy’s face. “Been a busy little bitch, ain’t ya?” She hefted the baseball bat and kicked Mercy’s Glock away, “I’m gonna bust you wide open and feed your skinny ass to the dogs—”


  Mercy coughed, flecks of blood coming to her lips. Searing pain ripped through her chest.


  Busted ribs, thanks lady. But you ain’t got no dogs left—


  The absurdity of the woman’s threat triggered something in Mercy, she started laughing in spite of the pain from her ribs.


  The woman frowned and poked Mercy with the baseball bat. “What you laughing at you stupid bitch—?”


  Mercy retched on the ground, she pulled a ragged breath into her bruised lungs. Something familiar stirred deep inside her, the pain receded and her mind cleared.


  The biotech’s kicking in—


  Mercy looked up at the woman, “Sorry lady, your dogs are dead. I wasted them—”


  Where’s my gun? Dammit, I dropped it—


  The woman screamed and raised the baseball bat high over her head. Mercy ducked, her eyes searching the ground for her pistol.


  It’s not there. Do something, anything—


  Mercy grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it at the woman’s face as the baseball bat hurtled towards her skull.


  A burst of semi-automatic gunfire rang out nearby.


  Take me—




  Chapter 36
 Wish


  The woman dropped the baseball bat and sank to her knees, a surprised look on her face. Her eyes widened and she reached down to her chest. Her fingers came away covered in blood. She looked at Mercy, her mouth gaping. She tried to speak but instead red froth flecked her lips. She collapsed on top of Mercy, a death rattle in her throat.


  More gunfire at the palisade. Movement beside Mercy. A fleeting glimpse of Barnes beside her. Gunfire over her and a scream. A warm glow inside, a sudden rush of energy. Strength returning to her limbs.


  The biotech—


  Mercy gasped and sat up, pushing the dead woman off her. She turned to see Barnes lowering his rifle, the caravan militia man was down and not moving.


  Barnes went to Mercy, “Nice work Dawes. Inflict maximum chaos on the enemy, it usually works. The rest of the militia bastards at the bridge will have heard that explosion. They’ll see the fire and come running. What’s our exfil plan?”


  Mercy pulled the radio from her belt and pressed the transmit button, “Brody, this is Mercy here, recommend strike now, repeat… recommend strike now. We have control of the compound but will need assistance as bridge guard likely on its way to our position, over—”


  Mercy waited for an answer but was met with static. She looked at Barnes, concern on her face. She repeated her transmission and was again met with static. She threw the radio to the ground in disgust. “Bloody thing’s broken, must’ve damaged it when I fell—”


  Dimitri hobbled over from the woodshed wearing a sheepskin coat. He carried the pistol Mercy had given him. “I nailed the other bastard on the wall, got us a couple of coats.” He handed a bloodied parka to Barnes.


  Barnes grunted his thanks and pulled on the parka. He grimaced, in obvious pain. The flames consuming the guard house were burning fiercely, sending sparks high into the air.


  “I need to check the front gate, the bridge militia could be here in minutes if they’re on horseback,” Mercy said, standing up. “You guys go over to the prisoners’ block, see if you can free them.” Her legs wobbled as she stepped past Barnes. She took a deep breath and her head cleared a little. She walked over to the front gate and spotted its two padlocked bolts.


  Slug rounds would take those out easy. We’d best make sure they don’t get close enough to blast the locks off—


  Mercy turned to shout to Barnes. She stopped, staring at the narrow gap between the guard house and the compound wall. Three armed militia men were in the gap with a fourth emerging from an open window at the rear of the building. The lead man looked up and saw Mercy, their eyes locked.


  Mercy reached down to her webbing, her fingers closed around her last grenade. The man brought up his rifle. Mercy pulled the pin, the man squeezed his trigger. The rifle’s muzzle flashed as she threw the grenade into the group of men. Rounds whizzed past her on the left as she flung herself right.


  Oh—


  Her body hit the ground forcing the breath from her lungs.


  Two, three—


  The grenade exploded in the confined space between the house and the wall. Mercy rolled, knocking into a charred militia corpse in front of the porch steps. Her eyes focused on the body, she saw the Colt Python .357 Magnum in its hand and pried it free. A single scream came from the side of the house and a man wielding a machete staggered out, his clothes and hair smoking. Mercy took aim and fired the Colt Python, her round going wild.


  Shit. Barnes, Dimitri some backup about now would be good—


  Mercy glanced around. Barnes was over on the other side of the compound beside the prisoners’ block.


  Sonofabitch, they’re too far away—


  Mercy swung back to face her attacker, the man was three feet away, the machete raised above his head.


  Mercy pointed the revolver at his chest and fired twice. The man’s body jerked as the magnum rounds ripped through his body, bursting his guts and shattering his spine. He sank to the ground and swayed on his knees, the machete slipped from his bloody fingers. Mercy used her feet to push herself away.


  Fuck. This. Shit. No more. No fucking more—


  Mercy sat up, her head spinning.


  How many bullets left?


  Her fingers found the revolver’s cylinder release latch and she pushed the cylinder out.


  One round left—


  She closed the cylinder and staggered to her feet, her breathing laboured. She moved towards the prisoner block and a single shot rang out from the camper van’s door. Mercy’s head snapped up, her finger poised on the Colt’s trigger.


  Shooter in the doorway—


  A man staggered out from the camper van. He was wearing militia uniform with shoulder markings. He straightened up and waved his pistol at Mercy.


  An officer—


  “You… bitch, who are you? How did you—?” the man roared, his voice slurred.


  Drunk—


  Mercy brought her gun up and took aim, “The name’s Dawes, you loser.” She squeezed the trigger, her last round slammed into the door frame beside the man’s head.


  The militia officer stared at her, unflinching. He licked his lips, “That all you got left bitch? Well, wrap your head around this—”


  He fired twice, Mercy felt a searing pain in her right shoulder. She dropped her gun and fell to the ground.


  Oh—


  A single shot rang out from across the compound and the officer’s skull burst open. He crumpled to the ground, his body twitching for a few seconds. Mercy turned to see Barnes standing beside the prisoner’s block, he lowered his assault rifle.


  I’m hit—


  Mercy brought her hand up to her right shoulder. Her fingers came away slick with blood. She tried to move her arm and winced.


  I’m hit, arm’s useless—


  She looked down at her shoulder. Her sleeve was shredded, she explored the wound with her fingers.


  Hurts like hell… but it looks superficial. Pressure, put pressure on it—


  Mercy looked around and reached down to take the bandana from the dead militia woman. She pressed it onto her wound and held it there. She turned to see Barnes wave from the prisoner block.


  “You OK?” Barnes shouted.


  He took the shot. A sniper to the end, Barnes. I’m all out. You though… that’s the forty percent rule right there—


  Mercy nodded at Barnes, “Yeah, the bastard just nicked my shoulder. How are you guys doing over there?”


  Barnes raised his hand and shouted “Keys, we need keys to get the prisoners out.”


  Mercy went to the camper van, she picked up the officer’s CZ P-10 C pistol and searched his body and found a set of keys attached to his belt.


  Has to be one of these—


  She walked over to Barnes and handed him the keys. Two minutes later the prisoners’ block was open. The prisoners were chained to each other and to bolts set in the concrete floor. The room smelt of fear, sweat and human waste. A thick cloud of flies buzzed in the air.


  Christ almighty—


  Mercy brought a hand to her mouth. Bile rose in her throat, she forced it back down. She looked up and down the rows of frightened faces.


  Men, women and children. There must be thirty or forty people in here. Poor bastards. Why the fuck do people do this shit to each other? Over and over again, I’m just sick of it—


  Barnes bent down and fumbled with the keys. He succeeded in opening the first lock and pulled the restraining chain from the prisoners’ leg irons. They started struggling to their feet.


  Mercy coughed then spoke out loud, “OK everyone, we’re here to help you. But we need your cooperation. There’s only three of us, there’s more help on the way but first there’ll be militia from the bridge to deal with. Free yourselves and find a weapon, there’s guns lying around outside over by the guard house. Search the caravan and the camper van, you may find weapons there too. We’re going to have to keep the main gates locked until our people arrive. Once you’ve found a weapon join us at the gate and be ready to fight—”


  I hope that sounded convincing. Those militia bastards are going to get here before our guys do. And that means a shitload of trouble—


  Barnes cradled his M4 carbine, “We’ve gotta hold that gate—”


  I feel wasted Barnes. I guess by your reckoning I must have sixty percent left in the tank—


  Mercy forced herself to move, “Yeah, let’s go—”




  Chapter 37
 Damage


  “So we’ve got heavy duty locks on the gate and concrete Jersey barriers out front… at least that’s something,” Barnes pointed out.


  “Yeah, but a couple of slug rounds will bust those padlocks open, we’ve got to play the long game, play for time. Shit, look over there, see those lights coming—” Mercy said, alarm in her voice. She pointed through the gates.


  “That’ll be the militia coming to check on the compound, they’re on horses, they’ve got head torches, looks like six of them. I’ll take position behind the palisade. See if you can talk them down, with a bit of luck they might think it’s a failed prisoners’ revolt,” Barnes said. He climbed up the ladder to the palisade with his assault rifle and the shotgun.


  Mercy gritted her teeth.


  Every second you can delay them counts. Don’t open the gate—


  An older woman, a middle-aged man and a teenage girl shuffled up beside Mercy. The man held a captured militia pistol. He stared through the gates at the approaching riders.


  Why are these people still in their leg irons—?


  “They’re coming for us, ain’t they? They’ll kill us for this, for what you’ve done here,” the man nodded, his voice flat. “Well, I’ll fight them for what they’ve done to us here,” he staggered to the gate and pushed the pistol out through the bars. He squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened.


  What the fuck—?


  Mercy ran up to the man, she forced his gun down and spotted the safety switch was on.


  “No, no,” Mercy said, “not yet… wait, we’ve got to delay them. Leave the talking to me. Go, hide over there, behind the wall, take your family away from the gates—”


  Shit, he’s not right in the head. There’s nothing I can do about it now—


  A barefoot boy ran over from the guard house, holding a box in his hands. Mercy squinted at him, then peered into the box.


  Grenades, Jesus, where are the adults—?


  Mercy took the three grenades and looked around. Dimitri was walking over from the prisoners’ hut. Mercy pressed the grenades into Dimitri’s hands, “Take these, give them to Barnes, up there,” she indicated the palisade above. Dimitri nodded, a vacant look in his eyes.


  He’s in shock, Christ, that just leaves me and Barnes—


  Mercy clutched the dead officer’s CZ P-10 C pistol and looked at the scene of devastation behind her. The guard house was still burning, the heat intense on her skin. The bodies of the militia garrison lay scattered in the open. Cinders floated up into the night, glowing like golden fireflies. More prisoners were emerging from the prison block, looking frightened and dazed.


  No time to hide the bodies, no time to prepare the prisoners, no time—


  Mercy turned to the gates. The old woman was still clinging to the bars.


  Christ—


  Mercy stepped forwards, “Lady, please, you’ve got to go, go and hide—”


  The woman turned towards Mercy, tears staining her face, “I’ve got to get to my son, he’s out there in the fields. They beat him and left him there… he’ll be cold, he’ll be cold and hungry. I’ve got to get to him—”


  She’s lost it—


  Mercy frowned and squeezed the lady’s shoulder, “It’ll be OK lady, it’ll be OK… we’ll get your son, just go over there and join the others. It’s not safe right now—”


  The woman ignored Mercy and turned back to the gates, her hands gripping the bars, her knuckles white.


  The sound of approaching riders grabbed Mercy’s attention. She withdrew to the side of the gates, hiding from view. Horses’ hooves thundered on the compacted earth in front of the compound. Militia head torches shone into the compound, the low murmur of men’s voices came from outside.


  The Jersey barriers will keep them twenty feet from the gate, they’ll need to come through one at a time—


  Mercy closed her eyes and waited. A cold breeze swept across the compound from the lake shore, bringing with it the scent of sweet honeysuckle.


  Beautiful—


  Mercy closed her eyes and listened to the sound of boots on gravel outside the gates.


  A voice came out of the darkness, “OK folks, you’ve had your fun. Open up and let us in. There’s no way you can escape this island and you know it. Open the gates and we’ll talk—”


  A muffled laugh came from somewhere beyond the barriers. The sound of a shotgun round being chambered was clearly audible. The elderly woman at the gates whimpered and mumbled something about her son in the field.


  He’s dead lady, but your broken mind doesn’t know that. Come on Brody… where are you? Shit, there’s been no gunfire from the bridge, maybe there’s some delay? Maybe… no, they’ll want to do it stealthy. It’s likely these guys left a skeleton crew at the bridge; two or three men with the machine gun. No, Brody will be doing it right, slow and stealthy—


  Mercy looked up at Barnes, he was ready with his assault rifle and the grenades. Dimitri was crouched at his side, gripping his handgun, a blank look on his face.


  Christ, Dimitri looks as if he’s seen a ghost—


  “OK, if you want to play it the hard way. We’ll bust open the gates ourselves, we’ve got an RPG here. We’ll just toast your sorry asses. Hitch, bring it up—” the man’s voice called out.


  Mercy looked up at Barnes who was peering over the palisade. He looked down at her and held up one finger mouthing the letters: R-P-G.


  OK, so no bluff there. Here goes—


  Mercy hid her pistol under her belt in the small of her back and stepped out from cover, “Wait a minute mister. No need for that… we’re just getting the keys. We’ll have the gate open in a moment, just hold on—”


  A second man had joined the first and was unslinging a rocket propelled grenade launcher from his shoulder. The first man took the RPG and turned back to face Mercy.


  “Ah, there you are. OK bitch, open the gate right now or this baby fucking will,” he patted the RPG.


  “Yes, yes, the keys are coming, I swear—” Mercy turned around, waving to a non-existent companion.


  The lead militia man knelt down and lifted the RPG to his shoulder, taking aim at the gate, “I’m bored with this shit. You’ve got five seconds. Five, four, three—”


  Mercy grabbed the old lady who was still clinging to the bars. She pushed the woman over a pile of tyres to one side of the gate and rolled in after her. A cry went up from outside followed by an explosion. The gate collapsed inwards, heat and light enveloped the compound. Shrapnel flew in all directions. An assault rifle opened up from the palisade. Mercy covered the woman with her body, she felt a jolt of pain in her shoulder.


  Oh—


  Mercy pressed her face into the dirt and groaned. Another smaller explosion followed the RPG strike, then small arms fire erupted. Mercy clung on to the old woman, pinning her to the ground.


  “It’s going to be alright, it’s going to be alright, it’s going to be alright,” Mercy repeated into the lady’s ear.


  Mercy lay shivering beside the old woman until the gunfire stopped. The pain in her shoulder had lessened to a dull ache.


  This was all a dream, everything… all this shit. Wasn’t it? I’m going to wake up now back in New York, back in the orphanage. Any moment now. Yes, it’s all a bad dream, all of it… It has to be—


  Mercy blinked. The compound was still there with the burning guard house and the smell of death heavy in the air.


  “Except it isn’t a dream,” Mercy whispered to herself. She cradled her injured arm and sat up, staring out across the scene of devastation. The RPG round had blown the gates apart. Barnes was slumped against the palisade on the walkway. Dimitri was climbing down the ladder, his head hung low. Mercy pushed against the wall, forcing herself up. Her vision went blurry and she staggered against the pile of tyres.


  Head rush—


  Mercy took a deep breath and waited for the light-headedness to pass. A young girl, her feet in leg irons, appeared out of the smoke and bent down to help the old lady at Mercy’s feet. Mercy stood up and walked across to meet Dimitri in front of the open gateway. Dimitri stared into Mercy’s eyes, a blank look on his face. He tried to speak.


  Mercy gripped his arm, “Barnes? Barnes? He’s OK is he? He’s not hit?”


  Dimitri slumped to the ground and put his head in his hands.


  “Dmitri—?” Mercy shook his shoulder.


  Barnes—?


  Mercy turned to face the walkway. Relief flooded through her as she saw Barnes climbing down the ladder. He reached the bottom and staggered over to join her. Mercy hugged him. Barnes’s legs buckled and he sank to the ground. Mercy sat down beside him, her breathing shallow.


  Well I guess that’s our sixty percent all used up. Nothing left in the chamber. I’ve literally got nothing left—


  “Will they be here soon?” Dimitri said out of the blue, “The cavalry?” He stared down at the pistol in his hand, a puzzled look on his face. He threw it on the ground, his lip curled in disgust.


  Mercy stared at his gun, then reached back for her own pistol.


  It’s gone, it must’ve come loose when I jumped into that pile of tyres—


  “I got one of them, at least I think I did,” Dimitri said, “Barnes got all the others.” Dimitri stopped then whispered, “He butchered them.”


  Smoke wafted from behind, covering them in a swirling cloud.


  Mercy leant forwards and picked up Dimitri’s pistol with her good hand. “You did great Dimitri, you did just great. We’re all here, we made it didn’t we?”


  Dimitri was silent.


  Mercy closed her eyes, “Yes Dimitri, the cavalry will be here soon.”


  Movement. The scuff of a boot.


  Mercy opened her eyes. The smoke cleared for a moment. The militia leader was standing in the gateway, clutching his midriff. Blood was seeping through his fingers. His eyes met Mercy’s.


  “Die bitch,” he growled, aiming his rifle one-handed at Mercy.


  Not today—


  Mercy pointed Dimitri’s Ruger American 9mm pistol at the man and squeezed the trigger. Her round took him in the throat. His head snapped back and he dropped to the ground, unmoving.


  “Nice shot,” Barnes grunted.


  Dimitri rolled over and retched onto the ground.


  “Left handed… my first lucky shot of the night,” Mercy said, her voice flat.


  I guess somebody up there is looking out for me but why… is totally beyond me—


  “Now that’s a beautiful sight,” Barnes croaked.


  “What—?” Mercy said, peering through the swirling smoke.


  Ten horsemen rode up to the Jersey barriers and began to dismount. Mercy gaped at the new arrivals.


  Familiar faces, thank the gods—


  “We got here as quick as we could,” Brody said, vaulting over one of the barriers. His eyes ran over the three dishevelled people in front of him. “Christ, you’re all… alive. I almost didn’t recognise you.” He looked at the devastation inside the compound. “You sure worked this place over.” He frowned, “You all need some attention, one of my guys here is a medic.” Brody turned around, “York, over here, bring the medical kit. The rest of you men secure this place and check on the prisoners—”


  Brody knelt down and helped Mercy to stand, “You need patching up, some rest and food. We’ll loot what’s left of this place, see what we can find. We’ll leave in the morning. We’re a ways from Charlottesville but the militia have other slave farms out here and some other strongholds in Charlottesville. Sooner or later they’ll send some of their people here.”


  They entered the compound. Brody took in the scene and headed towards the caravan. Half an hour later Mercy’s wound was cleaned and dressed. Barnes and Dimitri were checked over and their wounds cleaned and stitched up. They were given food and water. The medic gave Mercy a shot of morphine for her rib and shoulder pain. Mercy lay back in the caravan bed and closed her eyes.


  Yes, but have we done enough? Have I done enough?


  Her consciousness succumbed to the morphine.




  Chapter 38
 Beginnings


  Mercy woke screaming. She was drenched in a cold sweat. She reached out, searching for a weapon, any weapon. Her eyes latched onto a candle burning in the corner of the room.


  “Where am I? Where the hell am I?” she screamed.


  “Hey, hey, hey, slow down baby. You’re OK, you’re safe. We’re all safe—”


  A familiar voice.


  Flynn—


  Mercy’s eyes locked onto Flynn’s face.


  “It’s OK Mercy, I promise. This has been happening for the last week. You wake up like this, distressed, disorientated. It’s all OK, we’re back in the mountains, at Brody’s hideout. We came here after you got back from the island in the lake… remember? You were shot, you lost some blood but you’re making a good recovery. Physically you’re healing up real well—” Flynn’s voice faltered. He leaned in and kissed Mercy on the lips.


  “Yes, but did we do enough? Did I do enough—?” Mercy whispered, tears streaming down her face. “All those others who died… ever since we left New York, I can’t remember their names Flynn. I can’t remember their names.”


  But I see their faces—


  “Slow down baby,” Flynn buried his face in Mercy’s hair and held her tight. “We’ll get through this… it’ll just take time, and that’s something we’ve got plenty of.”


  “Yes, Flynn but what’ll we do?” Mercy asked, sounding lost.


  “Do?” Flynn repeated. “We’ll be together, here in the mountains. Brody has said we can stay… all of us; Rose, Tawny, me, you and Barnes. We can winter here and… just live. Live and recover—”


  Live and recover? But it’s not over, it’ll never… be over—


  Mercy pulled a face, “We need to run and hide Flynn. Those that stay put die… they always die… you know that. We need to run and hide—” Mercy said, looking around for the door.


  Flynn kissed her again. “Baby, it’s all right, we’re safe, I promise you. I’m here, we’re all here, the campground is secure. The militia… what’s left of them, are in no fit state to come searching for us. Brody’s keeping an eye on them, he has scouts. Look, we can winter here in safety, we can work on your recovery, we can heal and get strong together. We’re a family, we need time to recover, we’ve been surviving for so long. We just need to breathe and live a little now—”


  “Winter here—?” Mercy repeated, her shoulders slumped. “Flynn, what’s wrong with me. This isn’t… me. Wait, I remember now, I remember it all now…”


  “Hey, it’s OK, it’ll get better, we just need to give it time, be patient, let nature take its course. The medic said it was—” Flynn stopped, his body tensed.


  Mercy narrowed her eyes, “Said what Flynn? Tell me. What did he say?”


  Flynn looked away, frowning, “Nothing Mercy. It’s nothing really… he’s not a doctor—”


  Mercy turned Flynn’s face towards her. She stared into his eyes and her voice softened, “Tell me what he said Flynn.”


  Flynn closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “He said you have post-traumatic stress disorder. PTSD. He says we all have it to some degree… except—” Flynn paused.


  “What?” Mercy said.


  Flynn’s face crumpled, “Except yours seems to be worse—”


  Mercy absorbed Flynn’s words, processing the information. She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.


  “But he says your body is healing real fast. He thinks it’s something to do with the biotech inside you. Barnes and Dimitri are still hobbling around after the beating they took but you, you’re way ahead of everyone else, your bruises are almost gone, your arm is back to full strength, you’re almost one hundred percent—”


  Mercy closed her eyes.


  The biotech. The parasite. It’s still inside me, it’s like a weed, its roots run deep. The fucking NSA’s legacy. It’s in me, Flynn, Rose and Tawny… and Annalise—


  “Do you remember when you asked Constantine if we could get the biotech removed? Back on the aircraft carrier?” Mercy said, finally.


  Flynn nodded, “Yes—”


  “And Constantine said if we captured DC, her people might be able to use the Cobalt Biotech facilities to reverse what the NSA did to me, you, Rose and Tawny—”


  “Yes, she said something like that, I remember—”


  “Well, DC is now nuked. So that’s not going to happen. Me, you, Rose and Tawny… and Annalise have these NSA parasite things living inside us. Are we linked to the NSA cloud? Are we linked to Mitchell’s uploaded consciousness somehow? Are we ever going to be normal again? Free again? Can we get this shit removed from us? Can we make it go back to the way it was? I want us to be normal again Flynn. I want a normal body, I want a future without this fucking… biotech—” Mercy’s voice cracked, she sobbed into Flynn’s chest.


  Flynn held her tight, closed his eyes and said nothing.


  
  


  The next morning dawned cold. Mercy woke early and dressed, leaving Flynn asleep in bed. She checked her watch; 5:23 am.


  Another bad night. I feel haunted, it’s like there’s a ghost in me. The ghost of what I used to be, of what I want to be again—


  Mercy left the bunkhouse and crossed what used to be a carpark, to the lodge. Rose and Brody were at the long table, drinking coffee. The wood stove was lit and the room was beginning to warm up.


  “You’re up early,” Mercy said.


  “Couldn’t sleep,” Rose replied.


  Mercy noticed the dark rings under Rose’s eyes, “Yeah, I know the feeling.” Mercy poured herself a cup of coffee and crouched down in front of the stove, absorbing its warmth. She took a sip of her coffee and stared through the stove window into the flames.


  Nature’s TV—


  “Winter’s on its way,” Rose said, “the trees are bare, there’s a cold wind running through the mountains—”


  Mercy closed her eyes, “I keep thinking of all the people who helped us get here; the kids we fought with, the kids who died—”


  “I know,” Rose said, she paused, “after winter, spring comes. New growth, all that good stuff—”


  “Yeah Rose, but I want that good stuff now. I’ve seen so much bad stuff. I’ve got so much darkness inside me, it’s like a poison eating away inside me. I need a fix, a cure—”


  Brody shifted in his chair, “We’ve all got our own shit to deal with, some make it, some don’t. Just get through each day as best you can. That’s all you can do.”


  Tawny opened the door and headed to the coffee pot. She spoke without looking at the others, “I just bumped into Jethro, he said he’s managed to repair the radio you guys captured from the island. Barnes is with him now, I thought you’d be interested—”


  Brody stood up and stretched, “That Jethro’s a wonder kid when it comes to tech, not much use at anything else though. I’m going over to see what he’s managed to do—”


  Brody left the lodge, allowing some of the morning chill into the room as he opened the door. Mercy shivered and cupped the steaming mug in her hands. Tawny sat at the table and the room returned to silence.


  “Do you think about it? The future I mean—” Tawny said, after a while.


  Rose shook her head, “That way lies madness—”


  Mercy sighed, “The only way I’ve got through… all of this, is to only think of now or maybe the next twenty four hours. I’ve never stopped long enough to consider the future, about life, about plans. It all seems so pointless, so hopeless… the way the world is—”


  “What we need is news, hope that there’s progress somewhere,” Rose said. “We need the bigger picture. We’re in the dark. We ain’t heard from Constantine, we’ve no idea what the Resistance is doing, even if there’s a resistance left. After we saw DC nuked… I don’t know… something changed. I lost hope—”


  Tawny looked up, “That’s it right there. Me too. It’s like we’re coming down from a big high, all this running and hiding and killing. We’ve gone from a hundred miles an hour to a complete stop. We’ve crashed… we’re drained. It’s broken—”


  “Yeah, it sucks—” Rose said.


  The door opened and Flynn stepped into the room, “Hey guys… you might want to see this. Something’s cropped up—”


  Mercy looked up, “What?”


  Flynn stared at her, “Dimitri came over to the bunkhouse… he was looking for you. He told me to come and get you. They’re all over at the workshop… it’s Jethro. He’s got the radio working—”


  “Yeah, we know,” Tawny said. “We’ve tried that shit before and it’s always the same… a big fat nothing. Barnes needs a satellite phone to reach Constantine and we ain’t got no satellite phone—”


  Flynn pulled a face, “Dimitri said they’ve picked up a signal, it’s weak but it’s definitely there—”


  Mercy sat up and looked at the others, “A signal? What signal?”


  Flynn looked exasperated, he shrugged his shoulders, “I don’t know, he said something about shortwave… whatever that is. Come on, let’s go—”


  They left the lodge and crossed the overgrown carpark to the workshop on the edge of the campground. A stove pipe and a makeshift radio aerial protruded from the workshop roof. They entered the small shack and squeezed in around Barnes, Brody and Dimitri. A shaggy, bearded youth wearing headphones was sitting in front of a modern military radio set.


  Dimitri glanced at Mercy, “It’s Jethro, he’s been up all night. He’s found a shortwave transmission. It’s fading in and out, something to do with atmospheric conditions. He’s just trying to find it again, he’s going to try and boost the signal—”


  Mercy looked at Rose. Mercy’s heart quickened.


  No, it can’t be, that was… so long ago—


  Jethro took off his headphones, “Here, I’ve found it. Have a listen guys, see what you think—” Jethro removed the headphone jack from the radio and loud static filled the room from two speakers on the floor. Three electronic beeps punctured the static and were followed by a woman’s voice:


  “THIS IS A RECORDED MESSAGE FROM THE FREE STATE OF CALIFORNIA. I AM SPEAKING TO YOU FROM NAVAL BASE VENTURA COUNTY, POINT MUGU, 34.1127° NORTH, 119.1055° WEST. WE ARE BROADCASTING ON 12,579 KHZ DAYTIME ONLY. THIS MESSAGE IS FOR SURVIVORS ON THE PACIFIC COAST. WE ARE HERE FOR YOU. WE NEED YOU. WE ARE A COMMUNITY OF TWENTY THOUSAND SURVIVORS. WE HAVE FOOD, CLEAN WATER, AGRICULTURE AND POWER. WE HAVE SCHOOLS AND MEDICAL FACILITIES. WE HAVE PROTECTION FROM THE INFECTED. COME, FIND US, AND JOIN US. WE WILL WELCOME YOU. THIS MESSAGE WILL REPEAT AFTER A FIVE MINUTE INTERVAL—”


  Three beeps signalled the end of the broadcast. A stunned silence filled the room. Then everyone began talking at once.


  “Free State of California? I thought they went by Republic of California back in the day—” Dimitri said.


  “Yes, you’re right… it was in 1846, the self-declared Republic only lasted for twenty five days. It covered an area north of San Francisco—” Brody replied.


  “How do you know that stuff?” Tawny asked.


  “I used to teach history in high school,” Brody answered.


  “Twenty thousand survivors? Did you hear that?” Rose said, tugging at Mercy’s arm.


  Mercy nodded, “They’re on a naval base… and they’ve got medical facilities—”


  “Do you think they could—?” Tawny said, her face animated.


  “Remove our biotech?” Mercy finished for her. “Who knows? But if there’s a chance—”


  Mercy reached between Barnes and Brody and tugged Jethro’s arm, “Hey, Jethro, can you speak to them using that thing? We need more information—”


  Jethro shook his head, “This is a recorded message, it’s all one way traffic as far as I can make out. A lot of those automated messages packed up a year or so after the Fall when the survivors died. I don’t know… I can try but it’ll take some time—”


  They could all be dead. It could be a ghost transmission. But then again… they could be alive—


  “What about Constantine? Can you hail her on that thing?” Mercy asked Barnes.


  Barnes shrugged, “Sure, I can try but my in was via the sat phone. This… this is old school, but yeah me and Jethro can give it a go—”


  Brody shook his head, “Wait. Is there a chance the Charlottesville militia could track our signals, triangulate our position?”


  Barnes shrugged, “Very unlikely but not impossible, they’d have to be really on the ball and extremely motivated to find us—”


  Mercy held up her hand, “Wait, I don’t want to endanger Brody and his people. Not after what we’ve all been through. If we’re to do all this communication we need to do it off site, away from here.”


  Tawny looked up, “What about back at the silo? There was a radio mast there—”


  Rose pulled a face, “No way am I going back there, no fucking way—”


  Mercy shook her head, “I agree with Rose. Yes, there was a radio mast, but there were also tropes and that place is too hooked up to the NSA’s AI in the cloud. I think we did well to get out of there in one piece—”


  Flynn tapped the map on the wall, “What about here? Or… here? Harrisonburg? Or Staunton? To the west of the mountains. They look about a day or two’s hike from here, well away from Charlottesville. We could do a scavenging trip, we need more medicine. I know we’re low on antibiotics and painkillers. These two towns look big enough to have radios… maybe even an airfield. We could try from there—”


  “I can do you one better than that,” Brody said, he jabbed his finger at the map. “Here… Shenandoah Valley Regional Airport, it’s just off exit 235 on I-81 in Weyers Cave. It’s closer than Staunton or Harrisonburg, it’s only about sixteen or seventeen miles from here if we use Browns Gap Road. We’ve been meaning to do a scavenging raid on Weyers Cave, there’s a medical facility there and we should be able to get some food. We’ve been keeping away from the larger towns because of the trope infestation but with your biotech you could get in there easy—”


  “What about NSA or their militia? Are they operating west of the mountains?” Barnes asked.


  Brody scratched his chin, “Not that I’m aware of, they’re mainly concentrated around Charlottesville. Now that DC’s been taken out of the equation and Mitchell’s gone, they’re a spent force. They’ll probably fight amongst themselves for what’s left, some new warlord will no doubt emerge and take over. That’s just how it is, we aim to give them a wide berth whatever happens—”


  The room fell silent. All eyes fell on Mercy. She looked at the map. “Yeah, well, I reckon we need to know what’s going on in the world. It’s a no brainer. When can we go—?”


  “We’ll get the horses saddled up,” Brody said, looking at his watch, “it’s still early, we could set out in a couple of hours. On horseback we could be there in three hours—”


  “Let’s do it. Me, Rose and Tawny… and Annalise will go into the airport. Barnes you’ll need to come to work any comms we find. Brody will you or Sledge guide us?”


  Brody smiled, “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Sledge is out trapping at the moment, sometimes he’s gone for days… so you’re stuck with me.”


  Mercy looked around the room, “Where’s Annalise? I’ll need to run this by her, she might not want to do this—”


  Dimitri coughed, “Hey, you didn’t mention me. I can come to check out any aircraft. You never know when you may need to make a quick exit—”


  Always keep your eye on the exit—


  “Sold Dimitri, you’re in… if you feel up to the journey—” Mercy said.


  Dimitri raised a hand, “I’m good, I’m healing up. I wouldn’t miss any trip to an airport, flying’s in my blood—”


  Brody nodded at Mercy, “Annalise was watching over Shay last night, in the infirmary. Stomach ache, something he ate, poor kid, he’ll be fine. Some of the tinned food we find is bad, we’ll be running out of options in the months ahead, that’s why we’re concentrating on growing our own food up here and rearing the longhorn cattle—”


  “Makes sense,” Mercy said. “I’ll go find her, I suggest the rest of you get yourselves ready for the trip—”


  Mercy made for the door.


  “Wait up. I’ll come with you. I know Shay, he’s a good kid—” Rose said, stepping in behind Mercy.


  They went outside and walked across the campground. The morning was damp and chilly, the ground soggy underfoot.


  “What do you think, Mercy? California? I thought we’d end up in DC or maybe someday back in New York… but California? Do you think they could remove the shit the NSA put into our bodies?” Rose said, her voice quiet.


  Mercy stopped in her tracks and held Rose’s arms, “This NSA parasite inside me has to come out, if it’s the last thing I do. They’ve violated my body, your body… all of us. It’s part of the violence and degradation they deal in. No, we’re going to find a way to get this done, otherwise I don’t think I can move on with the rest of my life—”


  Rose sighed, “I figured you’d say something like that.”


  “You want the same… you’ve told me before, so why the long face Rose?” Mercy asked.


  Rose kicked the ground, “Bloody horses, I was crippled for three days after our last trip on those things—”


  “Oh, and the chafing, yes, the chafing, it was brutal—” Mercy laughed and put her arm around Rose’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s go find Annalise—”




  Chapter 39
 Word


  Mercy checked her watch; 1:49 pm. They had been riding for three and a half hours, Brody leading the way. She glanced back at Annalise.


  I’m glad Annalise came, there’s something she’s holding back. We all have our ghosts. This biotech is affecting us all differently. Rose can see better at night… and she almost seems to attract alphas, Flynn is superfast when it’s needed, Tawny seems able to smell the undead better than any of us. I heal up quick, my pain tolerance is high, and my memory seems to be shit hot for maps and information. Annalise has never spoken about her time under the NSA in Richmond… she’s keeping quiet about something… or maybe not. Maybe I’m just overthinking everything—


  They crossed over Middle River and continued along Weyers Cave Road. Brody stopped his horse a few minutes later and dismounted. They followed his example and led their horses off the road to a nearby stand of trees.


  Brody tied his horse to one of the trees and stepped through the sun-dappled undergrowth. Mercy, Flynn and Barnes followed him, they emerged from the trees to find a rusting chain link fence.


  “That’s the airport over there,” Brody pointed across a wide expanse of long grass and weeds. An airport terminal building was visible six hundred yards away. “I think we should keep the horses back here, we’re downwind so their scent won’t carry to any tropes that might be in there. I’ll look after the horses, we’ve got the radios so we can keep in touch. I suggest you biotech people go in there and do what you’ve gotta do. You’ve got plenty of daylight left… it’s only 2:15. See what you can find, if you think it’s safe we can spend the night in there with the horses, if not, that farm back before the river looked OK—”


  Mercy nodded, “Sounds like a plan, we’ll cut the fence here and go straight across—”


  Ten minutes later they were past the fence and pushing their way through the long grass and weeds. They reached the runway and held back, inspecting the airport terminal with binoculars.


  “What do you think?” Mercy said to Barnes.


  “Yeah, ideally we’d stake it out for a couple of hours but right now it looks deserted. There’s no control tower, so we’ll have to search the terminal building for the control room. There’s no sign of recent activity. You want to go in?” Barnes said, taking his binoculars away from his eyes.


  Mercy turned to Tawny, “How are you reading this Tawny?”


  Tawny nodded, “Yeah, no, it feels dead… good dead not bad dead. I’d say we’re OK to go in—”


  Mercy smiled.


  It’s like she’s just given us an undead weather forecast. Trouble is not all forecasts are accurate. No, come on, be positive, Tawny’s been spot on before—


  Mercy unslung her M4 carbine and looked at the others, “OK, you know the drill, eyes and ears, situational awareness on max, safeties off. Let’s go—”


  They crossed the runway and moved in on the terminal building. A row of abandoned Humvees lay to one side of the rear entrance. The entranceway itself was protected by a shoulder high wall of sandbags, topped with razor wire.


  Barnes pointed at an insignia on one of the Humvees, “Virginia National Guard, looks like they used the airport as a base.”


  “Check out the grime on the windshields, these vehicles have been here a long time,” Flynn said.


  Mercy held up a hand, “Barnes, Dimitri you guys are trope magnets, you don’t have the biotech. Why don’t you hang back here and watch our six?”


  Barnes looked unhappy, “I don’t know about that. It’s never a good idea to split the party—”


  “Well there’s me, Flynn, Rose, Tawny and Annalise going in so we should be OK. We’ve got the biotech and Annalise and Brody said they’ve not seen any alphas in these parts… so we should be good—” Mercy replied.


  Rose nodded, “And we’ve got comms, if we run into any problems we can radio you.”


  Barnes ran his hand through his hair and sighed, “You strike a hard bargain Dawes. Well, OK. This place does look deserted and you’re right, you do have the biotech so—”


  Dimitri pointed at a row of hangars two hundred yards away, “Hey, why don’t we go and check in there for planes? Who knows what we could find?”


  This time Mercy looked unhappy, “OK… that seems like a good idea but you should take one of us with you to make sure the hangars are clear of tropes.”


  Flynn stepped forwards, “I’m on it, come on guys, let’s go, airport terminals are boring, the real interesting stuff is in the hangars—”


  Barnes grunted his agreement, “OK then, meet you back here in an hour… that sound reasonable?”


  Mercy checked her watch, “That’ll do. Stay safe.”


  Barnes, Dimitri and Flynn walked off towards the hangars.


  “Probably a good move, seven of us inside the terminal would make way too much noise, four is better—” Tawny said.


  “OK, let’s go in. We’ll give ourselves a few minutes for our eyes to adjust, actually Rose… your eyesight is the best in the dark, you go first—” Mercy said.


  Rose nodded, “On it.”


  They entered the glass fronted terminal building, their guns at the ready. The high ceilinged departure lounge was deserted. Rows of chairs extended into the gloom. A large open space had been cleared and was full of bunk beds and tables.


  “Looks like living quarters, bit of a field kitchen thing going on over there in the back—” Rose observed.


  “Wonder why there’s no control tower?” Tawny whispered.


  “It’s a regional airport, less air traffic, smaller planes… so I guess no need for an actual tower. OK, we’re gonna have to go over this building with a fine toothcomb to find the control room,” Mercy replied.


  “We’ve only got an hour so why don’t we split up? We’ll cover ground quicker,” Annalise said.


  Mercy chewed her lip, “That’s true. Tawny what’s your take on this place? Old dead or anything new?”


  Tawny looked out into the departure area and took a deep breath. “All I can say is right here, this departure area feels old dead to me, nothing recent.”


  Mercy racked the slide on her Glock 17 pistol, chambering a round, “OK then, me and Annalise will take the left, Rose and Tawny you take the right. Find me that radio, and keep an eye out for a power source too… any radio is going to need power and airports are supposed to have back-up generators so that’d be a win too—”


  They split up, Mercy and Annalise headed left. They moved fast, searching their side of the departure lounge in a few minutes. They found more bunks and empty rifle racks.


  “Wonder what happened here?” Annalise said.


  “Same shit as everywhere else, bloody chaos. Army trying to get the upper hand on the outbreak… roadblocks, containment, public disorder, looting, panic, shootings, FEMA camps, conflicting orders, desertion, death—” Mercy replied.


  “And then the tropes—” Annalise added.


  “Yeah, and then the tropes,” Mercy echoed.


  They moved into the rear of the building after covering the check-in area.


  “Main entrance is over there, let’s have a look,” Mercy said.


  They exited through the front doors. The airport entrance was sandbagged and fortified in the same way as the rear of the building. A large carpark stretched out beyond the drop off point.


  “This is just the passenger terminal. The next building along looks promising, we should check it out,” Annalise said, moving towards the neighbouring building.


  Mercy checked her watch, “Yeah, OK, we’ve got time. Wait, look over there… there’s a few stiffs in the carpark—”


  They watched a slowly moving group of tropes that were wandering aimlessly around the carpark.


  “Why are they sticking that close together? What’s with them?” Annalise squinted at the shuffling group of undead.


  Mercy pulled out her binoculars and focused on the tropes, “They’re tied together at the waist, they’re wearing prison clothes. We’ll keep away from that lot. None of them seem to be taking an interest in us anyway… so yeah, let’s check out your building.”


  They walked along the sidewalk to the next building.


  “Yeah, this looks more like it, let’s go in,” Mercy said, leading the way.


  They stepped through the sandbagged entranceway into a foyer. Mercy blinked, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dim light. She listened but heard only her own breathing. Annalise tapped Mercy on the shoulder and pointed to two signs on the far wall: AIR TRAFFIC CONTROL was listed beneath AIRPORT COMMAND CENTER.


  “That’s it,” Mercy whispered. “Let’s go explore—”


  Mercy went down the corridor and stopped at the first room marked AIRPORT COMMAND CENTER. She listened at the door then twisted the handle and entered the room, her pistol at the ready.


  Damn, it’s dark, where are the windows?


  Mercy pulled out her right-angle torch and switched it on, sweeping the room with light. Empty body bags had been duct-taped across the windows to block out the light.


  Thank Christ, it’s empty, we’re good—


  “OK, so obviously they were trying to avoid any light giving away their position at night, makes sense I guess. All sorts of people would’ve come flocking to any sign of power once the grid went down—” Annalise said, looking at the windows.


  They searched the room. Mercy took a large map from the central table and shoved it into her pack. The radio crackled on her belt and Rose’s voice erupted from the tinny speaker.


  Rose here. Mercy do you read? Over—


  Mercy held the radio up and pressed the talk button, “Mercy here, what’s your status? Over—”


  “We’ve found a generator room, looks as if the army maintained this stuff pretty well. We’re just figuring out how to use it. Tawny seems to know what she’s doing, over—” Rose said.


  Mercy nodded, “Copy that. We’re in the admin building, it’s the next building along from you. We’ve found the command room which has nothing, we’re just going to check the air traffic control room. Just a heads up, there’s stiffs in the car park out front, they seem calm enough right now but don’t let your guard down, over—”


  “Understood. Out—” Rose replied.


  Mercy secured the radio to her belt and joined Annalise at the door, “OK, let’s do this.”


  They moved down the corridor to a large set of double doors. A sign above read: AIR TRAFFIC CONTROL.


  Please, please, please—


  Mercy waited at the doors, listening.


  Nothing—


  She glanced at Annalise who smiled and raised her crossbow. Mercy opened the door and shone her torch into the dark room. A familiar stench wafted out into the corridor.


  Christ—


  A scream tore through the air followed by a second scream. A figure moved across the torch beam and hurled itself at the doorway.


  Alphas—


  Mercy squeezed her trigger.




  Chapter 40
 Deep Blue Dark


  Mercy’s rounds entered the alpha’s chest making it stagger. It recovered and charged at the door again. Mercy swore and shot twice more, this time the alpha’s skull exploded as her rounds found their mark. It fell to the floor with a wet slap. A high pitched keening sound came from inside the room.


  Shit, there’s another one in there. I can’t close the door, it opens inwards. Deal with it—


  Mercy took a step towards the door and shone her right angle torch into the room. Her eyes widened.


  A radio… no, two radios, on the far side of the room. Jackpot—


  A hiss came from the shadows on the left. Mercy swung the torch around in time to see a flash of pale skin disappear behind a row of filling cabinets.


  OK, got you—


  Mercy stepped into the room, her Glock 17 levelled at the cabinets. The alpha snarled and burst out from cover on all fours. Mercy fired too high and the alpha slammed into her, knocking her to the ground. She dropped her pistol and brought her arms up to protect her neck and face. The alpha pulled at Mercy’s arms then moved its head in close, to her unprotected shoulder.


  A soft hissing sound punctured the air. A crossbow bolt burst out of the alpha’s forehead with a spray of black blood and bone. The alpha slumped on top of Mercy. The bolt tore through Mercy’s jacket, narrowly missing her shoulder. Mercy screamed and shoved the alpha’s corpse off her. She sat up and pushed herself away, her breathing ragged.


  “Bastard… oldest trick in the book, they go low when you’re gonna shoot high,” Mercy said, her voice angry. “That, that… right there, that shows they’re thinking… they’re not stupid, they’re getting better at this shit—”


  Annalise stood in the doorway, “You’re welcome—”


  Mercy blinked. “Sorry Annalise, that sly bastard just got to me. Thanks for… Jesus that was one hell of a shot. How did you know it wouldn’t—?”


  Annalise stepped over to the downed alpha and pulled the bolt from its skull. “I can judge these things—”


  Mercy gave her an appraising look, “I’m so glad you can. That shot saved my life. Thank you Annalise—”


  “Don’t mention it,” Annalise replied, shining her torch over at the two large radio sets on the far side of the room. “Well, if one of those suckers doesn’t reach California… nothing will—”


  Mercy picked up her Glock 17 and the right angle torch. She swept the rest of the room with the torch then brought the beam back to the dead alpha at her feet. “They’re both wearing military uniforms, they’re probably the radio operators. Let’s check out the merchandise—”


  Mercy fixed the torch onto her webbing, walked over to the radios and sat down in the operator’s chair. Her eyes widened and she shook her head, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me—”


  “What is it?” Annalise asked, crossing the room.


  Mercy buried her head in her hands, “My rounds… they hit the bloody radios—”


  “What? Both radios?” Annalise asked, her voice incredulous.


  “Yes, both radios,” Mercy said, she hit the table with her fist.


  “For fuck’s sake,” Annalise said.


  “Yes, I second that, for fuck’s sake—” Mercy replied, she laughed out loud.


  If you don’t laugh, you cry, if you don’t cry… you die—


  “After all that,” Annalise said, leaning back against the table.


  The laughter was infectious and Annalise’s shoulders started shaking, she joined in with Mercy.


  “Shame, I always wanted to go to California,” Annalise said, “I’ve got a good friend out there, up near San Francisco. Big Bear, he used to brew the most amazing dark beer, he has a microbrewery in his back yard—”


  Something wet dripped onto Mercy’s hand. She froze. Annalise stopped laughing.


  “Mercy—” Annalise’s voice, almost breathless. “Above you—”


  I fucking know it—


  Mercy threw herself back in the chair and snapped her head up. The right angle torch on her webbing flickered, its battery weakening. The naked alpha dropped down from a gap in the ceiling tiles. It crashed onto the radio table, shrieking. Mercy reached to her thigh holster for her pistol then cursed when she saw it lying on the table beside the alpha’s foot. She pushed the wheeled chair back with her feet and knocked into a filing cabinet. The alpha licked its lips and threw itself at Mercy.


  Mercy jumped up from the chair and took a side step, knocking against the wall.


  Christ—


  The alpha landed on the chair, its eyes glued to Mercy. Mercy’s torch died. She closed her eyes and dropped to the floor with her arms over her head, her heart pounding.


  Christ, this is really it—


  Movement. Pressure against Mercy’s elbows. A click. Light. Mercy waited, her whole body tense.


  Nothing, what the—?


  A barely perceptible humming. Mercy opened her eyes, she reached for the knife on her webbing.


  Wait. It’s Annalise. What is she doing—?


  Annalise was standing in front of Mercy, facing the alpha.


  She’s… staring at it. It’s not moving, it’s just staring back at her—


  Mercy’s eyes narrowed, she started to withdraw her knife from its sheath. The alpha snarled and glanced at her, flashing its yellowed teeth. Annalise touched Mercy’s arm and squeezed it. Mercy froze.


  OK, OK girl, I get it. You’re doing some weird hypnotizing number on this fucker. Let’s go with it—


  Annalise was holding her torch between her face and the alpha’s face. The bulb began to flicker.


  Shit, hope her torch doesn’t die—


  Annalise continued to stare at the alpha. Its dead eyes bored into hers. Her humming intensified and the alpha seemed to calm down even more. It leant back against the chair.


  She’s… captivated it. It’s mesmerized… Jesus, this must be her biotech ability…


  Mercy pulled a face.


  Goddammit. Cramp… hell no, not now—


  Mercy closed her eyes and clenched her teeth.


  Don’t… move, goddammit—


  Severe pain gripped her calf. Mercy breathed in through clenched teeth.


  Got to move—


  Mercy stood up, her back against the wall. She supressed a groan. The alpha’s eyes flicked to her, its agitation returning. Annalise brought up her other hand, regaining the alpha’s attention. She continued her humming and the alpha lost interest in Mercy.


  Mercy swore to herself as the cramp in her leg threatened to consume her. She flexed her foot and counted, the knot in her calf relented and the cramp subsided. A drop of sweat trickled down her brow and into her eye. The sweat stung, making her blink.


  We’ve got to break this stalemate. Get a weapon… no, trust Annalise. She’s got this, just be ready—


  Mercy’s radio hissed and Tawny’s voice crackled out of the ether, “Got this generator working. I’m gonna flick some switches, tell me if you guys notice anything at your end, over—”


  Tawny, not now—


  The alpha’s eyes flicked to the radio on Mercy’s belt, then to her face. They locked eyes.


  The spell’s broken—


  The room’s ceiling lights and air conditioning burst to life. The alpha let out a high pitched shriek and took a swipe at Mercy’s face. Movement, a blur. A hooded figure silhouetted behind the alpha. A slick wet sound. The point of a combat knife appeared from the alpha’s right eye. It let out a soft groan and sank to the floor in a bloody heap.


  Mercy looked up.


  Rose—?


  “Rose—” Mercy gasped.


  “Aye, the one and only. I thought I’d come over and see what you guys were up to. Tawny was giving me grief for bugging her over the generator. Glad I came—” Rose pulled her knife from the dead alpha’s skull. She wiped the blade on the back of the chair.


  “That works for me Rose. I’m glad you were bugging Tawny,” Mercy replied.


  Annalise slumped back into Mercy. Mercy caught her, stopping her from falling. “Hey, hey Annalise, are you OK? That was some stunt you pulled there… what was that?”


  Annalise brought a hand to her head, “Sorry, I feel a little dizzy. I need to sit down for a minute.”


  Rose dragged over a chair and they helped Annalise into it.


  “Yeah, I saw a bit of Annalise’s action from the door. Looked like some weirdy beardy shit you were pulling there, Annalise. It was like you were holding that torch under your chin telling it ghost stories or something—” Rose said.


  Annalise rubbed her eyes, “Yeah… no, I mean I’ve done it once before, back when the NSA held me in Richmond… after they’d put the biotech into me. They forced me into a room of tropes with some other kids. I was the only one with the biotech and I just stared the tropes down… it worked for a minute or two, then my concentration went and the tropes got to the others—” Annalise stopped and put her head in her hands. “I couldn’t save them—”


  Mercy caught Rose’s eye.


  Rose put a hand on Annalise’s shoulder and shook her head. “It’s OK Annalise. We get it Annalise, we sure as hell get it.”


  “You did good there sister, you saved our lives,” Mercy said.


  Annalise sniffed and rubbed her eyes, she sat back in the chair and stared at the dead alpha on the floor. “What’s that?” Annalise pointed at the alpha.


  “What?” Mercy asked.


  “The pouch… on its belt, it looks like—”


  “A sat phone,” Mercy said. She went to the fallen alpha and opened the pouch. She took out a satellite phone and pressed the power button, “Battery’s flat, but the charger’s in here too… and now we’ve got power courtesy of Tawny—”


  “Barnes is going to be over the moon with that thing,” Rose said.


  Mercy stared at the satellite phone.


  Maybe he’ll go back to Constantine—


  “Yeah, well, at least we’ve got comms again. And even if we can’t contact California—” Mercy broke off.


  “We sure as hell should be able to contact Constantine,” Rose finished.


  “Precisely,” Mercy replied.


  Mercy’s radio crackled and Flynn’s voice filled the room, “Flynn to Mercy, over—”


  Mercy took the radio and pressed the transmit button, “Mercy here, go on, over—”


  Static then Barnes’s voice came through the tinny speaker, “We’ve found a plane, a good one… and fuel. Dimitri is checking it over. It looks promising. What about you guys? What’s your status? Over—”


  Mercy gave Barnes an update.


  “Copy that. I’ll be right there. Out—” Barnes replied.


  Mercy looked up at Rose and Annalise.


  “We have a plane,” Rose said.


  “And a satellite phone,” Annalise added.


  We have the keys to the fucking kingdom—


  
  


  Tawny and Dimitri went to update Brody.


  Mercy attached the charger to the satellite phone and plugged it into the mains. “How long does it take to charge one of these things anyway?”


  “Two or three hours,” Barnes replied, “but I can make the call before that, once we have enough juice.”


  Mercy paced the room, “So, tell me about the plane. What type is it? Does it look airworthy?”


  Barnes sat back in one of the control room chairs and put his feet up on the main desk. “Yeah, it looks fine, Dimitri is giving it a good going over. Flynn found it in the third hangar along, it was probably linked to the National Guard, there were some military papers in it, dated to about six months after the Fall—”


  “Figures,” Rose nodded, “the Fall hit the cities hardest. Out here, in the country, things took longer to go to pieces. They were probably co-ordinating some kind of last ditch regional resistance to prevent the spread of the infection.”


  “So, the plane—?” Mercy prompted Barnes.


  “Yeah, well, Dimitri said it’s a good one, a Beechcraft King Air, I think he said. Seats eleven people. He seemed pretty excited. It’ll need refuelling but we found a fuel dump near the hangars, so it’s all good—”


  “Thank heavens for the National Guard,” Mercy said.


  “Yeah, well, I wonder where those poor guys are now,” Rose said.


  “Wherever. Well… they’re not here now and we are, so I guess that’s all that matters,” Mercy said, her voice flat.


  Rose caught Mercy’s eye.


  I know Rose—


  “So, Barnes, if things work out with the plane will you come with us to California?” Rose asked.


  Shit Rose, right in there, no filter as usual—


  Barnes coughed, “I’ve been thinking about that. There’s logistics and planning to do. Dimitri says the plane’s range is a tad over two thousand miles. We worked out it’s about two thousand, six hundred miles to Naval Base Ventura—”


  “So, we’d be about five or six hundred miles short of our destination,” Rose said.


  Mercy closed her eyes, “Would that place us somewhere near the Grand Canyon then?”


  “Your geography’s not bad. You’re not far off,” Barnes replied. “Flagstaff, Arizona would be nearer the mark. We’d put down somewhere around there. We may find fuel for the plane… or not, in which case we’d have to find alternative transport to the naval base—”


  Mercy smiled, “Flagstaff… Arizona? Hey Barnes, I might get to see the Grand Canyon yet… and you might get your road trip on Route 66—”


  Barnes laughed, “Dream on girl, I doubt we’ll find Harleys. Knowing our luck we’ll just find some old beat up pick-up truck—”


  “Hey, let’s not be negative, I’m a glass-half-full kind of girl,” Mercy replied, enjoying the banter.


  That’s not strictly true, but the thought of going to California… of maybe getting rid of this NSA parasite inside me. The same for Rose and the others. Dare I hope for a normal life after that? With Flynn? Huh… what is “normal” anyway? The old normal sure didn’t work out well did it? There’ll just have to be a new normal—


  “I’m hungry,” Rose said. “Wanna check the army kitchen back in the passenger terminal for food?”


  “Yeah, let’s go Rose,” Mercy stood up, glad for something to do. “We’ll get a bite to eat. Barnes you’ll make your call once the phone is charged then we’ll get back to the horses. We should probably stay the night at the farm we spotted before the river. We can always come back here tomorrow. Wanna come and look for some food Barnes?”


  Barnes looked distracted, “What? Oh, no thanks… I’m good. I’ll stay here with the phone. I’m just thinking about… options.”


  “OK, no worries, we’ll bring something back for you if we find anything,” Mercy replied.


  Mercy, Annalise and Rose left the control room. They took their time, giving the car park and its chained tropes a wide berth. They searched the passenger terminal and found several crates of MRE ration packs behind the kitchen area. They ate in silence at one of the dining tables in the passenger hall.


  Finally, Mercy threw down her empty MRE, “Christ. Is it just me? It’s like waiting for a baby to be born or—”


  “Like waiting for the results of an exam at school or something,” Annalise said, “not that I was much good at that stuff—”


  “Come on, let’s get back to Barnes. I want to be there when he makes the call,” Mercy said, standing up.


  “Yeah, he would’ve radioed us if he’d had any news, wouldn’t he?” Rose said. “I’ll bring him some of these.” She scooped up a handful of MREs.


  They made their way back to the air traffic control room and found Barnes at a window. He had peeled back a few of the body bags from the windows and was staring across the airport apron to the hangars. The satellite phone was in his hand. Its battery light was glowing green.


  Mercy glanced at Rose.


  Barnes turned to them as they approached, “How did you get on?”


  “Good,” Rose replied, “I got these for you.” She handed Barnes the MREs, glancing at the labels, “Beef teriyaki and… meatloaf with gravy—”


  Barnes took the MREs then looked out the window again. Dimitri and Flynn were walking across the tarmac towards them. Barnes turned back to Mercy, Rose and Annalise, “I just got off the horn with Constantine. She’s alive. Her aerial recon spotted the alphas and mechs in DC. She made the call to use a tactical nuke. It was a five kiloton warhead, the smallest one. It saved lives in the end. They wiped out central DC—”


  Mercy stood still, processing Barnes’s words.


  There was a lengthy pause before Barnes continued, “I gave Constantine our sitrep and told her about the Naval Base transmission—”


  Mercy clenched her hands and held her breath.


  “Constantine knows about Naval Base Ventura County. She had tried to get their support in her fight against the NSA but they declined. Turns out they had their own issues to deal with. Anyhow, Constantine wants us to follow through. She wants us to make the trip to California and be her… envoy. She wants to forge an alliance with the west coast… to start to reclaim what’s left of the country. She’s going to contact the naval base and tell them that we’re coming. She’ll call me back in twenty four hours with more details.”


  Mercy looked at Rose and Annalise.


  Barnes flinched, “Shit, I’ve made it sound like an order. It’s not an order. Constantine stressed it was voluntary, she sends her thanks and gratitude for all that you’ve done, the sacrifices you’ve made. She’s deeply indebted to you all, she says you’re welcome to join her, if you wish. You’re due some down time—”


  Down time? No way, tomorrow we could all be dead—


  Mercy raised her hand, “Shut up Barnes, let’s just enjoy the moment. We’re going to California. Am I right Rose? Annalise?”


  Rose threw her arms around Mercy, “Damn right girl. We’re going to California.”


  Annalise smiled, “It’s about time I caught up with Big Bear and sank a few cold ones—”


  Mercy hugged Rose then turned to Barnes, “We’re going to California Barnes, aren’t we?”


  Barnes stared at Mercy and Rose for a few seconds. He stood and held a hand up, “We’re going to California. Of course we are—”


  Rose returned the high five, “Surf’s up, I’ve always wanted to learn how to ride them Pacific waves.”


  Mercy took a deep breath.


  Hell yeah. I’m going to get rid of this NSA parasite inside me. I’m going to get my life back. We’re going west, west is always best—


  
  


  (To be continued…)
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