




CHAPTER 1

DAY 1

LAKE VOSTOK, ANTARCTICA

WITH CONCERN, DR. DARRELL BROWN LOOKED AT THE PATCHES OF EARTH

dotting what should be a white winter landscape below. For decades,
scientists had warned of the dangers of climate change. But like
Cassandra screaming into the night, no one had listened.

And now we may all pay the price for that.
Darrell was part of a team sent to investigate the viruses, bacteria,

and microorganisms at the lowest depths of Lake Vostok in Antarctica.
The lake was located 2.2 miles underneath the ice.

No one knew what would be found in its dark depths. It was a
massive lake by any measurement: 155 miles long, thirty miles wide,
and nearly 1,500 feet deep. For centuries, the ice above it had acted like
a giant freezer keeping the microbes, carbon, and mercury locked in
place.

But that freezer was now not-so-slowly thawing.
For this part of the world, it was a common occurrence, as were the

phenomenal revelations happening at a fast clip. Already other discov-
eries at both the northern and southern poles had shaken up the scien-
tific world. Unknown microbial life had been found as well as bacteria,
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pollen, and algae. In Siberia’s thawing permafrost alone, thirteen
unknown pathogens had been discovered.

“Ten minutes out,” Brett Reid said from behind the controls of the
Airbus H160.

Darrell flicked a glance at him, feeling the frown on his face even as
he tried to cover it. Despite the cutting-edge nature of the research,
Darrell would be quite happy when his latest tour was over.

In only another fifteen days, his latest three-month tour would be
complete. The isolation of the location was part of the problem. There
were only two scientists at the Omega base on any rotation. Dr.
William Haley was a great guy, a legend in the field of prehistoric
viruses. And a pretty good companion, all things considered.

No, it wasn’t Haley that was the issue. It was their other room-
mates: the Omega Corporation’s security detail.

The Omega Corporation was a multi-billion-dollar, multinational
conglomerate. With a net worth that fluctuated between 20 and 200
billion, their main business was a trio of pharmaceutical companies.
Over the last three decades, though, they seemed to gobble up compa-
nies in just about every industry.

Their primary focus, though, remained pharmaceuticals. That was
the money behind the research into the viruses that had lain dormant
within the permafrost.

But Darrell had become increasingly worried that they didn’t
understand the danger of what they were uncovering. Just because a
microorganism had been frozen for hundreds of thousands of years
didn’t mean that it was no longer viable. So far, the oldest virus that
had been restored was nearly fifty thousand years old. Found in
Siberia, and terrifyingly categorized as a zombie virus, it had recently
been revived by scientists in the lab.

And what great scientific intervention was necessary to achieve
such a feat?

They warmed it up, just like Mother Nature was doing to both
poles.

Some parts of Antarctica have been frozen for millions of years.
That meant there were bacteria and viruses in there that were around
before humans even existed. No one knew what they were or what



EXTINCTION THRESHOLD 3

they could do to humans. Finding out needed to be a priority. The
Spanish Flu, the Black Plague, the coronavirus pandemic, they would
be footnotes to what could be coming.

It was that worry that had sent Darrell to the very end of the earth.
Omega’s motivations weren’t nearly as altruistic. For them, it was

all about profit.
They were hoping something was uncovered that would revolu-

tionize the medical field, or hell, even the beauty field. They weren’t
picky. Any microorganisms they could pin a dollar sign to and sell to
the masses was all they cared about.

The corporation had sent along six security guards to ensure their
investment was protected. And to make sure that those discoveries
were sent back to the corporate headquarters with all due haste.

Just yesterday, Darrell and Haley had uncovered half a dozen new
viruses. They’d spent the rest of the day analyzing the viruses as much
as they could. Darrell stifled a yawn. He’d barely gotten any sleep. For
the last few years, they had a month with each new discovery to
analyze and determine its nature—and more importantly, the danger it
might pose.

But last month, Omega had upped the timeline. Now they wanted
all samples sent to them within twenty-four hours of discovery.

It wasn’t enough time.
Even now, two years into the project, he wasn’t sure what had

happened to the other viruses. He only knew one other scientist on the
team back home, but both of them were forbidden from discussing
their work even with each other. He and Haley received some follow-
up on previous discoveries. No names, though, were ever attached.

The whole process was making Darrell nervous. These viruses were
ancient, well beyond the age of their permafrost hiding spots. And
some were incredibly primitive.

Primitive always sounded so good to people. Primitive meant
simple, easy to defeat in this modern age. That wasn’t true when it
came to microorganisms.

Prions were infectious diseases that were simpler than viruses.
They contained no nucleic acid, just straight protein. Sounded almost
harmless, except there was no cure for a prion disease. It attacked a
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host’s brain, riddling it with holes. Medicine could slow down the
deterioration, but it couldn’t stop it.

And here I am, mucking around in ground littered with other ancient
microbes.

Taking a deep breath, he tried to curtail his spiraling thoughts. This
had not been the dream job he’d expected. He’d always wanted to
study ancient viruses, and being able to study with Haley? That was
the icing on the cake.

Plus, Darrell’s other passion was assessing the impact of climate
change. This grant allowed him to marry the two of them. How could
he possibly pass it up?

The excitement had ebbed with each month. Not the virus research
at first. That had been exciting. No, it was the difference he saw in
Antarctica with each tour. Each time he returned, there was a little
more ground and a little less snow. The permafrost was melting faster
in Antarctica than other sections of the world. The same process was
happening at the Arctic.

And it wasn’t the first time. Scientists had discovered that the
permafrost had melted before: 55 million years ago. Known as the
Paleocene–Eocene Thermal Maximum, the permafrost thawing
released what quite literally sounded like hell on earth: the oceans
literally turned acidic.

And what had begun as an academic curiosity while in school now
took on a more urgent need. The poles were going to melt. It wasn’t an
if, it was a when. And the world had no idea what was in store for it.

The warming of the permafrost alone was highly problematic. It
released methane and carbon dioxide in massive quantities, just from
the organic matter frozen in its clutches.

From 1958 to the present day, two-thirds of the ice in the Arctic Sea
disappeared. By 2100, two-thirds of what remained would disappear
as well. But with the permafrost thawing so quickly, it became even
more critical that they know what exactly was being unleashed from
the formerly frozen ground.

Even that knowledge might not be enough to save humanity. There
would be no stopping some of these microbes once they were out in
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the world. Viruses were always looking for a host. They were always
looking to replicate, to spread.

Some microorganisms discovered through the Vostok Project only
attached to single-cell animals. That gave Darrell no peace of mind.
There was no guarantee that they wouldn’t adapt, that they wouldn’t
evolve.

And that was not the only concern. Even some of the known
diseases that were trapped in the permafrost could become a problem
for humans.

In 2016, a small village in Siberia experienced an anthrax attack that
came from the thawed permafrost. A twelve-year-old boy died when
exposed to the ancient spores.

Darrell leaned his head against the window and glanced down at
the ground. It looked so pretty. And yet the dangers that were held
within its depth were nightmare inducing.

“Home sweet home,” Brett said.
Ahead was the 100-million-dollar Omega base that had been

created five years ago. It looked like something out of a sci-fi movie.
The building was a single story and about four hundred yards long.
Windows lined the entirety of one side and the frame was a dark
green. It sat on stilts, and underneath it were pontoons, shoring it up
just in case the ice gave way.

Inside were state-of-the-art labs. That wasn’t surprising. What was
surprising was that the rooms were well-outfitted. They wouldn’t have
been out of place in an upscale modern luxury hotel.

Darrell knew that he was lucky to have gotten this position.
But the Omega team weren’t the only ones doing this type of

research. Every country in the world seemed to have staked their claim
on different parts of Antarctica. This base was located on Ross Island,
farther inland from the McMurdo Station, the largest Antarctic station.

And while it was an American facility, it was within the New
Zealand–claimed Ross dependency. The island itself had been created
by volcanoes, and the whole island was only forty-three by forty-five
miles wide. In another hundred years, it might not be here at all.

An alarm sounded on the dashboard of the chopper. Immediately
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Darrell reached down and pulled up his oxygen mask, slipping it over
his face.

“Methane alarm,” he told Brett when the pilot made no move to
grab his own mask.

“There’s always a methane alarm,” Brett said with a shrug.
He wasn’t wrong. The methane around their particular site had

been increasing over the last few weeks as the thawing process
ramped up.

The building itself was airtight, almost like a space station. Trans-
ferring from the helo pad to the base, though, they would need to walk
out in the open air. Which meant they needed the protection. “You
need to put on your mask,” Darrell said.

Brett shrugged again. “It’s a short walk. I’ll be fine.”
Darrell thought about pushing the case. But honestly, he was sick of

having to remind these guys about the safety precautions.
He had no doubt that they were good with threats that you could

see. When it came to the threats that were invisible to the naked eye,
though, they simply didn’t seem to believe that they existed. He didn’t
know how many times he’d given the lecture about what methane did
to a human body: severe oxygen deprivation resulting in nausea,
vomiting, heart palpitation, numbness, unconsciousness, and with
enough of an exposure, death.

So now it was his turn to shrug. “Okay, it’s your lungs.”
Next to him, Brett scoffed as he aimed for the helo pad. Reaching

for the radio, Darrell tuned in to the station. “Vostok Station, this is
Traveler One, come in.”

He released the button and waited for a response.
Nothing came back. He frowned and then tried again. “Vostok

Station, this is Traveler One, come in.”
Once again, there was no response. “Something’s wrong. Nobody’s

answering.”
“It’s probably those solar flares. They’ve been interfering with

comms.”
That was somewhat true. But it didn’t completely wipe out

communication. There should be someone who could at least give
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them some sort of static reply. “We need to head back to McMurdo
Station.”

Giving him side eye, Brett shook his head. “We’re not heading back
to the station.”

“Brett, it’s protocol. If we can’t reach anyone, we need to head
back.”

“Look, I know you’re jumpy. It’s probably just the flares. We’re not
heading back to the station.”

Darrell gritted his teeth. The security protocol had been put in place in
case there was an outbreak at the base. It was one that Darrell wholeheart-
edly believed in. On approach, if they failed to reach anyone, they were to
head back to McMurdo and try to reach them from there. If they couldn’t,
they needed to send in a well-equipped team to assess the situation.

“We cannot go down there unless we get the all-clear,” Darrell said.
Ignoring him, Brett aimed for the helo pad. The chopper touched

down a minute later. Without a word, he started shutting it down.
As Darrell sat in the copilot seat, he wasn’t sure what to do. He

grabbed the radio and tried to raise someone again. There was still no
response.

“You coming? You’re going to freeze out here,” Brett said as he
opened up his door and stepped out.

Gritting his teeth, Darrell glared at the man. Making sure his own
suit was completely zipped, the face mask in place, and his oxygen
tank secured, Darrell stepped out.

Brett was already heading toward the door of the station. He shook
his head as he watched him. The man’s jacket flapped in the wind.
And while he had his oxygen tank, the mask was shoved in his pocket.

At the door, Brett keyed in the code. The door popped open. Darrell
tensed, but Brett simply slipped inside.

Following at a slower pace, Darrell strained to hear anything from
inside the base. While it was unlikely something had happened, he still
didn’t like going in without getting the all-clear.

Oh, this is stupid. I should call McMurdo and get them to send a chopper
for me, he thought. But it would be a lot of extra work for the team
down there.
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Stopping outside the door, he flicked a glance over his shoulder
and then back at the door. The security protocols for the base hadn’t
been initiated. A lockdown wasn’t in place, which he supposed was
good, yet he still felt uneasy.

It was possible they just hadn’t heard the radio. There were only six
members of the team still at the base—five of the guards and Haley.

Haley must have left the base at some point in the last three years,
although Darrell wasn’t sure when that had been. He seemed to be
perpetually there, excited for each new discovery. Despite his
advanced age, each time they plumbed the lake’s depths, he was like a
kid in a candy store.

Debating for another moment, Darrell finally gripped the door that
Brett had left ajar and slipped inside, pulling it secure behind him as
he stepped into the base’s mudroom.

Hooks and cubbies lined the wall to his left. Additional gear was
stored in the large closets on his right. Two metal benches were posi-
tioned on either side. Brett’s coat lay slung over the one on the right.

Entering his code in the terminal next to the door, Darrell quickly
ran a security check. Nothing seemed amiss. He frowned, wondering if
maybe Brett was right and it had simply been the flares that kept the
base from responding to their hail.

Or maybe everybody was just sleeping.
He could hear Brett in the bathroom and knew that was probably

the reason he hadn’t wanted to head back to the base.
Frowning, he imagined the comments Brett would make when they

found nothing wrong. Security had gotten less cautious in the last
month or so. He understood it. Everything had been working perfectly.
No outbreaks, no seals on suits had even broken. It was easy to be
lulled into a false sense of security.

But the reason everything had gone so well had been because they
had followed all the security protocols.

So even though it seemed like everything was all right, Darrell kept
his mask on and his suit zipped up tight. As he passed Brett’s jacket,
he noticed he’d left his oxygen tank under the jacket.

Shaking his head, Darrell strode forward, knowing that Haley
would be in the lab or in the cafeteria. He glared at the bathroom door
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on the left with the occupied sign pulled as he passed. Working here
was stressful enough without the Omega cowboys ramping that stress
up a notch with their cavalier attitudes.

Slowly, Darrell made his way down the long hall. It was white with
silver, metal doors. The first few doorways were bathrooms, showers,
and storage rooms with extra food and non-scientific supplies. Then
there was a large lounge area, the largest area on the base. It extended
from wall to wall. Glass windows from floor to ceiling provided an
unobstructed view of the land surrounding them. It was both breath-
taking and isolating.

No one was there, which was surprising.
Passing through, he headed for Haley’s lab, which was up on the

right. Peering in the glass window in the door, he frowned when he
didn’t see Haley hunched over his computer, which was still on.

As he stepped back, he noticed the door to the specimen lab was
slightly ajar down the hall. That door was supposed to be kept locked
at all times.

A chill rolled over Darrell’s skin. He flicked a glance back down the
hall, but Brett still hadn’t emerged from the bathroom. Walking
forward, he pushed open the door.

Stumbling back, a gasp escaped Darrell’s mouth, fogging up his
mask. Haley lay on the ground, a pool of blood surrounding him. His
white lab coat was soaked in so much blood it looked red.

Getting ahold of himself, Darrell shifted his mentor to the side to
get a look at his face.

Oh my god. Tears of blood ran down from his eyes, streaking his
face. In fact, his eyes were dark red with blood.

More blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth. His eyes had
bulged. Haley had been exposed to something.

And that something was still here.



CHAPTER 2

MANLIUS, NEW YORK

HANNAH ALDEEN BLEW OUT A BREATH AND SMILED AT HER ELDEST CHILD,
Forest. With dark auburn hair and hazel eyes, he was the only one of
her three kids who resembled her. The other two took after their father
with his dark hair and dark eyes. Honestly, being she was a mass of
recessive genes, she was happy even one of them bore some resem-
blance to her.

At age fourteen, Forest still retained some of the look of a boy,
although he was starting to look way too grown up for her liking.
“Good run,” she said.

He grimaced. “I almost beat you this time.”
“Yeah, well, give it another couple of months and I have no doubt

that you will.”
Years ago, Hannah started getting all of her kids into exercise. She’d

forced them all to start martial arts. At the time, they had not exactly
been happy about it. And most of the time, she wondered why she was
even bothering. It seemed like such an effort just to get them into the
car to get them to the school.

In her gut, though, she knew why: she needed to know that they
could protect themselves in this world. Not that she thought that they’d
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run into a lot of problems. Her kids were not troublemakers, but some-
times the confidence of knowing you can handle yourself was enough to
make sure that everyone else thought twice before giving you any kind
of difficulty. And that confidence was what she wanted for her kids.

Then last year, Forest had started doing runs on his own. And then
on the weekends, the two of them would do a run across their fifty-
acre property. It was all hills and jagged trails.

Hannah loved it. She’d never felt more alive than during those
runs, and she’d been more than thrilled when her son had started
doing them with her. He was getting older, and she knew that the
dreaded teenage attitude would soon be upon them.

Her middle child, Hack, who was a year younger than Forest,
seemed to have decided to be ahead of his time, and already had the
attitude of a teenager since he was about eleven.

“All right, go grab a shower. Don’t forget we’re working in the yard
today.”

“I know. You want me to wake Hack?” Forest asked with a mischie-
vous smile.

Hannah laughed, knowing he was not asking out of the goodness
of his heart but because he got a perverse pleasure out of disrupting
his younger brother’s sleep.

“No, I still have some work to do. You can wake him up in an
hour.”

“Excellent,” Forest said, rubbing his hands together.
Hannah waved him into the house. “Go on. You stink.”
“Look who’s talking,” he grunted. She swatted at him, but he

ducked out of the way with a laugh. Hannah followed, smiling.
As he opened up the door to the house, a small blur of white fur

darted out the door and into the yard.
“Hey!” Forest jumped back.
“Sorry, Forest.” Dakota, Hannah’s eleven-year-old pajama-clad

daughter called as she sprinted out the door after Finn.
Darting left, Hannah snatched up the puppy. She pulled him up to

her chest, and he proceeded to lick her enthusiastically across the
cheek.
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Shoving back her long, dark hair, Dakota grinned. “Good catch,
Mom.”

Hannah rolled her eyes. “Thanks. What happened?”
“He heard you coming. He was waiting by the door for Forest to

open up,” Dakota said, shoving back her hair again.
Dakota’s hair reached her waist, and she refused to let Hannah cut

it. All the girls in her class seemed to have incredibly long hair.
Hannah had managed to trim off an inch a few months back, and
Dakota had sent a message to all her friends declaring that her hair
was now incredibly short.

Hannah couldn’t even tell the difference.
Keeping the dog tucked into her chest, she walked with her

daughter back to the house. “Did you have breakfast?”
“Yeah, Dad made me eggs and spam wrapped in seaweed,” Dakota

said.
“Ah, your favorite.” They’d taken a trip to Hawaii a few years ago

and been introduced to the delicacy. Her husband, Dayyan, and
daughter had fallen in love with the snack. Hannah wasn’t quite as
keen on it. Oatmeal was still her breakfast of choice.

Stepping inside, Hannah nodded to the breakfast dishes. “Are the
elves coming to clean up again?”

“I’ll get it. I just finished.”
“Well, good. We’ve got about an hour and a half before I need you

guys in the yard.”
“Are we still going hiking tomorrow?”
Hannah smiled. She was most definitely looking forward to taking

some time down in Ithaca’s gorges tomorrow. She just needed to get
her latest article and the yard work done. “That’s the plan.”

“Can Finn come?”
Looking down at the puppy, who’d settled down in her arms,

Hannah pretended to mull it over. “Well, I suppose.”
Grinning, Dakota closed the door behind them before Hannah

placed Finn back on the floor.
As soon as his paws touched the tiles, he made a run for his water

bowl, miscalculated, and slid into it, dumping half its contents onto the
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floor. Shaking himself, he got up and started to lap up the water that
was left in the bowl.

“I got it,” Dakota said as she ran to grab one of the towels from the
mudroom to mop up the spilled water.

Hannah smiled. Ever since they’d gotten the pup, Dakota had been
jumping to help with anything involving him. Hannah knew she was
afraid that they would change their mind and take the pup to the
shelter or find him a new home.

Day had suggested it when they’d first found the dog. But Hannah
knew that Finn, as messy as he was, belonged here with them. Of
course, she was going to milk her daughter’s help for as long as she
could manage.

Upstairs, she heard a yell. “Get out of my room,” Hack bellowed.
“Oops. Sorry,” Forest called back before slamming his brother’s

door closed.
Hannah ran her hands over her face. Yep, she was definitely

milking Dakota’s helpfulness. Because soon, she, too, would be a
dreaded teenager.



CHAPTER 3

LAKE VOSTOK, ANTARCTICA

“I DIDN’T HAVE A CHOICE.”
Heart pounding, Darrell whirled around at the voice. Alex

Douglas, the head of the Omega security team, stood up from where
he’d been crouched in the corner of the room, his gun in his hand.

Darrell’s gaze shot back to Haley. Focused on the signs of infection,
he’d missed the bullet holes in the man’s chest.

Oh my god. He took a step back toward the door.
Alex stepped toward him. “I didn’t have a choice,” he repeated, his

voice taking on a hard edge. “He went crazy, violent.”
“I understand. But we need to initiate the security protocols.

There’s been an outbreak.” Darrell moved back out into the hall just as
Brett did the same from the bathroom down the hall.

“You don’t believe me. You’re going to pin this on me,” Alex said
as he followed Darrell. Spit gathered in the corner of his lips and
then rolled down his chin. His eyes bulged and sweat dotted his
forehead.

Flicking a glance at where Alex held his gun next to his thigh,
Darrell was not comforted by the tremor he saw in the man’s hand.
“Of course I believe you. You wouldn’t do something like that unless
you had to.”
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“Damn straight I wouldn’t,” he said. “But you’re just like him,
aren’t you? You guys look down on us. You don’t know what it’s like.”

“Alex, man, what’s going on?” Brett said as he hurried down the
hall toward them.

Alex didn’t take his gaze off Darrell as he spoke. “He’s accusing me
of killing Haley for no good reason.”

Brett slowed with a frown. “Killing Haley? What the hell
happened?”

Alex glared at him. “I told you: Haley lost it. I had to take him
down.”

“Yeah, yeah. Okay, man, I understand.” Brett hip-checked Darrell
lightly, pushing him toward Haley’s lab.

“You don’t believe me either. God damn son of—” Alex raised
his gun.

Bursting forward, Brett pushed the gun to the side as it went off.
Stumbling back, Darrell tripped over his feet and fell hard on his

side. Alex slammed his forehead into Brett’s nose, breaking it.
As the gun clattered against the wall, Brett brought up his elbow

and slammed it underneath Alex’s chin. Blood sprayed from Alex’s
mouth, right into Brett’s unmasked face.

As Brett lay over him, Alex began to tremble, and then full-on
seized. Scrambling back, Brett’s eyes were wide as he looked at Darrell.
“What’s going on?”

“He’s been exposed.” Darrell looked at the blood dripping down
Brett’s face. “So have you.”

“I haven’t been exposed. I—I’m-I’m fine,” Brett said.
On the ground, Alex stilled. Brett looked down at him and then

crouched to take his pulse. Alex’s eyes flew open, and he burst up. His
teeth clamped onto Brett’s neck.

Brett screamed as he fell back, blood pouring from his neck. Darrell
stumbled back as well. Alex whirled around to face Darrell, who’d
scrambled to his feet.

His chin covered in blood, Alex let out a screech.
All the hairs on Darrell’s body stood straight up at the sound. He

turned and sprinted down the hall. Alex’s labored breathing was right
behind him.
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Haley’s lab door was still open. He made a break for it, but Alex
tackled him from behind. In a move born of terror, Darrell managed to
yank one leg from his grasp and slam it repeatedly into Alex’s face.

As soon as Alex released him, Darrell scrambled forward, half
falling into Haley’s lab and slamming the door shut behind him.

The automatic locks engaged. Darrell slumped against the door. Oh.
My. God.

An inhuman screech came from the hall before the door shuddered.
Scrambling away from it, Darrell watched in horror as Alex flung
himself at the door over and over again.

When he stopped, Darrell moved slowly to the side of the window
in the door. Alex darted into view, blood seeping from a deep cut in his
forehead. His left eye was swollen shut.

Alex’s good eye narrowed before he reared back and slammed his
forehead into the glass. He did it again and again as blood burst across
his forehead.

A boom sounded from the hall.
Alex turned. Another boom sounded, and a bullet pierced through

his forehead. He fell back, crashing to the ground. Darrell moved back
to the side of the door, looking out.

Brett stumbled down the hall, a hand to his neck and the other
hand holding his gun. He leaned against the wall and then slid
down it.

Part of Darrell wanted to rush out and help him. The other, saner
part of him, though, knew he couldn’t. Brett had lost too much blood—
it was still spurting through his fingers. He wasn’t going to survive.

And even if he did, he was infected, too.
With trembling hands, Darrell grabbed one of the laptops on the

table near the door. He quickly typed in the communications login. At
the same time, he brought up the security cameras and scanned the
rest of the base. The other members of the security team were in the
cafeteria. Blood pooled around each of them. There was no movement.

The screen flickered, and Hans Fetterman from the McMurdo
Station smiled as he came on the screen. “Hey, Darrell. Miss us
already?”

Darrell swallowed. “There’s been an outbreak.”
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Hans’s smile dropped from his face. “Are you secure?
“I am. The contagion, I don’t know. I don’t know what it is.”
“Any injuries?”
He swallowed. “Seven dead.”
Hans’s eyes widened. “How long?”
“It wasn’t the contagion that killed them.”
“Then how?” Hans asked.
“I think . . . I think they killed each other. Send a team. We need to

lock this place down. We need to go through Haley’s research. I’m
going to start now.”

“It’ll take a couple of hours. A storm front just moved in.”
Pain shot through Darrell’s leg, causing him to wince. Oh no.

Slowly, he reached down and lifted his pants leg. And there, at the
back of his left calf, was a perfect impression of Alex’s teeth.

“Are you sure you’re secure?” Hans asked.
Darrell stared at the bite with growing horror. It was possible it

wasn’t transmitted that way. But he was willing to bet it was.
“Darrell?” Hans called.
It sounded like he was speaking from the end of a long tunnel.

“What?”
“Are you sure you’re safe?”
Tremors ran through Darrell. “No. I’m infected too.”



CHAPTER 4

ATLANTA, GEORGIA

DR. GEET THOMPSON SIPPED HER COFFEE AS SHE WALKED DOWN THE HALL

of the O. Wayne Rollins Research Center at Emory University. An
associate professor in the Microbiology and Molecular Genetics
Program in the Department of Biology and Biomedical Sciences, Geet
slipped past the underclassmen hurrying down the hall, their heads
close together as they giggled.

Giggling was not on Geet’s agenda for today. In fact, she wasn’t
sure she’d even be able to crack a smile. Most professors at her stage of
their career were balancing the pressure of research and classwork.
That was not supposed to be an issue for Geet. She’d bought out her
classes through a grant with Omega.

At first, she’d been beyond ecstatic at the research opportunity. The
Omega Vostok Project had been developed to analyze the subglacial
levels of Antarctica for bacteria, viruses, and even microorganisms.

Other researchers on the team were in charge of the bacteria and
microorganisms. Geet’s area was viruses. Provided with an opportu-
nity to study viruses that hadn’t been seen for hundreds of thousands
of years, she’d barely hesitated in signing up.

Sighing, she took another sip of her coffee. Perhaps she should have
hesitated just a moment longer. The restrictions within the Omega
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contract had her concerned. Omega had all rights to their discoveries,
and no information was allowed to go to the press or be published
without Omega’s written approval.

At first, that had sounded fine. But Omega was holding all discov-
eries close to the vest. Geet was still waiting on permission to publish
her findings in academic journals. Omega had turned down her first
three requests.

And while the motto “publish or perish” might be trite, it was also
accurate. She needed to generate some publications soon or someone
else would be sitting in her office in the not-too-distant future.

She needed to start looking at some other avenues of research, and
soon. Despite the wrench Omega was throwing into her career, though,
the idea of starting a new research project unaffiliated with the Vostok
viruses did not appeal to her.

Analyzing the samples from the Vostok Project was completely
fascinating and terrifying in equal parts. She loved looking at the tiny
little world invisible to human eyes.

And yet, that unseen world could radically transform hers.
It wouldn’t be the first time. The Black Plague had killed millions

and destroyed the medieval system of serfdom. It had been caused by
a bacterium known as Yersinia pestis. Two hundred years later, the
Spanish Flu killed between 50 and 100 million people and was created
by the H1N1 virus developed from birds.

In her gut, Geet knew the next pandemic was already here, sitting
dormant somewhere, waiting to be unleashed. People like Geet were
the ones on the front lines, preparing humanity for what was coming.
She was the guardian at the gate.

The viruses and bacteria that they were studying now had been
hidden underneath the permafrost for hundreds of thousands of years.
It was entirely possible that they had never even come in contact with
a human being before.

That was exciting.
What was terrifying was the possibility that they had. Most people

didn’t know that there had been at least twenty different types of
hominids on this planet, prior to Homo sapiens.

Something had to have taken each of them out.
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For some, it was an inability to adapt to environmental change.
Others were wars with other hominids or with the more adept animals
of their time. But some of those branches of hominids were undeniably
removed from the planet as a result of the ravages of viruses.

Even in the modern day, viruses could all but wipe out a popula-
tion. When settlers first reached the isolated continent of Australia, yes,
they had brutally taken out the indigenous population.

It wasn’t just the violence of the colonizers, though, that had
reduced the numbers to practically nothing—it was disease as well.
The indigenous Australians had no immunity to bronchitis, measles,
scarlet fever, chicken pox, or even the common cold.

It was this understanding of how a simple tiny little virus or
bacteria could upend society that had led Geet to sign on to the project
despite her misgivings about Omega as a corporation. The areas
Omega were delving into had been covered in ice for all of mankind’s
existence. And those areas were heating up at a faster rate than the rest
of the world. They needed to understand what was about to be
unleashed.

Before it was too late.



CHAPTER 5

LAKE VOSTOK, ANTARCTICA

IN GROWING HORROR, DARRELL STARED DOWN AT THE BITE ON HIS CALF.
Feeling sweaty and light-headed, he moved back to the window in the
door to check on Brett. He lay on the ground, his eyes staring at
nothing.

It had all happened so fast.
Leaning back against the wall, Darrell tried to think this through,

looking for any other explanation for Alex’s behavior. Had he just gone
mad? He’d heard of people losing it after months of isolation. But
Haley’s injuries, they weren’t caused by Alex, at least not all of them.

Wincing, Darrell looked around for the first-aid kit. His leg was
throbbing. Definitely not a good sign. While the bite should hurt, it
shouldn’t hurt this much.

Spying the white case, he quickly made his way over and pulled it
off the wall. Grabbing the ointment, he started to clean the bite,
amazed that he was cleaning a human bite on his leg. The skin was
broken. Blood had smeared over the spot, although whether that was
all his or also some of Alex’s, he didn’t know.

His stomach hollowed out at the idea. If he got Alex’s blood in
him . . .
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Shaking his head, he tossed the cotton swab into the garbage as he
pulled out a bandage. He placed the white cloth on the cut and then
started to wrap it, while trying to ignore how hard his hands were
shaking.

Once he finished bandaging the bite, he disinfected his hands. His
heart was threatening to pound out of his chest. He wasn’t sure if that
was because of the exertion or maybe . . . His gaze shifted to his leg.

Thoughts raced across his mind and back out before he even had
time to recognize them. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes.

I need to calm down.
I need to think.
I need to find out what samples Haley was working on.
Opening his eyes, he made his way back to Haley’s desk, reaching

for the radio. His hand stilled as he caught sight of the file on Haley’s
desktop.

Haley was old school. He hated computers. But he also knew how
critical they were for disseminating information. He drew the line,
though, at screen savers for some reason. He refused to have any
screen savers on any of his computers.

Squinting, Darrell read the latest analysis of one of the pathogens:
257-A. After glancing at the testing times, he realized that Haley had
run the tests after Darrell had left for McMurdo Station.

Which meant that Haley had held back the sample.
What the hell were you thinking?
That, however, was not the most alarming information on the

screen. Darrell’s mouth fell open as he read. Haley had determined
that Virus 257-A was an active virus.

Oh shit.
All the viruses that they’d grabbed had been from the subglacial

level. They’d been frozen, and everyone on the team had been careful
to keep them frozen.

But in order to analyze them, the viruses had to be thawed.
At least, they had been prior to the current month’s batch of

samples. The latest subglacial level they had been sampling had
already begun to thaw on its own.
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Haley noted that he believed it was extremely contagious. And
from what he could tell by the binding receptors, it looked like it
would be compatible with humans.

A feeling of dread rolled over Darrell as he flicked a glance at the
office door, picturing Alex once again.

“No, no, no, no, no,” he murmured, looking for anything else that
might explain what had gone on.

Haley’s usually pristine desk was a bit of a mess. Darrell grabbed a
legal pad from the corner that had Haley’s familiar chicken scrawl.
Darrell mouth dropped open as he read the notes.

But then he realized Haley wasn’t looking at one of the samples
from the dig. He was looking at the one they’d pulled up for their
VIPs.

For insurance reasons, the VIPs could not be part of the actual dig
process. They wanted, though, to see how the process worked. Two
days ago, they’d simply gone outside and taken a sample from the ice
around them.

And Haley had found more 257-A. It was similar to the Pandora
virus but much more contagious. Haley believed it would be a threat
to humans and target the central nervous system.

He had no idea how long the incubation would be. He’d been
running tests to determine that. He’d never finished them.

It had been a dormant virus. Just above freezing, though, it became
active.

Darrell’s gaze slowly moved back to the door. Alex’s behavioral
shift. He wasn’t losing it because of the isolation. He was infected.

Standing up, Darrell walked to the window and stared at the ice.
Even now, he could see more brown peeking through. The last two
days, the temperature had been above forty degrees. A temperature
that a few years ago would have been unheard of in Antarctica at this
time of year.

Now, though, it was becoming normal.
Fixated on the muddy ground, horror rolled slowly over him. The

virus was active. He was already infected from the bite. But if Haley
was right, it was possible their VIPs were carriers. They’d left yester-
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day. Their flights would have a layover in South America before
continuing on to Europe.

In those two stops, they could infect countless others.
Oh my God. If that was the case, the virus was already free.



CHAPTER 6

ATLANTA, GEORGIA

LETTING HERSELF INTO HER OFFICE, GEET SLID PAST HER DESK TOWARD HER

chair. Her office was small, really a closet with an unopenable window.
Taking her seat, she took another sip of her coffee before placing it on
the desk. Then she flicked open her laptop and input her password.

Her machine booted up as she pulled over her notes from the latest
batch of research, skimming the sheet on the pathogens that she’d
studied yesterday.

She’d managed to get the preliminary tests done, but another ship-
ment was due in today, so she’d have to put further analysis on hold.
She never let a shipment sit on the shelf. As soon as they arrived, she
had them inputted into the system and securely placed within the
freezer.

The pathogens from yesterday, though, were long dormant and
showed no sign of life. That meant they currently held no danger for
humanity, which had let Geet take a relaxed breath. Each time she got a
shipment, she feared that this was the time that she was going to find
the one that was a planet killer.

That, of course, wasn’t Omega’s concern. They were looking for
something that would make them money.

Geet didn’t care about any of that. Money was not a priority for her,
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or else she would have taken one of the lucrative positions she’d been
offered at the pharmaceutical firms that had tried to recruit her. She
didn’t even let her mind drift off into the world of what-if when it
came to making money off these samples. She simply sent along her
findings to the Omega team so that they could then see if there was
any financial benefit to what had been found.

And Geet went back to her position as guardian at the gate.



CHAPTER 7

LAKE VOSTOK, ANTARCTICA

PANIC THREATENED TO OVERWHELM DARRELL. WHEN HE FIRST THOUGHT

about studying virology, he’d worried about becoming infected. It was
always a potentiality in his line of work.

So in a weird sort of way, he was prepared for this. If Haley was
right, there was no saving him. But they needed information so that
other people might be saved.

And who knew? Maybe Haley, the world’s top virologist, was
finally wrong about something.

Ignoring the tremor in his hands, Darrell grabbed the camera
attached to the computer and flicked it on. Part of his mind was
screaming, denying the truth. The other part of his mind, though, was
on autopilot, the scientist taking over.

This virus was new. He had a handful of cases and only guesses as
to how it progressed. He needed information. The world needed
information.

Bringing up the cameras controls, he set it to record for twelve
hours and then immediately send the results to his email.

Then he paused, flicking another glance toward the hall. He swal-
lowed. If this progressed as quickly as he believed, he wouldn’t be
reading that email.
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His hands hovered over the keyboard. Who else needed to know?
He let out a choked laugh. If the worst happened, everybody

needed to know. He couldn’t send the results to Omega, even though
he was contractually obligated to.

With something this important, though, he simply couldn’t trust
they’d do the right thing. Omega could be responsible for unleashing a
primitive virus that could change the landscape of the planet. They
would not be rushing to announce that to the world.

And this needed to be announced. So who can I send this to?
The CDC was a given. They needed to know. As did the World

Health Organization.
But he needed someone he trusted as well. Someone he knew

would see the results for the danger they posed. So who do I trust?
There was only one answer for that. And even though he hated

placing this burden upon her, he knew she was the only one.
He quickly typed in the address and then sat back as her face

flashed into his mind.
I’m sorry, Geet.



CHAPTER 8

DAY 2

ATLANTA, GEORGIA

YESTERDAY HAD BEEN A LONG DAY, AND TODAY WAS NOT SHAPING UP TO BE

any shorter. She’d ended up going down a bunch of rabbit holes,
trying to find an additional line of research. Unfortunately, none were
even slightly as exciting as her current lines of research.

Or at least parts of it, she thought, glaring at the unfinished report on
her monitor.

Taking one more sip of coffee to steel herself, Geet knew she
needed to dive back in and get her report for Omega completed. . . but
maybe she’d check her email first.

She was stalling. She hated writing reports, at least reports to
Omega. Scientific writing was not exactly palatable to the normal indi-
vidual. There was no personality. It was straightforward numbers,
results, and analysis.

But for Omega, she had to make it understandable to people
without a scientific background as well. And that wasn’t always easy.

Scanning her inbox, she smiled as she caught sight of Darrell’s
email. He’d been down in Antarctica for two and a half months now.
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He had another two weeks before he would be heading home. They’d
met at the beginning of the project and had really hit it off. He did
three-month tours in Antarctica, and when he came home, he would
stay in Atlanta, and for the last few times he’d been here, he’d stay at
her place.

She frowned when she realized that this email had been automati-
cally generated.

That’s odd. As she opened it, she saw a link to Dropbox. Clicking it
showed only one file: a video file.

Even stranger. He’d never sent her a video file before. Clicking it
on, she recognized the familiar surroundings of the Antarctica base.
And sitting in the middle of the screen at a desk was Darrell.

She smiled at the sight of him. Smooth brown skin, dark eyes, he’d
been the unexpected bonus to working with Omega.

Her smile at the sight of him slipped almost immediately when she
glanced at the file’s data. The video was twelve hours long. She hit
play.

Sweat dotted his brow as he leaned forward. “I hope you never
have to see this.” His voice was hoarse. “I just returned from McMurdo
and there was an incident at the base.” He took a deep breath. “It’s
bad, Geet. It’s really, really bad.”

He explained about returning to the base and being attacked. Then
he paused. “Geet, Dr. Haley’s dead.”

Geet’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my god.”
“I got bit by Alex. I don’t know if he just lost it because of the isola-

tion or because of the pathogen. I’ve isolated myself here in Haley’s
office just in case. I’ve been going through his files.” He wiped at his
brow and then tugged at his collar. “He thinks that sample 257-A could
be a planet killer.”

Geet’s mouth fell open. A planet killer. Her worst fear. Some
people thought that with the advancement of science, all viruses could
be handled.

That was simply not true.
When a new virus was discovered, it was a scramble to try and find

a way to counteract its effects. If they were lucky, the virus was similar
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to a known virus and antivirals could be developed by piggybacking
on the research of the similar virus. But when you were talking about
an ancient virus, that was often not the case.

Darrell continued, his eyes feverish, his voice deeper. “I pray to
God that it’s not airborne because the layer we extracted it from was
already thawing. There’ll be no way to contain it. Plus, I think the VIPs
who were just here may have been exposed. If that’s the case, it may
already be too late.”

He gave a small laugh. “I don’t know if I’m overreacting or not
reacting enough. I set this camera to record for twelve hours. I’m
hoping that it’s overly cautious on my part, and that you and I will
have a good laugh at how paranoid I got being stuck up here for three
months. And if that’s the case, when I see you, we’re taking a really
long vacation when I get back.”

She tried to smile. The worry on his face made it impossible.
Letting out a breath, he pulled at his collar again. “I’m feeling very

warm, but it’s been kind of exciting up here, so it could easily be the
adrenaline that’s causing that. I’m also feeling a little dizzy and
nauseous, but again, current circumstances don’t rule that out as a
possibility either.”

Geet wanted to reach through the screen, hold his hand, and hug
him tight. He looked so scared. Pausing the recording, she grabbed her
phone and called the station. The phone rang out. Pick up, Darrell, come
on, pick up.

But the phone continued to ring out until the voicemail kicked in.
She lowered the phone slowly to the desk. Her gut tightened as she hit
play again.

“I’m not sure if it’s just part of Alex’s personality, but there was a
lot of anger, rage in him, and extreme violence.” He gave the camera a
small smile. “We both know that’s not exactly my personality.”

She smiled back at him, although it was tight. Her chest felt heavy.
Darrell was the calmest person she’d ever met. It was one of the
reasons she loved him. It was like stepping into a Zen garden being
around him. He just didn’t get upset by things. Everything seemed to
roll off his back. He just took life as it came.
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Darrell stood up, a frown on his face, and twisted his head from
side to side. “God, I’m really hot.”

His face twitched, his head jerking to the side.
Leaning forward, Geet gripped the desk hard. He twitched again,

his whole body this time, and then he stepped out of view of the
camera.

Geet’s face was now practically touching the screen as she tried to
catch a glimpse of him. She turned up the volume as loud as it would
go. Grunts sounded off screen, each one causing her heart to race
higher. Then the room went quiet.

Flicking a glance at the clock, Geet waited, but he didn’t step back
into view. She reached up and slowly started to fast-forward, keeping
an eye on the clock in the bottom-right corner of the screen.

Ten hours passed before Darrell reemerged. He was in the fore-
ground of the shot now. Shoulders hunched, he walked slowly across
the screen. His body twitched every thirty seconds or so.

Hand over her mouth, Geet watched in horror. What happened to
him? Turn, turn, she begged, needing to see his face.

And then he did. His eyes were narrowed, a slight curl to his lips.
There was nothing human in his face. It was all predator. He flicked a
glance at the door. In a burst of speed, he sprinted across the room,
slamming himself into it.

Geet gasped.
Flung back by the action, Darrell righted himself and then threw

himself at the door over and over again.
Tears crested on Geet’s eyelashes and then rolled down her cheeks,

her hand still at her mouth as he continued to fling himself at the door.
At one point, he stopped, his chest heaving. He didn’t look at the
camera. It was as if he’d forgotten it was there.

She could only see him in profile. There was a deep laceration on
his left arm. In fact, the arm hung abnormally at his side. He’d either
broken it or dislocated his shoulder, but he didn’t even seem to notice.

He continued to fling himself at the door over and over and over
again. And then the video cut out.

Gasping, she reached for the laptop and realized that the video had
timed out. She sat back, staring at it. What was he trying to do? Did he
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want out? Did he not know how to get out of the room? Possibilities of
how a virus could change someone so quickly flew through her mind.
It was as if certain executive functions had been cut off, destroyed.

It was only three cases, but if Darrell was right and it was
airborne . . .

“Oh my god.” Scrambling for her phone, she immediately
contacted McMurdo base and initiated the pathogen protocol. But
Darrell had already contacted them. Their team was just arriving on
site. They’d been delayed due to a storm. Hans couldn’t provide her
with any information, so she quickly warned him about what they
were walking into before she hung up.

As she hung up, her mind raced. It had taken ten hours for the
virus to transform Darrell. Horrifying as it was, she prayed that the
only reason he’d become infected was the bite and that it wasn’t
airborne.

She knew that as soon as Omega got a hold of this, they were going
to lock it down. They were going to make sure that no one knew what
they’d uncovered.

If this got out, they were going to lay the blame at someone else’s
feet. Probably Haley and his group. Most likely, though, they were
going to bury it as deep and as far as they could.

Geet couldn’t let that happen. Her hands hovered over the
keyboard for only a moment before she started to type furiously. She
needed to make sure that the world found out about this.

And she needed to make sure that they were prepared . . . if they
could be.

Before she could type anything, her phone rang. She picked it up,
quickly starting to write the email as she did so.

“Geet? It’s Sarah at the CDC. I need to talk to you about an email
Darrell sent us.”

Geet let out a breath, a small smile coming to her lips. Of course
he’d contacted the CDC. Of course he’d made sure the world knew
what was going on.

“I got it too,” she said.
“Can you come in? We’ve already got a car on the way to you.”
“I’m on my way,” she said, disconnecting the call.
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But there was something she needed to do first, people she needed
to warn. She’d call her brother and mom on the way to the CDC. She
quickly typed up an email, attaching the link to Darrell’s video. She’d
call after she contacted her mom and brother to make sure she got it.

And she prayed that the virus was contained.



CHAPTER 9

MANLIUS, NEW YORK

HANNAH STARED AT THE SCREEN, READING THROUGH THE ARTICLE ONE

more time. She spoke out loud as she did so, making sure there were
no typos. “Environmental design is a critical component of fighting climate
change. Without using all of the tools at our disposal, we may be unable to
turn the tide against the wave of disaster heading our way.”

Pausing, she frowned, tilting her head at the screen. Was that too
much?

Even as she thought it, she knew it wasn’t. If anything, it was too
little. The earth was already on pace to hit the warming benchmark of
2.5 degrees Celsius within fifty years, the critical point at which
climate-change effects would be locked in.

But with the pattern of greenhouse emissions from the last couple
of years, she knew that it would take much less time than fifty years.
So no, it wasn’t enough. If anything, she should be running through
the streets, screaming at people to understand and do something about
the entirely avoidable catastrophe that was racing toward them.

At the same time, she knew that wouldn’t have the desired effect.
People didn’t want to know that the world was going to reach a critical
point. They wanted to believe that things were good, that life was
good. And people also felt powerless to stop it from happening.
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God knows I do.
So she had to share the warnings in a palatable way that wouldn’t

terrify people, even if terrified was exactly what they should be feeling.
Saving this version of the article, she quickly flipped over to the

images that would accompany it. When she’d decided to do an article
on environmental design and how it could ameliorate some of the
impact of a person’s carbon footprint, she’d also decided to use her
own home for the piece.

Technically, she’d started designing it when she was a teenager. For
years, she’d kept a notebook with all of her plans and hopes for what
her home could be.

Every time she heard of a new environmental design, she would
research it and see if it was something that she needed to add. More
times than not, it was. She and Day had finally broken ground on their
home six years ago.

She had to admit it gave her a small sense of security. The first floor
had been created by a 3-D printer while the second floor had been
constructed from old train cars. Shaped like a triangle, there was a
courtyard within the three sides. The courtyard provided a nice place
for the family to get away and contained a small vegetable garden
along with some fruit trees.

There was also a larger garden and greenhouse off the northern end
of the house, with the ridge of the house running east to west, allowing
for year-round growing. It was attached to the main structure by a
hallway so she could reach it in the winter.

She also had another shed attached to the same hall. That one had
solar panels on the roof and was an environmentally controlled
growing facility. She used vertical gardening techniques there that
allowed her to grow food year round and without using a lot of
space.

Whenever possible, she preferred to grow their food outdoors.
Upstate New York didn’t allow you a lot of time to make that happen,
however, so she found herself using the vertical shed more and more
often over the past couple of years.

The fact that the weather had grown increasingly erratic had made
the need for an environmentally controlled growing area all the more
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necessary. Torrential downpours, heavy winds, ferocious freezes, and
scorching hot days made for a difficult harvest.

Flipping through the images, she smiled—they were exactly what
she’d hoped they would be. They showed the house in its beauty from
the outside. It looked like something from a sci-fi film or maybe some-
thing that the scientists at NASA would have created as a homestead
for Mars. But inside, it was all homey touches. There were wide plank
wood floors that she had gotten from an old mansion that was being
torn down. Pictures of the kids, her and Day over the years. Over-
stuffed couches and little reading nooks.

Everything else was made from sustainable materials, and even
behind the walls, there was the highest level of insulation that she
could get to keep the house as airtight as possible, which cut down on
the energy necessary to sustain the home.

The energy itself was garnered from solar panels on the roof as well
as a small wind turbine set up behind the house. In addition, a few
bikes in the workout room added to the solar battery. It was enough to
charge a cell phone at the very least.

All small little touches that helped make the home one of the most
energy efficient on the planet. At least, that’s what Hannah thought.

She didn’t mention in the article that it was her home or where it
was located, besides saying it was in the northeast. That was a bit of
paranoia on her part. Nonetheless, it made her feel better knowing that
it was at least a little bit anonymous.

Laughs drifted in through the open window, and she flicked a
glance outside with a smile as Dakota traipsed through the yard with
Finn at her heels.

Hannah glanced at the clock. She needed to get moving. They were
supposed to leave for Ithaca in thirty minutes. And knowing her crew,
that meant absolutely nothing, and no one was ready to go. Undeni-
ably, Hack would be unable to find his hiking boots. Forest would
probably be lost in online games with his friends and would need to be
pulled out. Even her husband would need to be prodded away from
his morning dictations.

Only Dakota wouldn’t need prodding, and that was only because
she was already outside.
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Quickly finalizing the picture selection, she sent the article and
images along to her editor. Pushing back from the desk, she smiled. A
day of hiking through the gorges sounded perfect. Then they’d stop
somewhere in Ithaca for a bite to eat. She was looking forward to it.

Her screen beeped as she was about to shut it down. A new email.
Nope, I am done for the day, she thought as she reached for the power

button.
But the name on the email made her pause. Her best friend, Geet,

had forwarded an email from Darrell.
Flicking a glance at the calendar, she frowned. He was still in

Antarctica. He wasn’t due back for a couple of weeks. And Geet had
never forwarded anything from him before. Omega had all these secu-
rity protocols in place, and Geet was no doubt breaking them by
forwarding Hannah his email.

In fact, Darrell had never emailed her from Antarctica for just that
reason. He didn’t email anyone outside the Omega chain of command
—except, of course, Geet. Since she was part of the project, it was
easier for him to stay in touch. Plus, he was head over heels in love
with her best friend, so it was also necessary.

Another giggle from Dakota streamed in through the window.
Smiling at the sound again, Hannah sighed as she retook her seat.
Okay. I’ll see what’s up with Darrell, and then Ithaca, here we come.



CHAPTER 10

AUBURN, NEW YORK

THE YARD AT AUBURN PENITENTIARY WAS LOUD. A GROUP OF TEN WHITE

nationalists were playing basketball at one end of the yard. A group of
twelve darker-skinned inmates was lifting weights at the other end.
About another fifty or so inmates stood around or walked along the
grounds in groups of two or three.

Javier Williams sat on a picnic bench with three others. Rosco and
Finley were doing a crossword puzzle. Javi sat with his back to them,
with Mickey Brown sitting at his side.

The two of them were watching the only guy in the yard who was
on his own. He had to be eighteen because he was here, yet he looked
like he was sixteen at most. The fact that he was scarecrow skinny only
added to the young impression. The kid had rolled his sleeves up—to
show off his muscles, Javi guessed, although, they were tiny too.

The kid had been part of the latest transfer. He’d just arrived this
morning. Javi could already see the buzzards circling.

King and Jeremy, a rare combination of a mixed-race partnership,
moved toward him. Javi stood up as Mickey sighed before doing the
same. “You know, you’re getting a little old for this.”

“I’m not getting old. I’m maturing like a fine wine,” Javi said,
already moving to intercept King and Jeremy.
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“Yeah, tell that to your knees that I just heard crack.”
“They didn’t crack. Those were my knuckles, getting ready to do

God’s work.”
Mickey snorted. “Yeah, sorry, Rev, but God ain’t got no place here.”
Javi didn’t say anything. What was there to say? Being grateful

when you’d been locked up for nearly two decades wasn’t exactly an
easy sell.

Ahead, King darted forward, coming up in front of the new kid.
Jeremy came up behind him, and the two of them backed him into the
fence.

Anger flashed across the kid’s face a second before Jeremy landed a
hook into his ribs.

Javi picked up the pace and reached King just as he was about to do
the same from the other side. He grabbed the man’s arm and swung
him around.

King was twenty-eight years old and in pretty good shape. But he
was a good six inches shorter than Javi’s six five. And Javi’s almost
religious dedication to pushups and squats gave him a much larger
build.

“What you up to, King?” he asked as he dropped King’s arm.
Anger flashed across King’s face as he looked up at Javi. “This

don’t concern you, Rev.”
Javi shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. I’m just not a fan of picking on

the little guy, you know?” he asked, his voice turning hard.
Jeremy glared. “You think—”
King cut him off. “No problem, Rev. Just looking to have a chat

with my new friend here. We can talk some other time.”
“See that you do,” Javi said, backing up to let King step away.

Moving past him, Jeremy joined him, glaring over his shoulder at Javi.
“Well, now you’re going to have to watch your back,” Mickey said.
“That’s what I’ve got you for,” Javi said before turning to the kid.

“You all right?”
“I don’t need your help,” he said even as he held his side and

winced.
“In here you do. You can’t go it alone.”
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“Whatever, old man.” The kid pushed past him, stalking into the
yard.

Javi tried not to sigh. To this kid, he no doubt looked like an old
man. At thirty-six, he was a little older than most of the population.
He’d gone away as an accessory to felonious murder at only seventeen.
He’d been the getaway driver. He’d known about the robbery, but
didn’t know the gun was loaded. Dion swore the gun was unloaded.

Dion, though, made a deal with the prosecuting attorney and had
testified against Javi, who’d gotten the maximum: forty years. Dion
had already been paroled, even though he was the one who’d pulled
the trigger.

Anger had laced Javi’s view of his situation for the first few years,
and no one could have gotten through to him either. As the years wore
on, though, he recognized that he’d put himself here just as much as
Dion had. He’d known Dion had a gun, that Dion had a temper, and
that Dion couldn’t be trusted.

None of those facts kept him from agreeing to drive. The cashier,
he’d been a kid not much older that Javi and Dion when he’d died.
And Javi was just as responsible for his death. And one day, when he’d
accepted that, all the anger seemed to disappear. He’d started taking
classes and managed to earn his PhD in Religious Studies. It’s why the
other inmates called him Rev.

So as he looked at the young man with the giant chip on his shoul-
der, he saw himself years ago. And he also saw that there was nothing
he’d be able to say that would get through to the man, not today.

“The young bucks are always the most hard-headed,” Mickey said.
Watching the kid go, Javi nodded. “Yup. One day he’ll learn. Life

has a way of making sure all its lessons are learned.”
Mickey nudged his chin to where King and Jeremy were still

watching the new fish. “Yeah, but I have a feeling that lesson is going
to be awfully painful for that kid.”

Narrowing his eyes, Javi could see the violence coming as if it were
on a screen in front of him. He sighed. “Life always is.”



CHAPTER 11

MANLIUS, NEW YORK

THE OFFICE WAS QUIET, BUT THE BLOOD POUNDING IN HANNAH’S EARS

would have drowned out any sound. She’d watched the video and had
barely been able to keep down her breakfast.

Now she reread the email from Geet:
Darrell just sent this to me. He doesn’t know if it’s airborne.
Haley is dead.
I don’t know the incubation, but there was just a delegation from Omega

at the station. They headed back home just before Darrell returned from
McMurdo.

If this is as contagious as I think, it’s going to spread fast. It may already
be in Europe. It’s only a matter of time before it reaches the US’s shores.

I could be overreacting, but it’s possible this is a Darwin Event. I’m going
to the CDC now, but I needed to warn you first.

This is everything we feared.
In college, she and Geet had been roommates, both majoring in the

sciences: Geet in biology and Hannah in environmental. They’d taken
one joint class entitled Extinction Events.

The professor had taken the students through the world’s previous
extinction ages. The first extinction was 444 million years ago, when all
small marine animals died out. In the Devonian Period 360 million
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years ago, marine animals died out. The largest extinction was 250
million years ago, when many vertebrates went extinct.

The best known was the dinosaur extinction of the Triassic and
Jurassic Periods, 200 million years ago. Then there was the fifth extinc-
tion event 65 million years ago, when half of all plants and animals
were destroyed.

And that brought us to today. The argument has been made that
humans were currently in the midst of the sixth extinction event. The
difference, of course, being that this one wasn’t a natural phenomenon
—it was man-made.

An extinction event involved three-quarters of the plant species
dying out in a short geological time period. Since the 1970s, there’d
been a 68% decline in vertebrate species. Humans had polluted the
water, the air, the land. The current rate of extinction was somewhere
between 100 and 1,000 times the natural extinction rate.

It was believed that three-quarters of Earth’s animals would be
gone within 300 years. Even now, there were celebrated cases of
animals who were the last of their kind or close to it. There were over
forty thousand animals on the endangered species list. And of those,
over sixteen thousand were at a level where they were threatened with
extinction.

Humans, however, were not in danger of going extinct. Humanity’s
numbers were only increasing. Humans hit 8 billion in 2022, from only
2.5 billion in 1950.

The final paper in the class had been to hypothesize about what the
sixth extinction event would look like. Most had written about climate
change and a slow decline for humanity.

Geet and Hannah had taken a different tack. They’d argued that
climate change would unearth an ancient virus that humanity had no
defense against. The virus would decimate the human population and
leave them at the precipice of extinction before finally tipping them
over and pushing them into extinction.

“Okay, I’ve got everyone ready to go. Hack even has his hiking
boots. I don’t want to toot my own horn, but you are actually the one
holding us up this time,” Dayyan Aldeen said as he strolled into her
office.
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Hannah looked up from the screen, taking in her husband. The son
of Pakistani immigrants, he had dark hair and dark eyes. Fit and trim,
he was still the most wonderful man that Hannah had ever met. Now
his dark eyes shifted from humor to concern as the smile slipped from
his face. “What’s wrong?”

It took a moment for Hannah to be able to speak. “Something
happened at Darrell’s research facility. It’s bad.”

“How bad?”
She swallowed, just shaking her head, not able to say the truth

of it.
Day watched her, speaking slowly. “Well, the kids are all ready. Do

you still want to go hiking?”
Instead of answering, Hannah watched the wind blow through the

trees that surrounded their home. The property was fifty acres. They
had no neighbors for miles. Maybe that would buy them a little time.

Years ago, when she’d built this place, it was to protect them from
the ravages of climate change. Day had gone along with her, although
he hadn’t been as concerned as she was with what the future would
hold.

But now as she stared out over the treetops, she knew that this
home that she’d built was going to become a life raft for a different
kind of disaster. Giving herself a mental shake, she turned back to her
husband. “No, we’re not going hiking. We need to pick up supplies.
Grab the emergency list.”

His mouth fell open. “Honey, we have enough supplies to last six
months. It’s going to be more than enough.”

Tremors began to work their way from her hands up her arms and
into her chest. Wrapping her arms around herself, she looked out the
window. It could be airborne. “No, it’s not.”



CHAPTER 12

DAY 93

ATLANTA, GEORGIA

THE VOSTOK VIRUS REACHED EUROPE FIRST, AND WITHIN TEN DAYS, IT HAD

spread across the United States. Within two months, it had reached
every corner of the globe.

The spreading virus wasn’t the original virus, but a mutation that
had a longer incubation period. Even so, for some, the shift between
unconsciousness and becoming a Rager, as the media had dubbed
them, usually took a full day.

Everything about this virus was terrifying, not the least of which
was the fact that it was airborne.

The Ragers went into a rage-like state when they became infected,
attacking anyone and everyone nearby, which didn’t actually give
them a lot of targets. The virus had a 40 or 50% lethality rate, maybe
higher.

Global communication had broken down within the last week.
Society was collapsing. In the US, states had closed their borders in a
futile attempt to protect themselves.

Geet was in the lab, where she’d been every day since the email
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from Darrell. Most nights, she slept in her office. She stared into the
microscope at a slide of a sample of the brain of one of the Ragers.

They didn’t know everything about the virus. In fact, it felt like
they knew very little. It wasn’t like other global viruses. They knew
that much. Unlike the 2020 coronavirus which attacked the respiratory
system, this one seemed to focus on the central nervous system.

It had the hallmarks of CIP, or congenital insensitivity to pain, and
anhidrosis. CIP was a nerve disease where sensory nerves and some
autonomic nerves didn’t fully develop. As a result, an individual
couldn’t sense pain or even temperature. Their body didn’t even have
the ability to sweat in order to cool down.

While anhidrosis could develop in an individual, CIP was a genetic
disorder. It was something that someone had from birth, yet this virus
attacked the central nervous system, causing a similar condition. The
Ragers were essentially unable to feel pain. Geet had seen Ragers
who’d had their leg completely torn off, still moving, seeming unboth-
ered by the injury.

That, though, wasn’t the only thing the virus did. It also attacked
the orbital medial prefrontal cortex, creating a condition similar to IED,
or intermittent explosive disorder. Every situation they interpreted as
negative, as a threat, and they exploded in violence.

But this was so much worse than normal IED. This was IED on
steroids.

The progression of the disease was deceptively mild for most:
headache, fever, fatigue, aches in muscles and joints. It was like the
onset of the flu.

Within an hour, it went from mild symptoms to, in some cases,
hallucinations, problems with speech and hearing, the twitches she’d
seen in Darrell, which she now knew were mini-seizures, followed by
unconsciousness.

Some skipped all that and slipped right into unconsciousness.
For some, their body eventually shut down and they never awoke.

But for others, when they awoke, they were a Rager.
Geet still couldn’t figure out why some simply succumbed to the

virus and others mutated.
Although Geet knew Darrell had been attacked by Alex, which
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would have infected him, an autopsy revealed he’d already been
infected. The virus had been in the thawing layers. The VIPs Darrell
had escorted back to McMurdo had been the ones who’d introduced
the virus to Europe.

There was some good news, though. While all people became
infected, some actually recovered. They had some symptoms, yet the
virus never led to unconsciousness. Geet herself had been infected. She
was now immune to the airborne version.

But she could still be susceptible to the virus if it mutated again.
Some colleagues suggested that the first airborne virus had run its
course and that they no longer needed to worry about mutations.

That just left the Ragers.
A bite from a Rager would force the virus into a person. There was

no recovering from a bite. And from what Geet’s sources were saying,
everyone who was bit became a Rager. That meant the virus in a
Rager’s saliva was definitely different from the original airborne
version.

Geet wasn’t sure why that would be the case, except maybe it was
because the virus was transmitted directly into an individual’s blood-
stream, and maybe that’s what finally allowed it to cross over the
blood-brain barrier.

At this point though, that was just guesswork.
Right now, the Ragers were being locked up as soon as they were

diagnosed. Unfortunately, that meant people had stopped going to the
hospital once they’d started coming down with symptoms.

Sitting back from the microscope, Geet wiped her head, feeling the
dull headache. A tingle of fear ran through her and she prayed that the
headache was only because she’d barely been sleeping, trying to get a
handle on what was happening with this virus.

A scream sounded from outside. Her head jolted up.
Standing, she moved slowly to the window as the screams grew

louder. She was on the second floor of the Whitehead Biomedical
Research Building. There weren’t a lot of people left on campus. Most
had gone home to be with family. Geet had stayed to work. She’d been
in contact with the CDC up until a week ago, when email and phones
stopped working.
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Pulling on the blinds slowly, she peered out at the grassy area in
front of the building. A woman ran across the quad. She flicked a
glanced over her shoulder and stumbled. The Rager, an older man,
maybe in his sixties, leapt, crashing onto her back. With shock, Geet
realized she knew him: Dr. Craig Sellerbee.

He was a history professor. Now that she thought about it, she
hadn’t seen him in days. His office had been locked and she thought
he’d left campus. He must have been turning.

Hand to her mouth, Geet watched in horror as the scene unfolded.
The grandfatherly man she had coffee with every Tuesday morning
started beating on the woman with his fists.

The campus had been locked down. They’d erected a fence around
the academic wing and ushered all members who stayed on campus
within it. Even so, there’d only been about thirty people.

Two young men rushed over and tackled Craig away. In the scram-
ble, the young man’s forearm slipped over Craig’s mouth. Craig’s teeth
tore into it.

Geet sucked in a breath. Oh my God. More screams came from
across the quad. Her gaze flicked over to see three more Ragers tearing
down the stairs.

Hand to her mouth, she backed away from the window, her whole
body starting to shake. The campus was overrun. What am I going to do?

Her mind scrambled, trying to come up with a plan. She needed to
get to her car, but even then, where was she going to go?

The door to her office flew open. As she whirled around, a tall,
muscular man with dark hair and dark eyes stepped in. He raked her
with his gaze before his shoulders dropped. “You’re okay?” Rishi
Thompson asked.

Letting out a cry, Geet ran across the room and flung her arms
around her brother. “I’m okay.”

He hugged her back. “We need to go. Atlanta’s been overrun.”
With a frown, she pulled back. “How are you here?”
“Paul and I lit out from Austin when communications crashed.”
Scanning the hallway behind for her brother-in-law, she asked,

“Where is Paul?”
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“He’s in the car. He’s waiting for us. Come on.” He grabbed her
hand and pulled her toward the door.

“Wait, wait.” She yanked her hand from his and hurried over to the
specimen cabinet. Quickly, she loaded all of the specimens that she had
into her insulated bag, then dumped in the containers of ice from her
freezer.

“Geet, we need to go.” Rishi stood in the door, casting a glance up
and down the hall.

And for the first time, she noted the gun on his hip and the extra
magazines along his vest. Rishi was an Army Intelligence Officer.
She’d always hated the idea of him being in violent situations. She
loved him. She wanted him safe.

But right now, she was very glad that her brother knew how to use
that weapon. Finally, she zipped up the bag and looped it over her
shoulder. “Okay.”

When she joined him at the door, he said, “You stay behind me. I
say run, you run. I say duck, you duck. You understand?”

“Got it.”
He gave her a grim smile. “Okay, sis. Let’s get out of here.”
As she followed her brother down the dark hall, she could hear the

horrible screeches that the Ragers emitted from outside the building.
For a moment, she pictured her friend Hannah and her family. She’d
last talked to her just a week ago. They’d been safe at their home,
which Geet knew was far away from neighbors and stores.

“Geet, let’s go,” Rishi said, pulling her out of the building as a tall,
broad shouldered blonde man with bright blue eyes pulled up in a
Jeep Cherokee.

She jumped into the back as Paul slid over to the passenger seat
and Rishi took the spot behind the steering wheel. Then he gunned it
as Dr. Sellerbee and one of the other Ragers from the quad sprinted for
the car.

Her head whipped to the side, her eyes focused on the Ragers
racing after them. She recognized the second Rager as well. It was
Stewart, one of the security guards. She’d just seen him last night. He’d
turned so fast. The incubation time had increased dramatically. One of
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her friends at the CDC had mentioned the shortening of disease
progression, but she’d never imagined that fast.

Grabbing the blanket from the back of her brother’s Jeep, she
wrapped it around herself, feeling cold.

It was the end of the world. Humanity was at the very edge of
extinction. As much as people talked about Ragers being zombies, they
weren’t. They were still alive. They were as susceptible to injury and
death as any other human. And they would die relatively quickly. But
while alive, they would target the survivors until there was nothing
left.

And then it would be game over for humanity.



CHAPTER 13

MANLIUS, NEW YORK

HOLDING THE MICROPHONE FOR THE CB RADIO, HANNAH PACED HER

office as much as the cord would allow.
“Highways are packed. People are trying to escape, although I

don’t know where they think they’re going,” the deep voice of Charlie
Boy said.

“Same out here,” Aunt Gemma replied.
Hannah had met Charlie Boy and Aunt Gemma over the CB about

four years ago, after her dad had died. Bedridden for the last few
years, her dad had been friends with them through the radio.

After he’d passed, she’d contacted them to let them know. But then
she’d found herself just checking in every now and then.

Since that time, she’d been playing around with it on and off and
had linked up with a couple of people all across the country. Charlie
lived somewhere in the Midwest, and Gemma lived on the other coast.

“What about by you, KitKat?” Charlie asked.
“Not sure. Haven’t left to check,” Hannah replied.
“Good, keep it that way. It’s ugly out there,” Gemma said.
“That’s the plan,” Hannah said.
In fact, if she could help it, none of them would leave the grounds
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ever. She’d finally convinced her husband he needed to stop going in
to the hospital.

“You take care of yourself, KitKat. You too, Gemma.”
Gemma gave one of her cackling laughs. “I didn’t get to this age by

being stupid. And any Rager coming at me will be met with my
twelve-gauge.”

Hannah grinned at the image. While she’d never met her, she
pictured Gemma as a feisty, white-haired, leather-skinned, put-up-
with-grief-from-no-one battle ax. She really liked her.

“KitKat out,” she said before she shut down the radio.
Taking a deep breath, she said a silent thanks to her dad for

showing her how to use the CB and finding Charlie and Gemma. Right
now, they were her only contact outside of Day and her kids.

Speaking of which . . .
Hannah hustled down the stairs. Peeking into her bedroom, she

saw that Day was still asleep. He’d been up late last night talking on
the radio to a friend whose wife was in labor. He’d coached the couple
through the delivery and only crawled into bed an hour ago. The baby
was a month early and there was no working NICU available. It was a
rough start to the world.

Closing the door, she moved past it quietly. Moments later, the cool
air brushed against Hannah’s skin as she stepped out into the yard. It
was time to get the kids together for their training run. The kids had
already started on the morning exercises. Dakota was lining up a shot
at the archery range, or at least what they called an archery range.

It was a couple of hay bales with cardboard circles attached to
them. Hannah paused to watch her daughter release the arrow. She
smiled as the arrow hit just off center. She was getting better.

The clang of wood came from the other side of the yard. Hannah
shifted her position so she could get a view of the boys. They were
working on their staff fighting today.

Hack lunged toward Forest, who parried the shot out of the way
before returning a shot aimed at Hack’s head. He backed up just in
time as the wooden staff cut through the air. Hannah tried not to wince
at how close the strike had come.

There’d been a real improvement in all of their skills, yet she
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always worried that they would hurt themselves while training.
Worrying about your kids getting hurt was a rite of passage for moms.

In this new world, though, you needed to make sure that your kids
were tough, and that they could take care of themselves.

Because I won’t always be here to take care of them.
She nearly snorted at the idea. She was coming up on forty. And

although she worked out just as hard as the kids, she knew that time
would eventually make it so that they would be the ones protecting
her and not the other way round.

Already her boys were stronger than she was. Well, at least Forest
was. Hack was still tall and lanky with not quite as much strength as
his brother. But he’d get there within the next year or two.

Hannah shifted her gaze so she could look at her daughter. She’d
just started to develop within the last year. And she still wore her hair
long, although she did concede to keeping it braided.

She was going to be a beautiful woman someday. And that worried
Hannah. The world was not kind to women. And she had no doubt
this dystopian future that her daughter would face would be no
different.

Even before the outbreak, she’d made sure that Dakota was even
more formidable than the boys. While she’d waited until the boys were
adolescents to start them training in martial arts, Dakota had begun
when she was only eight.

Now, protecting themselves took on a whole different meaning.
Protecting themselves was literally life or death.

Sighing at her dark thoughts, she turned back to the mudroom.
Grabbing her pack, she reached down for Forest’s. Today they were
going to do their training run. She’d started it just after the outbreak.
Once a week, they ran the property with weighted bags.

When she’d first started initiating the runs, her husband had
thought she was crazy. Hannah knew, though, that there was going to
come a day where they were going to have to run. And when that day
came, she wanted to make sure that they could run.

The kids always gave her grief about the runs. Honestly, they’d
given her grief about the whole training regimen. She’d never relented,
even when she wanted to.
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Part of her understood that she had cut them off from the world
when the virus had emerged. Even that hadn’t protected them, and
they’d all become infected.

But they’d survived. Once they’d made it through, the kids had
wanted to go back to their lives. It had been a tough conversation
explaining to them that their old lives no longer existed.

Most of their friends had died. And the ones that hadn’t, well, if
they’d survived the infection unscathed, they were hiding away or had
moved somewhere they thought was safe.

And if they hadn’t escaped the infection, they weren’t someone that
the kids would want to see in that shape, anyway. Of course, as
teenagers, they didn’t exactly just embrace the truth.

Which meant she now got to play the dual role of drill sergeant and
mom. Because in this new reality, the world was a cruel, cold place.

And her only goal was making sure they survived it.



CHAPTER 14

DAY 633

HOP BOTTOM, PENNSYLVANIA

LEANING FORWARD IN THE OMEGA SECURITY OFFICE, EVAN CHILDS SPOKE

into the mic. “Pilgrim 2, come in.”
“Pilgrim 2 here.” Jimmy Reardon’s voice came in loud and clear

over the radio.
Evan grinned at the sound. “What you got?”
“Well, we’ve got a beautiful two-story colonial with an actual

picket fence around it that, in the previous world, would have pulled
in a pretty penny, but in the current world, will get you absolutely
nothing.”

Evan grinned. “I was thinking more of a security report.”
“Oh, right, right. Well, we haven’t seen any movement inside. We

do have some heat signatures.”
“How many?”
“Looks like four.”
Evan was the head of the Omega Corporation’s Pilgrim Security.

Anything that happened outside the Omega campus, Evan and his
people were in charge of. Generally that involved supply runs.

Technically, Omega had four levels of security: the guards for the
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campus itself were simply called Security. Evan and his team were
Pilgrims. Anyone taking to the air was given the call name Overwatch.
And then there were the Elites: the Whitlocks’ personal security. They
surrounded them on campus.

And Evan supposed they would off campus as well, but the Whit-
locks wouldn’t risk their pretty little necks by doing that. That’s what
they had the Pilgrims for.

In the last year, supply runs were all they’d done. Then out of
nowhere, the order had come down to pick up a family in Utah.
Pilgrim 2 had been on a long supply run, and Evan had tapped them
for the retrieval.

He had to admit, he was surprised that the Whitlocks had okayed
the extra resources to make the pickup. Jimmy and his team had flown
from Indiana to Utah. And they were supposed to fly rather than drive
the family back as soon as they had them.

Evan had no idea what made this family so special. Originally he
thought maybe they were friends of the Whitlocks, some other hoity-
toity rich people. Yet the home he was seeing on his screen was seri-
ously middle class, maybe even upper lower class. No way these
people were friends with the Whitlocks.

From what little info he’d been provided, he knew the Mildred
family was now immune to the virus, but that couldn’t be why they
were being brought in. Everyone on the Omega campus was immune.
At this point, unless you’d been living underground, you’d been
exposed. If you were still breathing and not trying to actively kill
everyone in your immediate vicinity, you were immune.

“Any Ragers in the area?” Evan asked.
“Saw a couple on the drive in. Frankie took some headshots, so

we’re clear. And speaking of clear, this family is being brought back
even if they’re not interested in the offer, right?”

Swallowing down his reservations at their orders, Evan nodded.
“Yup. The Whitlocks want them back here. No is not an option.”

“Okay. Well, guess we can add kidnapping to our resumes now,”
Jimmy grumbled.

Evan winced, but Jimmy wasn’t wrong. He’d done a lot of shady
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things since the world had fallen apart. This, though, felt a lot more
calculated.

The doubts, the questions, they’d been plaguing him a lot lately. A
crisis of conscience, though, was not something he could afford right
now. He probably would never be able to afford it. His residency
within the safety of the Omega campus was contingent on him
following orders. So he just told himself he was still in the Marines and
that an order was an order.

“If it’s clear, head on in,” Evan said.
The family was located on the outskirts of Salt Lake in a heavily

populated area. The fact that they were still alive was pretty damn
amazing.

And not just because of their immunity. They were in a heavy virus
zone, which meant there should have been Ragers everywhere. The
area, though, seemed to have been largely cleared out now, with the
Ragers moving on in search of food.

“All right.”
“Be careful, Jimmy,” Evan said.
“Roger,” Jimmy said.
The sound cut off, but Jimmy’s camera was still operating, as were

the cameras for the other three members of the team. They tended to
go out in four-person teams. For this situation, that should be more
than enough.

On screen, Jimmy and Frankie made their way to the front door.
The other two members of the team, Gutierrez and Cadman, made
their way to the back door. The Mildreds were a quiet family. The
father had been a manager at a bank, and the mother was a music
teacher. The two boys were only eleven and twelve years old. None of
them had any sort of military or law enforcement background, so even
if they turned down Omega’s offer, the resistance they could provide
would be minimal.

From the pictures that they’d seen on some old social media
accounts that someone in Omega Corp had dug up, they looked to be a
bit on the doughy side. Evan doubted they were still so pleasantly
plump. Food shortages would undeniably have taken care of that.
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Jimmy reached the front door and whispered into his mic.
“Breaching now.”

Evan followed the action on the screen. They’d lucked out with the
Omega satellite being in range during the op. There was no guarantee,
though, that it would stay in range until the end.

After trying the front door and finding it locked, Jimmy threw his
shoulder into it. It splintered against the frame and swung wide.
Jimmy slipped into the house.

The curtains were drawn, keeping everything dim. There was a
small living room to the left and a dining room to the right. Straight
ahead was the kitchen, and slightly to the right of the hall was a stair-
case leading up.

Evan frowned at the lack of movement inside. Where were the
Mildreds? He didn’t like this.

Reaching over, he adjusted the volume on Jimmy’s mic so that he
could hear better. All he heard was Jimmy’s soft breathing. “Where
were the heat signatures?” Evan asked.

“Straight ahead,” Jimmy whispered, all joking gone from his tone.
The sound of the back door being broken in rang out. Jimmy and

Frankie made their way down the hall and stepped into the kitchen.
Frankie went first and stopped short. With a muttered curse, Jimmy

moved around him, providing Evan with his first look at what had
caused Frankie’s reaction.

Damn it.



CHAPTER 15

MANLIUS, NEW YORK

PLACING THE LANTERN ON THE SIDE TABLE NEXT TO THE BED, HANNAH

gently touched her daughter’s shoulder. “It’s time to get up, honey.”
Dakota, age thirteen, blinked her dark eyes in the dim light.

“Mom?”
“Hey, sweetie. We’re going to the store this morning, remember?”
The confusion disappeared from Dakota’s eyes. And instead of

asking for a few more minutes like she used to on school mornings, she
nodded, sitting up. “Oh, right.”

Hannah found herself wishing her daughter would argue. A small
sign of the normal life they had all left behind when the virus broke
free. She wanted to tell her daughter that while they were out, they’d
go to the movies and then stop by the bookstore, followed by burgers
and shakes.

That life was gone. And as much as Hannah hoped otherwise, she
didn’t think it would be returning. So she simply ran a hand over her
daughter’s hair and kissed her forehead. “I’ll be downstairs.”

Crossing the room, she stepped into the hall. Dakota had been
sleeping in Hannah’s room for the last six months. Although part of
Hannah told herself she was doing it for Dakota’s benefit, that wasn’t
true. She liked having her daughter near.
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She needed her daughter near.
Finn, now a hundred and forty pounds, trotted up the hall toward

her. She knelt down to rub his head. When they’d first found him,
they’d thought he was a lab mix of some sort. But then he kept
growing and growing and growing. She had an old book on dog
breeds in her library, and she and Dakota had scoured it one day trying
to figure out what he was crossed with. At first they thought Great
Pyrenees, but then they realized he looked more like an Akbash, a
Turkish guard dog.

Hannah had no idea how he’d ended up in upstate New York, but
she was very glad he had. She ran a hand over his neck, where the scar
from his devocalization surgery was. After the outbreak and the
unveiling of the Ragers, that had been the requirement: they could
keep the pup if he couldn’t bark. It had been one of the last procedures
their vet had ever done. He’d closed up his practice a week later and
left town. Hannah wasn’t sure where he’d gone.

Or if he’d made it.
“Time to wake the boys.” She gave Finn’s head one last rub as she

stood.
Moving down the hall, she saw the door to the boys’ room was ajar.

The boys sharing a room was another change after the outbreak. She
pushed the door open further. Hack was just sitting up in bed. His
dark hair fell into his eyes. He’d need that cut soon.

Forest, now sixteen, was already standing, pulling his flannel shirt
on over his thermal top. He’d grown in the last two years. He now
stood at five eleven, Hack was right behind him at five ten and a half.
But Hack’s slim build made him appear even taller.

Forest had put on a lot more muscle in the last year. It gave him the
appearance of an older man, which went along with his more serious
countenance. He looked over at her with a nod. “We’re up.”

Finn trotted in, rubbing up against each boy. Both leaned down in
turn and rubbed his side.

“I see that,” she said with a smile. “I’ll meet you downstairs.”
Hack just gave her a grunt as he stumbled toward the bathroom.

He’d never been a morning person. The end of the world hadn’t
changed that.
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Heading down the stairs, Finn had abandoned Hannah to spend
more time with Dakota. Stepping into the mudroom, Hannah pulled
her dark auburn hair into a tight ponytail while she scanned the
shelves in front of her.

Pulling down the basket with the goggles, she pulled out four sets
and then four N95 masks from the next basket. Reaching over, she
pulled each of their packs from the hooks. She’d made sure they
were ready to go last night with water and dried fruit. She’d just
grabbed the last pack when the three kids plus Finn stepped into the
room.

All three kids had knives strapped to their thighs. The boys each
had a staff in their hands. The staffs were five feet long with serrated
knives duct-taped to each end. They’d strap them along their backs
when they got to the store.

Dakota had her bow and a full quiver of arrows already on her
back. Each wore heavy boots along with jeans and their Kevlar jackets.
She handed each of them the shin guards and they automatically
pulled them onto their forearms. Hannah did the same before handing
over the packs with the masks and goggles inside.

“Thanks,” Dakota said, taking her pack. Hannah scanned her,
looking for any sign of nerves. She knew she had to be fearful. They
did not leave the property often. The last time had been months ago.

Part of Hannah wanted to leave Dakota behind. She was too young
for this world. Honestly, she wanted to leave all her kids behind and
face the danger on her own.

But staying here was no guarantee of safety either. The world had
proven that to them in painful detail. So together was how they were
going to face it.

Neither of the boys spoke as Hannah handed them their packs.
And Hannah wasn’t sure what to say.

You guys okay? They couldn’t be.
You guys ready? It wasn’t really possible to be ready, either.
So she simply headed to the garage. She smiled a little at the sight

of Betty, their black 1991 Land Rover. With thick all-terrain tires, she
had a heavy back grille and another heavy grille at the front, along
with a winch. A rack for storage was along the top.
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Moving to the garage door, she called back over her shoulder,
“Forest?”

“Hold on a sec,” he called back from the mudroom. They had
cameras installed around the house. Unlike most people, they’d shifted
to solar power years ago and still had power. They didn’t use it much,
in part to train themselves to not rely on it.

The cameras, though, were always on. The monitor was in the
mudroom.

“We’re good,” Forest yelled back. Reaching down, she pulled up
the garage door while Hack started up the engine.

Opening the back door of Betty, Dakota gave Finn the sign to hop
in. With a graceful leap, he touched down on the backseat before
crawling into the storage area. Then Dakota and Hack climbed in as
well.

The garage door was completely retracted, leaving only the grate
over the opening, which allowed her to see out but no one to get in.
“Forest?”

“Everything’s still quiet,” he called back. Nodding, Hannah stayed
where she was for two full minutes, waiting.

Nothing moved.
With a nod, she moved back to the car. Climbing in, she double-

checked the shotgun in between the seats and made sure she had the
extra rounds in the box behind her seat. “Open her up.”

Forest flipped the switch, and the grate covering the garage door
retracted. Once he’d climbed into the passenger seat, Hannah drove
out of the garage and lowered the gate.

Turning the car toward the dirt path through the woods, she
smiled. “All right. Let’s go shopping.”


