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“A couple of things. Listen to this: "Four
the accident and the plant at Point 42 is stil growing
and rustating at an incredible rate.
She skipped shead, skimming the page with one:
finger as she spoke. "It call this thing Plant 42, and
says its root is in the basement. . . here. ‘Shorly after
the accident, one of the infected members of the
research team became violent and broke the water
tank in the basement, flooding the entire section. We
think some trace chemicals used in the T-virus tests
contaminated the water and contributed to Plant 42's
radical mudations. A number of shoots have already
been sraced to different parts of the building, but the
main plant now hangs from the ceiling in the large
conference room on the first floor. . . *

* We've determined that Plans 42 has become
sensitive to mavement and is now carivorous. In
close proximity to humans, it uses tensacular, prehen-
sile vines 1 entrop its prey while leechlike adap-
tations latck onto exposed skin and draw fatal
quantities of blood; several members of the staff have
already fallen victim 10 this.'It's dated May twenty first,
signed Henry Sarton.”

Chria shook his head, wondering again how some-
‘one could inveat & virus like the one they had come
acrows. Tt secmed 1o infoct everything it touched with
‘madness, transforming its carrier into n deadly carmi-
vore, hugry for blood.

God, now a man-eating plant. ...

Chiris shuddered, suddenly twice as glad that they'd

be leaving soon.

“So it infects plans, to0," be vaid. "When we

report this, we'll ave to...."

“No, that's notit,” she said. She handed him a

photo, her exprossion grim.

Tt was « blurry snapshot of a middle-aged man
wearing n Isb coat. He war standing stffly in front of
plain wooden door, and Chris realized that it was the.
very door they'd come through not ten minutes 1go,
the front entrance 1o the bunkhouse.

H flipped the picture over, squinting &t the tiny

script on the back. "H. Sarion, January 98, Point 42."
He stared at Rebecea, finally understanding her

fearful gaze. They were standing in Point 42. The
‘camivorous plant was here.

esker stood in the darkness of the unlit tunnel, his
mitation growing as be listens to Barry stumble.
through the echoing coridars. Jill would't wait
forever, and the raging Mr. Burton couldnt seem to
‘grasp that Earico's killer had simply alid into the
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shadows just around the corner, the most obvious
place there was.

Come on, come ...

Since theyd left the house, be'd finally started
feel like things were going in his favar. He'd remem-
bered the underground room near the entrance to the:
Iabs, and was almost certain that the wolf modal
‘would be there. And the tunnels were clear. He had
expected the 1213 to be out, but apparently no one
had mesed with the passage mochanism since the.
ncoident. They'd split up to scaroh for the lever that
‘worked the passages and it had been in plain sight,
propped up net to the very mechanism that it
controlled.

Everything would have been perfect, except god-
damned Enrico Marin had wandered along, happen-
ing across a very impartant paper that Wesker had
acoidentally dropped - his orders, straight from the
head of White Umbrells. And then to complicate.
‘matters, ill had blundered into the tunnels before
‘Wesker could finish taking care of the problem.
‘Weaker righex! inwardly. If it wasn® ons thing, it
‘was another. In truth, this whole uifur hed been a
‘massive headache from the beginning. At least the
underground security hadn't been activated - though
he'd had no way of knowing that until they'd reached.
the tunnels, and having dragged Barry along as insur-
‘ance, he now had to deal with the consequences. 1 the.
money wamm't s good.

He grinned. Who was he kidding? The moncy was
reat.

After what felt. like years, Barry huffed into the dark
‘room, blindly waving his revolver around. Wesker
tensed, waiting for him to walk past the generator's
alcove. This part could be wicky - Barry and Enrico
had been clote.

As Barry stormed past the small charnber, Wesker
stepped out bebind him and jammed the muzzle of
his Beretta into Barry's lowez back, hard. At the same
time, he started talking, low and fast.

“I ksiow you want 10 kill me, Barry, but I'want you
40 think abows what you're doing. 1 die, your family
dies. And right naw, it looks like Jill may have to die,
100, but you can stop it. You can put a stop 1o all e
Barry had stopped moving as soon as the gun
touched hirm, but Wesker could hear the barcly con-
tained rage in his voice, the pure, driving hatred.
“You killed Eirico,” he snarled.

‘Wesker pushed the gun decper into his back. “Yes.
But I didn't want to. Enrico found some information.
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0 be in simpler surroundings.
Theyd come to n house at the end of the long,
‘winding path from the. courtyard, much smaller and
infinitly Jess intiridsting than the mansion. The hall
they'd stepped into was plain, undecorated wood, as
‘were the. two small bedrooms they d discovered ust
off the silent comidor. Chris figured they'd found &
bunkhouse for some of the mansion's employees.
He had noticed the thick, unmarked dust in the
hallway on their way in with a sinking resignation,
realizing that none of the other 5.T.AR.S. had made:
it out of the main house. With no way for him and
Rebeoca o get back, ll they could do was try to find
the back door and go for help. Chris didn't ke it, but
there weren't any other options.

After u brief perusal of the shelves, Chris walked 1o
the battered wooden desk and pulled at the top.
drawer; it was locked. He beat down and felt along the
bottom of the,drawer, grinning as his fingers touched
a thick picce of tpe.

Don'tpeaple ever watch movies? The key's always
stuck under the drawer.

He peeled the tape away and came up with 1 tiny
silver key. Still grinning, he unlocked the drawer and
pulled it open.

There was & dock of playing cands, a few peas and
pencils, gum wrappers, a crumpled pack of ciga-
retiea - junk, mostly, the kind of stuf that always
seemed to securmulate in desk drawers. ..

Bingo!

Chrin picked up the key ring by it leather tag,
pleased with himelf. I finding the exit was this easy,
they'd be on their way back to Raccoon in no time.
“Looks like we just got a break,” e wid soRly,
holding up the keys. The leather tag had the word
“Aliay” bumed into one side, the number 345"
written on the back in sudged ball-point pen. Chris
didn't know the significance of the numbez, but he.
remembered the nickname from the diary he'd found
in the mansion.

Thank you, Mr. Alias. Assuming the keys wes far
the bunkhouse, they were that much closer 10 geting
off the estate.

Rebeoca was stllsiting by the trunk, surrounded
by papers, envelopes, even n few grauiny photos that.
she'd pulled out. She seemed totally sbaorbed in
‘whatever she was reading, and when Chris walked
over to join ber, she looked up at him with eyes
clouded by worry.

“You find something 7™

Rebecca held up the piece of paper she was reading.
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taking a bullet.
Alow, grinding rmble reverberated through the
heavy stone walls, a sound like something big moving.
il instnctively used the sound as cover, taking
several sliding steps forward and reaching the next
metal door just as the rumbling stopped. She slipped
back out into the tunnel where she'd run into Barry,
gently closing the door behind her.

What the hell was that? It sounded like an entire
wall moving!

‘She shuddered, remembering the descending ceil-
ing of that roomm in the house. Maybe the, tunnels were
rigged, 100; she noeded 1o watch every step. The idea
of being crunched to death by some bizarre mecha-
nism underground. ..

Like the one next to that pi, with the hexagonal hole?
‘She nodded slowly, deciding that she neoded to g0
take another loak st those. doors she couldn' get to
before. Maybe the killer had the tool it rquired, and
the noise she'd heard had come from him operating it.
‘She could be wrong, but there was 1o harm in
checking.

And at least I won't get lost.

‘She reached for the door that would lead her back
‘and stopped, her head cocked to catoh the strange
sound coming from the tunnel behind her. It was

& rusty hinge? Some kind of a bird, maybe? It was loud,
‘whatever it was. . .

Thump. Thump. Thump.

That sound she knew. Footstepe, headed in her
diroction, and it was either Barry or someons buile
ke him. They were heavy, plodding, but too far
apart, oo ... delibernte.

Get out of here. Now!

Jill grabbed at the metal latch and ran into the next
tunnel, no Jonger caring how much noise she made.
Although she sometimes misread them, her instincts
‘were never wrong and they were telling her that
‘whoever or whatever wa making that sound, she.
didot want 10 be there when it showed up.

She took several running sieps down the stone
‘corridor, away from the Iadder that led back to the
courtyard and then forced herself o slow down,
taking n decp breath. She could't just go sprinting
ahead, cither; there were other dangers than the one
she'd et behind.

Behind her, the door opened.

Jill turned, ber Beretta and stared in hor-

rorat the thing standing there. Tt was huge, shaped
ke » man, but the resemblance stopped there. Na-
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with n pebbled, amphibious skin, shaded  dark
green. Tt was hunched over so that is impossibly long
‘arm almost touched the flocr, both its hands and feet
tipped with thick, brutal claws. Tiny, light colored

eyes peered out at her from a flat repfilian skull

It e it strange gaze toward her, dropped its

wide - hinged jaw and let out & tremendous, high-
pitched screech like nothing she'd ever heard before,

the sound echoing around her, filling her with mortal
temmor,

Jillfired, three shots that smacked into the crea-

ture's chest and et it recling backward. It stum-

b, fll mgainat thetunnel walland with another terible shrick.
sprang at her, pushing offthe stones with powerful legs,
sta claws outstretched and grarping.

‘She fired again and again e it few toward her, the
bullets tearing into its puckered flesh, ribbons of dark
blood coiling away and it landed in a heaving crouch
only a few feet in front o her,
screaming, one massive arm snaking

out to swipe at her legs. A musky, moldy snimal smell
‘washed over ber, a emell like dark places and feral

mge.

Jesus why won' it die-

Jill trained the Bereita on the back af ts skull and
emptied the clip. Even as the green flesh aplattered

‘away and bone splintered, she continued to fire, the

hot shugs ripping into the pulpy, pinkish mass of its

brain.

Click. Click. Click.

No mor bullets. She lowered the weapon, her

entire body shaking. Tt sas over, the creature was

dead, but it had taken almost an entire clip, fifteen

nine- millimeter rounds, the last seven or cight at close.
ronge. .

Still saring at the fllen monster, she cjected the

‘empty magezine and losded a fresh clip before bol-
stering the Beretta. She reached back and unstrapped

the Remington, taking comfort n the solid, balanced
weight of the shotgun.

What the hell were you people working on ous here?

It scemed tht the Umbrella researchers had invented
more than just a virus - something just as deadly, but
with claws.
And there: could be more of them.

She'd never had 8 more homifying thought. Hold-
ing the Remington close, Tll tumed and run.

Chiris and Rebecc walked down  long, wooden
hallway, warily glancing up with every other sicp.
There was what looked like dried, dead ivy poking out





images/page113.jpg
e shouldn't have, he knew too much. And if he'd told
Jill what he knew about Umbrella, I'd have had o kill
her, 100,

“You're going to kill her anyway. You'e gaing to
Kill all of us.*

‘Weaker sighexl, allowing a picadling note 10 croep
into his voice. “That's nof true! Don't you get it —

-1 just want 1 get to the laboratory and gt id of the
evidence before anyone finds it! Once that material is
destroyed, there's no reason for anyone else to get
hart. We can alt just ... walk away.”

Barry was silent, and Weaker could tell that he
‘wanted 10 believe him, wanted desperately to believe
that things could be that simple. Wesker let him waver
for a moment before pressing on.

“AlL Twant you 1o do is keep Jill busy, keep her and
anyone else you run into away from the labs, at least
Jor a lttle while. You'll be saving her life and [
swear 10 you that as soo as I ges what I need, you and
your family wil never hear from me again.”

He waited. And when Barry finally spoke, Wesker
knew he had him.

“Where are the labs?"

Good boy!

‘Weaker lowered the gun, kecping his expression
blank just in case Barry had good night vision. He
pulled n folded paper out of his vest and slipped it
into Barry's hand, a map from the tunnels to the first
bascament level.

“Iffor some reason you can't keep her away, at least
30 with her. There are a lot of doors with locks on the
utside down there; worse comes to worst, you can
lock her up until if's over. I mean it, Barry, o one.
else has to get hurt. It's all up o you.”

‘Weaker stepped back quickly, reaching for the lever
with the six-sided tip that he'd £t next to the
generator. He watched Barry for a few seconds longer,
saw the sag in the big man's shoulders, the submissive.
‘hang of his head. Satisficd, Wosker tumed and walked
out of the room. On the very dlight chance that any of
the S.T.ARS. made it o the lab, Mr. Burton would
‘ensure that there wouldn' be any more trouble.

He hurried back through the entrance tunnel, si-
lently congratulating himself on getting things back
under control as he headed toward the first passage.
‘mechanism. He'd have 10 move fust from here on out;
there were u few thinga be'd neglected to mention 1o
Barry - ke the experimental security detachment
that would be relcased into the tunnels once he tumed
that lover for the first time.
Sorry, Barry. Sligped my mind.
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Tt would be interesting 10 sce how his team fared
with the 1215, the Humters. Watching the S.TAR.S.

pit their strength and agility against the croatures
‘would be quitz a show and sadly, one that he'd have,

©mins.
It wa 100 bad, really. The Hunters had been caged
fora long time; theyd be very, very hungry.

FIFTEEN

BARRY HAD BEEN GONE FOR TOO LONG.
Jill had 0o iden how extensive the tunnels were, but
from what she'd secn they alllooked alike. Barry
‘could be lost, trying to find his way back. Or he could
have found the murderer, and without any backup ...
He might not come back atall.

Tnany case, staying put wasn't going 1o help any-
thing. She stood up, taking a last look at the Bravo's
pale face and silently wishing him peace before walk-
ing away.

‘What did he find out that got him killed? Who was it?
Earico had anly managed to get out that the traitor
was & he, but that didn't exactly narrow things down;
except for herself and the rookie, the Raccoon
S.TARS. were all male. She could rule out Chris
since he'd been convinced from the start that there.
‘was something weird going on and now Bary,
who'd been with her when Marini died. Brad Vickers
simply wamn'tthe type o do anything dangerous, and
Joseph and Keaneth were dead - which leaves
Richard Aiken, Foreat Speyer, and Albert Wesker.
None of them seeme likely, but she had to at east
‘consider the possibility. Earico was dead. And she no
Tonger doubted that Umbrella hed one of the
STARS. in their pocket.

‘When she got 1o the door, she quickly Ieaned down
and tightencd her damp boot laces, preparing herself.
‘Whoever had shot the Bravo could have jast as casily
taken her and Barry out - and since be hadn', she.
‘ooald only figure that he didn't want 1o kill anyone.
elsc, and wouldn' be looking for more targets. As-
suming that he was sl in the underground system,
she'd have to be as quict as possible if she wanted 1o
find him; the tunnels were perfect sound conductors,
amplifying even the tinieat sound.

She caed open the metal door, inening. and then
edged out into the dim tunnel, staying close to the
wall. In front of her, the corridar was unlit. She opted
t head back the way she'd come instoad; the darkness
‘was a perfect spot. for an ambush. She dida't want 1o
find out she ws wrong about the killer' intentions by
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keypad set next to the frame. He rattled the knob but
there was 10 give. It was another dead end.
“Security lock, " he said, sighing. “No way to get in
without the code.”

Rebecca frowned down at the patter of tiny red.
lights set above the numbered buttons. “We could just
try numbers until we rum across the right combina-
tion.”

Chrin shook his head. "You know what our chances
are of just stambling across the righ...”

H siopped, staring at her, then fumbled the key
ring out of his pocket.

“Try three four five,” he said, waiching eagerly as
Rebeoca dutifully punched in the mumber.

Come on, Mr. Alias, don't fail us now.

The pattern of red lights fiashed, then blinked out,
one by one. As the las tiny light faded, there was &
lick from inside the door.

Chrin grinned, pushing the door open and felt his
‘hope dwindle as he glanced sround the tiny room.
Dusty sheives filled with tiny glass botles and s rust
stained sink; ot the exit he'd expected.

No, that would have been 100 easy, God knaws we
can't have that...

Rebeoca walked quickly to one of the shelves and
Tooked over the glas botles, mumbling to hereelf.
“Hyascyamine, ankydride, dieldrin ...

‘She tumed back to him, grinning widely. "Chris, we
can kill the plant! That V-Jol, the phytotoxin - I can
make it here. If we can get to the basement, find the
plant's root.”

Chrin smiled back. "Then we can destroy it
without having to fight the dammed thing! Rebecca,
you're brillant. How long do you need?*

“Ten, ffteen minutes.*

“You got it. Stay here, Il be back as soon as I can.”
Rebeoca was aiready pulling down bottles as Chris
‘clowed the doar and jogged back toward the corridor,
past the, whispering walls of shadowy green.

They were, going to beat thit place, and once they
g0t out, Umbrella was going down hard.

‘Bury was standing over Enrico's cold body,
‘Wesker's map crumpled in one hand. Jill had been
‘gone when he'd returmed and rather than look for
hex, he'd found himself unsble to move, o even tear
his gaze away from the corpe of his murdered friend.
It's my fault. f  hadn't helped Wesker get out of the
house, you'd still be alive...

Barry stared miserably st Earicos face, 5o fllsd
with guit and shame that he didn't know what to do
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of every crack and crevios where the walls met the
ceiling, a bone-colored growth that scaled scrom the
planks like a fungus. I looked harmiless, bt aflcr
‘what Rebecca had read to him sbout Plant 42, Chris
kept himself ready 1o move quickly.

After going through the reat of the papers in the
trunk, Rebeoca had come up with a report on some
kind of an herbicide that could spparently be mixed
in Point 42, called V-Tolt. She'd brought it along,
though Chris doubted it would be useful. All he
‘wanted was to find the exit, and if they could avoid
the Killer plant, s0 much the betier.

The front hall had been clear of the growth, though
Chris wasn't prepared to call it socured. Besiden the
two bedrooms by the front door, there hadt beea a rec
room that had been distincdly creepy. Chris bad
Tooked inside and immediately felt his internal alarms
going off, though he haddn't known why; there'd been
10 danger that he could e, just a bar and & couple of
tables. In spite af the sceming calm, he had closod the
door quickly and they'd moved an. His gut fecling
‘was enough of a reason to leave it alone.

They stopped in front of the only door in the long,
meandering stretch of hallway, both of them still
‘glancing nervously at the scaling ivy ner the ceiling.
Chiri pushed n the knob, and the doar swung open.
‘Warm, humid air flooded out of the shadowy room,
thick and tropical, but with & nasty undertone, like
the taint of spoiled fruit. Chris instinctively pushed.
Rebeoca behind him as he saw the walls of the
‘chamber. They were completely covered in the sume.
Kkind of strange, sraggling growth that was in the:
hall, but here, the scaling ivy was lush and bloated, &
bilious verdant green.

There was & faint whispering coming from inside
the room, a subtle sense of movement and Chris
realize that it was coming from the sickly plant
‘matter tsetf, the walls quivering in a weird optical
sllusion as the draping tendrils crept and grew.
Rebeooa started to step past him and Chris pushed
hex back. "What, are you nuts? I thought you said this
thing sucks blood!”

She shook her head, staring at the whispering walls.
“That's not Plant 42, at leas! not the part the report
talked abous. Plant 42 is gonna be a lot bigger, and a
Lot more mobile. I never did much with phytobiology,
but according o that study, we'll be looking for an
anglosperm with motile foliage.”

‘She smiled n quick, nervous smile. “Sorry. Think of
‘preat big plant bulb with ten to twenty foot vines
waving around it.*





images/page118.jpg
Chiris grimaced. *Great. Thanks for putting my
mind at rest.”

“They edged into the large room, careful not to walk
0o closely to the hissing walls. There were three.
doors besides the one they came through: one direatly
acrows from the entrance and the other two facing
cach other to their lefl, whers the room opened up.
Chris Iod then toward the doar opposita the entrance,
figuring it as the most ikely 10 lead out of the.
bunkhouse.

The door was unlocked, and Chris sarted to pash it
open. ..

BAMI

The door slammed shut, cansing them both to jump
back, weapons raised. A verics of heavy, sliding
thumps followed, like: somene on the other side was
icking at the walls - except the sounds were every-
‘where, sbove and below the door's stundy frame,
beating sgainst every corner of the sealed room.
“Lots of vines, you said?" Chris asked.

Rebeooa nodded. *f think we just found Plant 42."
‘They listened for a moment, Chiris thinking about
the kind of strength and weight it would take to slam
the doar so solidly.

No kidding, bigger and more mobile . .. and maybe
blocking the only exit to this place. Terrific.

They backed away, turning into the open area and
Iooking at the other two doors. The one on their right
‘had the number “002" above it. Chris fished out the
keys he'd found and flipped through them, finding
‘one with & matching number.

He unlocked the door and siepped inside, Rebocca
behind him. There was a smallez door 10 the =Rt that
‘opencd to u bathroom, quiet and dusty. The room
stwelf was another bedroom, a bunk, & desk, a coaple
of shelves. Nothing of interest.

“There was another seric of dull thumps from
behind the far wall and they quickly moved back into
the bumid, whispering room, Chria fighting a growing
certainty that they were gaing to have to deal with the
plant if they wanted to get out.

Not necessarily, there could stl be another way. ...
The way things had been going so far, he didn
think so. From the shuffling zombies lurking in the
‘main bouse o the run through the courtyard, smakes
dropping from the trees, every part of the Spencer
estatz seemed to be designed to keep them from
leaving.

Chirs shook the negative thoughts aside 1s they
‘approached the shadowy charmbers final door, but
they cume rushing backat the sight of the small green
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mimcle of engincering.
The doors had led to another straight, empty tun-
nel. A ginnt boulder stood at one end, and past that,
the room she was shout o leave.

Jill grabbed the handle of one, o the doors and
pushed it open, stumbling out into yet ancther
gloomy passage. She leaned back ageinst the door and
breathed decply, barely resisting the urge to brush
wildly t her clothes.

1 can blow away zombies and monsters with the best
of 'em; show me a spider and 1 lose my freaking
mind.

“The short, empty tunnel ran left o right in front of
hex, n door at cither end, but the door to her left was
set into the same wall as the one she'd jus exited,
Teading back toward the courtyard. ill optet for the.
one on the right, hoping that her sense of direction
was il intact.

The metal door creaked open and she stepped in,
fecling the change in the sir immediately. The tunnel
splitin front of her. To the right,  thickening of
shadow whers the rock walla opened into another
comidor. But o her left was  small elevator shaft ke
the anes in the courtyard. A warm, delicious wind
swept down and over her, the sweet air ke a fargot-
ten dream.

il grinned and started for the shaft, secing that the
1ift platform had been taken up. Chances were good
that she, was still on the trail of Earico's killer. ..

... but maybe not. Maybe he went the other way,
and you're about to lose him.

Jill hesitated, gazing wistfully t the small shafl-
and then turned sround, sighing. She had to at least
take a lock.

She walked into the stone corridor that streiched in
front of her, the temperature immedistely dropping
back 1o the now fumiliar unpleasant chill. The tunnel
extended several foet 1o her right and dead ended. To
hex leR, a massive, rounded boulder like the one she'd
seen befors marked the other end, & good hundred
foet away. And there was something small laying in
front of i, something blue. ..

Frowning, il walked toward the giant rock, trying
t© make out the bilue object. Halfway down the dim
tunnel was an offshoot 1o the ef, and she recogaized
the metal plate next 11t as the same kind of mechs-
nism that had moved the pit.

She stepped into the small offshoot, examining the
‘wom stones atits opening. There was & small doar to
hes right, anel Jill realized that the passage and room
‘ooald be hidden by way of the mechanism, the walls
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turned to block the entrance.
Jeez, it must've taken them years to set all this up.
And 10 think I was impressed with the house. ..

‘She opened the door and looked inide. A mid-
sized square room of rough stone, & statue of a bird on
pedestal the only decoration. There was 1o other
exit, and Jill felt u sudden rush of relicf as the
implications sk in. She could leave the under-
ground tanels; the killer had to have lef akready.
‘Smiling, she stepped back out into the corridor and.
started towand the giant rock, still curious sbout the
biue thing. As she got closer, she saw that it was &
book, bound in biue-dyed leather. It had been thrown
carclessly against the base of the slone, laying face.
down and open. She slung the Remington across her
back and crouched down to pick it up.

Tt was 1 book-box. Her father had told ber about
them, though sbe'd never actally seen ons. There
‘was & cut-away section of pages behind the cover
‘where valusbies could be hidden, though this one was

‘She flipped it closex), tracing the gold-leaf letters of
the tile, Eaglo of East, Wolf of Weat, as she started
‘back towand the elovator. Didn't sound fike mach of a
thriler, though it was nicely bound.

Snick.

Jill froze as the stone bencath hex left foot sank
down a tiny bit-and she realized at the sams instant
that the eatire tunnel gently sloped away from where
she was standing.

-oh no-

Behind her, n decp, thundering sound of rock
grating ngainat rock.

Dropping the book, Jil sprinted for cover, arms
‘and Iogs pumping s the rumbling grew louder, the
tripped boulder picking up momentum. The dark.
‘opening of the offshoot scemed miles away -

-won 't make it, gonna die-

- and she, could almost feel the 1ons of stone
bearing down on her, wanted desperately to look but
knew that the split-second difference would kill her.
Tn a final, desperate burst of speed she dove for the.
‘opening, crashing 1o the flocr and jerking her loga
in as the maseive rock rolled pust, missing her by
inches. Even as she drew in her next gasping breath,
the boulder hit the end of the tunnel with an explo-
sive, bone:jarring crunch that shook the underground
panage.

For s moment, it was all she could do to huddle.
against the cold flor and not throw up. When that
passed, she slowly got 1o her feet and dusted herrelf
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anymore. He knew he had to find Jil, keep her from
getting to Weaker, keep his family from being hurt,
but sl he couldnt seen 10 force himself to walk
away. What he wanted more than anything was to be
able to explain himeelf to Earico, make him under-
stand how things bad come to be the way they wers.
He's got Katky and the babies, Rico .. . what else
could 1 have dane? What can I do but follow kis orders?
The Bravo stared back st him with glazed, unsecing
eyes. No accusation, no accepance, 1o nothing. For-
ever. Even if Barry continued to help the captain and
everything elwe turmed out the way it was supposed 10,
‘Rico Marini would stil be dead and Barry dida't
know how he was going to live with the knowledge
that he was responsible...

‘Shots echoed through the tunncls. A lot of them.
iy

Barry's bead snapped around. He reached for bis
‘weapon automatically, the sounds spurring him to
action as anger flushed through his system. There
‘could only be one explanation; Wesker had found Jll.
Barry turned and ran, sick st the thought of another
STARS. momber dead by Wesker's treacherous
hand, furious with himelf for belicving the captain's
Ties.

The door in front of him slammed open and Barry
stopped dead in his tracks, all thoughts of Wesker und.
Jill and Burico wiped away by the sight of the crouch-
ing thing in front of him. His mind couldn' grusp
‘what ho saw, his stunned gaze feeding him bits of
information that didn't make sense.

Green skin. Piercing, orange-white eyes. Talons.

Tt sorcamed, a borible, squealing ory and Barry
didn think anymore. He squoezed the trigger and the
shrick tmed into a bubbling, chaking gasp as the
heavy round tore into it throat and knocked it down.
The thing flaled its limbs wildly as biood spurted
from the smoking bole. Barry heard several sharp
‘cracks like breaking bones, sew mor blood pour from
ste fists as long, thick claws snapped off against rock.
Barry stared in mate astonishment ss the creature:
‘continued to spasm violently, burbling through the
ragged hole in it throat as if still trying 1o scrcam.
“The shot should have blown its head off its neck, but
it was another full minute before it died, its frenzied
thrashings gradually weakening as blood contimued 1o
pump out at a tremendous rate. Finally, it stopped.
‘moving and from the dark, noxious lake it had
created, Barry realized that it had bled o death,
‘conscious uniil the end.
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What did 1 just kil? What the fc..
From the tunnel outside, another shricking howl
resounded through the clammy air and was joined
by & sccond, then thind. The animal cries rose up,
furious and unaatural, the soreamms af creatires that
shouldn't exist.

Barry dug into his hip pack with shaking hands and
pulled out more rounds for the Colt, praying to God
that he had enough and that those shots he'd heard.
befare hadn't been Jill's ast stand.

SIXTEEN

IT COULD HAVE ONCE BEEN A SPIDER, IF
spiders ever got 1o be the size of catile. From the thick
layer of white web that covered the room, floor to
ceiling, it couldnt have been anything elue.

Jill sared down a the curled, bristling legs of the
abomination, hex skin crawling. The creature that had
attacked her by the courtyard entrance had been
taifying, but so alien that she hadrt been sble to
relate it to anything, Spiders, on the other hand . ..
she already hated them, hate their dark, bustling
bodies and skittering legs. This one had been the
‘mother of all o them and even dead, it frightened
her.

Hasn't been dead long, though ...

She forced herelf to lok atit, t the slick paddles
of grecaish ichor that dripped from the holes in its
rounded, hairy body. It had been shot several times
‘and from the noxious 0oze that seeped from the
‘wounds, she guessed that it had sill been alive and.
‘crawling ot twenty minutes ago, maybe less.

‘She shuddered and stepped away toward the double
metal doors thatled out of the webbed chamber.
‘Whispering streams of the sticky stuff clung 10 ber
boots, making it a struggle to move. She took carcful,
deliberate stepe, determined not to fall. The thought
of being covered in spider web, having it clinging to

At least she knew she was on the vight truck, and
‘close behind whoever had triggered the tunnel mecha-
nism, Neat trick, that. When she'd reached the area
‘where the pit had been, she'd thought that maybe.
she'd gotten lost afte all. The gaping hole had been
gone, smooth stone in ta place. Looking up, she'd
seen the ragged edges of the pit suspended overhcad;
the entire center section of the tunncl had been
Hlipped over, turned ke a ginnt wheel by some
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‘himeclf forward in great, bounding leaps.
H hit the doar just as the shark was turning up
ahead and grabbed for the handle, choking -

- and it wes locked.

Shif, shit, shitl!!

Chris jammed his hand into his wet veat and cume.
up with Aliar's keys, fumbling through them s the fin
glided closer, the wide, pointed grin opening.

He shoved a key into the lock, the Iast key on the.
ring that be hadn' found the room for, and slammed
his shoulder against the door at the same time, the
shark niow only n fow foet sway.

The door flew open and Chria stumbiled in, falling
‘and kicking frantically. His boot connected solidly
with the shark's fleshy snout, deflecting it from the
‘opening. In a flash, he was on his foet. He threw his
‘weight into the doar and in x slap of water, it was
closed.

He sagged against the door, wiping at his stinging
yes with the back of his hand. The lapping water
scttled geatly into smaller and smaller ripple us he
‘caught bis breath and his vision cleared. For now, he.
was tafe.

He unholstered his Beretta and ejected the dripping
‘magazine, wondering bow the hell he was going to
‘make it back upstairs. Looking around the amall
room, he saw nothing he could use s 1 weapon. One:
‘wall was lined with buttons and switches, and he.
trudged over o look at them, drewn to a blinking red
Tight in the far carner.

Looks like 1 found a cantrol room. .. aces. Maybe I
can turn off the lights and get the shark to go 10 sleep.
“There was 1 lever set next o the flashing light and
Chrin stared down st the faded tape beneath i, feeling
& numb disbelief as he read the printed leters.
Emergency Drainage System.

You've gotta be kidding me! Why didn't anyone pull
this thing the second the tank broke?

The answer oocurred 1o him even as he thought it
The people who worked here were cientists; no way
they were going to turn down the opportunity to study
their precious Plant 42, sucking up water from the
‘man-made lake.

Chrin grabbed the lever and pushed it down. There:
‘was  liding, metallic noise outside the door-and
smmediately, the water lovel started to drop. Withina
mimite, the last of it had flowed out from under the
door and x gurgling, iquid garp came from the
dircction of the broken tank.

He walked back to the doar, opening it carcfully
‘and heard the frantic, wet thumps of x very big fish
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trying to swim through air.
Chiris grinned, thinking that he should probably feel
pity for the helpleas creature and hoping instead.
that it died a long, agonizing death.

“Bite me, " he whispered.

‘Weker had sho four of the shuffling, gasging
Ummbrella workers on his way 1o the computer room
on level three. He bad recognized any of them,
though he was pretty sure that the socond one he'd
taken out had been Steve Keller, one of the guys from
‘Special Research. Steve always wore peany lowfers,
ana the pllid, driec-up husk the had resched for

It appeared that the effects of the viral spill had
been harsher in the labs .. loss measy, but no less
disquicting. The creatures that roamed the halls out-
side secmed to have been totally debydrated, their
limbs withered and stringy, their eyea like shrivelsd
grapes. Wesker had dodged several of thern, but the
ones he'd been forced to pat down had scarcely bled
atall

‘Ho wat at the computer in the cool, serile room and
waited for the system to boot up, fecling truly on top.
of things for the first time all dy. He'd had earlier
moments, of course. The way he'd handled Barry,
finding the wolf medal i the tunnels - even shooting
Ellen Smith in the face had given him  momentary
sense of accomplishment,  fecling that he was in
‘control of what was happening. But so much had gone
‘wrong along the way that he hadn't had time to enjoy
‘ny of hi successes.

‘But now Im here. If the §.T.AR.S, area't already
dead, they will be soon and mssuming 1 don't suffer
some massive lapse of skill Tll be out of here within
half an hour,
“There wero sl dangers, bat Wesker could handle
them. The mesh monkeys - the Ma2s - were un-
doubledly loose in the power room, but they were.
casy enough 1o get past, as long as you didut stop
rumnning; be should know, he'd helped come up with
the deaign. And there wa the big man, the Tyrant,
‘waiting one level down in his glass shell, slecping the
weet, dreamless slecp of the damned. . .

.. From which hell surely never wake. What s
‘wastz, So much power, crossod off as a filure by the
boys at White.
A gentle musical tone informed him that the rystem
‘was ready. Weaker palled & notebook out of his veat
‘and opened it to the list of codes, though be alrcady
knew them; John Howe had vet the system up months
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off. The heels of her hands were sbraded and both her
knees bruised from the running dive, bt compared to
being smashed flat by a big rock, she thought she had
definitely made the right choice.

Jill umstrapped the Remington and headed for the
elevator shaft, very much looking forward 1o leaving
the underground behind and kecping her fingers
‘crossed that whatever came next, i wouldn' be cold.
And that there wouldnt be any spiders.

The bascment was flooded, ll right.
Chiris stood at the top of & short ramp that led 10 the
bascament doars, staring down at his own uniling
face reflected off of the shimmering water. It looked
oold. And deep.

After he'd left Rebeoca, he'd continued down the
hall and found room 003 at the end, the ladder to the
basement level tucked discreeily behind & bookcase in
the neatly kept bedroom. He'd descended into &
chilled concrete, corridor with buzzing fluorcscent.
lights overhead, a dramatic change from the plsin
‘wood and simple style of the bunkhouse sbove.
Atleast 1 found the basement.

Tt appearcd that killing Plant 42 was their only
option for escape after all. He'd seen no other exit
from the bunkhouse, which meant that.it hed to be
past the plants room or elae there was no back
door, a thought that et him distinctly unsettled. It
didn® scem possible, bt then, neither did s carnivo-
rous plant.
Au;':ummammmm,um”mm
Chiria sighed, and stepped inio the water. [t was
‘oold, and had an unpleasant chemical smell. He
waded down to the door, the water sliding up over his
knees and finally stopping st mid-thigh, sloshing
‘gently. Shivering, he pushed the door open and
moved inside.

The basement was dominated by & giant glass-fronted
tank in the center of the room that extended.

floor 1o ceiling, a large, jagged hole toward the bottom
right hand ride. Chris wasn't that good at judging
‘olume, but 10 fill the whols area with water, he
figured that the tank had to have held several thou-
‘sand of gallons.

What the hell were they studying that they needed
that much? Tidal waves?

It didu't matier; he was cold, and he wanted o find
what he needed to find and get back t dry land. He
started off toward the Left, slowly, sraining against
the push and pull of the gently lapping waves.

It was totally unreal, wading through a well-lit
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‘concrete room, though he supposed it was no stranger
than anything else he'd experienced since the Alpha
“copter had set down. Everything sbout the Spencer
estat had a dream like fecl o i, as if it xisted in ite
‘own reality far removed from the rest of the

world
Try nightmare-like. Killer plants, giant snakes, the

‘walking dead-all that's missing is a flying saucer,
maybe a dinosaur.

He heard  soft aloshing behind him and glanced

over his shoulder...

.10 8ee a thick, triangular fin rise up from the

water twenty fect away and alide toward him, &
‘wavering gray shadow bencath.

Panic ahot through him, an all-eacompassing panic

that seared away rational thought. Fie took a giant,
running step and realized that he couldn't run as he plunged
face first into the cold, chemical water and came up
‘ganping, splutiring tainted liquid from his nose and
‘mouth, hoping to God Rebooca was right sbout the

virus having burned itself out.

Ho whippe his head around, eyes burning, search-

ing for the fin and saw that it had halved the distance between
them. He could see it now - & shark, ita rippling,

distortad body sliding casily through the water, ten or
twelve foet long, its broad til lashing it forwand - the
black, soulless cyea sct above it pointed grin.

-wet bullets misfire-

Chiris stumbled away backwards, knowing that he.

didn® stand n chance of outrunning it. Wheeling his

‘arms far balance, be sloshed heavily through the

dragging water, turning himuelf sideways and mansg-

ing a fow more steps befare the shark was on top of

him,

..and be leaped to the wide, dodging the animal
‘and slupping the water s violently as he could,
‘churning it into foaming waves. The shark siid
him, its smooth, heavy body brushing against his leg.
As s00n as it was past, Chris stumbled afier it
splashing wildly 1o keep up e he turned the comer in
the flooded room. If he could stay close enough, it
‘woulda't be able to turn, to get at him - excopt

that in soconds, the shark would have the:

room to maneuver. Hie could see two doors shead on
the left but the giant fish was aiready leaving him
behind, heading toward the next comer to turm
around and come back for him.

Chiis took & desp breath and plunged into the
‘water, knowing it was crazy bat that he didn't have &
better ohance. Hie stroked desperately towand the first
door, kicking off against the cement flor to propel
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g0, using his name and the narme of his ghlfriend,
Ada, 83 acoess keys.

‘Weaker tapped out the first of the passwards that
‘would allow him to unlock the laboratory doors,
foeling a sudden, vague wistfulness for the excitement
of the day. It would be ovex 10 soon and there would
be 0o one to witness his achievements, 1o sharc his
fond memories after the fact.

Now that be thought sbout it it was & shame that.
none of the S.T.AR.S. would be joining him; the only
thing better than a grand finale was a grand finale with
n audience. . .

SEVENTEEN

JILL HAD TAKEN THE ELEVATOR INTO WHAT
secimed 10 be another pert of the garden or courtyard,
although the area had been isolsted, surrounded by
trees; she'd guessed as much from the few overgrown
potted plants and the welcome sounds of the foreat
beyond the low metal railing. There had been nothing.
o see but a rusting doar set into a nondescript,
overgrown wall, welded shut and u large, open well,
ke & stone wading pool. Inside had becn a short,
spiral staircase leading down o another small cle-
vatar.

Which I took, but now where the hell am 17

The room that the elevator had led to was unlike
any other part of the exate she'd seen. Tt Icked the
strange, fetid charm of the mansion, or the dripping
gloom of the undenground. Tt was as though she'd
‘walled out of a gothic horror sory and into a
‘complex,  utilitarian's bleak paradise.

‘She was standing in a large, steel reinforced con-
orete room, the wealls painted a muddy industrial
orange. Metal ducts and overhead pipes lined the
upper walls, and the room was rather aply titled
"XD-R BL,” paintzd acrom the concrete in biack,
several foet high. Any sensc she'd had of where she
was in relation 1o the rest o the estate was totally
goe.

Although it's s cold as everywhers else, at leart
inow Tm still on the grounds.
There was s heavy metal door on one ride of the
room, fimaly locked. The sign o the left of i stated
that it was only to be opened in case of u firs-class
emengency. She figured that the "BI" on the wall
stood for "Basement level ane," her theory confirmed
by the bolted Indder that led down through a narrow
shaft in the concrete; where ther was BI, B2 natu-
rly followed.

itary
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And considering the altermative, it looks like that's
‘where I'n headed. My other option is io go back
through the underground naviels.

She pecred down the ladder shaft, only sblo to sce .
squars of concrete at the bottom. Sighing, she held oo
t the Remington and started down.

As so0n a she hit the last rung, she turned anxioas-
Ly and faced a much smaler roorm, as bland and
industrial s the first. Inset fluorescent lights on the
celing, a gray metal door, concrets walls and floar.
‘She walked through quickly, stating to feel hopeful
that there were 1o more creatures ar traps. So far, the
bascanent levels had offered nothing more dangerous
than & Inck of decorum. ..

‘She opened the door and her bope faded ax the dry,
dusty soedl of long-dead flesh hit hex. She stepped out
onto n cement walkway that led over a flight of
descending stairs, a metal railing circling the pith
At the 10p of the steps was a crumpled zambie, 0
emaciated and shrivelod that it appearod mummified.
She held the shotgun ready and walked slowly
toward the stairs, noting that there was u hall branch-
ing off t0 the left where the railing stopped. She
darted n quick look around the corner and saw that it
‘was clear. Still waiching the desiccated corpee care-
fully, she edged down the short carridor and stopped.
at the doar om her lefl. The sign next 1o the door read
“Visual Data Room, *and the door itself was un-
Tocked.

Tt opened up into  #ill, gray Toom with # long
‘meeting table in the center, a alide projector set up in
front of u portable acreen at the far end. There wat
phone on a small stand pushed up against the right
‘wall, nd Jill burried over, knowing that it was too
‘much o hope for but having to check just the sume.
Tt wasn't a phone at al, bat an intercom system that
didn* scem to work. Sighing. she sicpped past an
‘omamental pillar and walked around the table, glanc-
ing at the empty slide projectar. She let her geze
‘wander, looking for anything of intereet

‘and it stopped on a flat, featurcless square of

metal set into the wall, aboat the size of a sheet of
paper. Jill stepped over to take a closer look.

There was  flat bar a the top. She touched it
ightly, and the panel slid down into the wall, reveal-
ing a large red button. She looked around the quict
room, trying to imagine what the trap would be and
then realized that there wouldn't be & trap at all

‘The mansion, the tunnels - ol of i was rigged to

keep peaple from getting here, to these basement levels.

They're way too eficiently dull to be anything but
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‘wast't ope to view. Chris moved toward it slowly,
his boots against the wood floor sending hollow
‘choes through the cool air.

He edged to the wall, training his Berctta over the
top as he peered down, beart pounding.

No snake, but there was & jagged hole pear the
floorboards between the two walls, u foot high and 1
‘couple across and a strange, acrid odor, musky, like.
the wmell of some wild animal. Frowning st the soent,
‘Chris started to back way and stopped,

leaning in closer. There was a rounded piece of metal
next o the hole, like & penny the size of a small fist.
“There was something engraved on it a crescent shape.
Chiris walked around the side and into the stall,
keeping s wary eye on the hole s be crouched down
‘and picked up the metal picce. It was n six-sided dirk
of coppar with  moon on it & nice bit of craflamanship.
Inside the hole, a sof, aliding sound.

‘Chiris jumped back, targeting the opening as he
moved. He backed up quickly until his shoulders
brushed the attic wall, then started to odge away
‘and a dark cylinder shot out of the opening,
lighting fast. . was as big around as u dinner plate
nd it i the wall inche from his right leg, wood
‘crunching from the impact.

-oh shit that’s a SNAKE-

Chris stumbled away ar the giant reptile reared
back, pulling more of its long, dusky body out of the
‘wall. Hissing, it raised up, iting it head us high as
Chris's chest and exposing dripping fangs.

Chiria ran halfway across the room and span, firing
at the massive, diamond-shaped head. The make let
out a strange, hissing cry as & sho tore through one
sice af its gaping mouth, punching » hole through the
tightly stretched skin.

Tt dropped back to the floor and whipped itself
toward him with  single waving push of its muscular
body, atleast tweaty feet long. Chris fired aguin and a
‘chunk of scaly flesh erupted from the smake's back,
dark blood spewing from the wound.

‘With another rouring hiss, the animal reared up in
front of him, ts head only inches away from Chri's
gun, blood gushing from the hole in its mouth-
~Eyes. Get the eyes-

Chiris pulled the trigger and the snake fell across
him, knocking hirn 10 the floar, its body thrashing
wildly. The tail slammed into one of the thick support
beams hard enough 10 crack it as Chris struggled 1o
froe his pinned ams, o at least hurt it worse before
he diod and the cold, heavy body suddenly went limp,
sagging bonelessly 1o the floor.
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killed him, it would have taken hours for him to bleed
out. T'm preity sure ke was poisoned.”

Chris rogarded her with new respect; she had a good
eye for details and was handling herself remarkably
He searched Richard's body quickly, coming up
with another full clip and a short-wave radio. He
handed both 1o Rebeoca, tucking Richard's empty
Beretta into bis waisthand.

He looke at the door again, then back at
Whatever killed him might be back the
“Then we'll have to be careful,” she said. Without
‘anotber ward, she walked 1o the door and stood there,
waiting for him.

Tve gotta stop thinking of her as & kid She's outlived
most of the Test of hex team already, she doean't need
me to patronize her or tel hex to wait bebind.

He stepped up to the doar and nodded at her. She.
turne the knob and pushed it open, both of them
ruising their weapons as they edged into a narrow
hallway.

Straight ahea were:  few wood teps leading to &
‘closed door. To thetr laft, an offéhoot of the ball,
another door a the end. There was blood srmeared on
the walls bordering the steps, and Chrix was suddenly
‘certain that it was Richard's; his killer was behind.
that door.

He motioned down the offshoot, speaking quietly.
“You take that room. You run into any trouble, come
back here and wait. Check back in five minutes cither

way.
Rebeoca nodded and moved down the narrow hall.

beoca.

Chiris waited until she'd gone into the xoom before.
‘climbing the sicps, his heart already thudding solidly
against his i

The docr was locked, but Chris saw that there was a
iy shield etched next to keyhole. Rebecca was
turning out to be more useful than he could have
possbly imagined. He took out the key she'd given
him and unlocked the wide door, checking his Beretta
before moving inide.

It was a large atic, as plain and unassuming ux the
rest of the mansion was omate. Wooden support.
beams extended from the floor to the sloping ceiling,
‘and other than a few boxes and barrela against the
walls, it ws empty.

Chrin walked farther in, his guard up as he scanned
for movement. At the other ride of the long room was
& partial wall, maybe four fect by nine, standing
several feet from the back of the atic. It reminded
him of  horse stll, and it was the only area that
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Barry reached the first anding and took a decp,
shaky breath. Kathy wouldn't even think to run for
the weapons i she heard someone breaking through
ome of the windows or doors. Her firstpriority would
be 10 get to the girls, to make sure they were okay.
If T don't turn up those erests soom, nothing will be
m..ﬁmn.pmmm.ny-mmm:
house. If Wesker couldn't get 1o that laboratory, how
‘would he be able to contact the people at White
Umbrella and call off the killers?

Barry reached the doar on the upper landing that
led into the weat wing. His only hope was that either
Jill o Wesker had managed to find the three missing
pieces. He didn't know where Wesker was (although
he had no doubts that the rat-bastard would turn up
soon enough), but Jill would probably still be search-
ing uprtair. They could split up the rooms she hadn't
‘checked and at least rle out the least likely arcar. IF
they couldn't umcover any more of the crests, be'd
have 10 go back through the east wing and start
ripping spart furnicure.

He opened the door that led into the red hallway,
lostin thought and very nearly ran into Chris
Redfield and Rebecca Chambers as they stepped out
of the doorway on his right.

Chris's face 1t up with a broad, beaming grin.
“Barry!”

The younger man siepped forward and embraced
him roughly, then backed up, still grinning. "Jesus,
if's good to see you! I was starting to think that me
and Rebecca were the last ones alive. Where are Jill
and Wesker?™

Barry pasted a smile on us he fambled for an
acocptable answer, fecling almont sick with guilt
Lying to Jll had't been casy, bat he'd known Chria
for years....

~Kathy and the girls, dead-

“Jill and I came after you, but al the doors in that
hall were locked and when we got back o the lobby,
the captain was gone. Since then, we've been looking
Jor you two and trying o find a way out."

Barry smilled more natumally. "I’ good io see you,
t00. Both of you."

At Teast that much s true.

“So Wesker just disappeared?” Clis asked.

Barry nodded, uncomfortable. “Yeak. And we
found Ken. One of those ghouls got to him."

‘Chrin sighed. "7 saw. Forest and Richard are dead,
100"

Barry felt a wave of sadnoss and swallowad thickly,
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“Chris!" Rebeoca rushed into the room, and.
stopped cold, staring at the monstrous regile.
“Woah!"

His boot found one af the wooden supparts and.

with u tremendous shove, Chris mansged o wiggle
out from beamcath the thick body. Rebecca reached
down 1o help him up, hex cyes wide with swe.

They stared down at the woand that had killed the
Creature the black, liquid hole where it right eye
had been, obliterated by & nine-millimeter slug.

“Are you okay?" She aked softly.

Chirs nodded; a few bruised ribs maybe, but 5o
‘whas? He'd litezally been inches from certain death,
‘and all beowuse he'd stopped to. . .

He held up the copper creat, having 10 pry his
clenched fingers from around the thick metal. He'd
held onto it throughout the itack without oven
realizing it and looking at it now, he had a gut
fecling that it was important somehow. . .

... maybe because you were almast snake-food for
picking it up?

Rebeoca 100k it from bim, tracing a finger over the
engraved moon.

“You find anything?" he asked.

Rebeoca shook her head. "Table, couple of

shelves ... what's this for, anyway?™

Chris shrugged, looking back down at the bloody
hole where the nake's shining eye had been. He
shuckdered involuntarily, thinking of what would have
happened if he'd misscd that final shot.

“Maybe we'll figure it out somewhere along the
way,* he said quietly. "Come on, let’s get out of

here.
Rebeoca handed the crest back to him and together
they hurried out of the cold attic. As he closed the
doar behind them, Chris realized saddenly that al-
though be'd never cared before, hie now absolutely
hated snakes.

Barry walked heavily up the stairs in the main hall,
the knot of dread in the pit of his stomch tightening
‘with cach step. He'd been through every room he

‘could open in the cast wring and had come up empty-
handed.

The same horrible images played through his mind
‘over and over as he trudged up the sieps. Kathy and
Maira and Poly Anne, terrified and suffering at the
hands of strangers in their own home. Kathy knew
the combination to the gun safe in the basement, but
the chances of her making it down the stairs before.
someone could getin. . .
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Her decision made, Jill hurriod back the way she'd
‘come, gripping the heavy crest tightly. She'd already
uncoversd two of the picces that the S-TARS.
needed to excape the mansion. She dida't know what
they'd be escaping to, bat anything bad 1o be better
than what they would leave behind. . .

“Richard!" Rebecon immediately dropped 1o hex
knees next 1o the Bravo, fecling his throat for u pulse
with one trembling hand.

Chrin stared mutely down at the tom body, aleady
knowing that she wouldn' find a heartheat; the gep-
ing wound on Richard Aiken's right thoulder was
drying, no fresh blood seeping through the mutilated
Garue. Ho was dead.

He watched Rebecoa's lender hand slowly drop
away from the Bravo's neck and then reach up to close
glazed, unsecing eyes. Her shouldexs slamped.
Chri felt sick over their discovery, the communica-
toms expert had been u positive, sweet guy, and only
twenty-three years old. ...

He looked around the sileat room, searching ran-
domly for some clue as to how Richard had died. The
room they'd entered just off the second.floor belcony
‘was undecorated and empty. Except for Richard,
there was nothing.

Frowning, Chris took a few steps toward the zoom's
second entrance and crouched down, brushing at the
dark tle floor. There was u dried crust of blood in the
shape of n boot heel between Richard's body and
the plain wooden door ten feet away. He stared st the
doar thoaghtfully, tightening his hold on the Beretta.
Whatever killed him s on the other side, maybe:
waiting for more victim

“Chris, take a look at this.”

Rebeoca was stll kneeling by Richand, her gaze
Sixed on the bloody mass of his torn shoulder, Chris
joined hex, not sure what he was supposed o be
Tooking at. The wound wes ragged and messy, the
Hlesh discolored by traums. Strange, though, how it
dido't seem very decp.

“See those purple lines, radiating out from the cuts?
And the way the muscle has been punctured, here and
here?” She painted out two dark holea about six
inches apart, cach surrounded by skin that had turned.
an infected looking red.

Rebeoca sat back on her heels, looking up st him.
“Ithink he was poisaned. It Iooks like @ snake bite.”
Chrin staree at her. "What smake gets that big?"
She shook her head, standing. "Gof me. Maybe it
was something else. But that wound shouldn't have
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cither side of the red switch, for ventilation per-
haps and she felt her heart speod up a ltle, sud-
denly sure that she had found another of the
‘mansion's traps.

A quick inspection of the dusty display case de-
cided it for her; thers wasn't any way that she could
see to opea t, the glass front a single thick piece. And.
something in one shadowy niche at the bottom
glinted like dull copper.

Tm supposed to push that button, thinking that it
will open the case and then what?

‘She had a sudden vivid image of the ventilation
holes scaling off and the door locking itself, n death by
slow suffocation in an sirless tomb. The chamber
‘coald fill with water, or soms kind of poifonous gas.
She looked around the room, frowning, wondering if
she should try 1o block the door open or f perhaps
there was another switch hidden in one of the empty
suits.
.. every riddle has more than one answer, Jilly,
don't forget i.

Jill grinned suddenly. Why pash the button at all?
‘She crouched down next to the case and took a firm
grip an the barrel of her handgun. With a single firm
tap, the glans cracked, thin lines spidering away from
the impact. She used the butt of the gun to knock out.
a thick chunk and reached carcfully inside.

She withdrew a hexagonal copper crest, cagraved
‘with an archaic smiling sun. She mniled back at it
pleased with her solution. Apparently some of the
house's trickn could be worked around, provided she
ignared a few rules of fir play. All the same, she
found herself hurrying back to the door, not wanting
0 call it a win until she was clear of the solemn
chamber.

Stepping back into the blood-hued comidor, she
stood for a moment, holding the crest as she weighed
her options. She could continue to look for whoever
‘had closed that doar, or head back to the puzzle lock
‘and place the crest. As much as she wanted to find her
team, Barry had been right about necding to get out of
the mansion. If any of the other S.T.A.R.S. were still
alive, theyd surely also be Ioaking for an eacape.
Her thoughtful gaze fell ncrows the fetid, broken
‘oreature that she'd killed, Lingering on the slowly
spreading pool of dark fluids surrounding its scabby
head and she realized suddenly that she desperately
‘wanted 10 leave the house, to escape ita tainted air and
the pestilent creatures that talked its cold and dusty
halls. She wanted out, and e5 soon as was humanly
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“Do you knaw where she is?" Chris nsked.
Barry nodded, thinking fast. “7m pretty sure, but

this place s kind of a maze ... why don't you wait in
the main hall while I go get her? That way we can
‘organize our search, do a more thorough job."

He smiled, hoping it looked more convincing than
it felt. “Though if we don't urm up soo, keep
looking for more of thase pieces. The back door is at
the end of the west wing corridors, first floor.

‘Chiris just stared at him for & moment, and Barry
‘could see the questions forming in his bright gaze,
questions that Barry wouldn'tbe sble to answer: Why
split up at all? What sbout finding the missing cap-
t@in? How could he be certain that the back door was
n escape?

Please, please just do as I say.

“Okay, " Chris said reluctantly. "We'll wai, but if
she's not where you think she is, come back and get
ws. We stand a better chance of making it through this
place if we tick together."

Barry nodded, and before Chrin could sty anything
mare, he turned and jogged away down the dim hall.
‘He'd scen the henitation in Chri¥'s eyes, heard the
uncertainty in his voice and with his final words,
Barry had felt himielf wanting despernely to warn his
friend of Weakers betrayal. Leaving was the only way
0 keep himself from saying something he might
regret, something that might get hiv fumily kiled.
As s00m as he beard the doar back o the balcony
close, he picked up speed, taking the corners at a full
run. There was n dead zombie near the doar that led
0 the stairs, and Barry leaped over i, the stench
falling sway as he ducked through the connecting
panage. He took the back stairs three st u ime as his
‘conscience yammered mercilessly away at him, ro-
‘minding him of his treachery.

You're a liar, Barry, using your friends the way
Wesker's using you, playing on their trust. You could've
told them what was really going on, let them: help you
putastop o it

Barry shook the thoughts away ss he reached the.
doar to the coverod walk, slamming the heavy metal
aside. He couldnt risk it, wouldn - what if Wesker
had been nearby, had overhears? The captain had
Bary's family to blackmail him with, but once Chris
‘and the otbers knew the truth, what was 1o stop
‘Wesker from just killing them? If he helped Wesker
denroy the evidence, the S.T.AR.S. wouldn't be sble
o prove anything, the captain could just et them ll
wallc

away.
Barry reached the diagram next to the back doar





images/page96.jpg
‘suddenly hating Wesker even more. The people
Wesker worked for had done this and now they
wanted to cover it ll up, avoiding responsibility for
their actions.

And like it or not, I'm going 1o help them do it

Barry took  decp breath and fixed an image of his
‘wic and daughters in his mind's cye. "Jill found @
back door, and we think it could be a way out - ex-
cept i got this irick lock, Itke a puzzle, and we have
t0 get all the pieces together t open it. There are
these four metal crests, made out of copper. Jill got
ome already, and we think the rest are hiddem through-
out the mansion. . .
He trailed off nt Chris's sudden grin as Chris
reached into his vest. "Something like this?™

‘Barry stared a1 the crest that Chris had produced,
fecling his heart speed up. "Yeak, that's one of them!
Where'd you find it7"

Rebeoca spoke up, smiling shyly. "He had 1 fight a
big smake for it - a really big snake. I think it may
have been affected by the accident, though a cross-
penus virus ... those are pretty rare.”

Barry reached for the crest as casually as he could
‘manage, frowning. “Accident?"

Chirin nodkded. “We found some information that
suggests there's some kind of secret research facility
here on the estate and that something they were
‘working an got loase. A virus.”

“One that can apparendly infect mammals and
repiles,” Rebeoca added. "Not just different species,
different families.”

It certainly infocted mine, Barry thought bleakly.
He let his frown decpen, feigning thoughtfulncas s
he struggled to come up with an excuse to get away.
The captain wouldn't approach him unlews be was
alone, and he was desperate 10 gt the copper piece.
into place, o prove that he was still on board,
‘oooperating and that he'd convinced the reat of the
team to help him Lock. He could feel the sconds
ticking away, the metal growing warm benath his
sweating fingers.

“We need to get the feds in on this, " he said finally,
“a full investigation, miliiary suppors, quarantine of
the area.”

Chiris and Rebecca were both nodding, and again
By felt nearly overwhelmed by guilt. God, if only
they weren't 5o trusting.

“But to do that, we have (0 find all of these crests.
Jill might've tumed up another one by now, maybe
both of them. ..

... Tcan only pray ..
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and confusion, but 1 have to tell you what's in my heart
before 1.can rest. Be patiens, and accept that what I iell you
is the truth.

The entire story would take hours for me to tell you, and
time ix short, 50 accept these things s fact: last mondh there
was an accident in the lab and the virus we were studying
escaped. All my colleagues who were infected are dead or
dying, and the nature of the disease is such that those still
living have lost their senses. This virus robs its victims of
their humanity, forcing them in their sickness to seek out
and destroy life. Even as I write these words, I can hear
them, pressing against my locked door like mindless,
hungry animals, crying out like lost souls.

There aren't words true enough, deep enough fo describe
the sorrow and shame that I feel knowing that I had  hand.
i their creation. 1 believe that they feel nothing now, no
Jfear or pain, but that they can't experience the horror of
what they've become doexntfree me of my terrible burden.
1am, in pari, responsible for this nightmare that surrounds
In spite of the guilt that is burned into my very being,

that will haunt my every breath, I might have tried to
survive, if only to see you again. But my best efforts only
delayed the inevitable; T am infected, and there is no cure
for what will follow - except to end my life before I lose the
‘only thing that separates me from them. My love for you.
Please understand. Please know that I'm sorry.

Martin Crackhorn

Jill nighed, laying the crumpled paper gently on the

desk. The creatures were victims of their own re-
search. It scemed sbe'd had the right idea bout what

had happensd in the mansion, though reading the
heartfelt letter put a serious damper an any pride she
might have taken from her deduction skills. After

placing the sun crest, she'd decided that the upstairs
office merited a closer look and with a little digging,
she'd found the final scrawled testament of Crack-

horn, cked in & drawer.

Crackhom, Martin Crackhorn - that was one of the
names on Trent's list. . .

Jillfrowned, walking slowly back o the office door.

For some reason, Trent wanted the S.T.ARS. to

figure out what had happened at the mansion before.
anyone else did, but with as much as he obviously

knew sbout it, why not just tell them outright? And

what did he stand to gain by telling thern anything at

all?

‘She stepped through the office’s small foyer and

back out into the hall, still frowning. Barry had been
acting strange befare, and she needed to find out why.
Maybe she could get & straight answer 3f she just asked
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‘nd stopped, staring. Relief looded throngh bim, coal
and sweet. Three of the four openings were filld, the
sun, wind, and star creats in place. It was over.

He can get o the lab now, cull off his people, he
doesn 't need us anymore! 1 can go back in and keep the
teanm busy while he does whatever he has to do, the
RPD will show eventually and we can forget ths ever
happened.

He wan so elated that he did register the muted
Footsteps on the sions path bebind bim, didn't realize
that he wasn't slone anymmore until Werker's smooth
voice spoke up beside him.

"Wy don't you finish the puztle, Mr. Burton?”

Barry jumped, tarted. Fie glared at Wesker, loath-
ing the smug, bland face behind the sunglaes.
‘Wesker smiled, nodding his bead t the copper creat
in Barry's hand.

“Yeak, igh,* Barry mutterod darkly, and sipped

the final piece into place. There was a thick metallic
sound from inide the door, kn-chink

nd Wesker walked past him, pushing the door
open 10 reveal a small, well-used ool shed. Barry
poered inside, saw the exit at the opposite wall. Thers
‘was no diagram set next t it no more crazy puzzes
o figure out.

Kathy and the gils were safe.

‘With a low bow, Weska motioned fox Barry 10 #icp
inside the shed, will mmiling.

“Time's short, Barry, and there's sill a ot for us to do."
‘Barey stared st him, confused. "What do you

mean? You can et o the lab nw."

“Well, there’s been a slight change of plans. See, it
turns out that I need to find something else, and T

have an idea of where it might be, but there are some
dangers involved..... and you've done such a good
job 50 far, I want you to come along.

‘Wesker's mile transformed into x shark ke grin, a
‘old, pitiless reminder of what wa at sake.

“In fact, I'm afraid that I'm going 10 have to
insiston it

After » long, terrible moment, Barry nodded helplesaly.

THIRTEEN

My dearest Alma,

Isit here trying 1o think of where 1o begin, of how to

explain in o few simple words all that's hagpened in my life
since we last spoke, and already I fail. | hape this lette findss
you well and whole, and that you will forgive the tangents of
my pen; this isn't easy for me. Even as I write, I can feel the
simplest of concepts slipping away, lost 10 feelings of despair
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0 take Forest's life, wanting his soul instcad.
There wee three clips for the Beretia in Forests
pack. Chris shoved the magazine into & pocket and
quickly stood up, tearing his gaze from the mutilated
body. He looked out over the dark woods, breathing
decply. His thoughts were jumbled and grasping,
rying 1o find an explanation and yet unable to hold
on to any coberent facts.

Once in the main hall, he'd decided to check all of
the doars to see which were unlocked and when
hed veen the bloody band print in the tiny upstaiy
hall and heard the wailing cries of birds, he'd charged
in, ready to deal out soms justice. . .

.. crows. It sounded like crows, an entire flock ...
‘or a murder, actually. Pack of dogs, kindle of Kittens,
murder of crows

He blinked, hi tired mind focusing on the seem-
ingly randomn bit of trivis. Frowning, Chris crouched
back down next o Forests ravaged body, studying the
jogged wounds closely. There were dozens of tiny
scratches smidst the more serious outs, scratches tet
into lined patterns.

Claws. Talons.

Even as the thought occurred to him, he heard a
restless lutter of wings. Fie turned slowly, still holding
Forests Beretta in a hand that had suddenly gone
ol

A sleck, monstrous bird was perched on the railing
not tw feet away, waiching him with bright black
eyes. It smooth feathers gleamed dully against ita
bloated body . .. and a ibbon of something red and
‘wet hung from it beak.

The bird tied its head to the side and Iet out a
tremendous shrick, the streamer of Farcats flesh
droooine t the railing. From all around, the answer-
ing crie of its gathered siblings flooded the night sir.
There was s furious whisper of oversized wings 18
dozens of dark, flutering shapes swooped out from
beneath the caves, scroeching and clawing.

Chris ran, the image of Foreat's bloody, temible:
eyes bummed into his pounding thoughts ax he unged
for excape. He stumbled into the tiny hall and.
siammed the door against the rising screams of the
birds, adrenaline pamping through his system in hot,
surging beats.

He took a deep breath, then another, and after
moment, kis heart slowed down to & more noemal
pace. The shrieks of the crows gradually grew distart,
blown away on a soflly moaning wind.

Jesus, how dumb can 1 get? Stupid, stupid.

He'd stormed out onto the deck looking for &
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But was it something she noeded to worry about, or
‘was he just trying to protect her?
Maybe he found Chris or Wesker, dead, and didn's
want o tell me.

It wasu't a pleasant thought, but it would explain

his strunge, hurried behavior. He obviously wanted
them to get out of the house as soon as possitie, and
‘wanted her to stay on the west side. And the way he'd
fixated on the puzzle mechanism, seeming mare con-
‘cemmed with their cxit than with Chrir's or Wesker's
whercaboats. . .

‘She loaked down at the two crumpled figures in the
hall, at the tacky, drying pools of red that surrounded
them. Maybe she was trying too hard to find » motive
that didn't exiat. Maybe, like her, Barry was soared,
‘and sick of foeling like death could come at any time.
Maybe I should stop thinking about it and do my

Job. Whether or nat we find the others, he's right about
needing to get ous. We have 10 get back o the city, let
people know what's out here.

Jill straightened hex shoulders and walked o the

door that led to the wairwell, drawing her weapon.
‘She'd mads it this far she could make it & lidle
farther, try to unravel the mystery that had taken the
Tives of #0 many or die trying, ber mind whispered sofly.

Forest Speyer was dead. The laughing, Southern
good ol” boy with his rtty clothes and eary grin was
10 more. That Forest was gone, leaving behind &
bloody, lifeless importor slumped against  wall.
Chris stared down t the importor, the distant
sounds of the night lost 10 a sudden gust of wind that
‘whipped around the caves, moaning through the
‘miling of the second.- tory patio. It was a ghostly
sound, but Forest couldn' hear it; Forest would never
hear anything again.

Chrin cronched down next o the still body, care-
Hully prying Forest's Bexetta from beneath cool fin-
gem. He told himself he wouldn't Iook, but as he
reached for Forest's belt puck, he found his gaze fixed
on the terrible exmptiness where the Bravo's cyes had
once been.

Jesus, what happened? What happened to you, man?
Forcat's body was covered with wounds, most an
inch or two across and surmounded by raw, bloody
Hlesh - it was a8 if h'd been stabbed hundreds of
times with » dull knife, cach vicious cut ripping away
‘chunks of skin and muscle. Part of his ribcage was
cruelly exposed, slivers of white shoswing bencath
tattered redness. His eyeless, sircaming stare was the.
‘crowning horror-Iike the killer hada't been content.
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got too far
“It’s okay,” he said, forcing w smile. “T'm just
surprised 1o see you. Here, I found you something o
little better than a can of insect repellent.”

He handed ber the Beresta, pulling outa couple of
clips 1o go with it. Rebeoca took the gun, staring down
atit thoughtfully.

‘When she looked up st him again, her gaze was
serious and intease. "Who was it?"

Chiris thought about lying, but saw that she wasnt
going o buy it and realized suddenly what it was
about her that macds him feel so protective, that made
him want to shield her from the sad and sickening
truth.

Claire.

“That was it; Rebeooa reminded him of his lttle
siste, from her tomboy sarcasm and quick wit to the
way she wore her hair.

“Listen,” she,ssid quietly, *7 know you feel respon-
sible for me, and I admit that I'm pretty new at this.
But I'm @ member of this team, and sheltering e
from she facts could get me Killed. So-who was it?"
‘Chiris stared at her for & moment and then sighed.
She was right. "Forest. 1 found him outside, he'd been
pecked to death by crows. Kenneth's dead, 100."

‘A suden anguish passed across her cyes, but she
nodded firmly, keeping her gaze on his. "Okay. So
what do we do now?"

Chiris couldn' belp the slightert of miles, rying to
remember if hed ever boen s young.

He motioned up the stairs, hoping that he warnt
‘about to make another mistake. 7 guess we iry
another door.”

‘Weaker dicn't catch much of the conversation be-
tween Barry and Jill, but ater a muffled, "Good.
luck," from M. Burton, he heard a door open and
clowe somewhere near by and a moment later, the:
‘hollow thump of bootateps agains: wood, followed by
‘another cloring door. The hall outside was clear, his
team off on their mission to find the rest of the copper
crents.

Looks like 1 picked the right room 10 wat in.

He'd used the helmet key 10 lock himselfinto a
small study by the back door, the perfect place from
‘which to monitar the team's progress. Not only could
he bear them coming and going, he'd be able o get
head start 1o the Iabs.

Ho held the beavy wind crest up 1o the light of the,
dexk lamp, grinning. It had been t0o easy, really. He'd
happensd acrows the plaster tatue on his way back
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fight, looking to avenge the deaths of the other
STARS. and been shocked into stupidity by

‘what he'd found. If he hadn' let himself get s0
froaked out by Foreat’s death, he would have made
the connection sooner between the birds and the
types of wounds and perhaps noticed the gather-
ing flesh-caters that had waiched him from the
shadows, looking for their next viotim.

He headed for the door back to the main hall, angry
‘with himeelf for going into a situstion unprepared. He
couldn't afford to keep making mistakes, to let his
attention wander from what was in front of im. This
‘wast't some kind of a game, where he could push a
reset button if he missed « trick. Peopls were dying,
his fricads were dying - and if you don't pull your head out
of your ass and start being more carefid,

you 're going to join them.

‘Another tom and lifeless body crumpled in a cold
haliway somewhere, another victin to the insanity of
this house.

Chrin silemced the nagging whisper, taking a decp
breath us he stepped back into the high gallery of the
Tobby and closed the door behind him. Beating him-
sclf up was no more useful than charging blindly
around in & strange and dangerous environment,
Tooking for revenge. Hie had 1o conceatrate on what
‘was important: the lost Alphas and Rebeccn.

He walked toward the stars, tucking Forest's wesp-
on into his waistbnd. At least Rebeocs would be able.
o defend herself.

“Chris.”

Startled, be looked down 0 ses the young
S.TARS. member at the base of the wide steps,
grinning up at him.

He jogged down the stairs, glad to soc her in spite of
himelf. "What happened? Is everything all right?"
Rebeoca held up a silver key s he reached her, still
smiling widely. "I found something I thought you
could use.”

He took the key, noting that the handle was etched
with u tiny shicld before slipping it inside his vext.
Rebecca was beaming, her eyes flashing with excite-
ment

“After you lef, 1 played the piano and this secret
door opened up in the wall. There was this gold.
emblem inside, like a shield, and 1 switched it with
the one in the dining room and the grandfather
clock maved, and that key was behind it~

She broke off suddenly, hex staile fltcring as she
studied his face. "Tm sorry ..  know I shouldn't
have left, but  thought 1 could catch you before you
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shoulders were slumped.
“No, I'm alright. Just worried about Chri, you
foow.”

Jill nodded, but ¢he couldn't shaks the feeling that
there was more to it than that. Since he'd pulled her
out of the trap he'd been acting unusually subducd,
even nervous.

Paranoid much? This is Barry Burton you're talking
‘abous, the backbone of the Raccoon S.TA.RS. - not
to mention, the man who just saved your life. What
‘could he passibly be hiding?

Jill knew she was probably being overly suspi-
‘Clous, but all the same, she decided to kecp her
‘moath shut about Trent's computer. Afier all she'd
been through, she wasu't feeling particularly trusting.
And it sounded like he already had a precty good idea
of the mansion's layout, so it wasn' Iike he needed the
information.

That's it, keep rationalizing. Nexs thing, you'll be
suspecting Captain Wesker of planning this whole
thin.

Jill coffed inwardly as she pushed herself away
from the wail and she and Barry walked slowly back
toward the house. Now that was paranoid.

They stopped as they reached the door, Jilltaking a
fow final Tungfuls of the sweet uir, Ietting it settle hex
nerves. Barry had taken out his Colt Python and was
reloading the empty chambers, his expression grim.
“I thought Id go buck over t the east wing, see i T
can pick up Chris's trail,”he said. "Why don't you
head upstairs and start looking for the other crests?
That way we can cover all of the rooms, work our way
back 10 the main hall”

Jill nodded and Barry opened the door, the rusty
hinges squealing in protest. A wave of cold swept past
them and 3ll sighed, trying 10 propare hexself to face
another maze of frigid, shadowy halls, another serics
of unopened doors and the secrets that lay behind
them.

“You're gonna do fine,” Barry said smootbly, plac-
ing a warm hand on her shoulder and gently ushering
hex back inside. A soon as the door closed behind
them be lifted his hand in a casunl salute, smiling.
“Good luck," he said, and before she could ro-
spond, he turned and hurried away, weapon in hand.
‘With another creak of ancient metal, he slipped
through the double doars st the end of the hall and
‘was gone.

Jill stared after him, alons ono again in the chilled,
stinking silence of the dim corridor. It wamm't hex
imagination; Barry was keeping something from her.
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trained her weapon on the still body and heard a
door closing somewhere close by.

Barry?

He'd said he was going to be in the mansion's other
‘wing, but maybe he'd found something and had come
Tooking for her ... ar maybe she was finally going to
meet up with someone else from the team.

‘Smiling st the thought she hurried down the

‘gloomy hall, cager 1o ee another familiar face. A¥ she.
neared the carner, a fresh wave of decay washed over
her and the fallen creature at her feet grabbed at her
boot, clutching her ankle with surprising strength.
Startlod, Jll flniled her arms to keep her balance,
crying out in disgust s the slobbering zombie inched
st Totting face toward ber boot. 1s peeling, skeletal
fingers sorabbled weakly at the thick leather, secking &
firmer grip and Jill instinctively brought her other boot
down on the beck of its head, the heavy treadls sliding
acroms the kull with n sickening wet sound. A wide
piece of flaking scalp tore away, revealing glstening
bone. The creature kept clawing st her, oblivious to

pein.
“The second and third kicks kit the back of its

neck and on the fourth, she felt as much as heard
the dull snap of vertebruc giving out, crushed beneath
her heel.

The pale hands fluttered and with a choking, liquid
sigh, the zombie settled t the musty carpes.

Jill stepped over the limp body and ran around the
‘comer, swallowing back bile. She was convinced that
the pitiful creatures roaming the balls were vitimy
somehow, just as much us Becky and Pris had been,
‘and relcasing them to death was a kindacss, but they
‘were also & menace, not to mention morbidly un-
‘wholesome. She had 1o be more cautious.

“There was & door to her right, heavy wood overlaid
with twining metal designs. There was a picture of
Eomtyes o Y gl b it S s
she'd come acrows uptairs, it was unlocked.

“There was mo one inside the well-Jit room but she
hesitated, suddenly reluctant to continue her search
for whoever elsc was wandering the area. Two walls of
the large chamber were lined with full suits of armor,
eight o a side, and there was a soall display case a1
the back - not to mention a large rod switch set into
the middle of the gray tiled flocr.
Another trap? Or a pucge. ..

Intigued, she walkes ino the room and headed for
the glas fronted display, the silent,lifcless guards
sceming 1o watch her every move. There were
‘coaple of myerious grated holew in the loor, one on
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‘ovolly informed him that she was his superior and
doctor, and would be addressed as such. Tce queen,
through and through. If she hadnt been so damned
‘good-looking, he never would've bothered in the first

But my, how your beauty has faded, Dr. Ellen. .
‘Weaker closcd bis eyes, smiling, reliving the cxps
ence. It had been the rtty strings of blond hair that
had given her way as she'd shuffled out from bebind
helf, moaning and reaching for him. Her logs were
till long, but they'd lost a lot o their appeal - not to
mention a fair amount of kin.

“What lovely perfume you're wearing, Dr. Smih,*
he'd said. Then two shote to the head, and she'd gone.
down in a spray of blood and bone. Wesker didnt like.
0 think of himself us a shallow man, but pulling the
trigger on that high.riding bitch had been wonder-
fully- no, decply-gratifying.

Like icing on a cake,  litle bonus perk for taking
matiers in hand. Maybe if I'm fucky Tl run into that
prick Sarton down in the lab
ARtz n few moments, Wesker stood up and
stretched, turning o scan some of the itles on the
bookshelf bebind him. He was cager to get moving,
but it might take the 5.T.AR.S. awhile o find the rest
of the puzzls pieces and there, was really nothing be
‘could do to harry the process; he might as well kecp
busy.

T ot memgaling s sk e or et
caltitles. One of the books was callod, Phagemics:
‘Alpha Complementation Vectors, the next one wa
‘DNA Librarics and Electrophoresis Conditions.
Biochemistry texts and medical journals, terific.
Maybe he'd get that rup in after all. Just reading the
titles was making bim alocpy.

His gaze fell acrows & heavy-looking tome sitting by
steelf on one of the lower shelves, bound in a fine red
leather. He picked it up, glad 10 vee a tite he could
read printed across the front, even one as stpid as,
Eagle of East, Wolf of West.

‘Wit - that's the same thing written on the fountain.
‘Wesker sared at. the wonds, fecling his good mood
slipping away. It couldn' be, the researchers had gone
muta but surely they wouldn' have locked down the
Tab, there was no reason for it. He opened the book
almost Frantically, praying that be was wrong
and et out a low moan of helpless rage at what
‘was tucked into the sham book's glued pages. A brass
‘medllion with an cagle engraved on it lay in the cut
‘away compartment - part of a key to yet another of
‘Spencer's insane locks.
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from talking 1o Barry, and remembered that it had a
secret compartment somewhere. Rather than wasts:
valusble time scarching, he'd simply pashed the hide-
‘ous thing off the dining room balcony. I hadint been
hiding one of the crests, but the sparkle of the blue:
jewel amidst the rubbls had been almost as good.
There was & room just off the dining hall that held &
statue of  tiger with one red eye and one biue, one of
the few mechanism that he'd rememberzd from an
ealier visit A quick visit 1o the statue had confirmed
his suspicions; both eyes had been missing, and when
he'd placed the gaudy biue jeswel nto its proper
socket, the tiger had tumed to one ride and presented
him with the crest. Just like that, he was one step
clower to completing his mission.

When the other three are in place, Il wai until
they're offlooking for the final piece and then slip right
out the door.

He considerd going to check the diagram, but
decided against it. The house was big, but not that big,
‘and there was 1o need o expose himself to further
itk of being scen. Besides, they probably hadn't
‘managed to find any of the other crests yet. He'd
already had a close call when he'd gone downstairs to
retrieve the jewel, almost stepping directly into Chris
Redfield's path. Chris had found the rookic and the
w0 of thern were blundering around, probably look-
ing for “clues.”

Besides, this room is comfortable. Maybe Tl take &
nap while 1 wait for the rest of them to catch up.

He leansd back in the dexk chair, pleaed with
himeelf for all he'd sccomplished so far. What could
have been a disaster was turning out quite nicely,
thanks to some quick thinking on his part, Fie had
already found one of the crosts, be had Barry and Jill
‘working for him and he'd bad the good fortune to
‘run into Fllen Smith while he'd been in the library.
Oaps, scratch that. It's Doctor Edlen Smith, thank
you very muck.

‘After fetching the wind crest, he'd gane o the
Tibrary 10 check the small side room that overlooked
the eatate's heliport, the entrance concealed behind &
bookease. A quick scarch had revealed nothing useful,
‘and he'd boen sbout to check the back room when Dr.
Smith had shambied out 10 greet him.

He had tried to get a date with her ever since he'd
moved to Raccoon, drawn in by her long legs and.
platinum blond hair; he'd always been partial to
bionds, particularly smart ones. Not only had she.
repeatedly turmed him down, she hadn't even tried to
be nice about it. When he'd called ber Elle, she'd
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‘She'd found some ammo for the Remington, she
‘supposed she should be grateful for that - a dozen
shells in & metal box undemeath one of the bunks in
the bodroom. But if there'd been any hidden crests,
she'd missed them.

Jill took out Trent's computer and checked the
‘map, finding her position at the top of the stairs
past the siting room's second door war » wide,
'U-shaped corridor that angled back around to the.
front hall balcony. The carridor also connected to two
rooms, one a dead end and the other leading through
several more.

‘She pat the compater away and drew her Beretta,
taking  moment to clear her mind before stepping
into the corridar. It wasu't easy. Between trying to
figure out what had happencd in the house to create:
‘monsters and her concerns for and sbout her toam,
her thoughts were distinctly mes
‘Shouldve looked closer at thowe papers. .

The affice had been simple, & desk, n bookshel,

but there was a rack of lab coats by the door and the
papers strewn acroas the desk bad mostly been lists of
‘mumbers and lesters. Sh knew just enough chemistry
0 know that she was locking at chemistry. 50 she
dida® bother trying to read them, but since finding
the papers, she had begun to think of the zombics s
the result of a rescarch acoident. The mansion was too
‘well maintained to have come from private money,
‘and the fact that it had been kept & secret for so long
uggerted a cover up. She guossed that there was 2
‘coaple of months worth of dust on almost every-
thing - which coincided with the firt ttacks in Rac-
‘coon. If the people in the house had been conducting
some kind of an experiment and something had gome
wrong.....

Something that transformed them into flesh-eating
‘ghouls? That's a bt far-fetched. ..

But it made mare sease than anything clse she

‘coald come up with, although she'd keep her mind
‘open 1o other possibilities. As to her conoerns sbout
the team - Barry was acting weird and Chris and
‘Weaker were il missing; no new developments
there.

Aud there wontt be any if you don't get going.

Right. Jill put her musings on hold and stepped out
into the hall.

‘She noticed the smell before she actually saw the
‘zombie farther down the,corridor, crumpled 1o the.
floor. The amal wall sconces cast an uncven glow over
the body, reflecting off of dark red trim and tinting
everything in the corridor a smoky crimson. She

Just
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Tt was like the punch line 1o a cruel joke. To get out
of the house, b had 1o find the crests. Once out in the

‘coartyard, he'd have o make his way through a
‘winding maze of tunnels that ended in a hidden

section of the garden - where there was an old stone.
fountain that marked the entrance to the under-
ground labs. The fountain was onc of Spencer's
fanciful creations, a marvel of engincering that could
be opened and closed to hids the facility under-
neath - provided, of course, that you had the keys:
twro medallions made out of brase, an eagle on one, a
‘wolf on the other.

‘Finding the eagle meant that the gate was closed.
‘And that meant that the wolf could be anywhere,
anywhere at all and that his chances of even getting
0 the lab had just dropped down to somewhere near
Unabile to control ks fury, be snatched up the
mexdal and threw the book against the dexk, knocking
the lamp over with & crash and plunging the room
into sudden blackness. There was no longer any poit
in holding on to the wind crest; his perfect plan was
ruined. He'd have o give p his edge and hope that
one of the others would inadvertently stumble scross
the wolf medal for him, secreted eway somewhere on
the massive, sprawling cata.

‘Which means more risk, more scarching and a
‘chance that one of them will reach the lab befors 1 do.
Seething, Weaker stood in the dark silence with his
fists clenched, trying not to scream.

TWELVE

JILL HEARD SOMETHING LIKE BREAKING
glase and beld perfectly i, litening, The scoustics
of the mansion were strange, the long corridors and
unusul floor plan making it hard to tell where sounds
‘were coming from.

Orif you cven heard them atall. ...

‘She sighed, taking a last look around the quict,
book-lined sitting room at the top of the siairs. She'd
already checked the three other rooms along the.
gallery railing and found exectly nothing of inere
sparse bedroom with two buiks, an office, and an
unfinished den with & Locked door and a fircplace:
inside. The only switches she'd found wers light
awitcher, though she had gotten excited over a rather
sinister-looking black button on the wall of the affice
until she'd pushe it, and found that she'd

‘managed 1o discover the drainage control for an
empty fish tank in the comer.
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..o maybe not. Either way, it tell me something.
Jill stopped by the back sairs, taking n deep

breath and realized that something was different.
‘She loaked around uncertainly, trying to figure ot
‘what it wa her senses were telling her.

Tts warmer. Just a litle, but its definitely warmer.
And the air isn't quite av sta. .

Like someons had opened a window. Or maybe a
dor.

Jill turned and jogged down the stairs, suddenly
‘anxious to check the puzels lock. Reaching the bot-
tom af the steps, she saw that the door connecting one.
hall 10 the next was standing open. She could hear
crickets singing faintly, feel the fresh night air wafting
toward her through the frigid mustiness of the house.
‘She hurried to the darker camridor and hooked a
right, trying 1ot to get her hopes up. Another sharp.
right and she could se the doar that led to the
covered walkway standing open.

Maybe that's all it i, it doesn't mean the puzdle’s
solved.

Jill broke into & run, fecling the clean warmth of
‘summer air against her skin as she rounded the comer
in the stone path and let out a short, triumphant laugh e5 she saw
the four placed creats next t the open door. A warm
‘breeze was flowing through the room that the puzzle.
had unlocked, a small storage shed for gardening
tools. The metal door on the wall opposite wa
standing open, and Jill could sce moonlight playing
cross u brick wall just past the rusted hinges.
Bary had been right, the door led outsids. Theyd
be able 10 get help now, find a safe route through the
woods or at lenst signal.

But if Barry found the missing pieces, why didn't he
come looking for me?

Jill's grin faded as she stepped into the shed,
abseatly taking in the dusty boxes and barrels that.
Tined the gray stone walls. Barry had known where she
‘was, had suggestod himself that she take the socond
floor of the west wing. .

‘So maybe it wasn  Barry who opened the door.
True, it could've been Chris or Weaker or one of the
Bravos. I that was the case, she should probably go
back in and look for Barry.

O inveatigate a litle first, make sure its worth the
effort.

It was  bit of a rationalization, but she had o
aclmit 10 herself that the thought of returning to the
‘mansion with a possible cscape in front of her wasn't
all that enticing. She unholstered her Beretta and
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‘walled toward the outer door, her decirion made.
The firt thing she noticed was the sound of rushing
‘water over the soft forest noises that filled the cooling
air like a waterfalL. The second and third were the
bodlies of the two dogs that Lay across the imegular
stone path, shot to death.

Pretty safe bet that one of the 5.TA.R.5. came this

T edged ou oo  bgh waled comtyard, low
hecges et into brick planters on either side. Dark
clouds hung oppressively low overhead. Across the
‘open space was & barred iron gate just past an island
of shrubs; to ber lef, a straight path overshadowed by
the ten-foot high brick walls that bordered it. The
‘gentle waterfall sound seemed to come from that.
dircction, though the path ended sbruptly in s metal
gate a few feet high.

Stairs going down maybe?

Jill hesitated, looked back at the arched, rusty gate
in front of her and then at the curled bodies of the
mntant dogs. They were both closer 1 the gate than
the alkway, and assuming they'd been killed while:
attacking, the shooter would have been beaded in that
direction.

There was & sudden sound of water splashing
wildly, making the decision for ber. Jill tumed and
‘ran down the moonlit walk, boping to caich a glimpre.
of whatever was making the naie.

She reached the end of the stone path and leaned
over the gate, then drew back a lttle, surprised by
the sudden drop off. There were 1o stairs, the gate.
opened o a tiny platform elevator and a huge, open
‘coartyard, twenty feet below.

The splashing was off to the right, and Jill looked
down and across the wids. yard justin time t see &
shadowy figure walk through the waterfall she'd
heard, disappearing behinc the curtain of water that
cascaded dawn the west wall.

What the hell?

She stared at the small waterfall, blinking, not sure:
if her eyes were playing tricks on her. The splashing
had stopped as soon as the person dissppeared, and
she was fairly certain that she wasn't hearing things-
‘which meant that the rushing water concealed a secret
passage.

Great, that's just what this place needs. Lord knows I
didn't get enough of that inside.

The controls o the one-man it were, on a metal
bar next 1o the rusting gate, the platform itself down
in the coutyard. Jill toggled the power switch, but
nothing happene. She'd have o get down another
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reservoir, casily the size of n couple of swimming
pools put together. Deep shadows draped and hung at
every side, caused by the secmingly solid walls of
‘murky green troes and lush vegetation that threatencd
t breai through the bordering rails.

They moved farwand, stopping s the edge of the
‘massive pool. I was apparently in the slow process of
being drained, the turbalent noise caused by the
narrow flow of watex through a raired gatz on the cast
side. There warnt s complet path sround the reser-
oir, but Chrin saw that there was a walkway bisecting
the pool itself, about five foet below water level. There
were bolted ladders at both tides, and the path had
obviously been submerged until quite recently, the
stones dark with dripping algae.

Chris studied the unusual setup for a moment,
‘wondering how anyone got across when it wasn't
being drained. Another mywtery to add to the growing
Tt

‘Without speaking, they climbed down and hurried
acros, boots squelching against the limy stoner, &
clammy humiity enveloping them. Chris quickly
scale the second Iadder, reaching down 1o help
Rebecca
The heavily shaded path was litered with branches
‘and pine needles and appeared 10 border the cast end
of the reservoir, passing over the open floodgate. They
started towan the forced watezfull and had only
gotten n few feet when it tarted 10 rain.

Plop. Plop, plop.

Chrin frowned, an inner voice informing him coolly
that he shouldsr be able 10 hear raindrops over the
‘roar of the draining water. He looked up
and saw a twisted branch fal from the stretching
foliage banging over the rail, « branch that hit the
stone and lid smoothly away -

- that's not a branck -

- and there were dozens of them already on the
round, twisting across the dark tones, hissing and
writhing as they fell from the trees overhead.

He and Rebecoa were surrounded by makes.

“Oh, shitt”

Startled, Rebeco turned to look at Chris and felt
‘oold tezror shoot through her, her heart squeszed in

ta cy grip as she took in the path behind him. The
ground had oome 10 ife, black shapes coiling toward
their feet and dropping from sbove like living rain.
Rebecca started o rise her gun, realizing numbly
that there were 00 many even as Chris roughly
grabbe her arm.
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They stumbled forward, Rebecoa crying out invol-
untarily as & thick, writhing body fell scross her
shoulder, a touch of ool soales against her arm as it
sl heavily off and hit the stones.

The path zig-zagged and they ran through the.
shifting shadows, heels crunching down on rubbery,
moving flesh, throwing them off balance. Snakes
darted forward to strike at their passing boots as they
ran over a stecl grate, black, foaming water thunder-
ing below, the sound of their boots hitting metal lost
o the liquid roar.

Ahead of them, the stones were clearer, but the
path also dropped off sharply, a small clevator plat-
form marking its end. There was 1o place left t0 g
They crowded on to the tiny platform and Rebeocs
‘matched at the controls, her breath coming in pan-
icked gasps. Chris turned and fired repeatedly, the
shots blasting over th crash of water ss Rebooca
found the operating button and slammed it down.
The platform shuddered and tarted to descend,
slipping down past rock walla toward a massive,
empty courtyard below. Rebocoa tumed, raising the
Berctta 1o help Chris and felt her jaw drop,

her throat Locking at the grussome scens.

“There had to be hundreds of them,

the path almost complstely hidden by the slthering
creatures, hissing and squirming in an alien frenzy at
they struck wildly at each other. By the time she
‘managed to unfroeze, the lonthsome sight had risen
pat eye level and was gone.

The ride scemed to last forever, both of them
staring up at the edge of the path they'd lekt behind,
tensely, breathilersly waiting for the bodies to start
falling. When the lift was within a fow feet of the
bottom, they both jumped off, stumbling quickly
away from the wall

They both leaned sgainst the cool rock, gasping.
Rebeoca took in the courtyard they d escaped 1o in
between shuddering breaths, letting the sound of the
splashing watexfall soothe ber narver. It was & huge,
‘open space made out of brick and stone, the colors
‘washed out and hazy in the frail light. The water from
the reservoir above tambled down into two stone:
pools nearby, and there was & single gate acrows from
them.

And no mukes.

‘She took a final deep breath and blew it out, then
turned 1o Chris

“Were you bit?*

He shook his head. *You?”
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‘way, wasting time while the mysterious splasher got

squars only three foet across and open on the side
facing the yard. Coming up would be a bitch, bat
descending? Cake. She could crouch her way down in
 minate or less, using her back and legs to support
her weight

‘As she unstrapped the shotgun from her beck in
preparation far the climb, & disturbing thought oc-
‘curred to her - f the person who'd gone through the
waterfall was one of the 5.TA.R.5., how had they
known that the passage was even there?

‘Good question, and not one she wanted to linger
over. Holding the shotgun tightly, Jill pushed the gats
‘open and carcfully startod down the ehafl.

They'd given Barry a full fiftcen minutes before
‘heading through the winding halls of the west wing
‘and finding the open back door.

They stood thereaiow, looking at the lab of copper
‘and its four engraved crosts.

Chris stared at the crescent moon that Barry had
taken, feeling confused and mare than  Iitls warried.
Barcy was one of the most honeat, straightforward guys
that he had ever known. IF he said that he was going to
Iook for Jill and then come back for them, then that's
‘what he meant to do.

But he didn't come back. And if ke ran into trouble,
how did the pece 1 gave him end up here?

He didnt like any of the explanations his mind was
giving him to work with. Someone could have taken it
from him, he could've placed it himself and then been
injured someliow ... the possiilities seemed end-
Tess, and none of them good.

Sighing, he turned away from the diagram and
Tooked at Rebeces. "Whatever happened io Barry, we
should go ahead. This may be the only way off the
estate.”

Rebeoca smiled a lttle. “Fine by me. It justfeels
good 1o get out of there, you know?"
"Yea, no kidding," he said, with fecling. Fic hadn't
eve realized how acoustomed he'd grown to the. cold,
‘opprostive atmosphere of the bouse untl they'd left

. The difference was truly amazing.

They walked through the tidy storage room and
stopped at the back doar, both of them breathing
decply. Rebocca checked her Beretta for sbout the
Iundrecith time since they'd leRt the main hall, chew-
ing at her lower lip nervously. Chis could see how
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tightly wound she was and tried 1o think if there was
‘anything she needed to know, anything that would
help her if they were forced into & combat situation.
ST.ARS. training covered all the basics, but shoot.
ing at & video sorcen with a toy gun was a far cry from
the real thing.

H grinned suddenly, remembering the words of
wisdom he'd gotten on his firs operation, a stand. off
with u small group of whacked out survivalists in
uptate New York. He'd been terified, and trying
desperstely not o show it. The captain for the mis-
sion had been a tough-as-nails explosives expert, an
extremely short woman named Kaylor. She'd pulled
him aside just before they went in, locked him up and
down, and given himn the tingle best picce of advice
he'd ever received.

“Son, " she'd suid, “no matter what happens when

the shooting starts, try ot to wet your pants.

It had surprisec him out of his nervousness, the
statement 10 totaly weird that he'd literally been
forced o let go of the worst of his fear to make room
forit.

“What are you grinning about?”

Chiris shook his head, the smile fading. Somehow,
he didn' think it would work on Rebecca and the
dangens they faced didn' shoot back. "Long stary.
Come o, let's go.”

They moved out into the calm night ai, cricketa

and cicadas buzzing slzepily in the surrounding
‘woods. They were in a kind of courtyard, high brick
walls on ither side, an offshoot walkway to their lef.
Chris could hear rushing water nearby and the:
‘moumful ary of a dog o coyote in the distance,
Tonely, faraway sound.

Speaking of dogs ...

There were a couple of them sprawled out acros

the stones, roft moonlight glistening aguinst their wet,
sinewy bodies. Chria edged up to one of them and
‘crouched down, touching its flank. He quickly palled
his hand back, scowling; the mutnt dog was sticky
‘andl warm, like it had been sheatbex!in a thick layes of
mucous.

He stood up, wiping his hand on his pants. "Hasn't
been dead long, " b seid quietly. "Less than an hour,
‘There was & rusted iron gate just past some hedge:
in front of them. Chris nodded at Rebecca and as they
‘walked toward it, the sound of rushing water in-
creaed 10 dul roar.

Chrin pushed at the gats and it swung open on
violently squealing hinges, revealing 8 huge, cut stone
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end, cast in shadow by the dirm utilty lights overhead.
“I thought 1 heard something,” be vaid finally.
“Voices..."

Before she could ask any questions, he tumed and
faced hex, smiling uncarily. “Look, I'm sorry I didn't
wait for you, but 1 heard somebody walking ous in the
‘parden and had 1o take a look 1 found this place by
accident, kind of tripped and fel in ... amyway. I'm
slad you're here. Lets check around, see what we can.
T P, decided 10 keep a clowe eye on
Barry for awhile. Maybe she was paranoid, but in
spits of his words, he didn't scem ll that happy to see
her....

Watch and wait, her mind whispered. For now,
there was nothing eluc. she could do.

Barry lod them towand the door to the right, hold-
ing hi Coltup. He pulled the handlz, revealing
‘another gloomy tunnel.

A few sicpa in to the right was mnother metal door
‘and across from i, the passage veered sharply into
almost complete darkness. Barry motions at the
doar and Jill nodded. He pashed it open and the two
of them moved in 1o another silent corrider.

Jill sighed inwardly as she studied the bare rocky
‘walls, wishing that she had & picce of chalk with her.
“The tunmel they were in now looked pretty much like
all the rest of them, tarning left up shead. She alrcady
felt Tost, and hope that there weren't too many more.
torists and turns.

“Hello? Wha's therel” A deep, familiar voice
shouted from somewhere ahead of them, the words
echoing through the passage.
“Enrico?” Jill called oat.

“Jill? Is that you?"

‘Excited, Jill ran the last few steps to the corner and
around, Barry right behind her. The Bravo team
leader was st alive, had somehow eaded up down
here.

Jill rounded the next comer and saw him sitting
against the wall, the tunnel widening out and ending
in & shadowy alcove.

“Hold it Stop right there!”

She froze, staring st the Beretta he had pointed st
her. He was injured, blood seeping from his leg and
puddiing on the floor.

“Are you with ill7™ i dark eyes were
narrowed with suspicion, the black bore of bis seai-
‘automatic unwavering.

“Barry's here, too - Enrico, what happened?
What's this abowt?"
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As Barry stepped out from behind the comer,
Earico stared at them both for a long moment, his
gaze danting back and farth nervously and then he
sagged, lowering his gun as he fell back against the
stones. Barry and Jill hurried over, crouching down
next o the wounded Bravo.

“Im sorry,” he suid weakly. 1 had to make

It was as though defending himself had taken his
Tast bt of strength. Jill ook his hand gently, alarmed
at how pale he war. Blood oozed from his thigh, his
pants soaked with it.

“This whole thing was a set-up, " he breathed,
turning his watering gaze toward her. °1 got lost, I
climbed the fence, saw the tunnels . .. found the
paper ... Umbrella knew, all along...*

Barry looked stricken, his face almost as whits as
Earico's. "Hang on, Rico. We'll get you ous of here,
you just have lie till "

Tonrico shok his head, stilllooking at il "There's
a raitor in the ST.AR.S.," bo whispered. "He told
me...”

Bam! Bam!

Earico's body jumped ea two holes suddenly ap-
peared in his chest, blood pulking out of them in
violent spurts. Through the resounding echo of the.
shote, running footstepe clattered away down the,
‘corridor behind themn.

Barry Inunched 10 his foet and sprinted around the
‘comer as Jill helplessly squoczed Enrico's twitching
hand, bher heart pounding and sick. Hz slmped over,
dead before he touched the cold stons floor.

Her mind flooded with queations as Barry's parsu-
ing footsteps faded away, silence settling once again
over the doep shadows. What peper had the Bravo
found? When Erico had said "tritor” she'd imme-
dintely thought of Barry, acting 1o strangely, but
he'd been right beride hex when the shota had beea
fired.

So who did this? Who was Trent talking about? Who
did Enrico see?

Feeling lost and alone, Jill held his cooling hand
and waited for Barry 10 come back.

Rebecon was going through an old trank pushed
against one wall of the room they'd entered, shufffing
through stacks of papers and frowning while Chris
‘checked out the rest of the room. A singls, rumpled
oot, & deak, and  towering, ancient bookshelf were
the anly other pieces of fumiture. After the cold, alien
splendor of the mansion, Chris was absurdly grateful
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“No,” she said. "Though if it's all the same to you,
Td rather not go back that way. I'm more of a cat-
person, really.”

Chris stared at her for n moment and then grinned,
pushing away from the wall. “Funny, 1 wouldve
figured you for lab rats.
Beep beep.

The radio!

Rebeoca grabbed at the unit hooked to her belt, the
smakes suddenly forgotten. It was the sound she'd
been hoping to hear ever since they'd found Richard.
They were being hailed, maybe by searchers.

She thumbed the receiver and held the radio up so
they could both hear. Static crackled through the
tinny speaker along with the soft whine of a wavering
signal.
this is Brad!. .. Alpha team . .. read? If...
can hear this...”

His voice disappeared in a burst of static. Rebecca.
‘hit the tranemit button and spoke quickly.
“Brad? Brad, come in!"
“The signal was gone. They both listened for n
‘moment longer, but nothing else came through.

“He must have gotten out of range,” Chris said. He
sighed, walking farther out into the open yard and.
‘gazing up at he dark, overcastsky.

Rebeoca clipped the silent radio back to her belt,
sl feeling mare hopeful than she had all night. The
pilot was out there somewhere, circling sround and
looking for them. Now that they were clear of the
‘mansion, they d be sbie to hear him signal.
Assuming he comes back.

:becca ignored the thought and walked over to
join Chris, who had found snother tiny clevator
pll!t‘mnmdmlh:mum-ﬁum!h:m
fall. A quick check showed it 1o be without power.
Chris tumed toward the gate, slspping & fresh clip
into his Beretta. “Shall we see what's behind door
number one?"
It was  rhetorical question. Unless they wanted to
80 back through the snakes, it was their only option.
Just the sume, Rebecca smiled and nodded, wanting
to make sure he knew she was ready and hoping
desperately that if anything else happened, she woald
be.

FOURTEEN

JILL STOOD AT THE EDGE OF A YAWNING,
‘open pit in the dank tunnel, saring helplossly at the
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door on the other side. The pit was too wide 1o safely
jump and there was 1o way to climb down, atleast none
that she.could see. She'd have 10 go back and try the
door by the adder.

Her frustrated sigh tumad into a shiver. The damp
chill emanating fromn the stone walls would have been
bad enough without her being dripping wet.

Great secret pastage. To use i, you have to catch
pocumonia.

A glint of metal caught her gaze as she tumed, fect
squelching in her boots. She peered down t i,
brushing a wet strand of hair out of her eyes. It was &
small iron plate set into the sons, a six-sided hole
about the size of a quarter s the center. She looked
back at the door thoughifully.

Maybe it works as a bridge, or lowers stairs ... 7

e she didn' have whatever tool

it required, it was as good as n dead end. Besides, it
‘was unlikely that whoever she'd seen walking through
the waterfall had managed to get acros
il walked back through the twisting passage to-
‘ward the entrance to the tunnel, sl in awe of what
she'd found behind the curtain of water. It appearcd
that there was a whole network of tunnels running.
beneath the estate. The walls were rough and uneven,
‘chunks of sandy limestone protruding st odd
angles-but the sheer amount of work that had gone
into creating the underground path was mind-
boggling.

She reached the metal door next o the ladder,
having to make & conscious effort not o let her teeth
‘chatter as a cold draft swept down from the courtyard
above. The sound of the waterfall was strangely
‘muted. The sicady, echoing rhythm of water dripping
t the rock floor was much louder, giving the tunnels &
somewhat medieval fecl. ..

‘She pulled the dor open and froze, feeling a rush
of mixed emotions as Barry Burton whirted around o
face ber, revolver in hand. Surprise won.

“Barry?”

He quickly lowered his weapon, looking s shocked
a5 she el and just about as wet, 1oo. His T-shirt
clung 10 his broad shoulders, his short hair platered
o his skull.

“Jillt How did you get down here?"

Same ey you did,cpparedly. B how didyou

He held up his hand, shushing her. “Listen.”
‘They sood in tense silence, Jil locking up and
down the stone corridor and failing to hear whatever
Barry had heard. There were metal doars at either
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What?
Startled, Till looked up-and felt hex stomach
shrivel in o tself, her breath catohing in her throat.
The high ceiling that the'd admired carlicr was mov-
ing, the marble at the comers powdering into dust
‘with the heavy grind of stons against stons. It we
coming down.

Tn a flash she was back at the door to the shotgun
room. She matched t the handle, pushing it
down.....

.. and found it locked as solidly as the first.

Holy shit! Bad thing! Bad thing!

‘Panic rising through her system, Jill ran back 1o the
other door, her frightened gaze drawn back to the
lowering ceiling. At two to three inches cach second,
it hit the floor in less than & minute.

Jill aised the shotgun and aimed at the door 10 the
hall, trying not o think about how many shots it
‘would take to blow apart. reinforced steel dead-bolt;
it wras all she had, the picks wouldnt work on that
kind of lock.

The first round exploded against the door and
splinters flew, rovealing exactly what she'd fearcd.
“The metal plate that supported the bolt extended
‘across half the door. Her mind raced for an snswer
‘and came up blank. She did't have the shells to blow
through it and the Beretta carriod hollow points, they
Hlattensd on impact.

Maybe I can weaken it, break it down.

She firod again, targeting the frame itself. The
thunderous shot tore apart wood and chipped marble,
but not enough, not even close. The ceiling continued
it clattering descent, now less than ten feet above her
head. She was going to be crushed to death.

God, don't let me die Iike this.

“Jill? Is that you?"

A muffled veice called from the carridor, and she
felt n sudden, desperate hope course through her st
the sound.

Barry!

“Help! Barry, break it down, now!" Jll shouted,

her voico high and shaking.

“Get back!™

Jill stumbled away as she heard  heavy blow strike
the doar. The wood shuddered but held. Jill et outa
Tow cry of helpless frutration, hex temifiod geze
jumping between the door and the ceiling.

‘Another solid, shaking hit 10 the door. Five feet
overhead.

Come o, come ON.

The third pounding blow was joined by the crunch
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shote.

‘She bolwered the Beretta and lifted the: shotgun

with both hands, still grinning -

- and the smile dropped away a5 both mounting

hooks clicked upward, released from the weight of the

gun. At the sume time, there was a heavier sound

behind the wall, & sound like balanced metal changing
ition.

S knoe what € was, but she tido ke i

‘She tumed around quickly, scarching the oom for

movement. Tt was as till s when she'd entered, no.

screaming birds, no sudden alarma or flashing lights,

none af the pictures el off the wall. Thero was no

ﬁqu\mwmwm
found it ully loaded. Someons had taken care of it,
the baree clean and smeling faintly of cleaner and
oil; right now, it was about the best smell sbe.could
imagine. The solid weight of it in her bands was
reassuring, the weight of power.

She searched the rest of the room and was disap-
pointed not t find any more shells. Stil, the Reming-
ton ras a find. S-T.ARS. vests had a back holster for
hotgun or ifle, and although she wasn't that hot
‘with an over-the-thoulder draw, at least she could
‘cary it without tying up her hands.

There was nothing else of interest in the room. Jill
‘walked 10 the door, excited 1o get back 10 the main
hall and share her discoveries with Bary. She'd
‘checked out every room that she could open on this
side af the first floor. If he'd mansged the same, they
‘could head upstairs 1o finish their scarch for the
‘Bravos and their missing tcammates.

And then, hopefully, get the hell out of this morgue.
‘She closed the door behind her and strode across
the late-colored tiles of the classy marbls room,

hoping, as she grasped the knob, that Barry had found
Chirin and Wesker. They sure didn't come this way.
The door was locked. Jil frowned, turning the
small gold knob back and forth. Tt attled u litle, but
‘woulda't give atall. She peered at the crack whers the
door met the frame, suddenly & litls anxious.

There it was, by the handle-the thick sliver of

stoel that indicated a dead-bolt, and a very solid ane;
the entire area surrounding it was reinfarced. But only
‘one keyhole, and that's for the knob...

Clicky Click! Click!

Dust rained down from sbove as the sound of gears
turning filled the room, a deep, thythmic clatter of
‘metal from somewhere behind the stone walls.
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thing emall and hard cracked beneath Chris's boot.
He crouched down and scooped up a dark gray chunk
of plaster. There weze two or throe other fragments

nearbry.
“Did you notice these wher we came through
before?” he nsked.

Rebeoca shoak her bead, and Cis ducked down,
Iooking for more of them. He dida't remermber
theyd been there before, either. On the other ide of
the table was a broken pile of the fragmens.

They hurried around the end of the long table past
the elaborately decorated fireplace, stopping in front
of the shattered pile. Chris nudgod a the gray picces
with the tip of his boot. From the angles and thapes, it
appeared to have been u statue of some kind.
‘Whatover it was, its garbage now.

“Is it importans?” Rebeoca asked.

Chrin shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not. Worth a look,
‘anyway. I  situation like his, you never know what
might turn outto be a clue.”

The echoing tick of the old clock followed them
back o the hall door and into the smell of decay that
illed the tight corrdor. Chris pulled the silver key out
of a pocket as they headed right

‘and stopped, quickly drawing his Beretta and
moving closer 1o Rebecca. The doar a the end of the
hall was closed; when they'd lef, it had been standing

P s s el o i
in the hall, but someone must have come through
‘while they'd been in the lobby. The thought was
disconcerting, reaffirming Chri's uncasy focling that
secret things were happening all axound them. The
dead reature 1o their left was in the same position as
befare, ita blood.filled eyes staring blindly at the low
ceiling, and Chris wondered again who had killed it.
He knew he should axamine the corpse and the
unsecured area beyond it, but dida't want to go off on
his own unil he got Rebeccn somewhere safe.
“Come on,” be whispered, and they edged to the
Tocked door, Chris handing the key 1o Rebocoa so that
he could waich the hall for sttackers. With a soft click,
the intricately pancled door was unlocked, and.
Rebeoca gently pashed it open.
Chiris could feel that the room was okay even as he.
did a quick check and motioned for Rebecot to sep
imside. It was set up like a piano bar, n baby grand
dominating the floar acrows from & built-in counter,
‘with stoals boltod along its length. Perhaps
it was the saft lighting or the mated colors that gave it
such an atmosphere of calm atillness. Whatever it
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‘and splinter of wood. The door flew open, Barry
framed in the entry, his face red and sweating, bis
‘hand reaching for hers.

Jill lunged forward and he grabbed her wris, iter-
ally jerking her off of her feet and into the comidor.
They crashed 1o the floor as behind theen, the door
‘was crushed off its hinges. Wood and metal squealod
s the ceiling continued smoothly down, the door
smapping in a sexiea of harsh cracks.

‘With a final, rescnating boom of impact, the ceiling
et the floor. It was over, the housc again as silent as
a tomb. They staggered to their feet, 5l staring . the
doorway. The entire frame was illed with the solid
‘block of stane that had been the ceiling, at least n.
‘coaple of tons of rock.

“Are you alright?" Barry asked.

Jill dicint answer for a moment. She looked down
at the shotgun she sill held in her trembling hands,
remembering how confident she'd been that there'd.
been no trap and for the first time, she wondered
how they were ever going to make it out of this hellis
place.

They stood in the empty front hall, Chris pacing the
‘carpetin front of the wairs, Rebeces standing nor-
ously by the banister. The massive lobbry was as cold
‘and ominous as when Chris had first seen it, the mutz
‘walls giving sway none af their secrets; the S.T.A R S.
‘were, gone, and there wero no clucs as to where or why.
From somewhere decp in the mansion, there was &
heavy rumbling sound, like a giant docr being
siarmed. They both cocked their heads, lisening, but
it wasnit repeated. Chris couldn't sven tel from what
dircetion it had come.

Terrific, that's just great. Zombies, mad scientists,
and now things that go bump in the night. Priceless.
He smiled at Rebeoca, hoping that he looked leas
rutled than he felt. "Well, no forwarding message.
puess that moves us 1o plan B."

"What's plan B?"

Chiis sighed. "Hell if  know. But we car start by
checking out that other room with the sword key.
Maybe we can dig up some mare information while
we wait for the team to reassemble, a map or some-
thing.”

Rebeooa nodded, and they headed back through the
dining room, Chris leading the way. He didnt like the
idea of exposing her to further danger, but he dida't
‘want 1o leave her alone, either, st least not in the main
hall it didn't Feel safe.

As they passed the ticking grandifuther clock, some-
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Jill smiled back gratefully, nodding, but noticed
that he seemed a litle ... strwined, the humor forced.
Odd. She woaldn' have figured Barry as the type 1o
temse up in the face of danger.

13 it any wonder? We're trapped here, we can'tfind
the seam, and this entire mansion is out 10 get us. Not
exactly a laughriot

“I hope I can return the favor if you ever get in
tight spot,” she said sofily. "Really. You saved my
ﬁqlmm. . fashing slightly. "Glad I could
help,” he vaid gruffly. “Just be more careful. This
place is dangerous.”

‘She nodded agein, thinking of how close she'd

‘come to dying. She shivered slightly, then foroed the
thoughts away; they neecd to be concentrating on
Chiris and Wesker. “So you do think they're still
altve?”

“Yeah Besides the shell casings, there was a whole
trail of those ghouls in the other wing, all with clean
head shots; gotta be Chris - though I had to splatter a
couple more of ‘em upstairs, so 1 figure he holed up
somewhere along the way.

Barry nodded toward the copper disgram set into
the wall. "So, was this star crest here already?"

Jill frowne, u litle surprised at the sbrupt change
of topic; Chris was anc of Barry's closest friends.
“No.1 found it in another room with a trap. This
place seems to be full of them. In fact, maybe we
should look for Wesker and Chris together - no tell-
ing what they might've stumbled inio, or what else
could happen to either of us.”

‘Bary shook his head. ° don't know. I mean,

you're right, we should waich our step, but there are
'a lot of rooms, and our irst priority ought fo be
securing an escape. If we split p, we can try to find
the rest of these crasts, and look for Chris at the same
time. And Wesker."

Though his demeanor didatchange, Jill had the
‘sudden distinct impression that Barry was uncom-
fortable. He had turned away 1o study the copper
dingram, but it ot secmed a8 if he was trying t
avoid eye contact.

“Besides,"he vaid, "we know what we're up against
now. As long as we use  lctle common sense, we'll be
fine.”

“Barry, are you okay? ¥ou seem-tired." It wasmit

the right word, but it was the only one that came 1o
s mind.

He sighed, finally looking at her. Fi did searn tired;
there wers dark circles under his eyes, and his wide
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noticed it while Chris was looking at the broken
statue.

Curious, she touched the emblem, tracing the pet-
tem across the front-and then grasped the slightly
‘aiscd edges with both hands and lified. The heavy
emblem came away easily, almost as f it didn' belong
there and behind her the secret door rumbled down,
sealing her insids.

‘Without heritating, she tumed and placed the em-
blem back in its hallow-and the section of wall rose
again, sliding up smoothly on hidden tracks. Re-
Tieved, she stared down at the heavy gold emblem,
thinking.

‘Someone hed rigged all this up in onder to keep the
‘mexdal hidden, 10 it had o be important-but how

‘was the supposed to remove it? Did the on over the
fircplace also reveal a socret passage?

Or... i the one over the fireplace the same size?

‘She couldn't be positive, but she tought it
‘and she know instinctively that it was the right
mewer. If she switched the two of them, using the
‘wood emblem 10 keep the door open and placing the
gold one over the mantle ...

Rebeoca headed back into the room, smiling. Chrie
told hex to stay put, but she wouldn't be gone more:
than & minute, or two-and perhaps when he got
back, she'd have something to show him, & real
‘contribution toward solving the secrets of the man-
sion.

And proof that she wasn't so uscless after all.

ELEVEN

BARRY AND IILL STOOD IN THE COVERED
walloway by the puzzle lock, breathing the clean night
air. Beyond the high walls, the crickets and cicadas
hummed their ceaseless song, & soothing reminder
that there was still a sane world outside.

Jill's brush with dissster had le® her light-headed
‘and somewhat nauscous, and Barry had gently led her
o the back door, suggeating that the fresh air would
do her good. He hadnt found Chris or Weaker,
though he seerned certain that they were still alive. He
brought her up to speed quickly, retracing his mean-
dering path through the house as Jill leaned against
the wall, will taking deep breaths of the warm air.
and when I heard the shots, I came ranning.
Barry rubbed abseatly at his short beard. He smilsd
at her, n somewhat hesitant grin. “Lucky for you.
Another couple of seconds, you would've been a Jill
sandwich."
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determination sweep through him at the sight of the
dead Bravo.

This s wrong, all wrong. Joseph, Ken, probably
Billy - how many athers have died? How many mare
have 1o suffer because of a stupid accident?

H finally turned away, striding purposefully to-
wad the door that led back 10 the dining room. He'd
start from the main hall, checking cvery possible path
that the 5.T.A.R 5. could have taken and killing every
‘creature that got in the wey of his search.

His teammates weren't going 1o have died for
nothing; Chris would see t it, i t was the last thing
he ever did.

Rebeoca locked the docr after Chris 1o, sileatly
‘wishing him good luck before walking back to the
dusty piano and sitting down. She knew that he felt
responsible for her, and wondersd again how she:
‘coaldve been 0 stupid, dropping her gun.

At least if I ad @ gun, he wouldn't have 1o worry so
much. I may be inexperienced, but I went through
basic training, just like everybody else.

‘She truced & finger aimlcasly ncrows the dusty keys,
fecling uscless. She should've taken some of those files
from the storage room. She didn't know that there
‘was much more to be leamed from them, but at least
she'd have something to read. She warn't very good at
sitting still, and having nothing to do only made it
worse.

You could practice, hex mind ruggested brightly, and
Robecca nmiled 1 litl, gazing down at the keys. No,
thanks. She'd suffered through four long years of
Tessons as  child before ber mother had finally let her
quit.

‘She stood up, looking randomly around the ilent
room for something to keep her ocupied. She walked.
0 the bar and leaned over i, but saw only a few
shelvea of glasses and a stack of napkins, al thinly
‘ooated with dust. There were several liquar botles,
most of them cmpy, and « few unopened bottles of
expearive-looking wine on the counter behiind the
bar.

Rebeooa diemissed the thought even it ccourred
 her. She wam'. much of a drinker, and pow wasnt
exactly the best tme o tis one on. Sighing, she tumed
‘and surveyed the rest of the Toom.

Besides the piano, there wasn't much 1o see. There
‘was 2 single mall painting of a woman on the wall 1o
her lef, a bland portait in & dark frame; a slowly
dying plant on the floor next 1o the piano, the leafy
cind she always saw in nice restaurants; a table that.
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‘was, Chris decided that it was the nicest room he'd
encountered o far.

And maybe a good place for Rebecea to stay while I
try to find the others.

Rebeoca perched herself on the edge of the dusty
black piano bench while Chris did & more tharough
search of the room. There were a coupls of potiod.
plants, n small table, and a tiny sloove behind the wall
‘where the piano was situstad, & couple of wood
bookshelves pushed in back. The only entrance was
the ane they d come through. It was an ideal spot for
Rebeoca 1o hide.

He holstered his weapon and joined her at the.
piano, rying to choose his wond carcfully; be didn't
‘want 1o scare her with the suggeation that she stay
behind. She smiled up at bim hesitantly, looking even
‘younger than she was, her spiky red bangs adding 1o
the impression that she was only a child. . .

child who got through college in less time than
it took you to get your pilot licemse; don't patronize
her, she's probably smarter than you are.

Chiris sighed inwardly and smiled back st her.
“How would you feel about siaying here while I take a
Lok around the house?*

Her smile faltered  litle, but she met his gaze
evealy. "Makes sense," she said. °I don't have a gun,
and f you run into trouble, I'd just slow you
down.”

‘She grinned wider and added, “Though if you get
your ass kicked by a mathematical theorem, don't
‘come crying to me.”

Chiris laughex), ar much at his own faulty assump-
tions as at her joke; she wasn'L one to be underesti-
‘mated. He walked to the door, pausing av his hand
touched the knob.

“I'lt be back as soon as I can, " he said. "Lock the
door behind me, and don't go wandering off, okay?"
Rebeoca nodded, and he tepped back into the hall,
clowing the docr firmly behind him. He waited until
he heard the bolt drawn and drew his Beretta, the last
trace of a smile falling away as he started briekly
down the corridar.

The closer he got to the rotting cresture, the worse
the smell. He ook shallow sips of wir as he reached
the body, stepping pastit o seo if the hall continued
on befre he examined it for bullet holes

‘nd he stopped cold, staring at the sccond corpre.
stretched out in the alcove, headless and covered in
blood. Chris studicd the slack, lifeless features of the.
face that Lny a foot away, recognizing thern as Kenncth
Sullivan's and felt a surge of anger and rencwed.
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‘spun around, searching wildly for the attacker. What
she suw wan 50 unexpected that she froze for a few
secands, unable 10 comprehend what her scnses were
telling her.

The wal is moving.

Even us the last notes lingered in the cool air, &
throe foot panel of the bare wall to her right slid
upwards into the ceiling, rumbling to a gentle halt.
For s moment she.dicn't move, waiting for some-
thing terrible to happen, but us the seconds ticked
past in silence, nothing clse moved; the room was 25
quiet and non-threatening as before.

Hidden sheet music. A strange stifness to the

%wmkmwncmmmmwaf
amechanism?

The narrow opening revealod a hidden chamber
‘about the size of a walk-in closet, as softly it as the
rest of the room. Except for a bust and pedestal in the
back, it was empty.

‘She stepped towand the opening and then paused,
thoughts of death-traps and poison darts whirling
through her mind. What if she walked in and tig-
gered some kind of a catastrophe? What if the door
‘clowed and she was trapped there, and Chris didat
‘come back?

‘What if you were the only member of the S. TA.RS.
who didn't accomplish jack-shit on this enire mission?
Show some backbone.

Rebeoca stecled hersclf against the consequences
‘and stopped inside, looking around cautiously. IF
there was a threat here, she didn't sce it. The plain
stacco walls were the color of Goffoe with croam, offsct
by dark wood trim. The light in the small chamber
‘was provided by & window into a tiny greenhouse on
hex right, a handful of dying plants behind the dirty
glass.

‘She maved closex to the pedestal a the back, noting
that the stone bust on top was of Becthovea; she
rocognized the stem countenance and heavy brow af
the Moonlight Sonata's composer. The pedestal tself
boasted a thick gold emblem shaped like a shield or
‘coat of arms, sbout the size of a dinner plate.
Rebeoca crouched down next to the rimple pillar,
‘gazing at the cmblenn. Tt looked solid and thick, with &
vaguely royal design in a paler gold sct across the top.
Tt looked familiar; she'd seen the same design some-
‘where el in the house.

I she dining room, aver the fireplace!

Yes, that was it only the piece ver the mantle

was made out of wood, she was sure of it. She'd
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extended out from the wall with an overturned marti-
i glass on top. Considering what she had 1o work.
‘with, the piano was starting to look pretty interest-

ing.
‘She walked past the baby grand and peered into the
‘small opening 1o he right. There were two empty
bookshelves pushed to one side, nothing intercat-
ing.

Frowning, she stepped closer 1o the shelves. The
smaller one on the outside was empty, but the one
bebind it

‘She placed her hands on either side of the end piece
‘and pushed, sliding the outer shelf forward. It wasm't
heavy and moved casily, leaving « track in the dust on
the wood floor.

Rebecca scanned the hidden shelves, foeling disep-
pointed. A dented old bugle, a dusty glass candy dish,
& couple of knickknack vases-and some piano sheet
music propped up on a tiny holder. She peered down
at the title and felt n suden rush of warm nostalgia
for when she used 10 play; it was Moonlight Sonata,
‘one of her favorite pieces.

She picked up the yellowing sheets, remembering
the hours sheid patin trying to learn it when the was
ten or cleven. In fact, it had been this very piece of
music thet had made her realize she wam't cat out to
be a pianist. It was & beautiful, deficatc tune and she'd
pretty much butchered it every time she took the
bench,

Still holding the compositian, she walked back
around the corner and guzed at the piano thought-
fully. Tt warnt like she had anything betier 10 do.
And berides, maybe one of the other team mezmbers
will hear it and come knocking, trying to track down
the source of the terrible noire.

Grinning, she dusted the bench off and sat down,
propping the sheets open on the music holder. Her
fingers found the correct positions almost sutomati-
cally as she read the opening notes, like she'd never
given it up. It was a comforting fecling, n weloome
‘change from the harrors inside the mansion.
Slowly, hesitantly, she sarted 1o play. As the first
‘melanchaly sounds rose into the stilncss, Rebecca
ound herself relaxing, leting tension and fear slip
away. She still wasn' very good, her tempo as off as
ver-but she hit all the right notes, and the strength
of the melody morc than made up for her lack of
fineste.

I only the keys werentt so stiff.
‘Something moved behind her.

Rebecca jumped up, knocking the bench over as she.
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room dimmed as » single directional light went ot
Several of the crows barked their disspproval, flatter-
ing ebony wings, and Jill turned the light back on,
thinking.

these are the light switches, what are the
controls beneath the paintings for?

s there, was mare to the room than she'd
thought. She walked to the first picture across from
the doar, a large painting of flying angels and clouds
shot with sunbeams. The tide was, From Cradle to
Grave. There wasn't a switch below it, and Jill moved
t the next.

It wa 1 portuit of a middle-agod man, his lined
features sagging with exhaustion, standing next to an
elaborats fircplace. From the cut of his suit and his
sticked back hair, it Iooke to have been painted in
the late 19405 o carty 'SOs. There was a simple on/off
switch underneath, unlabeled. Jll ficked it from et
0 right and heard an electrical map and bebind her,
the arows exploded into screaming motion,

riving ar one from their brooding perch.

Al e could hear was the beat of their dark wings
‘and the sadden, manic ferocity of their cries as they
awarmed toward her and Jill ran,

the door sceming u million miles

‘away, her beart pounding. The first of the crows
reached her as she grabbed for the handle, ita claws
finding the saft skin at the back of her neck. There was
harp stab of pain just behind her right car and Jill
sl at the rustling feathers that brushed her checks,
‘mosning es the furious shrieks eaveloped her. She
siapped at the air behind her and was rewarded with a
startied squawk of surprise. The bird let go of he,
recling sway.

~t00 many, out out OUT-

She jorked the door open and fell into the hallway,
kicking the door closed even as she hit the flocr. She
lay there s moment, catching her breath, relishing the
‘ool silence of the corridor in spit of the zombic:
stench. Nons of the crows had gotten out.

‘As her heantbeat returned to something spproach-
ing normal, she sat up and carcfully touched the.
‘wound behind her car. Her fingers came away wet, but
it wasn't too bad, the blood was abready clotting; shed
been lucky. When she thought of what could have.
happened if she'd tripped and fallen . ..

Why had they attacked, what had the control switch
done? She remembered the snap of elecricity when
she'd flipped it the sound of a spark-

the perch!

‘She felt n sudden rush of grudging admiration for
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am here, 1 don't know what kind but..”
“Virology, " Rebecca interruptad, and held up a

stack of papers, grinning. “You were right about there
being something usefil in here.”

‘Chiia tock the papers from her and skimmed the

firsc page. As far as he could tel, it was in a forcign
langunge made out of numbers and lettzrs.

“What is all this stuff? DHSa-MCR
“You're looking at a strain chars,” Rebecca waid
brightly. "That one's a host for generating genomic
libraries containing methylated cylosine o7 adenine
residues, depending.”

Chiris cocked an eycbrow at her. "Ler's pretend that
1 have no idea what you're talking about and try
‘again. Whas did you find?"

Rebecca flushed slightly and took the papers back.
from him. "Sorry. Basically, there's @ lot of, uh, stuff
in here on viral infection.
Chiris nodded. *That 1 understand; a virus .
He quickly flipped through the journal, counting

the dates from the first report of the accident in the
1ab. *On May eleventh, here was some kind of spill
or ousbreak in a laboratory on this estate. Within
eight or nine days, whoever wrote this had tumed into
ome of those creatures out there."
Rebeoca's eyes widencd. “Dloes it say when the first
symptoms appeared?™

“Looks like ... within twensyfour hours, ke or she
‘was complaining of itchy skin. Swelling and blisters
‘within forty-eight hours.”

Rebeoca palod. “That's . . . wow.”

Chiris nodkdedd. “Yeak, my thoughts exactly. s there
any way to tell if we could be infected?"

“Not without more information. Al of that...”
Rebecca motioned st the trunk full of papers,
pretty old, ten years plus, and there's nothing specific
‘about application. Though an airborne with that kind
of speed and toxicity ... if it was sill viable, all of
Raceoon City would probably be infecied by now. [
‘can't be positive, but I doub it's sill contogious.”
Chiris war relieved for himself and the rest of the
STARS., but the fuct that the *zombies" were all
ictims of n discasc - it was depressing, whether it
was a disustr of their own making or not

“We have to find she others,” be said. If one of

them should stumble across the lab withous knawing
what's there ..."

Rebeocn looked stricken at the thought, but nodded
‘gamely and moved quickly toward the door. Chria
decided that, with a little cxperience, she'd make a
fire-rate S.T.A R 5. member; she obviously knew her
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‘whoever had sct up the simple trap. When she'd kit
the switch, she must have sent a current through the
metal bar they'd been perched on. She'd never heard
of attack-trained crows, but could think of no other
explanation-which meant that somecne had gone
through a ot of troubls o keep whatever was in that.
room  secret. To get to the answer, she'd have to go
back in.

1 can stand in the doorway, take them out one at G
time.... She didnft much fike the idea, she didn't
trust her sim and would certainly wastz a lot of
Ony fools accept the obvious and go no further use
your brain, Jilly.

Jill miled  litte; it was her father talking, remind-
ing her of the training she'd had before the 5.T.ARS.
One of her earlist memorics was of hiding in the
busher outside the rickety old house in Massachusetts
that her fatber ha rented for them, studying the dark,
cmpty windows as he explained how to properly "case.
& prospect." Dick had made it inlo a game, teaching
her over the next ten years all the finer points of
breaking and eatering, everything from how 1o re-
move panes of glass without damaging them to walk-
ing on stairs #0 they didu't creak and he'd also
taught her, again and sgain, that every riddlc had
mare than one answe.

Killing the birds was oo obvious. She closed her

young man, a middle-aged man ...
“From Cradle t Grave." Cradle to grave

Once the rolution occurred 10 her, she was almost
embarrssed by the simplicity of it. She stood up and
dusted herself off, wondering how long it would take
for the crows to return to their roost. Once they were
scttled, she shouldn't have any more problems uncov-
ering the secret.

‘She cracked the door open and listened to the
‘whispering beat of wings, promising herslf 1o be
‘mare careful this time. Pushing the wrong button in
this house could be deadly.

“Rebecca? Let me in, if's Chris.*

There was the sound of something heavy sliding

against the wall and the door to the storge room

‘areaked opened. Rebeoca stcpped away from the.

entrance as he hurried inside, already pulling the:
out of his vest.

“I found this journal in one of the rooms, " he said.

“It looks like there was some kind of research going
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you see either of them, tell them that the back door
‘you've discovered could be the way ows. I'm sure
they'll be more than happy 1o work with their trusted.
Jriend, good ol’ Barry. In fact, you should unlock
‘every door you can in oder to promote a more
thorough job."

‘Weaker smiled sgain, a friendly half-grin that belied
his words. "0f course, you tell them you've seen

me - that could complicate matiers. If I run into
trouble, say, get shot in the back . . . well, enough
said. Let's just keep this to ourselves.”

The key was etched with a litle picture, & chest
plat for u suit of armor. Barry alipped it into his
pocket. “Where will you be?"

“Oh, 'l be around, don't worry. Tl contact you
when the fime is right "

Barry looked at Wesker pleadingly, helpless 1o keep
the wavering fear out of his voice. “You€ tell them
that I'm helping you, right? You won't forget 1o
report?”

L A —
calling out over hi shoulder. “Trust me, Barry. Do
what I tellyou, and there's nothing t worry about”

Barry stood a moment longer, staring into the
empty space where Weaker had been, rying o find
‘way out of the threat. There wasn't one. There was no
‘contest between his honor and his family; be could.
Tive without honor.

Ho set his jaw and walked back toward the stairs,
determined o do what he had t do to save Kathy and
the girls. Though whe this was over, when he could
be mure they were safe.

There won't be any place for you to hide, "Captain.*
‘Barry clenched his giant fi

and promircd himaclf that
he was doing. With intereat.

TEN

JILL SLID THE HEAVY COPPER CREST WITH
the engraved star into its position on the disgram,
above the other three openings. It sttled into place.
with u light olick, flush against the meal plate.

One down. .. She stepped back from the puzzle.

Tock, smiling triumphantly.

The crows had watched her wall through the hll of
paintings without moving from their perch, crying
out occasionally as she solved the simple puzzle.
“There had been six portraits in ll, cradle to grave -
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... and murdering dogs and zombies loose in the
tvoods....

Ho raised his revolver and pointed it st Wesker's
smiling face, stunned and angry. "Are you insane?
You think I'm going 10 help you desiroy evidence?
You erazy son of a bitch!”

‘Wesker shook his head slowly, acting as if Barry
were a child. "Ak, Barry, you don't understand; you
don't have a choice in the matter. See, afew of my
Sriends from White Unbrella are currendy standing
‘outside of your house, watching your wife and daugh-
ters sleep. If you don't help me, your family is going to
die”

Barry could actually feel the blood drain from his
face. He cocked the hammer back on the Colt, feeling
 nudden, vicious hatred for Wesker infusing every
fiber of his being.

“Before you pull the trigger, 1 should mention that
i1 don't repors back to my friends fairly soon, their
‘orders are to go ahead and do the deed anyway.”
“The wortds cut through the red haze that had

flooded Barry's mind, tarning his hands clammy with

teror.
Kathy, the babies
“You're biuffing, " he whispered, and Wexker's grin
finally disappeared, his cxpression slipping back into
the unreadable mask that he usually wore.

“T'm not,” be waid coldly. “Try me. You can apolo-
gie 1 their headstones later.”

For a moment, neither of them moved, the silence &
palpable thing in the chill sir. Then Barry slowly
cated the hammer back down and lowered the weap-
on, his shouldexs slumped. H couldn't, wouldn ‘L risk
t; hin family war everything.

‘Weaker nodded and reached into one of his pockets,
producing & ring of keys, his manner suddealy brisk
‘and business.like. "There are four copper plates
somewhere in this house. Each one is about the size of
a teacup, and has a picture engraved on one side:
sun, moon, stars, and wind. There's a back door on
the other side of the mansion where the four of them
belong.”

He unhooked a key from the ring and set it on the
table, siding it crows to Barry. “This should open all
of the doors in the other wing, or at least the impor-
tant ones, first and second floor. Find those pieces for
me and your wife and children will be fine.”

Bay reached for the key with numb fingers, feeling
‘weak and more, afrwid than he'd ever becn in his life.
“Chris and Jill..."

.. will undoubtedly want io help you search. If
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- from a newborn baby to a rather stern-looking old
‘man. She'd assumed they were all of Lord Spencer,
though sbe'd never seen a photo.

The final painting had been a death scenc, a pale
man lying in state and surrounded by mourners.
‘When she'd flipped the awitch on that one, the
painting had actually fallen off the wall, pushed out
by tiny metal pega at cach comer. Behind it had been
mall, velvet-lined opening that held the copper
‘cret. She'd left the hall without any more troubis;,
ifthe birds had been disappointed, she couldn't

say.
S e il sl 5 s
before going back into the mansion, pulling Trent's
‘computer from her pack as she went. Stepping care-
fully over the crumpled corpse in the dim hall, she:
studied the map, deciding where 1o ry next.

Back the way she'd come, it looked like. She weat
back through the double doors that connected the.
comidars,into the winding, mild, gray-green ball with
the landscape paintings. According 1o the map, the
single door just across from her led to & small, square-
shaped room which opensd into n larger one.
Tensing, she grabbe the knob and pusbed it open,
‘crouching and pointing ber Beretta st the same time.
The small room was indeed square- shaped, and to-
tally empey.
Straightening, Jill stepped into the chamber, briefly
appreising its simple elegance as she walked toward
the door on her right. It had  high, light ceiling and.
the walls wers creamy marble flocked with gold;
beautiful. And cxpenrive, o say the least. She felt a
vague wistfulness for the old days with Dick, all their
grand plans and hopes for each score. This was what
real maney could buy.

She readied heself, grasping the cold, flowing met-
sl of the latch and pushing the door open. A quick
sweep with the Bereita and she felt herself relax;
was alane.

There was & molded fireplace to her right beneath
‘an omate, rod and gold tapestry. A low, modem
‘oouch and oval coffec table sat atop & burnt arange.
carpet of ariental design, and against the back wall -
-a pump-action shotgun war mounted on dual

hooks, shining in the light from the antique light
Sixture overhead. il grinned and hurried scross the
room, unsbie to believe her luck.

Please be loaded, please be loaded.

‘As she stopped in front of t, she recognized the
make. Guns weren't her strong suit, but it was the
same us the S.T.A.R.S. used: a Remmington M870, five
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posed, and again, Chris admired her cournge; she was
‘young but tough, tougher than he'd been at eigh-
teen.

He took in the hall at a glance, immeditely notic-
ing the changes. To their right sbout tweaty feet away
‘was & corpss of ane of the creatures, the top of its
head blown away. It Iny face up, the decp sockets of its
eyes filled with blood. To their left were the two doors
that Chris had'ttried when he'd first coms 10
inveatigate. The one at the very end of the hall was
standing open, revealing decp shadows.
Atleast one of the 5.T.AR.S. came this way, proba-
bly looking for me.

“Follow me,” he said sofily, and moved toward the
open door, bolding the Bercita tightly. He wanted o
et back to the main hall with Rebecc, but the fact
that one of his team must have gone through the
opening deverved a quick look.

As they passed the closed door on the right,

Rebeooa hesitated. "There's a picture of a sword next
10 the lock, " she whispered.

He kept his attention on the darkness just past the
‘open doar, but realized as she spoks that there were
00 many ways for them to get side-tracked. He didn't
think the rest of the team was till waiting for him,
but his original onders had been to report back 1o the.
Tobby; he shouldatt be Izading an unarmed rookic:
into unknown teitory without at least checking.
Chiis sighed, lowering his weapon. "Let's get back
10 the main hall, he said. "We can come back and
check it out later.”

Rebeoca nodded and together they walked back
towand the dining room, Chris hoping against hope.
that someone would be there to meet thern.

‘Bury pointod his Colt towand the crawling ghoul
‘and fired, the heavy round splattering the thing's
‘mushy skull into liquid even as it reached for his boot.
“Tiny drops of wetness splashe his face as the zombie
spasmed and died. Scowling, Barry wiped at his skin
with the back of his hand. The tiny white tiles of the
Kitchen wall got it much worse, ivulets of red cours-
ing down the grouted tracks and pooling t the faded
brown linolcum. SGil, it was pretty disgusting.

Barry lowered the revolver, fecling the ache in his
Teft shoulder. The door upstairs had been solidly
Tocked, he had the bruircs to prove it and staring
down at the zombie hash in front of him, he realized
that he was going to have 10 go back up and break
down amother ane. If he hadn't been certain beforc,
he was now - Chris hadu't come this way. If he had,
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‘chernistry, and even without a gun, she was willing to
leave the relative safety af the storage room in order
t help the rest of the team.

“Together, they hurried through the dark, wooded
hallway, Rebeoo sticking close to his eide. When they
reached the door back to the first hallway, Chria
‘checked his Beretta and then tured to Rebeocs.
“Stay close. The door we want is to the right and at
the end of the hall. Tl probably have to shoot the
lock, and I'm pretty sure there’s  zombie or two
‘wandering arownd, so I'll need you to waich my
back”

“Yes, sir,” she raid quiedly, nnd Chris grinned in
spits of the situation. Technically, he was her
superior - il it was weird to have it pointed out.
He opened the door and stepped through, trining
his gun on the shadows straight shead and then down
the ball to the right Nothing moved.

“Go," be whispered, and they jogged down the
‘carridor, quickly siepping over the fallen creature,
that blocked their path. Rebeoca tumed to face the
‘open stretch behind them as Chris rattled the door
inob, hoping vainly that it had unlocked itself.

No ruch luck. Hic backed away from the door and
took careful aim. Firing st « locked door wasn' as
easy o safe us it Iooked in the movies; a ricochst off of
metal at such close range could kill the shooter "Chris!”
He glanced over his shoulder and saw a shambling
figure at the other end of the hall, moving slowly
toward them. Even in the dim light, Chria could sec:
that on of its arms was missing. The distinctive odor
of decay wafted towand them a# the zombie moaned.
thickly, sturbling forward.

Chris tumed back to the door and fired, twice. The
frame splintered, the inset metal square of the lock
revealed in a spray of wood chips. He jerked at the
knob and the lock gave up, the door swinging open.
He turned and grabbed at Rebecca's arm, hustling
hex through the doorway as he pointed the Beretta
back down the hall. The creature had madie it halfway,
but was stoppe at the lifeloss body of the zombie that.
Chiris had killed earliex. Even as Chris watched in
horrar and disgust, the one-armed zombie dropped
its knees and phumged its remaining hand into
the other's crushed skull. Tt moaned again, n wet,
phlegmy sound, and brought a handful of slushy gray
matter 1o ts eager lipr.

Oh, man.

Chiris shuddered involuntarily and hurriedly step-

ped through to join Rebecca, closing the door on the
‘gruesome soens. Rebecoa was pale but seemed com-
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footsteps and Captain Wesker stepped into view, his per-
petual sunglasses propped on his tanned brow.

Barry lowered the revolver, grinning as cool relief
awept aver him. Wesker stopped in his tracks and
grinned back at him.

“Barry! Just the man I was looking for,” be id

Tightly.

“God, you gave me a scare! I heard the elevator

start up and thought I was gonna have a heart

“Captain,” be mid slowly, ”whr!dniyau 07
When we came back, you were gone.”

Weaker's grin widened. "Sorry about that. 1 had.
some business 10 attend 1o - you know, call of na-
wrer”

Barry smiled again, but was surprised by the con-
fession; trapped in hostle territory, and the man had
gone off 10 take a leak?

‘Weaker reached up and lowered his shades, break-
ing their cye contact, and Barry suddenly felt a ittle
nervous. Wesker's grin, if anything, seemed to grow
‘wider. It looked like every tooth was showing.
“Barry, I need your help. Have you ever heard of
White Umbrelia?”

Barry shook his head, feeling more uncomfortable:
by the second.

“White Umbrella is a sector of Umbrella, Inc., a
very important division. They specialize in ... bio-
logical research, I guess you could say. The Spencer
estate houses their research facilities, and recendly, an
accident occurred.”

‘Weaker brushed off a section of the kitchen's center
itland and casually leaned against i, his tone almost
conversationsl.

“This division of Umbrella has a few ties io the
S.TA.RS. organization, and not long ago, I'was
asked to... assist in their handling of this situation.
It's a very delicate situation, mind yow, very hush-hush;
White Umbrella doesn't want a whisper of their
involvement geting out.”

“Now, what I'm supposed 1o do is get to the
laboratories o the grounds here and put an end. to
same rather incriminating evidence-proof that
White Umbrella is responsible for the accident that's
caused 50 much frouble in Raccoon as of late. The
problem is, I don't have the key to get to thase labs-
keys, actually. And that's where you come in. I need
Jor you to help me find those keys."

‘Barry stared st him for & moment, speechless, his
‘mind churning. An accident, o secret tab doing biolog-
ical research....
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the crawling creature would siready have been his.

tory.
So'where the hell are you, Chris?

Ofthe three Locked doors, Barry had picked the one
atthe end of the hall on pure instinct. He'd ended up
in a dark, silent hall that led past an empty elevator
shaft and down & narrow set of stairs. The bare white
kitchen st the bottom had scemed deserted, the
‘coanters thick with dust and corrosion stains on the
‘walls - 10 sign of rocent use, 1o tign of Chris, and
the ingle door across from the sink had been locked.
He'd been abou to leave when he'd noticed the trails
of disturbed dust on the floor and followed them.
Sighing heavily, Barry stepped over the stinking
‘monater, « final check before he headed back up far
door number two. There wers some stacked crates
‘and the same old-fushioned clevator shaft, also cmp-
ty. He didu't bother with the call button since the one:
upatairs hadnt warked. Besides, judging from the rust
on the metal grate, no one had used it in quite awhile.
He tumed back the way he'd come, wondering how
Jill was making out. The sooner they could get away,
the better. Barry had never disliked any place as much
s he did this mansion. It was cold, it was dangerous,
‘and it smellod like s meat locker that had been
unplugged for a week. He generally wasn't the type 1o
frighten casily or et his imagination get out of hand,
but b half-expected to ses some white-shected spook
ratting chains every time he turned around.

“There was » distant ochoing clatter behind him.
Barry span, a knot of dread in his gut as he pointed
his weapon rundomly at the empty air, his eyes wide:
‘and mouth dry. There was another metallic clatter,
followed by a low, throbbing hum of machinery.
Barry 100k  decp breath and blew it out slowly,
getting a hold of himself. Not a disembodied spirit,
after all; someone was using the elevator.

Who? Chris and Wesker are missing and Jills in the
ather wing. ..

He stayed whers ho was, lowering the Colt slightly

s he waitod. He didnt think the ghouls were smart
enough to wark the buttons, lot lone open the gate,
but he didat want to take mny chances. He was a good.
twenty feet from whers the booth would open, assum-
ing it #topped in the basement, and would have u clear
shot at whoever stepped around the camer. A glim-
mer of hope sparked through his confusion; maybe it
‘was one of the Bravos, ar someone who lived here and
‘could tefl them what hiad hay

‘With a dull dang, the clevator stopped in the
itchen. There was a squeal of dry metal hinges snd
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“The next door she tried opened into a small bath-
room with an antique feel, complete with a ceiling fan
‘and an old-fashione, four-footed tub. There was no
sign of recent use.

‘She stood for a moment in the stale, tiny room,
breathing decply, focling the aftermath of the adrens-
ine rush she'd had in the comidor. Growing up, she'd
Tearned how to enjoy the thril of danger, of smeaking
in and out of strange places with only & handful of
tools and her own wits to keep her safe. Since joining
the S.T-ARS., that youthful excitement had faded
‘away, lost 1o the realities of back-up and handguns,
but here it was again, unexpected and not unwelcome.
‘She couldn' lie to herself about the simple joy that
often followed facing death and walking away. She
felt..... good. Alive.

Let's not have a party just yet, her mind whispered
sarcastcally. Or have you forgotten that S.T.A.R.S. are
being eaten i this hellhole?

Jill stepped back into the silent hallway and edged
around another camer, wondering if Barry had found
Chiris and if cither of them had run across any of the:
Bravos. She feltlike she had an advantage with the.
‘maps, and decided that once she'd checked out the
postible escape, she'd go back 10 the main hall and
‘wait for Bary. With the information on Trents
‘computer, they could scarch more quickly and thar-
oughly.

The corridor ended with two doors facing cach
other. The one on the right was the one she wanted.
‘She tried the handle and was rewarded with the soft
smick of the bott retracting.

She stepped into  dark hall and saw one of the
zombics, a hulking, pale shadow standing next to a
door, maybe ten feet away. A she raiscd her weapon,
the creature, sarted toward her, emitting soft hunger
‘sounds from its deceying lips. One of its arms hung
limply at ts side, and lthough Jill could sce jugged
bone protruding from the shoulder, it till lenched
‘and unclenchod it otting fist cagerly as it roached
out with its other arm.

The head, aim for the head.

The shots were incredibly loud in the chilly gloom,
the first blowing off ta eft.ear, the second and third
punching holea into its skull just above its pallid
brow. Dark fluids streamed down the peeling face and
st fll 1 its knee,its flat, lifelews eyes rolling back into
it bead.

There was shuffling movement in the shadows at
the back of the hall to the right, exactly where she
meant to go. Jll trained the gun on the dariness and
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tecth as bright and dangerous as the jagged gliter of
glass aillfulling from the shattered frame.

Backed between two of the chets, Jll fired. The
angle was wrong, the bullet splintering the wood st
e Tt s the e e o, gring dop o e

Hhthﬂmt‘m!hl;h,lhmmmghlxpml\lﬂy
against the wall, gnashing 1o get its jews at her flesh.
The smell of rotting meat washed over her and she
fired again and again, barely aware that she was
moaning in fear and disgur, a sound as guttural and

imal ax the furious, dying shrieks that came from
the canine bomination.
The fifth bullet fired dircctly into its barrel cheat
knocked it away. With a final, almost puppyish yelp it
‘crumpled to the floor, blood gushing into the tan

carpet.
Jill kept her weapon trained on the atll form,
gulping air in huge, shuddery broaths. Its limbs
twitched suddenly, its massive claws beating a bricf
taiton across the wet, red floor before it Iy sl again.
Jill relaxed, recognizing the movement as a death
‘spasm, the body relcaring life. She'd have bruiscs, but
the dog was dead.

‘She brushed her bangs out of her cyes and crouched
down next 1o i, taking in the strange, exposed muscu-
lature and huge jaws. Tt had been too dark and hectic
‘on the run 1o the house 1o get 1 good Look st the things
that had killed Joseph, but in the bright light of the
‘carridor, her initial impression wam't changed; it
Tooked like a skinned dog.

‘She stood up and backed away, warily eyeing the
row of windows in the hall. Obviously they offered no
protection from the hazards outside. The coridor
took 8 sharp e and she hurried on, past more of the
‘macabre dieplays that decorstod the inner wall.

The door at the end of the long hall was unlocked. Tt
‘opened into another hall, not s well it as the first but
at least not us crecpy, cither. The muted, gray-green
‘wallpaper sported paintings of generic scenery and
‘gende landscapes, not a bone or fetish in sight.

The first door on the right was locked, & carving of
‘armar on the key plate. Jll remernbered the st on the
‘computer, something about knight keys, but decided
1ot to bother with it for now. According to Trent's
‘map, there ws & room on the other sids that didn't
lead anywhere. Besides, if Wesker had come this way,
she didnt imagine that he was locking doars bebind
him.

Right, just like it was unlikely that Chris would
disappear; don't assume anything about this place.
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0 end up here, but here be was, and kicking himaelf
for lack of foresight wam? going to change anything.
Besides, there was too much to do.

He knew the grounds of the estate fairly well and
the labs like the back of his hand, but he'd only been
inside the mansion  few time# and not at all since.
he'd been “fficially” transfered to Raccoan City.
The place was & maze, designed by  genius architect
at the bidding of a madman. Spencer was bats, 10 two
‘ways about it, and he'd had the house bult with all
kinds of tricky ltile mechanisms, a lot of that sifly spy
‘crap that had been so popular in the late sixties. .
Spy crap that's going to make this job twice as hard
s it neds 10 be. Hidden keys, secret turmels - ¢ ke
Tm trapped in an espionage thriller, complete with
‘mad scientists and s ticking clock.

His original plan had been to Lead both the Alpha.
‘andd Bravo teams to the etate and clear the area
befare he proceeded 10 the Lower labs and wrapped.
things up. He had the master keys and codes, of
‘cours; they had been sent along with his orders, and
‘would opea most of the doors on the eatatz. The.
probile was, there was 1o key to the door that led to
the ganden, it had » puzzle lock and was currently
the anly way to get to the labs, outsid of walking
through the woods.

‘Which ain't gonna happen. The dogs would be on
me before [ could take two steps, and if the 1215 got.
out...

‘Wesker shuddered, remembering the incident with
the rookie guard who'd gotten 100 close to ons of the
‘cages, a year or 50 back. The kid had been dead before
he could even open his mouth to call for help. Wesker
had no intention of going back outside without an
army to back him up.

“The last cantact with the estats had been over six
‘weeks ago, an hysterical all from Michac] Deea to
‘one of the suita in the White office. The doctor had
sealed the mansion, hiding the four pieces of the
puzele lock in a fritless cffort to keep any more of the
‘virus carriers from reaching the house. By then, they
‘were all infected and suffering from & kind of para-
noid mania, one of the more charming side cffects of
the virus. God only knew what tricks and traps the
rescarchers down in the labs had screwed with as they
slowly lost their minds.

Dees had been 1o exception, sithough he had
‘managed 1o hold out longer than most of the others;
something to do with individual metaboliem, o so
Wesker'd been told. The company had alrcady de-
cided to call a complete wipe, though the babbling
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just dropped off. Wasn't until  realized the smell was
making me hungry shat I got violently sick

The writing had becoms shaky. Chris tumed the
page, and could barely read the lnst few lines, the
‘words scrawled haphizandly across the paper.

May 19. Fever gone but itchy. Hungry and eat doggie
Jood. Hchy ichy Scott came ugly face so killed him. Tasty.
411 tchy. Tasty.

The rest of the pages were blank.

‘Chiris stood up and lipped the journal inside his
vest, his thoughts racing. Some of the pieces were
finally fitting into place - secre research at a secretly
kept estate, an accident in  hidden lab, an escaped
virus or infection of some kind that altered the peaple
working here, changing them into ghouls ...

.. and some of them gos out.

‘The murders and attacks on Raccoon started in late
May, coinciding with the effects of the "accident”; the
chronology made sense. But exactly what kind of
research was being done here, and how deeply in-
volved was Umbrella?

How involved was Billy?

He didn't want to think sbout that, but even as he
tried 10 clear his mind of the thought, a new onc.
ocourred to him ... what if it wa still contagious?
He hurried 10 the door, suddealy desperate t get
back to Rebecca with the nows. With her training,
maybe she could figure out what had been unleasbed
in the sccret lab on the esate.

Chiis swallowed heavily. Even now, he and the
other S.T.A.R.S. could be infected.

EIGHT

AFTER JILL AND BARRY WENT THEIR SEPA-
rate ways, Weaker stayed crouched on the baloony in
the main hall, thinking. He knew that time was of the
essence, but he wanted 1o outline a fow possible
scenarios before he acted; he'd already made mis-
takes, and didn't want to make any more of them. The
Raccoon Alphas were.a bright group, making his
margin for error very alim indeed.

He'd roceived hi orders & couple of days ago, but
hadin®t expected 1o be in a position to carry them out
50 100n; the Bravo team's ‘copter going down bad
been a fluke, as had Brad Vickers's sudden display of
‘cowandice. Still he should have been more prepared.
Being caught with his pants down like this weat
‘against his grain, it was 80 .. unprofessional

He sighed, putting the thoughts aside. There'd be,
tme for self recrimination later. Hie hadn't expected
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NINE

cawt
Jill whipped her Beretta toward the sound, the
‘moumnful shriek echoing all sround as the doar
siipped closed behind ber. Then she saw the source of
the noise and relaxed, smiling nervously.

‘What the hell are they doing in here?

‘She wa ill n the back part of the house, and had
decided to check out & few of the other rooms before.
heading back to the main hall. The first door she'd
tried had been locked, & carving of a helmet on the
key plate. Her picks had been useless, the lock 1 type.
she'd never encountered, so she'd decided to try her
luck on the door across the halL. Tt had opened easily
enough, and she'd gone in ready for anything,
though about the last thing she'd expected to soe was &
Hlock of crows, perched along the support. bar for the
track lighting that ran the length of the room.
Another of the large black birds let out its morose.
shriek, and Jill shivered st the sound. Thers were at
least a dozen of them, ruffling their shiny feathers and
‘watching her with bright, beady eyes as she quickly
surveyed the room for threats; it was clear.

The U-shaped chamber she'd entered was as cold as
the rest af the house, perhups colder, and empty of
furniture. It was a viewing hall, nothing but portraits
‘and paintings lining the inner wall. Black feathers lay
scattcrod across the wom wooden floor amidst dried
mounds of bird droppings, and Jill wondered agein
how the crows had gotten inside, and how long they'd
been there. There was definitely something strange.
‘about their appearance; they sccmed much larger
than normal crows, and they studied her with an
intensity that scemed almost unnatural.

Jill shivered again, turning back toward the door.
“There wasn't anything important in the Toom, and the
birds were giving he the creeps. Time to move on.
She glanced st a few of the paintings on her way
‘out, mortly portraits, noticing that there were
witches beneath the heavy frames - she assumed
they were for the track lighting, though she coulda't
imagine why anyone had bothered setting up such

n elaborate gallery for such mediocre art. A baby, a
‘young man ... the paintings weren't awful, but
they weren't exactly inspired, cither.

‘She stopped us she touched the cold metal handle of
the door, frowning. There was & small, inset control
panel set at eye level to the Tight of the door, Inbeled
“spota.” She punched one of the buttons and the
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scicntist had been assured that help was on the way.
‘Weaker had enjoyed a good laugh over that one. There
‘was 10 way the Whits boys would risk further infec-
tion. They'd sat on their hands for almost two months
‘while Raccoon suffered the consequences, leiting the
incompetent RFD investigate whill the virus gradu-
ally Iost its punch and then seat him in t clean up
the mess. Which by now was considerable.

The captain absently ran his fingers across the plush
‘carpet, trying to remember details of the briefing
about Dees's call. Whether he liked it ar not, every-
thing had to be taken care of tonight. He had to collect
the required evidence and get 1o the labs, and that
meant finding the picces of the purzle lock. Decs had
been mostly incobereat, ranting about murderous
‘crows and gient piders, but he hed inisted that the
‘crest keys 1o the puzzle lock were “hidden where only
Spencer could find them,” and that madle vense.
Everyone who warked in the house knew about
‘Spencer's penchant for cloak-and-dagger mecha-
nisms. Unfortunately for Wesker, he hadn't bothered
learning much about the mansion, since he never
thought he'd need the information. He remembered a
few of the more colorful hiding places - the status of
the tiger with mixmatched eyes came 10 mind, as did
the armor display room with the gas and the secret
room in the library.

But 1 don't have time 10 go through all of them, not
By myself.

‘Wesker grinned suddenly and stood up, amazed
that he hada't thought of it already. Who said he had
t be by himself? He'd ditched the .T.AR.S. to map
out a new plan and search for the creats, but there was
10 reason that he had to do everything. Chris wam't
visble, he was 100 gung ho, and Jill was still an
unknown quantity ... Burry, though . .. Barry Bur-
ton wras & family man. And both Jill and Chris trusted
him.

And whill they'rs all still fumbling around in the
house, [ can get to the triggering sysiem and then get
the hell out, mission complete.

till grinning, Weaker walked to the door that led 1o
the dining room blcony, surprised to find that he was
Iooking farward to his litle adventure. It was a
‘chance to test his skills against the rest of the team
‘and against the accidental teat subjects that were
surely stilllurching around not 1o mention, of
‘Spencer himself. And if he pulled it off, he was going
0 be n very rich man.

“This might actually turn out 1o be fun.
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She blinked. Four holes - Trent’s list!
Four crests, and something abou the gate of new life —
- it's a combination mechanis for the
lock. Place the four crests, the door opens . ..
... except that means I have to find them first.
Jill pushed against the door and felt her hope fizzle:
out completely; not even a rattle, no give at all. They
‘were going to have to find another way out, unless the
‘crests could be found - which in this place could take
ears.
et A R
the echoing cries of the dogs near the mansion, the:
strange, yodeling sounds picrcing the gentle quict of
the woods. There had to be dozens of them out there,
‘and Jill realized suddenly that escaping out the back
door probably wasn't such & hot idea. She had limited
ammunition for her handgun and no doubls that
there were mare ghoulish creatures wandering the
halls, shuffling sbout in hungry, mindless silence as
they scarched for their next grisly meal.
She sighed heavily and sarted back to the house,
already dreading the cold stench of death and trying
0 propare herself for the dangers that seemed to lurk.
at every comer.

The S.T-ARS. were trapped.

Chiris knew he had to make the ammo count, s0
‘when he left Rebecca, he took off through the dim
‘corridor et a full run, his boots pounding st the wood
floor.

There were sill only three of them, all grouped near
the wairs. Fic dodged past them easily and sprinted
down the hall and around the comer. As soon as he
0t to the door that led back to the other hall, he
turned and assurned u classic shooter's stance, mup-
porting his gun hand et the wrist, his finger on the
rigger.

One by one, the zombies recled around the comer,
‘groaning and stambling. Chris 100k carcful sim,
breathing evenly, keeping his focus. ...

He aqueczed the trigger, seading two bullets
through the gangrenous nowe of the firet. Without
pausing, hc sent a third shot into the center of the next
‘zombie's forchead. Fluid and voft matier sprayed the
‘wall behind them s the bullets slapped into the
wood.

Even as they crumpled to the floor, he'd found his
‘mark on the third creature. Two more muted explo-
sions and the zombic's brow caved inwand, dropping
st like the bag of bones that it was

Chiris Lowered the Beretta, fesling a flush of pride.
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‘waited for it 10 move closer, her entire body wired
with tension.

"How many of these things are there?

‘As soon as the zombie clearesd the comer, she fired,
the Beretta jumping lightly in her sweating hands.
The second shot puncture it right cye and it imme-
diately collapsed to the dark, polished wood of the
floor, the sticky, viscous matter of the blown eycball
flecked across ts skeletal face.

Jill waited, but other than the spreading pools of
blood around the dead creatures, nothing moved.
Breathing through her mouth 10 avoid the warst of the.
stench, she hurried o the back of the hall and turned
right, down a shrt,tight passage that dead ended st &
rusting metal door.

It creaked open and frosh air flooded past her,

‘warm and clean afer the morgue-like chill of the:
house. Jil grinned, hearing the drone of cicadas and
erickets on the night air. She'd reached the finl Iog of
e lttle excursion, and aithough she wasn't cutside
Yet. the sounds and smells of the forest renewed her
sense of accomplishment

Got a secured path mow, siraight to the back o this
place. We can head north, hit ane of the logging roads
‘and hite down to the barricale. ..

She stepped out anto a covered walkway, a mossic

of green stone surrounded by high concrete walls.
There were small intermittent openings near the
ceiling of the pathway, sccounting for the fuint, pine-
scented breeze. Tvy trickled down from the arched
‘openings like a reminder of the outside world. She
hurried down the dim passage, remembering from the
mmap that there was a single room at the end and 1o the
right, probably s storage shed.

‘She turned the corner and stopped at another
heavy-looking metal door, her smile fading as she,
reflexively reached for the handle; the keyhole was
plugged. She crouched and poked at the tiny hole, but
t0 10 avail. Someone had stopped it up with epoxy.
To the left of the door was some kind of diagram set
into the concrete, made of dall copper. There were
four hexagonal deprossions in the flat metal plate,
each fist sized hole connected 10 the next by u thin
Tine. Jill squinted at the legend etohed beneath, wish-
ing that she had » flashlight as she struggled 1o make
out the words. She brushed u thin layer of dust off of
the indented letters and tried again.

'WHEN THE SUN ... SETS IN THE WEST AND THE.
MOON RISES IN THE EAST, STARS WILL BEGIN TO
APPEAR IN THE SKY ... AND WIND WILL BLOW TOWARD
THE GROUND. THEN THE GATE OF NEW LIFE WILL OPEN.
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Tntrigued, Chris picked it up and flipped to the last.
few pages. Maybe there was a clue 1 1o what the hell

‘was going on. Hs sat.on the edge of the cot and started

0 read.

May 9, 1998: Played poker tonight with Scoft and Alias
from Security, and Steve from Research. Steve was the

big winner, but I think he was cheating. Scumbag.

Chrin smilsd a little t that, He skipped down to the

next entry and his smile froze, his heart seeming to
pause in mid-beat.

May 10,1998: Ore of the higher-ups assigned me to take
care of a new experiment. It looks like a skinned gorilla.
Feeding instructions were 10 give i live animals. When I
threw in a pig, the creature seemed to be playing with it
tearing off the pig's legs and pulling out the guts before it
actually started eating.

Experiment? Could the writer be talking about the
qombies? Chris read o, excited by the find. The disry
obviously belonged to someone who worked here, had

@ be meaning that the cover-up was even bigger

than he'd suspected.

May 11, 1998: At around 5 A.M., Scott woke me up.
Scared the shis out of me, too. He was wearing a protective
‘parment that looked like a space suit. He handed me
another one and told me to put it on. Said there'd been an
accident in the basement lab. 1 just knew something like
this would happen. Those asshales in Research never rest,
even at night.

May 12, 1998: I've been wearing the damn space suit

since yestenday. My skin's getting grimy and feels itchy all
over. The goddamn dogs have been looking af me funny, 50 1
decided not o feed them today. Screw ‘em.

May 13,1998: Went to the Infirmary because my back is
all swollen and feels itchy. They put a big bandage on it and.
told me 1 didn't need 1 wear she suit any more. Al wanna
do is sleep.

May 14, 1998: Found another blister on my foot this
morning. 1 ended up dragging my foot all the wa to the
dogs' pen. They were quiet all day, which is weird. Then I
realized some of them had escaped. If anybody finds ous, Il
have my head handed 1o me.

May 15, 1998: My first day off in a long time and 1 feel
like shit. Decided t go visit Nancy anyway, but when 1 tried
10 leave the estate, I was stopped by the guards. They said
the comparty's ordered that no one leave the grounds. I can't
even make a phone call - all the phomes have been ripped
out! What kind of bullshit is this?!

May 16, 1998: Rumor's going around that a researcher
who tried 10 escape the estate last night was shot. My entire
body feels hot and itchy and I'm sweating all the fime now. 1
scratched the swelling o my arm and a piece of rotien flesh
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He was & high ranked marksman, oven had a couple:
of awards 1o show for it, but it was atll good 10 sec
‘what he could do when given enough time to sim. His
quick-draw wasn't nearly as strong, that was Barry's
forte.

Ho reached for the door handle, urged into action
by the thought of allthat was at stake. Hs figured the
‘Alphas could take care of themselves, they had as
much of n.chance as he did, but this was Rebocca's
first operation and she, didn't cven have a gun; he
needed to get her oat.

He wtepped back into the softlight of the hall with
the green wallpaper, quickly checking both direc-
tions. Straight ahead, the corridor was in heavier
shacdow; 1o way o tell if it was clear.

To his right was the door with the sword on the key
plate and the frst zombie he'd shot, sill sprawlod
Tifeleasly across the floor. Chris was gratified 1o 16e
that it hadat moved. Apparently head shots were the
best way to kil  zombie, Just ke in the movies. . .
Chris edged towand the sword door, training his
‘weapon left, thea right, then left again; he'd had
‘enough surprises for ane dy. e checked the small
offshoot across from the door and secing that it was
clear, quickly inserted the slender key into the lock.
It turned smootbly. Ciris stepped into a small
bedroom, only slightly better it than the corridor, a
single bright lamp on & deak in one comer. It was all
clear, uness there was something hiding under the:
narrow oot .. ax maybe in the closet across from the
deik.

He shuddered, closing the door behind him. Tt was
every kid's firs set of fears, and had bee bis, 1oo.
Maonstzrs in the closet and the thing that fived under
the bed, waiting for the carcless child's ankle to come
‘within reach.

And how old arw you now?

Chiris shook off the case of nerves, embarmassed at
his imaginative wanderings. Fe walked slowly around
the room, looking for anything that might be helpful.
There was 1o other door, no path beck t the main
hall, bt maybe he could find & beter weapon for
Rebeooa than a can of bug speay.

Bosides an onk table and bookshelf, there was the
small, unmads bed and a study desk in the room,
nothing more. He quickly rifled through the books,
then moved around the foot of the bed 10 the desk.
There was & slim volume next t the desk lam, the
fabric cover nttled; & journal. And although the
desktop was coated in dhust, the diary bad been moved
recently.
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moving out into the hall. She closed the door and.
leancd aginst t,listening. Aftr long seoonds of
silence, she heard the rattls of gunfire not far away,
five ar six shots-then nothing.

part of the door, edging it in front of the hinges #0 she.
‘coald pash it out of the way easily. She kneit in front
of i, trying to clear her thoughts as she startod
Tooking through the pepers, trying not o feel as young
‘and unsure as she sctually felt.

Sighing, she pulled out « handful of papers and
started o vead.

SEVEN

THE LOCK WAS A PIECE OF CAKE, THREE FLAT
tumblers in « single row; Jill could have opened it with
& couple of paper clips. According to the map, the door
‘would ope into a long hall. .. .
Sureenough. She took another long look st the
pocket compater’s screen and then slipped it into her
pack, thinking. It looked like thers was a back way
out, through several halls and past a series of room.
‘She could look for Wesker and the others along the
way, and maybe secure an escape route at the same:
time. She stepped into the narrow corridar, the fully
loaded Beretta in hand.

Tt was 8 study in weirdness. The hall wasn' all that
spectacular, the carpet runner and the wallpsper done.
in basic tans and browns, the wide windows showing
only the darkness outsids. The display chests that
Tined the inner wall, though ...

‘There were three of them, cach topped by a small
larmp, and each prominently displaying s wide array
of bleached human bones an open shelves, ter-
spersed with small tems of obscurity. Jil sarted
dovn the hall, stopping brictly st cach bizarre specta-
cle. Skulls, arm and leg bones, hands and feet. There.
were at least throe complete skeletons, and amidst the
pale and pitted bones were feathers, clay beads,
gnarled stips of leather.

Jill picked up one of the leather sirips and then put

it down quickly, wiping hex fingers on her pants. She
‘coaldn't be sure, but t flt ike: she imagined tanned,
‘cured humnan skin would feel, stff and kind of
reary.

Crash!

The window behind her exploded inward, a lthe,
sinewy form lunging into the hall, growling and
‘smapping. 1t was one of the mutant, killing hounds,
‘eyes us red as its dripping hide. It charged her, it
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Ecuador, where a group of farmers had been beld for
‘weekn by u band of insans guerrilla rebels. Several. of
the hostage had been killed early in the sicge, and
after the S.T.A R 5. mansged 1o capure the rebels,
By had gone with one of the survivors to record the
deaths. The four victims hed been shot, their bodies
dumped behind the small wooden shack that the
rebels had taken over. Afer three wecks in the South
American sup, the skin on their faces had sbrivelod,
the cracking, lined flesh pulling away from sinew and
bone. He still remernbered those faces clcarly, and

saw them again now s he looked down at the fallen
creature. Tt wore the face of death.

Besides which, it smells like n slaughterhouse on a
hot day. Somebody forgot o tel this guy that dead
peopls don't walk around.

He could see the same sickened confusion on Jills
face, the same questions in her eyes, but for now,
there weren't any answers; they had 10 find Chris and
‘Together, they moved back down the corridor and
‘checked all three doors, rattling handies and pushing
atthe heavy wood frames. All were socurely locked.
But Chris fad to have gone through one of them,
there’s nowhere elie he could have gone.

It didnt make sense, and short of breaking the
doors down, there was nothing they could do sbout it.
"We should report this to Weaker,” Jill said, and
Barry nodded agreement. If they'd sturbled into the.
hiding place of the killer, they wers going to need a
plan of atiack.

They ran back through the dining room, the sale:
air  relief after the corridors reck of blood and
decay. They reached the docr back to the main hall
‘and hurried through, Barry wondering what the cap-
tain would make of all this. Tt was downright.
Barry stopped short, searching the clegant, empty
hall and feeling like the butt of some practical joke
that simply wasn't funny.

‘Wesker was gone.

Six

"WESKER!" BARRY SHOUTED, HIS DEEP VOICE
‘schoing through the chilly room. "Captain Wesker!"
He jogged toward a row of arches at the back of the:
hall, calling to Jill over his shoulder as he ran. "Don't
Teave the room!”

Jill walked to the stairs, feeling almost dizzy. First
‘Chiris, now the captain. They hadn't been gone five
mimtes and he'd said he was going to stay pat. Why
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Rebeoca Charmbers had never been more afraid, not
once in her eightoen years. Far what seemed like an
etemity, she'd lisensd to the soft scrape of rotting
flosh brushing against the docr and tried desperately
t think of a plan, her dread building with each

passing minate. There was no lock on the door, and
she'd lost her handgun on the run for the house. The,
small storage room, though well stocked with chemi-
cals and wacks of papers, had offered nothing t use.
3. defiense except & half-empty can of insect repel-
et

It was the can she gripped now, standing behind the
door of the tiny room. If or when the monsters finally
figured out how 10 use a doorknob, she planned on
spraying it in their eyes and then making & run for it
Mayhe they'll be laughing so hand Ul have a chance
to slip past; bug spray, great weapor...

‘She'd heard what could have been shots somewhere
clowe by, but they werent repeated. Her hope that it
‘was ane of the team faded as the seconds ticked past,
‘and she was starting to give serious conideration to
the concept that sho was the only ons Ieft when the.
doar burst open and a gasping figure hurdled inside.
Rebeoca didn't hesitate. She leapt forward and
pressed the button, relcasing s cloud of chemical mist
into it face, teasing herself to run past it
“Gaht" 1t yelled, and fell back against the door,
slamming it shu. It covered ita eyes, spluttering.

It wasn't a monster; she'd just maced one of the.
Alphas.

“Oh, no! " Rebooca was already reaching into ber
field medical kit, ez immense relicf at seeing another
of the S.T.ARS. batting with monumental cmbar-
‘russment.

‘She fumbled out clean cloth and a tiny squeeze.
bottls of water, stepping towand him. "Keep your eyes
closed, don't rdb at them.”

The Alpha dropped his hands, face red, and she
finally recognized him. It was Chris Redfield, only the
most attractive guy in the 5.T.A R S., not to mention
her superiar. She felt herself blush, and was suddealy
glad that he couldn't sec her.

Nice going, Rebecca. Way to make a good impres-
sion on your first operation. Lose your g, get lost,
blind a teammate .

She Iod him over to the small cot in the comer of
the room and sat him down, letting her training take
over.

“Lean your kead back. This is going 10 sting a lite,
but i’ just water, okay?" She dabbed at hin cyes with
the damp cloth, relieved that she hadn't sprayed him
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view but he could see the back of a man just past
t,the shumped shoulders and stained clothes of one
of the creatures.

Chris quickly edged to the right, trying to get a clear.
shot. The zombie was maybe forty feet away, and he.
didn't want to waste his last rounds. At the sound of
his boots against the hard wood floor, it turned,
shuffling slowly. So slowly that Chris hesitated,
walching the way it moved.

“This one seemed to have been dipped in a thin Inyer
of slime, dull light reflecting off of it glistening skin
s it stumbled almost blindly toward Chris. It slowly
ruised its arms, its pale, hairless skull wobbling on its
‘emaciated neck. Silently, it shuffled forward.

Chris tock  sliding step back to his left and the.
zombic changed direction, veering woward him ca-
gerly, closing the distance between them at a slow
walk.

Just like in the movies; dangerous but dumb. And
easy to outrun. ...

He bad 1o save ammo in case he got comered.
“There were stairs at the end of the hall, and Chris took
 deep breath, readying himself. He stepped back,
‘giving himself enough room to mansuver-

-and heard & gsping moan behind him,  fresh
wave of rancid stink nssaulting his senses. He spun,
the realization hitting him even before he saw it
“The festering zombie was only & few feet away,
reaching for him, bits of its putrid gut spilling oat
ncros its shattered abdomen. He hadn't killed it,
hadat waited long enough to make sure, and s
‘stupidity was about to cost him.

Ah, shit!

Chris sprinted away and down the corridar, dodg-
ing both of them and cursing himself. He passed the.
thick support bearn, almost to the stairs-

-and stopped cold, secing what waited at the op.
He caught only a glimpae of the mgged creature.
‘standing st the head of the stairs and span awy,
ruising his weapon to face the attackers that shambled
toward him hungrily.

‘From the shadows beneath the steps cams a heavy,
gurgling sigh and the scuffing of wood; another one.
He was trapped, there was 0o way he could kill them
ull - door!

It faced the side of the stairs, the dark wood
blending so well with the shadows that he almost
hadn't seen it. Chris ran for it, grabbing st the handle,
praying that it would open as sround him, the crea-
tures closed in.

If it was locked, he was dead.
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v, pleased that she had something to offer him.
“Oh! And I found this on the desk, " she said, and
produced a silver key with n sword on it. She didnt
know what it unlocked, but thought it might be uscful.
Chris tared at it thoughfully, the slipped it into &
pocket. He walked 10 the open trunk and Ioaked down
at the stacks of papers. He rifled through thern,
frowning.

“Your background's in biochemistry, righs? Have
you looked through these?"

Rebeoca joined him, shaking her head. “Barely. I've
been kinda busy watching the door.”

He handed her one of the papers and she soanned it
quickly. Tt was alist of nearotransmitters and level
indicatars

“Brain chemistry,” she said, "bu these numbers

are all screwed . The serotonin and norepinephri
are 100 low . .. but look here, the dopamine is off the
chart, we're talking big-fime schizo.”

‘She noticed the incredalous Jook on his face and
smiled a little. Being an eighteen-year-old college
grad, she got a lot of that. The S.TAR.S. had
rocruited her right after gradustion, promising her &
‘whole team of rescarchers and a lab of her own to
study molecalar biology, her real passion-provided,
of course, that she went through basic training and got
some field experience. No one elsc had shown mch
intercstin hiring 8 whizkid. .. .

There was & soft thump at the door and her smile:
faded. She was getting experience, alright.

Chiia fisbext the swond key out of his pocket and
Tooked at her erioualy. *7 passed a door with a sword
engraved over the keyhole. I'm going to go check it
out, see if it leads back to the main hall. 1 want you to
stay here and go through those files. Maybe there's
something we can use.”

Her uncertainty must have showed in her face. He
smiled gently, his voice low and soothing. *Ive got
plenty of ameno, thanks to you, and I won't be gone

long.
‘She nodded, making & conscious effort to relax. She
‘was scarcd, but letring him sec it wasn't going to help
‘matters. He was probably scared, too.

He walked t© the door, st tlking. "The RPD
should be here any time, 50 if 1 don's come back right
away, just wait here."

He raised the weapon, putting his other hand on the
knob. “Get ready. As s00m as I'm out, move the trunk
in front of the door. T give a yell when I get back "
Rebeoca nodded again, and with  final quick smile,
Chirs opened the door and looked both ways befors
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with anything worse.
“What was that stuff?" he wid, blinking rapidly.
Tears and watex streamed down his face, but there
didnt seem to be any damage.

“Uh, bug repellent. The label's been ripped off but
the active ingredient is probably permephrin, it an
irritant but the effect shouldn't ast long. 1 lost my
pum, and when you came in I thought you were ane of
thase things, though if they haven't figured out how 1o
use a doorknob by now, they probably won't.”

She realized she wa babbling and shut up, fnishing
the crude irrigation and stepping back. Chris wiped at
his face and peered up at her with bloodshot eyes.
“Rebecca .. Chambers, right?”

‘She nodded miverably. “Yeah. Lok, I'm really
Sorry.”

“Don't worry about it," he said, and smmiled. "Not a
bad weapon, actually.”

He stood up and looked around the small room,
Irowning. There wasn't much 1o see: an open trunk
full of papere, » shelf lined with bottles of mostly
unlabeled chemicals, a cot, and a desk. Rebeoca hud
been through it all in her search for sometking to use
against the creatures.

“What about the rest of your team?" he aaked.
Rebeoca shook hex head. *7 don't know. Something
went wrong with the helicopter and we had to set
down. We were attacked by animals, some kind of
dogs, and Enrico told us to run for cover.”

‘She shrugged, suddenly feeling like she was about
twelve years old. I got-tumed around in the woods
and ended up at the front door of this place. I think
ame of the athers broke it down, it was pen ...
She trailed off, looking away from his intense gaze.
The rest was probably obvious: she had no weapon,
she'd gotten lost, she'd ended up here. All in all, »
pretty poor showing.

“Hey,”he wid soRly. “There's nothing else you
could have done. Enrico said rur, you ran, you
Jollowed orders. Thase creatures out there, the zom-
bies. .. they're all over the place. I got lost, 0o, and
the rest of the Alphas could be anywhere. Trust me,
jus the fact that you made it this far.”

‘Outside, one,of the monsters lt out a low, plaintive
wail and Chris stopped. talking, his expression grim.
Rebeoca shuddered. "So what do we do now?™

“We look for the others and try to find a way out.”
He sighed, looking down at his weapon. “Ezcept you
don't have a gun and I'm almost out of ammo. ..*
Rebeoca brightened and reached into her hip pack.
She palled out twro full magzines and handed them
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‘something hard and smooth-
~Trent’s computert In all the excitement, she'd
totally forgotten sbout her strange encounter in the
Tocker room. She opened her mouth to tell Barry, then
shut i, remembering Trent's cryptic warning.

“I wouldn't mention this conversation 1o anyone.*
‘Sarcw that. She'd almost risked it anyway with
Chria.

And where is Chris now? Who's to say that Trent's
“dire consequences” haven't already occurred?

Jill realized what she was thinking and had to fight
ff an urge to laugh at herself. What had happened
‘with Treat probably wasn't even relevant to their
predicement, and whether or not she could trust
Barry, she know she didt trust Trent - sill, she
decided not 1o say anything sbout it at Least undl she
had a chance 10 sce what the computer held.

I think we should split up,” Barry continued.

“I kow it's dangerous, but we need 10 cover a lot of
ground. We find anybody, we meet back here, use this
room as base.”

Rubbing at his beard, he fixed her with a serious
gaze. "You up for this, Jill? We could search to-
gether...”

“No, you're right,” she said. °1 can take the west
‘wing." Unlike cops, S.T.ARS. seldom partnered.
They were treined to watch their own backs in dan-
‘gerous situations.

Barry nodded. *Okay. I go back and see if  can
persuade one of those doors to apen. Keep an eye out
Jfor @ back exit, conserve ammo ... . and be careful.”
“You, t00.”

‘Bury grinnod, holding up his Colt Python. "Il be
fine.”

“There was nothing left 10 say. Jill headed straight
for the sct of doars on the west wall that Wesker
hadu' tried earlier. Behind her, Barry hurried back to
the dining room. She heard the door open and close,
Teaving her alone.

Here goes nothing.

The painted blue doors opensd smootbly, revealing
mall, shadowy room as cool and silent as the main
hall, all in shades of blue. Muted track lighting
illuminated framed printings on dusky walls, and in
the center of the room was & large statue of & woman
holding an urn on one shoulder.

Jill closed the door behind her and let her cyes
adjustto the gloom, noting the two doors opposits the
‘one she'd come through. The one on the left was
open, though a small chest was pushed in front of it,
blocking access. It was unlikely that Wesker had gone:
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‘would he have left? She loaked eround for signs of x
struggle, & spent cartridge, a spot of blood - thers was
nothing 10 indicate what might have heppened.
Barry appeared on the other side of the giant
staircase, shaking his bead and walking slowly 1o join
her. 5l bit ber lower lip, frowning.

“You think Wesker ran into one of those-things?"
she nsked.

Barry sighed. *f don'tthink the RPD showed and
snuck hio out. Though if he did run into trouble, we
would have heard the shots.”

“Not necessarily. He could have been ambushed,
dragged away
They stood silently for a moment, thinking. Jill was
till  bit shaken from the face-to-face with the.
‘walking corpse, but thought she'd scoepted the facts
pretty well the woods bardering Racooon City had
become infested with zombies.

After u lifetime of reading trashy novels about. serisl
Kkillers,ia & cannibal zombic 50 hard to swallow?
‘Somehow it wasn't, and neither wers the murderous
dogs ar the secredly kept estate. There was no question
that it all existed. The question was, why? Did the.
‘mansion have anything to do with the mirders, or
had the zombies simply overrun it like they'd overrun
Raccoon Fareat?

And was that creature the lnst thing Becky and Pris
saw?

‘She rejected that thought almost viclendly; thinking
about the girls now would be a mistake.

“So do we go looking or do we wait?" Jill said
finally.

“Go looking. Ken made it here. The rest of the
Bravos could be somewhere in this house. Ifd be easy
enough 10 get lost. Chris . .."

H half-smiled, though Jill could see the worry in
his eyes. "Chris and Wesker got-side-tracked, but
we'l find them. Itd take more than a couple of
‘walking stffs to cause either of them any grief."

He reached into a pocket.in his vest and pulled out
something wrapped in a handkerchicf, handing it to
her. She felt the thin metal objects beneath the light
fabric and recognized them instantly.

“It’s the set you gave me to practice with last
month,” b vaid. "I figure you'll have better luck with
them.”

Jill nodded, tucking the lockpicks into her hip
pouch. Barry had taken an interest in ber former
“oareex” and she'd given him a fiw picces from her.
old set, several picks and torsion bars. They could
‘come in handy. The small bundle settled on top of
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The zombie groansd as Chris fired point-blank into
st gut, twice. The shots were muffled by its rancid
flosh and it fell againat him, expelling a rush of foul,
stinking air across his face.

‘Chiris pushed it away, the back of his throat locking.
His hands and the barrel of his weapon were dripping
with stcky fluids. The creature collapeed 1o the floor,
e limbs spasming.

Chiris backed away, wiping the Beretta against his
st as he took decp breaths, rying desperatzly not to
vomit, The zombie outin the hall had been a desic-
‘cated meas, shriveled and dry; this one was-freah, i
that was the right wond. Festering, necrofic, we. .
He swallowed, hard, and the urge 1o throw up.
slowly passexl. He didat bave  particularly weak
stomach, but that smell, God!

Keep it together, could be more of the. ...

The hall he'd entered war all dark wood and dim
ight. For the moment, thers was no sound except the
pulse of blood in his cans. He looked down at the
body, wondering exactly what it was, what it had
becn. He had felt its hot, fetid breath against his face.
It wasn't a reanimated corpre, no matier what it
Tooked like.

‘Ho decided it didu't matter. For all inteats and
purpores, it was a zombie. It had tried to bite him,
‘and creatures ik it had already chowed down on
some of Raccoon's popalation. He needed to find his
‘way back to the others and they had 1o get out, get
help. They didu't have the firepower to handle the.
situation alone.

H ejected the empty clip from the gummy weapon
‘and quickly reloade, his chest tightening with stress;
fifteen rounds left. He had a Bowie knife, bu the.
thought of going up against s zombic with only a kife
wast'tall that nppealing.

There was & plain-looking door 1o his left. Chria
pulled et the knob, but it was locked. Fe squinted at
the key platz, and warn' all that surprised to sec an
etching of what lociked like armar. Sward, armor-
there was & definite theme developing.

He moved down the wide hal, listening for any
sound and taking frequent decp breaths through his
nose. The 06 on his vest and hands made it hard 1o
el if there were any more of them around, the smell
was all over him, but it could be his only chance to
‘avoid another close encounter.

“The hall turned t the left and he took the comer
fast, swecping the Beretta across the wide wooden
expanse. There was & support pillar partially blocking
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that way.
S o s gt

knob. Locked. Sighing, she reched into her pack for

the picks and then hesitated, foeling the smooth

‘weight of the mini-disk reader.

Let's see what Mr. Trens thinks is so important.

She alipped it out and studied it a moment, then

tapped at a switch. A screen the size of a basebull card
flickered t life, and with a few more taps, small ines

of type scrolled across the monitor. She scanned the
‘material, recognizing names and dates from local
newspapezs. Trent had apparently compiled every arti-

o he could find about the murders and diseppear-
Raccoon, pls the picces on the S.T.ARS.
Nothing new here. .. Jill skipped along, wonder-

ing what the point was. After the articles was a list of
WILLIAM BIRKIN, STEVE KELLER, MICHAEL DEES,
JOHN HOWE, MARTIN CRAGKHORN, HENRY SARTON,
ELLEN SMITH, BILL RABBITSON

She frowned. None of the names were familiar,
Except - wasn't Bill Rabbitson Chris's friend, the on

‘who had worked for Umbrella? She couldn't be sure,
she'd have to ask Chris
. nspuming we find him. This was a waste of time;
she neded to st looking for the other S.T.A.RS.

‘She pressed the forwarding key 1o get 1o the end of the
data and » picture ppeared, tiny lines set into pat-

tems. There were squares and long rectangles, cross-
hatched with smaller markn that connected the empty
boxes. Bencath it was & single lne, a mestage us
enigmatic as she could have expected from Mr. Trent:
KNIGHT KEYS; TIGER EYES; FOUR CRESTS (GATE OF
NEW LIFE), EAST-EAGLE/WEST-WOLF.

Gee, how illuminating, That just clears up every-

thing, doesn't is? The picture. ws some kind af map,

she decided. It looked Iike a floor plan. The biggest
area was at the cente,  alightly smaller one extending
off 10 the left.

Jill suddenly felt her heart skip a beat. She stared

down at the small screen, wondering how Treat had
known.

Tt was the mansion's first loar. She tapped the

forward button again and saw what could only be the
secand floor, the shapes comresponding o the firet

map. There was nothing after the second map, but it
was enough.

As far aw she was concerned, there was 10 longer

‘any question that the Spencer esate was the source. of
the terar in Raccoon City, which meant that the
‘aniwezs were here, waiting to be uncovered.
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Bary, her breathing fast and shallow.
“Get clear, eft1" He raised the Colt.as she moved
out of the way, as a tall man stepped into view. The
figure'a arms were stretched out like a decpwalker's,
the hands frail and grasping.
Barry saw the creature's face then and diddn't hesi-
tate. He fired, & 357 round peeling the top of its ashen
skull away in an explosive burst, blood coursing down
its srange, temible features and staining the cataracts
of its pale, rolling eyes.

It pitched back, rprawling face-up st Jills feet.
Barry hurried 1o her side, stunned.

“What.." he started, thea saw what was on the
‘carpet in front of them, laying in the small sitting arca.
that marked the end of the corridor.

For 8 moment, Barry thought it was Chris, until

e saw the S.T.A R S. Bravo insignia on the veat, and
feltn different kind of horror set i as he struggled 1o
recognize the features. The Bravo had been decapi-
tated, the head Laying a foot away from the corpse, the
face completely covered in gore.

Oh jeez, its Ken.

Kenneth Sullivan, one of the best feld scouts Barry
had ever known and a hell of » nice guy. There was a
‘gaping, ragged wound in his chest, chunks of partly
caten tissue and gut strewn axound the bloody hole.
‘Hie left hand was missing, and there was no weapon
nearby; it must have been his gun that Joseph had
found out in the woods.

Barry looked away, sickened. Ken had been n quiet,
decent sart, did a lot of wark in chemistry. He'd had a
teen-aged son who lived with hi ex in California.
‘Bary thought of his own girls at home, Moira and
Poly, and felt » sarge of helpless fear for them. He
‘wast'tafraid of death, but the thought of them
growing up without a father.

Jill dropped into & crouch next to his ravaged body
‘and rifled quickly through the belk peck. She shot an
apologetic look at Barry, but be gave ber a slight nod.
They needed the ammo; Ken certainly didn'.

‘She cams up with two clips for a nine-millimeter
‘and tucked thern into her hip pocket. Barry turned
‘and stared down st Ken's murderer in disgust and
‘wonder.

He bad no doub that he was Looking at one of the.
‘cannibal killers that had been preying upon Raccoon
City. Tt had n crusty scum of red around its mouth
‘and gore-encrusted nails, s well as & rugged shirt that.
‘was #ff with dried blood. What was weird was how
dead it looked.

Barry had once done & covert hostage rescus in
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‘arm of the shambling creature that waited on the
other tide, ita pecling fingers grasping at him as it
lunged for his throat.

Three shots. Seconds later, two more, the sounds
distant but distinct in the palatial lobby.

Christ

“Jill, why dom't you..” Wexker started, but Barry
didatIet him finish.

“I'm going, t00," he suid, already starting for the
door on the cast wall. Chris wouldn't waste shote like.
that unless he had to; he needsd help.

‘Weaker relented quickly, nodding. “Go. 7't wai
here.”

Barry opened the door, Jill right behind. They
‘walked into a huge dining room, not as wide as the
front hall but at least as long. There was another door
atthe opponits end, past » grandiather clock that
ticked loudly in the frigid, dusty sir.

‘Bary jogged towand it revolver in hand, fecling
tense and worried. Christ, what a batls-up this opera-
tion was! § T-ARS. teams were often sent into risky
situations where the circumstances were unusual, but
this was the first time since hed been a rookic that
By felt like things had gone totally out of control.
Joseph was dead, Chickenheart Vickers had left them
0 be caten by dogs from hell, and now Chria was in
trouble. Weaker shoulda't have seat him in lone.
Jill reached the door firs, touching the handle with
slim fingers and looking to him. Barry nodded and
she pushed it open, going in low and le:.

‘Bary ook the other side, both of them sweeping a1
empty caridor.

“Chris?* 5ll called out quietly, but there was no
anewer. Barry scowlsd, miffing the sir; something
smelled like rotting fruit.

“I'll check the doors,” Barry ssid. Jill nodded and.
edged to the left, alext and focused.

Bary moved toward the first door, fecling good
that Jill was at his back. He'd thought she was kind of
bitchy when she'd first transferred, bat she was prov-
ing to be a bright and capabls soldier, & welcome
nddition 1o the Alphar.

Jilllet out n high-pitched gasp of surprise and Barry
spun, the scent of decry suddenly thick in the narrow
hall.

Jill was backing awey from an opening st the end of
the corridor, her weapon trained on something Barry
coaldn't see.

“Stop!"” Her voice was high and shaky, her expres-
sion borrified and she fired, once, twice, still backing toward
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“The solernn ticking of a grandfather clock filled the
‘ool s, echoing off of shining black and white tiles.
H was in  dining hall, the kind he'd only ever seen
in movies about rich people. Like the front room, this
‘one had an incredibly high ceiling and a second floor
balcony, but it was also decorated with cxpensive-
Tooking art and had an inset fireplace at the far end,
‘complste with a coat of arms and crossed swords hung
over the mantle. There didn' scem to be any way o
get 0 the second floor, but there ws a closed door 1o
the right of the fireplace.

Chiris Lowered his weapon and started for the docr,
till awed by the wealth of the “sbandoned” mansion
that the S.T.A R S. had stumbled into. The dining
room had polished red wood trim and expentive
Tooking artwork on the beige stucco walls, surround-
ing a long wooden table that ran the length of the
room. The table had to seat at least tweaty, though it
‘was only set for & handful of people. Judging from the
dust on the lacy place mats, nothing had been served
for weeks.

Except 1o one is supposed to have been hero for
thirty years, lot alone hosted a formal dinner! Spencer
had this place closed down before anyone over stayed
here.

Chirs shook his head. Obviously someone had
reapened it a long fime ago ... o kaw was it that
everyone in Raccoon City believed the Spencer estate
10 be boarded up,  crinbling ruin ous in the woods?
More importantly, why had Umbrella lied to Irans
about its condition?

Murders, diseppearances, Umbrells, Jil. ... It was
frustrating; he et like he had some of the answers,
but wasm't mure what questions to ark.

H reached the docr and tumed the knob slowly,
listening for any sound of movement on the other
side. He couldn't hear anything over the ticking of the
ol clock; it was set agains: the wall and each move-
ment of the second hand reverberated hollowly, am-
plified by the cavernous room.

The door opensd into one side of & narrow corri-
dor, dimly lit by antique light fixturcs. Chris quickly
‘checked both directions. To the right was maybe ten
‘meters of hardwood hall, a couple of doors across
from him and « door at the end of the comridor. To the
Tef, the hallway took a sharp turn away from where he
stood, widening out. He ww the edge of a pattemed
brown run on the floor there.

Ho wrinkled his nose, frowning. There was a vague
odor in the uir,  faint soent of something unpleas-
ant, something familier. He stood in the doorway
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throe rounds Ief, plus the two loaded magazines on
her belt. Thirty-three shots. Chris had twenty.-two left,
‘Wesker, seventeen. Barry had two racked speed load-
s for bis Colt, plus an extra handful of looe:
‘cartridges tucked into a hip pouch, nineteen rounds
all.

Jill thought about al they'd left back on the heli-
‘copter and felt another rush of anger toward Brad.
Boxes of ammunition, fashlights, walkic-talkies,
‘Shotguns - not to mention medical supplics. That
Bercita that Joscph had found out in the field, the
pale, blood-spattered fingers still wrapped around
it-a S-TARS. team member dead or dying, and
thank to Brad, they didn’t even have a band aid to
offer.

Thump!

A sound of something heavy sliding to the floor,
somewhere close by. In unison, they turned towand
the ingle door on the east wall. Jill was suddenly
reminded of every horror movie she'd ever seen; a
strange house, & strange noiec ... she shivered, and
decided that she was most definitely going to kick
Brad's narrow ass when they got out of here.
“Chris, check it out and report back ASAP,"
‘Weaker saidl. "We'll wait here in case the RPD comes
knocking. You run into any trouble, fire your weapon.
and we'll find you."

Chiris nodded and started toward the door, his
boots clacking loudly against the marble floor.
Jillfelt that scse of forchoding wash over hex
again. "Chris?”

His hand on the knob, b turned back, and she
realized that there was nothing she could tell him that
‘made any sensc. Everything was happening o fast,
there was %0 much wrong with this situation thet she.
didn’t know wheeo 10 start

And he's a trained professional, and so are you. Start
acting like it

“Take care,"” she mid finally. It wamt what she
‘wanted to say, butit'd have 1o be cnough.

Chiris gave her a lopsided grin, then raised his
Beretta and stepped through the doorway. Jil heard
the ticking of a clock and then he ws gone, closing
the door behind him.

Barry caught her gaze and emiled at her, a look that
told her not to worry, but Jil couldn't shake the
sudden certainty that Chris wouldn' be coming back.

Chiris swept the room, taking in the stately elegance
of the environment as he realized he wes alone;
‘whoever had made the noise, they weren't hers.
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shoulder, was vaguely aware that it atched closed
behind him as he stared at the fallen, stinking heap.
~dead, that things the walking goddamn dead!
The cannibal sitacks in Raccoon, al of them near
the foreat. He'd seen enough late-night movies to
know what be: wan Jooking at, but he still couldn't
believe it

Zombies.

No, b0 way, that was fiction, but maybe some
kind of a discase, mimicking the symptoms. He had
t01ell the other. e tumed and grabbed a1 the
handle, but the heavy door wouldu't move, it must
have locked itself when he'd stumbled.

‘Behind him, a wet movement. Chris spun, eyes
i o the g o s 1t s i

floor, pulling itself toward hir in an eager, single-

minded silence. Chris realized that it was drooling,

‘and the sight of the aticky pink rivulets pooling to the
‘wood flor finally spurred him to action.

He fired again, two shota into the thing's decaying,
upturned face. Dark holes opened upin its knobby

skull, sending tiny rivers of fluid and fleshy tissue.
through its lowez jas. With  heavy sigh, the rotting

thing settled o the floor in a spreading red Inke.

Chris didn't want to make any bets on it staying

down. He gave one more futile yank on the doar and

then stepped carefully past the body, moving down

the corridor. He ritled the handle. of a door on his

left, but it was locked. There was a tiny etching in the.

key plate, what Iooked like a sword: he fled that bit of
information into his confused, whirling thoughts and.
‘continued on, gripping the Bereta tightly.

There was an offshoot 1o hia right with n single.

docr, but he ignored it, wanting to find a way to circle.
back 0 the front halL. The others must have heard the
shote, but he had 10 assume that there were morc

oreatures running around here like the one he'd

Killed. The rest of the team might already have their
‘hands full

There was & door at the end of the hall on the lef,

‘where the corridor tumed. Chris hurried towand it,

the putrid scent of the creature - the zombe, call it what it is -
- making him want 1o gag. As he neared the door,

he ealized that the smell was sctuslly getting worse,
intenifying with each siep.

He heard the sof, hungry moan as his hand
touched the knob, even as it registered that he anly

had two bullets ef in his clip. In the shadows 1o ki

right, movement.

Gotta reload, get somewhere safe.

Chrin jerked the doar open and stepped into the.
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nother moment, trying to place the smell.
One rummer when he was a kid, the chan had
‘come off hia bike when he'd been out on a vide with
some friends. He'd ended up in n ditch about six
inches away from a choice bit of roadKill, the dried-
up, pulpy remains of what once might have been o
‘woodchuck. Time and the summer heat had cis
pated the worst of the tink, though what had re-
‘mained had been bad enough. Much to the
amuscment of his buddies, be'd vomsted his funch all
over the carcas, taken « decp breath, then puked.
‘again. He will rememberes the sun-baked scent of
drying rot, like thickly soured milk and bile; the sume
smell that lingered in the corridor now like a bad
dream.

Fummp.

A sof, shuffling noise from behind the first door to
ight, like u padded fistaliding across & wall. There
‘was someone on the other vide.

Chris edgod into the hallway and moved toward the
door, careful not to tarn his back to the unsecured
area. As he got closer, the gentl: sounds of movement
stopped, and he could sce that the door wasn't closed
all the way.

No time like the preseat.

‘With an easy tap the door swung imward, into & dim
hall with green flecked wallpaper. A broad shouldered
‘man was standing oo twenty foet away, half-hidden
in shadow, his beck to Chris. He turned around
slowy, the careful shuffling of someone drunk or
injured, and the smell that Chris had noticed before
‘came off of the man in thick, noxious waves. His
clothes wers tatterod and staine, the back of his bead.
patchy with sparse, scraggly hair.

Gotta be sick, dying maybe.

‘Whatever was wrong with hir, Chris didn' like t;
his instincts were screaming at him to do something.
He stepped into the corridor and trained his Beretta
on the man's torso. "Hold s, don't mave!™

The man completed his turn and started toward
Chiris, shambling forwand into the light. His,
face was deathly pale, except for the blood smeared
around its rotting lips. Flapa of dried skin hung from
ta sunken checks, and the dark wells of the creature's
eye sockets glittered with hunger as it reached out
with skeletal hands.

Chris fired, three shots that smacked into the crea-
ture's upper chest in & finc spray of crimson. With a
‘garping moan, it crumpled to the floor, dead.

Chrin staggered back, his thoughts racing in time:
‘with his hammering heart. He hit the door with one
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something, but the ror of the engine drowned out
everything pow, the blast of wind ohurning the field
into a rippling sea.
Another fifty feet, almost there.

‘Suddenly, the helicopter jerked into the s, acceler-
ating wildly. Chris caught a final glimpee of Brad's
face and could sec the blind tezror there, the nthink-
ing panic that had gripped him ax he olawed at the
controls
“No! Don't go!* Chris screame, but the wobbling
ruils were already out of reach, the ‘copter pitching
forward and away from them through the thundering

‘Weaker turned and fired sgain, and wan rewarded
‘with a squeal of pain from one of their pursuers.
There were at leust four mare close behind, geining on
them rapidly.

“Keep going!" he shouted, trying 1o get his bearings
s they stumibled o, the piercing shricks of the
‘mutant dogs urging them faster. The sound of the
helicopter was dying sway, the cowardly Vickers
taking their excape with him.

‘Weaker fired again, the sbot going wide, and saw
‘anotber shadowy form join the hunt. The dogs were
‘brutally fast. They didn't stand a chance, unless ...
The mansion!

“Veer right, one o'clock!” Wesker yelled, hoping
that his scare of direction was stll intact. They
ot it vt bty bty el
keep them at bay long enough to reach cover.

He spun and fired the last round in his clip.
“Empeyt”

Ejecting the spent magazine, he fumbled for anoth-
e ono tacked into his belt a8 both Barry and Chris
took up the defense, firing past him and into the
‘clowing pack. Weaker slapped in the fresh clip as they
reached the edge of the overgrown clearing and
plunged into another dark stand of trees.

They stumbled and dodged through the woods,
tripping on uneven ground as the killer dogs cume on.
Langs aching for air, Wesker imagined that he could
smell the fetid, otting meat stench of the beasts as
they narrowed the distance and he somehow found
the capaity to run faster.

‘We should be there by now, gotta be dose...

Chiris saw it first through the thinning shadows of
trees, the looming monstrosity back-lit by an early
‘moon. "There! Run for that house!”

Tt looked abandoned from the outside, the weath-
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the dog-croaturce shricking and smapping in » frenzy
of bloodlust.

Joseph cried out, s burbling, liquid sound ss he

Hailed weakly at the savage attackers, blood pouring

from multiple wounds. It was the scream of a dying

man. There was 10 time o waste; Chris targeted and
opened fire.

“Three rounds smacked wetly into one of the dogs, &

fourth shot going high. There was u single, high-

pitched yelp and the beast went down, its sides

heaving. The other two animals contired their as-

sault, indifferent o the thunderoas shots. Even a5

Chiris watched in horror, one of the slavering hell

hounds lunged forward and ripped out Joscph's

throat, exposing bloody gristle and the glistening
slickness of bone.

The S.T.ARS. opened up, sending a rein of explo-

sive fire at Josephs killers. Red spatters burst into the

i the dog:things sl trying 10 get at the spasming

‘corpse while bullets riddled their strange flosh. With a
final series of harsh, barking mewls, they fell-and

didntrise again.

“Hold your fire!”

Chiris took his finger off the trigger bat continued to

point the handgun at the fallen creatures, ready 1o

blow apert the firet one that s0 much as twitched. Two

of them were till breathing, growling saftly through
panting gasps. The third sprawled lifelessly nextto
Josephs mutilated body.

They should be dead, showld"ve stayed down at the

Jirst shots! What are they?

‘Weaker took a single step toward the slaughter in

front of them when all around, deep, echoing bowls filled the
warm night s, shrill voices of predatorial fury com-

ing at the S.T.AR.S. from all directions.

“Back to the ‘copter, now!” Wesker shouted.

Chria ran, Barry and Jil in front of him and Wesker
bringing up the rear. The four of them sprinted.

through dark trees, unscen branches slapping &t them

5 the howls grow louder, more insistent.
‘Weaker turned and fired blindly into the woods
they sumbled toward the waiting belicopter, its
blades already spinming. Chris felt relief sweep.
through him; Brad must have heard the shots. They
still had o chance.
Chiris could hear the creatures behind them now,

the sharp rustling of lean, muscular bodies tearing
through the trees. He could also sce Brad's pale, wide-
eyed face through the glass front of the ‘copter, the
refloctod lights of the contro] pane] casting » greenish
‘glow across hiw panicked features. He was shouting
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‘marble pillars lined the omate hall, nupporting the
dark, heavy wood balustrade of the upper floar.
Fluted wall sconces cast funnels of light across walls
of aream, trimmed in ok and offsct by the decp burnt
cher of the carpeting. In short, it was maguificent.
“What is this " Barry mutizred. No one answered
him.

Jill took a deep breath and decided immediately

that she dida® [ike it There was a scase of... wrong-
t the vast roam, an atmosphers of vague oppres-
siom. It felt haunted somehow, though by who ar
‘what, she couldn't say.

‘Beats the hell out of getting eaten by mutans dogs,
though, gotta give it that muck. And on the trail of that
thought, God, poor Joseph! There hadn't been time to
mourn hirs, and there wasn't time row-but he
would be missed.

‘She walked towand the stairs olutching her hand-
gun, her footsteps muffled by the plush carpet that
Ted from the front door. There was an antique
typewriter on x small table to the right of the steps, a
blank aheet. of paper sposled into the warks. A
strange bit of a decorum. The expansive hall was
otherwise cmpty.

‘She turned back toward the others, wondering what
their take on all this was. Barry and Chria both looked.
uncertain, their faces flushed and sweaty as they
surveyed the room. Wesker was crouched by the front
dor, examining ons of the Iatches.

He stood up, his dark shades stillin place, secming
s detached as ever. “The wood arownd the lock is
splintered. Somebody broke this door open before we
ot here.”

Corin ok bopetul. "Maybe the Bravos?”

‘Weaker nodded. “That's what I'm thinking. Help
should be on the way, assuming our friend" Mr.
Vickers bothers o call it in."

His voice dripped sarcasm, and Jill felt bex own
anger kindling. Brad had screwed up big time, had
almost cost them their lives. There was no excuse for
what he'd done.

‘Wesker continued, walking across the room toward
one of the two doors on the west wall. He ratled the
handle, but it didn't open. "T¢'s ot safe to go back.
out. Until the cavalry shows up, we might as well take
a look around. I’s obvious that somebody's been
keeping this place up, though why and for haw
long...

H truiled off, walking back toward the group.
“How are we set for ammo?”
il eected the clip from her Berett and counted:
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ered wood and stone of the giant mansion crumbling
and dark. The full size of the structure was cloaked by
the shadowy, overgrown hedges that surrounded it,
isolating it from the forest. A massive outset front
porch preseated double doors, their only option for
escape.

Wesker actually heard the snap of powertul jaws
behind him and fired at the sound, intuitively squeez-
ing the trigger as he ran for the front of the mansion.
A gurgling yelp and the creature fell away, the howls
of ita siblings louder than ever, raised 1o a fever pitch
by the thrll of the chse.

Jill reached the doors first, slamming ioto the heavy
‘wood with one shoulder us she snatched at the ban-
dles. Amazingly, they crushed open; brightneas spillod
out across the stone steps to the porch, lighting thesr
path. She tumed and started firing, providing cover a
the three gasping men ran for the opening in the
darkness.

‘They piled into the mansion, Jill diving in last and
Barry throwing his considersble bulk agsinst the
door, wedging it closed against the snarls of the.
creatures. He collapted aguinst it, faco red and sweat-
ing. a8 Chris found the entry's steel deadbolt and slid.
it home.

They'd made it Outside, the dogs howled and
scrabbled uselessly at the heavy doors.

‘Weaker 100k a deep breath of the cool, quiet sir that
illed the well it room and exhaled sharply. Ar he'd
aircady known, the Spencer house wasn't shandoned.
Aud now that they were here, all his careful planning
was for nothing

Wesker silently cursed Brad Vickers again and
‘wonderesd if they were any better offinside than
out...

FIvVE

JILL TOOK IN THEIR NEW SURROUNDINGS AS
she caught her breath, feeling Hike she was a character
in » nightmare that had just taken a turn ino grand
fantary. Wild, howling monsters, Joreph's sudden
death, 8 terrifying run through the dark woods-and
now this.

Deserted, huh?

Tt was  palace, pure and simple, what her father
‘would have called a perfect score. The room they had
escaped into was the epitome of lavish. It was huge,
casily bigger than Jill's entire hous, tiled in gray-
flocked marble and domminated by n wide, carpeted
staircase that led 1o a second.-floor balcony. Arched






images/page28.jpg
‘She and Joseph reached the others and stopped,
staring, no one speaking as they surveyed the sceae.
The long, wide body of the ‘copter was intact, nota
single scratch visible. The port landing rail Iooked
bent, but besides that and the dying haze of smoke
from the rotor, there seemexd to be nothing wrong
with it. The hatches stood open, the beam from
‘Wesker's penlight showing them an undamaged cabin.
From what she could sce, most of the Bravo's gear was
till on board.
So where are they?
It dido't make any seosc. It hadn't been fifteen
mirutes since their last transmission; if anyone had
been injured, they would have stayed. And if they d
decided 1o leave, why had they left their equipment
behind?
‘Wesker handed the light to Joscph and nodded
toward the cockpit. “Check it out. The rest of you,
spread ows, look for clues-sracks, shell casings, signs
of raggl-you fudaybing et me k. A sy

o
Jill tood a moment longer, waring at the smoking
‘copter and wondering what could have happened.
Enrico had said something about a malfunciion; so
okay, the Bravos had set down. What had happened
next? What would have made them abandon their
best chance of being found, leaving behind emergency
kits, weaponry - Jill vaw & couple of bullet- proof
vests crumpled next to the hatch and shook her head,
adlding it 1o the growing list of scemingly irmtional
actions.
‘She turned 1 join the search as Joweph stepped oat
of the cockpit, looking us confused as she felt. She
waited 1o bear hin report as he handed the light back
o Wesker, shrugging nervouly.
“I don't knaw what happened. The bent rail sug-
sests a forced landing, but except for the electrical
system, everything looks fine."
‘Weaker sighed, then raised his voice 8o the others
‘oould hear. "Circle out, people, three meters apart,
widen as we gol”
Jill moved over to sand between Chris and Barry,
both men already scanning the ground at their fect as
they slowly moved cast and northeast of the helicop-
ter. Weskex stepped into the cabin, probing the dark-
ness with his penlight. Joseph headed west.
Dry weeds crackled underfoot as they widened
their circle, the only sound in the still, warm air

for the distant hum of the Alpha helicopter

engine. Jill used her boots to search through the thick
‘ground cover, brshing the tall grasses aside with cach
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guns.
‘Weaket joined them agein and the five of them
stood at the hatch, waiting for Brad to bring them in.
‘As they neared the plume of smoke, the helicopter's
‘whirling blades pushed it down and out, creating a
black fog that blended into the beavy shadows of the
trees. Any chance of spoiting the downed vehicle
from the air was lost to the smoke and dusk.

Brad swung them around and setted the bird into &
scrappy puich of tall grass, snspping wildly from the
forced wind. Even as the rails wobbled to the ground,
By had his hand on the latch, ready to move out.
A warm hand fell on his shoulder. Barry turned and
‘saw Chris looking at him intently.

“We're right behind you,” Chris seid, and Burry
nodded. Fe wasm't worried, not with the Alpbay
backing hirm up. All he was concermed with was the
Bravo team'’s situation. Rico Marini was  good
friend of his. Marini's wic had baby-sst.for the girls
mare times than Barry could count, and was friends
with Kathy. The thought of him dead, 1o a stupid.
mechanial screw-up .. .

‘Hitng on, buddy, we're comis'.

One hand on the butt of kis Col, Barry pulled the
handle and stepped out into the humid, whipping
twilight of Raccoon Forest, ready for anything.

Four

THEY SPREAD OUT AND STARTED NORTH,
‘Wesker and Chris behind and to Barry's left, Jill and
Joseph on his right. Diroctly in front of them was a
sparse stand of trees, and as the Alpha's ‘copter blade
revved down, Jll could smell burning fucl and see:
‘wirps of smoke curling through the folinge.

They moved quickly through the woosed area,
visibility dropping off sharply bencath the needled
branche. The warm scents of pine and carth were
overshadowed by the buring smell, the acrid odor
growing stronger with each step. From the,dim light
filtering toward them, il saw that there was amother
learing shead, high with bricle grasscs.

“I see it dead ahead!”

Jillfelt her heart speed up st Barry's shout, and
then they were all running, burrying to catch up to
their point man.

‘She emerged from the copse of trees, Joseph next to
her. Barry was already at the downed ‘copter, Chris
‘and Weaker ight bebind. Smoke was sillrising from
the ilent wreck, but it was thinning. If there had been
a fire, it had died out.
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step. In another few moments, itd be 100 dark to see.
anything; they neede o break out the lashlights,
Bravo had Jeft theirs behind. ...
Jill stopped suddenly, listening. The sighing, crack-
ling viepa of the others, the fax away drone of their
‘copter and nothing clse. Not a chirp, a chitir, nothing.
They were in the woods, in the middle of summer;
‘where were the animals, the insects? The forest was
unnaturally will, the only sounds human. For the first
time since they'd set down, Jill was afruid.

‘She was sbout o call out to the others when Toseph
shouted from somewhere behind them, his voice high
and cracking.

“Hey! Over heret”

Jill turned and started jogging back, saw Chris and
Barry do the same. Weker was
‘and had drawn his weapon at Tow
up as he broke into & run.

In the murky light, Jill could just make out Joseph's
shadowy form, crouched down in the high grass near
some trees a hundred foct past the ‘copter. Instinc-
tvely, she palled her own sidearm and double-timed,
‘suddenly overwhelmed by » sense of encroaching
doom.

Joweph stood up, holding something, und lt out a
strangled scream before dropping t, his eyes wide
with horsar.

For a split-second, Jill's mind coulda® acoept what

t had seen in Joseph's grasp.

AST.ARS. handgun, 2 Beretta.

Jill ran faster, catching up to Wesker.

And & disembodied buman hand curled around it,
hacked off at the wrist.

There was u decp, guttural snarl from behind To-
seph, from the darkness of the troes. An animal,
growling joined by ancther rsping, throaty skriek
‘and suddenly dark, powerful shapes erupted

from the woods, lunging u1 Joreph and taking him
down.

ol

Jill's scream ringing in his cars, Chris drew his
‘weapon and sopped in bis tracks, trying 10 gt clear
shot a the raging beasts that were attacking Toseph.
‘Wesker's penlight sent a thin beam dancing over the
writhing creatures, illuminating s nightmare.
Josephi's body was al but hidden by the three:
‘animals that tore at him, ripping at him with gnash-
ing, dripping jaws. They were the size and shape of
dogs, as big as German shepherds maybe, except that
they seemed to have o fur, 1o skin. Wet, red sinew
‘and muscle fashed beneath Wesker's wavering light,
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e 1o the fall of a Hiey carrying eleven men and
‘women 10 a training mission. By the time the rescuers
‘had arived, there'd been nothing but charred, smok-
ing bones amidst the ery debris, the sweet, sticky
smell of gasoline-roasted flesh heavy in the biackened
sir Fven the ground had been burning, and that was
the image that had haumtad bis drcams for months
afterwands; the earth on fire, the chemical Fames
devouring the very soil bencath h feet. . .

There was n slight dip in their alinade a1 Brad
adijusted the rotor pic, joling him out of the un-
pleasant memory. The ragged ontakirts of Raccoon
Foreatslipped by below, the orange markers of the:
police blockade standing out ngainst the thick muted
green of the treer. Twilight was finlly setting in, the
forest growing heavy with shadow.

“ETA... three minutes.” Brad called back, and

Chis Iooked around the cabin, noting the silent, grim
expressions of his tcammates. Jorcph had ted
bandans over his head and was intently relacing his
boots. Barry was gently rubbing a soft cloth over his
beloved Colt Python, saring out the hatch window.
He turned bin head 10 look st ill and was surprised to
Sind her staring back t him thoughfully. She was
sittng on the same bench us him and she smiled
brictly, almost nexvously us he caught her gaze.
Abruptly she unhooked her belt and moved 1o it next
o him. He caught e faint voent of her skin,  clean,
soapy smell.

“Chri .. wha you've been saying, about external
Jactors in these cases ..

Her voice was pitched so low that he had to lean in
o hear her over the throbbing of the engine. She
‘lanced quickly around at the others, a ifto make.
sure that no one was listening, then looked into his
eyes, her own carcfully guarded.

T think you might be on the right rack,” she waid
softly, “and I'm staring o think that it might not be
such a good dea to talk about it

Chriv's thront suddenly felt cry. "Did something
happen:
il shooik ber head, ber finely chiselod features
‘iving away nothing. "No. I've just been thinking that
maybe you should waich what you say. Maybe not
everyone listening is on the right sid of thi..

Chris frowned, not sure what ehe was trying 1o tell
him. "The ondy people I've talked (0 are on the job."
Her gaze didn' falter, and he realized suddealy
what she was implying.

Jesus, and I thought T'was paranold!

“Jill, L kmow these people, and even i I ddn's the
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‘oocked toward the building. The helicopter was
prepped and ready, the blades whipping warm, humid
air through the tight compartment. With the door
‘open, the sound of the engine drowned out any
atteampt at conversation. Thers was nothing 10 do but
wait.

Come o, Jill, don't slow us up here. ...

Even as Chris thought i, Jill emerged from the
building and jogged towand them with the Alpha gear,
an apologetic ook on her face. Wesker jumped down
@ help her, taking one of the stuffed bgs es the
climbed aboard.

‘Weaket followed, closing the double hatches behind
them. Tnstantly, the roar of the turbine engine was
muted 10 a dul thrum.

“Problems, Jill?" Wesker didu't sound angry, but
there was an odgo to his voice that suggested he wasn't
all that happy, eitber.

Jill shook her head. "One of the lockers was stuck. T
had a hell of a time getting the key to work ™

The captain stared at her for a moment, as if
deciding whether or not to give ber a hard time, then
shrugged. "7l call maintenance when we get back.
Go ahead and distribute the gear.”

He picked up a headset and put it on, moving up o
sit pext to Brad as Jill sarted passing out the veats.
The helicopter ifted slowly, the RPD building flling
‘away ss Brad postioned them to head porthwest.
Chiris crouched down next 1o Jill afer donning his
vest, helping her sart through the gloves and belts as
they sped over the city toward the Arklsy Mountains.
The busy urban streets below quickly gave way 1o the.
suburbs, wide streets and quiet houses set amidst
squares of browning grass and picke fences. An
evening haze had settled over the sprawling but iso-
Iated community, fussing the edges of the pictureaque:
view and giving it an unreal, dream like quality.
Minutes passed in silence as the Alphas prepared
themsclves and belted i, cach team member preocou-
picd with his or her own thoughts.

With any luck, the Bravo team’s helicopter had
suffered only a minor mechanical failure. Forest
‘would've set it down in ome of the seraggly open fields
that dotted the forest and was probably up to his
elbows in grease by now, cursing at the engine as they
waited for Alpha to show. Withous the bird in work-
ing order, Marin wouldn't start the propased search.
The alternative . . .

Chiris grimaced, not wanting 1o consider any alter-
natives. He'd once seen the aftermath of a serious
“copter crash, back in the Air Force. Pilot error bad
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There's a possibility that a fire broke out afier they
landed, or that they started the fire on purpose, as
signal®

Barry wished they could believe him, but even
Wesker had to know better. With the ‘copter shut
down, a fire starting on its own was wnlikely and if
the Bravos wanted to signal, they would've used
Slares.

‘Besides which, wood doesn't make that kind of

“But whatever it is, we won't know tll we get

there. Now if I could have your full atention, please.”
Barry turned away from the window, saw the others
o the same. Chrie, Jill, and Joseph all wore the same
Iook, an he imaginad be dic: shock. S.TAR.S. some-
times got hurtin the lins of duty, it was part of the
job, but accidents like this ...

‘Weaker's only visible sign of distress was the set of
his mouth, a thin, grim line against his tanned skin.
“Listen up. We've got people down in a possibly
hotile exvironment. I wand all of you armed, and I
want an organized approach, a standard fan as soon
as we set down. Barry, you'l take poind.”

Barry nodded, pulling himself together. Wesker was
right; now wa not the time t0 get emotional.

“Brad's going 10 set us down as close to the site as

e can get, what looks like a small clearing about fifty
meters south of their last coordinates. He'll stay with
the ‘copter and keep it warm in case of trouble. Any
questions?™

Nobody spoke, and Wesker nodded briskly. “Good
Barry, load us up. We can leave the rest of the gear on
board and come back for it."

The captain stepped to the frant to talk to Brad,
while Jill, Chris, and Joweph wrmed to Barry. Ax
‘weapons specialist, he checked the fircarma in and out
@ cach ST-ARS. tzam member and kept them in
prime condition.

Barry turned to the cabinet next to the outer hatch
‘and unhooked the latch, exposing six Beretta mm
handguns on a metal rack, cleancd and sighted only
yewerdny. Each weapon held fifteen rounds, semi-
jacketed hollow points. Tt was s good gun, though
Bary proferred his Python, a Lot bigger punch with

stributed the wespont, passing out
clips with cach.

“1 hope we don't need these,” Joseph raid, slupping

in a clip, and Barry nodded agreement. Just because.
he paid his duea to the NRA didn't mean he was some
trigger-happy dumbass, looking o kill; be just liked
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STARS. have psycho profiles on every member,
history checks, personal references - there's no way it
could happen.”

She sighed. "Look, forget I said anything. Ljust . . .
just watch yourself, tha's all.”

"All right, ks, look lively! We're coming up on
sectar twenty-two, they could be anywhere.”

At Wesker's intezruption, Jill geve him a fina] sharp
‘glance and then moved t one of the windows. Chris
Tollowed, Joseph and Barry taking the search up on
the other side of the cabin.

Looking out the small window, he scannsd the.
decpening dusk on automatic, thinking about what
Jill b saie. e supposed he should be grateful that
he wasa't the only one who suspected some kind of a
‘cover up, but why hadn' she said anything before?
And to warn him against the ST.ARS. ...

She knows something.

‘She must, it was the only explanation that made
any sense. He decided that afer they picked up Bravo,
he'd talk to her again, try to convince hex that going to
‘Wesker would be their best bet. With both of them
pushing, the captain would have to listen.

He stared out o the seemingly endless sea of rees
s the helicopter skimmed lowes, forcing his full
attention to the search. The Spencer estate had to be.
close, though he couldn't see it in the fading light.
Thoughts of Billy and Unibrella and now Jills strange:
‘warning circled through his exhaustion, trying to
‘brealk his focus, but he refused to give in. He was sill
‘worried about the Bravos - though as the rees swept
by, he was becoming more and more convinced that
they weren'tin any real trouble. 1t was probably
nothing worse than & crossed wire, Foreat had just
shut it down to make repairs.

Then he saw it less than n mile avway, even as Till
pointed and spoke, and his concer turned 1o cold
dread.

“Look, Chris!"

An aily plume of black smoke boiled up trough the
last remnants of daylight, staining the sky like a
promise of death.

Oh, no!

Barry clenched his jaw, staring at the stream of
smoke that rose up from the trees, feeling rick.
“Captain, two o'clock sharp! Chris called, and
then they were turning, heading for the dark smudge
that could only mean a crash.

‘Weaker moved beck into the cabin, still wearing his
shaden. He stepped o the window and spoke quietly,
his voice subdued. “Ler’s nof assume the worst.
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hell was Valentine? He hadn' interacted with her
much since she'd come to Receoon, bat her file was &
rave review. She'd gotten high recommendations
from cveryone she'd worked with, praised by her last
‘captain as highly intzlligent and *unusually” calm in
a crisis. She'd have to be, with her history. Her father
‘was Dick Valeatine, the beat thicf in the busincss a
‘couple of decades back. e trained her to follow in
his footsteps, and word had it that she had done quite
‘well until Daddy had been incarcerated. ...
Prodigy or no, she could stand to buy a decent watch.
He silently urged Jill 1o get hex ass into gear and
‘motioned for Vickers to start the blades turning.

Tt was time to find oat how bad things were out
there.

THREE

JILL TURNED TOWARD THE DOOR OF THE
dim and silent S.T.A.R.S. Iocker room, her arms full
with two bulging duffel bags. She sct them down and
quickly palled her hair back, tacking it into & well-
‘womn blsck beret. It wa really 100 ho, but it was her
Tucky hat. She glanced at her watch befors hefting the
bags, pleased to note that it had only taken her three
‘minutes to losd up.

‘She'd gons through ll of the Alpha lockers, grab-
bing utility belts, fingerless gloves, Kevlar vests and
shoulder packs, noting that the lockers reflocted their
user's personalities: Barry's had been covered with
‘smapshots of his family and r pin-up from a gun
magnzine, u rare 45 Luger, shining against red velvet.
‘Chiris had pictures of his Air Foroe bucklies up and the.
shelvea were a boyish mess-crumplod T-shirts, loose:
papem, even » glow-in-the-dark yo-yo with a broken
string, Bred Vickers had  stack of self-help books and
Joseph, & Three Stooges calendar. Only Wesker's had
been devoid of personal cffects. Somehow, it didn't
surprie her. The captain struck her as too tightly
‘wound to place much value on sentiment.

Her own Iocker held s number of used paperback
trus crime novels, a toothbrush, flows, breath mintr,
‘and three hats. On the door was & small mirror and an
old, frayed photo of her and her father, tsken when
she was a child and theyd gons o the beach one
‘summer. A# she'd quickly thrown the Alpba gear
together, she decided that she'd redecorate when she.
had free time; anyone loaking through her locker.
‘would think she was some kind of deatal freak.

Jill crouched a bit and fumbied at the laich to the
door, balancing the awkward bags on onc raised knee.
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ot what I want that's important. It's what I think you
should have.”

Jill glanced quickly at the item he held, frowning.
“That?"

“Yes. I've assembled o few dociemens that you
should find interesting; compelling, in fact.” As he
‘spoke, be held out the device.

‘She reached for it carefully, realizing as she did that
it was & mini-disk reader, a very complicated and
costly micro computer. Trent was well-finanoed, who-
ever he was.

Jill moked the reader into her hip pack, suddealy
‘mare than a little curious. "Who do you work for?”
‘He shook his head. "That's not important, not at
this juncture. Although I will say that there are a ot of
very important peaple waiching Raccoon Ciy right
“"Oh? And are these peaple 'friends’ of the
S.TARS., two, Mr. Trent?"

“Trent Ianghed, & saft, deep chuckle. "So mary
questions, so little fime. Read the files. And if I were
you, I wouldn't mension this conversation to anyone;
it could have rather serious consequences.”

He walked toward the door in the back of the room,
turning back 10 her as he reached for the knob. Trent's
Tined, westhered features suddenly Lost ll trace of
‘humor, his gaze serious and intense.

“One more thing, Miss Valentine, and this is criti-
cal, make no mistake: not everyone can be trusted,
and not everyone is who they appear to be - even the
Ppeople you think you know. If you want to stay alive,
youll do well to remember it.”

“Tvent opened the door and just like that, he was
gore.

Jill stared sfter him, her mind going & million
directions at once. She felt like she was in some
‘melodramatic old spy movie and had just met the
‘mysterious stranger. t was laughable, and yet-

- and yet he just handed you several thousands of
dollars worth of equipment with a straight face and
told you to watch your back; you think he's kidding?
She didn't know what to think, and she didn have
time to think it; the Alpha tosm was probably assem-
bled, waiting, and wondering where the hell she was.
Jill shouldered the heavy bags and hurried out the
door.

They'd gotten the wespons loaded and scourcd and.
‘Weaker was getting impatient. Although his eys were
hidden by dark aviator sunglasses, Chris could see it

in the captain's stance and in the way he kept his head





images/page21.jpg
‘She'd jast grasped it when someone coughed loudly
behind her.

Starled, il dropped the bags and spun, looking for
the cougher as hex mind reflexively ascssed the
situation. The door had been locked. The mnall room.
held throe banks of lockers and had been quict and
dark when she'd come in. There was another door in
the back of the room, but no one had come through it
since she'd entered-

-which means that somecne was already here

when I came in, in the shadows behind the last bank. A
cop grabbing a nap?

Unlikely. The departments lunch room had a cou-
ple of bunks in the back, & lot more comfortable than
& narrow beach over cold concrets.

Then maybe its someone enjoying litle "lsisure”
time with s magazine, her brain smarled, does it
mattzr? You'e on the clock here, get moving!
Right. il scooped up the bags and turmed to Jeave.
“Miss Valentine, isn'tit?" A shadow separated

staelf from the back of the room and stepped forward,
a tall man with 8 low, musical voice. Early fortics, a
thin frame, dark hair and decp set eyes. Ho was
actually wearing a trench coat, and an expensive one
atthet”

Jill readied herself 1o move quickly if the need
arose. She didn't recognize him.

“That's ight,” she vaid warily.

“The man stepped toward her, & smile flickering
across his face. *7 have something for you,” he raid
soflly.

Jill arrowed her eyes and shifted automatically
into a defensive position, balancing her weight on the
balls of her fect. "Hold i, asshole - 1 don't know who
the hell you think you are or what you think I want,
but you're in a police station
‘She trailed off as he shook his head, grinning
broadly, his dark cyes twinkling with mirth. “You
mistake my intentions, Miss Valenine. Excuse my
manners, please. My name is Trent, and I'm... a
friend to the STARS."

il stuchied his posture and position and eased her
‘own stance slightly, watching his cyes for even a
Hicker of movement. She didnt feel threatened by
him, exscly.
.. but how did he know my name?
What do you want
Trent grinned wider. "k, straight io the point. But
of course, you're on a rather tight schedule...”

He slowly reached into s pocket of his coat and
pulled out what looke like n cell phone. "Though ir's
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ammo. Wesker tarned 1o the rest of thern, his expres-
sion s bland ax ever but his voice brisk with au-
thority.

“Barry, Chris I want you to get the weapons into

the ‘copter, loaded and secured. Jil, get the vests and
packs and mee us on the roof. " He clipped 1 key off
ring and tossed i to her.

“I'm going 1o put a call in to Trans, make sure he
ets us some backup and EMTs down as the barri-
cade,” Weaker ssid, then blew out sharply. “Five
minutes or less, folks. Lets move.

Jilllef for the locker room and Barry grabbed ane
of the cmpty duffel bags from the bottom of the gun
safe, nodding st Chris. Chris scooped up & second bag.
‘and started loading boxes of shells, cartridges, and
clips as Barry carefully handled the weapons, check-
ing each one. Bohind them, Joscph again tried hailing
the Bravo team to 0o avail.

Chiris wondered again sbout the proximity of the
‘Bravo tean(s last reported position to the Spencer
estatc, Wan there a comnection? And if so, how?
Billy worked for Umbrella, they own the estate-
“Chief? Wesker. We just lost contact with Bravo;
I'm taking us in."

Chiris felt u sucden rush of adrenaline and worked.
faster, aware that every second counted - could mean
the differance between lifc and death for his friends
‘and teammates. A secious crash was unlikely, the
Bravos would have been flying low and Forcat was
decent pilot. .. but what shout after they'd gone:
down?

‘Weaker quickly relayed the information to Trons
over the phons and then hung up, walking back to

join them.

“I'm going up 1o make sure our ‘copter’s outfited.
Joseph, give it another minute and then turn it over fo
the bays at the front desk. You can help these two
carry the equipment up. I'l see you on top."
‘Wesker nodded to them and hurried out, his foot-
stepe clattering loudly down the hall.

“He's good,” Barry said quietly, and Chris had to
agree. Tt was reassuring to e that their new captain
didn rattle carily. Chris still wasn't sure how he felt
‘about the man personally, but his respect for Wesker's
abilities was growing by the mimite.
“Come in, Bravo, do you copy? Repeat.
Joseph patiently weat on, his voice tight with
strain, hiw pleas lost to the haze of white static that
pulsed outinto the room.

‘Wesker strods down the deserted hall and through
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situation. But now that we're an the case, 1..”
“What?"

At the sound of Brad's raised voice, Jill med
toward the back of the room along with everyone clse.
Ho was standing up, agitated, one hand pressed to the
ear piece of his set.

“Bravo team, report. Repeat, Bravo team, report!”
‘Wesker stood up. “Vickers, put it on ‘com!”

Brad hit the switch on his console and the bright,
‘crackling sound of static fille the room. Jll strained
 hear 8 human voice amidst the fuzz, but for several
tenne seconds, there: was nothing.

Then. *... you copy? Malfinction, we're going (0
haveto...”

The reat was lostin a burst of statc. It sounded like:
Earico Marini, the Bravo tearm leader. Jill chewed at
e lower ip and exchanged s worried glance with
Chris. Earico had seemed . ... franti. They all I
tened for another moment but ther was nothing
mare than the sound of open air.
“Position?" Wesker snapped.

Brad's face was pale. "They re in the, uk, sector
twenty-two, tail end of C ... except I've lost the
signal. The transmitter is off line.”

Jill felt stunned, saw the feeling refloctsd in the.
faces of the others. The helicopter's transmitter was
designed to keep warking no matter what; the anly
‘way it would shut down wan if something big hap-
pened - the entire system blanking out or being seri-
ously damaged.

Something like a crash.

Chri felt his stomach knot as he rocognized the
coordinate

The Spencer estate.

Marini bad said something sbout & malfunction, it
had to be a coincidence - but it didn feel like one.
The Bravos were in trouble, and practically on top of
the old Umbrella mansion.

Al of this went through his head in # splt-second,
and then he was standing, ready to move. Whatever
happensd, the 5.T.A-R.S. took care of their own.
‘Wesker was already in action. He addressed the
team even us he reached for his keys, heading for the
gun safe.

“Joseph, take aver the board and keep trying to
raise them. Vickers, warm up the ‘copter and get
clearance, I want us ready to flyin five.”

“The captin unlocke the safe a5 Brad handed the
headset 10 Toseph and hurried out of the room. The
reinforced metal door swung open, revealing an ne-
nal of rifles and handguns shelved sbove boxea of
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he needed was for ane of his people to frocze up SF
there was trouble. Then he thought about the lost
Bravos and decided againat it. This ras a rescue,
‘mission. The worst Vickers could do would be to
throw up on himself if the ‘opter had crashed badly,
‘and Weaker could live with that.

He opened the side docr and crouched his way into
the cabin, doing a quick inventary of the equipment
that lined the walls. Emergency flarcs, ration kits .. .
e popped the lid on the heavy, dented footlocker
behind the benches and Iooked through the basic
medical supplies, nodding to himseif. They were as
ready as they were going 1o be ...

‘Wesker grinned suddenly, wondering what Brian
Trons was doing right now.

Shitting his pants, no doubt. Wesker chuckled 1s he
stepped back out onto the sun-baked asphalt, getting &
sudden clear meatal image of Irons, his pudgy cheeks
red with anger and crap dribbling down his leg. Trons
iked to think he could control everything and every-
‘one around him and lost his temper when he couldnt,
‘and that made him an idiot.
Unfortunately for all ofthem, he was an idiot with
a litle it of power. Weskes had checked him out
‘carefully befare taking the position in Raccoon City,
and knew a few things about the chief that didn't
paint bim in a particularly positive light. He had no
intention of using that information, but if Irons
attezmptexd o screw things up one more time, Wesker
had no qualms shout Istting that information get
out...

..oF . eant tlling him that  have access o i; itd
certainly keep him out of the way.

Barry Burton stepped out onto the concrete carry-
ing more ammo cache, his giant bicep flexing as he
shifted s hold on the heavy canvas bag and started
for the ‘copter. Chris and Joseph followed, Chris with
the idearms and Joseph lugging a satchel of RPG,
the compact grenade launcher shung over ane:
shoulder.

‘Wesker marveled st Burton's bruts strength as the
‘Alpha climbed in and casually et the bag down as
though it didnt weigh over a hundred pounds. Barry
‘was bright enough, but in the S.T.A.R 5., muscle was &
definite amset. Everyone el in his squad was in good
shape, but compared 10 Barry, they were pencil-necks.
As the three of them stored the equipment, Wesker
turne his attention back 1o the door, watching for
Jil. He checke his watch and frowned. It had been
just under five minute since their last contact with
Bravo, they'd made excellent time ... 0 whezs the
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the shabbier of the two second. floor waiting rooms,
nodding briskly at a pair of uniforms that siood
talking by the soda machine.
The door to the outside landing was chocked open,
& faint, humid breeze outting through the stickiness of
the air inside. 1t was sill daylight, but not for much
Tonger. He hoped that wouldn® complicate matters,
sltbough he figured it probably would. .. .
‘Wesker took a left and started down the winding
‘comridr that Ied to the eliped, absently running
through a mental checklist
.. hailing open procedure, weapons, gear, re-
vI....
mmmmmmmmmm
‘went through it again anyway; it didu't pay (0 get
sioppy, and assumptions were the firststep down that
path. He liked to think of himseif as a man of
precision, one who had takea all possibilities into
nccount and decided an the bert course of action afier
thoroughly weighing all factors. Control was what
being 8 competent leader wa all sbout.
Butto close this case.
‘He shut the thought down befors it could get any
Surther. He knew what had to be done, and there was
sl plenty of time. All he needed to conceatrate on
now was getting the Bravos back, safe and sound.
‘Wesker apened the door st the end of the hall and
stepped out into the bright evening, the riring hum of
the ‘copter’s engine and the smell of machine oil
Silling his senses. The small rooftop helipad was
‘ooolex than inside, partly draped by the shadow of an
aging water towe, and empty except for the gunmetal
gray Alpha helicopter. For the first time, he wondered
‘what had gone wrong for Bravo; he'd had Joseph and
the rookie check both birds out yesterday and they'd
been fine, all systems go.
He dismissed that train of thought as he walked
toward the ‘copter, his shadow falling long across the
‘concrete. It didn't matter why, not anymore. What
mattered was what came next. Expect the unex)
that was the S.T.A-R.S. motto, although that basi-
cally meant o prepare for anything.
Expeot nothing, that was Albert Wesker's motto. A
litle Less catchy, maybe, but infinitely more weful. 1t
virtually guaranteed that pothing would ever surprire:
him.

He steppod up to the open pilot door and got a

shaky thumbs-up from Vickers; the man looked posi-
tively green, and Weaker briefly considerod leaving
him behind. Chris was licensed to fly, and Vickers had
& reputation for choking under the gun; the last thing
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Raccoon City, that kind of vicious brutality couldnt
be planned. And that meant. ..
‘Barry didn't know what thet meant. He sighed, and
it for the meeting o begin.

Two

JILL WAS DEEPLY RELIEVED TO HEAR THE
sound of Weaker's voice as she jogged toward the
‘open door of the S.T.AR.S. office. She'd seen one of
their helicopters taking off as shed arrived, and been
poritive that they'd lefl without ber. The S.TARS.
‘were a fiirly casus outfit in some respects. But there
also wasn't any room far people who couldnt keep
up-and she wanted very much to be in on this carc:
from the beginning.

“The RED has already established a perimeter
search, spanning sectors one, four, seven, and nine.
It the central zomes we're concerned with, and Bravo
will et down here ..

At least she wasn't oo late; Wesker slways ran
‘meetings the same way-update speech, theory, then
Qnd A. Jil took & decp breath and stepped into the
office. Wesker was pointing to & posted map at the
front af the room, dotted with colored taga where

the bodies had been found. He hardly faltered in his
specch as she walked quickly 1o her deak, fecling
‘suddenly like she wes back in baric training and had
shown up late for class.

‘Chiris Redficld threw her a half-smile as she sat
down, and the nodded back at him before focusing on
‘Weaker. She didu't know any of the Reccoon team
that well, but Chris had mack a real effort 1o make her
focl welcome since she'd arrived.

... after afly-by of the other censral areas. Once
they report in, we'll kave a better idea of where to
focus our energies.”

“But what about the Spencer place?* Chrix asked.
“It's practically in the middle of the crime scenes. Iif
‘we stars there, we can conduct a more complete
search”

“And if Bravo's information points to that area,

rest assured, we'll search there. For now, 1 don't see
any reason to consider it @ priority.”

Chiris Looked incredulous. “But we only have Um-
brella's word that the estate is secure..."

‘Weaker leaned ngainst his desk, his strong featurcs
expressionless. "Chris, we all want 10 get 1o the
botiom of this. Bus we have to work as a team, and the
best approack here i to do a thorough search for
those missing hikers before we start jumping to con-
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t0ld Irons that they'd sent someone out to check the
place aver, and that it was secure, no break-ins.”
“So why look for blueprinis?* Brad nsked.

Tt was Chris who answered, startling Barry. Fe'd
‘walked back to join them, his youthful face fixed with
udden intensity that almost bordered on obsestive.
“Because t's the only place in the woods that hasn't
been checked over by the police, and it's practically in
the middle of the crime scenes. And because you can't
abvays trust what peaple say.™

Brad frowned. "But if Umbrella sent somebody
out.."

‘Whatever Chris was going to say in respanse was
cut short by Wesker's mooth voice, rising from the
frontof the room.

“All ight, peaple. Since i appears that M. Valen-
tine ian't planning on joining us, why don't we get this
siarted?”

Barry walked to his desk, worried about Chris for
the fint time since thia whole thing had started. He'd
recruited the younger man for the STARS. u few
‘years back thaniks 1o & chance encounter in # local gun
shop. Chria had proved o be an asset to the team,
bright and thoughtful as well as 8 top-notch marks-
man and sble pilot.

Butnow .
Barry gazed fondly at the picture of Kathy and the
girla that sat on his desk. Chris's obsession with the
mmurders in Raccoon was understandabie, particularly
since his friend had dissppearesl. Nobody in town
wanted 10 sec another life lost. Barry had  family,
‘and wa as determined as anyone else on the team to
stop the killes. But Chri's elentless suspicion had
gone a ltle overboard. What had he meant by that,
“You can't always trust what people say”? ither that
Unbrella was lying or Chief Irons wa
Ridiculous. Umbrella's branch chemica] plant and
administrative buildings on the outairts of town
supplied three- quarters of the jobs in Raccoon City; it
‘would be counter-productive for them to le. Beside,
Umbrella's integrity was at least as solic as any other
rmajor corparation's maybe some industrial expio-
‘nage, but medlcal secret-swapping was a far cry from
munder. And Chief Irons, though a fat, weasely blow-
hard, wasn't the kind to get his hands any dirtier than
they'd gt nocepting illegal campaign funds; the guy
‘wanted 10 be mayor, for chrissake.

Barry's gaze lingered on the pioture of his family a
moment longer before he tumed his chair around to
face Wesker's desk, and he suddenly realized that he
‘wanted Chris 10 be wrong. Whatever was going on in
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triled off, finishod.
‘Wesker's face betrayed nothing, but he nodded
slowly. "Not bad, not bad at all. Disprove?”

Jill sighed. She hated having to shoot her own

theary down, but that was part of the job-and in all
honesty, the part that most encoursged clear, rational
thinking. The S.T.A RS. trined their people not to
fixtz on any single path to the truth.

She glanced at her notes again. “Ifs highly unlikely
that a cult that big would move around much, and the
murders started 100 recently to be local; the RPD
would've seen signs before now, some escalation to
this kind of behavior. Also, the level of post-mortem
violence indicates disorganiced offenders, and they
wsually work solo.”

Joseph Frost, the Alpha vehicle specialist, piped up
from the back of the room. "The animal attack part
‘works, though, protecting their territory and all that."
‘Wesker scooped up a pen and walked to the dry-
eruse board next t his desk, talking as he moved. 7
agree.”

He wrote temitoriality on the bourd and then turned
back o face her. "Anything else?”

Jill shook her bead, but felk good that she'd contrib-
uted something. She knew the cult aspect was reach-
ing, but it had been all she could come up with. The.
police certainly hadn't come up with anything better.
Weaker turned his attention to Brad Vickers, who
suggested that it was a new srain of terrorism, and
that dernands would be made soon. Wesker put terror-
3um on the board, but didn't scem enthusiastic about
the idea. Neither did anyone else. Brad quickly weat
back to his headset, checking on Bravo feam's slatus.
Both Joseph snd Barry passed on theorizing, and

Chris's views on the Killings wers alrcady wel known,
i vague; he believed that there was an organized
assault going on, and that extemal influences were
involved somehow. Wesker asked if he had anything
new o add (sressing new, Jil noticed), and Chris
shook his head, looking depressed.

‘Wesker capped the blsck pen and sat on the edge of
his deak, gazing thoughtfully at the blank expanse of
board. "It's @ start,"he seid. 1 knaw you've all read
the police and coromer reports, and listened to the
eyewitness accounts.”
“Vickers here, over.” From the back of the room,
Brad spoke quietly into his headset, internupting
‘Wesker. The captain Iowered his voice and continued.
“Now at this poind, we dor't know what we're
dealing with and I know that all of us have some
‘concerns with huw the RPD has been dealing with the
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clusions. Bravo will take a look-see and we'll conduct
this by the book.”

Chiris frowned, but said nothing more. Jill resisted.
the urge to roll her eyes at Wesker's lttle speech. He
‘was doing the right thing, technically, but had left out
the part about it being politic to do as Chief Trons
‘wanted. Trons had made it clear time and sgain
throughout the killing spree that he was in charge of
the investigation and was calling the shots. It
‘woulda't have bothered her so much except that
‘Wesker presented himaclf as an independent thinker,
‘man who didn't play politics. She had joined the.
STARS. bocause she couldn't stand the bullshit
rod.-tape that dominated so much of law caforoement,
‘and Wesker's obvious defermal to the chief was iri-
tating.

‘Well, and don't forget that you siood a good chance
of ending up in prison if you had't changed your
occupation. ..

“Jill I see that you managed to find the time to
‘come in. Hluminate us with your brilliant insight.
Wha have you got for us?"

Jill met Wesker's sharp gaze evealy, trying 1o seem
3 cool and composed ns he war. “Nothing new, I'm
afraid. The only obvious patter is location. .."

She Ioaked down at the notes she had on the stack
of filenin front of her, scanning them for reference.
“U, the tissue samples from underneath botk Becky
McGee's and Chris Smish's fingernails were an exact
maich, we got that yesterday ... and Tonya Lipton,
the thind victim, had definitely been hiking in the
Jfoothills, thatd be sector-seven-B. ... "

‘She Ioaked back up st Wesker and made her pitch.
"My theory at this point is that there's a possible
ritualisic cult hiding in the mountains, four 10 eleven
members strong, with guard dogs trained 10 atiack
intruders in their territory.”
“Extrapolate.* Wesker folde his arms, waiting.

At least 10 one had Iughed. Jill planged forward,
‘warming to the material. "The cannibalisr and dis-
memberment suggest ritualistic behavior, as does the
presence of decomposed fesh found on some of the
victims - like the killers are carrying parts of previ-
‘ous unknown victims to their atiacks. We've got saliva
and tissue samples from four separate human assail-
ants, though eye-witness reports suggest up 1o ten o7
eleven peaple. And those killed by animals were alt
Sound or found to be attacked in the same vicinity,
suggesting that they wandered into some kind of off-
Limits area. The saliva fraces appear o be canine,
though there's stll some disagreement. . .” She.
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thirty-cight, but had been with the Raccoon
STARS. for fiftcen years, making him the seaior
‘member. He endured numerous old age jokes, mostly
from Joseph.

Brad cocked an eyebrow. “The Spencer place? Wy
would it be in 6 magazine "

“You kids, gotta learn your kistory.” Barry said. “It
‘was designed by the one and anly George Trevor, just
before he disappeared. He was that hot-shis architect
who did all shose weird skyscrapers in D.C. - in fact,
Trevor's disappearance may have been the reason that
Spencer shut the mansion down. Rumor has it that
Trevor went crazy during the construction and when
it was finished, he got lost and wandered the halls
wniil he starved to death."

Brad scoffed, but suddenly looked uneasy. "That's
bullshit. I never heard anything like that.™

Joseph winked at Barry. “No, if's true. Now his
tortured ghost roams the estate each nigh, pale and
emaciated, and I've heard tell that sometimes you can
hear him, calling out, Brad Vickers ... bring me.
Brad Vickers™

Brad flushed slightly. "Yeak, ka ha. You're a real
comedian, Frost.”

Barry shook his head, mmiling, but wondered again
how Brad had ever mado it 10 Alphs. He was un-
doubledly the beat hacker working for S.T.AR.

and  decent enough pilot, but e wasn' o hot under
pressure. Joseph had taken to calling him "Chicken-
heart Vickers” when he wasn' around, and while the
STARS. generally stuck up for one another, nobody
dissgreed with Joseph's asscsement.

“So is that why Spencer shut it down?" Brad
addressed this to Barry, his checks still ed.

By shrugged. *7 doubt it 1t was supposed t0 be
some kind of guest house for Unbrella's top execs.
Trevor did disappear right about the time of comple-
Tion, bus Spencer was whacko, anyway. He decided
t0 move Unbrella's headquarters io Europe, 1 forgot
‘where exactly, and just boarded up the mansion.
Probably a couple million bucks, straight into the
crapper.”

Joseph smeered. "Right. Like Umbrella would
suffer.”

Trus enough. Spencer may have been crazy, but
he'd had enough money and business stvvy to hire
the right people. Umbrella was one of the biggest
‘mextioal research and pharmaceutical companies on
the planet. Evea thirty years ago, the loss of u few
‘million dollars probably had't hurt.
“Anyway, " Joreph weat on, "the Umbrella people
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emough, but she was justa kid.
It's not enough. Evert with all of us, it may not be
enough.

He cracked open his soda but didn't drink any,
wondering instead what the §.T.A R.S. were going up
against, Billy's pleading, despernts words echoing
through hia mind yet again.

“They're going to kill me, Chris! They're going to

kill everyone who knows! Meet me at Emmy's, now, [l
tll you everything.
Exhausted, Chris stared off into space, alone in the
knowlsdge that the savage murders were only the tp.
of the proverbial iceberg.

‘Barry stood by Chriv's desk for » minute, trying 1o
think of something else to say, but Chris did?t look
ke he was in the mood for conversation. Barry
shrugged inwardly and headed back 1o where Joseph
‘was going through files. Chris was a good guy, but he:
took things too hard sometimes; he'd get over it us
soon as it was their tum t0 step in.

Man, it was hot! Seemingly endlless trickles of sweat
rolled down his spine, gluing his T-shirt o his broad
back. The air-conditioning was on the fritz s usual,
‘and even with the door open, the tiny S.TARS.
office was uncomfortably warm.

“Any luck?*

Joseph looked up st him from the pile of papers, &
‘rueful smirk on his lean face. "You kidding? It like
somebody hid the damn thing on purpose.”

Barry sighed and sonoped up a handful of Fles.
“Maybe Jill found it. She was still here when I lft last
night, going through the witness reports for about the
hundredth fime. . "

“What are you two looking for, anyway?” Brad
asted.

‘Bary and Toseph both looked over at Brad, o
sitting at the compater console, headset on. He'd be
monitoring Bravo's progress throughout their fly-by
of the foreted district, but far now he looked bored as
hell.

Joseph answered him. *Ah, Barry claims that there
are floor plans in here somewhere on the old Spencer
estate, some architectural digest that came out when
the house was built” He pused, then grinned at
Brad. "Except that I'm thinkin' that ol’ Barry's gone
senile on us. They say memory s the first thing 10 go.™
Barry scowled good: naturedly. "0l Barry could
easily kick your ass into mext week, ltle man.”
Joseph looked at him mock-seriously. “Yeah, but
would you remember it afterwards?”

Barry chuckled, shaking his head. He was only
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stepped outside into the carly cvening, breathing
deeply. The scent of freshly cut grass was heavy in the
‘sun- warmed ir. Somewhers down the strect, a dog
‘barked happily amidst the shouts of children.

‘She hurried 10 the small, dented gray hatchback
parked by the front walk, forcing herself not 1o look at
the wilent MoGee house as she sarted the car and
pulled away from the curb. Jill drove through the wide
‘suburban siroets of her neighbortiood, window down,
pushing the speed limit but carful 1o watch for kids
and pets. There weren't many of cither around. Since.
the trouble had started, more and mor people were
keeping their children and animals indoors, even
during the day.

The litle hatchback shuddered s she accelerated

up the ramp 1o Highway 202, the warm, dry sir
‘whipping her long hair beck from her face. It felt
g00d, like waking up from a bad dream. She sped
through the sun-deppled evening, the shadows of
trees growing long acrows the road.

‘Whether it war fate or just the huck of the draw, her
Tifi had been touched by what was happening in
Raccoon City. She couldn't keep pretending that she.
was just some jaded ax thicf trying to stay out of jai,
trying to tos the line to make her father happy, or
that what the S.TAR.S. weze about 1o do was Just
another job. It mattered. It maticred to her that those.
children were dead, and that the killers were will free
o kill again.

The victim files next o her flutterod slightly, the top
of the folder caught by the wind; nine restless spirits,
perhaps, Becky and Priscilla McGee's among them.
‘She rested her right hand on the ruffled sheaf,
stilling the gentle movement and swore to herself
that 1o matter what it took, she was going to find out
‘who was responsilile. Whatever she'd been befare,
‘whatever she would be in the future, she had
changed . .. and wouldn't be able to res until these:
murderers of the innocent had been held scoountable.
for their actions.

“Yo, Christ*
Chris turned away from the soda machine and saw
Foreat Speyer striding down the empty hall toward
him, a wide grin on his tanned, boyish face. Forest
‘was actully a few years older than Chris, but looked
ke a rebelfious teonager - long hair, studded jean
jacket, n oo of & skull smoking a cigarette on bis
Teft shoulder. Fe was also an excellent mechanic, and
one of the best shots Cliris had ever seen in action.
“Hey, Forest. What's up ?* Chis soooped up a can
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of club roda from the machine's dispenser and
‘glanced at his watch. He still had  couple of minutea
befors the meeting. Ho smiled tiredly as Forest
stopped in front of himm, blue eye sparkling. Farest
‘was carrying an armful of equipment-vest, utlity
belt, and shoulder pack.

“Wesker gave Marini the go-ahead to stars the
search. Bravo team's goin' in. " Even excited, Foreats
‘Alsbama twang slowed his wonds to a stercotypical
draw. He dropped his st on ane of the visitors'
chairs, still grinning widely.

Chiria frowned. "When?"

“Now. Soon as I warm up the ‘copter. " Forest
pulled the kevlar vest on over his T-shirt as he spoke.
“While you Alphas si taking notes, we're gomna go
kick some canmibal ass!”

Nothing if not confident, us S TARS. "Yeak,

wel... just watch your ass, okay? I stll think there's
more going on here than a couple of slobbering ut
jobs hanging around in the woods.”

“You know it.” Forest pushed his hair back and
‘grabbed his utility belt, obviously aircady focused on
the mission. Chris thought about sying more, but
decided against it. For all of his bravado, Forest ws
professional; he didn't need to be told to be careful.
You sure about that, Chris? You think Billy was
careful enough?

Sighing inwardy, Chris slapped Forest's shoulder
Tightly and headed for ops through the doarway of the.
‘small upstairs waiting room and down the hall. He
‘was surprised that Wesker war sending the teams in
separately. Although it was standard for the le
experienced S.TARS. to do the initial recon, this
wasn't exactly » standard operation. The mumber of
deaths they were dealing with alone was enough 1o
call for a more aggressive affease. The fact that there:
‘were signs of organization 1o the murders should have.
brought it 10 A1 status, and Wesker was atll reating it
ke soms kind of a training run.

Nobody else sees it; they didn't know Billy...

Chiris thought again about the late-night call he'd
gotten last week from his childhood friend. e hadn't
heard from Billy in awhile, bat knew that he'd taken a
rescarch position with Umbrella, the pharmaceatioal
‘company that was the ingle biggest contributor o the:
economic prosperity of Raccoon City. Billy had never
been the type to jamp at shadows, and the terrified
desperation in his voice had jolted Chris awake, filling
him with dep concern. Billy had babbled that his ife:
‘was in danger, that they were all in danger, begged
Cliris to meet him at  diner at the edge of town and.
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Ak, shit.”
‘She checked her watch as she turmed back toward
the Kitchen, cup in hand. Wesker had called the
‘meeting for 1900 sharp, which meant she hed sbout
nine minutes to make the ten minute drive, find
parking and get her buttinto a chair. The first full
disclosure meeting since the S.TA.R.S. had gotten
the case - hell, the first real meeting since she'd made.
the Racooon transfer-and she was going 10 be late.
Figures. Probably the first time in years I actually
ive a rat's ass about being on fime and 1 foll apart at
the door. ...

Muttering darkly she hurried to the sink, fecling
tense and angry with hexself for not geting ready
carlier. 1t wa the care, the goddamn case. She'd
picked up ber copies of the ME files right after
breakfast and spent ll day digging through the re-
ports, searching far something that the cops had
somehow missed and fecling mor and mors frus-
trated as the day slipped pest and she'd failed to come
up with anything now.

‘She dumped the mug and scooped up the warm,
‘wet keys, wiping them against her jeans as she hurried
‘back 1o the front doar. She crouched down to gather
the files-and stopped, staring down at the glossy
‘oolar photo that had ended up on top.

Ohgals.....
She picked it up slowly, knowing that she didat

have time and yet unabie 10 look away from the tiny,
‘blood-spatiered faces. She felt the knots of tension
that had been building all day intensify, and for &
moment it was all she could do to breathe as she
starod at the crime scens photo. Becky and Priscills
MoGee, ages nine and soven. She'd flipped pust it
calier, telling herself that there was nothing there she
‘needed to see. ...

... Butitisn 't rae, is t? You can keep pretending,
or you can adumit it-everything's different now, it's
been different since the day they died.

‘When she'd first moved 1o Racooon, she'd been
‘under a ot of stress, feeling uncertain about the
tranafer, not even sure if she wanted to stay with the
S.TARS. She was good at the job, bat had only
taken it because of Dick; aflr the indictment, he'd
started 10 prossure her to get into another lins of
work. It bad taken awhile, but her futher was perris
tent, telling her again and again that one Velentine in
Jail was one too many, even admitting that he was
‘wrong 1o raise her the way he had. With her training
‘and background, there weren't s whole lot of op-
tions - but the S.T.AR 5., at least, sppreciatod her
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skills and didn' care how she came by them. The pay
‘was decent, there was the clement of risk she'd grown
t enjoy. ... In Tetrospoct, the carcer change had
been surprisingly casy; it mado Dick happy, and gave
hex the oppartunity to sce how the other half lived.
Still, the move hed been harder on hex than she'd
‘realized. For the firs time since Dick had gone inside,
she'd felt truly alone, and working for the law had
started 10 seem like & joks - the daughter of Dick.
Valentine, working for truth, justice, and the Ameri-
‘can way. Her promotion to the Alphas, a nice little
house in the suburbs - it was crazy, and she'd been
‘giving serious thought 1o just blowing out of town,
giving the whole thing up, and going back to what
she'd boen befare. ...

. until the two ltle girts who lived across the
street had shown up on her doorstp and asked her
with wide, tear-stained cyes if she was really a police-
‘man. Their parents were &t work, and they couldn't
. Becky in her green school dress,little Pris in her
overalls-both of them aniffling and shy .
The pap had been wandering through & ganden only
& few blocks eway, no sweat and she'd made two
new friends, as easy ua that. The isters had promptly
adopted 1ll, showing up after school 1o bring her
scraggly bunches of flawers, playing in her yard on
‘weekends, singing her cadleas songs they d leamed
from movies and cartoons. [t wasn't like the girls had
‘mimculously changed ber outlook or taken away her
Toneliness, but somebow her thoughts of Leaving bhad
been put on  back burnez, Leftalone for awhile. For
the first time in her twenty-three years, she'd sarted
o feel like u part of the community she lived and.
‘worked in, the change 8o subtlc and gradual that she'd
‘hardly noticed.

Six weeks ago, Becky and Pri had wandered away
from a family pionic in Victory Park and became
the first two victims of the psychopaths that had since
terrorized the isolated city.

‘The photo trembled slightly in her hand, sparing
hex nothing. Becky Iying on her back, staring blindly
atthe sky, a gaping, rageed hole in her belly. Pris was
sprawled next to her, arms outatretched, churks of
floah ripped savagely from the slender limbr. Both
children had been ovisccrated, dying of massive trau-
ma before they'd bled out. If theyd screamed, no one
had heard. ..

Enoughy They're gone, but you can finally do some-
thing about it}

Jill fumble the papers back into their folder, then






images/page9.jpg
Trone. “Of course, sir. No need to explain yourself on
my behalf.”
Trons glared at him for a moment, his piggy litle
eyes mapping, then apparently decided 1o let t drop.
He tumed back to Weakex. "I expect a report when
Bravo retuns. Now if you'll excuse me, Captain.”
‘Weaker nodded. “Chit
Trome talked pest Chris and out of the room. He'd
been gone Jeas than & minate before Barry started in.
“Think the chief took a shis today? Maybe we all
‘oughtta chip in for Christmas, get him some laxa-
tives”
Joseph and Brad Inughed, but Chris couldn't bring
himeelf 10 join in. rons was & joke, but his mishan-
diing of this investigtion warn'.all that funmy. The
STARS. should'e been called in st the beginning
instead of acting a3 RPD back up.
He looked back at Wesker, the man's perpetually
‘composed expression hard to read. Wesker had taken
over the Raccoon 5.T.AR.S. only a few months ago,
transferred by the home office in New York, and Chris
till didn't have any real insight into his character.
The now captain seemed to be cverything he was

10 be: smooth, professional, cool, but there.
‘was a kind of distance 1o hirm, a sense that he war
often far removed from what whs going on.
‘Wesker sighed and stood up. “Sorry, Chris.  know
‘you wanted things (0 go different, but Iroms didn't put
a whole lot of stock into your ... misgivings."
Chris nodded. Wesker could make recommenda-
tions, but Irons was the only one who could upgrade &
‘mission's status. “Not your foult.
‘Barry walked toward them, scruffing ut his shor,
reddish beard with one giant fist. Berry Burion was
only six feet tall but built like a truck. His only
passion outside of his family and his weapons collec-
tiom was weight ifting, and it showd.
“Don't sweat it, Chris. Marini willcall us in the
second he smells trouble. Irons is just pullin’ your
chain
Chris nodded again, but he didu' like it Hell,
Farico Marini and Forest Speyer wers the only exper-
enced soldiers in Bravo. Ken Sallivan was & good
scout and u brilliant chemist, but in spite of his
S.TARS. training, he couldn' shoot the broad side.
of a barn. Richard Aiken was & top e communica-
tioms expert, but he also lacked field experience.
Rounding out Bravo team was Rebecoa Chambers,
‘who'd only been with the S.TAR.S. for three weeks,
‘supposed to be some kind of medical genius. Chris
hadt met her & couple of times and she secmed bright
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then never showed up. No one had heard from him
since.

‘Chiris had run it over and over again in his mind
during the slecpless nights since Billy's dirappear-
ance, trying to convince himuelf that there was 1o
‘connection 1o the aitacks on Raccoon and yet was
unsble 1o shake his growing certainty that there was
‘mare going on than met the cye, and that Billy had
known what it was. The cops had checked out Billy's
apartment and found nothing 1o indicate, foul

ply ... but Chris's instincts told him that his friend
‘was dead, and that he'd been killed by somebody who
‘wanted to keep him from talking.

And I seem 1o be the anly one. Trons doesn't give a
shit, and the tear thinks I'm just torm up over the loss
of an old friend.

He pushed the thoughts aside as he tumed the,
‘camer, his boot hecls vending muted echocs through
the arched sccond floor carridor. He had to focus, 1o
keep his mind on what he could do to find out why
Billy had disappearcd, but he was cxhausted, run-
ning on & minimun of eleep and an almost constant.
‘anxiety that had plagued him since Billy's call. Maybe
he was Losing his perspective, his objectivity dulled by
‘Hs flrced himself not to think about anything at all
3 he neared the S.-T.ARS. office, determined to be
clear-headed for the meeting. The buzzing fluores-
‘cents sbove secmed like overkill n the binzing eve-
ning light that illed the tight hallway; the Raccoon
police building was a classic, if unconventional, piece
of architecture, lots of inlaid tile and heavy wood, but
it had too many windows designed to catch the sun.
‘When he'd been a kid, the building had been the
Raccoon City Hall. With the populstion increase a
decade back, it had been renovated as » lbmary, and
four years ago, tumed into a police sation. I scemed
ke there was always some kind of construction gaing
on.

The door to the S.TARS. office stood open, the
‘muted sounds of gruff male voices spilling out into
the hall. Chris hesitated s moment, hearing Chief
Tron's among them. “Just call me Brian” Trons was a
sclf-centered and velf-serving politician masquerad-
ing as a cop. It wa 1o secret that he had his sweaty
fingers in more than  few local pics. Fie'd even been
implicated in the Cider district land.-scam back in ‘94,
‘and although nothing had been proved in court,
‘anyone who knew him personally did't harbor any
doubt.

Chiris shook his head, listening 1o Trons's greary
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voice. Hard to believe he'd once led the Raccoon
STARS., even as a paper-pusher. Maybe even hard-
er 1o believe that he'd probably end up as mayor
someday.

Of course, it doesn't help much that he hates your
guis, does i, Redfield?

Yeah, well. Chris didn' ke to kiss ase, and Irons
didn't know how to have any other kind of relation-
ship. At least Trons wasn' a total incompetent, he'd
had some milltary training. Cheis pasted on & straight
face and stepped into the small, clattered affice that
served as the S-TAR.S. filing cabinet and base of
operations.

Barry and Joseph were aver by the rookie desk,

going through & box of papers and talking quietly.
Brad Vickers, the Alpha pilot, was drinking coffee and
staring at the main computer scroen n fow fect a
sour expression on his mild features. Actoss the room
Captain Wesker was leaning back in his chair, hands
behind his head, smiling blankly at something Chicf
Trom was telling him. Tronv's balk wa leaned ngainst
‘Weaker's detk, one pudgy hand brushing at his carc-
fully groomed mustache as he spoke.

“So 1 said, You're gonna print what 1 tell you to
prins, Bertolucci, and you're gonna like it or you'll
never get another quote from this office!" And e

says
“Chris! " Wesler interrupted the chief, stting for-
ward. “Good, you're here. Looks like we can stop
wasting time.”

Trons scowled in his direction but Chris kept his
polker face. Weaker didn't care much for Irons, cither,
‘and didn't bother trying to be any more than polite in
his dealings with the man. From the glint in his cye, it
‘was obvious that he didn't care who knew it either.
Chiris walked into the office and stood by the desk
he shared with Ken Sullivan, one of the Bravo team.
Since the teams usually worked differeat shifts, they
didn’ need much room. He set the unopensd can of
soda on the bettered deskiop and Iocked at Wesker.
“You're sending Bravo in?”

The captain gazed back at him impastively, arms
folded across his chest. "Standard procedure, Chris
Chrin sat down, frowning. *Yeak, but with what we
talked abous last wee, T thought”

Trons intezrapted. °7 gave the order, Redfield. I
know you think that there’s some kind of cloak and
dagger going on here, but 7 don't see any reason io
deviate from policy.”

‘Sanctimonious prick. ...

Cliis forced a smile, knowing it would iritate
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PROLOGUE

Latham Weekly, June 2, 1998
BIZARRE MURDERS COMMITTED IN RACCOON CITY
~The mutilated body of forty-two-year-old

Anna Mitaki was discovered late yesterday in an bandonsd
Tot not far from her homme in northwest Raccoan City,
‘making her the fourth victim of the supposed "cannibal
Killers” to be found in or near the Victory Lake disrict in
the last month. Consistent with the coroner reports of the
other rocent victim, Mitaki's carpse showed evidence of
having been partially caten, the bite patizrus apparcatly
formed by human jaws.

Shortly afler the discovery of Miss Mitaki by two joggers
at approximatly nine o'clock last night, Chicf Trons made &
bricf statement insisting that the RPD is *working diligently
o apprehend the perpetrators of such heinous crimes” and
that he is currently consulting with city officials aboat more
drastic protection messurcs for Raoooon citizens.

In addition to the munderous spree of the cannibal

Killers, three others have died from probable animal attacks
in Reccoon Forest in the past several weeks, bringing the
toll of mysterious deaths up 1o seven. . ..
Raccoon Times, June 22, 1998
HORROR IN RACCOON CITY

MORE VICTIMS DEAD

“The bodies of a young couple were found.

carly Sunday morning in Victory Park, making Deanne.
Rusch and Christopher Smith the eighth and ninth victims
in the reign of violence that has terrarized the city since:
mid-May of this year.

Both victim, aged 19, wero reparted as missing by
‘conoemed parcnts late Saturday night and were discovered
by police officers on the weat bank of Victory Lake

i approximately 2 AM. Although o formal statement.
has been issucd by the police department, witnesses to

the discovery confirm that both youths suffered wounds
similar t thoe found on prior victims. Whether or not
the attackers were human or animal has yet to be
‘announced.

Acconding to friends of the young couple, the two hud
talked about tracking down the rumored "wild dogs”
recently spotted in the heavily forcstod park and had
‘planned to violate the city-wide curfew in order to sec one of
the alleged nocturnal creatures.

Mayor Harris has scheduled a press conference for this
aftemoon, and is expectad to make an announcement
roganding the current crisis, calling for & sricter enforce-
ment of the curfew. .






images/page2.jpg
Cityside, July 21, 1998
"ST.ARS.” SPECIAL TACTICS AND RESCUE
SQUAD SENT TO SAVE RACCOON CITY

‘With the reported disappearance of three

hikkers in Racooon Foreat carlier this weel, city offiials have
finally called for & roudblock on rural Route 6 . the foothills
of the Arkiny Mountains, Police Chicf Brian Irons an-
nounced yeaterday that the 5.T.A R.S. will participats full-
time in the search for the hikers and wll also be working
‘closely with the RPD until there is an end 10 the rash of
‘murders and disappearances that are destroying our community
Chief Irons, & former $.T.A_R.S. member himelf, suid

today (in an exclusive Cityside telephone interview) that it is
“high time to employ the taleats of these dedicated men and
‘women toward the safety of this city. We've had nine brutal
‘murders here in less than two months, and at least five
disappearances now-and all of these cvents have taken
place in a close proximity 1o Racooon Forest. This leads us to
believe that the perpetrators of thess crimes may be biding
somewhere in the Victary Lake distriot, and the S.TARS.
have just the kind of experience we need to find them.”
‘When asked why the 5.T.A-R.S. hadn't been assigned 1o
these cases until now, Chic Trons would only say that the
STARS. have becn assisting the RPD since the beginning
‘and that they would be & “welcome addition” to the task
force currently working on the munders full-time.

Founded in New Yark in 1967, the privately funded
STARS. organization was originally created as & meaure
against cult-afflisted terrorism by & group of retired military
officials and ex-field operatives from both the CIA and FBL.
Under the guidance of former NSDA (National Security and
Defense. Agency) director Marco Palmieri, the group quickly
expanded its services 1o include everything from hostage
negotiation and code breaking 1o ot control. Working with
Tocal police agencies, cach branch office of the ST.ARS. is
derigned to work as a complete unit tself. The S TAR.S.
sct up ts Racooon City branch through the fund-rairing
efforts of several local businesses in 1972 and i currently
led by Captain Albert Weker, promoted 1o the position Less
than six months ago.

ONE

JILL WAS ALREADY LATE FOR THE BRIEFING
‘when she somebow managed to drop her keys into ber
‘cup of coffee on the way out the dodr. There was &
muted ting as they it the bottom, and as she paused
in mid-sride, staring in disbelief at the steaming
‘ceramic mug, the thick sack of filea she carried under
her other arm slid smoothly 1o the floar. Paper clips
‘and sticky notes scattered across the tan carpeting.
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‘where the real work gets done.
‘She knew instinctively that hex Jogic was sound.
This was & board room, a piace for drinking bad
offee and stting through meetings with colleagucs;
nothing was going 1o jump out st hex if she pushed the.
button.

Jill pushed it. And bebind her, the omamental

pillar slid to one side with « smooth, mechanical hum.
Behind the illar were scveral shelves, stacked with
files and something that glitered in the soft gray
light of the room.

‘She hurried over and picked up a metal key, the top
of it imprinted with a tiny lightning bolt. Slipping it
into her pocket, she flipped through u few of the files.
They were all stumped with the Urnbrella logo, and
though most of them were too thick and ponderous to
spend time sorting through, the title on one of the
reparts told her what she needed to know, what she'd
already suspected.

Umbeella / Bioweapons Report / Rescarch ans Development.
Nodding slowly, Jill put the file back. She'd finally
found the real research faclitics, and sbe knew that
the S.T.A.RS. trator would be somewhere in these
‘rooms. She war going to have to be very carcful.
‘With a final glance around her, Jill decided to go ree
if she could find the lock that the key belonged to. Tt
‘was time to place the last few pioce of the puzzls that
Umbrella bad set up and that the §.T.A R 5. had
sacrificed themelves trying to solve.

The twisted, grarled root of Plant 42 took up a
Targe comer of the basement room, the bulk of it
hanging down in slender, fleshy tendrils that almost
touched the floar. A few of the timy, worm-like threads
squirmed blindly around cach other, twisting slowly
back and forth as if Iooking for the water supply that
Chris had drained.

“God, that's disgusting,  Rebecca suid.

Chirs nodded agreement. Besides the control room
he'd esoaped into, there had anly been two other
‘charbers in the basement. One of then had been
stacked with boxes of cartridges for all kinds of
‘weapons and although most of them had been use-
Tessly wet, hed found most of a box of nine-
millimeter rounds on « high shelf, saving them both
from running out of ammunition.

The other room had been plain, containing only &
‘wood table, & bench and the massive, creeping root
of the carnivorous plant that lived upstairs.
“Yeah,” Chris said. “So how do we do this?"
Rebeoca held up & small bottle of purplish fluid and
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‘with special authorization.
BASEMENT LEVEL FOUR:
Regarding the progress of "Tyrant” after use of
T-Virus ...
The reat of the peper was burmed, the words lost.
“A. Wesker,” Chris said softly. “Captain Albert
‘goddamn Wesker...”
Barry had said that Wesker dissppearcd right after
the Alphas had made it the house. And it war
‘Weaker who led us here in the first place when the doge
sttacked. Cool, competent, unrcadable Wesker, work-
ing for Umbrells. ..
‘Rebeoca flipped 10 the second page and Chris
Teaned in, studying the neatly typed labels beneath the
drawn boxes and lines.
MANSION. COURTYARD. GUARDHOUSE. UNDERGROUND.
LABORATORIES.
There was cven a compass drawn next 1o the sketch
of the mansion, to show them what they'd missed & secrst.
entrance 10 the undenground hidden behind the waterfall
Rebeoca stood up, eyes wide and uncertain. "Cap-
tain Wesker is involved with all this?"
‘Chirs nodded slowly. "And if ke's stil here, he's
down in those labs, maybe with the rest of the team. If
Umbrella sent him here, God only knows what he's
o
S T ——
of the S.T.A.RS. that Weaker had betrayed them all.

Everything was done. Wesker stepped into the
elevator that Lo back to level thres, running through
his checklist as be lowered the, outer gate and slid the
imner one closed.

... samples collected, disks erased, power recon-
nected, Tyrant support of.. .

Tt was really 100 bad sbout the Tyrant. Ugly us it
‘was, the thing wes a marvel of surgioal, chemical, and.
geneic engineering, and he'd stood in front of it glass
‘charber for & long time, studying it in sileat awe
befare reluctantly shutting down its lfe support. As
the wasis fluids had drained, he'd found himself
imagining what it would have been like 10 see it in
action once the reacarchers had completed their work.
Tt would have been the ultimats soldier,  thing of
beauty in the battlefild . .. and now it had to be
destroyed, all because some idiot tech had hit the
‘wrong button. A mistake that had cost Umbrella
millions of dollars and killed the researchers who had
creatediit.

He hit the switch and the clevator thrammed 1 life,
‘carrying him back up for his final task-activating
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the triggering rystem at the back of the power room.
He'd give himself fifteen minutes to make sure he was
cloar of the blast radius, climb down the heliport
Tadder, hit the back road toward town and boom,
10 more hidden Ubrella facility. At least not in
Raccoon Faret ...

Once e got back into the city, he'd pack a bag and
head for Umbrella's private air srip. He could make
the noceasary calls from there, let his cantacts in the.
‘Whit office know what had happened. They'd have a
clean-up team standing by to comb through the forest
‘and take out the surviving speciment-and they'd be
most cager to get their hands on the tissue samples
he'd taken, two of everything except for the Tyrant.
‘With the Tyrant scientists all dead, Umbrella bad
decided to shelve the project indefinitely. Wesker
thought it was a mistake, but then, he wasn't getting
paid t think.

‘As the elevator slid to & stop, Wesker opened the
gates and stepped out, setting down the sample case.
Ho unhalwered his Beretta, going over the twisting
Tayout of the power 1o0m in his mind. He had to make
‘another run through the Ma2s o get 1o the activation
system. He'd already managed it once to hook up the
elevator circuit, but they had been mare active than
he'd expected; instoad of weakening them, their hun-
gex had driven them to new heights of vicioames
He'd been lucky to make it through unscathed.
At & hydraulic hum from down the hall, Weskez
froze. Footsteps clattered across the cement floor,
hesitated and then started for the power room at
the opposite end of the corridar.

‘Weker easod up to the comer and looked down the
hall, justin time to see Jill Valentine dirappear
through the metal docrs, & barst of hissing mechani-
‘cal noise echoing through the carridor befars they
closed.

How did she make i through the Hunters? Jesus!
Apparcutly he'd underestimated her ... and she'd
ben alone, too. If she was that good, the Ma2s might
not kill her, and she had effectively just blocked him
from the triggering system. He woulda't be abls 1o
deal with the creatures that roamed the maze like,
‘walloways and put a stop t hex prying. . .
Frustrated, Weaker scooped up the sample case and
‘walked quickly down the hall, back toward the hy-
draulic doors that e to the main corridor of level
three. IF she made it back out, he'd just have to shoot
her; it would only delay his escape by a fow minates.
till it was an unexpected curve, and as far as he was
‘concemed, it wa too late in the game for surpri
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swirled it gently, still staring at the moving tendrils.
“Well, you stand back, and don't breathe t00 deeply.
This stuffs got a couple of toxins bn it that neither of
s want to be ingesting, and il surn aseous once it
hits the infected cells.

Chris nodded. “How will we know f if's working "
Rebeoca grinnesd. "If the V-Jolt report is on the
mark, well know. Waich.*

‘She uncapped the botele and stepped closer o the
twvited root, then upended the glass vial, dousing
the snaking tendils with the watery fiuid.
Tmmediately, a billow of reddish smoke plumed up
from the root as Rebeoca emptied the botle and
stepped quickly away. There was u hissing, crackling
sound like wet wood thrown top a blazing fire and
within seconds, the fecbly twisting fibers strted to
break, pieces of them snapping off and flaking away.
The knotisd thicknes st the center started to tighten
‘and shrink, pulling into itself.

Chrin watched in amazement as the giant,terrible:
roo suddenly shriveled up into  dripping ball of
mush 10 bigger than & child's ball and bung there,
dead. The entire process had taken sbout fifteen
seconds.

Rebeoca nodded toward the door and both of them
stepped out into the drying basernent, Chris shaking
his head.

“God, what'd you put in there?”

“Trust me, yoi don't want 10 know. You ready to
set out of here?™

Chiris grinned. “Let's do it.”

They both jogged toward the basement doors, har-
rying out into the cold coridor and back toward the
Iadder that lod uptairs. Chris was already going over
escape plans for when they left the bunkhouse. Tt
really would depend on where the exit led. If they
endod up in the woods, he was thinking that they
should head toward the clowest road and lighta fire,
then wait for help to come. ..

... though maybe we'l get lucky, run acros the
damned parking lot for this place. We can hotwire a car
and drive out - and get Irons to do something useful
fora change, like callin reinforcements.

They reached the wood carridor and headed for the
plant room, both of them taking long, easy strides
past the hissing green walls and finaly stopping et the
room that held Plant 42.

‘Breathing deeply, Chris nodded to Rebeoca. They
both unholstered their weapons and Chris pushed the
door open, enger to see what lay beyond the experi-
mental plant.
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‘They sepped into a huge, open room, the smell of
rotting vegetation thick in the darmp air. Whatever it
‘had locked like before, the monstex that had been
Plant 42 was now & massive, stearning lake of dark
purple goo in the center of the room. Bloated dead
vines the size of fire hoses druped limply acros the
floor, extending out from the livid, gelid mass.
Chiris scanned for the neat door, saw a plain fircplace
against one wall,  broken chair in & comer

and s single door that apparcatly lod back into

the bedroom he'd scarched carlier. A hidden pastage
that he'd misved and that led 10 the very room in
which they stood.

Must have been behind the bookcase. ..

There was 1o way out. Killing the plant had been a
‘wasts, of tme, it hadn' been blocking anything.
Rebeoca looked us disappointed as he felt her
shoulders slumped and exprestion grim as she sudied
the bare walls.

Ak, I'm sorry, Rebecca.

‘They both walked skowly sround the room, Chris
staring a the dead plant and trying to decide what to
do next. Rebeoo walked io the fircplace and crouched
down nextto it poking t the blackened ash.

Ho wouldn't drag her bck to the mansion, neither
of them were up for it Even with the extra ammo,
there were 100 many snakes. They could wait in the
m'yndfmsndwnybymin,hupemmm

“Chrin, ve found something*
He tumed and saw hex pull & couple of pieces of

paper out of the ashes, the edges scarched but both

sheets otherwise intact. He walked across the room

‘and leaned down to read over her shoulder and felt

his heart start pounding ax the first words sank in.
SECURITY FROTOCOLS

BASEMENT LEVEL ONE:

HeliporyFor executive use only. This restriction may not
apply in the event of an emergency. Unawthorized persons
entering the heliport wil be shot an sight.

Elevator/The elevaor stops during emergencies.
BASEMENT LEVEL TWO:

Visual Data Room/For use by the Special Research
Division only. All other access to the Visual Data Room must
be cleared with Keith Arving, Room Manager.
'BASEMENT LEVEL THREE:

Prison/Sanitation Division controls the use of the prison.
At least one Consuliant Researcher (E. Smith, 5. Ross,

A. Wesker) must be present if viral wse is authorized.
Power Room/Access limited to Headguariers Supervisors.
This restriction may not apply to Consultant Researchers
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She saw the splatters of blood on his clothing, the
rips and tears in his shixt, and realized that he must
‘have come across more of those walking green night-
‘mares. He looked like he'd been through a war.
Speaking of:..

Jill touchied her shoulder, her ringers coming away
bioody. It was painful but shallow; she'd survive.
“Barry, we've got io et out of here. I found some
‘papers upstairs, proof of what's been going on. Enrico
‘was right, Umbrella's behind all of this and one of the
STARS. knew about it. I too dangerous to keep
looking around, we should get those files and head
back 10 the mansion, wait for the RPD."

“But I think 1 found the main lab,” Barry said.
“Downstairs, there's an elevator at the end of the hall.
There are computers and s, We can get into their
Siles, really nal ‘em.”

He didnt seem excited by the find, but Jill barely
noticed. With the information they could get from
‘Unbrella's databse: names, dates, rescarch mate-
ral ..

We can find out everything, present the investigators
‘with the whole, messy package. . .

Jill nodded, grinming. "Lead the way."

The tannels had been u cold, miserable maze, but
the map had led them through quickly. Rebecca and
Cliris had reached the first basemment level, both of
them hivering and wet - and not a ltle freaked out
by the dead creatures theyd passed along the way.
The Unibrella scientists had been disgutingly cre-
ative in their approach 1o making monsters.

Chris atted the door that supposedly led to the
heliport, but it was solidly locked, an emergency sign
next to it implying that it could only be opened by an
alarm systemn. He'd hoped to send Rebecon out with
the radio while he searched for the others.

He looked down the narrow stairwell and sighed,
turning t her. 7 want you to siay here. Ifyou stand.
by the elevator, you should be able to pick up Brad's
signal from outside. Tell him where we are and what
happened - and i Y'm not back in twenty minues,

et back to the courtyard and wait there until kelp
comes

Flustered, Rebecoa shook ber head. “But { want to

0 with you! I can take care of myself, and f you find
the lab, you'll need me 10 tell you what you're looking
b

“No. For all we know, Wesker already killed the
ather S.TA.RS. and is looking to finish the job. Jf
we're the last ones, we can't risk both of us getting
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ambushed. Somebody has to survive and tell peaple
‘about Umbrella. I'm sorry, but it's the only way.”
He smiled at her, putting a hand on her shoulder.
“And 1 know you can take care of yourself. This isn't
about your competence, okay? Twenty minuies. 1 just
have 10 see if anyone else made is."

Rebeoca opened her mouth as f to protest further
‘and then closed it, nodding slowly. "Okay, U stay.
Twenty minutes.”

Chiris turned and started down the ladder, hoping
he could keep his promise to come back. The captain
had successfully deceived them all, acting the part of
‘conoemed leader for weeks while the people in Rac-
‘coon City had died and all along he'd known why.
The man was & sociopath.

kind of monster. And it was time to find out how
uch damage he'd done.

Barry couldn't bring himself 10 look at 5ill s they
took the elevator down to B4, Wesker would be
‘waiting for them at the bottom, and Jill would find
out that he had been helping the captain ll along.
He'd killed three more of the violent, springing
creaturea down in the tunnels befors making it 10 the
Iab only to run into Wesker, who had insisted that
he fure Jill down to B4 and assist him in locking her
up. The smiling bastard had reminded Barry of his
famnily's situation and prommised again that it was the
Tast thing be'd have 1o do, that after Iill was safely
Tocked away he'd call his people off -

- except he's said that every time. Find the crests
and you're free. Help me in the tunnels, you're free.
Betray your friend. . .

“Barry, are you okay?"

H turned to her as the elevator siopped, looking
‘miscrably into her conoerned, thoughtful eycs.

“I've been worried about you ever since we got to
the mansion,” she said, lgying a band acrows his arm.
“I even thought - well, never mind what I though. Is
something wrong?™

He pulled the gate open and raised the mesh outer
doar, an excuse to look away. *I .. yeah, something’s
‘wrong,” e said quictly. "But now's not the fime.
Let's just get this over with.
Jill frownad but nodded, stif] looking concemed.
“Okay. When this is aver, we can talk"

You won't want to talk 10 me when this s over.
Barry stepped out into the short hallway and Jill
followed, their boots clanking across a sicel grate. The
hall turned 1o the Lot just ahead and Barry slowed
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‘Surprises pissed him off, they made bim foel like he
‘wasu'tin control. ..

TAM in control, nothing s happening hero that
‘can't handle! This is MY game, my rules, and T will
nccomplish my mission without any interference from
that ltle thief-bitch.

‘Weaker stalked out into the main corridar, saw that
Jill had managed to take out a fow mare of the
‘wizened, withered scientists and technician that
‘wandered the bascment labs. Two of them Ly just
outside the door, their skulls blown into arid powder
by what Looked like shotgun blasts. Fe kicked ons of
them angrily, his boot crunching into the carpse's
brittle ribe, the dry snap af bon loud in the silence -
- except that suddealy, be heard beavy boots com-
ing down the metal sairs from B2, the hollow clump
echoing through the hall. And then  rough, heritant
voice calling out.

“illr”

Barry Burton, as I live and breathe.

‘Wesker raised his weapon coolly, ready to fire when
Barry stepped into view and then lowered it
oughtuly. AR momen, a sow gin spread
ncross his face.

EIGHTEEN

JILL EASED INTO THE STEAMING, HISSING
room, a thick smell of grease in the heated air. It was
some kind of  boiler room, and a big one; heavy,
thrumming machinery filled the large chamber, mur-
rounded by winding catwalks. Massive turbines spun
‘and pounded, generating power in & steady whine as
hidden ducts spat. out steam at short intervals.

‘She moved slowly into the poorly lit chamber,
pecring down one of the railed walkoways into the
Hlactuating shadows cast by the towering generators.
From where she wes, she could see that the place was
a Labyrinth of paths, twining around the giant blocks
of nolsy 3

The source of the estate's power. That cxplains how
they managed to keep it secret for so long, they had
their own lile city ot here, totally mutonomous,
probably had their food shipped in, too.

‘She turned down the namow walk 1o her right,
‘waiching uneasily for any more of the strange, pale
‘zombien that shed seen in the corridors of B3. The
path scemed clear, but with the movement and noise
created by the turbines
‘Something ripped at her left shoulder, a sudden,
iolent slash that tar open her vest and scraped the
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skin beneath.
Jill spun and fired, the roar of the shotgun drowning
out the hissing machines. The blast it metal, pellets
‘Hcocheting into the empty walk. There was nothing
behind her.

Where?

A lunging, blade-like claw liced the sir in front of
hex face, swooping down from sbove.

‘She stumbled back, staring up at the stocl mesh of
the ceiling and saw a dark shape ekitter out of the
shadows, hooking its way across the grate incredibly
fast, curving claws a its hands and feet. She caught &
‘glimpee of thick spines around its matant, latiencd
face and then it turned and ran nto the thrumming
shacdows of the power room.

“There was & door at the end of the walk and Jill
sprinted towand it, heart racing, the pounding whine.
of the generators thundering in ber eary

‘She was five feet from the door when she saw the
moving shadow position itself in front of her. She,
raised the shotgun and leaned back -

- more of them!

“There were two of the creatures overhead, squat,
teribile things with vicious, curving hooks instead of
hands. One of them dropped down suddealy, banging
by clawed feet to swipe at her with its bladed arm.
Jillfired and the creature screeched, the blast
hitting itin the cheat. It fell from the ceiling with n
ltter, thick blood oozing out of the rugged wound.
‘She turned back toward the entrance and ran,
hearing the patier of claws against the mosh overhead.
Another of the aberrant monkey like things swung
down in front of her, and Jill ducked, afreid o stop
running. The thing’s strange arm whistled past her
ear, misting her head by less than an inch.

“The metal doors were in front of her. Jill crashed
into them, slapping one handle down and stumbling
back into the cold stillnes of the corridor. The door
‘closed on the furious, sheill cry of one of the mon-
sters,rising high over the sounds of the working
‘machines.

‘She sagged against the door, gasping

and saw Barry Burton standing midway down

the chilled, ailent hall. He hurried toward her, an
expression of decp worry on his rugged, bearded face.
“Jilll Are you alright?”

She pushed away from the door, nurprised. “God,
Barry, where have you been? I thought you'd gotten
Last in the twmels.”

Barry nodded grimly. I did. And I ran into some
trouble trying to get ou."”
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dovrn on the protense of checking his weapan, letting
Jill getin front of him.

“They turned the comer and Jill froze, staring into
the muzzle of Weakers reised Beretta. He grinned st
them, his sunglavees hiding his eyes, bis smile smug
and loering.

“Hello, Jill. Nice of you to drop by, be said
‘smoothly. "Nice wort, Barry. Take her weapons.
‘She turned her startled gaze 1o him as he quickly
plucked the shotgun from her hands, then reached.
around to unholster her Beretta, his face buming.
“Now get back up to Bl and wait for me by the exit.
Tl be wp in a few minutes.”

Barry stared ot him. "But you said you just wanted
10 lock her up.”

‘Wesker shook his head. Ok, don't worry. I'im not
going o hurt her, I promise. Now get going.”
Jilllooked et him, confusion and fear and anger
playing across her face. “Barry?”

“Tm sorry, Jil.
He tumed and walked around the comer, feeling

defeated and ashamed - not to meation terified for

Jill. Wesker had promised, but Wesker's word meant
nothing. He'd probably kill her as soon as he heard

the elevator doors close, but what if I'm not in the elevator?
Maybe I can still do something 10 keep her alive. ...
Barry hurried to the 1ift and opened the gates,

then slammed them closed and pushe the operation
awitch, sending it back 1o B3 without  passenger.

Moving silently, he edged back toward the comer,
listening.

... can't say I'm all that surprised, *Jll was

saying. "But how did you get Barry to help you?™

Wesker laughed. "Ol' Barry's got some trouble at

home. 1 t0ld him that Umbrella has a team watching

his house, waiting to kil kis precious family. He was

anly too happy to help.”

‘Barry olenched his fists, his jaw tight.

“You're a bastard, you know thas?" Jill mid.

“Maybe. But I'm going 1o be a rich bastard when all

this is over. Umbrella is paying me a lot of money to
clean up their lisle problem, and to get vid of a few of
you goddamn snoaping S.T.AR.S. in the process
Why would Umbrella want to desiroy the
STARS.?* Jill nsked.

“Oh, not all of them. They've got big plans for some
of us, at least thase of us that want to make a profit.
1t's you sniveling do-gooders that they don't wan,
the red-white-and-blue, apple pie, all that happy
bullshit. The way Redfield's been ranning around,
mouthing off about conspiracies, you think Umbrel-
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la didn't notice? It has to stop, here. This whole place
was rigged to blow up justin case of an accident
and the Tyrant virus escaping qualifies. Once you're
all dead and this facility's destrayed, no ane will be
able t0 getto the sruth.”

Son-of a-bitch was going to kill all of us.

“But enough about Umbrella. 1 had you brought
down here for a little experiment of my own. I want o
see how our most agile team member stands up
agabnst the miracle of moder science. If you'll just
step through that door.”

Barry flattencd himself against the wall s Wesker
stepped beck, part of his shoulder coming into view.
‘He put his hand on his Colt and drew it out slowly.

“I can't believe that you're doing this,” Till said.
“Selling out o protect  bunch of unethical corporate
blackmailers.”

“Blackmailers? Ok, you mean Barry. Unbrella
‘wouldn't bother with blackmail. They can afford to
buy people just as easily. I made all that up to get him
on board "

Bary slammed the butt of his Colt into Werker's
skull as hard as he coald, dropping him like  ton of
bricks.

NINETEEN

JILL STARED IN ASTONISHMENT AS WESKER
suddenly stopped talking and crumpled to the floor
‘and Burry sepped into view, staring down at
‘Wesker's body with a look of intense hatred, Coltin
hand.

She crouched down next 1o Wesker and pried the.
‘Beretta from his fingere, tacking it into her waistband.
Barry tumed to look at her, his eyes swimming with
apology. “Jill I'm so sorry. I never showld have
believed him.

Jill stared at him for & moment, thinking shout his
daughters. Moira was Becky McGee's age. ..

“It’s okay," she seid finally. “You came back, that's
‘what matter

Barry handed her back her weapons, and they both
gazed down at Wesker's sprawled form, sl breathing
but unconscious. He was out cold.

“I don's suppose you have ary handeuffs on you?™
Barry asked.

Jill shook her bead. "Maybe we should check out

the lab, there’s bound to be some cable or cord we can
use. Besides, I'n kind of curious abous this ‘miracle
of modern science" he was talking about...”

‘She turned and found the switch that opersted the






images/page141.jpg
‘hydranic door, noting the biohazard symbol painted
across the front. The doar slid open and the two of
them sepped inside.
Waw....
Tt was & huge, high-ceilinged chamber lined with
monitaring consoler, cables anaking acrows the floar
and connecting to a whole serics of standing glass
tubes. There were eight of the tubes lined up in the
cente of the Toom, each of themn big enough 1o hold a
grown man. They were all empty.
Burry reached down and scooped up & bandfal of
‘cable, digging into his pocket for & knife whils Jill
walled toward the back, gazing at the tochnical and
‘medioal equipment and stopped, saring, fecling
her jaw drop.
Against the back wall was & much larger tube, at
least cight or nine feet all, hooked up 1o its own.
‘computer console and the thing inside filled i, top
0 bottom. Tt was monstrous
“Jil, I got the cabl. I...."
By stopped next to her, his word faltering as he
saw the abomination. Silently, they both walked 1o-
wand it, unable to resist  closer look.
Tt was tall, but proportionally correct, at least
through the broad, muscular torso and long legs; those:
parts appeared buman. One of its arma had been
altered into s cluster of massive, dragging claws,
hanging past its knees, while the other seemed ordi-
nary, if overly large. There was a thick, bloody tumor
from where ts beart would be, and Jill
realizex, staring at the bulbous mass that it was the:
thing's heart; it was pulsing slowly, expanding and
contracting in slow, rhythmic beats
‘She stoppe in front of the tube, awed by the
abomination. She could see lines of scar tissue snak-
ing across ita limbs, surgical scars. It had no scxual
organs; they'd been cut away. She looked up at its face:
‘and saw that parts of the flosh there had also been
removed; the lips were gone, and it seemed to grin
broadly at her through the sliced rod tissue of it face,
all of ts teeth exposed.
“Tyrans,” Bamry said quietly.
3ill glanced over at him, saw him frowning down at
the computer that was booked to the tube by multiple
cables.
She loaked back at the Tyrant, fecling nearly over-
‘whelmed by pity and disgust. Whatever it was now, it
had onoe been a man. Urbrella had turmed him into &
freakish horar.
“We can't leave it like this,” she said sofily, and
Barry nodded.
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Behind him, something scroamed.
‘Weaker whirled around, confused:-and saw four of
the mesh-monkeys running st him, lashing out with
long, curvod hands as they reached him. Terrible pain
shot up through his legs and he fell, crashing to the.
had stoel flocr.

This can't hagpen.

One of the creatures jumped onto his chest and
suddenly Wexker couldn' breathe, couldn't evea raise
his weak arms to push it away. Another tore into his
leftleg, ripping away a thick chunik of flesh with its
hooked claw. The third and fourth screamed in savage
glee, dancing around him like, dark, vicious children,
Tifting their claws ar they pranced on squat lege.
‘Somehow, thers was blood in his eyes, and the
‘world was spinning away, scrcams and hisses and
incredble, searing heat blurring his vision, his

mind.

Tyrant has come.

‘Wesker could feel it, could feel the presence of
something vast and powerful touching him. Grining
through the pain, he scarched for it through the red
haze of his failing vision, wanting more than anything
0 see it slaughter his atinckers in a glory of perfoct
motion, but be could only make out the smmense
shaddow that seemed 1o flood over him, through him,
‘could only imagine that the powerful, magnificent
‘warrior was reaching down 10 lift him from his
torment....

Teontrol let me seecec. .

Darkness stole bis hopes awsy, and Wesker thought
10 more.

S.T.AR.S. Alpha team, Bravo, anybody -
- you can't answer, try 10 signall I'm running out of fuel,
do you read? This is Brad! Repeat-5. TA.R5. Alpha
team...”

Rebeoca hit the button, talking fust. "Brad! There's

@ heliport at the Spencer estate, you have to get to the
heliport! Brad, come in’

There was & high, whining squeal and Rebecca

heard what must have been the word “copy” - but the
rest was lost

“I copy?” or, "Do you copy?”

There was 10 wy 1o know. Frustrated and warried,
Rebeoon held on to the radio tightly, hoping that he'd
heard her.

‘Suddenly, a shrill larm blared into the silent room
through some hidden speaker in the ceiling. Rebeoca
jumped, waring around the cold chamber helplesdy.
There was & buzzing click from inside the door that
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led 1o the heliport and she hurried over, grabbing the
handle and pulling it ope. It had unlocked.

A cool, female voice began to speak, slowly and
clearly over the jangling alarm.

“The triggering sysiem has now been activated. All
personnel must evacuate immediately or process deac-
tivation. You have five minutes. The triggering sysiem
has now been activated.
As the rocordod message repeatod, Rebecon stood
in the open doorway and watched the open Indder
shaft, her blood racing, waiting 1o see Chris cmerge
from the Levels below.

He'd only been gone a fiw minutes, but their time,
had just run out.

TWENTY

JILL AND BARRY RAN FROM THE ELEVATOR
back toward the main hall of B3, the cool voice
informing them tht they had four and a half minates.
“They hit the open corridor at a dead run, sprinting
around the corner and saw Chris Redield
halfway up the metal stairs.

“Chis/" Jill shouted.

He spun around, his face lighting up as he saw them
dashing toward him.

“Hurry!" he shouted. "There's a heliport on Bl
Thank God!

Chirs waitod until they reached the base of the
stairs and then ran abead, rushing around the walk-
way and holding open the door that led t0 the ladder.
Jill and Barry made it to the 1o and sped through,
the computer telling them that they had four minutes,
fifteen seconds to get away.

Barry went up the Iadder first and Jill followed,
Chris right behind. They piled out into BL Jill saw
that Rebeoca Chambers was standing t the cengen-
cy exit, her youthfal face tight with anxicty.

Chiris hustied her through the door and the four of
them ran through n winding concrete hall, Jill preying
silently that they'd have time to clear the eatata.

1 hape you burn here, Wesker.

There was  large.elevator at the end of the corridor
and Barry slammed the gate open, holding it s they
rushed inside. He jumped in after them. They had
four mimutes even.

The elevator seemed to craw] upward and Jill
Iooked at her watoh, heart pounding as the seconds
ticked past.

Not gonna make i, we'll never make it.

“The lift ummed to & stop and Chria yanked the
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She joined him at the console, Iooking down at the
‘myriad switohes and buttons. There had to be.a
witch that would put an end to it life; it deserved
that much.

There was & set ofsix red switches in s row along
the bottom and Barry flipped one of them down.
Nothing scemed to hsppen. He glanced at her, and
she nodded for him to continue. He used the side of
his hand to £lip all of them.

There was & sudden, dull thum...

They both whirled around, saw the Tyrant pal back.
its buman hand and hit the glass again. Cracks
‘webbod out from the impact, though the glass bad to
be several inches thick.

“Ok... SHIT!"

Barry grabbed her arm a the creature drew its
biceding knuckles back for another blow.

)

They ran, Jill wishing to God that they'd left.it
alone, panic welling up from deep inside of her. Barry
slarmmed his hand down o the door control and it
sl open as behind thern, glass shattered.

“They stumbled through the door, terrified, Barry
hitting the lock and saw that Wesker was gone.

‘Wesker stumbled toward the power room, his head
pounding, his limbs fecling strangely distant and
‘weak. He felt like he was going 1o throw up.
Goddamn Barry ...

‘They'd taken his gun. He'd come to as they'd
‘walled into the lab and recled toward the elevatar,
‘curving them both, cursing Umbrella for creating such
scrowed up mess, carsing himself for not simply
killing the §.T.A.R.S. when he could have.

Hs not over. I'm siill in control. This is my

game....

The sample case was down in the Jab, probably
being destroyed right now by ane of those idiots.
“Tyrant, too. That magnificent creature, powerless
without the adrenaline injections, dead. Theyd shoot
him in his sleeping heart, he'd die without ever tasting
Wesker reached the door to the room and leaned
against it, sruggling to catch his breath. Blood drib-
bled out of his ears and he shook his head, trying to
clear it of the strange fog that had settlod into his
brain.

He didn® have the tissue samples, but he could aill

‘completo his mission. It was mpartant, very impor-
tant that he complete his mission. It was about

‘control, and control was his game.
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... triggering system, watch out for monkeys
The Ma2s, he had to be carcful. Wesker opened the
door and pitched forward, the ground secming 100 far
‘away and then too close. The machines wero hissing at
him, whining and hissing in the hot, oily air. Fis hand
found the railing and he pulled himself toward the
back of the room, trying to hurry but finding that his
lega weren't interested.

A claw shot down from sbove and tore into his
scalp, yanking sway a clump of hair. He felt warm
liquid trickle down the back of his neck and sturmbled
on, the pain in his head sharper now.

Took my gun, stupid, stupid assholes twok my

gun....

He reached the docr and had just mansged to get it
‘open when something heavy landed on his back,
Inocking him into the next room. He fell an the cold
‘metal floar and s terrible shriek sounded in bis ear.
“Thick talons punctired the kin on his back and
‘Wesker slapped at it at. the grinning, scrcaming thing
that was trying to kill him.

Ho hit the creature as hard as he could, shoving the
heel of his hand into ts throat. Tt leaped away,
Ianding on the mesh wrall and clambering back up to
the ceiling.

‘Weaker pulled himself up and stambled on, fresh
‘waves of pain and nausea warhing over him. The sir
‘was 100 hot, the turbine loud and relentless in their
spinning, throbbing frenzy, but he could see the
door to the back now, the doar that led to the
‘completion of his mission.

Allof the S.TA.R.S., dead, blown tnto orbit while I
escape, fly away a rich man. ..

He flung the door open and made his way taward
the small, glowing screen in the back comer. It was
quieter here, cooler. The massive machines that filled
the chamber hummed sofly at him, their purpose.
quite differeat than that of the ones outside. These
‘were the machines that wanted to help him regain bis
control.

The noise from the open door behind him seemed.
far away an he reached the glowing scrven, his fingers
‘mumb as they touched the keyboard beneath.

Ho found the keys he needed, the code spilling out
acrows the monior in soft green after only a few
mistakes. A sexy, quiet voice informed him that the
‘countdown would begin in thirty seconds. Dizzy, he
tried to remember the setting for the timer. The
‘system would trigger automatically in five minutes,
but he had to resct it, give himself time 1o get
reoriented and make his way to the outside.
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 heavy biack object fly out of the open
door on the ide, hiting the tar with an audible thud.
Chiris was closest. e xan fort.

The Tyrant had slmost reached Jill and Rebecon.
The two of them split, cach headed in a differcat.
dircction and the creature, tumed toward Jil without
hesitating, tracking her with its strange, fixed gaze.
“Jill, this way!” Chrix scrcamed.

‘Barry spun and saw that Chris had the bulky
rocket launcher peopped on his shoulder.

Yes!

Jill veered toward Chriv, the Tyrant close behind.
“Clear!"

She Ieaped to on side and rolled as Chris fired, the
‘whoosh of the rocket-propelled grenade almost lost to
the thundering beat of the ‘copter's rotors.

The explosion wasn. The grenade it the Tymnt
square in the chest and in & burst of inceadhary light
‘and deafening sound, it blew the monster into &
‘million smoking picces.

Even as tattered shreds of flesh and bone haled
down over them, Brad lowered the ‘copter back
toward the ground and the four S.T.AR.S. ran for t.
The rails hadn't touched yet s Jill dove into the open
‘cabin, Chris and Rebecca and Barry all throwing
themselves in after her.

“Go, Brad, now!” Jill scrcamed.

The bird lifted into the air and sped away.

TWENTY-ONE

THE CALM, FEMALE VOICE FELL ONLY ON
inhurman ears.

“You have five seconds, three, two, one. System
activation now.

A circuit that ran the length and width of the estate:
connected.

‘With an earth-shaking thunderclap of motion and
sound, the Spencer estate exploded. Devices went
off simultancously in the basement of the mansion,
beneath the reservoir, behind n plain, uninterest-

ing fireplace in the guardhouse and in the third

Tevel of the basement Iaboratorics. Marble walls
tumbled down over the disintegrating floors of the
fine old mansion. Rock collapsed and concrete.

blew into a fine blackened dust. Mastive fireballs rosc:
up into the early morning sky and could be seen from
‘miles away in their few brief seconds of brilliant lfe.
As the incredible peal of booming sound rolled
across the foreat and died away, the wreckage startod
o bam.
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EPILOGUE

THE FOUR OF THEM WERE QUIET AS BRAD
piloted the ‘copter back toward the city, and though
he had » million questions, something about their
silence didn't invite conversation. Chris and Jill were
both staring out the haich window at the spreading
fire that had been the estate, their exprossions grim.

down at his hands like he'd never seen them before.
“The new girl was quictly moving among thern, treat-
ing their wounds without saying & word.

Brad kopt his mouth shut, il fecling crappy sbout
taking off earlier. He'd boen through hell since then,
flying around in circles and waiching the fucl gauge
slowly drop. It bad been a total nightmae, and he bad
o take n pis like nobody's business.

And shen that monsier. ..
He shudderod. Whatever it had becn, he was glad it
‘was dead. Tt had taken all of his nerve not to fly away

the second he'd laid eyes on it and as far as he was
‘concermed, he deserved a little consideration for man-
aging to kick the launcher out the docr.

He glanced back at the silent foursome, wondering
if he should tell themn about the weird call he'd gotten
over the radio. Right after the rookie had scrcamed
something about a heliport through the static,  clear,
solid signal had come in, & male voice calmly giving
him the exact coordinater. The guy had been listening
in, which was weird, but the fact that he knew the
Tocation well enough to give Brad directions was
downright spooky.

He frowned, trying to rememiber the mystery man's
name. Thad? Terrence?

Trent. That's it, he said his name was Trens.

Brad docided that it would keep for another day.

For now, he just waned to go home.
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gate open, the cool sir of early morning sweeping over
them and the wet, wondrous sound of & belicop-
tex overhead, circling.

“He heard me!* Rebooca shouted, and Jill grinned,
foeling a sudden wave of affection far the rookie.
The helicopter port was huge, the wide, flat space.
surrounded by high walls, a circle of yellow paint on
the asphalt showing Brad where 1o set down. Bary
‘and Chris both waved their arms frantically, Sgualing
the pilot to hurry a Jill looked at her watch again. A
little over three and a half minutes remained. More:
than enough time. . .

CRASH!

Jill whirled around, sew chunks of concreta and tar
fly into the sir and rain down over the northwest
‘comer of the Ianding pe. A giant claw stretched up
from the hole, fll across the jagged lip

and the pale, hulking Tyrant leaped out onto the
heliport, rose smoothly from its agile crouch ... and
started towand them.

What the hell is that?

Tthad o be cight feet tall, parts of it giant body
mutilated and deformed, i3 grinning face focusing on
them even as it stood up. 1t moved toward themat a
slow walk, the massive claw of ts left arm flexing.
No sime, Brad can't land.

Chris targeted the dark, turorous thing on its ches
‘and fired, pulling the trigger five times in rapid
succession, three of the rounds finding their mark.
The other two were within an inch of the pulsing
Redness ... ad the creature didn't even slow down.
“Scatter!" Barry yelled.

The S.T.ARS. split, Jill pulling Rebecca to the
farthest comer from the towering monster, Chris
sprinting toward the southern wall. Baxry stood his
ground, pointing his Colt at the approaching beast
Theee 357 rounds slammed into ts belly, the
thundering shots echaing ageinst the high concrets
walls.

The creaturs suddenly sped up, rumning toward
Barry, drawing its giant claw back

‘and as Barry dove out of the way, the thing swept
past him in a running crouch, bringing its claw up as if
throwing u bl underhand. Tt talons gouged the.
‘asphalt, ipping through it as though it was 1o mors
solid than water.

As soon as the monster was past, it stopped run-
ning, turning almost casually back 1o watch Barry
scramble 10 his fect and fire agin.

The bullet took out a fleshy chun of its right
shoulder. Thick blood coursed down ts wide chest.
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‘and joined the dripping, open mass of its stomach.
Overhead, the Alpba ‘copter sil circled, unable to
Land and there was still no sign that the immense:
creature felt the injuriee. It started ite run again,

ing its texrible, inbuman hand down a¥ it went
st his revolver clicked on empty.
Bary sprinted away, but the charging monster
veered with him and its sweeping claw
glanced against his side, tambling bim to the ground.
Barry!
s o i Wi
s it bent down over the fallen Alpha. Barry was
scrambling backwards, his vest shrodded, his cyes
‘wite with terror and it must have felt the sting of the bullets
because it hummsd, fixing its emotionless stare on
Chris. Barry staggered to his foet and limped quickly away.
We don't have any time!
Clirs emptied the clip, the last several rounds
hitting itin the face. Picces of tooth flew from the
creature's lipless mouth, spattering to the sphalt in &
rain of whitz and red. The creature didn't secm 1o
notice e it started 10 Tun toward him at incredilile.

specd.
Jill and Rebocoa were both firing, shouting, trying
o tun its attention away from Chria but it was
already fixated, pounding toward him and drawing its
claw back - wait for it

He dove to the xids st the last posilile secand and
the moaster went. flying past, ts claw mulching the
‘sphalt where he'd just been standing.

Cliris ran, the horrible awareness dswning on him
that the scoonds were slipping past and that they
‘coaldn't Kill it in time.

Bary felt blood secping from hin thigh, the top
several layers of his skin slicod neatly away by the
“Tyrants brutal swipe. The pain was bearable; the
knowledge that they were going to dic wasn't.

We Il blow up if we don't get chopped to pieces first.
Tyrant turned its atcntion to Jll and Rebeca, both
of them firing again at the scemingly invulnerable
‘monster. 1t tarted its smooth, casy walk toward
them, still indifferent to the bloody hales in its body.
‘Shotgun blasts hit it in the legs and chest, ninc
‘millimetex bullets speckled its pasty flesh, and it
dida? falter, kept on walking.

‘Wind whipped down over Barry as the roar of the,
helicoptar’s blades suddenly got louer. He heard x
screaming shout come from above.

“Incoming!™

By stared up st the ‘copter, hovering only twenty
foet from the ground and i






